
Operation Bodenplatte 

Operation Bodenplatte (Baseplate) was a massive, surprise New Year's Day 1945 Luftwaffe attack on 
17 Allied airfields in Belgium, the Netherlands, and France. Aimed at regaining air superiority during 
the Battle of the Bulge by destroying Allied aircraft on the ground, the raid ultimately failed, causing 
heavy, irreplaceable German losses. 

The goal was to destroy Allied tactical air power and support the stalled German Ardennes offensive. 
Approximately 300-500 Allied aircraft were destroyed or damaged, mostly on the ground. 
Approximately 850–1,000 German aircraft—primarily Bf 109s and Fw 190s—participated in the strike 
and over 270–300 aircraft were lost, along with many experienced pilots, making it a catastrophic 
failure for the Luftwaffe. Despite initial surprise, the Allies quickly replaced lost aircraft, while the 
Luftwaffe could never recover from the loss of personnel and machines.  

The attack, sometimes called the "Hangover Raid," because it took place on New Year's Day morning, 
catching many Allied personnel off-guard after celebrations, was the last major offensive of the 
Luftwaffe in World War II. Due to extreme secrecy, many German anti-aircraft (flak) units were not 
informed of the mission and accidentally shot down their own returning aircraft. 

The operation involved a complex, high-risk plan to strike Allied airfields across Western Europe 
simultaneously at 09:20 hours on 1 January 1945. To maintain surprise, German commanders 
enforced strict radio silence and provided pilots with only half-complete maps that lacked flight paths 
to prevent the Allies from tracing back to German bases.  

While the operation was a short-term tactical success, it was a long-term strategic disaster for 
Germany. The Allied aircraft destroyed or damaged were mostly on the ground, and these 
were replaced within a week due to superior Allied industrial capacity. The Luftwaffe's fighter force 
was effectively broken and never recovered, leaving German ground forces permanently exposed to 
Allied air attacks until the end of the war.  

The Primary Targets 

The Luftwaffe targeted 17 airfields across Belgium, the Netherlands, and France. Some were hit with 
devastating precision, while others were missed entirely due to navigation errors. 

Airfield Location Outcome 

Eindhoven Netherlands Major Success: Destroyed dozens of Typhoons and Spitfires; the Canadian 438 
Squadron was hit particularly hard. 

Brussels-
Melsbroek 

Belgium Success: Caught the RAF's 139 Wing on the ground, destroying many B-25 
Mitchell bombers. 

Metz-Frescaty France Success: The USAAF 365th Fighter Group lost over 20 P-47 Thunderbolts. 



Sint-Denijs-
Westrem 

Belgium Disaster for Germans: They met heavy resistance from Spitfires already in the 
air; Germans lost 18 aircraft. 

Asch (Y-29) Belgium The "Legend of Y-29": P-51 Mustangs were taking off as the Germans arrived, 
leading to a massive dogfight where the Americans suffered zero losses while 
downing 23 German planes. 

The Aircraft Involved 

This operation featured the pinnacle of piston-engine technology, along with some of the earliest jet 
fighters. 

The Luftwaffe (Germany) 

• Messerschmitt Bf 109 G/K: The "workhorse" 
fighter, fast and agile but difficult to land for 
the inexperienced pilots used in the raid. 

 

 

 

 

• Focke-Wulf Fw 190 A/D: The "Butcher Bird." 
The D-9 "Long Nose" variant was one of the 
fastest piston-engine planes of the war. 

 

 

 

• Messerschmitt Me 262: A few of these 
revolutionary jet fighters were used for 
Reconnaissance and specialized strikes, 
though they weren't the primary force. 

 

 

 

 



The Allies 

• Supermarine Spitfire: The primary 
interceptor for the RAF; its high climb rate 
made it the biggest threat to the German 
low-level raiders. 

 

 

 

• Hawker Typhoon: A rugged British ground-
attack aircraft. Many were destroyed on the 
ground at Eindhoven. 

 

 

 

• P-47 Thunderbolt: An American 
powerhouse known for its "Jug" shape and 
ability to absorb incredible amounts of 
damage. 

 

 

 

 

• P-51 Mustang: The premier long-range 
escort fighter that proved superior in the 
dogfights that erupted during the raid. 

 

 

 

 

Why it failed: The "Pilot Gap" 

The most significant aspect of the aircraft comparison wasn't the machines, but the men inside them. 



By 1945, the Allies had a massive surplus of highly trained pilots. In contrast, many German pilots in 
Bodenplatte were "green" recruits with only a few dozen hours of flight time. Because the mission 
required flying at treetop level to avoid radar, many German pilots crashed into trees or hillsides 
before even reaching the targets. 

The "Legend of Y-29" (Asch, Belgium) 

The battle over the Y-29 airfield is considered one of the most remarkable Allied air victories of the 
war. Y-29 was a 5,000-foot advanced landing ground near Asch, Belgium, home to 
the 352nd and 366th Fighter Groups. As German fighters (Bf 109s and Fw 190s) arrived to strafe the 
field, 12 P-51 Mustangs of the 352nd "Bluenosed Bastards of Bodney," (below), led by Colonel John C. 

Meyer, were already on their takeoff roll. Meyer 
shot down a German Fw 190 while his landing 
gear was still retracting. During this single 
mission, Captain (later Lieutenant 
Colonel) Donald S. Bryan earned the status of 
"Ace in a Day" by scoring five aerial victories. 
Ironically, his personal Mustang, Little One III, 
was the only American aircraft destroyed on the 
ground at Y-29 that day. Despite being surprised, 

the Americans destroyed 23 to 24 German aircraft while losing only one P-47 in the air. Not a single 
American pilot was killed at Y-29 during the engagement.  

Flight Path Challenges and Failures 

The planning for Bodenplatte was severely flawed, leading to significant German losses before they 
even reached their targets.  

• Navigational Errors: Because maps were intentionally incomplete to preserve secrecy, many 
inexperienced German pilots did not fully understand the mission and were told simply to 
"follow the leader". 

• The V2 Danger: Some flight paths were routed directly over heavily guarded V-2 rocket launch 
sites, such as those around The Hague. German anti-aircraft (flak) crews at these sites had not 
been briefed on the operation and shot down roughly one-quarter of their own aircraft. 

• Low-Level Flying: To avoid radar, the Luftwaffe flew at altitudes under 150 feet (sometimes as 
low as treetop level). While effective for stealth, this made pilots extremely vulnerable to any 
ground fire they encountered.  

Key Targeted Airfields and Units  

The Luftwaffe committed over 1,000 aircraft (approximately 38.5% Bf 109s, 38.5% Fw 190As, and 23% 
Fw 190Ds) to strike 17 main targets.  

Target Airfield  Attacking German Unit Aircraft Used 



Antwerp—Deurne JG 77 Bf 109 

Brussels—Melsbroek JG 27, JG 54 Bf 109 

Brussels—Evere JG 26, JG 54 Fw 190 

Eindhoven JG 3 Fw 190 

Ghent/Sint-Denijs-Westrem JG 1 Fw 190 

Metz—Frescaty JG 53 Bf 109 

Asch (Y-29) JG 11 Fw 190 

The extreme secrecy of Operation Bodenplatte led to a level of chaos rarely seen in modern warfare, 
where the Luftwaffe became its own worst enemy. 

The "Friendly Fire" Disaster 

To maintain absolute surprise, German flak (anti-aircraft) commanders were not briefed on the 
mission. This backfired catastrophically. As hundreds of German planes flew at treetop level toward 
the front, they passed directly over their own V-2 rocket launch sites and naval batteries. Unwarned 
German gunners assumed the massive low-flying formations were Allied raiders and opened fire. 
While some historians debate the exact "one-third" figure, it is confirmed that at least 84 aircraft were 
lost to friendly fire. This was nearly equal to the number shot down by Allied fighters (62).  

Notable Pilot Stories 

The raid was the "death blow" for the Luftwaffe’s leadership, as many of their most decorated veterans 
did not survive the day. 

• The Fate of the Leaders: The Luftwaffe lost three Geschwaderkommodore (wing 
commanders), five Gruppenkommandeur (group commanders), and 14 Staffelkapitane 
(squadron leaders). This gutted the command structure for the rest of the war. 

• Alfred Michel: A 22-year-old pilot from JG 53 on his very first combat mission. He was forced 
to belly-land his Bf 109 near Waldweisdorf and was captured by the US 90th Infantry Division. 
His war lasted exactly one morning. 

• Major Günther Specht: The commander of JG 11 and a highly respected ace with 34 victories. 
He went missing during the attack on Asch (Y-29) and was never found. 



• Theo Nibel: In one of the most unusual incidents of the raid, this JG 54 pilot was forced to land 
his Fw 190D-9 near Brussels after a partridge flew into his radiator, causing his engine to 
overheat. (Theo Nibel’s plane below). 

Why the Allies Recovered So Fast 

The German strategy focused on 
destroying airframes, but failed to 
target the pilots or the infrastructure. 
Since most Allied planes were hit on the 
ground, the pilots were in bunkers or 
mess halls. Only a handful of Allied 
airmen were killed. By 1945, the US and 
UK could produce aircraft faster than 

Germany could shoot them down. The roughly 300–500 lost Allied planes were replaced within a 
week. 

Operation Bodenplatte was devastating for the Luftwaffe, which lost roughly 25% of its total attacking 
force in a single morning. The losses were not evenly distributed; some units were effectively wiped 
out. 

German Wing (Jagdgeschwader) Loss Rates  

Below is a breakdown of the specific German wings, their primary targets, and their approximate loss 
rates. 

Unit (JG) Primary Target(s) Aircraft Lost Pilots Lost (K/M/C) Est. Loss Rate 

JG 1 Maldegem, Ursel, St. Denijs 29 25 ~41% 

JG 2 Sint-Truiden 46 23 ~32-40% 

JG 3 Eindhoven 15-16 15-16 ~25-27% 

JG 4 Le Culot, Ophoven 26 17 ~35-40% 

JG 6 Volkel, Heesch 27 23 ~35-43% 

JG 11 Asch (Y-29) 28 25 ~40-43% 



JG 26 Brussels-Evere, Grimbergen 40 30 ~33-35% 

JG 27 Brussels-Melsbroek 21 15-18 ~26-30% 

JG 53 Metz-Frescaty 30 17 ~45-48% 

JG 77 Antwerp-Deurne 11 10-11 ~19-20% 

Note: K/M/C stands for Killed, Missing, or Captured. Figures vary slightly by source. 

Hardest Hit Units 

• JG 2 (Richthofen): Suffered the highest numerical aircraft loss (46 planes) during a disastrous 
attack on Sint-Truiden. 

• JG 53 (Pik-As): Experienced one of the highest percentage loss rates (~48%) while 
attacking Metz-Frescaty. 

• JG 11: Lost 40% of its strength in the "Legend of Y-29" dogfight, including several high-ranking 
officers. 

• JG 6: Failed to find its primary target (Volkel) and lost 43% of its force, including 
its Geschwaderkommodore (wing commander). 

Strategic Impact 

The operation's true failure lay in the experience gap. While the Allies replaced their 300+ lost aircraft 
within a week, the Luftwaffe lost 213 irreplaceable pilots, including 22 high-ranking officers and 
formation leaders. This gutted the command structure, leaving the remaining pilots "incapable of 
mounting any major attack again". 

The failures of Jagdgeschwader 2 (JG 2) and Jagdgeschwader 6 (JG 6) on 1 January 1945 highlight the 
critical operational flaws that turned Operation Bodenplatte into a German disaster.  

JG 2 at Sint-Truiden: The Ground Fire Trap 

While JG 2 was tasked with striking the American airfield at Sint-Truiden (A-92), their mission was 
plagued by tactical errors and fierce resistance. 

• The Malmedy Flak Wall: To reach their target, JG 2 had to fly over the front lines 
near Malmedy, one of the most heavily defended sectors of the Western Front. They were 
met with devastating Allied anti-aircraft (flak) fire before they even reached the target. 

• Repetitive Strafing Runs: Due to the inexperience of the pilots, many JG 2 aircraft circled back 
over the airfield multiple times. This gave Allied gunners on the ground more opportunities to 
track and shoot them down. 



• Mistaken Identity: In the chaos, several JG 2 pilots lost their bearings and attacked the airfields 
at Asch and Ophoven by mistake, further diluting their impact. 

• Catastrophic Losses: JG 2 suffered a loss rate of approximately 40%, with III./JG 2 losing a 
staggering 79% of its Fw 190s.  

JG 6 at Volkel: A Case Study in Navigation Failure 

JG 6’s mission to Volkel (B-80) is widely regarded as a total failure due to a series of navigational 
blunders.  

• Target Not Found: None of the four German groups (Gruppen) assigned to JG 6 actually 
located Volkel Airfield. The Hawker Tempests stationed there remained completely untouched. 

• The Eindhoven Distraction: Pilots from I./JG 6 were lured away by the smoke rising 
from Eindhoven, which was already being attacked by JG 3. They joined that raid by mistake, 
and while they destroyed 33 Allied aircraft there, it was a "success" born of total 
disorientation. 

• Mistaking Heesch and Helmond: Other JG 6 pilots mistook the new Allied airfield 
at Heesch (which the Luftwaffe didn't even know existed) for Volkel. They also accidentally 
attacked an empty airstrip at Helmond. 

• Loss of Command: JG 6 lost its wing commander, Major Johann Kogler, who was shot down 
and taken prisoner. In total, the wing lost 43% of its strength (27 planes) and suffered 23 pilots 
killed or captured. 

Summary of Unit Outcomes 

Unit  Planned 
Target 

Actual Target Hit Aircraft 
Lost 

Key Reason for Failure 

JG 2 Sint-Truiden Sint-Truiden, Asch, 
Ophoven 

46 Flight path over heavy flak; circling targets too 
often. 

JG 6 Volkel Eindhoven (by error), 
Heesch 

27 Lost bearings; commanders captured; missed 
primary target entirely. 

These failures were representative of the wider operation: only 11 out of 34 German fighter groups 
successfully attacked their targets on time and with surprise. 

 


