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BAT  
OUT  
OF HELL
THE ROCKET-POWERED ME-163 KOMET  
INTERCEPTOR OUTPERFORMED EVERY  
OTHER WORLD WAR II COMBAT AIRCRAFT… 
IF ITS PILOTS LIVED TO FIGHT  BY DON HOLLWAY



SLASH AND BURN A Messerschmitt 
Me-163B-1 Komet of Jagdgeschwader 
400 shoots down a 91st Bomb Group 
B-17G, in an illustration by Jack Fellows.
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Colonel Avelin P. Tacon Jr. of the 359th Fighter Group reported: 
“My eight ship section was furnishing close support to a Combat 
Wing of B-17s that had just bombed Merseburg....Someone 
called in contrails high at six o’clock.” From more than a mile 
above the Americans, two stubby, sweptwing single-seaters rock-
eted to the attack. As they slashed through his formation, Tacon 
recalled, “I estimate, conservatively, they were doing between 
500 and 600 mph.” One dived away; the other climbed into the 
sun, as another 359th pilot put it, “like a bat out of hell.” That 
quickly, they were gone. “Although I had seen them start their 
dive and watched them throughout their attack,” Tacon admit-
ted, “I had no time to get my sights anywhere near them.”

A loophole in the Versailles Treaty ending World War I had 
 

or rockets. In the 1920s and ’30s, designer Alexander Lippisch 
perfected tailless, delta-wing gliders, and engineer Helmuth 
Walter developed rockets burning 80-percent-pure hydro-

in it,” Lippisch warned, “then 
you get only the bone out.” 

Lippisch’s Messerschmitt 
Me-163A Komet was part 
rocket, part glider. Its plywood 
bat wings were swept back not 
so much for streamlining 
(tran sonic airflow being still 
little understood), but to put 
their control surfaces suffi-

dart. “It just won’t spin,” de- 
clared test pilot Heinrich 

And it was fast. During one 

tests, Dittmar hit 528 mph in 
a dive. On October 2, 1941, 
he was towed up over 13,000 

IN LATE JULY 1944, P-51 MUSTANG  
PILOTS WHO THOUGHT THEY FLEW  
THE BEST FIGHTER AIRCRAFT OVER 
GERMANY RECEIVED A RUDE SURPRISE.

PROMISING PROTOTYPE 
One of five V-series Me-163 
test aircraft makes a low- 
level powered flight at the 
Peene münde-West field near 
Germany’s Baltic Sea coast. 
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I
Komet 

Komet 

IF, IN A CRASH, 
LEAKING T-STOFF 
TOUCHED C-STOFF, 
DETONATION WAS 
INSTANTANEOUS 
AND TOTAL.

Jagdgeschwader

 

Komet

 

HANDLE WITH CARE  
A ground crewman pours  
C-Stoff into an Me-163B’s 
fuel tank. Though the Komet’s 
fuel was extremely volatile, 
Heinrich Dittmar (below left) 
said, “A child can fly it.” Rudi 
Opitz (below right) was lucky 
to survive an Me-163 mishap.
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TECH NOTES MESSERSCHMITT ME-163B-1

GENERATOR 
DRIVE 

PROPELLER

FUG 25A 
RADIO PACK

MECHANICALLY 
JETTISONABLE  
CANOPY WITH  

VENTILATION PANEL

PILOT’S SEAT

T-STOFF  
FILLER CAP

C-STOFF  
FILLER CAP

MAIN 
UNPROTECTED 
T-STOFF TANK

 8MM BACK 
ARMOR

FABRIC-COVERED ELEVON

TRIM TAB

HEADREST

REVI 16B 
GUNSIGHT

BATTERY AND 
ELECTRONIC PACKS

 HYDRAULIC  
AND COMPRESSED 

AIR PORTS LANDING 
SKID

TAKEOFF 
TROLLEY 

PITOT 
HEADCOMPRESSED  

AIR BOTTLE

MAIN C-STOFF 
WING TANK

PORT 30MM  
MK 108 CANNON

AMMUNITION  
FOR MK 108 
CANNONS  
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TAILFIN 
CONSTRUCTION

RUDDER 
HORN 

BALANCE

STEERABLE 
TAILWHEEL

RUDDER

HWK 509A-1 MOTOR 
TURBINE HOUSING

ROCKET MOTOR  
COMBUSTION 
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ENGINE 
Walter HWK 509A-1 or A-2 
bi-fuel rocket motor with a 
maximum thrust rating of  
3,748 lbs.

WINGSPAN 
30 feet 7¹/³ inches

WING AREA 
199.13 square feet

LENGTH 
19 feet 2¹/³ inches

WEIGHT 
4,206 lbs. (empty) 
9,502 lbs. (maximum takeoff)

MAXIMUM SPEED 
593 mph at 9,850 feet

CLIMB 
2.6 minutes to 29,500 feet  
3.35 minutes to 39,370 feet

CEILING 
39,698 feet

COMBAT RADIUS 
22 miles at 497 mph

MAXIMUM POWERED  
ENDURANCE 
7.5 minutes

ARMAMENT 
Two forward-firing 30mm 
Rheinmetall Borsig MK 108 
cannons with 60 rounds per gun

SPECIFICATIONS 

SPARTAN COCKPIT The instruments in a captured Me-163 
include on its central panel (top row, from left) airspeed indicator, 
artificial horizon/turn and bank indicator and variometer; and 
(bottom row, from left) altimeter, tachometer and fuel gauge.
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BASE OF OPERATIONS  
Top: An Me-163B-1 taxis for 
takeoff from JG.400’s base at 
Brandis, a bomber field east 
of Leipzig. Above: A Komet 
undergoes maintenance at 
Brandis. The Walter rocket 
engine was easily accessed 
by removing the one-piece 
rear fuselage and tailfin.
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speed, he pulled up in front of the 457th BG and came back 
down from 12 o’clock high. His head-on pass produced few hits, 
but Schubert looped back again for a tail attack, and with just 

experienced a series of failures and aircraft losses,” remembered 
-

Komets

Schubert made another head-on pass, and with time for just one 
-

pilot of  the war.
Komets. 

grass to get out of the way of the other aircraft which were fol-
-

with another pilot killed.

-
ising was the Jägerfaust
wing cannons automatically firing upward when the Komet 

-

only three proto types were complete by war’s end.
 

W -
out than the Komet, but its rocket, burning kerosene 

and red fuming nitric acid, was no more reliable and contrib-

motor explosion and another 
killed in a crash when he lost 
control near the sound bar-

-
bat. Like the Germans, the 
Russians became more enam-
ored of jets.

Rocket  f ighter s  a l so 
appealed to Germany’s B-29-
beset allies, the Japanese. 

components were lost in tran-
sit aboard sunken U-boats, 

license-built Komet
Shusui

prototype’s engine cut out and 
it crashed, killing the pilot.

-

outlying bases, but they were 

storage at the different air-

-
ers pounded targets around 

Komets 

the threat. None of their 
pilots so much as engaged 

 

-

was one of the few German 
planes that could, and did, 

planes and pilots lost to acci-

Germany ceased Komet pro-

Before the end, Lieutenant 
Komet 

Jägerfaust
-

nel watched him speed up 

FINALLY, THE TOLL 
IN PILOTS HAVING 
FAR OUTWEIGHED 
THEIR RESULTS, 
GERMANY CEASED 
KOMET PRODUCTION 
AFTER 364 HAD 
BEEN BUILT.

HIGH PRICE Hartmut Ryll 
(left) was among JG.400’s 
earliest combat casualties. 
Siegfried Schubert (below 
left) scored three victories in 
the Me-163, but was killed  
in an explosion on takeoff.
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Leipzig. “Kelb approached the lead aircraft of the bomber for-

Komet

Komet
-

-

bomber pilot remembered. 
-
-

-

 

For additional reading, frequent  
contributor Don Hollway  
recommends: 

L. Ethell; and 

, by Stephen Ransom 
and Hans-Hermann Cammann. 
More info, images and video at 
donhollway.com/me-163.

LAST DAYS Above: Fritz 
Kelb was the only pilot to use 
a Jägerfaust 50mm cannon- 
equipped Komet in combat. 
Right: A surviving Me-163B-1 
and its rocket engine are 
displayed at the National 
Air and Space Museum’s 
Udvar-Hazy Center. Below: 
Lacking fuel for a tractor tug, 
ground crewman use what’s 
on hand to pull a Komet onto 
the runway late in the war. 


