ESCAPEQOFTHE

MESSERSCHMITT
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most North American citizens, the

Fetween-the—wars politics of Central

Europe were strange at best — borders
and alliances kept changing while most
of the names seemed unpronounceable.
Obviously, this article focuses on Hungary
and, much like Nazi Germany, that nation
had many restrictions put upon it by its
actions during the Great War. This meant
the country was forbidden from having an
air force although an air arm did develop
under the guise of “flying clubs.” Within
this system, a variety of military aircraft
began to be acquired — usually from
Hungary’s “friends” in Germany and Italy.

On 28 December 1938, the Magyar
Kirlalyi Honved Legiero — the Royal
Hungarian Air Force — was created.
Equipment included 27 Junkers Ju 86K-2
twin-engine bombers, 27 Fiat CR.32
biplane fighters, and nine Heinkel He 70
recon aircraft. Hungarians had taken a

deep-seated dislike tgthe new Republic
of Slovakia. Troops from Slovakia had
made incursions into Hungary and on
15 May 1938, Hungarian military forces
attacked Slovakia and this caused the
Slovaks to retreat and stay inside their
own borders.

Next up was the likelihood of war
with neighboring Rumania and possibly
Yugoslavia. The Rumanians were
particularly hated by the Hungarians
and some of this was due to centuries-
old blood feuds. At this point, it was
decided to equip the air force with
replacements for the CR.32 biplane and
in early 1939 Germany supplied three
Messerschmitt Bf 109D-1 and three
Heinkel He 112B monoplane fighters
for competitive evaluation and possible
license production. A contract was
also undertaken with Italy that saw the
acquisition of 70 Fiat CR.42 biplanes.

Although obsolete in design, the aircraft
compared favorably with the fighters
flown by Hungary’s neighbors.

Owing to the balance of trade between
Hungary and Italy, a decision was made
to acquire more Italian aircraft, mainly
trainers and recon aircraft, and by the
end of 1939, the Hungarians could field
a combat force of 69 Fiat CR.32 fighters,
71 CR42 fighters, 63 Ju 86K bombers, 16
He 70 long-range recon aircraft, 34 He 46
short-range recon aircraft, and 51 WM
short-range recon aircraft (designed and
built locally).

By 1940, the Hungarian government
made the decision to invest funds in
building their own aviation industry
since it could not rely on foreign
deliveries because of the start of WWII.
However, it did instruct Hungarian
companies to favor obtaining licenses
from German companies. The air force
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The author started out his twin-engine career with the RHAF flying Junkers Ju 86
bombers. Note the type’s odd “dust-bin” retractable belly gun position.

began phasing out the CR.32s in favor of
the CR.42 but the Germans supplied an
additional 36 CR.32s that had been taken
from the Austrians. Even though the type
was being phased out, the Hungarians
liked the idea of increased numbers and
accepted the planes. The Italians were

very friendly with the Hungarians but
their equipment was inferior to that

of the Germans. The Hungarian Air
Force had not been built up as a major
aggressive force but rather as an air
arm to counter the Rumanians, Czechs,
Slovaks, and Yugoslavians.

sitting on the bombs in the foreground.
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Rather pastoral scene as the ground crew services an Me 210Ca. Note the crewman

Hungarian Me 210Cas on the prowl. The
under-utilized Hungarian aircraft industry
began not only building the airframes for
the 210 but also the engines along with
numerous other German designs.

The Hungarian Air Force morale was
high and we pilots and crews were well-
trained and were essential in helping the
nation regain territory taken away by
the Treaty of Versailles. The Hungarian
government, as well as its citizens, had
pro-Nazi connections, and the Germans
began to supply more aircraft but after
the German invasion of the Soviet
Union, the Hungarian military began to
be pulled into that meat grinder and it
was a war we were ill-equipped to fight.
From 1941 to 1943, we Hungarians
fought alongside the Luftwaffe and were
eventually retrained in the use of newer
German aircraft such as upgraded Bf
109 and He 111 variants. These would
be followed by Focke-Wulf Fw 190s and
Messerschmitt Me 210s — the aircraft to
which I was finally assigned.

The Me 210 was originally created
as a heavy fighter and ground attack
platform and it was intended that the
type would be used to replace the Bf 110
series and work on what would become
the 210 had started before the first Bf
110 was flown. It had competition in the
form of the Arado 240 but the Me 210
won out. As with many wartime designs,
the Me 210 utilized components from
the Bf 110 and this was done to speed
production. The 210 was built with a new
wing and airfoil that would allow higher
cruising speed and the rear defensive
armament was aided by an advanced
remote-control system that gave better
defensive coverage and was easier for the



With the left engine out, the pilot of this
Me 210Ca made a perfect belly landing.

gunner to use.

Our German friends seemed to be
quite taken with the design and 1000
Me 210s were ordered into production
before the prototype had flown (it had
twin vertical tails like the 110). Fitted
with DB601B engines, the prototype flew
in September 1939 but test pilots quickly
turned in reports stating that the plane
was unsafe!

This led to the elimination of the twin
verticals — replaced by a single quite
large vertical and rudder but this offered
little improvement and the aircraft would
snake in level flight — not ideal for a gun
platform. Also, it had a very bad stall. The
plane gave little stall warning and when
that happened it would snap viciously to
the left or right and use a considerable
amount of altitude before recovery. The
Germans reported that the 210 had “all
the least desirable attributes an aircraft
could possess.” More work was carried
out to improve the type.

By April 1942, deliveries to
operational Luftwaffe units had started
and those pilots disliked the 210 as
much as the test pilots. Even though
the Germans desperately wanted to
replace the Bf 110, production of the
Me 210 was stopped after 90 aircraft
had been delivered and the Bf 110 was
put back into production with more
powerful DB605A engines and increased
firepower. Even so, the Bf 110 was still
obsolete and they were increasingly
blown out of the sky by Allied firepower.

In Hungary, we were developing a
new advanced design of which we were

~
—
t:a—. - “.
-
\
1
(|
)
e — {ét\;% _—s
. . RG TR
.:':_-'.?‘._ = s ” = R T ==
TR # \k‘:-- "
2% t

The author notes that Hungary built this turboprop-powered twin-engine attack fighter.
The prototype got to the taxiing stage before being destroyed.

quite proud. This was the Varga RMI-1
X/H twin-engine turboprop fighter-
bomber designed by Laszlo Varga. The
engines were turboprop Jendrassik Cs-1s
of 1000-hp each and these would be
slung under the wings. A prototype was
under construction when Nazi Germany
and Hungary signed a mutual defense
pact during June 1941. In this pact was
a license production agreement for the
Daimler-Benz DB605 and Messerschmitt
Me 210 fitted with these engines. Because
of its radical nature, the Cs-1 turboprop
was having developmental trouble and
the RMI-1 X/H was completed with
DB605s and underwent taxi trials before
being destroyed by USAAF bombing in
June 1944 before making its first flight.
With the mutual defense pact, the
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Hungarian 210 variant was designated
the Me 210Ca (the “a” stood for
auslandisch, or foreign) and it was fitted
with the DB605s. The Germans had
developed the Me 210C with a number
of modifications in an attempt to
counteract the characteristics not favored
by Luftwalffe pilots and this included
lengthening the fuselage by 36.25-inches.

I had flown the Me 210C German-
built variant and found it to be a good
and solid aircraft so I did not fully
understand the Luftwaffe complaints.
Yes, it was a handful but it was also a
powerful weapon if handled correctly
and we needed such weapons in order
to stem the communist tide. Several Me
210C airframes and all the production
drawings went to the Danubian Aircraft
Plant in Hungary and, because of the
treaty pact, Germany would receive two
out of every three Hungarian Me 210Ca
aircraft built.

The gunners I flew with found
the rear armament system more than
satisfactory. Each side of the fuselage
had a streamlined half-teardrop shaped
Ferngerichtete Drehringseitenlafette
FDSL 131/1B turret with a 13mm MG
131 machine gun (basically similar to
a.50-caliber weapon). The weapons
were remotely controlled from the
gunner’s position in the rear cockpit.
The unit had a pivoting handgun-style
grip, trigger, and gunsight at its center,
to aim the guns vertically — with both
turrets elevating and depressing together

Crew of an Me 210Ca poses with their aircraft. The large bomb bay under the cabin

could hold two 1100-Ib bombs.
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The author also flew the single-engine Bf 109 but had a preference for the twin-engine 210.

when operated — and horizontally, in
pivoting each gun separately, outward
away from the fuselage side when aimed
to one side or the other. The rear of

the gunner’s canopy was bulged out to
allow the gunner to see in almost any
rearward-facing direction. The guns were
fired electrically and an electrical contact

The RHAF flew a variety of designs, including the ungainly Heinkel He 70K long-range

observation aircraft.
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breaker acted as a form of interrupter to
prevent shells from hitting the tail.

I found the forward firing armament
of two 20mm MG 151/20 cannon
and two 7.92mm machine guns to be
particularly effective when strafing the
advancing Russian forces. The Me 210Ca
was fitted with a bomb bay directly below
the cockpit and it could hold up to two
1100-1b bombs and these took a big toll
of the communist forces who seemed to
move forward in waves. By flying low, we
could sometimes catch them completely
by surprise and after using our guns and
bombs we would depart the area leaving
a field of carnage. Some of our planes
were modified to carry a single 40mm
Bofors cannon in the lower fuselage
and these aircraft were utilized to attack
USAAF B-17 and B-24 formations. Also,
the Me 210Ca could carry underwing
152mm rockets for ground attack. We
were developing a large rocket to break
up the bomber formations (EDITOR’S
NOTE: Apparently this was similar to
the Luftwaffe rockets used to knock
down the 100th Bomb Group B-17s
described elsewhere in this issue) but the
factory was overrun by the Reds before



deliveries could begin.
At this stage in the war, USAAF
fighters were everywhere and since we
Hungarians were very limited in combat
aircraft numbers, we had to do as much
damage to the enemy as possible and that
meant not engaging in aerial dogfights if
they could be avoided. However, our Bf
The RHAF used a camouflage
scheme similar to the Germans

but employed their own colors
and patterns.
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Photographs of RHAF Me 210Cas are not common and quality is often variable. This
grainy shot shows a Messerschmitt on a forward grass airfield. The pilots found the type
particularly useful in attacking Russian ground forces. Also, the rear gunner could keep
firing his twin weapons as the plane headed away after its initial attack.

109G and Fw 190 squadrons took on the
enemy whenever they found them and
acquitted themselves quite well. Our Me
210Ca ground attack fighters also did
very well against the Russian aircraft.

What few realize is how tragic the
situation was for Hungary. We were
constantly pushed west as the massive
forces of Russian troops, tanks, and
aircraft were almost unstoppable. It
seemed that the Russians did not care
about losses and we

The author’s 210 after the propellers accidently “kissed” the
beach sands. How the plane kept flying is a mystery.

would often leave the scene of battle with
the throttles all the way forward as smoke
and flames rose behind us from dozens
of destroyed enemy tanks and aircraft
but no matter how many we destroyed,
there would always be more.

As we were pushed west, Hitler
did his best to protect the Austrian
and Hungarian oil fields since these
furnished 80% of the

oil for the German ‘
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war machine. We were constantly short
of fuel and often flew with limited fuel
loads as we pressed our attacks against
the Russian armor during March 1945
in what was called Operation Spring
Awakening that began on 6 March. Sadly,
our beloved Budapest had fallen to the
Reds on 13 February and the horror
stories of what the Ukrainian divisions
were doing to the civilian population
only fueled our desire to destroy them.
We would roar in and out of the huge
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suddenly received an order that would
see all war materials, machinery, tanks,
and aircraft transferred immediately to
Austrian soil. There, Hungarian forces
would regroup for one final battle against
the Russians and Ukrainians. The orders
went out to our Bf 109G, Me 210, Fw 190,
Ju 87,Ju 88, and He 111 squadrons — fly
to Wiener-Neustadt in Austria where we
would regroup and rearm for the final
battles. (EDITOR’S NOTE: Hungary
became the fourth member of the Axis
on 20 November 1940, something little
realized today. The Germans noted that
the Hungarians operated with particular
cruelty when it came to Jews and other
minority groups they did not like. German
observers stated that the Hungarian
military engaged in “murder tourism.”
There was an estimate of 800,000 Jews in
Hungary during 1941 and just 200,000
were left at the end of the war. The
Hungarians also did not like the Roma —
gypsies — and eliminated approximately
28,000 of them.)

While aloft we could see streams of
civilians heading for Austria. There was no
chaos, the Hungarians were disciplined

in their retreat. The families of our pilots
and crews were bundled into horse-drawn
carriages and, when we could find them,
a few old trucks and autos. Care had to
be taken and much of the movement was
at night because American and Russia
fighters would attack the streams of
civilians at any chance. This once again
hardened our resolve against the enemy
— we would do as much damage as
possible. The Russians were also moving
in massive numbers of anti-aircraft
weapons and this soon made us experts
at low flying and contour flying where
we would hug the land for maximum
protection.

In the complete chaos of March 1945,
I helped ready our twelve Me 210Cas
for the flight to Austria. The morning
of 29 March dawned crisp with dew on
the grass as the eastern sky lightened.
The winds were calm and the visibility
unlimited as our tireless groundcrews
worked on the Messerschmitts. The dozen
aircraft were ready to depart our field at
Pusztacsalad in western Hungary for the
flight to Weiner-Neustadt in Austria and
our commanders had already briefed us as
to how we would make a final stand.

At this point in the war, fuel was not
only scarce but the quality was variable
and, to add to our problems, most of
our fuel trucks had been taken by the
Germans and driven away so they would

The RHAF Me 210Cas carried the code “Z0O” followed by the individual aircraft number.

not fall into the hands of the communists.
Due to this disastrous fuel situation, our
Messerschmitts received just one-third
fuel and that was barely enough to get us
to Weiner-Neustadt. The small fuel load
not only didn’t provide the normal safety
factor, but it also did not allow for any
navigational error or sudden increase in
headwinds.

To make our destination, all cannons,
machine guns, and ammunition had
been stripped from our aircraft to lighten
weight. The weapons were placed in
the very few trucks we managed to keep
from the Germans. The groundcrews
had done this work during the night. We
would be completely unarmed. While
the planes were being readied, the several
anti-aircraft guns we had available were
constantly sweeping the skies because we
were very concerned about an air attack.

The engines had been run up at night
and the dozen fighters were ready to go
— there gray camouflage not particularly
blending with the surroundings. Our
ground crews — and our gunners — had
piled into the trucks before the sun had
completely risen and were on their way to
Austria in a journey that was even more
dangerous than our flight. I would miss
my faithful gunner since we had flown
together on many missions. Because of

(continued on page 86)

RHAF Junkers Ju 88s were effective in the ground attack role but there were too few to repel the massive Russian attacks.
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ESCAPE OF THE MESSERSCHMITTS

(continued from page 33)
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with a Me 210Ca.
grass to position
ourselves for
our allotted slot.
Engines were then
shut down and we
waited.

Because of
the fuel situation,
run-ups were
minimal, and
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the removal of the weapons for weight
reduction, he would not be coming with
me. I know my fellow pilots felt like we
were abandoning our gunners to an
enemy that was ruthless with prisoners.

In a final briefing with our
commander on the damp grass, we were
ordered to takeoff at 15-minute intervals
and stay as low as possible. He stressed
the importance of flying low several
times since it was imperative that we get
to Austria, refit the armament, and carry
out our war.

I strapped into the familiar cockpit of
my Messerschmitt, did a quick rundown
of the checklists (unless there was a
major problem, we were all launching
— no matter what — because we knew
what the Russians would do with us),
and soon had both DBs running. I loved
the precision of those engines — engines
that had carried me through many ter-
rifying missions. On a hand signal from
the leader, we began taxiing through the

86 AIR CLASSICS/May 2023

I was the fifth plane to takeoff. As

soon as I got airborne, I pinned the
Messerschmitt down as low as I could
get while retracting the gear. I tried to
scan the sky, looking for fighters as the
speed built up. However, I had to keep
my concentration on the ground so as
not to hit any of the trees that were now
flashing by the wingtips.

I throttled back the DBs to conserve
fuel but kept the power up a bit. If I
encountered fighters, speed and low-level
would be my only chance to escape. The
Russians were one thing, the Americans
another. My gunner and I had blown
several Yaks out of the sky and we noted
that the Russians were aggressive but
poor flyers while the Americans in
the Mustangs were professional and
dangerous and had claimed several of
our unit’s Messerschmitts.

Roaring over the green trees, I
suddenly found myself over Lake Ferto,
the second largest lake in Hungary

Wearing their berets, RHAF pilots,

gunners, and crewmen poses

and one of the most beautiful regions

in our country. Way off to the left, I

saw a number of anti-aircraft bursts in

the bright blue sky. Had the Russians
sighted one of our 210s? I could not take
advantage of the beauty of the lake but did
notice a long, low stretch of white beach.

The last time I had flown an aircraft
without guns was when I piloted a little
Klemm 35 trainer and now I felt really
naked, especially after seeing the flak
bursts. With the trees off my left wingtip
and the white beach below, I dropped
even lower and pushed the power up. If
the gear was down, I felt the tires would
be running along the sand. By being this
low, the trees covered the sight of my
Messerschmitt on one side and I knew
there were no guns on the lake.

I felt a sudden bump, a jar as it were,
but it was gone and I thought it was just a
bit of turbulence coming off the warming
sand. My entire body was stiff with
attention as I concentrated on low-level
flying while trying to keep a watch for the
enemy. It was a nerve-wracking business.

However, as stated previously it was
a beautiful day and I was flying over
a magnificent part of my country — a
country for which some of my fellow
pilots had paid the ultimate price as we
fought the Russians and Americans. As I
came to the end of the lake, I brought the
nose up and skimmed the trees but I now



had a third item that was attracting my
attention — the fuel gauge.

I knew I had about 30 minutes of
flying time left before reaching the
Austrian field but everything to this point
was going well. I had a map strapped to
my right leg and knew I was flying on
course and my faithful Messerschmitt
seemed to be running perfectly.

I was now in Austria but that was
no guarantee of safety since the enemy
was freely roaming the skies over that
country. To the right I could see the
southern tip of Lake Neusiedl and that
meant Wiener-Neustadt was directly
ahead. Now, I also had to worry
about friendly gunfire as everyone on
the ground was very twitchy when a
speeding warplane came into sight.

The fuel gauge was heading towards
empty and I tapped it a few times with my
right hand — more for luck than anything
else. There were several farm fields ahead
and I could belly the plane in but I did
not want that since it would eliminate one
aircraft from our final battle.

Then, I saw some smoke rising
directly ahead. It was the airfield at
Wiener-Neustadt! The fuel gauge was
now on zero. I rocked my wings back
and forth, hoping the gunners would
realize I was friendly. Down came the
flaps and gear as I flew a direct approach
to the runway.

Now came the touchdown and — I
do not mean to overly praise myself — it
was one of the best landings I had ever
made. I could barely feel the tires touch
the ground. As soon as I came to a stop,
the ground crew gestured to where they
wanted me to park near the covering
of some camouflage netting and a gun
emplacement. I saw my comrades that
had taken off ahead of me were now
safely on the ground and dispersed
around the field.

Getting to my parking place, the
ground crew was frantically pointing and
gesturing but I thought that this was just
an indication of where they wanted the
plane. I switched off the DBs, opened
the canopy, and took a deep breath of
Austrian air. My flight suit was soaked
with sweat and I realized I was exhausted
from the concentration expended during
the flight.

One of the crew was pounding on
the fuselage, trying to get my attention.

Since the enemy had air superiority, the 210s would be parked in or near forested areas
if such terrain was available.

Pulling off my helmet, I looked down at
him and he said, “Sir, your propellers!”

I glanced at the three-bladed props and
almost jumped out of my seat — they
were all pretty evenly bent back! That
“turbulence” I felt over the beach area was
actually the props smacking into the sand!

I must admit, I never noticed the
engines skip a beat. They just kept
smoothly running. Did this happen
because I was so concentrated on the
flight that I never noticed a disruption
or did they, in fact, just keep purring
along? Mystified, I got out of the cockpit
and examined the props. No doubt that
they had seen their last flight but how
did those DBs keep running? One of the
mechanics was checking the fuel and
said, “Lieutenant Zuna, you have about
three to five minutes of fuel left!” Now
I was lucky on two counts — I could
have run out of fuel or the DBs could
have ripped from their mounts because
of the prop strikes, but here I was safely
in Austria and my comrades gathered
around with a welcome bottle of cognac.

Our weapons, ammunition, gunners,
and ground crew started to show up
and everyone got busy rearming the
210s. On my plane, the spinners were
removed prior to the props coming off
and I snapped the photo that is in this
article. How those engines kept running
is beyond me.

News of the war kept filtering in and
none of it was good. Our heroic Szent
Laszlo Hadosztaly (Saint Leslie Division)
and gallant Arrow Cross troops fought
every inch of their retreat, standing evenly
with our German ally (EDITOR’S NOTE:
There was nothing particularly heroic
about the Arrow Cross Party. They were

a political organization that had their

own military force. The Arrow Cross

took control of Hungary on 15 October
1944 and this extended to 28 March 1945.
They murdered around 15,000 civilians
outright and would deport another 80,000
to concentration camps in Austria). The
Russians paid dearly for their invasion but
so did we. Some members of my family
completely disappeared in the closing
stages of the war.

Spares for our planes were almost
non-existent but supposedly replacement
propellers were on their way. By early
April, the Russians had driven the last
German and Arrow Cross troops out
of Hungary and declared that fighting
in Hungary was over. Then, they began
to take terrible reprisals on Hungarian
citizens that the Russians deemed as
having collaborated with the Germans.

So, with Hungary now effectively
occupied by the enemy there was very
little we could do. Our small aerial
fighting force and the troops that had
loyally surrounded us were forced to
surrender. With the fighting over, I
walked out to my Me 210 to say goodbye
to the faithful steed that had taken me on
so many flights.

We left the area and headed west in a
ramshackle convoy of beat-up trucks, cars,
and horses as we searched for American
or British units. We wanted to surrender
to them and not to the beastly Russians or
Ukrainians. As we headed away from the
airfield, I took one final look back. Little
did we know that for us Hungarians
there were much worse times waiting
in the future but that is another story.

By the way, the replacement propellers
never did arrive! AC
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