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ith its angular outline and screaming siren, on our TV screens the steep-diving Junkers Ju 87 Stuka has come
to epitomise the fast-moving hard-hitting “Blitzkrieg” tactics employed so successfully by German forces early in
World War II. With a front-line strength that never exceeded 350 aircraft, during that period the Stuka units had
an impact on military operations that went far beyond their modest numbers. This article examines the
ingredients of this aircraft's success, and the countermeasures that brought an end to its run of successes.

Until the advent of guided weapons, the steep diving attack was the most
accurate method for delivering bombs on a defended target. As the well-informed
readers of this journal are fully aware, a small load of high explosive delivered
accurately will have a far greater military effect than many times that weight of
explosives delivered inaccurately. For the first two years of the Second World War,
usually operating under conditions of air supremacy, the Stuka units were the only
force on either side that could deliver accurate bombing attacks on pin-point
targets. Therein lay the basis of the Junkers 87’s formidable reputation. 
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The word Stuka is a contraction of the German word
Sturzkampfflugzeug, “dive-bomber”. Strictly speaking
that term refers to all aircraft capable of performing the
role and not merely to a particular type. Yet by common
usage over many years, “Junkers 87” and Stuka have
become synonymous and they will be treated as such in
this account.
The Junkers 87 had been designed without
compromise as a steep-diving bomber and everything
else was subordinated to that requirement. The B
variant, the main production version up to 1941, carried
a bomb load of only 500 kg (1,100 pounds). Usually this
was made up of one 250 kg weapon mounted under
the fuselage and four 50 kg bombs under the wings;
alternatively it could carry a single 500 kg bomb under
the fuselage. The forward-firing armament comprised
two 7.9 mm machine guns. The two-man crew
comprised a pilot and a wireless operator/rear gunner
with a 7.9 mm machine gun on a flexible mounting.
The fixed spatted undercarriage gave the Ju 87 a
decidedly out-dated look, and in horizontal flight its
maximum speed was only 206 kts.1 Yet for its intended
role the drag from that fixed undercarriage was an asset
for, combined with that from the dive brakes extended
under the wings, it made for a stable aiming platform
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once the aircraft was
established in its 80-degree
attack dive.2 In the dive the
speed built up until the
machine reached its terminal
velocity of around 300 kts. A
less draggy aircraft would
reach a higher terminal
velocity in the dive, forcing
the pilot to release the
bombs and begin the pull-
out much higher, at the
expense of bombing
accuracy.

THE ATTACK DIVE
The description that follows
covers a typical dive-
bombing attack by Ju 87s.
On the way to the target
these aircraft typically flew at
altitudes around 3,000
metres (about 10,000 feet).
The basic tactical unit was the three-plane “Vic” and, depending on the size and importance of the target, a Staffel (up to 9
aircraft) or Gruppe (up to 30 aircraft) flew with Vics in line astern with intervals of about 300 metres between each.3

For an accurate attack it was important that the aircraft was heading into wind during its dive. As he neared the target the
formation leader kept an eye open for smoke plumes rising from the ground to determine the wind direction, and aligned his
attack run accordingly. Immediately before commencing his dive each Ju 87 pilot re-trimmed his aircraft for the dive and set the
briefed bomb release altitude (above sea level) on the plane’s contacting altimeter.
Inset into the cockpit floor, between the pilot’s legs, was a window through which he could observe the ground beneath the
aircraft.  As the target slid into position, a series of parallel lines etched in the perspex assisted him to judge when to
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