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It came from behind the little lakeside town of
Zwischenahn like a phantom — flashing into the sky at
the end of a fire-tipped black banner, its banshee-like wail
frightening the simple peasantry of the surrounding coun-

tryside. Nobody knew what it was with certainty, but many 
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Modern painting by Gino Marcomini of an
Me 163B Komet from JG400 attacking a

formation of 8th Air Force B-17Gs. The
painting, done more for dramatic effect

than technical accuracy, depicts the Komet
climbing away from the formation with the

rocket still burning. At this point, the rocket
fuel would have been expended and, using

its accumulated high speed, the Komet
would have dived into the formation.
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rumors had grown around the highly secret activities at the
nearby airfield. That it was a secret and miraculous weapon
there was no doubt, and the most popular belief was that the
“smoke-trailing birds” were really piloted bombs being flown
to England by the bravest of the Luftwaffe’s pilots!

Such were the beliefs of the local people when I arrived at
the security-cloaked airfield of Zwischenahn to begin what was
destined to be the most exciting and most frightening experi-
ence of my life. I had been posted to this secret base in
Oldenburg as a member of a group of pilots ordered to test
what was to be one of the most remarkable combat aircraft of
the Second World War — the audacious little Messerschmitt
Me 163B Komet rocket-driven interceptor.

When the war commenced in 1939, I had been too old to
serve as an operational fighter pilot with the Luftwaffe, and


