


31AHja n ua ry  2 0 1 7

LU
F

T
K

R
IE

G
.N

E
T

A RUSSIAN PRINCE PILOTING A MODIFIED SPITFIRE FOR THE  
RAF TARGETED A JUNKERS JU-86R DURING WORLD WAR II’S 
HIGHEST AERIAL COMBAT  BY PETE LEHMANN

THE LUFTWAFFE’S 
HIGH-FLYING DIESEL

I
n the summer of  1940, a challenging new 
opponent appeared in the skies over Britain. 
A prototype German reconnaissance air-

-

-

diesel-powered recon planes made sporadic 

conduct covert operations over the Soviet Union in 

-
-

ance in the West, and their deployment over  

 

a very poor power-to-weight ratio in aviation appli-

two-stroke design that used opposed pistons in a 

heavier than their gasoline-powered equivalents. 
-
-

-
tenance to avoid seizing pistons and exhaust port 

going up A crewman 
climbs aboard a Junkers 
Ju-86P prior to taking  
off on a reconnaissance  
mission over England.
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HIGHER AIMS  
On September 12, 
1942, Sergeant Horst 
Götz (top) and 2nd Lt. 
Erich Sommer (above) 
were surprised to find 
their Ju-86R-2 (below) 
intercepted at altitude 
by an RAF Spitfire.

altitude research during the 1930s, building two 
-

surized cabins. In addition, by 1939 the company 

Jumo 205 diesel engine, the 900-hp Jumo 207A 
equipped with two superchargers.

Seeking a market opportunity for their now 
obsolescent bomber airframes, in September 1939 
Junkers proposed to the German Air Ministry a 

high altitude. The prototype featured the new die-

cockpit seated a two-man crew and maintained 

feet. Bleed air from the port engine’s supercharger 
was used for pressurization, and warm air ducted 
between the cockpit’s sandwiched windows pre-

new systems. They were soon joined by a third 

was capable of  reaching 40,000 feet. Though the 
pressurized cockpit and new engines worked well, 
the extremely low temperatures at those unprec-
edented altitudes resulted in numerous equipment 
problems. Airspeed and climb rate indicators, 
altimeters and engine instrumentation all failed 
due to icing and cold. The extreme operating 

contact with jet-stream winds that considerably 

reduced their range. Still, the success of  the proto-

-

they relied on their high-altitude performance for 
immunity from interception.

for operational trials, in the course of  which it 

Throughout the winter of  1940-41, both the re-

By the spring of  1941, most of  those aircraft had 

in anticipation of  better-performing enemy inter-

more powerful engines and a tapering wing exten-
sion that increased the span to 105 feet. The use 
of  nitrous oxide injection at altitude enabled the 
diesels to produce more power at 40,000 feet than 

-

-



33AHja n ua ry  2 0 1 7

O
P

P
O

S
IT

E
 P

H
O

T
O

S
 &

 B
O

T
T

O
M

 R
IG

H
T:

 A
F

IR
S

O
V

; T
O

P
 R

IG
H

T:
 F

LY
 A

W
A

Y
 P

R
O

 

After most Ju-86 units had been diverted 
to support preparations for Operation 
Barbarossa in the winter of  1940-41, 
Britain enjoyed a prolonged respite 

Germany increasingly targeted by British raids, 
-
-

ers over southern England, never more than two 

carried was meager retribution for the havoc 

which on May 30 had reached a milestone with the 

-

squadron scrambled to intercept the Ju-86s failed 
to curtail their malicious tourism—a propaganda 
boon for the Germans that they touted without 

-

bombing from the stratospheric altitudes at which 

-

had recently begun to enter squadron service, 
enjoyed a considerably improved service ceiling 

 

pilots were selected for a unit commanded by 

 
altitude training, including sessions in an altitude 

installing a wooden propeller and removing all 

-
ing spectacular views of  southern England and 

radar detected an aircraft climbing to great height 

He was still climbing through 40,000 feet when he 
spotted a gray-blue Ju-86 with an enormous wing-

German immediately jettisoned his bomb and 

-
ing asymmetric force of  his functional starboard 

-
able German aircraft, climbing as high as 44,000 

minutes, with his fuel running low, the frustrated 

THE JU-86P 
FLEW SO HIGH 
THE GERMANS 
CONSIDERED 
DEFENSIVE 
ARMAMENT 
UNNECESSARY.

CUSTOMIZED SPIT  
The light blue Spitfire 
Mark IX (top) in which 
Emanuel Galatzine 
(above) intercepted 
Sommer and Götz  
had been specially 
modified for the task. 
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I

STRETCHED WING In addition to a 
105-foot wingspan, the Ju-86R featured 
nitrous oxide injection and four-blade 
propellers, to increase the performance 
of its diesel engines at altitude.

JUNKERS  
JU-86R

ENGINES 
Two 1,000-hp Junkers 
Jumo 207B-3/V diesels

WINGSPAN 
105 feet

WING AREA 
883 square feet

LENGTH 
54 feet 

HEIGHT 
15 feet 5 inches

WEIGHT  
14,800 lbs. (empty) 
25,420 lbs. (max)

MAXIMUM SPEED  
260 mph above         
30,000 feet

CLIMB 
900 feet per minute

CEILING 
47,000 feet

RANGE   
980 miles

ARMAMENT 
Two cameras (R-1) 
1,000 kg. bombs (R-2)  
Three MG 15 7.92mm 
machine guns

SPECIFICATIONS

TECH NOTES
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ever-cooler air remains relatively dense as altitude 
increases, providing adequate oxygen for engines 
as they climb. But upon reaching the stratosphere, 
aircraft performance rapidly dwindles. Since the 
altitude of  the performance-robbing tropopause 
varies inversely with latitude, at Egypt’s lower lati-
tude the tropopause occurs at a higher altitude 
than it does over England. That meant the Mark 
V’s maximum ceiling was considerably higher 
over Egypt than it was over England.

As in Britain, significant modifications were 

The RAF’s 103 Maintenance Unit made the 

-
neous equipment, beginning with their armor. 
The four machine guns were removed, and the 
heavy 20mm cannons replaced with two lighter 
.50-caliber guns. A four-blade propeller took the 
place of  the standard three-blade prop, and the 
engine’s compression ratio was increased. Finally, 

pointed tips.

plane climbed to 42,000 feet in an attempt to evade 

-

While that inconclusive confrontation seemed 
like a promising start, it also suggested the need 

-
ther lightened by removing the heavy radio and 
its drag-inducing antenna masts. A lighter battery 
was installed, and the already short-ranged inter-

THE SPITFIRE 
MARK V’S 
MAXIMUM 
CEILING WAS 
CONSIDERABLY 
HIGHER OVER 
EGYPT THAN 
OVER ENGLAND.

employed them as part of  a two-aircraft team. 
Each fully lightened “Striker” would be accompa-
nied by a lighter but radio-equipped “Marker” air-
craft. Flying as a team, the Striker would shadow 
the Marker from several thousand feet above until 
he was in visual contact with the target aircraft. 

a short burst before his weapons jammed. While 

he must have damaged the enemy aircraft, since it 
eventually ditched in the sea short of  Crete and its 
crew was rescued. 

at altitude, beginning a chase that led 80 miles out 

the enemy plane, forcing it to descend to an alti-

damage. The Ju-86 crash-landed in the desert 

had exhausted his fuel supply, however, forcing 

21-hour swim to shore.
The next month saw two more inconclusive 

by downing two of  the three operational Ju-86s 

Junkers’ war was over. �

Pittsburgh-based writer Pete Lehmann is a hang-gliding 
and sailplane devotee who has pursued his passion for 

War-
planes of  the Third Reich, by William Green; and 

EYES IN THE SKY  
Above left: The 
camera ports (top)  
and pressurized hatch 
(bottom) of the Ju-86P. 
Above right: Luftwaffe 
personnel stand beside 
a Ju-86R undergoing 
testing in Germany.


