
        
            
                
            
        

    This is a unique and very important account by one of the world’s first military aviators who went on to become a general in the Luftwaffe. Not only does it give new and valuable insights into the German defeat at Stalingrad, the subsequent German retreat through much of the areas previously conquered in the East, and many other episodes during the last World War, but, rarely, these very well-written memoirs also reveal to us the attitudes, views and personality of a man whose social background led him to seek a senior military career in the Third Reich, thus providing an even broader historical perspective.
Highly recommended.
CHRISTER BERGSTRöM, AUTHOR OF
Stalingrad – The Air Battle and Black Cross Red Star
 – The Air War over the Eastern Front
________
The autobiography of a lesser known Luftwaffe general would not normally be worthy of much notice, but General der Flieger Alfred Mahncke’s For Kaiser and Hitler is a treasure trove. For Mahncke was – to quote the title of Adolf Galland’s autobiography – truly the ‘First and the Last’ in German aviation. He was one of Germany’s earliest military pilots and provides a fascinating account of life before and during the Great War when he knew key members of the German Army air leadership. His account of his early days in military aviation is truly an eye-opener with many surprising revelations.
A policeman between the wars before rejoining the colours, he served in the Luftwaffe largely in an administrative role, but was highly regarded by that most demanding of leaders, Wolfram von Richthofen. He also provides a fascinating insight into the problems which the Luftwaffe faced, both in Russia and in Italy. Mahncke not only provides much information on the background to German air power, but some interesting comments on the personalities and situations which it faced. This is combined with a revealing social background about life for an officer and ex-officer in Imperial, Weimar and post-war Germany and a fascinating career change which began as a prisoner and led to a new life.
This is a fresh and fascinating account of German air power written by someone who was neither at the top, nor the bottom, and therefore provides a new perspective. For anyone interested in the evolution of German air power, it is essential reading.
E.R.HOOTON, AUTHOR OF
War over the Trenches – Air Power and the Western Front Campaigns 1916-1918, 
The Luftwaffe: A Study in Air Power 1933-1945,
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MY FATHER
A Foreword
by Jochen O.E.O. Mahncke
El Ballah, 19. February 1947,

3102 Independent German PW Work. Coy,

M.E.L.F., POW No. 193508

Dear Pa,

At long last mother was able to send me your prison address, and just in time to congratulate you on your 59th birthday. Sadly enough, I cannot shake your hand, and my wishes and greetings by mail can only communicate part of what I would like to say to you in person. A long life of hard work, worry and success, yet today it should count for nothing? But if it is added to the total quality of the man you are, it is more than ever relevant. Fifty-nine years, two great wars, and still unbowed. I believe I can learn from your persistence and dedication. This is the second birthday you have to endure in a prison camp. It will be a trying day. A few congratulations from friends but no birthday cake. I don’t believe you will be a prisoner much longer. In my case, though, it will take some time still.

Once again, all my best wishes,

Jochen

He was 38 when I was born in 1926 as his only child, and this age span could not be bridged easily by either of us. I am sure he loved me, but it was not a demonstrative love; it was rather expressed in his concern for my progress at school. He rarely played with me – this was left to my mother who was 15 years his junior. He was a serious man for whom laughter did not come easily, but throughout his life he earned the love and respect of many of his peers and subordinates, and his superiors valued his fair judgement, dedication and honesty. For him service came first; he considered himself a servant of the State, and Germany was a country to be proud of. This was a simple philosophy, although not easy to understand for a young boy. Nevertheless, there was a sensitive side to him, as shown by his choice for my second Christian name, Oswald, chosen after the Great War fighter ace, Oswald Boelcke, whom he had known and greatly admired.

Jochen O.E.O. Mahncke photographed in 1944 as an NCO
The bond between my father and I became closer once, during World War Two, when I was allowed to visit him in Italy – in 1944 – from my anti-aircraft battery in Berlin where I served as a high school Luftwaffenhelfer, (an air force auxiliary), before joining the army. His headquarters was then at Treviso, and he arranged his duties so that we could be together most of the time because for him, as he said, the ‘…writing was on the wall.’ When I left him, he gave me an unexpected, intense embrace because we did not know if and when we would ever see each other again.
But we did. The second time he showed emotion was on the night I arrived at my parents’ rented room in an old apartment building in Hamburg after my return from Prisoner of War camps in Egypt at the end of 1948. I had difficulty dragging my heavy suitcase up the narrow stairs, and when my father tried to help, he swayed and stumbled. He apologized, saying: ‘You see – ? I am so moved by your return that I cannot even stand up straight!’
Jochen Oswald Erich Otto Mahncke







INTRODUCTION
AS I write this introduction, the historiography of the Second World War has reached a pivotal and defining point in time. Firstly, it is undeniable that this rich, fascinating, horrific and momentous period of history has, to a great extent, been ‘over-published’; we are awash with books, magazines, journals, documentaries and films about the war. And yet, there seems to be no sign that interest in this colossal conflict is waning or abating: the campaigns, commanders, technology, military units, sociology, science, crimes, economics and politics of the war continue to provide a fertile and endless seam for historians and writers to mine. And it serves to quench what is almost an unquenchable thirst for more information on both general and micro-specific aspects, on both the strategic and the tactical, on the challenges of command to the experiences of the soldier in his foxhole or the civilian under the bombing.
But a crossroads has been reached, for as we enter the second decade of the millennium, the numbers of those who actually experienced the war dwindles as age inevitably takes its toll and thus the opportunity for understanding and analysis based on human recollection, fades. It is also true to say that for the past twenty years, such personal military accounts that have been cultivated for history are, virtually without exception, from those who served in junior, or relatively junior, posts – those who fought on the battlefield, or in the air, or at sea, experiencing war at the ‘sharp end’. This has been to the benefit of those who seek eye-witness record to bring alive narratives on key battles and campaigns. Such accounts however – fresh accounts – from the perspective of high command are not frequently forthcoming.
Now, the Second World War passes from ‘recent history’ to being ‘history’. From this point, increasingly historians, researchers, scholars and authors will have to depend solely on documentary material in official archives and private collections to pursue their aims – provided it exists in the first place, and that it is accessible, usable and useful. Inevitably, ‘new’, ‘undiscovered’ eye-witness accounts of the wartime experiences of senior enemy commanders for us in the English-speaking world, will become rarer – in fact, they are already rare.
Of course there are a small crop of memoirs that have made it into English: but most of these (there are a few exceptions) were written and/or published in the 1950s and 1960s. These form understandably self-serving attempts to whitewash individual careers and responsibilities in the aftermath of Allied victory: for example, the widely-used, many editioned, and oft-debated Lost Victories by Field Marshal Erich von Manstein, (published in 1958 from the German original Verlorene Siege of three years earlier) about whom one reputable historian is on record as maintaining that Hitler’s ‘supreme tactician’ was ‘…generous with the truth at times.’ Then there is General Heinz Guderian who, as the leading proponent of German armoured warfare, scribed his memoirs in the immediate post-war years and had them first published in English as Panzer Leader in 1952 followed by a number of successive editions. The British military historian, John Keegan, has commented that Manstein’s and Guderian’s memoirs ‘… have greatly influenced the historiography of the Second World War in the English-speaking world.’ The key word here is ‘influenced’.1
As early as 1951, The German Army in the West by General Siegfried Westphal (Heer in Fesseln, 1950), former Chief of Staff to Rommel, Kesselring and Rundstedt, attempted to take a more objective line on the performance of German generalship, as did the memoirs of the ‘Defender of Cassino’, General Frido von Senger und Etterlin (published in German in 1960 as Krieg in Europa, and in English in 1963 as Neither Fear Nor Hope). However, the memoirs of the Chief of the German Armed Forces High Command, Field Marshal Wilhelm Keitel (first published in Germany in 1961 and in English as ‘The Memoirs…’ in 1963), written while awaiting trial at Nuremberg and heavily edited and stripped of much personal detail and the pre-war period, reflects his position of entrapped subservience. More recently, parts of the very useful diaries of General Franz Halder, for a time Chief of the German Army General Staff, and army group commander, Field Marshal Fedor von Bock, have been translated and published in English (The Halder War Diary 1939-1942, [1988] and Generalfeldmarschall Fedor von Bock – The War Diary 1939-1945 [1996]). There are biographies of Halder, but they remain in German at the time of writing this introduction.
The student of air power, however, has been less well provided for: The Memoirs of Field Marshal Albert Kesselring first appeared in English in 1953 and were written from memory (Kesselring kept no diary). Like Keitel, Kesselring drafted his memoirs of his time as a senior Luftwaffe commander in secret, in a prison, where he faced execution for war crimes. Apart from that, there exists only the 1945 diary fragments of General der Flieger Karl Koller, the last Luftwaffe Chief of General Staff.
But by virtue of the fact that most of these memoirs were written with the aim of ‘setting the record straight’, they share a fundamental missing element – a tendency to concentrate only on the 1939-1945 period and they lack detail on the early careers and experiences of their subjects, about the First World War and the horrors of its campaigns and the ensuing, painful defeat which Germany endured. Furthermore few, if any of them, really cover or address the inter-war years, the difficult period of Weimar and the subsequent rise of Hitler.
For a memoir to surface in public now, in 2010, of a senior, yet not particularly well-known, German general – a man who met both the Kaiser and Hitler, who shook their hands, and talked with them, is rare. That such a memoir includes descriptions of some of the earliest-known military flying – Alfred Mahncke first flew solo in 1911 – as well as trench warfare, a visit to Palestine and a trip in an early U-boat, provides for a fascinating and unique narrative. This is before we read of the adversities of ‘the dark years’ of inter-war Germany and then the coming of the burgeoning Luftwaffe, its years of dominance and its slow, bleeding destruction after Stalingrad. Mahncke’s sharp, descriptive, yet understated style of writing makes for an absorbing read.
When Mahncke retired in 1952 at the age of 64, his wife and son urged him to remain mentally active and to write his memoirs. He followed the advice of his family and wrote down his recollections in longhand, incorporating items that he had recorded from the surviving sections of his wartime diaries. Once he had completed this first draft, he typed up the manuscript on an old typewriter and produced 770 A4 pages on thin typing paper, unspaced, with two duplicates. In fact, he continued writing until 1965 when the resultant four volumes of memoirs were bound with hard covers. Mahncke gave one set to his son, Jochen, in the late 1960s, while another set he apparently deposited with the Bundes-Luftwaffe Museum in Fürstenfeldbruck, Germany, to be used as research material. The Mahncke family believe that this set is somewhere in the German military archives, while nothing is known of the ultimate destination or fate of the third set.
There, the story ended, with the volumes given to Jochen Mahncke lying in a drawer untouched for more than thirty years; as Mr Mahncke has told this writer, ‘…I hardly ever looked at it because it was not easy to decipher and I had not yet discovered the real “value” of my father’s memoirs.’
Eventually however, Jochen Mahncke’s colleagues in the South African Military History Society persuaded him to translate certain pages and paragraphs from the volumes for their interest. Thus, he translated what he viewed to be the most interesting chapters until reaching the 1939 period when a friend in the book trade in Cape Town suggested to Mr Mahncke that he consider approaching a British publisher with a view to putting his father’s recollections into print.
The book you now hold is the result of that suggestion and the historical record will be the richer for it.
Alfred Mahncke was from Westpreussen – he was a Prussian: as such, he was a dedicated, intelligent man who believed, first and foremost, in the principle of service to one’s country. Basically, he was a man who did what he was told (as long as he viewed his many assignments as rational and productive) and undertook his affairs to the best of his abilities. His efforts were rewarded with promotions, decorations and increased responsibilities. Yet his recollections do not portray a man willing to become embroiled in the ‘politics’ of command or who allowed himself to become a scapegoat or victimized as did fellow Luftwaffe generals, Udet, Jeschonnek or Kreipe.
But first and foremost, Mahncke was an aviator and it is as a pilot that he starts his story. Students of early and First World War military aviation will relish the descriptions of flying precariously in Farman biplanes in 1910. It is perhaps a reflection of Mahncke’s personality that he describes his first flight as a passenger in that year as being ‘a terrific sensation’ but that he ‘…approached it with an inquiring mind. The more I flew, the more I experienced flying with all my senses; it ensnared me until I could be described as “air-mad”.’ (Indeed, in later life he christened his only son with the middle name of ‘Oswald’, after the great German fighter ace, Oswald Boelcke).
It was not long before Mahncke qualified as a pilot, and such was his confidence that in 1911, with just a few months flying experience, he even embarked upon an illegal ‘joy ride’ with the German Crown Prince as his passenger! The following year he flew in Graf Zeppelin’s huge airship and witnessed at first-hand many other significant events in German and European aeronautical history. In May 1914, a few weeks before the outbreak of the war, he flew as a member of what would have been the first mass formation of German military aircraft to ever take to the skies: although he could not have known it at the time, this was a historic moment – the birth of German formation flying and all that would signify in later years for military aviation. Just before the war he visited England and was able to meet several of his British counterparts.
During the First World War, Mahncke would fly sorties over both the Western and Eastern Fronts and survived more than one crash-landing. But clearly he showed promise and had talent as an officer and it was not long before he joined the staff of Hermann von der Lieth-Thomsen, the shrewd Chef des Feldflugwesens of the Imperial German Air Service. Mahncke was to learn much, his experience of coordinating fighter, bomber and reconnaissance operations over the Western Front making him valuable and trusted to his superiors. In 1916, as a Hauptmann, he had been appointed ‘Stofl’ – the staff officer for aviation at 2. Armee, where he masterminded vital German air reconnaissance operations over the Somme which provided photographic proof of Allied battle intentions. But he was forced to grapple with increasing Allied air strength and the crews of his great, twin-engined G-type Grossflugzeuge (‘Big Birds’) and AGO twin-boom ‘pusher’ bomber and reconnaissance machines were inexperienced and suffered heavy losses under the guns of enemy fighters. Exacerbating this was fragmentation of command, as well as shortages of fuel and spare parts.2
Thomsen’s decision to despatch Mahncke on a fact-finding mission to Palestine in mid-1916 to report back on the state of the small German air contingent in the Middle East probably came as a welcome relief. Carrying a mosquito net, tinned food and a bag of gold coins, Mahncke journeyed to Constantinople and across the Bosporus through Asia Minor via Eski-Shehir to Bozanti, the Amanus Mountains and to beyond Damascus, using railways and camels, until he reached the Flieger Abteilung Pascha out in the desert. As Mahncke recorded: ‘I learnt much about the regional living and working conditions under which our officers and soldiers had to suffer, as well as the technical inadequacies. The climate affected, even ruined their health; they should at least have been rested for certain periods.’ Such experiences would repeat themselves in Russia in 1942 and 1943, and gave Mahncke insight, but not the ability to overcome poor resources and the frustrating and unrealistic diktat of high command far away in Germany.
Mahncke then decided that his destiny lay in a career in the Army General Staff and so he applied to transfer away from the Fliegertruppe. Although his application was accepted, it was conditional on the basis that he would have to serve for a period at the front. ‘Parting from my friends and superiors and leaving the Fliegertruppe was not easy…’, Mahncke wrote, but for a trained and experienced airman, what he witnessed at Verdun in May 1917 must have left its mental, if not its physical scars. Mahncke writes that he left the Air Service ‘…with happy anticipation, replaced my active pilot’s badge with the Fliegererinnerungsabzeichen, non-active pilot’s badge, and was ready to move on.’ Verdun must have been a massive shock. From the relative comfort of air staff quarters he now ‘…lived among ruins and heaps of rubble and had an almost unobstructed view of enemy positions, directing our fire towards their lines, and the French artillery responded in kind.’
His description of life in the trenches and grimy cellars along the line between Lens and Arras in northern France is poignant and insightful: ‘Real time lost its meaning, it was divided into light and dark, punctuated by the arrival of our rations… Especially nerve-wracking were the noises from the enemy’s pickaxes which went on day and night…’
Importantly however, before and during the First World War, Mahncke had struck up friendships with young officers and airmen who would also go on to wear Luftwaffe generals’ collar patches in the Second World War; men such as Helmuth Förster and Hellmuth Felmy – and it was a bond which proved enduring and valuable in the face of enormous challenges and adversities at home, in Russia and in Italy.
Along with scores of thousands of other German servicemen, Alfred Mahncke returned home – in his case to Prussia – in late 1918 following the end of the First World War to face an uncertain future on his parents’ farm. Germany was bowed under the stringent and deprivating conditions of the Versailles Treaty and Mahncke’s home province suffered from the effects of unemployment and ensuing civil disorder. Farmers in isolated communities felt unsafe as animals and crops were robbed. Yet, with his indomitable optimism, he recognized that home was infinitely better than the front and by the summer of 1919 as he acknowledged, ‘…I was my own man again and could shape my life as I wished.’
As you will read, Mahncke decided to join the regional Sicherheitspolizei (Security Police). It offered a ‘home’ in difficult times, financial security of a kind – stability with the opportunity of promotion, which came in late 1926 when he was elevated to the position of director for police matters in the office of the chief provincial administrator in Königsberg. With this came certain privileges, including an apartment of ‘three and a half rooms’ – better than many had. Eventually, amidst a continuing economic downturn and soaring unemployment, Mahncke moved to Upper Silesia in 1928 to assume command of a formidable force of seven police districts, three companies of riot police, and a transport and mounted section with which he waged a new war against, as he terms it, ‘unwanted and shady elements, smugglers and spies’.
The rise of the fledgling Nazi Party set off a tremor which became an earthquake, taking all with it. One could be forgiven for speculating that by 1932, Mahncke had identified both good and bad points about the Party’s beer hall pronouncements and populist slogans; there were slithers of common sense shining in the thundering rhetoric of increasing hate and autocracy. As the power grew, culminating in the euphoria of the Machtergreifung, Mahncke, along with others of his ilk, ambition and seniority would have recognized opportunity: today, akin to the man who sees a successful and expanding company about whose corporate policies he may not admire or agree, but with whom he recognizes excellent career opportunities. So he joins.
While Mahncke does not condone or accept what Hitler achieved, or the way in which he achieved it, or for much of what he and his Nazi cohorts stood for, he is nevertheless not afraid of expressing, in certain respects, his honest and plain-speaking admiration for the strength of the Führer’s character. In Mahncke’s eyes, Hitler’s iron will and determination to ‘win’, was combined, as he describes it, with charisma and intelligence, to produce a formidable personal and intellectual presence. As early as 1932 or 1933, he met Hitler for the first time and he comments with due consideration: ‘There was no posturing, no cheap showmanship. When I was introduced he turned to face me, shook my hand firmly and looked seriously at me with his blue eyes. Contrary to the forceful picture the propaganda portrayed, my first impression was not overwhelming, but I believed I had met an exceptional man who inspired confidence.’
Such are the traits that Mahncke regards as important and this is reflected in his descriptions of men with whom he worked closely throughout his military career and who made a distinct impression upon him, such as Hermann von der Lieth-Thomsen during the First World War and, later, of the Luftwaffe commander Generalfeldmarschall Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen. Of Himmler, Goebbels and Göring, Mahncke is not so complimentary.
As with his early years, Mahncke would witness many historic events: he attended the 1936 Olympic Games in Berlin and at least one of the infamous Nuremberg rallies; he met Charles Lindbergh and lent money to a young Hermann Göring (but was never paid back).
European war came in 1939, by which time Mahncke was well established in the Luftwaffe, the organization he had been invited to join in its infancy in 1935. He had witnessed unprecedented technological progress in aviation, along with both covert and colossal national rearmament under the hands of the Nazis. Amidst such an environment, he found himself – completely unexpectedly – propelled to the positions of Reichsluftsportführer and President of the Deutscher Luftsportverband in Berlin, appointments which meant he would be at the epicentre of the drive to promote ‘air-mindedness’ in Nazi Germany. Hitler recognized the tremendous value in sports-flying and made moves to integrate the many private flying clubs throughout the Reich into one, unified organization promoting national interest in gliding, aero-modelling, balloons and powered aircraft. Thus, an opportunity to immerse himself in his inherent love of flying and to draw others to its attractions, not just at a personal level, but also for the benefit of the nation, now sat, perhaps uneasily, with the fact that the initiative had been driven by the Nazis whom he viewed with a sentiment of increasing suspicion and disdain.
There is no purpose in much further in-depth evaluation of our subject’s subsequent wartime career at this juncture; over the pages that follow the reader will join Mahncke as he fights and flies with the Luftwaffe over Russia and Italy, often sent to ‘fire-fight’ in difficult sectors of the front, frequently with little support, in appalling conditions and with poor resources. It is worth noting however, that on a number of occasions, Mahncke – a general, it is fair to say, whose skills lay primarily in the vital areas of logistics, support and supply – was thrown in directly to take over an operational command in moments of tactical crisis, not just of air units but of ground-fighting troops as well. Such a powerful personality as Generaloberst (later Generalfeldmarschall) Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen, placed in command of the Luftwaffe’s improbable and doomed airlift operation at Stalingrad in the winter of 1942/43, and later responsible for the air defence of Italy at the time of the Allied landings in Sicily and at Salerno and Anzio in 1943/44, relied heavily on Mahncke. I have read the voluminous wartime diaries of von Richthofen and it is very clear that this fast-thinking, fearless, erratic, abrasive and confrontational commander trusted few of his more senior subordinates. He trusted Alfred Mahncke.
Mahncke’s description of the catastrophe at Stalingrad is compelling – and he saw warning signs early on. In August 1942, as Luftflotte 4 covered the German drive towards the Volga, he recorded: ‘The greatest hurdle to this ambitious plan was how best to transport the enormous quantities of goods and materiel that would be required by us … the first fuel transports arrived. I had been promised 3,000 tons of truck capacity, but this figure was never reached resulting in much friction. We had to suffer for the mistakes made higher up. My diary of 19 August reads in part: ‘Establishing an air force ground organization is not merely the responsibility of the air force’s own departments, but also that of the high command. It is not sufficient to just order the erection of an airfield plus all stocks at a certain location. They must give more details, i.e. numbers of aircraft and types, types of bombs, the kind of fuel, special equipment and much more. Regrettably, those people who get involved from the top down have little knowledge.’
As 6. Armee met its ignoble end in the snow and sub-zero temperatures amidst the charred ruins of Stalingrad and as Hitler ranted about holding ground from his headquarters in East Prussia, the situation grew bleaker and harder. Mahncke reveals how ‘…Calls for help arrived daily at my headquarters. Unfortunately I could not respond at all. It became even colder as the temperature dropped to minus 30 degrees and below. A north-easterly raged without end and froze body and soul. Our aircraft stood in the open, covered by snow and under layers of ice. All work had to be done without protection, but despite this ground crews tried their best under dreadful circumstances. Repair work became impossible, consequently breakdowns increased. Even starting a cold engine was a daunting task, the warming-up equipment primitive and not made for such freezing temperatures. The mechanics often began their work at midnight and suffered frostbite, their fingers sticking to the icy metal… Starting and landing was very dangerous on the unsafe landing strips. Although being rolled firm, the constantly driving snow soon covered them again and crashes were unavoidable. We used the few fog-free hours to fly reconnaissance as otherwise we would have been completely in the dark about what was happening around us. Mechanical defects and breakdowns during flying, the danger of icing-up, failing signal equipment, jamming guns – all this combined to make the crews’ lives extremely hard. In addition fuel supplies sometimes dried up. Officers and men cursed and swore, but they did their duty…’
After the fall of Stalingrad and the failure of Göring’s much-vaunted attempt to supply the ‘fortress’ by air, Mahncke was given command of the Fliegerdivision Donez – a hastily formed gathering of fighter, Zerstörer, Stuka and reconnaissance units, together with Flak and ground troops, with which he was to support the defensive actions of army units during their withdrawal to the Donez. Throughout January and February 1943 Mahncke, together with the Luftwaffe Generals Curt Pflugbeil, Martin Fiebig and Günther Korten, fought a determined campaign in support of Manstein’s Army Group Don (later Army Group South). As the Russians drove towards the Dniepr, taking Kharkov on 14 February, Manstein launched a counter-movement, exploiting stretched Soviet supply lines. Mahncke’s command provided significant air support, and he pushed his squadrons to mount 1,000 sorties per day, compared to the daily average of 350 per day in January.
He would be promoted to General der Flieger in September 1943, by which time he had been posted to Italy at Richthofen’s request and had been instrumental in the air defence of Sicily and the eventual evacuation of Luftwaffe units to the Italian mainland. Working closely with Richthofen, Mahncke once again acted as a ‘fire-fighter’; indeed, as Richthofen noted typically in his diary on 9 July 1943: ‘Mahncke goes to Sicily tomorrow to pep up the ground organization and everything else there that’s paralysed or impotent.’ A week later, Richthofen recorded: ‘Mahncke puts into order the ebbing [efforts] and creates order in Messina.’ High praise indeed from Richthofen, whose favourite commander had also experienced scrambling for cover on the ground while being shot at by an RAF Spitfire when his Fieseler Storch aircraft had been shot down and crashed in Sicily. Like Richthofen, Mahncke was often in ‘the thick of it’.
But it was not just in a combat and operational capacity in which Mahncke found himself; as a ‘diplomat’, he also endeavoured to forge a harmonious working relationship with Germany’s Italian ‘allies’, something that was not easy to achieve in a period of intense political upheaval and military reverses in 1944. For Mahncke, the Italian campaign was one of dogged resistance with slender forces against a much stronger enemy. He brings us an understanding of how the ‘Luftgau’ system functioned – of how the challenges of logistics, weather, distance, transport availability and infrastructure, and the threat of guerrilla warfare worked to conspire against maintaining an efficient supply chain for Luftwaffe front line and strike units.
For many, it may be difficult to understand or agree with some of Alfred Mahncke’s opinions and ideals – a privilege born of modern day peace, democracy and hindsight. He is refreshingly unapologetic in his views; this is the story as seen through his eyes and as he interpreted events and people. But I do not believe Mahncke was anything more than a patriot, a husband and parent, an aviator and a soldier who just ‘did his best’ – and did it well. In his memoirs, he offers us a remarkable and candid insight in to his life and times, a life in a society governed beyond his control by militarism and by successive monarchist and political regimes which took his nation to war.
As a student of military history, I thank him for his efforts in recording his life in a way perhaps more enlightening and candid than his contemporaries. For Kaiser and Hitler represents an extremely important, valuable and unique contribution to the historical record.
Robert Forsyth
August 2010







GENERAL
DER FLIEGER ALFRED MAHNCKE
Career Chronology and Promotions and Awards
Born
18 March 1888 in Idasheim, Kreis
Wongrowitz/Posen
1 April 1908
Entered the Army as a Fahnenjunker and Zugführer
(Platoon Leader) in Eisenbahn-Regiment 1 (1st
Railway-Regiment), Berlin
19 November 1908
Promoted to Fähnrich
19 August 1909
Promoted to Leutnant
13 January 1911
Pilot-Training with Fliegerkommando Döberitz (Flying
Command Döberitz) then with the Lehr- und
Versuchs Anstalt für Militärflugwesen (Instruction
and Experiment Institute for Military Flight Affairs);
Instructor and Test Pilot
1911
Awarded Königlich-Preussisches Flugzeugführer
Abzeichen (Imperial/Royal Prussian Pilot’s Badge)
1911
Awarded Königlich-Preussischer Kronenorden
(Royal Prussian Crown Order) IV. Class
1912
Awarded Royal Bavarian Military Merit Medal,
IV. Class
1 October 1913
Assigned to Flieger-Bataillon 2 (2nd Flying-Battalion),
Posen, West Prussia
Later appointed Adjutant
2 August 1914
Detached to Armeeflugpark 8 (Staging Flight
Park 8)
21 September 1914
Fliegerstabsoffizier (Flying Staff Officer) with
Armeeoberkommando 8 (Army High Command 8) on
the Eastern Front
October 1914
Awarded Eisernes Kreuz II (Iron Cross 2nd Class)
27 January 1915
Promoted to Oberleutnant
January 1915
Pilot with Flieger-Bataillon 14 (14th Flying-Battalion)
while still assigned to AOK 8
February 1915
Awarded Eisernes Kreuz I (Iron Cross 1st Class)
1 February 1916
Fliegerstabsoffizier (Flying Staff Officer) with
Armeeoberkommando 2 (Army High Command 2),
Western Front
May 1916
Detached to the Stab (Staff) of Feldflug-Chef (Field
Flight Commander); name changed in…
December 1916
… to Stab of the Kommandierender General der
Luftstreitkräfte (Kogenluft), (Commanding General of
the Air Force)
27 January 1917
Promoted to Hauptmann
From March 1917
Transferred to Stab 11. Reserve-Division
(11th Reserve Division), 12. Armee
Transferred to Stab Generalkommandos z.b.V. 57
(Special Purpose General Command 57)
1917
Awarded Wound Badge and Turkish Order of the Iron
Halfmoon
17 February 1918
Transferred to Stab XXVI. Reserve-Korps (General-
Command of the XXVI. Reserve Corps), Armeegruppe
Dormoise
8 April 1918
Detached to Armeeflugpark 2 (Army Flight Park 2)
10 May 1918
Commander of- and pilot with Flieger-Abteilung (A.)
231 (Flying Battalion [Artillery Cooperation] 231)
8 March 1919
Joined Freiwilligen-Regiment Reinhardt in Berlin but
the Korps command was based at Königsberg airfield
July 1919
Applied for discharge from the Armee. Retired.
1 October 1919
Entered police service as Polizei-Hauptmann with the
Sicherheitspolizei (Security Police) at Lötzen, East
Prussia. Promoted Hundertschaftsführer (Company
Leader) of Sicherheitspolizeiabteilung IV
March 1920
Transferred to the Sicherheitspolizei-Stab at
Allenstein
7 October 1920
Appointed Hundertschaftführer with Schutzpolizei
Lötzen
1 January 1921
Schutzpolizei (Protection Police) Departmental Head
with the Government Presidency at Allenstein
31 March 1923
Married Anneliese Brachvogel
20 August 1923
Lecturer at Hauptmann’s course at the Höhere
Polizeischule (Main Police School) Eiche
21 December 1923
Schutzpolizei (Protection Police) Departmental Head
with the Government Presidency at Allenstein
26 January 1924
District Training with the Polizei-Verwaltung (Police
Administration) at Königsberg
17 April 1924
Sachbearbeiter/Dezernent (Official authority/
Departmental Head) with Protection Police with the
Government Presidency Allenstein
1 June 1924
Transferred to Schutzpolizei at Lyck. Then
2. Majoranwärter-Lehrgang (Major’s rank candidate
course) at the Höhere Polizeischule (Main Police
School) Eiche
1 April 1925
Promoted to Polizei-Major. Joined Schutzpolizei-
Kommando with the Government Presidency
Königsberg
October 1926
Director for Polizei affairs in the office of the
Regierungspräsident (chief provincial
administrator) in Königsberg
1 January 1929
Commander III. Polizeiinspektion (Police
Administration & Inspection) at Gleiwitz and
Beuthen
15 September 1931
Instructor at the Höhere Polizeischule at
Potsdam/Eiche
26 March 1933
Appointed Chef des Stabes des Höheren
Polizeiführers Ost (Chief of Staff of Senior Police
Commander East) in Königsberg
19 December 1933
Promoted to Polizei-Oberstleutnant
7 January 1934
Appointed Kommandeur of the Sonderlehrgang
(Special Intake) der Höheren Polizeischule
(Commander of the Senior Police Academy) at
Potsdam/Eiche
28 January 1934
Appointed Chief of Staff of the Landespolizei – 
Inspektion Ost (State Police Inspector East)
21 July 1934
Promoted to Polizei-Oberst
April 1935
Transfer to Reichswehr as Oberst
1 May 1935
Transfer to Luftwaffe
1 November 1935
Appointed Präsident des Deutschen
Luftsportverbandes (President of DLV),
Reichsluftsportführer (Head of German Air Sport)
and Inspector of the Luftwaffe-Reserve
February 1937
Kommodore Kampfgeschwader 152 ‘Hindenburg’
1 November 1938
Appointed Höherer Fliegerausbildungskommandeur
im Luftgau IV (Higher Flying Training Commander 6)
at Hamburg and Münster
18 January 1939
Promoted to Generalmajor
26 August 1939
Appointed commander of Luftgaustab z.b.V. 1
(Air-Region-Staff 1)
October 1939
Appointed commander of Luftgaustab z.b.V. 12
(Air-Region-Staff 12)
1939
Awarded Spange (Bar) for Eiserne Kreuz II
(Iron Cross 2nd Class)
1 October 1940
Appointed Höherer Fliegerausbildungskommandeur
10 (Higher Flying Training Commander 10), Breslau
1 November 1940
Promoted to Generalleutnant
1 April 1941
Appointed Inspekteur für die
Flugzeugführerausbildung (Inspector of Pilot
Training) at RLM
9 November 1941
Awarded Kriegsverdienstkreuz (War Service Cross)
1st Class with Swords
1 June 1942
Appointed as commander of Luftgaustab z.b.V. 21
(Air Region Staff 21) within Luftflotte 4
October 1942
Commander 15. Luftwaffen-Felddivision
(15th Luftwaffe-Field-Division)
3 January 1943
Appointed Kommandeur Fliegerdivision Donez
(Commander of Air Division Donez)
11 February 1943
Awarded Spange (Bar) for Eisernes Kreuz I (Iron
Cross) 1st Class
10 May 1943
Temporary commander of I. Fliegerkorps
(1st Flying Corps) within Luftflotte 2
20 May 1943
Awarded Deutsches Kreuz in Gold (German Cross
in Gold)
1 June 1943
Appointed Kommandierender General des
Luftgau-Kommando Süd (Air Region Command
South), Mailand/Milan
24 June 1943
Appointed Stellvertreter des Luftflottenchefs,
Luftflotte 2 (Deputy to Chief of Air Fleet 2)
July 1943
Appointed Kommandierender General und
Befehlshaber im Luftgau Italien (Commanding
General of Air Region Command Italy/South)
1 August 1943
Appointed Kommandierender General
Feldluftgaukommando XXVIII (Field Air Region
Command XXVIII), Mailand/Milan
1 September 1943
Promoted to General der Flieger
4 November 1944
Appointed commander Luftwaffen-Auffangstab
Nord (Luftwaffe Control/Coordination Staff North)
in Hamburg
1944
Awarded Hungarian Merit Medal with Star on War
Ribbon with Swords
8 May 1945
In captivity/PoW
23 May 1947
Released
1947-1949
Apprenticeship as nurseryman/horticulturist
1949-1951
Manager of horticultural farm
1952
Retired on pension
12 January 1979
Died in Eutin/Holstein, Germany
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GLOSSARY
OF TERMS
Alter Kämpfe
AOK (Armeeoberkommando)
Chef des Feldflugwesens (Feldflugchef)
Chef des Generalstabs
Erster Generalquartiermeister
Fallschirmjäger
Fernaufklärungsgruppe
Fliegerdivision
Fliegerkommando
Fliegerkorps
Fliegertruppe
Flugzeugführer
Funkentelegraphie
Führerhauptquartier
Gauleiter
Gebirgsjäger
Gefechtsstab
Generalstabschef
Grosse Generalstab
Gruppe
Herrenmenschen
Höchstkommandierender
Höherer Fliegerausbildungskommandeur
Innenministerium
Inspekteur der Fliegerreserve
Inspekteur für die Flugzeugführerausbildung
Internationale Flugwoche
Internationale Luftfahrtausstellung
Jagdgeschwader
Jasta (Jagdstaffel)
Kampfgeschwader
Kogenluft(Kommandierender General der Luftstreitkräfte)
Kommandeur des Fliegerkommandos
Kommandeur der Luftflottentruppen
Königliche Armee
Königliche Marine
Kronprinz
Landespolizei
Luftfahrervereine
‘Old warrior/fighter’ A veteran member of
the Nazi Party
Senior Army Command
Chief of Field Aviation (or Army Air Arm)
Chief of General Staff
First Quartermaster-General
Paratrooper
Long-Range Reconnaissance Group
Flying Division
Air Command
Flying Corps
Air Force (or Air Arm/Troops)
Pilot
Radio/Wireless Telegraphy
Führer Headquarters
Provincial District Nazi Party Leader
Mountain Trooper
Battle Staff
Chief of General Staff
Grand General Staff
Group
Members of the ‘Master Race’
Supreme Commander
Senior Flying Training Commander
Interior Ministry
Inspector/Commander of Air Reserve
Inspector/Commander of Pilot Training
International Air Week
International Aviation or (Air) Show
Fighter Wing
Fighter Squadron
Bomber Wing
Commanding General of the Air Force
Commander of a Flight Command
Commander of Air Fleet Troops
Royal/Imperial Army
Royal/Imperial Navy
Crown Prince
State/Provincial Police Force
Aeronautical Associations
Luftgau
Luftgaustab
Luftlandetruppen
Luftschiffer Truppen
Luftsportlandesgruppe
Luftsportverband
Luftwaffenfelddivision
Luftwaffenlehrdivision
Luftwaffenpersonalamt
Militär-Verkehrsabteilung
Nachtjagdgeschwader
Nachtstörkampfgruppe
Nahaufklärungsgruppe
Nahkampfverbände
NSDAP(Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei)
Oberbefehlshaber
Oberste Heeresleitung(OHL)
Ob.d.L.(Oberbefehlshaber der Luftwaffe)
OKH (Oberkommando des Heeres)
OKL (Oberkommando der Luftwaffe)
Panzerschlachtfliegergruppe
Preussisches Kriegsministerium
Reichsarbeitsdienst
Reichskommissar
Reichskriegsministerium
Reichsjugendführer
Reichsluftsportführer
Reichsparteitag
Regia Aeronautica
Schlachtgeschwader
Staffel
Sturm Abteilung(SA)
Sturzkampfgeschwader
Tiefflieger
Truppenübungsplatz
Versuchsabteilung der Verkehrstruppen
Wehrmachtsbericht
Air Region/District
Staff of Air Region/District
Glider-borne Troops
Airship ground units
Provincial Air Sport Group
Air Sport Association
Luftwaffe Field Division
Luftwaffe Instructional Division
Luftwaffe Personnel Office
Military Transport Unit (or Section)
Night Fighter Wing
Night Harassment Group
Short-Range Reconnaissance Group
Close-Support/Ground-Attack Units
National Socialist German Workers’ Party
(Nazi Party)
Supreme Commander
(usually in a military theatre)
German Supreme Command
Supreme Commander of the Luftwaffe
High Command of the Army
High Command of the Luftwaffe
Anti-Tank Flying Group
Prussian War Ministry
Reich Labour Service
Reich Commissioner
Reich War Ministry
Reich Youth Leader
Reich Air Sport Leader
Reich (Nazi) Party Assembly
Royal Italian Air Force
Ground-Attack Wing
Squadron
Assault Unit (Nazi/Political)
Dive-Bomber Wing (Stuka)
Ground-Attack Aircraft
Training ground/area
Test section of Army Transport Units/Troops
Wehrmacht Report







PRELUDE
EARLY LIFE
A Summary by Jochen O.E.O. Mahncke
‘Wild and free’
Alfred Otto Albert Fritz Mahncke was born on 18 March 1888 on his parents’ farm at Idasheim, in the district of Wongrowitz, in the province of Posen in Westpreussen (West Prussia). He wrote that on this farm he grew up ‘…wild and free, together with horses and dogs. I went on hunts with forest wardens, worked in the fields and helped with farm animals. I was stung by a swarm of bees, bitten by dogs and remained unscathed when I detonated live ammunition with a hammer.’
He did very well in High School, except when ‘… complications arising from the appearance and interference of young girls made me lose my balance, and I had to repeat one year.’ He matriculated in 1908 with the mark ‘Good.’ Deciding to become an officer, he first considered the Navy, but competition was fierce. The army artillery, being fashionable, was overrun by volunteers, and so he chose the Army’s Eisenbahn-Regiment No. 1 (Railway Regiment No. 1) in Berlin which he joined on 1 April 1908, never regretting his decision. Training was very tough and demanding, especially for officer candidates who were expected to be the very best. Their conduct on and off duty had to be above reproach as they were always in the public eye, especially in Berlin which was one of the world’s main tourist attractions. In October courses at Kriegsschule followed, lasting six months. Lectures consisted of formal and applied tactics, weapons and field science, fortification and cartography including map drawing, military correspondence and a foreign language. After completing examinations with the grade ‘Very satisfactory’ he returned to his unit. Promotion to officer rank could only be bestowed by the Kaiser after completion of a strict voting procedure. The candidate’s superiors decided on his service record and performance and his brother officers, because they knew the candidate intimately, voted for his character and suitability. It was a fair process. My father was promoted to Leutnant on 18 August 1909, and this promotion was followed by a grand party, with my father finding himself on his bed the next morning still in full uniform, fast asleep, remembering little.
Watching the wallflowers
The German State did not pay its officers well. Tradition required that an officer served his König for the honour of wearing his uniform, not to accumulate riches. His service pay was 125 Marks each month and free living quarters in the barracks, plus the services of a batman. His accommodation comprised two small rooms with gaslight, the lounge heated by a coal stove. Furnishings and fittings were old and – since the military administration expected everything to last forever – well used. Officers had to pay for their expensive uniforms themselves, wearing of civilian clothes was frowned upon, and therefore regimental commanders insisted that fathers supplement their sons’ service pay. The amounts varied between units, with infantry at the lower end of the scale and cavalry at the top, between 600 to 1,000 Marks per month. But impecunious young officers received a Königszulage –  King’s bonus – of 20 Marks each Month.1
If a Leutnant or Hauptmann wanted to marry he had to prove to his commander that he could supplement his service pay by interest from investments of at least 75,000 Marks. With their promotion the young officers became hoffähig – acceptable at Court – and as a privilege were sometimes invited to one of the fashionable court balls at which they always enjoyed drinks and excellent food. My father recalled: ‘These balls were always opened in the presence of the Royal couple with a waltz, although the favourite dances were slow – minuet, contre dance, Quadrilles à la Cour. While all this happened the Royal couple circulated, i.e. “they held Cercle”, and talked to their guests. I admired the Kaiser and his sense of fun and bubbly chattiness when he met people who interested or fascinated him. The tall and imposing Kaiserin had a natural elegance and captivating feminine charm. She was the perfect royal.’
But the young men were there not only for their own amusement: their presence was required as formal dance partners for the young ladies, and they were expected to sparkle and look after the ‘wallflowers’. There was a strict etiquette that had to be observed. Mothers did not dance. They might be young and beautiful, but in motherhood they were matrons who introduced their daughters to society. It was a different lifestyle which frowned on different generations mixing. The young officers were not allowed to ask a Princess for a dance: instead they had to wait for a Vortänzer, leader of the dance, to inform them that the Princess ‘X’ wished to dance. On later occasions Princess Margarete of Prussia, a niece of the Kaiser, took my father under her wing and introduced him to other Princesses. And thus he no longer required the services of the Vortänzer.
Most of the young officers’ after-hours time, however, was spent in their messes where they enjoyed drinks, and where they participated in the Liebesmahl, a mandatory, monthly social get-together. Anyone who could demonstrate a special talent – for example if he could play an instrument or sing or perform magic tricks – was allowed to shine. My father was known as a high jumper and was regularly asked to perform. A section of the dining table complete with glasses, bottles and candle holders was pushed to the centre of the room, and he jumped over it in full mess uniform.
Graf Zeppelin and Kitty Hawk – eye-witness to aeronautical history
In this summer of 1909 Berlin was visited by the Zeppelin airship. Graf Zeppelin piloted his airship personally. It cruised at an altitude of 200 m, circled the royal palace and landed on the Tempelhof Plain where it was received by the royal couple. ‘It was a truly unforgettable picture seeing the shiny, silver cigar move majestically through the air,’ my father recorded, ‘and the Berliners never got tired of this spectacle. To prevent any mishaps, a wide area had been cordoned off by soldiers from the Railway Regiment. Landing an airship was technically very difficult; it needed lots of room to manoeuvre and swing in, and ropes were lowered from the gondola and secured to the ground by soldiers from the airship detachment. An hour later the airship left. The Graf had worked on designing a rigid airship since 1890, convinced it could play a significant military role. But even more, he believed in its potential for passenger and freight travel across continents and for scientific surveys of the earth. His ideas were ridiculed by many and it was only when the Navy and Army began purchasing airships that his name and fame was established once and for all.’
In September my father witnessed Orville Wright fly his aeroplane, Kitty Hawk, an epoch-making event. It happened on the Tempelhof Plain where he and a number of friends had the opportunity to inspect the aircraft in the early morning.2As he recalled, ‘There was a tent, a small flag fluttered on top, the plane rested in front. Every few minutes Orville and his assistants consulted the flag, and only when it hung absolutely still did he decide to take off. A start was a complicated affair. The biplane had no wheels but rested on two smooth wooden skids. Since the underpowered engine alone could not supply enough force for a lift-off, they had constructed a wooden gliding rail and a tower with a heavy counterweight attached to the front of the plane. Wright sat on the small seat and tested the steering mechanism, then he started the 8 hp engine and brought it to maximum revolutions. The counterweight was released, jerking the plane forward and giving its two propellers the required speed to take off. Kitty Hawk rose effortlessly and flew on while thousands of sightseers cheered and clapped. Wright circled the field at an altitude of 100 m, remained in the air for 19 minutes and 2 seconds and landed smoothly. A few days later, in the presence of the Kaiserin, Wright achieved a world record by reaching an altitude of 172 m.
‘ I also saw the French aviator, Hubert Latham, flying his Antoinette IV single wing aeroplane.3 On 29 September 1909 the first airfield in Berlin at Johannisthal was opened with a ‘Flying Competition for the Leading Aviators of the World.’ The prizes on offer amounted to 150,000 Marks. I was lucky to be able to watch such pioneering flyers as Louis Bleriot, Henry Farman and Henri Rougier from France, Baron Pierre de Caters from Belgium and other foreign pilots, while from Germany only Hermann Dorner took part. It was a definite sign of how far there was to go in embracing aviation in Germany.
‘About this time one was able to see other Lenkluftschiffe (dirigibles) in the sky over Berlin. The Commander of the Prussian Luftschiffer Bataillon at Tegel near the capital, Major Hans Gross, had been ordered by the Military Administration to build a semi-rigid Luftschiff called ‘M’-Schiff (Militärluftschiff). It was much smaller than the Zeppelin and therefore much less efficient. On quiet days one could observe it flying above the outskirts of the city. Meanwhile, a Luftschiff of the rigid type had been built by aeronautical inventor and designer, Major August von Parseval. Occasionally, this could be seen on the horizon. Both ships had been financed by the War Ministry and they were expected to be useful for the military.’
‘Guten Morgen, Eure Majestät’
The yearly highlight for every soldier stationed in Berlin was the Kaiserparade held in May. Infantry, cavalry, artillery and support units assembled on the Tempelhof Plain in their colourful parade uniforms. All commanders, right down to company commander, were mounted. According to my father’s recollections the Kaiser, on his large, patient horse, was followed by a small entourage in an open coach to inspect the troops. At every regiment he paused, saluted the soldiers with his Field Marshal’s baton and called: ‘Guten Morgen Kameraden/Grenadiere/Füseliere.’ And the soldiers shouted in reply: ‘Guten Morgen, Eure Majestät.’
Following inspection, the march-past began, colours flying, brass bands competing with each other, and the thousands of spectators who lined the streets, clapped and shouted themselves hoarse. My father wrote: ‘I took part in six of these parades and was moved time and again because I was at an age when one was happy to feel moved and excited, and I enjoyed it without reserve. Only someone who has marched behind the colours to rousing martial music will fully understand these emotions.’
Having returned to barracks, the parade uniforms were cleaned and returned to the stores and the rest of the day was free. When payday arrived (every 10 days) each soldier received a bonus of 50 Pfennig from the Royal coffers. But a Pfennig-pinching quartermaster deducted half of this amount for washing and ironing the dress white trousers.













Part One
FOR KAISER
1910-1918
‘Flying has always meant fighting: initially against preconceived ideas,
then against the elements and the malice of the thing:
later for laurels of records in height, endurance and speed:
finally against a whole world of enemies.’
MAJOR WILHELM SIEGERT
INSPEKTEUR
DER FLIEGERTRUPPEN, 1916-1918
‘I only wanted to fly, fly, fly!’
ALFRED MAHNCKE







CHAPTER ONE
JOINING THE FLYERS

IT was in September 1910 that my friend and fellow officer from Eisenbahn-Regiment No. 1, Leutnant Helmuth ‘Bubi’ Förster1 was posted to a pioneering German flying unit, the recently formed Fliegerkommando Döberitz based at the airfield of that name some 50 kilometres west of Berlin. From that point on we rarely saw each other. But when we did he told me what was going on there while complaining that he seldom flew due to a shortage of aircraft. One day he asked me if I would like to join as officers were wanted as pilots, and if I was interested I should report to Oberleutnant Franz Geerdtz at the Versuchsabteilung der Verkehrstruppen. Geerdtz was in charge of the expansion of the Fliegerkommando and wished to interview each applicant personally. I visited him the next day and we talked for some time but I left without any promise. Nevertheless, this was actually to be the day when my number was called and shortly thereafter I received my posting for pilot training. My commanding officer was very annoyed because he believed I had applied for transfer behind his back. It did not really bother me. I had been very happy serving with my regiment but now the novelty of aeronautics attracted me. I had done nothing to obtain the appointment, I was just lucky that this chance, fervently desired by hundreds of other young officers, fell into my lap. For the first time in my life, I realized that ability and performance are not always deciding factors in a career but that it is important to be in the right place at the right time. At the end of November 1910 I reported to the Kommandeur des Fliegerkommandos, Hauptmann Wolfram de le Roi.2
I would like to make a few observations about the state of civil aviation in Germany at that time. When foreign pilots and aircraft arrived in Germany from 1909 to compete in flying competitions, it was the French pilots and aircraft manufacturers who usually collected the honours and impressive cash prizes and became figures of adulation for the public. They demonstrated performance in the air that German pilots could not hope to equal, but then our designers and pilots laboured under pitiful budgets.
While governments of foreign countries, notably France, supported their aviation industries handsomely, the German state preferred to leave this in the hands of private enterprise, aeronautic clubs and towns to sponsor pilots and aircraft designers, who mostly suffered great hardships and made tremendous sacrifices in their endeavours. A major step forward was the building of a civilian airfield at Johannisthal, near Berlin, under the direction of Georg von Tschudi, a former officer and a multi-talented organizer and coordinator, as a base for pilot training and aviatic meetings and competitions, as well as for reasons of national prestige. It was the first official airfield in Germany and it became the professional home for many of our civilian pilots, where they found hangars to shelter their aircraft in and a suitable airfield from which to fly. Here they could work among like-minded people, compete with them on fair and friendly terms and find mutual support.
The Internationale Luftfahrtausstellung in Frankfurt/Main in 1909 helped to promote flying and aircraft, and when Hans Grade won the Lanz-Preis der Lüfte, valued at 40,000 Marks, for a wholly German designed aircraft, (which had been designed and manufactured by him), the public, the press and the State took notice. Still, serious buyers flocked to France where the aircraft industry earned millions, and the French became the leading ‘air nation’ of the world, at least temporarily.
Next came the Internationale Flugwoche in October 1910 at Johannisthal, and this provided the much-needed motivation to carry on, regardless. German military aviation was non-existent at that time. The Preussisches Kriegsministerium did not believe in the effectiveness of aircraft (also called Aeroplan) for military duties. Its opinion was that aeroplanes were too complicated and that flying required special athletic skills. They were dangerous machines and their speed too high which made them useless for reconnaissance from the air. Someone even remarked publicly that aircraft belonged to the circus. The Kaiser expressed the opinion that airships were a much better means of ensuring Germany’s superiority in the air since Germany was already leading in the design and construction of airships, and that all available funds should be channelled to this sector.
As was to be expected, the Königliche Marine and Königliche Armee – Luftschiffer Truppen jealously guarded their privileged positions, making certain that funds were assigned exclusively for their own use. Only the Grosse Generalstab, especially its departmental chief, Oberst Erich Ludendorff, and his far-sighted assistant, Hauptmann Hermann von der Lieth-Thomsen, supported aviation vigorously and recommended deployment of aircraft for military assignments, asking for special funds to be set aside to achieve this objective. Both officers even went up in aircraft as passengers to gain first-hand experience.
Another enthusiastic supporter of the fledgling air force was the Kaiser’s brother, Prinz Heinrich von Preussen (Prince Heinrich of Prussia). At an advanced age he learnt to fly, (Civilian Pilot’s Licence No. 38 in 1910), became patron of many air displays and races, was always around when needed, and was the personal friend and advisor of many of us young pilots. Another member of the Royal Family, the Kronprinz (Crown Prince) Friedrich Wilhelm, also showed a keen interest in flying and said so openly. In the end, the Kriegsministerium felt it had to bow to pressure and published aircraft specifications that had to be met before the state would consider purchasing aircraft for military duties. The specifications were that aircraft had to be able to transport two people; carry petrol to cover a distance of 200 km, have a minimum speed of 60 km per hour and cruising altitude of at least 500 m; must be capable of flight in all directions and able to land without endangering its crew. These specifications could be met by foreign aircraft designs and it would have been logical to build an aeroplane under licence or at least ask one of the well-known German designers to assist in its construction. However, the order was placed with an unknown government architect, W. Siegfried Hoffmann from Stuttgart, wasting 50,000 Marks. He designed a biplane similar to Wright’s Kitty Hawk and it was built in the experimental workshop of the Versuchstruppe in Schöneberg. In the summer of 1910 the aeroplane was ready to be demonstrated to a high-ranking army commission on the Tempelhof Plain next to my regiment’s barracks – its second ever flight. The aircraft slid along its guide rails, rose a few metres off the ground and crashed. It was totally wrecked, the pilot fortunately not injured. What was left of the aeroplane the mechanics fashioned into a bright ceiling chandelier for the officers’ mess. The pilot had been Hauptmann Wolfram de le Roi who had been transferred from the Luftschiffer-Bataillon to organize the new Fliegertruppe. He was the officer who interviewed me. He was tall and slim, courteous but straightforward, and I held him in high esteem. Even after he retired from the service I kept in touch with him over the years.
Our ‘home’ was situated on the Garde Korps- Truppenübungsplatz (training ground) at Döberitz, next to the villages of Dallgow and Döberitz, along the road from Berlin to Nauen. We had been allocated a tiny piece of land at the northern corner near the village of Dyrotz and the airfield was small and inadequate. Extending the area by felling trees was refused by the commander in charge. We had to fight extensive and frustrating ‘paper wars’ for any obstructing bush and tree we wanted to cut down, or for any trench we wished to fill, as the ‘terrain-image’ was not to be altered. It soon became clear that we flyers were labelled ‘troublemakers’, disturbing the Royal Prussian peace and quiet, because we constantly bothered higher authority with our requests. But we considered ourselves the avant-garde of a new age, took up the fight against narrow-mindedness, unbending officialdom and attempted to change things with humorous attacks, something that had not been tried in the German Army before. For the time being, however, we had to be content with an area around a small birch wood that became an essential part of every pilot’s life.
Having arrived, I had a look around the station. There was a wooden shack, pompously called ‘a hangar’, where a number of mechanics leisurely worked on two aircraft engines and tried to repair a broken wing. Close by was a tent with its flaps closed, and when I looked through a gap I saw a biplane of the type I had often seen at Johannisthal and the remains of another aeroplane. My expectations, not exactly great after Förster’s complaints, were rather dampened. Later I met the other officers. They were Oberleutnant Heinrich Erler and the Leutnants Walter Mackenthun, Fritz Bercio, Rudolf Freiherr von Thüna, Ernst Canter, Eugen von Tarnoszy und Stein, as well as the engineer, Simon Brunnhuber, and the supervisor Scholtz, both civilians, together with a few NCO and ordinary soldiers. A cubicle had been partitioned off from the hangar and served as a day- and changing room. And that was the lot!
The weather was mostly unsettled, not unusual for the time of the year, and flying only possible on a few days for short intervals. Flying usually meant: take-off, one or two laps around the birch trees, landing. Only the aces, Mackenthun and Thüna, ventured further afield to the next villages, always remaining in eye contact with base in case the unreliable engine cut out. Then they could glide home safely. Of course, everyone desperately wanted to fly, but with only one aircraft available this was impossible, and as the newest and youngest member I was merely a spectator. Brunnhuber was the expert. He had been the chauffeur of the director of the Albatroswerke, Dr. Fritz Huth, who valued him as a competent engineer and had sent him to the French Farman aircraft factory at Mourmelon-le-Grand for flying lessons. It had also been Dr. Huth who, after the debacle with the Hoffmann design, assisted Army Command by lending them his personal Farman aircraft and Brunnhuber as instructor. He trained Wolfram de le Roi, Geerdtz, Thüna and Mackenthun – whatever the word ‘training’ embraced in those early flying days.
On 14 December 1910 I flew for the first time as passenger in the Henri Farman III biplane, which was fitted with a 50 hp Gnôme engine, with ‘Bubi’ Förster at the controls, and we completed two laps around the trees at an altitude of 20-30 m.3
It was a terrific sensation. I do not remember what impressed me more, the act of flying itself, rising from the earth and moving suspended through the air, or the ease and simple handling of the controls, or the feeling of absolute safety and freedom. From then on I found it hard to wait, I only wanted to fly, fly, fly! Although my obsession was far removed from an instinctive emotion as everything was new and exciting, I approached it with an inquiring mind. The more I flew, the more I experienced flying with all my senses; it ensnared me until I could be described as ‘air-mad’. It took me some time to mould this condition into a pleasurable activity. But we had only one aircraft, sometimes a second, and both had to be handled like raw eggs to keep them operational. They were temperamental: a sloppy start and a bumpy landing, (we called it Eierlandung – the aeroplanes were jokingly called Eierkiste, ‘egg crates’, because they had to be treated and handled like a crate full of raw eggs) were sufficient to result in a Kopfstand, a nose-over, ending in a crash. As a young trainee pilot I was always last in line – obviously – since the more experienced pilots insisted on preferential treatment and took more chances to fly.
My salvation came from an entirely different direction. Our government had signed a contract with the Farman factory in Reims for the supply of one aircraft, provided that two officers were trained as pilots as well. Leutnant Engwer and I were selected. The future looked great. Early in 1911 we left for the Farman factory which had a large airfield that also served as part of a military training area. A number of aircraft designers, including Antoinette, Santos Dumont, Voisin, Bleriot and Sommer, had erected their factories close by and also trained pilots. We were well received, albeit with a certain reserve, and met many flying enthusiasts just like us as well as French officers and NCOs.
From now on our days were full with action. We lived in Reims and commuted in military trucks every morning to the airfield where we remained during daylight hours. When flying was cancelled due to bad weather, we visited the factories – if we were allowed in. During the first two weeks I completed a number of training flights with my instructor, an excitable gentleman, and sometimes he let me handle the controls.
The day of my first solo flight arrived. Equipped with plenty of advice, full of good intentions and my heart in my mouth, I climbed into the seat and off I went. Faster than anticipated the aeroplane was in the air, the first turning marker rushed towards me and I had to turn left. Careful now! Bank correctly, not too much, not too little. This done, I had to judge the correct altitude and already the next marker approached where I had to turn left again. I had lost a little height and corrected with the elevator. The third marker appeared, thankfully the last one, and I throttled back gradually, not too much to stall the engine, and began my gliding approach; not too level, because the aeroplane would sideslip and crash; not too steep, because then the machine would come in too fast and the landing strip was not long enough. Then a soft correction and touchdown. The aircraft stopped. My first thought was: ‘Gott sei Dank! Alles heil!’ (‘Thank God! Nothing broken!’) After take-off I had been absolutely calm and could not understand why the instructor threw his cap into the air, danced about and waved his arms. He rushed up and congratulated me with a torrent of words. My solo flight had excited him more than me. I climbed down, the aeroplane was pushed back to the start and I flew the circuit once again. Only then did I have time to re-run the flight in my mind: I had flown mainly with my head, to a much lesser degree with my senses, something which experienced veteran pilots criticized.
The next few days brought wind and rain. On one of these days Engwer and I were asked to call on the director who told us that our training had to be stopped by order of the French War Ministry. He did not want to elaborate and suggested we contact a certain office in Paris. But one of my French co-trainees had already shown me a newspaper in which a journalist complained that questions had been asked in Parliament why German officers were trained in France as pilots at taxpayers’ expense. But this was nonsense… He quoted the newspaper headline: France ahead in the air! France should not jeopardize its lead over all other nations, especially Germany. Now everything clicked into place. We said goodbye to the other pilots whose attitude towards us had not changed. The cavalry officer who had shown me the newspaper explained that pilots would always remain pilots regardless of which side they stood on and which uniform they wore. He invited us to be his guests if ever we came back to Paris, and it was one of the ironies of fate that I did just that and then discovered that he had meant every word. We travelled to Paris, reported to the military attaché at the German embassy, General Detlev von Winterfeld, and with his assistance contacted the Farman factory to enquire when our aircraft would be delivered. When we were told that at that moment nothing was available, we left for Berne in Switzerland where our military attaché located a Swiss motor car company which purchased the aircraft pro-forma and had it railed from Reims via Switzerland to the Albatros factory in Germany who then sent it on to Döberitz. Here it joined one Aviatik and one Albatros biplane that had arrived in the meantime, and this enabled us to step up training. On 6 February 1911 our colours flew at half-mast. Leutnant Stein had misjudged his angle of approach during landing, fell out of his aeroplane at a height of 30 m and was killed. He was the first German soldier to die in an aircraft accident and thus opened the long register of pilots who sacrificed their lives for flying.
By early March I had finished the basic part of my training by completing three figure eights around two turning markers, reached an altitude of 300 m and did a point landing after a gliding approach with reduced engine revs. These were the qualifications necessary to obtain the International Pilots’ Licence. During March and April we received more trainees, some from my old regiment. The small airfield was used for basic training, with the licenced pilots spreading their wings over the surrounding country areas, risking forced-landings. These flights required constant lookouts for emergency landing spots. Our aircraft were fragile and, in reality, ungainly wire cages, with wings and flaps made from canvas, held together by wooden spars and lots of tension wires. Pilots used to joke they had to be cross-eyed – one eye to fly the aeroplane, the other to look for an emergency landing spot.
Before take-off the aeroplane was held firmly back by a group of strong soldiers until the engine had reached maximum revolutions. Then, at a hand signal, they let go, we rolled forward and rose into the air. I sat on a small chair in the open, the passenger, later called observer, right behind me. My legs were extended to control the rudder. I held on to a strut with my left hand and operated elevator and aileron with my right. Looking down between the legs one could see the ground. It was not comfortable and not safe, but with the devil-may-care attitude of the young we took it in our stride. Each flight was an adventure, a battle with the elements and the vagaries of mechanical defects and, to be honest, with our weaknesses and fears. Every smooth landing was a victory chronicled on the front pages of newspapers where our names appeared in large print, or in the special editions when a new record had been set. Today these names and deeds are forgotten.
During one afternoon – it was the day before my birthday, 18 March – I flew as observer, with Förster at the controls, towards Frankfurt/Oder in the afternoon. After two hours evening fell and we had already spotted the silver band of the Oder River when the engine suddenly lost power and, with a short explosion, gave up altogether. Förster made a smooth forced-landing but not smooth enough because the skids, on which the wheels were mounted, dug into the ground. The weak undercarriage collapsed, everything around us just disintegrated, and we found ourselves in a tangle of broken wood and wires. Luckily, we were unscratched and, smoking our last cigarettes, discussed what we ought to do. Surrounded by curious farmers and their children who had run to our rescue, we were forced to wait until our pursuit motor car, with our mechanics, arrived. In those early days every aircraft taking off on a longer trip was followed by a motor car on the ground, carrying extra petrol and spares to be available in case of a mishap. The mechanics took over the remains of our aeroplane and we motored on to Frankfurt where we had been invited to an officers’ mess. On arrival we were shown the evening papers in which big headlines reported us as ‘missing’, and that we ‘…had probably crashed in forests east of Berlin and been killed’. This eventful day ended with a cheerful drinking session.
Shortly afterwards Mackenthun and Erler took off from Döberitz via Hamburg, Bremen, Hannover and back to base, a round-trip of 720 km. On the way they performed five intermediate landings on pre-selected fields and survived nine forced-landings in meadows, and all of that in five days! It created a sensation and made even the foreign press sit up and take notice. Placing this into proper perspective one must remember that we pilots had only limited flying experience and that no engine existed which could perform adequately for longer than two hours. We had no rev counters and relied on our experienced ears, and often only spotted defects when it was too late. Pliers and insulating tape were always with us. Because we flew low, atmospheric conditions presented us with considerable problems. They varied depending on what lay below: forests, meadows, villages, tilled fields or lakes. The light aircraft swayed from side to side in the lightest wind, were pulled up or pushed down by sudden gusts and we needed quick reactions to keep the flimsy craft under control. One required good nerves and lots of confidence. I followed my rule of not to try for the impossible but to do the possible, to the best of my ability. Wanting to obtain my second and final pilot’s certificate, I prepared myself with short cross-country flights, reaching altitudes of up to 600 m with and without ballast, and performing banking turns during gliding approach as well as point landings. I received my certificate on 1 April 1911, which authorized me to pilot military aircraft on cross-country flights: Berechtigung zum Führen von Militärflugzeugen auf Überlandflügen. This certificate also qualified me as flying instructor.
In the beginning an observer, nicknamed ‘Franz’, would sit in the forward seat of the aeroplane and a pilot, nicknamed ‘Emil’, (some civilians called him the ‘driver’!), in the rear. The nickname of Franz was derived from the aviator slang word ‘verfranzen’ meaning ‘being lost’, and since pilots often complained that their observers never knew where they were or where they were going, in other words ‘verfranzt’, they were given this nickname. Pilots also complained that they could not see where they were heading because the observer was always in the way! For their part, the observers grumbled that they were in the worst possible position in having to rely on the pilot not to fly them into the ground! These seating arrangements were later reversed and then both were happy, although it often happened that observers fell asleep and, when asked, had no idea of the aircraft’s position. The maps available to use were not always suitable and therefore pilots flew close to the ground so that they could try to read the signs of railway stations or villages or landed near people and asked for directions. In truth, competent observers were in great demand and they and their pilots often became close and even lifelong friends, relying on each other in good and bad times and even going on holiday together.
The years of progress in aviation before World War One cost Germany 116 pilots, a high price indeed, and if one wants to understand the unique Lebensgefühl of the pilots, their joie de vivre, one should consider that we lived on the edge of the razor from day-to-day. We enjoyed life to the full, never thinking of tomorrow, and we believed we should not be judged too harshly. Pilots were a new breed of spirited, untamed young men, often misunderstood or even unpopular. Many jokes were made at the pilots’ expense by newspapers. Cartoonists found us a convenient target, even the conferenciers of Berlin nightclubs could not resist. One cartoon in a French magazine showed a scantily dressed young woman talking to her friends saying: ‘I wish I could marry an aviateur. Black suits me so well!’ And everybody liked the curt reply given by an insurance director to a pilot’s father who wished to insure his son: ‘My dear sir, we do not insure lion tamers, racing car drivers, circus artists or airship pilots.’
Döberitz airfield was a great attraction for other young officers from the surrounding garrisons, among them the Kaiser’s nephew, Prinz Friedrich Sigismund von Preussen. We became friends. He was interested in all kinds of sporting activities and also in flying. Sometimes he invited me to his apartment in a separate building of the Imperial Palace, where his younger sister, Princess Margarete joined us for tea. I had the impression that both were quite close; it was well known that relations with their parents were cool and that they were kept on a short leash as far as money was concerned. Their life revolved around the Court and they had little experience of what went on outside.
Sigismund had once indicated that he would like to sample Berlin nightlife, and Engwer and I decided to take him under our wings. This was not easy because no one at Court was supposed to know about it. Since Sigismund had no civilian clothes, but we were the same size, I lent him a dinner jacket and he changed in my apartment. Then off we went to town and called on a few of the amusement parks, ending up at the Palais de Danse where the ‘high life’ was and a boisterous crowd. Sigismund was very much taken by the beauty of the many ladies, and moreover the possibilities that a meeting with them might promise. The frank language embarrassed him somewhat, he did not really know how to behave, and when they opened their mouths, their typical, witty Berlin lower class language stunned him. Eventually he made close contact with one of the beauties and ended up enjoying the atmosphere and ambience so much that we had difficulty prising him away from the place in the early morning hours.
On 1 January 1911 the Fliegerkommando’s name was changed, and our unit became known as Lehr- und Versuchsanstalt für das Militärflugwesen, (Training and Test Establishment for Military Aviation). Hauptmann Fritz Koppen was our new commander and he devoted himself energetically to extending the technical installations at Döberitz, the erection of solid hangars, improvements to repair facilities, for engine test beds and many other things. Our biplanes were joined by a well-known monoplane, the Rumpler Taube.4Thüna tested it for its military usefulness and found it had exceptional handling characteristics. Over the following months the aircraft established an outstanding performance record.
At the end of May 1911 military pilots appeared in public in a competitive role for the first time, although only unofficially, by competing in the Deutscher Zuverlässigkeitsflug am Oberrhein (German Reliability Flight Trials). This was a national cross-country air race over seven stages from Baden-Baden via Freiburg, Mühlhausen/Elsass, Strassburg, Karlsruhe, Heidelberg, Mannheim, Mainz, Darmstadt – ending in Frankfurt/Main. Eight civilian pilots entered but only one of them, Helmuth Hirth in a Rumpler Taube, was the one to complete all seven stages. We officer pilots were permitted to take part over the last three days of the competition but were not eligible for the cash prizes on offer. We entered three crews. The first to start was the crew of Rudolf von Thüna and Viktor Carganico (for the sake of safety, the other competitors had to stand in line for take-off) in a Rumpler Taube with a 70 hp Mercedes engine. But their engine lost power after take-off, the aeroplane hit a wire fence and was so badly damaged they had to withdraw. The second crew of Walter Mackenthun and Erwin Barends in an Aviatik with a 50 hp Argus engine came to grief when their engine cut out and they fell into a pine forest. Their aeroplane was a total wreck and they had to be rescued with ladders. Rushing to the aircraft factory they managed to acquire a replacement aeroplane and set off. It was now Förster’s and my turn in our Albatros. For the first 40 km everything was fine. Then we saw a fog bank approaching and climbed above it hoping it would not last. After we had flown for some time above this milky soup without seeing ground, the engine lost power and began to stutter, a typical sign of the Gnôme engine overheating. We had to land wherever we could. But in that fog? Our aeroplane descended slowly, a sinking feeling when one does not know how it will end. Suddenly the fog ripped apart and through its shreds we saw a hop field rushing up at an alarming speed, its long wooden poles coming up even faster. Saving us from being impaled, Förster forced the aircraft into a sharp turn, there was a sickening crunch and we found ourselves among broken spars, canvas and wires. There had been no time to feel frightened, everything happened too quickly. After we had extricated ourselves from the tangle, we realized we were still in one piece – just a few scratches and bruises on our hands and heads. I had lost my map and we did not even know where we had crashed. When our tracking car eventually found us, they took us back to the factory and we took off again in a replacement aeroplane. We were lucky, completing the course without any further mishaps, but landing in near darkness due to unexpected headwinds on the difficult-to-locate airfield. As we had already been given up by everyone, the reception was extremely cheerful and we carried a number of valuable prizes home in the form of silver and gold cigarette cases and cups.
As awareness of aviation slowly developed and in order to satisfy the growing demand for pilots, the Kriegsministerium asked for volunteers from the army officer corps and 900 applied. But we only needed 40. If finding willing aspirant pilots had been easy, the acquisition of aircraft hit a multitude of obstacles which meant that we had to give the volunteers a three-month basic training course and then send them home to await a later call-up. Training sessions at Döberitz began very early in the morning, about sunrise, when weather conditions were ideal, i.e. little or no wind. If the small flag in front of the huts moved just a bit, flying was cancelled and we slept on. This demonstrates the elementary state aviation was in, but we were forced to exercise caution as our aeroplanes were not to be risked. Every crash played into the hands of our detractors and those who handled the pen instead of the control column, and senior officers criticized our atypical duty hours, complaining that our aircraft frightened their horses. We countered by saying: ‘They crawl, we fly!’
Our original core or staff of 15 officers, called Stammoffiziere, remained the nucleus of what was a tiny ‘air force’, but this fell far short of requirements. Occasionally, the Kriegsministerium sent us General Staff officers so that they could familiarize themselves with flying, especially reconnaissance flying, and they did duty as observers. Because observers were nicknamed ‘Franz’, the staff officers were nicknamed ‘Himbeer-Franz’, (‘raspberry-Franz’), due to the dark red stripes they wore on their trousers. I enjoyed flying reconnaissance during troop manoeuvres and for army garrisons in the vicinity, reporting results back to them, thereby making our soldiers aware of the advantages aircraft offered as a tactical instrument. Once, I arranged with a unit to mark out a suitable landing spot with white strips of cloth. When we approached, the site did not look too bad; we came down gently, touched the ground and … suddenly the aeroplane stopped dead. My observer, Friedrich Solmitz, was catapulted from his seat and flew over my head, the landing gear collapsed, the elevator sheared off, and I was soaked with petrol. What had happened? At the end of the runway the ground was soft and the skids had dug in. Very clearly, organization and communications needed to be improved.
From spring to autumn the Truppenübungsplatz was occupied by a string of Guards regiments. We invited many of their officers over, showed them our aeroplanes and, whenever possible, took one up as passenger until our superiors stopped this practice. The Kronprinz Wilhelm visited us often. He had become a great flying enthusiast since he had flown with Orville Wright in 1909, but the Kaiser had taken a dim view of his escapade and issued a strict ‘no-fly’ order. Someone must have noticed the Kronprinz’s renewed curiosity, because our commanding officer called us together and informed us that His Majesty had issued a repeat order. Not long afterwards I heard that two pilots had been approached by the Kronprinz but they told him plainly that he could not expect to fly with them. A day or two later the Prince’s ADC, Leutnant von Diest, whom I knew, passed by ‘by chance’ and asked me if I could arrange a flight. I referred him to my commanding officer and expected to hear nothing more. But one day the Prince was back on our airfield, watching me land. He pulled me aside and pleaded with me to take him up in my aeroplane. He reasoned that he could not stop thinking about flying and that it could only benefit the air force if the future German King knew everything connected with the usefulness of military aircraft. What could I, a very junior Leutnant, do?
We arranged to meet at daybreak the next morning before training started. The weather was perfect and we took off and flew to Potsdam, over the Prince’s Villa Liegnitz, and then in a wide sweep back to base. As we landed, the first trainees arrived; however, nobody took any notice. The Crown Prince was delighted, thanked me, and left in his little motor car. All day long I had an uneasy feeling, but when at day’s end nobody had said anything, I assumed all had gone well. It was not to be.
Someone must have recognized him because a few days later Leutnant von Diest called again and warned me that the Kronprinz had been summoned suddenly by his father, probably about our flight. I was duly called to my commanding officer and given a monumental dressing down. I expected not only the end of my life in the air force, but the end of my career as an officer. The chief was extremely angry with me for disobeying a direct order from His Majesty. Nonetheless, he showed some compassion and mediated on my behalf, adding that the Kronprinz had protected me and accepted all the blame. The end result was a sentence of three days’ house arrest in my flat for non-compliance with a service order, with no visitors allowed. A few days later a letter from the Crown Prince arrived inviting me for an afternoon at his Villa ‘… now that I have recovered from my indisposition.’
I spent a delightful few hours with the charming couple. The Kronprinz recounted his argument with his royal father, not without humour, which for him resulted in a sentence of nine days’ house arrest. Fortunately, our sentences were not entered in our service records. The Princess told me that this was the first time her husband had been at home for nine consecutive days and that this had been greatly appreciated by the whole family. Before I left, the Prince presented me with his silver-framed photograph with a hand-written dedication. He was a likeable, uncomplicated man, open and honest, totally without arrogance, sometimes even brash and casual, like a proper Berliner.
During the 1911 army manoeuvres in Mecklenburg-Pommern aircraft took part for the first time in accordance with the Kaiser’s and the Grosser Generalstab’s express wishes. We flew reconnaissance every day, even in bad weather. Each mission lasted between 30-50 minutes and we had to maintain a ‘war game’ altitude of 500 m. The results we obtained were impressive enough to convince many sceptics of our efficiency for the military. On the final day, the Kaiser conducted his review and we pilots were asked to attend. The review lasted for over an hour, and for this period his Majesty sat on his superbly patient horse, holding the map with its red and blue markings in his right hand, the reins in his crippled left. The Kaiser spoke without using notes – clear, fast and animated; he criticized frankly, and touched on the results of scouting by pilots and airship, emphasizing their importance in the decision-making process of the commanders. We were very proud as this was certainly not an everyday occurrence and we had also been awarded the Kronenorden 4. Klasse before the review. It was the first of my many medals, received with great joy, and I pinned it on my tunic.
The review over, we pilots were presented to the Kaiser. He shook everyone’s hand, spoke a few kind words and asked questions about flying. When I saluted and stated my name, he hesitated for a moment and said: ‘I see. Then you must be the officer who flew with the Crown Prince the other day.’

A commemorative photograph, from Alfred Mahncke’s papers, taken of German flying officers to mark the end of the annual autumn ‘Kaiser Manoeuvres’ of 1911, gathered around Generalleutnant Freiherr von Lyncker, the General-Inspekteur des Militär-Verkehrswesens (Inspector of Military Vehicles). For the purpose of the manoeuvres, the flying personnel were split into two opposing forces – Abteilung Blau (‘Blue Force’) and Abteilung Rot (‘Red Force’). Alfred Mahncke, seen to the far right of the line-up, flew as a pilot for Blue Force. The names of Fink, Förster, von Massow and Wilberg appear in the list of participants, all of whom, like Mahncke, would go on to serve in senior positions with the Luftwaffe.
‘Yes, your Majesty.’ All the generals looked at me as if I was a rare animal.
‘I am sure it will not happen again,’ he went on.
‘No, your Majesty.’
‘Congratulations on your Kronenorden, you have really earned it.’ He shook my hand and I marvelled at his excellent memory and the fact that he did not admonish me for having disobeyed his order.
Although Germany made impressive strides as far as popular acceptance of army-aircraft was concerned, we lagged far behind France, our most likely enemy in a future war. In that country they already conducted artillery target-spotting from the air, sent messages by telegraph from air-to-ground, and photographed camouflaged or open troop and gun positions during manoeuvres. This greatly impressed our military observers who had been invited by the French High Command to attend such manoeuvres. In comparison, German people looked at aircraft as a glorious transport medium and talked emotionally about mankind’s dream fulfilled. Bold men discussed arming our aeroplanes; should pistols be used in close combat by the observer – or a rifle? Or a machine gun? But aeroplanes were flimsy constructions, could not carry extra weight, and only offered an unstable platform for accurate shooting. A few imaginative pilots dared to suggest dropping bombs from aircraft but nobody knew how to go about it. Our unit became a test bed for all kinds of inventions, and it was mind-boggling to see what eccentric enthusiasts came up with. Naturally, every one of them expected an immediate and positive answer, and when this did not happen they complained bitterly to the Grosse Generalstab, the Kriegsministerium or even to the Kaiser, saddling me with a mountain of paperwork, connected with aircraft people and factories, and, generally promoting military aviation. Of course there were a few good suggestions which I had to follow up, and there were offers from aircraft and engine factories and the embryonic spare parts industry. We needed improvements urgently, for the provision of propellers, engine rev counters, pressure gauges, water and petrol pumps, altimeters, even wing fabrics and a hundred other items. I travelled all over Germany, visiting factories, talking to people, testing new aircraft types and engines and also having a hand in the selection of maps, equally suitable for our observers and commanders on the ground. My friend, Carl Fink,5 an enthusiastic photographer, became responsible for organizing aerial photography and evaluating the photographs submitted by observers. He was much involved in starting the Abteilung für Luftbildwesen, (Department for Aerial Photography). Early in 1912, the Telefunkengesellschaft in Johannisthal had undertaken tests with an FT (Funkentelegraphie – Radio Telegraphy) set built into an aircraft, and succeeded in transmitting at an altitude of 150 m to a station 150 km away; but all these important innovations would have required a mighty push to be further developed, and this was missing.
Until now other German federal states had on occasion attached individual officers to us to show their support. This changed when on 1 January 1912 the Bavarian Army formed its own Fliegerkorps-Kommando under Rittmeister Luitpold Graf Wolfskeel zu Reichenberg,6 but its contribution did not unduly impress since it suffered under a penny-pinching bureaucracy. We did however sometimes receive small contingents from the Königlich Württembergische and the Sächsische Armee for training, and finally, on 1 April 1912, our name was changed for the last time. We became the Königlich Preussische Fliegertruppe (Royal Prussian Flying Corps). It was a bold step because we were still under the authority of the Generalinspektion des Militärverkehrswesens (General Inspectorate for Military Transport); this redesignation, featuring the combination of our young air corps with the very alien transport troops, hampered development. Our complement was 21 officers and 306 NCO and other ranks.
The promotion of Major Wilhelm Siegert as commander of our unit speeded up development because he managed decisively and inspired German military aviation. A former infantry soldier, he had learnt to fly late in life at his own expense and became a passionate flyer. He was a man with an impetuous temperament, a gifted visionary who translated his bold ideas into reality with frightening force and speed. A firm and unruffled fighter against bureaucratic conceit, he demolished it with sarcastic wit, although his expressive language did not endear him to his superiors. We young men loved him. It was entirely due to his warnings and the reports from our military attachés in Paris and London that the Kriegsministerium at last dropped its opposition to enlarge the Fliegertruppe.
During 1912 a variety of new aircraft types appeared. Drawing from its own and foreign experience, our manufacturing industry improved designs. Aircraft engines were moved to the front, elevators to the rear. The Albatros factory built the Doppeltaube, a biplane. Then there were the Wright biplane, a Dorner monoplane, French Breguet and Mars-Pfeil biplanes, a French Hanriot monoplane, Euler-, A.F.G. (Allgemeine Fluggesellschaft) and Otto biplanes, just to mention a few from which we could choose for the upcoming 2nd German Reliability Flight Trials during May over seven stages. Only officers or Herrenflieger, meaning aircraft owners, were allowed to take part, and Prince Heinrich of Prussia was patron once again. Reliability was more important than speed, and although it was looked upon as a sports competition, tasks of a purely military nature had to be solved along the way. I was among 14 competitors who registered to take part and was given the choice of two new aeroplanes which I tried out. Both showed modifications but I felt they were not stable enough in their construction, and went back to my trusted Albatros; and I was glad I did.
The race began in Strassburg under a cloudy sky with an increasing wind that rose to a storm, hindering our aeroplane as it tried to gain altitude, buffeting us like a shuttlecock and slowing us down. Hard knocks on wings and body made us fear for our safety. After an hour our petrol tank was almost empty and my observer, Knofe, and I realized that we would not complete stage one and were forced to land. This was not exactly easy as I wanted to avoid damaging the new crops down below, had to steer clear of fences, heavy electric cables and animal herds, and also decide how I would take off again. Surrounded by curious farmers and their children, we waited until our tracking car found us and filled the tank, but we had to wait until after noon when the wind had abated sufficiently for us to take off. During one of the next stages we had to complete a number of reconnaissance tasks for army units and participate in a contest with the Zeppelin-Airship Viktoria Luise to establish who could climb faster. As was to be expected, the airship won. From then on the weather was fine and Knofe, who had attended many parties in the evenings, could catch up on his sleep in the rear seat. The last stage included a crossing of the Schwarzwald-Berge, the highest tops being around 1,500 m high, quite an undertaking for my slow aeroplane. There was severe turbulence that threw our machine around, but it helped me to gain altitude, and I enjoyed the view of snow- and ice-covered Alps under a brilliant sun, with the Zeppelin flying below and closing in on us. And when Lake Konstanz came into view we could at last relax and savour our achievements.
After our arrival the airship landed, Graf Zeppelin stepped down, congratulated us and invited us to a trip to his base at Friedrichshafen. With the chief engineer, Dr. Ludwig Dürr,7 at the wheel, the airship lifted off smoothly and the Count took it upon himself to explain his pride and joy and answer all our questions. The trip was a wonderful experience for me. As pilots we were used to being alert and in control, ready to meet any challenge with instant decisions and taking actions which could mean the difference between life and death. We moved freely inside the gondola, talked to each other without engine noise interference and relaxed. But if I had been asked to decide between being an airship or aircraft pilot, I would have chosen the latter. Only four aircraft completed the race and at the gala dinner at the Insel Hotel we received valuable prizes including two large silver cups and a silver smoker’s table for me.
A short holiday at Hemmelmark near Kiel, Prinz Heinrich’s country estate, followed in May 1912. He had endorsed and arranged it because he reasoned I must be exhausted from the strain. I spent my days as I wished, rode a horse, used a motor car, hunted with a forester and sailed on the Baltic Sea. Afternoon tea and dinner brought the family together. Sometimes guests arrived. Etiquette was relaxed, conversation informal. The Prince loved to talk about his many journeys to foreign countries and also aviation which was his passion. Sometimes the Kaiser was mentioned but with restraint; the brothers did not always agree on political or military issues. Often the Prince prefaced a sentence with the words: ‘Well, if I was my big brother I would do it this way…’
Before I left, the Prince presented me with a silver-framed photograph with a dedication. This is one of the few mementos I still have [see plate section].
Back in Döberitz I was told that I had to fly during the autumn Kaisermanöver. Right now, however, I was to test a Harlan monoplane, one of several competing ‘Taube’-type designs which emerged due to the then prevailing lack of licence fees. Engwer had already flown it and crashed when a wing sheared off. He and his observer were severely injured. There was no state-controlled inspection procedure of airworthiness for aircraft; as they arrived from the factory so they were flown, and a good many pilots fell victim to inferior designs or shoddy workmanship. In the presence of factory agents at Johannisthal I tested the aircraft which, they said, had improved wing supports, and then took off for Döberitz. Almost at once the engine coughed and stopped. I was forced to glide towards a reasonably open clearing in a forest when I felt a flutter in the right wing, a shudder in the elevator, and noticed tension wires going slack. I knew I was going to crash, switched off ignition and petrol and saw trees and stumps rushing towards me. Suddenly the wings sheared off, and from then on my memory is blank. When I came to at last, I was in hospital and the doctors told me that I had a fractured skull, contusions, haemorrhages and everything else that accompanies a proper crash. This rather confused me. Only when I was shown photographs of the mangled remains of the aeroplane did I remember what had really happened. Fortunately, my healthy body helped me to get back on my feet without any lasting damage. The Harlan factory was forced to shut down.
The 1912 calendar of aviation contests was impressive. Ten other events followed our reliability trials, and it was interesting to note that increasingly more emphasis was placed on purely military assignments, such as making contact with a command post on the ground, dropping messages from an aircraft, searching for and locating a camouflaged gun position, and releasing dummy explosive devices from an altitude of 500 m on an assumed target. We had to face the unpalatable fact that flying had changed from a peaceful and competitive sport to an instrument of war. In December the International Aero-Salon in Paris opened. I and a few comrades paid a visit and were shocked by what we saw. The French aircraft exhibitors were the unchallenged leaders. German exhibitors had withdrawn in protest because the organizers offered them inadequate stands in an obscure corner. But I managed to have a good look around and visited a number of military airfields. One day I happened to meet the cavalry officer from Versailles who had once handed me the newspaper article complaining about the presence of German officers at Reims. He was happy to see me and he invited us to his mess for dinner. It was the most exclusive Regiment in the Republic and it showed in its style and the quality of its officers. In a short address the Colonel made us welcome and we were accepted cautiously. Later in the evening, however, a few subalterns at the end of the table had too much to drink and suddenly one of them jumped on to the table and made an impassioned speech with more bluster than sense. Before he could be pulled down he shouted: ‘Et moi, je porterai le drapeau contre les Allemands!’ (‘I’ll carry the flag against the Germans!’)
He was hustled from the room but the damage was done. It was the centuries old enmity between German and Frenchman. Next morning the ADC arrived at our Hotel with an apology from the Colonel. The young man had been punished and he hoped we would part from Paris with only pleasant memories.







CHAPTER TWO
STRETCHING OUR WINGS

DURING the heydays of 1910 to 1912 we airmen knew each other personally and we formed a bond that never broke. But as ‘Old Eagles’ we had to move on, leaving the youngsters behind who would now, hopefully, become the beneficiaries of our experiences. On 27 January 1913, His Majesty’s birthday, the Kaiser issued the badge for a Flugzeugführer (pilot). It was an oval laurel- and oak-leaf wreath, and in its centre was a stylized Rumpler Taube in flight above rolling ground. It was worn on the left chest and only awarded on completion of all flying examinations or after an extended service period in the air force. We Old Eagles were handed this badge immediately.
From now on Döberitz became the centre for important aircraft tests. Among them was a proposal that during bad weather a Flieger Abteilung in full strength, with the aeroplanes dismantled in sections, plus all equipment and machinery, should be able to be loaded on motor trucks and slotted into the marching columns of an infantry division. The promoter of this ridiculous idea was a senior artillery officer from the Generalinspektion des Militärverkehrswesens. When the weather changed, he wanted the aeroplanes to be unloaded, assembled, and an airfield built from which they could take off for artillery spotting. He might perhaps have been comparing our aircraft to the captive balloons the artillery already used successfully, forgetting that aeroplanes were a very different entity. Nevertheless, a whole summer was wasted attempting to modify and build a Rumpler Taube that had detachable wings and could be transported by truck. Only when two officers, Leutnants Helmuth von Eckenbrecher and Prins who tested this aeroplane, crashed and were killed when one wing came away in the air on 4 September 1913, was this unworkable idea shelved.
The range of long-distance flights began to increase to cover France, the Netherlands, Belgium, Austria and Great Britain. But not Russia. This country had closed its doors to us, suspicious of our Imperial intent.
Night flights were added, although without proper instrumentation and adequate landing facilities they could become very hair-raising. These were not the only problems, though, and there were other hurdles to overcome. The Grosse Generalstab, with General Ludendorff at the helm, had already prepared a memorandum in September 1912, suggesting that each of the 25. Armeekorps was given an aircraft station by not later than 1 April 1914, to be used by it for tactical operations, while the units received orders from their respective Generalkommandos. For training purposes we would fall under the authority of the Kommandeur der Flieger, (Commander of Flyers), with overall control coming from the existing Inspektion des Militärflugwesens. Such an ordered structure would have been to everyone’s advantage, but the egotism of a few Generals who feared a loss of prestige, and the regrettable narrow-mindedness in the Kriegsministerium, wrecked everything. Fortunately, some progress was made in October 1913 when a number of stations combined, and four Prussian and Bavarian Flieger-Bataillone were formed.
The designations of ‘Kompanie’ and ‘Bataillon’, which had been taken from the infantry and applied to us, were misleading in that flying could not be compared to marching, particularly as some senior officers could only think and plan in two dimensions and the marching tempo of the foot soldier. It led to all sorts of misunderstandings and complications. We talked of ‘Fliegerstationen’ (flyer stations), until later the more descriptive name of ‘Fliegerhorst’ (‘flyer’s lair’ – effectively airfield), was coined.
Building up our Fliegertruppe was a maddeningly slow process. We tried our best to lift the fog of ignorance about aircraft being just another new weapon of war, and reasoned against earthbound ideas from the army and its distrust in modern technology which, admittedly, had its teething troubles, but should not have blinded them to its enormous potential. And then there was the shortage of money. A compelling desire for frugality at all levels of government and within the Kriegsministerium hindered our growth. Scientists and designers were ready with advanced concepts and designs, but their hands were tied by the non-availability of funds, or the slow trickle that the Treasury dished out. Parliamentarians haggled among themselves, losing valuable time. They were convinced that lost time was of no consequence as nobody believed in war.
The first air force stations were established in our western provinces in 1912, with more following in the East in 1913. These latter stations were at Posen, Graudenz and Königsberg, and were combined into Flieger-Bataillon No. 2. I was asked to take command of an advance party for Posen in April 1913 and gladly returned to my home town where I quickly found an apartment and made contact with old friends. I was in the area of V. Armeekorps. My main task was to advise the military planning departments in the three towns on how our stations should be laid out. There already existed instructions from the Kriegsministerium, but they had been drawn up in an ivory tower – ambiguous and inadequate – and gave the inexperienced planners headaches. I often had to make myself unpopular when insisting on changes in station layouts and other designs and, since I was only a junior officer, was forced to travel to the Inspectorate in Berlin to plead my case. It was really a waste of time. Posen was one of the most popular garrisons in our Eastern Province, offering an active social, cultural and commercial life dominated by the big landowners, officer corps and civil servants. Hauptmann Luitpold Graf Wolfskeel zu Reichenberg, who had flown with me as observer at Döberitz, served in one of the cavalry units here, and I became a frequent guest in his hospitable house.
Luckily, Saint Bürokratius (a sardonic term for the imaginary Patron Saint of office workers or ‘pen pushers’) decreed that the commanding officer of an air force battalion was allowed two horses and the adjutant one, and when I became adjutant I was granted an advance of 1,500 Marks to buy a horse. The fodder and stabling were free. I never used my horse on duty of course, but I liked riding and joined officers from nearby cavalry regiments in the early mornings. However, since I had left the city five years ago, the enmity between Germans and Poles seemed to have worsened, with all the old problems unsolved.
Regrettably, I had been refused entry to the annual Prinz-Heinrich-Flug am Rhein air contest on account of my advanced flying experience, but I was invited to participate in the Ostpreussen Flug in August 1913. I secured a sturdy biplane – an LVG B.I – built by the Luft-Verkehrs-Gesellschaft, and this carried us from Königsberg into the countryside, often under atrocious weather conditions, (storm, low cloud, rain, fog = everything a pilot hates!).1 We had to solve a number of tasks on the way, including photographic, scouting and low-altitude flying. It ended in Königsberg and I was awarded second prize. An engine failure, necessitating an emergency landing, which bent an axle, had cost me the ultimate triumph.
My battalion commander was now Major Reinhard Roethe, a total novice in aviation matters, but we worked very well together. Our Generalkommando of the V. Armeekorps asked me to present talks to officer corps in Posen to promote the concept of military aviation, followed by repeats in the smaller garrisons scattered all over Westpreussen, as well as to civilian Luftfahrervereine. I began to travel extensively, and rather liked it. I was able to rectify misconceptions and inflated expectations. I also surveyed our border areas for the possible erection of temporary air bases and gave advice on their construction. We might need landing strips and petrol depots in the event of a war.
When aircraft design reached a stage where only two types were built – biplanes of various makes and the old Rumpler Taube monoplane – it was found that the latter proved to be unfit for war service due to its limited rate of climb. Now Albatros and LVG machines with 100 hp Mercedes engines became the preferred mounts. Then, in 1911, a young Dutchman by the name of Anthony Fokker arrived on the scene; he was an excellent pilot and innovative designer. He developed a monoplane, with an Argus four-cylinder water-cooled engine, similar in design to the French Morane-Saulnier monoplane, and, continuously upgraded, the Fokker fighter achieved real prominence as the foremost German fighter of the time. This induced the German army to place orders, as did foreign countries such as Great Britain, France, Italy, Austria, Bulgaria and Turkey.
Naval aviation had developed separately from us, and because Navy Command had been blinded by the fame of its airships, purchase of aeroplanes had been sadly neglected. Just like we did, the naval aviators suffered under an indifferent command, the Inspektion der Küstenartillerie und des Minenwesens, (Inspectorate for Coastal Artillery and Sea-Mines), and in consequence no aircraft factory had been asked, or had had the foresight, to design a floatplane specifically suited for the naval support role. Eventually, though, Navy aeroplanes were stationed along Germany’s north coast, the Baltic Sea and on Heligoland.
Having served five years, I was eligible to apply for admission to Kriegsakademie, (the War Academy). I had always wanted to further my military education, join the General Staff or at least follow a higher adjutancy career. Reasoning that I might be a little too young and not succeed in my first attempt to apply, I applied for admission to the 1914 spring examinations, received a positive reply and began preparing. The subjects were military history and geography, applied and formal tactics and a foreign language. It was mainly a self-study course, except for tactics, for which a staff officer prepared the forty applicants from V. Armeekorps. I read English at the Royal Academy in Posen and thus was extremely busy all winter. Besides my adjutant’s duties, I acted as court officer and drafted a plan for the mobilization of Fliegertruppe units in case of war. The examinations took place in March 1914, and I still remember two of the subjects: ‘The Dardanelles and their military importance in relation to the present European political climate’ and for the English paper I had to translate a chapter from British service regulations. Two months later the results were announced. Four from forty had passed and I was one of them. Normally staff college studies lasted for three years and then, depending on his marks, a student was sent to the General Staff for one year of additional evaluation, or followed the higher adjutancy career. Naturally I hoped for a career in the General Staff, a worthy goal indeed.
In April we conducted a ten-day exercise with a Flieger Abteilung in full war strength so as to familiarize senior commanders and their staff with aircraft and their tactical and strategic importance. A total of 21,000 km was flown during seven of these days across West- and Ostpreussen, Pommern and Brandenburg. I was not directly involved but accompanied my new commander, Major Kuckein, on the ground. An air rally from all German air stations to Döberitz was organized in May, and this was the first time a large group of about forty aircraft flew together in one body. We did not fly in a tight formation however, but rather every pilot selected his own course, and so we could not compare with the precise aircraft formations of later years.
I spent a part of my annual six-week leave for 1914 in Great Britain. From Hamburg I sailed in the Hapag liner Cap Arcona via Spithead, which was crowded with warships, to Portsmouth where I changed to a ferry to continue to the Isle of Wight. On the way over I observed two floatplanes on exercise and followed all their moves as they took off and landed at Cowes. Soon a third aeroplane joined them. Suddenly one lost height, side-slipped and crashed into the sea. Although our captain set a course immediately to the crash site at speed, we found only parts of a wing and an oil slick. Eventually I reached Ryde and travelled to Ventnor where I lodged in the Hotel Metropol. It was old fashioned and proud of it, and in its daily routine and service, typically British. Everything was done in an almost decorous manner which helped me tremendously in learning the language, and it was in the interest of guests to conform unless they wished to be responsible for raised eyebrows by management and staff. Breakfast was available at any time of the morning but afternoon tea and dinner were fixed and guests had to be on time or were expected to cancel. Tails or tuxedos were compulsory. One day I read about the aeroplane crash in the newspaper and an invitation for eyewitnesses to come forward. I wrote a letter at once, introduced myself as a German military pilot, and a few days later was collected by a Royal Navy motor launch. At Cowes the station commander and two other officers, probably investigators, received me. I described the crash and answered their questions, and we all arrived at the same conclusion, namely that it must have been pilot error. Official business over, the commander invited me for lunch in the officers’ mess where I was made very welcome. The officers had served on warships before joining a naval air detachment and were experienced professionals. It was evident they had been carefully selected for their responsible posts and their manners were excellent. Among themselves they behaved much like our officers, but less formal. After lunch four of them took me on a tour of their slipway and hangars and then invited me to sail with them together with four bottles of the finest Scotch Whisky, and we became great friends! At dinner more officers arrived, all about my age, and openly and frankly we discussed aircraft and aviation. When they discovered that I was the pilot with the most flying hours, more whisky and champagne were ordered! But as I was unsure of how all the alcohol would affect me I held back. Since a return to Ventnor was out of the question, I spent the night at the station and enjoyed a large breakfast next morning, after which two officers accompanied me back to my hotel. We arrived just after lunch and this allowed me to invite them to thank them for their hospitality.2
A few days later the shots of Sarajevo reverberated around the world, newspapers shrieked with large headlines debating the chances of war, and stock exchanges panicked. At Ventnor things carried on as usual, and I continued with my tour plans and visited London. At the Tower of London I watched young recruits being drilled. I had always believed that our drill was unsurpassed but had to admit that British drill was absolutely equal. Under the eyes of a group of bored young officers, a sergeant moved his soldiers with the same bellowing voice a German NCO would have used. The daily news was not encouraging and I became worried. On the other hand I reasoned that since we had had peace for 34 years in Europe, there was no cause for this to change. Only when Austria sent an ultimatum to Serbia on 21 July did the British press step up its attacks on Austria and its ally, Germany.
I called on our embassy where they did not consider the situation as serious, but advised me, as a serving military officer, to leave. At Holborn railway station trains were filled to overflowing with Germans leaving the country, and when we pulled out of the station, some windows were smashed. The rest of the trip was uneventful. Upon my return I called on the inspectorate in Berlin who ordered me to return to Posen directly. When I reported back to Major Kuckein he was most annoyed with me for not having returned earlier. I could not understand his attitude as I had voluntarily broken off my leave. Then it was discovered that two telegrams sent to Ventnor, asking me to return, had never arrived, and we assumed that the authorities in Britain must have held them back for reasons best known to themselves. It was a bad omen. And now, inexorably, the wheels of history rumbled on to war…







CHAPTER THREE
THE RUSSIAN EXPERIENCE

ON the surface, life in Flieger-Bataillon No. 2 at Posen changed little, but the tensions were noticeable of course. When Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia on 28 July 1914, and Russia mobilized its armies on the Austrian and German borders, we were confronted by a situation described officially as ‘Zustand der drohenden Kriegsgefahr’ – a danger of threatening war. In consequence our forces prepared to mobilize. Under the circumstances, only a miracle could have prevented a war and this never occurred. The second day of August 1914 saw our battalion’s first day of mobilization, as well as the Feld-und Festungsflieger Abteilungen, field and fortress flying-units. Everything went like clockwork: I did not have to issue any additional orders and even had time to settle my personal affairs and sell my horse. I packed my bags and in the company of my batman, Paul Schinke and my fox terrier, Foxl, was ready to move off.
On this day we received an unexpected order to prepare three aircraft for a leaflet drop on Warsaw which had been under Russian rule for more than 100 years.1The aeroplanes had to leave at three-hour intervals and I was to pilot one of them. We collected a few hundredweight of leaflets which were printed in Polish and Russian, stowed them on and around the observer’s seat and took off. When we flew into Poland my observer shook my hand and we shouted ‘Hurrah!’, proud to be among one of the first soldiers to cross the enemy’s border. The country below looked peaceful – it was only when we neared Warsaw and identified the outer fortresses that our stomach muscles tightened. We expected to be met with anti-aircraft fire but did not hear anything. Flying at an altitude of 800 m, considered safe at the time, we spotted many railway engines under steam in the yards and many trucks. Long trains crawled through the country from all directions, which was unusual. When we reached the centre of the city we tried to throw the leaflet bundles overboard but did not do very well. Only when we lifted entire parcels out of the cockpit, did they open under the aeroplane and they drifted down to earth. All three aircraft returned, but one had bullet holes in the wings. Further drops were cancelled by the Generalkommando. It had been discovered that the leaflets, supplied by the Department of Foreign Affairs, incited the Polish people to rise up in revolt against their Russian officials. If we had been forced to land, the Russians would have certainly executed us as German spies. It seemed that ignorant bureaucrats had not considered this possibility.
On 3 August 1914 France, Russia’s ally, mobilized, to which Germany replied with a declaration of war, and, as a direct consequence, Great Britain declared war on us. These events marked the beginning of a monstrous European conflict, an avalanche started by Russia, and no one could imagine its ensuing brutality and disastrous outcome. My belief in the supremacy of our army was unshakeable; we never even remotely considered that this war could be lost, although opinions on how long it would last differed. I believed a war could not last long and was most surprised when my commander, on the eve of our departure to the front, said: ‘Let me give you a piece of advice. Take a good book with you. The war might last long. Take the Bible or Faust. One can never finish reading either of them.’ I selected Goethe’s book.2
All units from Flieger-Bataillon No. 2 were placed under command of 8. Armee in East Prussia and distributed among the various General- and Festungskommandos. As of 2 August 1914, I was assigned officially to Armeeflugzeugpark 8 and my responsibility, from our new base at Dirschau, was to supervise mobilization of all our active, defensive and support units until they were at full strength. Regrettably, this prevented me from going to the front as I would have preferred to do.
Since the outbreak of war had caught our Fliegertruppe in its early stages of expansion, we were unable to replace aircraft losses immediately as our aircraft industry was not sufficiently prepared to face increasing demands. Communications between us and the forward units were unsafe and ponderous, and we had to use the overloaded civilian telephone net, but only at night. Postal deliveries were erratic and slow, and so we employed couriers, and since events changed quickly, we were frequently completely in the dark as far as the overall situation and military operations in Ostpreussen were concerned. Whenever I had to call on units, which was often, I took a motor car: aircraft were much too valuable.
From the beginning of hostilities we knew only little about the dangers threatening Ostpreussen and its people. The reality was that they faced the overwhelming strength of both the Russian Njemen and Narew Armies which outflanked our 8. Armee. We had to depend on reports from terrified inhabitants fleeing the border regions, from wounded soldiers, a few army notes, and direct contacts with our forward units for information. And at night we could guess the position of our front line by the burning farms on the horizon. Russian soldiers showed an inexplicable destructive mania far beyond any acceptable norms. Especially, the mounted Cossacks torched everything, raped women and slaughtered people and animals indiscriminately. They could be identified by the red stripes on their breeches and became so hated that our soldiers showed no mercy to any they captured. Even removing their stripes did not help them, since their small, shaggy horses on which they rode, gave them away.
When our higher staff was unable to give us any useful progress information, my Commanding Officer advised me in late September 1914 that I had been assigned as a Stabsoffizier der Flieger (Stofl. – Aviation Staff Officer) to Armeeoberkommando 8. There I learned that Generaloberst Max von Prittwitz und Gaffron had been sent home because the Oberste Heeresleitung (OHL – the German Supreme Command) disagreed with his decision to withdraw his forces and leave the country open to massive Russian attacks. I was told of the appointment of General Paul von Hindenburg and his Chief of Staff, Generalmajor Erich Ludendorff as the new commander of 8. Armee. From then on, matters on the front, and elsewhere, improved dramatically.
I was extremely busy at our office in Dirschau but seized every opportunity to ferry replacement aircraft personally to forward units. Late one morning I arrived at Feldflieger Abteilung No. 16 at a moment of high drama. An urgent order had arrived from the Oberkommando for one aircraft to be made ready for a special duty, and the crew to report to them. However, no pilot was available and so I was asked if I wanted to volunteer. My observer, Leutnant Koslick, and I accepted eagerly. At the ‘OK’ I was handed a sealed envelope containing a ‘Most Secret’ order which we were to deliver to Oberst Busse, the commander at Fortress Boyen. Nothing had been heard from him for some time, and the staff was worried about this small, but critically important, fortress in the Masovian Lake district. I might mention that we did not have wireless or radio-telephone communication at our front. Under no circumstances was the letter to fall into enemy hands and we had to vouch for this with our lives. We agreed that if we were forced to land, Koslick would open the envelope, memorize its contents and tear the letter into small pieces which would be scattered by the slipstream. Then we would try and reach the fortress on foot. At that moment we could not think of anything better. Fortunately, I knew the area around Boyen as I had established an airfield close by only the previous year, and had a good idea where to find a suitable landing patch inside the fortress. But I had no clue about our, or the enemy’s, positions and therefore flew straight on towards the next town, Loetzen, hoping that I might evade Russian ground fire. At the same time I had to worry about our own soldiers. They saw spies and enemy agents at every corner and liked to open fire on anything that flew above them; it did not help that we painted black national identification crosses on our wings and fired recognition flares. In fact I had only recently been under friendly fire from nervous machine gunners when I returned from the front. That time the soldiers had aimed badly, but I might not be so lucky next time. My crucial moment would come when I had to leave the combat altitude of 2,000 m and approach to land. In the distance the two lakes appeared. And suddenly I knew exactly what to do: I just had to spiral down tightly above one of the lakes. This was done, and a few minutes later we dashed across the houses and fortifications and touched down. After a while a wary patrol approached and accompanied us to the Oberst. I handed him the letter, asked for his signature, and then took his own report back to H.Q.
Rarely did we spot enemy aircraft in our sector – they kept their distance. But we thought it advisable to prepare for armed air combat nevertheless. Peacetime experiments with machine guns had not led to any tangible results; instead we carried rifles and revolvers with us. It was not much but gave us a measure of protection and some peace of mind. One day I had to ferry an aircraft to Feldflieger Abteilung No. 14 at Gilgenburg. As we neared the town my observer, Leutnant Korn, who sat in the front, looked around to find the airfield. I reduced revs and altitude and began to circle. Suddenly he shouted: ‘Russians!’ and pushed his fist into the air, our prearranged signal. I gave full throttle, pulled the aeroplane up and tried to escape. The following minutes stretched into eternity. Down below I could see columns of troops enveloped in gigantic clouds of dust, and flashes from Russian guns and black-grey mushrooms of exploding shells. There were the sharp barks of exploding AA shells and white cotton puffs close to us. I began weaving the aeroplane but then there came the high-pitched rattle of shrapnel. Hard knocks shook our machine, and boiling water and oil splattered over my goggles. I tore them off and was enveloped in hot steam. The engine wobbled and spluttered and I switched it off, reduced altitude and looked for a landing spot. Then came a loud bang, my map board disintegrated and Korn slumped forward. He waved a bloody hand: ‘I’ve been hit.’
But there was no chance to help him. A stubble field rushed up and I had to concentrate. We landed, came to a stop and extricated ourselves from our aeroplane. Korn, in great pain, cursed ceaselessly. We had no time to lose. I hung both rifles over my shoulder and pulled him into a deep gully screened by bushes and birches, and under this cover we walked for some time until he could go no further. I had a look at his wound. His was a case of – bullet through both cheeks, face uninjured! It was a beautiful, late summer day; birds kept up their singing despite the noises of war, bees buzzed in the windless heat, and then I discovered I was sitting on an ant heap and jumped up! We marched off and, by pure luck, met up with a German infantry column at rest, which received the flyers-on-foot with a great reception. I was able to hand over my wounded observer to the nearest field aid post and was free to continue, hoping to find a motor car to take me back to base.
While I marched I heard rifle fire from all directions, sometimes increasing, then stopping, concentrating on a particular spot, jumping around, but not in a continuous line as we had learned. In a forest near Hohenstein I came across an infantry battalion at the ready, and as I talked to the officers, attack orders arrived. I became very excited at this prospect – to see some action – and I simply could not remain behind, so I asked for fifty rounds from the ammunition cart and joined the attack. The town was surrounded by a high stone wall from where we received furious fire. We had 800 m to go when the Russian guns opened up and showered us with shrapnel; shells burst all around, bullets whistled and rattled, and when I heard a distinct plop I knew that a man had been hit. The sun beat down and sweat, dust and dirt mixed to a sticky mess on my face. Once I looked back and saw small heaps all around, each one a dead soldier. But our attack pushed on towards the burning, dust- and smoke-covered town. The Russians did not wait for the final assault. When other German troops appeared in their flank, they stopped firing and withdrew.
My first infantry combat lay behind me. I was proud to have been at the head of the attack. But I remembered that I was a pilot, said goodbye to the company commander and left. Days later I was able to form a reasonable picture of the fighting. I had taken part in a very small segment of the battle of Tannenberg, one of the greatest battles in history which ended in the classic double encirclement that wiped out the Njemen Army and forced other Russian armies to retreat beyond borders of East Prussia. The Russian general, Pavel Karlovich Rennenkampf, was later executed by the Bolsheviks in 1918 essentially for incompetence in his command during the battle, but he was not entirely to blame for the disaster. His own, as well as General Samsonow’s staff, had not been on speaking terms and were seldom in contact with each other during the entire campaign. A number of war chests were found among the masses of Russian weapons, equipment, war materiel and horses captured, and, according to an old booty system, this money was distributed among we soldiers who had participated in the battle. I received a few Marks. But my greatest pleasure came when, a few months later, General von Schubert, successor to General von Hindenburg (who had left to take up an army command in Silesia), handed me the Iron Cross Second Class for my part in the attack on Hohenstein. Only few soldiers had been decorated with this medal at the time, and my promotion to Oberleutnant in January 1915 lifted my spirits even further. It had taken me just over seven years to be promoted – in peacetime it took nine years.
Christmas 1914 was a very subdued occasion for me. I still did not know where my family was. They had fled their farm from the advancing Russians, and as far as the organization of our Fliegertruppe was concerned, we were in a woeful state. Generals and staff officers had not expected much from aircraft reconnaissance before and at the start of the war and believed ours and enemy’s aircraft would be out of action after a few weeks. They were most surprised when we carried on flying; it was ideal weather, and we returned with extensive and, moreover, correct reports. We almost beat the cavalry on their own turf, namely long-range reconnaissance. There came loud demands for the establishment of more Flieger Abteilungen on the Eastern Front although no one had any idea how to procure more pilots and aeroplanes. Our Flugzeugparks were unable to fulfil all requests and this unfortunately led to a ‘go-grab-it-yourself’ approach by some units who sent officers back home to appropriate everything they required. The result was confusion at our depots, promising imminent disaster. The central supply office in Berlin had only limited authority and could not stop the poaching and, in addition, flying units in the West were given preference because this front was considered more important by the Supreme Command and His Majesty. In the end Ludendorff had to get involved. He stamped out gross inefficiency and created a new post: Stabsoffizier der Flieger beim Oberkommando (Staff Officer, Flying, at the High Command [Eastern Front]). Major Kuckein was promoted to this post, while I remained his adjutant. From then on things improved.
With the change from flexible warfare to trench warfare, came demands that aircraft should support ground troops by bombing the enemy from the air. Easier said than done. Development and manufacture of bombs had never been a priority in peacetime. We had only basic 5 kg, 10 kg and 20 kg bombs with limited effectiveness. They were pear-shaped, swung pendulum fashion when dropped, and were easily pushed off course by strong winds. Aiming- and release devices did not exist: we dropped bombs by hand and by eye. It can be appreciated that the practice of throwing bombs with little chance of hitting anything was not popular. The extra weight we had to carry limited speed and rate-of-climb. But we did have a few enterprising crews who liked bomb-drops. They had their mechanics build crude devices to aim and release bombs and even scored a few hits, which was a proper and gratifying compensation for all the hard work. In the West, the forceful Major Wilhelm Siegert promoted the idea of attacks from the air on the British Isles and he found willing listeners. In September 1914 a unit of 36 bomber aircraft was formed on the English Channel coast and given the quaint name of B.A.O. for Brieftauben Abteilung Ostende, (Carrier Pigeon Unit Ostend). They were the forerunners of the next generation of bomber squadrons, competing with the Zeppelins in attacking British cities and harbours with B-type aircraft and later, with C- and G-types – the so-called ‘Grosskampfflugzeug’ (Large Combat Aircraft).
In times of war periods of frantic activity are followed by many hours of calm. Then it is left to the individual to fill these hours with pleasurable activity. Some of us read, others wrote letters or played cards or made long walks. Lovers of the hunt roamed through forests. I did a bit of everything and, with my double-barrel hunting rifle, shot game which improved our standard army rations quite a bit.
Trench warfare required accurate information about the enemy’s front lines, his supply routes from the rear and any changes in this system. Visual reports were often flawed, if not outright inaccurate, since observers might not identify or interpret small details on the ground properly. We therefore received many requests for pictorial records. My friend, Carl Fink, who had worked on aerial photography for some time, attracted official attention and support, and now nagged manufacturers to supply him with a camera of 250 mm focal length. Once he had been given such a camera, the pictures he obtained were so good that most units were equipped with this type, yet observers did not like it much. They complained it was exhausting to hold a heavy weight from an open, bucking aeroplane, hampered by the slipstream, plagued by frost, ice, snow, and to ‘shoot’ straight down. One genius solved this problem by simply making a hole in the wooden floor of his aeroplane and produced excellent pictures. Naturally he was given a ‘dicke Zigarre’ –  a rocket – for damaging army property, but from then on camera supports were fitted to the outside of air frames, vastly improving the quality of aerial photographs. One advantage for us was that, inexplicably, at the beginning of the conflict, Russian commanders sent all orders and other messages in an uncoded medium, thereby handing us their battle plans on a platter. Later on they changed to sending in code, but with the assistance of a university professor in languages at H.Q. their messages were quickly decoded.
Despite severe frost and snow in the winter of 1914/15 making roads almost impassable, the battle for East Prussia continued, and when our reports indicated that the Russians had reinforced their armies, our Oberkommando decided to launch a new and hopefully final blow. A number of Armeekorps were moved from the Western Front and from Germany to strengthen 8. Armee. In addition, a new 10. Armee under Generaloberst Hermann von Eichhorn was formed and, on 7 February 1915, attacks began. They went well for a time, but then Russian resistance stiffened and winter came to their assistance. It snowed non-stop and we were unable to fly, forcing command to plan blind. A sudden snowstorm would hit us, just to die as fast, then within hours temperatures rose, snow turned to slush and it began to rain, making roads and terrain impassable. During the night temperatures dropped below zero once again, covering roads and paths with black ice. It was an absolute nightmare. But the fighting carried on, agonizingly slowly and with extremely heavy losses, until eventually the Russian Tenth Army was defeated by 15 February 1915.
We learned a lot from these winter battles in the East; for instance that our uniforms were inadequate. The Russian soldiers wore sensible uniforms – in summer a light blouse and cloth cap (they had no helmets), in winter solid fabric uniforms, a heavy overcoat, often padded. The outfit was practical and even looked good. High felt caps and high boots completed it.
In the air, our units were busy with long-range reconnaissance and artillery-spotting using AEG, LFG and LVG types but we suffered from a lack of simple and fast communication between us and the guns. I spent a brief time with Feldflieger Abteilung 14. The methods we used were slow and primitive. The observer fired flares to indicate where the shells had landed. We used green or red, plain or star flares. But using a flare pistol in the freezing cold, while wearing heavy leather gloves, was difficult. The cardboard cartridge swelled up forcing the observer to extricate the spent cartridge with his teeth and fit a new one. Before he was ready, the target was left far behind in the mist and we had to start afresh. On one occasion, a flare pistol went off at the wrong moment and fired into our own aeroplane puncturing the petrol tank. We waited with bated breath to blow up, and it was a miracle we did not. On the ground, gunners stretched textile markers along – red on snow, white at other times. It was a crude system. From the west we heard about the introduction of Funkentelegraphie (radio telegraphy) sets for communication but they only arrived for us in mid-1915. I disliked this kind of flying and preferred long-range reconnaissance – if I got the chance. I cruised for 100 km and more into enemy territory, with the unreliable engines of the time making this a fairly risky undertaking. Sometimes I loaded my aeroplane with bombs and dropped them on railway lines or barracks at Bialystok.
While our aircraft on the Eastern Front had carried out duties effectively, largely because the Russian anti-aircraft guns were not that accurate, the picture was very different in the West. We heard that with the onset of winter, complaints from the troops never stopped. But pilots could not fulfil the ever-increasing demands made on them since our aeroplanes were technically inferior to enemy aircraft, which were also more numerous, faster, more manoeuvrable and had a better rate of climb. In addition our aeroplanes were defenceless against the machine gun-equipped British and French aircraft.
During those early months of war, voices had repeatedly called for combining all aircraft units at the front, and at home, under one umbrella in order to operate more effectively and efficiently. The Fliegertruppe had to be upgraded and the disastrous connection to the Militär-Verkehrs Abteilung severed. Although this organization desisted in true bureaucratic fashion, we got our way. With effect from 11 March 1915, a Allerhöchste Kabinettsordre (supreme order from the Cabinet), was issued which read in part: ‘A Chief of Field Air Branch will head air- and airship units and report to the Quartermaster-General’. An almost unknown general staff officer, Major Hermann von der Lieth-Thomsen, was promoted to Chef des Feldflugwesens (Feldflugchef – Chief of Field Aviation).3 Imagine: a major who had flown as a passenger in an aeroplane on one occasion, took over control of German aviators and Zeppelin crews! But with the experienced Major Siegert at his side, both moved ahead energetically and very soon a new wind began to blow and we came to trust and rely on Thomsen. He prevented a collapse of German air power, a point confirmed by many, including General Erich von Falkenhayn, Chef des Generalstabs des Feldheeres. In April 1917 the Kaiser invested Thomsen with the highest German order, the Pour le Mérite, for his services.
From April 1915 onwards our Eastern Front armies went on the offensive against the Russians once again. Our aircraft were busier than ever on reconnaissance. I often flew to Grodno and Bialystok, and one trip took me to Baranowitschi and beyond, a distance of over 200 km. I stacked two extra fuel cans next to my seat, but in the end did not need them because the wind was in my favour.
In April 1915 the French flying ace, Roland Garros, was shot down by ground fire over our lines in the West. When his aeroplane was inspected – standard procedure for any enemy aircraft forced down – it was discovered that it had been fitted with a rigid machine gun firing forward through the propeller. To prevent the blades from being hit by bullets, each blade had been fitted with a small steel deflector. Although technically flawed, the idea was brilliant. Our service department began to evaluate this concept at once, only to discover to their surprise that the Fokker aircraft factory in Schwerin had already developed something much better. They had synchronized a forward firing machine gun with the engine by means of an interrupter gear. The bullets were only fired when the blade was not in front of the barrel, enabling the pilot to aim with his aircraft. Suddenly the armed, single-wing, single-seater aircraft with interrupter gear became the perfect mount for air combat. It was quicker, more agile, and climbed faster than the ordinary two-seater biplane fitted with a machine gun on a revolving ring. In a dogfight this was decisive. After Fokker had demonstrated his fighter to senior officers, a few of them were handed to a select group of pilots. Results were immediate, and with growing experience and confidence, our pilots gained air superiority, if only for a limited period. In the course of that summer a handful of such aircraft arrived in the East where they were combined in a group and posted to a well-camouflaged airfield close to our front line. We could keep an eye on them and, whenever necessary, they were sent off. To protect the secrecy of the unit they were not allowed to fly beyond enemy lines.
Following the occupation of Libau on the Baltic Sea, Feldflieger Abteilung 37 relocated to this harbour town to fly reconnaissance along the coast up to Riga. I stole an opportunity to do some flying with the unit. The outdated Russian forts had been badly damaged during the fighting and the most modern objects were a battery of hand-carved wooden AA gun replicas. They were lifelike, painted copies of the real thing but had been so poorly sited in the open, they could be spotted a mile away. A German torpedo-boat flotilla and two small U-boats were anchored in the harbour, and I paid a visit to one of the submarines. The commander, a Leutnant, showed me around and then took us on a trial dive. Inside it was uncomfortable, very cramped, and one always bumped into something and smeared oil and grease all over one’s uniform. It only became congenial once we sat in the commander’s nook – all he was allowed as living space – and emptied a bottle of red wine.
In late autumn we moved to Grosse Platon, another of the grand estates of the Baltic nobility, where we sited our airfield nearby as the castles made splendid billets for us pilots; we were much envied by army officers. However, since British and French, and sometimes Russian pilots followed the same custom, it seemed to be an international practice. In the course of a minor personnel exchange, as happened often, Major Kuckein was transferred to the Armeeoberkommando No. 2 in the West, and Major Gundel, whom I had known well from my times at Döberitz, took over.
And then winter arrived, magnificent in this vast land, with crisp frost and lots of snow. A deep blue sky, blinding sunshine and no wind can give one the impression that 30 degrees below is quite tolerable. Days were short, darkness fell soon after lunch, and this curtailed flying. We flew as often as possible although the extremely low temperatures gave us many hard nuts to crack. Starting engines was difficult and time consuming. We installed wood- and peat-fired stone stoves and stone heating channels in the aircraft tents to prevent temperatures falling too low. Despite this, engine breakdowns multiplied as the oil became too thick and lost its properties. The number of cooling system defects increased, machine guns failed, camera shutters froze. In short: we faced complications on a daily basis and were often powerless to rectify them with our small field service units. We were forced to ask for assistance from home and that took a long time to arrive. Heavy snow falls prevented aeroplanes from taking off and tents collapsed under loads of snow. At times fighting nature was more exhausting than fighting the enemy. Longing to escape from my desk work, I used every chance to fly, with some trips lasting up to four hours. They were very strenuous due to the intense cold and carried me far into enemy territory. After one particularly tiring flight I had to be lifted bodily from the cockpit by my mechanics, as my frozen limbs simply refused to function. Our cockpits were open, crews at the mercy of the wind. Face, hands and feet were difficult to protect, frostbite was an ever present danger. Every pilot had his own recipe to protect himself. I covered head and ears with a Russian fur cap, spread a thick coat of Vaseline on my face and wound a woollen scarf around my head so that only my goggles showed. Heavy trousers, boots and gloves completed the outfit.
In the air the Russians were still inactive but their AA fire became more effective. When crossing the front line we had to expect concentrated fire until we discovered gaps in their defence system. Beyond that we were relatively safe provided we avoided heavily protected railway stations. But one could still meet trouble. One day we flew to Riga to undertake a detailed inspection – were not bothered much – and I then turned north in a wide arc over the ocean to avoid AA fire from Dünamünde before going home.4The air was hazy, we could hardly see what lay below, but we just made out a small number of warships from which we had nothing to fear. Suddenly I jumped. A shell exploded very loudly and close to the aeroplane. A second round followed, straddling us, a third one immediately after. The aeroplane bounced up and down and I spotted a large hole in my left wing. Pieces of fabric flew off and I felt shrapnel shatter the frame behind me. The observer’s head rose from his seat in the front and he looked at me, his face just shawl and goggles. What did he want to say? I waited for the next round and probably our end. But it remained quiet and I managed to turn around and look back. We had left the cotton wool puffs far behind. I was amazed that our engine still ran on, but this could not hide the fact that we were in bad shape. The skin at the hole in the wing flapped in the slipstream and threatened to tear further. What our wing looked like inside, where all the vital steering elements, spars and ribs were placed, I did not want to guess. At least rudder, flap and elevator cables seemed to function. A forced-landing was out of the question because we had cruised too far out over the menacing sea. There was nothing left but to trust in my lucky star that had helped me on so many other occasions. And it also helped me this time. After long minutes that felt more like hours, we neared the coast and I knew we were over our own lines. I looked at my map and estimated that we had to fly for another 45 minutes before reaching the airfield. Should I risk keeping our aeroplane in the air? But all at once there was no more time left. The observer handed me a scribbled note: ‘Left radiator leaking.’
We had to land immediately. Wherever I looked I saw deep snow below. The best solution was to land on the beach where waves had washed most of the snow away. It was already dark and I could barely make out the ground below. While we coasted down, my observer shot flares to alert any troops nearby. Touchdown, right on the beach with the wheels almost in the water, was successful, and after some time, members from a Navy unit arrived and we were taken to safety. A few days later we were told that we had almost become the victims of a British Royal Navy cruiser which, unknown to us, had arrived in the bay.
With the introduction of the single-seat Fokker fighter into the Fliegertruppe, a new stage of development began. Aircraft were grouped according to the tasks they had to perform – fighters, scouts and bombers. The two bomber units, Brieftauben Abteilung Ostende (‘BAO’) and Brieftauben Abteilung Metz (‘BAM’) were merged into one group. They performed well but still lacked a suitable aircraft type. In early 1915 tests were conducted with a purpose-built ‘Grossflugzeug’ with extended wingspan and one engine each left and right of the body. It could carry a bombload of a few hundred kilograms and a crew of three plus machine guns and ammunition. However, these aircraft had to remain in the West to serve bomber squadrons, while we, in far away Kurland, only received one twin-engine aircraft from the Gothaer Waggonfabrik for trials. This was a Gotha Go GI; it looked very clumsy and did not last long with us. Fortunately, Siegert’s industrious mind and energy encouraged the aircraft industry to design even larger aeroplanes, and the Type R Riesenflugzeuge were produced in various factories. They had a wingspan of 40 m and more and were driven by two or four engines, but were slow, ungainly and plagued by technical problems. This meant that for evaluation Siegert had to send them to safer combat zones, and in consequence we received Type R 5 and R 6 aircraft late in 1915. They were massive in size, extremely slow and could not show themselves above the front in daylight. Their teething troubles were many and every flight became a risky undertaking. In order to satisfy my curiosity I took part in a night raid with bomb-drops behind enemy lines. The whole episode struck me as most bizarre and frightening, and during landing something broke off, but pilot and crew considered it a great achievement. The Riesenflugzeug Abteilungen 500 and 501 were formed in Alt-Aus in Kurland and they operated as chief evaluation units for further huge R 10 and G-Type multi-engined bombers. Based on the test data, aircraft factories were able to build vastly improved Riesenflugzeuge. Shortly before Christmas 1915, Kuckein returned from his temporary assignment and Gundel left us. And a few weeks after that I was promoted to Adjutant of the Stabsoffizier der Flieger der 2. Armee under General der Infanterie Fritz von Below and transferred to the Western Front. Gundel wanted me at his side.







CHAPTER FOUR
THE ANT HEAP

Iwent to St.Quentin in France gladly, although at first felt as if I was living on another planet. Here life was compacted and squeezed into cramped spaces, so different from the East where vast expanses devoured the individual, and where time almost stood still. In the East our over-extended front line had been lightly guarded; here we stood nearly elbow-to-elbow in the trenches. A glance at 2. Armee maps showed me a complicated net of defence-, guard- and supply trenches, of bunkers and of revetments cut deep into the earth. There were dug-in artillery batteries and observation posts built under concrete. There were ammunition dumps and ration- and supply stores. All these had been built, fortified and enlarged during almost 18 months at enormous expense in labour and material. Fighting between the two opposing sides really never stopped as they tested each other for weak spots. It was a never-ending game of cat-and-mouse. In some places the trenches were only metres apart, merely protected by reels of barbed wire, and one could hear the enemy soldiers talking or smoking a cigarette. In the air almost every sortie ended in a dogfight.
Our staff was in command of a number of Feldflieger Abteilungen responsible for strategic and tactical reconnaissance, and also Artillerieflieger Abteilungen. The latter were attached to the most forward divisions, served as observers for the guns and directed fire control. Every aircraft was equipped with an F.T. (Funkentelegrafie) set  –  and reported to two F.T. stations on the ground, sited close to the guns. The AOK operated single-seater fighters, formed into two Kampfeinsitzer-Kommandos of four aircraft each, attached to Flieger Abteilung 23 in Roupy near St.Quentin, and Flieger Abteilung 32 in Bertincourt near Bapaume. They had begun the war with the B-type aircraft which turned out to be inferior in its armament, and in consequence the C-type was developed. It had a more powerful engine and the observer’s cockpit was now behind the pilot, giving the latter better control of his aircraft. He fired one rigid machine gun forward while the observer had the other gun on a swivel mount, firing to the rear, upwards and sideways. It provided them with solid firepower for attacks as well as for protection.
My work for Gundel tied me to desk and telephone and there was no chance for me to fly. Shortly after my arrival, the battle of Verdun began on 21 February 1916 on the sector of 5. Armee, under Kronprinz Wilhelm von Preussen. This battle was to overshadow all fighting on the Western Front, demanding enormous sacrifices from us without bringing Germany any closer to a hoped-for victory.
Even in the face of enemy superiority our scouts flew photographic missions continuously, and every day their pictures showed more clearly that an enemy attack of the greatest order was very close on our section of the front line. Our staff informed AOK and the Feldflugchef repeatedly of the ominous developments, and they both accepted our warnings as valid and asked for additional air support. But the critical situation at Verdun, where it was believed French troops were bleeding to death, prevented a shift of aircraft from their front to ours. This carried on for many weeks. In June a period of rainy days with very low cloud prohibited us from flying, but when we took off again, pictures showed a much changed, menacing situation because the French had built hundreds of new battery sites and had extended their transport net from the front to large ammunition dumps in the rear. In addition, photographs showed an increase in the number of Joffre trunks, sally ports (named after the French Commander-in-Chief), in the forward trenches from where the enemy would launch the attacks.
We did not have to wait too long for the storm to break. The French artillery bombardment, a prelude to the relief offensive for Verdun, began on 24 June 1916 at our front and at the Somme, from north of Gommecourt to south of Saulnes. French and British troops took part. Thousands of tons of shells fell over our lines; explosive shells and gas grenades rained on our positions without pause, flattened our trenches, squashed or buried revetments, cut all communications to the rear and destroyed all barbed wire defences. The firestorm raged for seven days and nights, and on 1 July the enemy infantry attacked. A mammoth force surged towards our lines and seized ground, especially on our southern flank, but the main objective of a total breakthrough was not achieved. During July and August one of the greatest battles of the war was fought; the descriptive word of Materialschlacht (large-scale attritional warfare) was used for the first time. Both sides expended gigantic quantities of shells and ammunition, with the enemy sacrificing troops en masse. His exertions on the ground were matched by his efforts in the air which we were unable to counter. We had given warning in time, but nobody had expected the enemy’s superiority to reveal itself so drastically. We were not only inferior in numbers but also in quality of aircraft, and despite valiant efforts by our pilots, the enemy kept us in a stranglehold at the front and directed his bombing attacks far into our Hinterland.
At the front the French artillery spotter planes were most effective. They had perfected a fast communication system with their gun controls, making it possible to completely eliminate or at least silence our gun positions, sometimes for hours. Another threat were the new Infanterieflieger operated by the French and the British. These were low-flying aircraft which not only watched over their advancing troops, keeping in touch with them by visual signals, but also reported forward positions and progress to the staff, enabling them to plan further moves. They attacked our troops and guns in the trenches and shell craters, firing and dropping small bombs. These attacks led not only to losses, but they demoralized the German soldiers who felt helpless against the stalking aeroplanes. They believed themselves watched ceaselessly and exposed to the enemy. The high number of aircraft criss-crossing above them caused severe stress among our gaunt and exhausted infantrymen who mistook our aircraft for enemy machines. And when rumours circulated that enemy aircraft were protected by special armour plates which our machine guns could not penetrate, soldiers gave up and tried to hide. With such an attitude it was not surprising that fairytales were rife about the enemy pilots’ supernatural powers and skills, and they were retold even by rational people. Confusion and gloom reigned. But, equally, it is revealing to look at the opposition. From prisoner interrogations, intercepted telephone calls, radio messages, and from the letters of captured or fallen soldiers, we learned that they levelled exactly the same accusations against their pilots who did not give them adequate protection against ours.
During these weeks Gundel and I were continuously on the move, collecting reports and planning improvements. Our squadrons had suffered heavy losses and it took some time before they could be made good. Those squadrons arriving as relief from the East lacked battle experience and, in consequence, they suffered. But eventually 2. Armee had 5 Feldflieger Abteilungen, 3 Artillerieflieger Abteilungen, 13 Bomberstaffeln and 30 Kampfeinsitzerflugzeuge. This was far from enough to gain the upper hand. Our fighter units suffered from a lack of properly trained and competent pilots. Very few of these units matched the exacting demands made of them and they wore themselves out. Created before Verdun, they were in full cry at the Somme. Very young men led them and they were given the appropriate name ‘Jagdflieger’ – ‘Hunting pilots’. The Adjutant and chronicler of Jagdgeschwader I ‘Richthofen’, Oberleutnant Karl Bodenschatz, wrote: ‘They belonged to the war because they were a special breed of men, and they went to where the war looked its most romantic, to the military airfields. And once they had looked into the cold and brutal eyes of this war, they realized that this was their true home. They rose to become an elite, to fight with style and to die with style. They were between 20 and 22-years-old.’
Under our sector of control we had Flieger Abteilungen 23 and 32 which numbered fighter pilots such as Ernst Freiherr von Althaus (9 victories by war’s end), Wilhelm Frankl (20 victories), Rudolf Berthold (44) and Kurt Wintgens (19), all of whom would win the Pour le Mérite, the highest Prussian war medal for gallantry and accomplishment in battle for officers. Then there were other pilots who ‘passed through’ such as Gustav Leffers (9 victories, ending the war with Jasta 1), Otto Parschau (8, seven with FA 32), the Bavarian Max Ritter von Mulzer (10: Bavarian officers, decorated for valour by their king with the Max-Joseph Orden, automatically received the non-hereditary title of ‘Ritter von…’), Max Immelmann (15), Oswald Boelcke (40), Hans-Joachim Buddeke (13 – his first 3 victories were with FA 23), Karl-Emil Schäfer (30), Werner Voss (48), Joseph Veltjens (34), and Hermann Göring (22). I had the honour to meet and talk to most of them.
The soldiers in the trenches regarded fighter aircraft as their champions because they observed them daily in dogfights high above, while forgetting the scouts whose work was of prime importance for senior command, and, by extension, for soldiers on the ground. We were often accused by the ignorant for not sending up more aircraft – we had too few – and the High Command often forced reconnaissance planes into Sperrefliegen – barrier flying. This meant squadrons were to fly in a block above a specified area to prevent enemy aeroplanes from attacking our trenches. It was a task they were totally unsuited for: pilots hated it, losses were high and aircraft wore out fast. Earth-bound staff did not always appreciate the value of aircraft in their planning, and Gundel and I had our hands full teaching and pacifying officers of divisions, regiments and battalions in their bunkers, while all around, fighting was taking place. Sometimes heavy fire forced us to call on them at night. This was nerve-wracking and cost us two shot-up motor cars.
At the end of July 1916 Major Siegert from the staff of the Feldflugchef arrived unannounced at our army H.Q. and met with the General for a discussion. As a result Gundel was removed from his post and sent home. He was blamed for not doing enough in using the aircraft from our 2. Armee resourcefully. In part this accusation was true, but I knew how long and hard Gundel had tried to warn our Oberkommando without getting any results. It seemed a scapegoat had to be found and it was just his bad luck that it was him. As his successor, a Hauptmann Walter arrived. He was an unflustered, clear thinker, decisive in his orders, and he took control and overcame the crisis. A few days later my friend ‘Bubi’ Förster telephoned from Oberkommando headquarters to tell me that I was to join the staff of the Feldflugchef and should do so as soon as possible. This unexpected promotion delighted me and, after settling my affairs, I drove over to Meziere-Charleville.







CHAPTER FIVE
WITH THE FELDFLUGCHEF

THE soul of our staff was most certainly Major Hermann von der Lieth-Thomsen. He was a typical Frisian, tall, heavy bodied, and with his striking bald head and large, kind blue eyes, a man nobody could forget. I have never met anyone who was such a tireless, energetic staff officer and worker, and only wish every senior officer could enjoy the same high respect among his soldiers as he did. We liked to call him by his nickname, ‘Der Dicke’ (‘The Fat One’), referring to his rotund body, and admired and loved him. He was a powerful personality: what he believed in or considered to be important, he fought for stubbornly, even when facing high authority. And he showed a lot of heart and understanding for his pilots, something that had been a closed book to many senior officers. Possessing an infallible memory, superior judgement and the ability to solve complex, many faceted problems logically, he also had the ability to teach and guide us young officers in our work, and still allowed us much leeway in our energetic ‘Sturm und Drang-Periode’. He made us feel proud to belong to our team. We were a small staff and had to work hard to cope with the workload which surrounded the Feldflugchef. We began at eight in the morning, had a rather short break for lunch, and left at eight at night to drive to a villa outside town which we had converted into a mess, and there we enjoyed dinner with wine or beer. We also played snooker and chess and Thomsen excelled in both. I took over Helmuth Förster’s portfolio; he had been transferred to a General Staff position, and looked after personnel and other issues for all the Frontfliegerverbände. I learned to work fast, methodically and precisely, and this proved decisive for my subsequent military career. This experience convinced me of the superiority of a small staff versus a large staff, where members expect someone else will do the work for them.
Major Wilhelm Siegert was promoted to take over the Inspektion der Fliegertruppe in Berlin which had suffered under an outdated system carried over from peacetime and which was now in serious trouble. In order to meet the immense demands from the front for supplies and replacements, caused especially by the wear and tear of the battle of Verdun, factory output would have to be increased substantially just to keep pace with the enemy. Siegert’s infectious, energetic and positive approach worked wonders and he arrested the serious decline.
Siegert’s successor was the Bavarian Major Friedrich Stempel, who had been Stabsoffizier der Flieger with 6. Armee. His promotion was a concession to Bavarian parliamentarian aspirations since the Bavarian War Ministry and Home Office felt badly treated by the Prussians. But Stempel could not settle down. He was unable to follow Thomsen’s thoughts and could not give us, his closest associates, technical and substantive guidance. He therefore left and became commander of the Bayrische Fliegertruppe in Munich, a post in which he worked willingly within the framework set by Thomsen.
Stempel was replaced by Hauptmann Hermann Kastner, the successful leader of a bomber wing in France, and an even-tempered personality – erudite, well-spoken and well-liked, although occasionally he could become sarcastic. He remained in his post until the end of the war.
The Luftschiffe department was handled by Hauptmann Andree and air defence by Major Grimme. To handle aerial photography for aircraft and airships a new department was created and given to my friend Carl Fink. The weather service fell under the internationally renowned Professor Dr. Hugo Hergesell who was responsible for everything connected with weather forecasting and reports in Germany. Evaluation of foreign news reports, prisoner interrogations, and statistical material was handled by Oberleutnant von Wilamowitz-Möllendorf, while there were specialists for other support services and medical care.
On 27 August 1916, the Rumanian ambassador in Vienna handed a declaration of war to the Austrian Government. Although this move had been expected in military circles, it still came as a surprise and forced us to send aircraft to the Balkans – aircraft we could hardly afford to give away. Indirectly, Rumania’s declaration led to a vital change in our military leadership – the removal of General von Falkenhayn from his position as Generalstabschef. Certain powers were in favour of the appointment of von Hindenburg, the victor of Tannenberg, the peoples’ hero, the surest guarantor for a victorious war. In contrast, Falkenhayn’s name remained forever tied to the massive, bloody sacrifices of Verdun which had not brought us any strategic advantages. Before the order became official, I heard all this from Falkenhayn’s son Fritz who served on our staff. He invited me to dine at one of the small bistros and poured out his misgivings. We were both uneasy about the change and unsure if it would help in the long run. Even to this day, historians’ opinions are sharply divided on this issue.1
Hindenburg did take over command and became the Höchstkommandierender, with Ludendorff as his Erster Generalquartiermeister, a de facto Chef des Generalstabs, and very soon their joint, firm and orderly guidance, and powerful mental faculties were evident. Soon after their appointment, the OHL, the Kaiser, his entourage and senior staff moved to Pless in Upper Silesia near Teschen and the Austrian monarch’s headquarters, from where the war was conducted. With the Balkan war almost upon us, close cooperation between the two monarchs had become imperative. Our own staff followed to Kattowitz where we found offices in the police barracks, and Fink and I shared a small flat.
We turned our full attention to evaluating the mountain of reports collected during the Somme battles and discovered that we had a bitter pill to swallow. Not everything we had done had turned out well; in future we would have to counter the enemy with better trained pilots and aircraft, a better strategy and technical structure. We had to learn to move units quickly from one flashpoint to another as situations demanded, and lastly, we had to expect the enemy to do his utmost in destroying our country and its armaments factories from the air so as to break our resistance. For this we had to prepare a proper anti-aircraft defence strategy. But there was something else worrying us. Many people disliked Thomsen and his strong views and felt threatened by him. Among them were the Admirals of the Navy who had their own ideas of how the war should be conducted, some of the Federal States, and typically envious individuals in high places. It was impossible for Thomsen to fight this weighty opposition – his status as Feldflugchef and rank of Major were just not enough. Wanting to strengthen the power of the Fliegertruppe and the authority of the Stabsoffizier der Flieger –  in short, to create an independent Air Force, he submitted his ideas in a brilliant document to Hindenburg. He refused to nominate himself as head of the new Fliegertruppe but wished to subordinate himself as Stabschef to a General who was to become Kommandierender General der Luftstreitkräfte, (Kogenluft). And Ludendorff, a firm supporter of the Fliegertruppe for years, did not hesitate. He obtained an order from the cabinet to create immediately such an Air Force that also included anti-aircraft units at the front and at home. It was signed by the Kaiser on 8 October 1916. Then something unique happened in German military history. Thomsen was allowed to select his own General. He chose Generalleutnant Ernst von Hoeppner, a cavalryman and an intelligent and respected officer who had served at St.Quentin, and who quickly and surely established himself. He interpreted his brief as that of a communicator and conferred with army commanders on all fronts, invited their comments and requests, created a positive climate and changed many things for the better. His conciliatory, skilful manner secured our position, creating a positive attitude among the Generals he called upon, to the benefit of our Fliegertruppe.
Thomsen, however, remained the heart and soul of the staff. A complete and positive reorganization of all departments followed and, among other newcomers, we were joined by Major Werner Freiherr von Fritsch, Hauptmann von Wallenberg, and Hauptmann Hermann Hoth.2 Fritsch stood out because of his intelligence, gentlemanly behaviour and an unusual reserve. He became Oberbefehlshaber des Heeres under Hitler in 1935 who treated him in a shocking manner. Hoth rose to senior rank in the Second World War as commander of a Panzerarmee at the battle of Kursk in 1943. After the war he was sentenced as a war criminal by the Nuremberg justice system and incarcerated in Landsberg prison for a few years. Hoth and I were firm friends and this friendship still holds today.







CHAPTER SIX
AIRCRAFT IN THE DESERT

A JOURNEY TO PALESTINE
1916
IN late 1914 Turkey had entered the war on the side of Germany and Austria and since it required all-out assistance, the country became quite a problem child for us. Turkey had no aircraft, no aircraft industry and no personnel, and therefore depended entirely on us. The head of Turkish aviation since 1915 had been Hauptmann Erich Serno, a German officer who held the rank of Royal Osmanic Major at the German military mission and was chief of the 13th Section of the Turkish War Ministry in Istanbul. The first support group of 25 German aircraft, together with pilots and technicians, had been transferred to Adrianopol by air in October 1915. They successfully participated in the defence of the Dardanelles and were afterwards integrated into the Turkish Army. In February 1916, the German Flieger Abteilung 300, also known as Flieger Abteilung Pascha, consisting of 14 Rumpler C.I’s and seasoned air force personnel, left for Turkey by train and was placed under the control of the German-Turkish Expeditionary Corps. This corps was commanded by the Royal Bavarian Generalstabs-Oberst Friedrich Freiherr Kress von Kressenstein and made up of Turkish, Arabian and German units. Its objective was the blocking of the Suez Canal. This was an entirely new scenario for our staff and we classed it as high risk – certainly the numerous obstacles and challenges facing the officers were by no means trivial. Serno’s pleas for more support never stopped and kept me busy. I could not rely on the telephone over such a long distance and used the teleprinter (the Hughes system) to conduct discussions with Istanbul. The contents of reports and/or complaints I received varied remarkably; everyone gave me a different interpretation of events, depending on his wishes and opinions. No wonder then, that our chief wanted to form his own opinion and ordered an officer to travel to Flieger Abteilung Pascha and sort out the muddle.1 In mid-1916 that task fell upon me.
The time available to complete the journey was limited, the distances I would have to travel were considerable, even by today’s standards, and conditions on the way uncertain. With more than enough orders in my briefcase and soon after receiving my instructions from Thomsen, I left on the Balkan Express via Vienna to Constantinople where Serno had arranged everything. With the aid of an interpreter, tinned food, quinine, a mosquito net and all that was necessary to survive a long trip through the Orient, we set off. I carried a small bag of gold coins, the only currency accepted by the locals. On the eastern shores of the Bosporus, at Haidar Pasha we boarded the Anatolian railway and rolled through Asia Minor via Eski-Shehir to Bozanti. Our colourful co-travellers were Turks, Turkomans, Kurds, Greeks, Armenians and men from a few other tribes, who stoically endured the absence of any comfort on the trains. We suffered from the dirt and insects, primitive ablution facilities, shortage of water and very poor overnight accommodation. Coaches were neglected and overcrowded; cattle trucks would have been much better – one could at least have stretched out or taken a few steps. As the railway tunnel at Bozanti was still being dug, we detrained and crossed the pass and desolate mountain range on camels – real torture for a novice. Via another train we reached the Amanus Mountains, then more camel rides, and on we went through Mamoure, well feared for its malaria sickness, to Aleppo, Home and Rajak, until we boarded a miniature train offering even less comfort. We rolled through Damascus, passed Lake Genezareth and stopped in Bir Seba where Flieger Abteilung Pascha was camped. The Commander was Hauptmann Hellmuth Felmy, whom I knew well.
I learned much about the regional living and working conditions under which our officers and soldiers had to suffer, as well as the technical inadequacies. The climate affected, even ruined their health and they should at least have been rested for certain periods. Obviously this was impossible. However, the most burning problem was the supply position. Everything they needed to fight – from aircraft to spares, from uniforms to petrol, from cameras to food – had to be transported over 4,000 km of inhospitable, undeveloped country. And if this alone was not enough to give them sleepless nights, the fact that we were dependent on the goodwill of people who acted and thought differently from us Europeans, and who had a very different concept of time and urgency, frustrated all military operations. As a rule Turks and Arabs were courteous, but not all of them could be considered our friends. At my meetings with officials a lot of time was wasted. First coffee was prepared with great ceremony, then drunk with audible slurps. Afterwards many matters were discussed, (family topics were favourites, even those of a very intimate nature), and enquiries about the wife’s and the children’s health were made. And at the end, if I was lucky, service problems were touched upon, otherwise they had to be deferred to a next meeting. Flieger Abteilung Pascha was made up of German soldiers, but their assistants were Arabs and Turks. If they were treated according to their individuality they were useful workers, otherwise they became sly, lazy and thieving, sometimes even dangerous. As a Prussian I had a trying time coming to terms with their unreliability and slowness which drove me almost to despair, although I had all sympathy for Erich Serno who had worked with them for years, displaying the patience of a saint.
The bulk of the expedition corps had been withdrawn from the Suez Canal and was engaged in fighting the British inspired and led Arab revolt in East Jordan, close to Amman. Remaining at the Suez front were small contingents of German and Turkish units and a few loyal Arab forces. They expected attacks from the British who were building a railway line from Kantara, and this meant that the safety of unit Pascha was not guaranteed. We had many tasks: keeping a continuous watch on the railway line, studying and photographing the camps and airfields at the Suez Canal and checking the number of troops and new arrivals. We undertook bombing raids on Port Said and camps nearby during which our pilots were attacked by very energetic British aircraft. One of the special activities our pilots performed well were landings behind enemy lines to blow up railway tracks.
Wanting to obtain a closer look at the country, I took part in a sortie, this time as a newcomer and observer. Our available maps were badly drawn and the scale too small. Orientation in the almost featureless desert was not easy; only seasoned pilots could find their way around, and although our aeroplanes were the most modern, they found it difficult climbing in the hot air because, after a hazy morning, day temperatures rose to around 40 degrees Celsius. On one trip I reached the Suez Canal. We flew over the ocean to avoid the excellent anti-aircraft defence at Port Said, turned south and onwards via Kantara to the Small Bitter Lake and Ismailia, and from there back over the Megara Mountains to Bir Seba. The harbour at Port Said was extremely active and the quaysides closely packed with ships. There were even a few warships. When we came close they all opened fire – even freighters were armed with anti-aircraft guns. The early warning system in the canal zone appeared to be very good. We could see aircraft taking off to intercept us, but we were some 4,000 m high and they were unable to reach us. Tents and corrugated iron huts looked like children’s toys from above, their shadows sharply etched into the glaring white sand that stretched endlessly along the horizon. The impression of this flight remained with me as an unforgettable experience. Destiny’s ways can be strange indeed. Some thirty years later my son spent a few years as a prisoner of war in that same area.
I would have liked to make more sorties but we had to be miserly with every drop of petrol. My return train trip home went the same route. Sadly, a few hundred cigarettes and two beautiful carpets I had bought were stolen. I was also stung painfully by a scorpion and showed symptoms of malaria for which my fellow travellers made me swallow lots of quinine. The sickness gradually tapered off after I received proper treatment in Germany. In Istanbul I called on General Enver Pasha, Minister of War. We reminisced about his visit to Berlin and my Regiment a few years previously and he asked many questions. He was well informed, and although I judged him to be a firm friend of Germany, I was careful with my answers. At the end of our talk he asked me to carry greetings to Hoeppner and Thomsen and presented me with the Turkish Order of the Iron Halfmoon. Afterwards Serno invited me for dinner at the glittering Pera-Palace Hotel, famous meeting place of businessmen, agents, shady characters, spies and international arms dealers. The ladies were extremely beautiful and expensive, the food and service superb. This then was the end of my Oriental adventure.
Based on my reports to Thomsen, another four aircraft units were dispatched to Palestine, but despite all our combined efforts we could not defeat the British in the Middle East, and the corps had to retreat, fighting across 2,000 miles of hostile territory, continuously harassed by the enemy. This march turned into a struggle of epic proportions that is hardly mentioned in history books.







CHAPTER SEVEN
STAFF WORK

ON 28 October 1916 Hauptmann Oswald Boelcke fell in battle as a result of a collision in the air. I had received the shattering news while still at Bir Seba. Boelcke’s, and the aircraft of his best friend, Erwin Böhme, had touched briefly while in pursuit of an enemy aeroplane, and Boelcke had crashed.1A few months earlier, on the Kaiser’s orders, the Pour le Mérite pilot had been withdrawn from the front and sent on ‘a tour of inspection’, and wherever he appeared he was feted. But he could not stay at home; he wanted to be with his friends. His score had been 40 victories, an almost unbelievable tally. But he was not only a fighter, he was an outstanding leader and had formulated basic attack rules for his pilots, who were very successful.2 During the battles on the Somme alone they scored 82 kills. After his death British aircraft dropped a wreath with a note attached on 11 November 1916: ‘In memory of Hauptmann Boelcke, our courageous and chivalrous adversary, from the Royal British Flying Corps.’
There was also a letter: ‘To all officers of the German Flying Corps serving on this front. We hope you will find this wreath and regret that we are late. The weather prevented us from sending it earlier. We mourn his death together with his family and friends. We all recognize his courage. Kind greetings, Captain Evans and Lieutenant Long from the Morane Squadron.’
My heart rejoices when I remember the times when honourable men crossed swords in the sky and treated the enemy as a worthy adversary. Shortly after Boelcke’s death, Thomsen instructed me to draw up an Immediatgesuch (an immediate application) to be submitted to the Kaiser asking him to confer the honour title ‘Boelcke’ on his Jasta 2. This was a most unusual request as normally only the names of crowned heads or famous army marshals could be conferred on army units. The request was granted however, and many of our future famous fighter pilots served in this Staffel.
During the winter of 1916/17 our H.Q. received many visitors, mainly from the armaments industry, and delegates from Austria, Bulgaria and Turkey, the latter countries with most unrealistic requests for help. Graf Zeppelin came too, and he was invited for dinner. He had asked for a final discussion on the fate of his airships. Despite their achievements, high command had become convinced that the time for Zeppelins as bomb-carriers and scouts was over, and the Graf’s visit was really a last try to sway opinions in his favour. Before dinner Zeppelin took me aside and courteously recalled my visit to Friedrichshafen in 1912. I felt great compassion for this gentleman, the dignified aristocrat with the prominent white moustache. His life’s work had been the development of the airship as an instrument to conquer the air and connect continents in a worldwide air service. If production was stopped, the factory would have to close and the valuable staff disbanded. During dinner Hoeppner made a heartfelt speech, honouring Zeppelin by calling him a great pioneer of aviation. But we knew the harsh truth: the time of steerable airships in military service was over, and when at the close of the evening we formed an honour guard for the old gentleman, it was a sad farewell. I never saw him again and a year later he died. Some people said he died of a broken heart.
On 27 January 1917, the Kaiser’s birthday, I received my promotion to Hauptmann. In a way this spelt the end of my stay with Thomsen’s staff, because shortly afterwards he called me into his office and informed me: ‘You have been promoted recently and it is now time for you to move on. You have done your work well so far and I would like to help you. Do you want me to recommend you for a career in the Generalstab or would you rather join the Kriegsministerium?’
I was stunned and replied without hesitation: ‘Sir, I would like you to help me join the Generalstab.’
Thomsen smiled and said, ‘I expected nothing less. I will do what I can.’
The prospect of an appointment to the Generalstab made me very glad, and that evening I opened a good bottle of wine to celebrate with Fink.
However, although my application had been accepted, it was conditional on the basis that I would have to serve for a period at the front. In early May 1917 I received orders to transfer to the General Staff of the 11. Reserve-Division north of Douai in France. Parting from my friends and superiors and leaving the Fliegertruppe was not easy, but I did it in happy anticipation, replaced my active pilot’s badge with the Fliegererinnerungsabzeichen, non-active pilot’s badge, and was ready to move on.
Around this time rumours were filtering through from the East that the structure of the Russian State had begun to crack. Political passions tore the country apart and pushed it to the brink of a bloody revolution. If this drift continued, it was felt it could weaken Russia’s military resistance, easing our serious position in the West somewhat. Like most career officers I had never bothered with political issues, but my new commander, General der Kavallerie a.D. von Hertzberg, loved talking politics at dinner, and this forced me to gradually form my own opinions about the political situation back home. It appeared that strong Leftist groups in the Reichstag had been fired up by the shockwaves from the Russian revolution and began to undermine the foundations of the German State. In the face of adversity the Chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, wavered and talked of appeasement. He should have known that appeasement never works, and the growing number of left-wingers in the Reichstag began to take full advantage of both this confused head of government and of a grave war situation.

An infant Alfred Mahncke, together with his Prussian farmer parents, Erich and Marie, in a studio portrait from around 1892. Alfred would have been about four years old. His parents are dressed in their best clothes to commemorate the occasion. (Mahncke)

Twenty years of age, a proud Alfred Mahncke rests one hand on his cadet’s sword and wears the dress uniform of a Fahnenjunker (Officer Cadet) with Eisenbahn Regiment Nr. 1 in Berlin in late 1908. Despite tough training, he would pass his officer’s examinations with the grade of ‘Very satisfactory’. (Mahncke)

Four of Germany’s first military aviators, members of the Fliegerkommando Döberitz of the Lehr- und Versuchsanstalt für das Militärflugwesen, photographed at Döberitz in 1910. From left to right: Leutnant Walter Mackenthun , Oberleutnant Franz Geerdtz, Hauptmann Wolfram de le Roi (commander) and Leutnant Eugen von Tarnoszy, with (far right) the unit’s engineer/mechanic, Simon Brunnhuber, the chauffeur of Dr. Walter Huth, co-founder and owner of the Albatros company. Alfred Mahncke learned to fly under these men’s tutelage. The dog in the photograph was a Great Dane named Ikarus who, according to von Tarnoszy, ‘was a friendly dog with a small brain.’ Apparently he did not appreciate the dangers of an aeroplane and sadly, one day, jumped into a spinning propeller and was killed. (www.germanautoandaerocorps.com)

The American aeronautical pioneer, Orville Wright, makes a circuit in his Flyer above Tempelhof or Potsdam in 1909. Alfred Mahncke witnessed one such flight in September of that year. He observed that the flying machine ‘… rose effortlessly and flew on while thousands of sightseers cheered and clapped.’ (Forsyth)

In an immaculate and neatly-pressed pilot’s uniform, his features a mixture of concentration and determination, Alfred Mahncke sits alone in the flimsy forward seat of an early Albatros biplane at the start of his first solo flight with the Fliegerkommando Döberitz in early 1911. Mahncke described his predicament at that moment as being ‘…full of good intentions and my heart in my mouth.’ (Mahncke)

Leutnant Helmuth ‘Bubi’ Förster leans forward in the seat of an Albatros aeroplane to recount his latest flight to his fellow pilots and officers at Döberitz in 1911. A small boy also appears captivated by Förster’s account, while the attention of Alfred Mahncke, seen in the foreground to the right, seems to be occupied by something else. (Mahncke)

Leutnant Mahncke focuses on the horizon with the aid of a field glass, while his fellow pilots enjoy a cup of coffee in this relaxed moment at Döberitz in 1911. (Mahncke)

Curious spectators look on as Leutnant Alfred Mahncke of the Lehr- und Versuchsanstalt für das Militärflugwesen sits in the rear pilot’s seat of an Albatros biplane in preparation for take-off from Karlsruhe airfield in the Deutscher Zuverlässigkeitsflug am Oberrhein (the German Flight Reliability Competition), a staged cross-country air trial from Baden-Baden to Frankfurt-am-Main in late May/early June 1911. In the front seat is Mahncke’s fellow aviator, Leutnant Helmuth Förster, in later life a general in the Luftwaffe. (Mahncke)

Mahncke (far right) and Förster (to left in front of wing), walk away from their Albatros shortly after landing, having completed another stage of the Deutscher Zuverlässigkeitsflug am Oberrhein in 1911. Army officers quickly gather to inspect the flying machine. (Mahncke)

A snapshot of pilots of the Lehr- und Versuchsanstalt für das Militärflugwesen enjoying themselves off-duty with a motorized tricycle at Döberitz in 1911/12. (Mahncke)

A snapshot of military pilots from Döberitz in 1912. Alfred Mahncke, sporting a fashionable moustache, stands with his hands in pockets and his back to the camera, while Hauptmann Luitpold Graf Wolfskeel zu Reichenberg squints in the winter sunlight wearing leather coat, gloves, scarf and hat, suggesting a flight just been made or about to be made and, to his left, fellow Bavarian, also with a moustache, Leutnant Franz Hailer. To the extreme left of this photograph, in conversation with an unidentified officer, is Ferdinand Graf von Zeppelin, the famous German airship designer and builder. This photograph may have been taken at Friedrichshafen during the 2nd German Reliability Flight Trials when the Döberitz pilots took part in a race against Zeppelin’s airship, the Viktoria Luise. (Mahncke)

The inscribed silver-framed photograph presented to Alfred Mahncke by the Kaiser’s brother, Heinrich Prinz von Preussen (Prince Heinrich of Prussia). It is inscribed: ‘Herrn Leutnant Mahncke as a memento to the reliability trials on the Upper Rhine, May 1912.’ (Mahncke)

A Harlan Taube in the skies over Johannisthal. In 1912 Mahncke suffered a crash in such an aeroplane and sustained severe injuries including a fractured skull. As a result the Harlan factory was forced to shut down. (Forsyth)

Prize-winning German military aviators line up for a photograph after the 1913 Ostpreussen Flug (or Ostpreussischer Rundflug), since here, Alfred Mahncke, seen second from right, is wearing the oval-shaped Flugzeugführer (pilot’s) badge on his tunic. Also in this photograph, at sixth from right, is future Luftwaffe general, Hellmuth Felmy. (Mahncke)

Leutnant Alfred Mahncke (right) chats with the jubilant team of Oberleutnant Hellmuth Felmy (observer) and Leutnant Pretzell (pilot) who won the ‘Kaiser Prize’ for the 1913 Ostpreussen Flug flying an Albatros Taube. (Mahncke)

An LVG CV reconnaissance aircraft seen on an airfield somewhere on the Eastern Front during the First World War. In the background is an Albatros D III fighter.

The shrewd, bull-necked Major Hermann von der Lieth-Thomsen, the Chef der Feldflugwesens: ‘… a typical Frisian, tall, heavy bodied, and with his striking bald head and large, kind blue eyes, a man nobody could forget. I have never met anyone who was such a tireless, energetic staff officer.’ A protégé of Ludendorff, he worked tirelessly to both expand and refine German air doctrine at all levels between 1916-1918. Thomsen, whom Mahncke respected greatly, was awarded the Pour le Mérite on 8 April 1917 for his work in reorganizing the German Army Air Service and was promoted to Oberst on 18 August 1918. Afflicted by blindness since 1928, he died on 5 August 1942. (Forsyth)

Aircraft in the Desert: two photographs depicting aircraft of Flieger Abteilung Pascha (later Flieger Abteilung 300) at Huj in Palestine in 1917. Above, a pair of Albatros D.IIIs parked outside tent hangars, while below is an AEG C.IV used for reconnaissance. Of his visit to the German air element in Palestine in 1916, Alfred Mahncke recorded: ‘Orientation in the featureless desert was not easy; only seasoned pilots could find their way around, and although our aeroplanes were the most modern, they found it difficult climbing in the hot air because, after a hazy morning, day temperatures rose to around 40 degrees Celsius.’ (John D. Whiting papers, Library of Congress)


War above the trenches: in 1916, Alfred Mahncke was posted as an air staff officer to the Western Front. He wrote ‘The soldiers in the trenches regarded fighter aircraft as their champions because they observed them daily in dogfights high above…’ Here, close to a German fighter, an Allied aeroplane ‘slides’ through the sky, burning and trailing smoke. It has probably been attacked by another German aircraft which is out of sight and at higher altitude.

The stakes rise: Oswald Boelcke, commander of Jasta 2 and Germany’s first great fighter ‘ace’, was killed on 28 October 1916 when his Albatros D.II collided in the air with the aircraft of Erwin Böhme during an engagement with British DH.2 fighters. The top wing of Boelcke’s aircraft was torn away and he was forced to land. The lifeless body of the 40-victory ace and Pour le Mérite-holder was pulled from his aircraft. Germany mourned its adulated lost hero aviator; Alfred Mahncke, still in Bir Seba at the time, viewed his death as ‘shattering news’. It was a grim precedent of what was to come in the increasingly contested skies above the Western Front. (Greg VanWyngarden)

Canadian soldiers monitor German positions from the mud-caked Vimy Ridge in May 1917. ‘In the distant haze,’ Mahncke wrote of his time on Hill 211, ‘Vimy Ridge loomed high. From there the enemy observed us with sharp field glasses and made our life a misery by firing at anything that moved.’

In May 1918 Mahncke took command of the Königlich Sächsische Flieger Abteilung (A) 231 which was equipped with L.F.G. Roland Walfisch C biplanes such as seen here. The Roland C II was based on an evolutionary design by Dipl.Ing. Tantzen, a design engineer, whose ambition was to design an efficient, two-seat aeroplane for reconnaissance. When it was introduced and demonstrated to senior officials in the German military, one was heard to remark that it looked like a Walfisch – a whale.

June 1919: the ‘Hall of Mirrors’ at Versailles. It was here that the Allies sought to suppress the threat of German rearmament following the First World War through a series of stringent and debilitating demands for military cutbacks. However, the Reichswehrministerium endeavoured to adjust to what it called the ‘Versailles Imposition’ or ‘Diktat’ and sought every avenue to evade its conditions.

A scene representative of many airfields across Germany in 1918 and 1919. The price of defeat was the surrender and destruction of vast numbers of military aircraft. Here, partially assembled airframes lie redundant and abandoned at the DFW factory at Leipzig-Lindenthal.

Polizei-Hauptmann Alfred Mahncke of the Prussian Schutzpolizei (formerly the Sicherheitspolizei) in a portrait taken on Christmas Eve, 1920. His decorations include the Royal Prussian Crown Medal, IV. Class (1911), Royal Bavarian Military Merit Medal, IV. Class (1912), Pilot’s Badge of the Imperial Army (1913), Iron Cross 2nd and 1st Classes (October 1914 and February 1915), Wound Badge (1917) and the Turkish Order of the Iron Halfmoon (1917). (Mahncke)

An unemployed man – one of thousands in 1920s Germany – lurks in the shadows as a Polizei patrol checks a Berlin railway station. (Getty Images)

A pair of policemen on patrol in front of the Brandenburg Gate in central Berlin in March 1932. It was Alfred Mahncke’s role to train such men at this time. (Getty Images)

The Mahncke family (Anneliese, Alfred and son Jochen) photographed at Potsdam in 1934. PolizeiOberst Mahncke had just been appointed Kommandeur der Landespolizeioffizierschule at Eiche. (Mahncke)

In power: the new Führer, Adolf Hitler, on an ‘Erinnerungsmarsch’, a march to commemorate the Beer Hall Putsch, with other Alte Kämpfer – ‘old fighters’ – from the Nazi Party in Munich on 9 November 1934. A stern-faced Hermann Göring walks by his side. (Forsyth)

German police undergo hand-to-hand combat training during the early 1930s. Training and instruction of police units was brought into line with that of the Reichswehr, but this in itself was challenging since it required continual revision and the police organization greatly lacked qualified instructors. (Getty Images)

In command and in a new era: a stern-faced Alfred Mahncke in a portrait as a Polizei-Oberst in the Landespolizei at Eiche in 1934. His uniform now carries the new standard eagle and Swastika breast emblem of the Nazi armed forces. (Mahncke)

Hermann Göring (right) returns from a ride in the country with the ageing President Paul von Hindenburg. On 31 August 1933, von Hindenburg promoted Göring from his wartime rank of Hauptmann to no less than a General der Infanterie. But just under a year later, on 1 August 1934, Hindenburg died and Adolf Hitler assumed the title of Reich President as well as Chancellor. Göring’s path to power was assured. (Forsyth)



Oberst Alfred Mahncke clasps his gloved hands as he waits alongside Generalmajor Ernst Busch, commander of 23. Infanterie Division, and other SS, Party and army officers at a formal opening of a new training barracks for members of the Reichsarbeitsdienst (‘RAD’ – the compulsory Reich Labour Service for all Germans between the ages of 19 and 25) in Potsdam in 1935. Hitler viewed the RAD as a fundamental step in the process of rearmament: men who carried shovels would one day carry guns. Furthermore, providing him with a source of cheap labour and a means to eradicate unemployment, Hitler was able to boast, in September 1936, that he had cut the number of jobless from 6 million to 1 million, thus raising his popularity. Ernst Busch would later go on to serve as a corps, army and army group commander in the campaigns in Poland, France and Russia and, although he reached the rank of Field Marshal, he did not enjoy a successful military career or a harmonious relationship with Hitler. He died in July 1945 while a prisoner of the British. (Forsyth)

The Luftwaffe is unveiled. Trailing smoke, Do 17 bombers overfly the Zeppelinfeld in Nuremberg during a display by a Luftwaffe Flak gun in a show of might intended to impress spectators at home and abroad during the 1930s.

Alfred Mahncke hosts the famous American aviator, Charles Lindbergh (second left), the first man to fly across the Atlantic (in 1927), during the latter’s visit to Germany in July 1936. Lindbergh had been invited to Germany by Hermann Göring, who spared no expense in ensuring that the American would leave impressed. In addition to being entertained lavishly at Göring’s palatial residence, Carinhall, Lindbergh attended the opening of the Olympic Games in Berlin and was given a tour of the Luftwaffe’s ‘Richthofen’ fighter Geschwader at Döberitz. Mahncke showed the American around Rangsdorf airfield and the Reich Gliding School at Rhinow. He recalled him being ‘impressed’ and asked Mahncke for a flight in a glider! (Mahncke)

In his capacity as Reichsluftsportführer, Alfred Mahncke salutes the Führer on Reichsparteitag on the crowd-thronged Adolf Hitler Platz in Nuremberg in November 1936, while to the extreme left the Deputy Führer, Rudolf Hess, stands rigidly to attention. Mahncke was presenting Hitler with a march-past of the Deutscher Luftsportverband (DLV). (Mahncke)

Flanked by SS bodyguards, Hitler salutes the DLV contingent from his open-top car as they march through the Adolf Hitler Platz in Nuremberg on Reichsparteitag, November 1936, while Rudolf Hess, Alfred Mahncke and Hermann Göring watch from street-level. (Mahncke)

Crowds watch expectantly as Adolf Hitler waits on a strip of red carpet before stepping up to the podium to address massed ranks of hushed soldiers at the 8th Reichsparteitag in Nuremberg, while six Party officials march slowly towards him with the Blutfahne – the ‘Blood Flag’ – November 1936. To Hitler’s far right on the podium is the Reichsluftsportführer, Oberst Alfred Mahncke. (Mahncke)

The opening ceremony of the Olympic Games in Berlin in August 1936 which drew participants from 59 nations, each represented by a flag lining the stadium, including the famous black athlete, Jesse Owens. Among the 100,000 spectators were Alfred and Anneliese Mahncke. After the swearing of the Olympic oath by the participants, a 3,000-strong choir sang Händel’s Halleluja Chorus. (Getty Images)

Sports gliders assemble for a competition in the Rhön mountains in 1936. Seen in discussion on the left of the group standing in front of the strikingly-painted glider in the foreground, is the German aviatrix Hanna Reitsch. Despite severe political, economic and military restrictions during the 1920s and 1930s, Germany always maintained a covert and overt emphasis on ‘air-mindedness’ among its youth, which manifested itself in air sports, races and gliding on a large scale. The glider in the foreground has been finished in the cream and light blue ‘sunburst’ aerobatic colours of the Nationalsozialistisches Fliegerkorps.







CHAPTER EIGHT
THE HELL OF HILL 211

IN May 1917, my division, the 11. Reserve-Division, occupied a ‘quiet’ sector of the Western Front between Lens and Arras in northern France.1 On the opposite side of the line were mainly troops of the British First Army manning an extensive trench system just like ours. All activity ceased at daylight and the enemy had excellent observation posts; any movement in our trenches, even a small one, invited immediate fire. This was the time when our soldiers rested and prepared for the coming night when fighting would flare up and the highest degree of vigilance would be required. Then barrages by artillery, mortars and machine guns would begin and shock troops and reconnaissance parties would cut right into enemy trenches. And the supply columns, which could only move at night, were constantly under fire from long-range guns. Very unsettling were periods when we harassed each other with underground mines. One could expect to be blown up sky-high with a section of the trench system, and therefore listening posts were installed deep under our lines using sensitive electric devices to monitor the enemy’s mining efforts. Especially nerve-wracking were the noises from the enemy’s pickaxes which went on day and night.
As 2. Stabsoffizier it was my duty to visit the trenches as often as possible, contact the commanders and listen to their requests, remarks and complaints. This was only possible at night. Shortly after my arrival, the 1. Stabsoffizier went on leave and I had to take over the great responsibility of leading the division – but all my life I liked to have responsibility and I never shirked duty. Our division, having been judged ready to enter serious combat after a ‘rest period’ at the ‘quiet’ front, received orders to relocate to Belgium before moving west to occupy a trench system at the foot of Vimy Ridge near Lens, stretching through broken coal country which had suffered terribly in recent battles. We lived among ruins and heaps of rubble and had an almost unobstructed view of enemy positions, directing our fire towards their lines, and the French artillery responded in kind. After my first nightly visits to the trenches, I was certain we had come to a very windy corner indeed. Then all of a sudden things changed, because although my training period on the staff was supposed to last six months, orders arrived for me to lead an infantry company and an artillery battery in the trenches, and when the 1. Stabsoffizier returned, I took command of 4. Kompanie, 1. Bataillon of Infanterie-Regiment No. 156.
My company was ‘at rest’, and before we went forward I spent all available time meeting my soldiers and talking to most of them. Then, one black night, I found myself among the ruins of Lens in a dugout, deep below the abattoir, and took over from the leader of 8. Kompanie. My soldiers settled in their trenches and I took my map and studied it carefully. Then I climbed up and had a good look around. It was my responsibility that this piece of ground remained in our hands; it weighed heavily on my shoulders. The night was warm with a clear sky full of stars. Here and there I heard snatches of quiet words, the clink of weapons, the creaking of leather. Artillery fire from both sides was light, with the British sending their ‘benediction’ far into our Hinterland. Suddenly a barrage of shells exploded in our forward trenches, heavy mines roared across and machine guns fired wildly into the dark. Then quiet again. Sometimes flares ripped through the night, rose to the sky and illuminated no-man’s-land with their bright light. Friend and foe just wanted to show that they were prepared and waiting.
My battle orderly was Gefreiter Prczypulec and we called on my three platoons in their trenches and foxholes. We could only move in a crouch or, where the trenches had been levelled, crawl over the ground. Everyone laboured on improving the line, digging deeper, repairing the extensive wire defences. It was never-ending work that sapped the soldiers’ strength. Our position was roughly at the centre of the division. When dawn came, I saw ahead the remains of the grounds of the Chateau Frenois now occupied by the enemy. This place had been fought over bitterly by both sides for months and had changed hands a few times, but it was now merely a shell-cratered wasteland, the chateau a field of rubble. The old trees had been mowed down or uprooted and lay scattered on the tortured earth. In the distant haze Vimy Ridge loomed high. From there the enemy observed us with sharp field glasses and made our life a misery by firing at anything that moved. German bomber aircraft, returning from a night mission, shot identification signals as they neared our lines.
The crucial section of front for my company was Hill 211 and although only slightly raised above the rest of the terrain, it was vitally important for the division’s whole front line. If this hill should fall to the enemy our division would have to retreat, with disastrous consequences for the neighbours on both flanks. No wonder that the enemy had repeatedly attacked our line, so far without success. When day dawned at last, all work stopped and the men disappeared underground. Even shelling ceased for a while as if by an unwritten code, or if humans wanted to take a breather. My command post was in a cellar about 80 metres behind the forward trenches and a few metres below the ruins of the abattoir. It held an enigma: a piano. How it got there I could not find out. Not much was left of its former polished glory, but one of my officers, a former teacher, visited us often and played it expertly. The rest of the cellar was taken up by shaky plank beds, a crude table with smoking Hindenburg candles, and the telephone operator with his equipment next to a few casualty beds. Above was Hill 211 and the area around it as far as I could see, and below it, this cramped mousehole. Real time lost its meaning, it was divided into light and dark, punctuated by the arrival of our rations.
This world I shared with 122 soldiers who had been placed into my care, men almost exclusively from Upper Silesia who spoke a hard German, peppered with Polish words. But woe betide anyone who dared to question their German roots. They were border people, uncomplaining, solid and loyal soldiers, and anyone who could take a drink with them was forever in their favour. Such a man was Gefreiter Prczypulec. He was a reservist, a few years older than me, and the problem child of the staff sergeant. In civilian life he had been a brewer’s drayman, convicted for grievous bodily harm a few times, and the scars on his face and head proved it. However, he was resourceful and daring, an expert in survival, respected by his friends, and the ideal battle orderly. I soon discovered that everything he did, he did well, and that his objections made good sense. I began to depend on him in all situations as my constant escort and message carrier. When darkness fell, the front line came to life. Search parties were sent out to recover dead and wounded, defences were repaired and strengthened, ration parties hastened to the field kitchen to collect our hot meals and something to smoke. It was Prczypulec’s cue to fetch my food and the company mail, for even in the trenches the ‘paper war’ never went away. After dinner I left my dugout and crawled through the trenches, Prczypulec always at my side. He knew the system like the back of his hand, where the best cover was, where one could walk or had to crawl. I talked to my platoon commanders, checked repair work, spoke to the sentries and listened to the enemy’s activities.
After six days another battalion took over and we marched to our stand-by positions, situated a few hundred metres to the rear, where we had to remain in readiness in case of a heavy attack on the front line. Our main occupation consisted of improving the trench system, digging tunnels and widening the underground chambers. Heavy rain frustrated our work. It rained non-stop day and night. The trenches filled with water and this mixed with the clay to a glutinous mess on which we walked as on soap. Soldiers sometimes lost their boots. Water filled the shell holes, even seeped into our dugouts; if it rose above ankle height we had to bail with mess tins. Sentries stood in mud up to their knees and no one had a dry uniform. Six days later we would return to our rest station at night, running back fast, while lively enemy fire quickened our tempo. Here we were deloused, enjoyed a hot bath, slept, and tried to find our basic humanity after days existing under the most brutal conditions in a zone of annihilation. We also cleaned uniforms, weapons and equipment and organized training courses in shooting and throwing of hand grenades. We held church services and buried some of our comrades. Sermon and prayer by the Chaplain, address by the company commander, three salvoes over the grave, a letter to the next of kin: life carried on.
My batman, Paul Schinke, took good care of me and Foxl was ecstatic to have his master back. I enjoyed relaxing hours, but all the time a cloud of unreality haunted us, knowing that in a few days this life would end and be exchanged for life in the trenches under fire and gas. When would it be over? An end to the war was not in sight. Some soldiers wished for a ‘blighty’ to escape this madness in a decent manner.2 At home they talked with pompous words about patriotism, fighting for Kaiser und Reich, of sacrifice for the Fatherland. But these were empty slogans we never used in the trenches. Every man knew that death was close and they mastered their fear. When the hour of the march to the front approached, they packed their Tornister (knapsack), added family pictures, letters from home and mementos and calmly walked into the unknown.
It was a bleak evening when my company began its march back to the line. At first I rode at the rear of the company, Leutnant Viehweger at the head, but when we neared the front, I dismounted and led on, while Viehweger marched at the rear to make sure nobody lagged behind. Heavier than normal artillery fire, ‘fat’ calibres among it, forced us to take cover and wait until it stopped. It was a march at the edge of life and I did not like this night at all. A fidgety enemy illuminated the terrain, sent gas across and sprayed machine gun fire over the churned-up landscape. Heavy mines roared over and exploded close to us with infernal crashes, their pressure waves throwing us against the trench walls. We struggled on in single file, the men gasping for breath behind their gas masks. Under the blinding flashes from Verey lights and explosions they resembled some kind of prehistoric monsters with long breathing tubes. Suddenly Prczypulec was beside me. ‘Herr Hauptmann, up at the front, pieronnje,’ he warned in his halting German.3 ‘Looks like hell. There’s no way through. Everything is kaputt. We must take other way today.’
With outstretched arms he pointed to the best approach route and safest cover. ‘We must hurry, it is after two. It will be light soon.’ He was right; we had to give the 8. Kompanie the chance to get back safely under cover of darkness. I quickly gave Prczypulec his orders to tell my other two platoons how to reach their positions, and then he was gone.
At last the exchange was done and we were alone in our trenches. But to call them trenches was ridiculous; they had been almost completely flattened by mortars and shells, and were now mere furrows in the ground. Expecting an attack soon I tried to think how best we could defend ourselves, but as usual things turned out differently. Near morning the enemy fire first became less in intensity, then changed to a heavy bombardment. For the next few days and nights we lived between calm and storm, not knowing what to expect. I would have preferred a fight with an enemy of flesh and blood, but we heard only the screaming and explosions around our trenches and shell holes. I crawled from hole to hole to check on my soldiers. Our telephone was dead – the wire to the battalion had been cut and reconnected so many times it was not worth risking the telephonist’s life. Our messenger dog, a reliable big Rottweiler, had not returned from his last run. I hesitated to send Prczypulec on the dangerous route to report back and collect badly needed first-aid bandages, but he had a sixth sense and tenacity, and knew how to survive the dangers. We climbed up to the tunnel exit. We both knew that his chances of finishing a one-way run under the heavy shelling were doubtful, but there and back they were almost nil. His eyes glowed under the steel helmet, his lips a thin slash. He listened intently at the racket, and then suddenly he was gone. I stepped down.
There came a point when the bombardment increased to a numbing intensity never before suffered by us. We were worked over by the heaviest artillery – even battleship guns. This was the prelude to a big attack. The earth trembled beneath my feet and severe tremors shook our bunker. Any second, it could collapse under a direct hit. I would not allow myself to remain underground long. Every time I came up, the surface had changed; new shell holes had opened up and the old ruins pulverized. Terribly mutilated bodies hung in the wires, seeping blood. I crawled from shell holes to bunkers, talked to the soldiers, looked after the wounded, counted our ammunition, worried about Prczypulec who should have been back long ago and stumbled back to my bunker totally exhausted. I heard piano music from below, saw a white candle burn on the table and an upended wine bottle dripping red rivulets all over the surface. In the semi-darkness an officer sat at the piano and hammered on the keys like someone possessed. It was Viehweger and I thought: this is the chaos before the total dissolution of this crazy world. Then, wonderfully, I noticed Prczypulec: he leaned quietly against the wall caressing a pistol in his lap. Abruptly the player stopped and turned. I saw a muddy, drawn face, with frenzied eyes that pierced me. I asked quietly: ‘Leutnant Viehweger what are you doing here? Where is your platoon?’
‘You are still alive?’
‘If I were dead, who should lead 4. Kompanie?’
‘But everyone is dead. The whole company is dead. Nobody can survive this…’ he screamed.
I forced myself to speak as calmly as possible: ‘At least we two are alive. And Prczypulec is alive. And down here are men and above I have more men, so 4. Kompanie still exists. And LeutnantViehweger, you will not quit, will you?’
He looked as if he were coming out of a trance. His eyes focused, his body straightened. He pulled on his mud-streaked steel helmet, saluted smartly and replied: ‘No, Herr Hauptmann!’ Then he climbed up the stairs and vanished into the exploding night.
I could not stay long. Around me the bunker filled with wounded. The foul stench of dust, sweat, carbolic soap, suppurating and putrefying flesh and cigarette smoke made it almost impossible to breathe. Rats scurried among us, and we chased them away, otherwise they would feed on the dying and the dead. When I hurried up the narrow wooden steps, a body fell on me. It was the sentry; he had been hit by shell splinters. I passed him down to a medical orderly. As we crawled towards the third platoon, Prczypulec gripped my arm. ‘Listen, someone shouting.’
I raised my head and heard through the din: ‘Company leader, Fourth!’
We shouted: ‘Here – here!’
It was the battalion leader, Hauptmann Wrampelmeyer, searching for his companies. Together, we slid into a deep shell crater where we were reasonably safe. ‘Thank God, I found you at last.’
He did not tell me much, but what he told me was bad. Serious losses had ripped wide gaps into our line, even the ready-battalion had suffered and the rest-battalion was waiting to advance. In the meantime we would just have to cope somehow. ‘And you know that Hill 211 is desperately important and must be held at all costs?’
‘But what happens if our neighbours cannot hold out?’ I ventured. ‘The fire there is even heavier than here, isn’t it?’
Wrampelmeyer looked at me: ‘My God, if this firework carries on for much longer, all our problems will become academic anyway.’ He pulled a bottle from his pocket, took a swig, handed it to me to drink. Prczypulec gulped some as well and then swallowed the rest. ‘Keep well, my friend.’ Wrampelmeyer said. ‘I must be off.’ He crawled out of the shell crater. Thunder and blackness swallowed him.
On the whole my men accepted the grim situation stoically, but the recently arrived young replacements could not come to terms with it. They had not been prepared for what waited for them in the trenches. Some cried, others were almost crazy with Angst. All were exhausted, their unshaven, dirty faces a sickly colour. Scared to death, they squatted at the bottom of the dugouts like a gang condemned. A few tunnels had received direct hits, burying soldiers. Their friends were frantically digging them out, but working under gasmasks was tiring. My own mask did not fit properly – my face had probably become thinner over the past few days. I believed we had really reached rock bottom and could take no more. We needed more first-aid material: Prczypulec had brought some, but that was lying in my bunker. It was my duty to distribute it among my platoons. We jumped from cover to cover when suddenly a heavy blow hit me. At first I thought I had bumped into Prczypulec, but then felt my hands sticky with blood and was unable to lift them. I slid into the bunker, now packed with even more wounded and dying and with those who could not find protection above. A medic cut open the sleeve and cleaned and bandaged a wound near the right elbow. And then our world ended with the crash of a direct hit which hurled me against a wall. The candles blew out, and smoke and dust choked us. One of the entrances collapsed, the concrete ceiling slid down. Shouts, whimpers, cries followed. We were surrounded by dead, wounded, and the crushed.
I do not remember what day or time it was when the Lutheran Chaplain arrived in our bunker. As an infantry officer he had lost an arm, refused to stay at home, and became a man of God. But since he knew that His word alone does not give strength, he carried cigarettes and a bottle of Schnapps in each pocket. I would have liked to talk to him about my own doubts. How could a loving God allow nations of high cultural standing to tear each other to pieces? How could He allow the flower of young men of all countries to be killed before they even reached maturity? I had come to a point of just wishing for a quick end. I still believe that death on the battlefield deserves highest honours; any nation who refuses to honour their fallen soldiers morally ceases to exist. But contrary to certain writings the soldier’s death is not a sweet death. Every creature is afraid of death. My soldiers pulled themselves into a dark corner, covered their faces with a tarpaulin or greatcoat and waited for the end.
At dawn the enemy finally launched his attack, and the nerve-wracking waiting was over. A soldier almost fell into our bunker shouting: ‘They’re coming!’
I roared: ‘Everybody out!’
I raced up the steps. On top, red signal flashes brightened the morning sky to ask for protective fire. Bullets criss-crossed the field. The enemy guns lifted their barrage fire and moved it to our rear, cutting off any advance by our reserve units. We were alone, lying on the rim of foxholes, craters, dugouts, straining our eyes for the enemy. And then they appeared, brown uniforms, dish-shaped ‘Tommy’ helmets. They jumped over or crawled under our barbed wire or what was left of it. We opened up with frantic machine gun fire, hand grenades tumbled through the air and tore the enemy to shreds. I could hear the screaming of wounded in front of us. But the attack did not last long; perhaps the enemy had not expected such murderous fire. He withdrew. Suddenly it became quiet, only shells and mines crossed overhead. Soon both sides began to probe for the other’s weak spots again. I sent Prczypulec to find out how many men of my company could still fight. Machine gun fire came from all sides, rifles and pistols added to the din, hand grenades exploded. In a crater nearby, ferocious fighting took place, soldiers were locked in hand-to-hand combat, and then I saw the bodies of two British soldiers pushed to the rim. We were like an island, cut off from everyone. A soldier slipped into my shell hole and collapsed. It was Prczypulec, badly wounded by shrapnel that had cut through his helmet and injured his head. He was groggy, but while he was being bandaged he reported. More soldiers had survived than I had hoped for. We still had enough ammunition and with a bit of luck could defend our line. We had one last carrier pigeon. I dictated a short note, sealed it into the capsule and the handler threw the bird into the air where it disappeared. This one arrived safely.
Night came soon. I recalled the soldiers I had sent forward to dislodge the enemy; we would have to try again next morning. The moon rose and shed its pale light over the dead landscape. Once I raised my head to get a better view, and immediately a shot rang out. The bullet passed very close. The soldier who had fired wore a German helmet. Prczypulec glanced at me but made no comment. From then on he never left my side. The shelling started again. I slept fitfully in my crater and ate the rest of my meagre ration. When morning arrived, I tried to count the days we had spent in the trenches but could not. I had lost track of time. And then, among the smoke and dust and exploding shells on our left, a patrol carved its way through the enemy with more troops following. Our relief had arrived and took over the trenches. It took a while for our survivors to assemble at ‘Lucky Castle.’ Of the 122-strong company, 26 remained, all wounded, and one had gone mad. He stood among us, tied up – for his and our safety. That was all. The realization that we had escaped the bloody fighting gave us more energy and we forgot our tiredness. Luckily a truck passed and transported us to camp where we collapsed.
It was again night when Paul Schinke shook me awake from a deathlike sleep. The divisional staff was on the telephone: the 1. Stabsoffizier had been wounded and General Hertzberg wanted me to take over immediately. I did not say goodbye to anybody. Most of my men, Prczypulec among them, had been sent to a field hospital, the rest needed their sleep. The news awaiting me at H.Q. was not good at all. As usual, when fighting was taking place, available information was sketchy, even contradictory. Although Hill 211 was still in our hands, the front line of our division and that of our neighbours’ on our left and right had crumbled. According to reports the enemy was very strong and its High Command was rushing extra troops forward. I expected an attack soon. When I discussed this with the General he had no firm opinion but expected me to guide him. I cut the interview short and instead telephoned my friends at Corps H.Q. who at least could give me some informed advice. Then I sat down to prepare a short draft of action. Before I had started on the second page, a frightened orderly interrupted me with the message that Oberst von Lossberg, Stabschef at 6. Armee, was on his way and wanted to talk to the General and me. Lossberg was the foremost defence specialist on our front and feared by staff officers for his rough treatment of Generals who failed to do their duty. All my life I have never been afraid of senior officers and always spoken my mind when invited to, but I would have given anything to avoid this meeting. My poor condition, the throbbing wound, and the days spent under fire had made me edgy. When I was called to the office, General Hertzberg looked ill at ease; the Oberst was in a bad mood. He questioned me on concise reports on trench systems, our losses, our supply position, our soldiers’ frame of mind and much more, all of which I could not answer fully since I had only arrived six hours ago. But von Lossberg did not know this and became increasingly angry and irritated. Only when von Hertzberg pointed out that I had returned from the front yesterday, did he stop and dismiss me. After an hour, the Oberst left and everyone waited with bated breath for the axe to fall. In the evening the General was recalled and transferred to the ‘officers of the army’, another word for a demotion. I received directives for our Division to fall back to safer positions, drafted my orders, asked the General for his signature and dispatched them. Then I fell on my bed.
As soon as I could I visited Prczypulec in hospital. But before I did I proposed the award of the Iron Cross First Class for his valour and unswerving duty under heavy fire. For a Gefreiter this medal signified a high decoration indeed, and I was asked to report to the commanding general of the Armeekorps to give my reasons. Then I drove to hospital, handed him the Iron Cross and thanked him for his conduct during the dangerous days with me. We talked about the battles, but he became so agitated that I switched to other topics. His wound was healing well although his general condition was poor. I mentioned his deserved home leave and how glad he must be to see his family again. When I bade him farewell, he held my hand for a long time and said that we were parting forever. I saw him once again, but then he did not recognize me any more; his brain was permanently damaged and he suffered terribly from convulsions. One week later he died. He was one of the bravest soldiers I ever knew and I will never forget him.







CHAPTER NINE
THE RUMBLINGS OF DEFEAT

IN June 1917 the Zentrumspartei and a few others in the Reichstag (Parliament) proposed a peace resolution expressing the need for a ‘negotiated peace without winners or losers’, although the Allies had already rejected a previous German peace offer of 12 December 1916.1 The repeat peace resolution was a serious political mistake because it not only played into the hands of our enemies, but at the same time upset Austro-Hungary, Turkey and Bulgaria, undermined our war effort and led to a clash between the government and Hindenburg, the supreme military commander. In July he tendered his resignation, but this was not accepted by the Kaiser. The resignation of the Reichskanzler, Bethmann-Hollweg, however, was accepted, and the uneasy truce that had so far existed between the parties fell apart. Even a new chancellor was unable to extricate the bogged-down parliamentary cart and disunity spread like a cancer. Our enemies rejoiced and did everything to keep the pot boiling. At the front, the news of the peace resolution exploded like a bomb, confused many and led to heated debates. But our trust in the leadership of Hindenburg/Ludendorff was still so strong that, on the whole, the army remained unaffected by these disastrous developments.
My term as a staff officer in the West ended in October 1917 and that autumn I was once again dispatched to the Eastern Front. On the way I stopped over at my old headquarters and spent a convivial evening drinking with all my old friends, which was made even better by the news that my conduct at divisional staff had been described as ‘quite good’ by someone high up. A few days later I joined the staff of Generalkommando z.b.V. 57 in Bogdanow, along the Wilna-Rowno railway line in Russia. We lived in solid wooden huts and, despite heavy frost and snow, we were very comfortable. Among my duties was the evaluation of fact-finding missions, spy reports and interrogations of prisoners. It also fell upon me, as the staff officer with the most recent experience of conditions on the Western Front, to prepare battalion and company commanders for the demands that would be made of them when they arrived in France where their soldiers were desperately needed.
Ever since the Russian Front had been shaken by the disintegration of the Russian State, things had gone downhill. Then followed the bloody March Revolution, the Tsar’s abdication and the subsequent murders of him and his family, and the infighting of political parties. Contact between us and their army somehow developed into a sort of armistice, not in a legal sense, but de facto, because the Russian infantry declared, quite openly, that they would not fight, but would remain in their trenches. Suddenly in May, the Russian leaders had once again opened a new offensive along our front with varying degrees of success, but in the end the combined Austro-German forces broke their backs. Still, there was no armistice until mid-December when such a document was signed at Brest-Litowsk, although this changed nothing as trenches on both sides remained occupied.
After Christmas 1917 I travelled to Sedan in France to take part in a four-week long Kursus für Generalstabsoffiziere – a lecture course for potential General Staff officers. It was a very tough time physically and mentally, forcing everyone to perform under constant pressure at all hours. But we managed. One evening the Kronprinz, commander of 5. Armee since the beginning of the war, was our guest. He had become a serious, even depressed, person and little remained of the sparkling, spirited man from the old days. We talked about conditions on the Russian Front and he spoke guardedly, yet hopefully, of the future.
At the end of January 1918 I returned to Bogdanow, but not for long. There I found the military situation unchanged. Lenin and Trotsky’s unbending attitudes towards a peace treaty wreaked havoc among Russian troops about whom they could not have cared less as long as they were able to advance their ideas of a Bolshevik world revolution. They played shamelessly to a world gallery as the victors, and used every trick to spread Communist doctrine and ideas among our soldiers. On 10 February Trotsky declared that the war was over, but stubbornly refused to sign a peace treaty. In order to end this impasse an all-out German offensive was launched a few days later. When our advance met no serious opposition, the Russian government finally caved in and signed a treaty on 3 May 1918.
By that time I had already left for the West and joined the staff of XXVI. Reserve-Korps in the Champagne. I had reached my goal at last, and this promotion entitled me to wear the red braids on my trousers, the mark of a General Staff officer. Regrettably, my term at the staff was curtailed when, one day, a friend from Kogenluft telephoned me on orders from Oberst Thomsen to inform me that I was to return to his staff. This was completely against my plans and I asked him to intercede on my behalf, but if Thomsen would not change his mind, I requested a spell of duty at the front beforehand. I had been out of a cockpit for quite some time and needed to refresh my flying skills. Consequently I was promoted commander of the Königlich Sächsische Flieger
Abteilung (A) 231, consisting of new Roland Walfisch C biplanes, then the fastest scouting aircraft, with a 160 hp Mercedes engine and two machine guns, and fitted out with the latest air-to-ground equipment for artillery scouting and fire control. I took lessons to familiarize myself with the new aeroplane and also acquired an Albatros D.V fighter with which I was able to give my pilots extra protection when they went about their duties. It gave them confidence knowing that their Abteilungsführer flew with them. Visits to units at the front and to friends were also on the itinerary, and I called on the Jagdgeschwader I, commanded by the famous Manfred von Richthofen. A myth had already formed around this famous squadron, and wherever von Richthofen’s red Fokker Dr. I Triplane appeared with his pilots, the sky was swept clean of enemy aircraft and our infantry in their trenches and foxholes could breathe easier. Richthofen’s strong willed personality had attracted a team of brilliant young men who followed him through thick and thin. Like his teacher, Oswald Boelcke, he stood head and shoulders above the crowd as a gifted leader; he was very modest, radiated confidence and had great tact. I have seen Richthofen a few times among his pilots and every time was impressed by his winning charm. The last time was a few days before his death in late April 1918. After 80 victories he was killed in a dogfight behind enemy lines and British pilots buried him with all military honours.
I arranged local scouting and spotting missions on a small scale for my squadron, allowing my crews to grow accustomed to conditions at the front. Soon we noticed signs of a build-up for a big German offensive. It was preceded by a carefully planned and concealed deployment of forces on the ground and in the air. We moved to a field 50 km north of Reims, at Savigny, where we found solid hangars. Every morning and late in the evening our aeroplanes flew singly to the new airfield and were quickly wheeled into the hangars. Trucks and cars moved only at night and during the day everything looked deserted. The date and time of our attack were secret; we merely felt something big was going to happen. On the last day before the offensive all flying units moved to their Gefechtsflugplätze (jump-off fields), and we settled on one at Neuville. Tensions were high and the town was so crowded we barely managed to find space. Unbearable heat, dust and millions of flies made life a torture and the din from passing troop columns and from enemy bomber raids kept us awake. My orders arrived late. Reims was to be taken and the focal point of our attack was the hills between this city and Eperny. I was worried. Would this massive and perhaps last great effort by German forces give us the hoped for and desperately needed victory? What would happen if this attack failed? But we were young, and young men are more willing to believe in themselves and their luck. Every soldier carries a dose of healthy self-confidence in his Tornister.
When I arrived on the airfield a few hours later, my uneasy thoughts had disappeared. It was 15 July 1918. After a tremendous, but this time shorter, artillery barrage, our infantry attacked. Dense fog prevented us from flying and it only lifted later in the morning enabling us to conduct fire control. German and enemy aeroplanes turned and swooped high above us in dogfights and now and then an aeroplane corkscrewed down like a flaming torch. We could never see if it was one of our own or an enemy. Although we received reports that our infantry had crossed the Marne, we soon encountered massive resistance. Contrary to previous times, the enemy had massed his main defences far in the rear and, after halting our attack, launched his counter strikes. The climax was reached when the enemy emerged from the woods of Villiers-Cotterets with massive forces and attacked, assisted by swarms of aircraft including American machines. Jagdgeschwader III and Jagdgeschwader I, the latter now without Richthofen, swept the skies clean and gave us spotters opportunity to do our work. These were ‘hot’ days for my unit. Two of my crews did not return and their fates were never established.
After a few days it became clear that our forces were unable to reach their targets. Reims was not taken and losses on both sides were high. But we pilots were called upon again and again to assist, although my crews were exhausted. Making matters worse, an unexpected flu epidemic ripped through troops everywhere. It was the dreaded Spanish flu, which brought on shivering fits, splitting headaches, body pain and loss of energy. I also did not feel well but, like everyone else, continued flying as long as possible. Wanting to escape the village with its continuous noise, dust, heat and dirt, I moved to the airfield and slept peacefully in an aircraft tent-hangar. That same evening the weather turned nasty. Strong squalls raced across the field and I had the tents well secured and the number of guards increased. But during the night a whirlwind-like thunderstorm hit us like a cyclone. All our tents collapsed, burying our valuable aeroplanes and everything else, and within seconds the airfield was a scene of chaos. After I had extricated myself from the remains of my tent, I raised the alarm and crews and mechanics tried to save what they could. Some tents had been ripped from their anchors and our aircraft scattered all over the place. Not one machine was saved. With a single blow my whole unit had been wiped out.
When morning dawned, a staff officer arrived to assess the damage. He told me that many other units had fared just as badly; even our ‘colleagues on the other side’ had not escaped. We packed up our torn tents and what was left of our damaged aircraft on trucks and moved to the rear where, for a change, we found good lodgings, and after a few days of rest, we were in shape once more. I had the pleasant task of handing medals to officers, NCO and men, announce promotions and thank them for their sterling work. There was one disappointment for me though. One of my pilots, Feldwebel Bileski, had greatly distinguished himself during the fighting, had relieved incapacitated pilots and always returned with excellent scouting results. He was an outstanding pilot and liked by everyone. I had recommended his promotion to Reserveoffizier, realizing I would have to face the antipathy of Prussian traditionalists as he was Jewish. But I hoped that in this fifth year of war sense and reason would prevail on the part of higher authority. Sadly it was not to be. A totally negative attitude carried the day. This was not the only case of misdirected bureaucratic zeal. My unit had originally consisted of Saxon soldiers only, but during the months of fighting, soldiers from other provinces had joined us. When the Royal Saxon War Ministry discovered this, they insisted that all non-Saxons should be released and replaced with inexperienced soldiers from home. It took a while for my protests to be heard and acted upon, and this charade was nipped in the bud.
The last German offensive of the war had failed quite simply because the army of 1918 was not the same as the one of 1914. An overlong war had seriously weakened our army infrastructure, leading to a desperate shortage of well-trained leaders. Most of them slept three feet underground, and the rest were unfit for duty due to injuries received in the field. The new generation of leaders up to Oberleutnant knew only war service, lacked maturity, mental toughness and strength of will. A keen observer could clearly see the decline of units in their conduct, smartness, salute and marching order – or rather the lack of it. There was the deplorable incident of a Marine-Infanterie-Brigade, (an infantry unit made up of sailors from inactive warships), who had taken the city of Albert with a spirited charge. On a railway siding they came upon a British goods train left behind. It was full of food. The sailors plundered the trucks, gorged themselves on the delicacies, and when they discovered bottles of spirits, began a drinking orgy and pelted each other with raw eggs. At a crucial moment when it mattered most, the brigade was totally drunk. One could sympathize with the hungry sailors, but where were the officers who could face their men, gun in hand if necessary, to force them to obey orders?
Inside Germany things changed with frightening speed. Many of the rebellious speeches made by the political left found their way to the front, confusing minds. Replacements arriving from home were either youngsters who had grown up in fatherless families, had earned money in ammunition factories and been indoctrinated by Communist ideas, or they were old factory workers forced to leave easy jobs with good money. Together they formed ill-disciplined, defiant mobs. A further negative influence was German soldiers returning from Russian POW camps who believed they were exempt from further service. Many attempted to desert on the way to the front; entire units sabotaged their transfer because they knew that fighting in the West was dangerous. On top of all this, covert and overt enemy propaganda poisoned the people, and the Reichsleitung was unwilling to enforce countermeasures in the face of protests from the extreme Left.







CHAPTER TEN
THE WRITING ON THE WALL

AT the end of September I rejoined Thomsen’s H.Q. at Verviers and came face-to-face with the realities of a bad, and steadily worsening, war situation. The enemy had gained the upper hand, we lacked a continuous, defensive front line and our troops were totally worn out, just as our British and French opponents were. But with the Americans and their fresh, although poorly trained soldiers, and their enormous supplies backing up the Allies, the end was inevitable. In Germany things went downhill and there was no statesman strong enough to turn the ship of state around, while tensions between our Reichsleitung and military leadership escalated. Party politics had subverted government to such an extent that it made ever more concessions. When our military command decided to exhort the whole German nation to a massive and final effort to end the war, this led to an incurable rift and Ludendorff became its first victim. The Reichskanzler demanded his dismissal. Ludendorff pre-empted this by handing in his resignation. Hindenburg did the same, but this was denied. At Kogenluft Ludendorff’s resignation hit us like a blow as he had been our most articulate and prominent supporter. His successor was acceptable to Reichsleitung and majority parties alike because he was from Württemberg and not a died-inthe-wool Prussian like Ludendorff.
My new field of work was organizing supplies to all squadrons and departments. Considering the many shortages at this late stage of the war, it was a thorny and almost hopeless task which could not be solved to everybody’s satisfaction. The lack of aviation fuel especially worried me. Allocations had been reduced during summer to 7,000 tons per month for the Flieger Abteilungen, leading to drastic cuts in operations, and in September further rationing followed because the Navy demanded increased supplies to continue with U-boat operations. From then on a Flieger Abteilung was only given 200 litres per day and a fighter squadron 150 litres per day. This all but strangled us. Coal shortages at home resulted in reduced output of aircraft engines, ammunition and anti-aircraft guns, and in some factories workers flatly refused to work overtime. I toiled at the centre of it all – compromising, balancing, reconciling and pacifying. It became the most worrisome part of the war for me.
On 5 October 1918 the German Government turned to the US President, Woodrow Wilson, with an offer for ‘a fair peace’, a purely political decision, because the army was forced to carry on fighting in the hope of forcing the enemy to agree to reasonable peace negotiations. They did not have to. Our political parties from left and centre spread their insidious poison among civilians and soldiers and saw to it that newspapers added their vindictive voices, closing with the infamous statement of 20 October 1918: ‘Germany, and this is our firm will, shall lower its war banner for ever, without having carried it home victorious for the last time.’
In early November our front line was taken back to a line Antwerp-Maas, and our aircraft were grouped on selected airfields in the rear for protection and to maintain control and discipline. One morning Thomsen and I drove to a meeting of the OHL at Spa. On the road we met trucks full of soldiers wearing red armbands, shouting and gesticulating, and Spa was crowded with soldiers, some weird-looking types among them. The atmosphere inside the building where we were supposed to meet was tense and charged: nervous individuals rushed around, seemingly without purpose. When Thomsen returned from his meeting he was quiet. On the road back we visited the Kaiser’s villa. He was walking in his garden absorbed in an animated discussion with members of his staff. He frequently underlined his words with a curt gesture of his right hand. I noticed Thomsen shaking his head as if to say: ‘You talk about matters you cannot control.’ This was the last time I saw the Kaiser.
In Berlin the underworld crawled from the gutters abetted by sailors of the Imperial Navy. All of a sudden it came to light that since 1915 certain groups within had begun to form revolutionary cells in the fleet. The once pampered child of Kaiser und Volk had become a hotbed of betrayal and insurrection. Many warships had rusted idly in harbours for years, sailors becoming lazy and bored, willing targets for Communist propaganda, and once they realized they might be sent to sea to fight one last great battle, they mutinied. Only the U-boat crews and some elite units were not involved in the rebellion. Many of our army units simply collapsed; there were mutinies, looting, shootings, indiscriminate destruction of valuable property and worse. We noticed with dismay that even among our own units, ground staff sometimes refused to function. On 8 November sailors opened jails to release criminals of any kind. At the OHL it was discussed using loyal troops to re-establish law and order with a bloody confrontation being the end result. When asked for their views military leaders said the army would fight the enemy but not the Heimatfront –  the home front – and the subject was dropped. The Reichsregierung unilaterally announced the Kaiser’s Thronverzicht (abdication), and the Social Democrats proclaimed the German Republic. One day later, on Hindenburg’s recommendation, the Kaiser crossed the border to the Netherlands to ask for political asylum. The Crown Prince followed. Harsh words were directed against the Monarch, justified and unjustified, but for me and for many others, a world had simply collapsed.
On 11 November 1918 an armistice was signed in the forest of Compiègne with the most humiliating conditions. The Fliegertruppe was ordered to hand over a total of 2,000 aircraft, but we never had that many, and the figure was reduced to 1,700 during protracted negotiations. Some crews refused to hand over their aeroplanes and set fire to their beloved machines, or flew them back home and left them standing at random airfields. Our time at Verviers was over and we returned to Berlin by rail. In order not to be attacked en route we placed machine guns on top of the train and arrived safely in our barracks where the reception was icy. We were definitely not welcome. The Inspekteur was still Oberstleutnant Siegert, but he did not meet with us. Relations between him and Thomsen had suffered over the years and the once cordial alliance had become strained. Both were so dissimilar in temperament and character that, although working towards the same goal of promoting the Fliegertruppe, they differed in their views of how to achieve it, and this led to their estrangement. The impulsive Siegert found it difficult to come to terms with the taciturn Thomsen and after the war moved to the political left which he believed promised a democratic spring.
The ‘red’ Soldatenrat (‘soldier officials’) in command of the Inspektion, issued confused orders and mutineers sold valuable property and aircraft spares. Even at the Posen airfield, which I had once established, soldiers sold crates full of spares to the Poles. Every day we witnessed disgusting behaviour and mob rule. It was time for our staff to disband. After a short farewell speech, Hoeppner and Thomsen handed signed photographs to all those who had worked closely with them and that was the end. I did, however, not leave right away but continued to work at the Inspektorat to receive a salary and to see what was going to happen. I had to say goodbye to my batman, Paul Schinke. He had been with me for five long years and always taken excellent care of me. He was much more than a loyal servant, he was my close and caring friend in good times and bad, reliable, honest and discreet. When we embraced on parting he had tears in his eyes. We never saw each other again, but we corresponded by letter until his death.
I journeyed to Berlin which was in uproar. Processions and unruly demonstrations for or against something were the order of the day and when the crowds met, shots were fired and there were casualties – wounded and dead. Most hated by the rebels, though, were officers and soldiers who still wore their uniforms. They were attacked as ‘henchmen of the counter-revolution’ and beaten and their cockades, insignia of rank and medals ripped off. This led to disgusting scenes and brutal clashes and some officers were murdered. The local police force was absolutely helpless. It was not equipped to deal with the seething mobs. Anarchy carried the day and deserters were feted. In addition, and to the dismay of resident German Jews, lower class Jews from eastern countries streamed across our borders to join all those who flocked to the German corpse like vultures. Our new government found itself in a dilemma, because it had so recklessly demobilized our army. Suddenly there was no one to protect them and a frantic call went out for former officers and soldiers to volunteer and fight the terrorists, to clear the capital from drug pushers, criminals, deserters and war profiteers. I joined the Freiwilligen-Regiment Reinhard of the Freikorps led by Oberst Wilhelm Reinhard, wearer of the Pour le Mérite with Oak Leaves, and took over a company comprised of officers only. Leading them presented a few problems though, because service was voluntary and as such there was a constant coming and going. But on the whole we served well together and when we went into action, we fought as one, and that was what counted. We were billeted in a small school and I had been given a precisely demarcated area in which to operate, although from time to time we combined with other companies for larger operations and cleaning-up duties.
Radical, extreme left-wing socialists known as ‘Spartacists’ had occupied the inner city building of the Social Democratic newspaper Vorwärts in early December and had built defensive positions in the adjoining streets, terrorizing the surrounding quarters. The government therefore decided to do something drastic and ordered the Freiwilligen-Regiment Potsdam, to which my company also belonged, to clean the place up. One early morning, a strong, armed attack began on the defensive positions around the Belle-Alliance-Platz. However, the assault was beaten off by dense machine gun fire and we had to employ mortars. But when even this did not do the trick and the enemy carried on firing, we resorted to heavy mortars. One heavy mine hit the main building in its centre and crashed through all storeys, carrying defenders and weapons with it. The large building shook and trembled and under the protection of the confusion, the ensuing dust and smoke, our assault troops entered the building from all sides, taking the ‘Red’ defenders prisoner.
The Police Headquarters at the Alexanderplatz were another hot-spot because the so-called ‘Polizeipräsident’ Ernst was up to mischief. He had employed many Communist cronies and also made contacts with the ultra-Reds in order to subvert the Government. One day after the previously described attack, the heavily fortified and armed Police Headquarters was stormed and the defenders fled into the nearby brewery where, after a short fight, they were taken prisoner. During this period, Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, both leading members of the Communist Party and key figures in its uprising, were shot by soldiers and their bodies dumped in an inner city river.
As had to be expected, the death of these two radicals led to an increase in skirmishes, shootings and killings, not only in Berlin but around the entire country, all driven on by Communist militants, who formed themselves into ‘action committees’. In Berlin we were called from one flashpoint to another, often searching complete city districts for weapons and ammunition. Despite all these measures, trouble spots remained all over the place and it took a long time before normality returned. Gradually we managed to bring matters under control.
At the end of February 1919 a telegram from home informed me that my stepfather had died and that my mother wanted me to take over the running of our farm. Since I could not see any future for me in the Fliegertruppe, I handed in my letter of resignation and was released from active duty with my legal pension and the right to wear the uniform of Flieger-Bataillon No. 2. During my last days in Berlin I met many old comrades who, like me, felt uprooted, but we did not let things get us down. We pilots often met in the Weinstube Rösch on the Kurfürstendamm (where a certain Hermann Göring was a regular, although he never had any money), and toasted each other, asked the orchestra to play the Fliegermarsch and remembered our fallen friends.1 I was one of the members of a generation who, when they wanted to sit down at the ready and waiting table of life, discovered that it was already being cleared.













Part Two
THE DARK YEARS
1919-1935
Germany is forbidden to maintain either land or sea forces… Germany is to surrender all her land and water aircraft, including any which may be in the process of manufacture, development, or construction… This order also covers aircraft engines, ballonets, and wings, armaments, ammunition, airborne instruments, wireless equipment, photographic equipment (including film cameras) …
For a period of six months after the present Treaty becomes effective,
Germany is forbidden to manufacture or to import
aircraft or aircraft parts…
EXTRACTS
FROM PART V, ARTICLES 198, 201 AND 202 OF THE
TREATY
OF VERSAILLES 28 JUNE 1919
‘Golden is the past, red is the present and black is the future…’
POPULAR GERMAN
SLOGAN, 1919







CHAPTER ELEVEN
BLACK FUTURE

IN our province of East Prussia, and its capital Königsberg, things had turned ugly. The city’s old castle, the Königsberger Schloss, had been occupied by the so-called Rote Volksmarinedivision (‘People’s Red Marine Division’), comprised of former Navy personnel who made contact with the Bolshevik army across our border only 35 km away. They terrorized the authorities and spread fear and panic among residents. Eventually matters came to a head and one morning heavy guns and machine guns echoed through the streets. Before the locals had time to recover from their shock, a military volunteer unit had stormed and taken control of the building. For once the city was able to relax, at least on the surface, because Königsberg overflowed with refugees from Kurland. They had fled ahead of the dreaded Bolsheviks when our soldiers had been forced to retreat. The cities of Riga, Mitau and Kowno had already been evacuated when Soviet terror raced through the country, killing countless people. In addition the Poles, believing themselves close to their old dream of a sovereign state, fought against Latvia and Russia, and as they had some success, revealed an appetite for East Prussia too. A massive propaganda effort was launched by the Polish government (who demonstrated a voracious appetite to annex East Prussia) to persuade the people to vote for voluntary integration, and if this did not happen they made it very clear they would take it by force.
Our farm – known as ‘Glinken’ – became my home once again and for someone else my post as deputy foreman might have been adequate. But I had served in important posts while here, and although not entirely an amateur in agriculture, I had to rely on our foreman’s advice. Unfortunately, my relationship with my mother began to suffer; essentially, she expected me to work on the farm for free. Furthermore, investments had to be made to maintain and to raise production, the houses occupied by the farm hands had to be repaired, and all this cost a lot of money. She, however, voiced objections. I loved riding and wished to buy a horse arguing that it would enable me to control the farm much better. She replied that my stepfather had not ridden a horse and so I gave in. The only happy interlude in my otherwise mundane life were the visits of my much younger stepsisters, Hanna and Ilse, during their school holidays. Once I accompanied them back to boarding school and met one of their best friends, Anneliese Brachvogel, of whom they had spoken often. I therefore had a chance to talk to this sensitive and shy girl. Among these young things I felt a bit like an outsider. In the event, Anneliese would become my dear wife some years later.
The instability in our province, with its high unemployment, resulted in the looting of solitary farms and houses. The political terms these ‘Red’ terrorists used included: ‘For the armed worker the worst enemy is unimportant: his war is against employers and capitalism!’ and ‘Property is theft!’ There were robberies, gang hold-ups, murder and arson. Close to our farm, grazing animals were poached, potato clamps emptied, and wagon loads of forest timber carted away. The closeness of the border was especially disadvantageous.
The Versailles Treaty was signed on 28 June 1919. It was a peace dictated by the Allies. The purpose of the treaty was to erase Germany as equal partner from the list of great nations by destroying its political, military and commercial power base. This was achieved by forcing the country to surrender territory, by payment in kind and by compensation on such a vast scale that German workers would be enslaved by the victors for generations to come. In essence, it was a blank treaty with an indefinite date of release from ‘debtors’ prison’ as Kriegsschuldner – ‘debtors of war’. Our military infrastructure was crushed and the armaments industry reduced to a minimum, although countries around us rearmed feverishly. As a soldier, the conditions of Versailles hit me hard. They ordered that ‘… the army is only to be used for the preservation of law and order on German territory and as border police.’
We were allowed to keep 200,000 soldiers which, by 31 March 1920, had to be reduced to 100,000. The number and calibre of arms and ammunition were prescribed, we were not allowed any tanks, U-boats or anti-aircraft defences, and the Navy had to be satisfied with a handful of aged warships. In effect, we were allowed no air force, and for the initial period at least, not even an airship for peaceful purposes. Large sections of German provinces were handed over to France, Belgium, Poland and Latvia, but the most diabolic move was the creation of the Polish corridor separating East Prussia from Germany. This, undoubtedly, was a root cause of the Second World War twenty years later and, referring to the corridor, Marshal Ferdinand Foch, supreme commander of the Allied armies in 1918, spoke the prophetic words, ‘There lie the roots for a new war.’
As a final humiliation, Germany was asked to admit its exclusive blame in starting the war and to hand over German nationals, including the Kaiser, Hindenburg and Ludendorff, for sentencing as war criminals. Massive unemployment and impoverishment of large sectors of German society was the end result and facilitated Hitler’s rise to power. One should not forget, though, that without his arrival Germany would have disappeared into the bloody morass of communism.
On 11 August 1919 Germany was given a new constitution, with the 181 articles becoming an example of democratic perfectionism to the outright joy of unworldly ideologists. For the next fifteen years this constitution was the source of political infighting until Hitler elbowed it aside. There was one point in the new constitution that upset me very much: the replacement of the old German national flag with a new one. The flag of black-white-red, which had flown over Germany for 48 years, was replaced by black-white-yellow. In this case the colour yellow was supposed to be the colour gold. The German people soon joked about it: ‘This flag suits us. Golden was the past, red is the present and black is the future.’
Summer passed along. Our position at Glinken was not exactly rosy, but mother was fortunate enough to be able to sell the farm and I was my own man again and could shape my life as I wished.







CHAPTER TWELVE
WITH THE POLICE

IT was not in my nature to wait for a lucky break, and when a friend told me about the recent formation of the Sicherheitspolizei – Security Police – which was to protect our province, I called on an old flying friend, Rittmeister Graf Wolfskeel zu Reichenberg, now the Kommandeur of the Sicherheitsgruppe Allenstein, and asked about prospects for employment. He promoted me to Hundertschaftsführer (Company Leader) of Sicherheitspolizei Abteilung IV to Lötzen in Masuria. This appointment – which took effect from 1 October 1919 – was entirely in accordance with my wishes. Here, for the second time in my life, fate switched the points so to speak, and everything that followed was of logical consequence. I never had cause to regret my decision. It was the cornerstone of my successful career leading me towards my old profession as a pilot and later to responsible and senior positions in the Luftwaffe.
My company was billeted in the new infantry barracks at Lötzen and our armament consisted of machine guns, Karabiner 98 rifles , Pistole 08 handguns, a few artillery pieces and light mortars. In the beginning the Sicherheitspolizei had been a rather motley crowd with its members emanating from all the different arms of the old services. Only a few of the officers had served before the war, the rest being war officers or from the Reserve, and since service was voluntary there was a constant coming and going. Some disliked the rigid discipline, but we believed in military commitment, and although we were not soldiers in the strict sense of the word, our commanders were determined that we should be respected more as soldiers than as policemen.
The twentieth of July 1920 was the Abstimmung – voting day, or plebiscite, for the people of the districts of Allenstein and Marienwerder to decide whether or not they wanted to belong to Poland, which had been promised these two districts as a condition of the Versailles Treaty, or to Germany. All military units had to leave the provinces before that date, with the highest authority resting on the electoral commission consisting of British, French, Italian, German and Polish officials who were assisted by small units of their own soldiers. Actively supported by the French, the Poles began a clever propaganda campaign, with all sorts of golden promises if the people would only vote for Poland: Poland wanted to swallow these two districts for reasons of prestige, most importantly, and because they included valuable agricultural land. Since German officials had to remain strictly neutral, and this included the police, we were assigned the working name of Abstimmungspolizei, (Election Police), and were to take orders only from the Interalliierte Militär-Kontrollkommission (IMKK – the Inter-Allied Military Control Commission). The weeks leading up to the Abstimmung were tense, and on voting day thousands of people arrived, even from foreign countries. When evening fell, the streets were filled with expectant crowds waiting for the results of the vote. As anticipated the result was an overwhelming majority for Germany, and the high point of the day was reached when at about midnight, results from other cities and towns were read out which were exactly the same. All of a sudden church bells began to ring and people sang the patriotic hymn Niederländisches Dankgebet and the choral Nun danket alle Gott. This day will never fade from my memory.
‘Nie wieder Krieg!’ – ‘Never again war!’ This was the call from idealists, pacifists, concerned citizens and people with unworldly, starry-eyed beliefs. Nevertheless, this summer brought us a new conflict with the Russo-Polish war. The Versailles Treaty had transformed Poland into a sovereign republic, sandwiching it between two great powers whom the Poles hated with equal passion. In addition, a mistrusting nationalism had helped to turn Poland’s leaders into troublemakers and they lost any sense of political realism. This Russo-Polish war sent its threatening waves towards the East Prussian border and did not allow its worried citizen any peace. Groups of defeated Russian troops were pushed against our border with the risk that they might cross over it to avoid capture. Military units were not available and we were therefore called in to disarm those Russian units that wanted to cross over to German territory. This was successfully achieved, and a direct confrontation averted.
A transfer to the Sicherheitspolizei-Stab at Allenstein followed, where I became advisor and deputy to the commander. I liked working with my colleagues very much, most of whom were not only excellent officers, but also pursued part-time interests. These years remain in my memory as pleasant and productive. During this time new measures were introduced by the IMKK to demilitarize our units as we had been too successful in the execution of our duties. Since the Sicherheitspolizei had been born out of an urgent need and was recruited from instantly available ex-soldiers, training was done along military lines and it must be said that, over time, we were responsible for stabilizing law and order in Germany. In the long run, though, we could not replace the ordinary state police force whose duties were non-military. Ultimately, the IMKK demanded that we discard our field grey army uniforms, steel helmets and machine guns. Instead we were issued with dark green uniforms and the famous Prussian tall, peaked cap-helmets – the Jägertschako –  and given the name Schutzpolizei (‘Protection Police’).
As an important location, Allenstein was also a garrison town for units of Reichswehr infantry, cavalry and artillery – the troops belonging to the restricted military force that Germany was permitted to have under the terms of the Versailles Treaty and which was led by Generaloberst Hans von Seeckt. When I met up with a few old officer friends they invited me to their Kasino. But the cordial ties that had existed between serving officers in the old Armee gradually slackened since the Reichswehr wilfully cut itself off from the outside world and continued to live in its past. The Reichswehr served the government to protect the country but it was not exactly enthusiastic in doing so since it perceived the new rulers to be anti-German or even anti-Germany. Thus the conflict between State and Reichswehr was never properly resolved during the Weimar Republic, perhaps only bridged for a time, and many Reichswehr officers treated us – the police – with a certain reserve since we served the government.
In the early 1920s, the conditions of the Treaty of Versailles became more repressive and led to rampant inflation. Prices for goods rose dramatically and the standard of living fell. With the clout of their unions, workers could force wage increases, and traders and farmers could increase prices, but pensioners, the unemployed and civil servants were badly off. The latter were given increases, albeit paid out very late, and when I received my salary it was worth little. Many people were forced to sell their jewellery, gold, silver, furs, clothes or valuable furniture, merely to stay alive, and pensioners could foresee a time when it would be over for them. With dread, my mother saw her considerable investments shrink until dividends and interests did not cover her living expenses any longer. It was fortunate that my stepsister, Hanna, was able to come to her rescue. She had married a rich farmer and as there was room enough in their mansion, she invited my mother to move in.
Then in August 1922 Hanna’s first son was to be christened. I was asked to be his godfather and my sister’s friend, Anneliese Brachvogel, his godmother. When I met Anneliese again I found her very pretty, perhaps still a bit reserved – but when we prepared the strawberry punch for dinner that afternoon, I also noticed her charm, deftness and quick wit. We spent some time together and I found it very kind of Hanna that she arranged for Anneliese and myself to sit next to each other at the dinner table. It was only afterwards that it dawned on me that she had played matchmaker, but it happens to all people in love that they have a blind spot. Among the merriment of the party I realized that I was very attracted to her, and when we parted after midnight we both knew that from now on we would walk through life together. A furtive kiss sealed our promise. That night I hardly closed my eyes. I was now ‘we’ and this ‘we’ was a big commitment. Thoughts tumbled through my brain, but all convinced me that I had done the right thing and that, although I had acted fast, I had not over-reacted. When morning broke, a beautiful summer day, all doubts had vanished, and it was very trying for me to wait for breakfast when I would be reunited with my love. Eventually I was able to greet her. I would have preferred to take her in my arms and kiss her but this was obviously impossible. After breakfast we slipped away to stroll through the forest to talk. There were so many things to consider and we also had to map out our future path. We agreed that I should call formally on her parents over the following weekend at their farm in Catrinowen in the district of Lyck in Masuria. On my arrival her father greeted me at the door and accompanied me into the drawing room where I was introduced to her mother. I did not waste any time but presented my proposal right away, receiving the distinct impression that my request was favourably accepted. We made some small talk and eventually the master of the house fetched his daughter from next door and we fell happily into each other’s arms. Two weeks later the official engagement party took place, during which we were presented to our many friends and acquaintances.
Anneliese and I had decided on a short engagement and we were married on 31 March 1923 at Catrinowen in a civil ceremony, while the church wedding took place at Easter in the next village. In the evening the celebrations began and carried on for the many guests right into the morning. Father-in-law presented us with a few hundred-thousand Marks for our honeymoon, which sounded a lot of money but with inflation rampant, it merely allowed us ten days in Dresden. I remember a wonderful performance of the ‘Magic Flute’ in the state opera for which we obtained tickets only with difficulty since the demand from foreign tourists was high. They paid about six times the price we paid, but the way in which we had to almost beg for our tickets was depressing. The sell-out of Germany was in full swing.
In the meantime, the Höhere Polizeischule (Main Police School) had been established in Potsdam-Eiche. The school had two aims: training a new generation of police officers and vocational training of the existing officer corps in scientific subjects. I was called up to the Hauptmann’s course for October. Living arrangements were no problem as we lodged in the barracks, but I refused to be parted from my wife for such a long time and looked for private accommodation in Potsdam, which I was lucky to find. At Eiche we received lectures in national and criminal law, police-and administrative law, trade law and police deployment, (i.e. police tactics), although this word was never used on account of it being perceived as too militaristic. The officers of the Berlin police occupied a special position in Germany as Berlin was the centre of government with an international character and thousands of foreign tourists, and therefore needed responsible representatives of law and order. Only former Reserve officers were accepted which ensured that the force was above average. While they were called police commissioners elsewhere, in Berlin they used military ranks prefixed with the word police, i.e. Polizei-Hauptmann, Polizei-Oberst (Police Captain, Police Colonel) etc. I found the lectures extremely interesting and worked hard to master the subjects as this was necessary if one wanted to advance in the force.
Unfortunately, the commercial situation in Germany steadily worsened and very few people had enough to live on. Only traders managed to survive, with unscrupulous shady dealers amassing fortunes. The devaluation of the Mark precipitated a gigantic downward slide of our currency, brought about by the total isolation of the Ruhr coal and industrial region from the rest of Germany by the French occupation forces. Million Mark bank notes became small change within days, prices of goods doubled from one day to the next, or rose tenfold within a week, and it became difficult for me to support the two of us. Although we were paid every second or third day, the money devalued even faster. Food supplies dwindled alarmingly. At our college we were served a mediocre lunch, but Anneliese was forced to queue for an even worse lunch at a small restaurant. Luckily her parents kept us supplied with bread, butter and potatoes – as much as they could afford – and this protected us from the worst. Elsewhere unemployed workers banded together under the slogan: ‘Property is theft from the masses.’ They held people in fear and terror. Robberies took place in the streets and people’s homes at an alarming rate, day and night. Then a new law, drastically reducing the bloated number of civil servants, brought a lot of uneasiness into the ranks of government employees. This reduction was justified as their number had mushroomed wildly since the end of the revolution. Every new government moved its own party devotees into posts, regardless of whether they possessed the necessary qualifications or not; the right party book was the golden key. The suffering of the people was immense and it could not be denied that, as a nation, we were slowly sinking into chaos. Politically speaking, the end of our country was in sight because in 1923 we had lost the province of Memel and in Thuringia and Saxony, Communist provincial governments had been formed, opposing central government and forcing it to react. Bavaria chose to go on its own and planned secession from Berlin, even considering a march on Berlin to stabilize the situation there. In November a man named Adolf Hitler started a Putsch with General Ludendorff to overthrow the Bavarian government and the German government, but fortunately this failed. In the west, Rhenish separatism reared its ugly head. It could be said without exaggeration that a new low point in German history had been reached, which was only surpassed by the disaster of 1945. When central government came to its senses and created a new currency based on gold, called Rentenmark, almost overnight things changed dramatically so that people talked about the ‘miracle of the Rentenmark’. The millions and billions became simple Marks, things quietened down and a commercial turn-around began.
My lectures ended in December and Anneliese and I travelled to Catrinowen to enjoy our Christmas holidays. Then we returned to Allenstein where I discovered that someone else had taken over my work. I was redundant and was transferred to the Schutzpolizei in Lyck, a main town in Masuria. I took over command of a company but not for long because I was called to the 2. Majoranwärter-Lehrgang (Major’s rank candidate course). This course took place at the Höhere Polizeischule at Eiche, and so it was back to Potsdam for me once again. The subjects taught were similar to the ones I had to deal with in my captain’s course, but they were now on a proper academic level and mass psychology, history, economics and journalism had been added. Lecturers did not only come from Eiche. We had speakers from the Institute for Politics, from the Ministry for Trade and Industry, the Ministry of the Interior and University of Berlin. Having worked hard in the previous course, I found no difficulty in mastering the extensive material, and was delighted when I came second in the final examinations. We left Eiche, returned to Lyck, and I took command of my old company again. In March 1925 I was promoted to Major and transferred to Königsberg, the capital of East Prussia. A new chapter began, this time with the prospect of settling down for an extended period. I joined the staff of the Schutzpolizei-Kommando and was in charge of training, a field of work that had been neglected in the past. From my commander and most of the officers, especially from the former army men, I received full support. But I also encountered overt and covert resistance against the use of strict discipline and order. It came from opponents to any kind of military tradition who denounced us as ‘militarists’ and ‘enemies of the Republic’.
In April 1925, General von Hindenburg was elected Reichspräsident. The old gentleman had not asked for the appointment but stepped into the breach out of a deep sense of duty when he was called. His enemies saw in him only the monarchist and old soldier and feared he might ignore the constitutional limitations set for his post and prepare for a new war. But it soon became evident that he adhered strictly to the constitution.
There was a significant Reichswehr presence in Königsberg. The 100,000-strong German Army – Reichswehr – which had been under the command of Generaloberst von Seeckt since 1920, had kept itself out of party-political games. Seeckt embodied every virtue of an officer of the Army General Staff which, since Schlieffen, had not produced a better man. He had made a name for himself during the war as one of the most successful and independent chiefs of staff and received recognition from inside and outside our country, although he was certainly not loved by all. After the great collapse, he welded the remaining Officer- and NCO Corps and newly-joined soldiers into a cohesive formation. They were taught to do their duty, even if they served a regime with whom they had little in common. Seeckt was an unusually strong personality who moulded the spirit and character of the Reichswehr, and during the revolutionary turmoil he often stood in the centre of political events. As architect of the army and a military educator, he deserves to be placed next to Scharnhorst. Regrettably, Seeckt, perhaps through negligence or plain carelessness, agreed that a Prinz of Hohenzollern in full uniform could attend a manoeuvre of the Reichswehr. Seeckt’s enemies, who had been waiting for just such an incident that was viewed as politically unacceptable, raised a howl and asked for his head and Hindenburg was forced to drop him.1
The Treaty of Versailles had also smashed our Fliegertruppe, putting a stop to military aviation and even civilian aviation. When the ban on producing new aircraft expired on 10 July 1920 our enemies simply extended it. It was argued that a report by the Allied Aviation Control Commission on our tardiness in the destruction or handing over of aircraft and equipment was sufficient reason. Government protests were rejected and we had to wait until 5 May 1922, when we could once again build aircraft and import aviation supplies for civilian operations. However, the Allies insisted that aircraft manufacturers had to follow certain rules and we became totally non-competitive. The curbs lasted for years and ensured that German aviation trailed far behind that of other nations. The Hitler Putsch in Munich in November 1923, its bloody failure, the imprisonment of its participants and Hitler’s incarceration in Landsberg, sent shockwaves as far as East Prussia. But although the Putsch misfired miserably, it created the basis for a new beginning, and with the ‘national socialist’ ideas of ‘service before self’ and the fight against ‘Jewish materialists’, the fledgling Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei (National Socialist German Workers’ Party) – formerly the Deutsche Arbeiterpartei – attempted to lead the masses away from the ‘politics of hate’ to a better life. Its ideas, vague and unclear, were of no interest to me, and in any case, I disliked its noisy propaganda.
Early in 1926 we at last secured our own apartment of three and a half rooms and were extremely glad to be on our own after three years of cramped married life. Immediately we began decorating, moved our furniture in, and our son was born nine months later. Autumn brought a change in my career when I became director for police matters in the office of the Regierungspräsident (chief provincial administrator) in Königsberg. This move placed me in a circle of congenial superiors and colleagues with whom it was a pleasure to work as we shared the same fundamental values, and I found good friends.
In remembrance of the Battle of Tannenberg in August 1914, a memorial was to be erected near the village of Hohenstein. It was close to the area where I had taken part in the attack twelve years before. The foundation stone was laid in the presence of von Hindenburg, accompanied by his former Chief of Staff, Ludendorff, and most of the senior officers who had served under him. One year later the official inauguration of the imposing and completed memorial was to take place, and it promised to be not only a thrilling ceremony, but also an overwhelming manifestation of German willpower. During the previous ceremony inadequate planning by the police in handling the vast number of people had led to disruptions and traffic bottlenecks. Now I was asked to draft and implement orders to ensure that this time the ceremony would go off smoothly and I was put in charge of police formations necessary to oversee this task – altogether 1,200 men. On the special day the Reichspräsident arrived, and so did Ludendorff and the other old senior officers led by Generalfeldmarschall August von Mackensen.2 Once again thousands of old soldiers had followed the call, and more spectators filled the large festival ground in front of the memorial. The ceremony began under a cloud; the two commanders of the battle had become estranged. In the heart of the people they were still the heroes of Tannenberg, but in reality this union had faded over time. Ludendorff was convinced he deserved the lion’s share of the success of the daring operations before and after the battle, and his admirers supported him. Nonetheless, renowned war historians apportioned chief credit to Hindenburg, who, in his noble manner, remained aloof from any debate. Referring to their close association he wrote in his memoirs: ‘I have always described my association with General Ludendorff as that of a happy marriage. How can an outsider clearly define the merits of either partner? One agrees with the other in deeds and actions, and the words of one are often only the expression of thoughts and feelings of the other.’
There were probably also political reasons which Ludendorff believed were separating them. The firebrand had moved into the nationalistic camp and censured von Hindenburg because he had offered himself as Reichspräsident to the ‘Jewish Republic’ and followed a path of reconciliation by adhering strictly to a policy of constitutional rule in politics. The differences between the two men were most regrettable and their meeting at the place of their victory was cool and formal. Until shortly before it was doubtful whether Ludendorff would even greet von Hindenburg; but he did, and from then on remained apart, surrounded by his admirers. During the ceremony von Hindenburg said in his address: ‘With the Tannenberg national memorial we primarily remember those who died liberating our country. Their memory and the honour of my living comrades compels me to solemnly declare the following in this hour and in this place: the charge of Germany’s guilt in this greatest of all wars is rejected by us and by the German nation as a whole. Neither envy nor hate or lust for conquest drove us to take up weapons. War for us was only the most extreme instrument for self-assertion and sacrifice against a world of enemies. With pure hearts we went out to defend the Fatherland, with pure hearts the German army wielded its sword. Germany is prepared to prove this to impartial judges at any time.’
No one could ever forget those words from the old gentleman, uttered in a deep, steady voice. They reverberated through Germany in a time of suffering, and they spread far and wide. The echo from England was a frosty, schoolmasterly rejection; from France and Belgium, a tirade of hate, prompting the German SPD (Sozialdemokratische Arbeiterpartei) to join their chorus. The party paper, Vorwärts, reached a peak in gutter journalism when it wrote about a Kriegsschuld-Blamage (a disgraceful debt of war). After the ceremony in the memorial’s courtyard a march-past by all participants was to take place. A small podium had been erected for Hindenburg and Chancellor Marx, but when Ludendorff was asked to stand next to Hindenburg he refused point-blank. He did not want to be close to Marx whom he regarded as a serf of Catholic Rome and therefore not a German at all. In protest he stood next to the podium and, after the Reichswehr guard with the colours of the Tannenberg Regiments had passed, walked away to review a parade of national associations and orders elsewhere. I must admit I was disappointed by Ludendorff’s conduct.
In the winter of 1928 I was sent to the State Police Administration in the Gleiwitz-Beuthen-Hindenburg region of Upper Silesia to command the III. Polizeiinspektion in Beuthen. Once again I was able to return to my proper duty of training and teaching which I was glad to do. I had never been to Upper Silesia, but knew that it was a province with a varied history, a border country, peopled by Germans and Slavs. The southern part was rich in coal and iron ore, reason enough for Poland to demand the handover of this and other territories after the war. However, its excessive demands were too much for even the Allies to swallow, although the French were pro-Polish, the British indifferent, and only the Italians under their commander, Lieutenant Colonel Rodolfo Graziani (a commander in North Africa during the Second World War), remained absolutely neutral. Seven years had passed and the province seemed peaceful, but there were many who still remembered the Polish atrocities during the months leading up to and after the 1919/20 plebiscite. Despite the fact that 700,000 voted for Germany and 500,000 for Poland, the country was divided in such a way that 4/5ths fell to Poland. Once again ‘might before right’ carried the day.
My III. Polizeiinspektion was the strongest in Prussia and comprised seven police districts, three companies of riot police, one transport and one mounted section. We not only guarded the city area, but also the adjacent extensive woods with many mining villages, and manned border control crossings. Everyday thousands of mine workers crossed these borders going to work or returning home. They showed their border pass when going through and of course this simple procedure left the gate wide open for unwanted and shady elements, smugglers and spies.
Germany’s economic downturn continued, production declined, unemployment soared. The National Socialists exploited this and the people’s anguish to the fullest. Their noisy mass meetings and marches led to violence from leftist parties, leading to bloody clashes. Suddenly they had become a big power to be reckoned with.
The autumn of 1930 brought us elections for the Reichstag and a surprising political turn-around, with the extreme left and right winning votes and the centre losing out. But the SPD still remained the strongest party. Their solid showing tempted the NSDAP to intensify its offensive on Reichskanzler Heinrich Brüning’s government, demanding its immediate resignation as well as that of the Prussian state government. Political passions tore Germans apart. The worst mob was the Kommunistische Partei Deutschlands (KPD), and its paramilitary offshoot, the Roter Frontkämpferbund, with its piercing shawm band. Their aggressive behaviour unsettled the people, and when they came to town the police had a hard time controlling them. Clashes and gunfights were the order of the day. This was one of the reasons why the SA  – Sturm Abteilung –  appeared on the scene. The National Socialists showed discipline, adhered to police orders, and always behaved in a way that nobody could fault them. No wonder many people regarded them as an important political factor and even sympathized with them. The party programme promised many positive things for the German people who had become despondent and disillusioned during years of poverty under foreign oppression and political misrule. Hitler showed them a way into a better future.
It was 1931 and my career seemed to be stationary. For six years I had been Major, three of those as Inspektionskommandeur. I could see no change unless I joined one of the state parties or democratic civil service organizations, which I was hesitant to do. Then, all of a sudden, my life changed. Once again providence sent me to the Höhere Polizeischule in Eiche, this time as instructor. Commanding the academy was Polizeioberst Poten, an intelligent, courteous man of high integrity and reputation. The instructors were almost all former army and navy officers, open-minded professionals. Here now Anneliese and I felt immediately at home; we made many friends, the esprit de corps was outstanding, and my work satisfied me. I lectured in criminal law and police deployment to the 17. Polizeianwärterlehrgang. The young men were eager and bright which meant I had to prepare myself thoroughly to be able to field their questions, plan war games in the lecture hall, or in the countryside, which kept me busy far into the night.
Hindenburg’s seven-year term of office was ending. He had become an eminent, impartial Reichspräsident and many, including Brüning, wanted him to continue. But he was tired of the political infighting and wanted to step down on account of his age. The National Socialists demanded Hitler as state leader, while the Party publications, Stahlhelm and Deutschnationale, proposed the paramilitary Stahlhelm- leader, Theodor Duesterberg, and the Communists presented Ernst Thälmann. The first ballot was inconclusive, the second gave Hindenburg his majority. Brüning resigned, and the conservative Catholic aristocrat, Franz von Papen, was appointed Reichskanzler, forming the first right-wing cabinet since 1919. I approved of this development; I thought it might lead to clean government and rational contact with the unruly National Socialists. In the province of Prussia, elections for the state parliament in spring 1932 made the National Socialists the strongest party, and the Social Democratic president, Otto Braun, and his ministers resigned. But since nobody could agree on a new president the ministers simply remained in their posts. Reichswehrminister Kurt von Schleicher, after receiving secret information of a plot by Social Democrats and Communists against the government, demanded action, and von Papen obtained an emergency decree from the Reichspräsident to dismiss the Prussian provincial assembly. A new round of voting was called. Again the National Socialists increased their numbers considerably, the communists also gained votes, while the SPD remained the same. The National Socialists rejoiced, but the stronger they became, the less they were inclined to work with the other parties in the Reichstag.
The 17. Polizeianwärterlehrgang ended with examinations and a beer evening during which songs were sung and speeches made – fortunately no political ones. But I had my suspicions confirmed that many young men were already under the spell of the new order. Next morning they crowded around me and each one shook my hand to say goodbye, and when the trucks rolled through the gate, arms were raised in the ‘German salute’.
Another round of voting for the Reichstag took place on 6 November 1932. This time the National Socialists lost two million votes, and the SPD also lost votes, but Deutschnationale won votes and the Communists made massive gains. It was very clear that our country could not be governed if all parties did not pull together. Hitler refused to join a coalition. Chancellor von Papen considered declaring the NSDAP, the Communists and Roter Frontkämpferbund illegal and hostile to the state, but when Reichswehrminister Kurt von Schleicher stated that the Reichswehr’s strength was inadequate to fight a two-front war, von Papen was forced to resign. Now von Schleicher became Reichskanzler. One of his steps was an attempt to split the NSDAP, a hopeless undertaking in view of the adoration in which Adolf Hitler was held by his followers. This meant von Schleicher had two options, either resign and leave the position of Reichskanzler open for Hitler, or fight him for control with the outcome looking decidedly doubtful. But he seemed willing to take the chance and asked the Reichspräsident for sweeping powers. When they were unexpectedly denied, he was forced to resign on 28 January 1933.
For months the NSDAP’s propaganda machine had been running at full speed. Mass meetings, demonstrations and parades behind the Swastika flags kept people spellbound. It was unavoidable that clashes between the antagonists from left and right would follow. It must be admitted that the struggle for dominance of people’s souls did not take place on an intellectual level, but rather in the streets and convention halls. Logic and reason never moved masses, only fanaticism and passion, and Hitler realized this. It was the vigour of rhetorical attacks, inflexibility of argument, terror during demonstrations, flags, military discipline, shouted orders, the Hitler salute, brown uniforms with belt and boots – all this intoxicated the masses and impressed them; even the intelligentsia were awed. However, my doubts never left me.
After von Schleicher’s resignation, Hindenburg asked von Papen to sound out the political situation and negotiate with Hitler, the power of the moment, about his plans and views, giving Hindenburg a vital insight into what basis he could form a new government. Both seemed to conclude that there was no other way out but to make Hitler Reichskanzler, although as a brake Hindenburg insisted that von Papen was to be Hitler’s deputy in the new cabinet. Hitler agreed and on 30 January 1933 at 11 a.m. he was sworn in as Reichskanzler. Inside and outside our borders this event hit the news like a thunderbolt. The term coup d’etat was used. But entrusting Hitler with the formation of a government was simply a result of circumstances and not in conflict with the constitution. He became leader in a legal, democratic manner. In any event, Hindenburg would never have appointed Hitler if millions of workers had not elected him as leader of the largest party in the Reichstag. Many believed Hitler would not change the democratic-parliamentary style of government, but this turned out to be a fallacy because he wanted to become the exclusive power. The cheering of the National Socialists was indescribable. For days celebrations, torchlight processions, bonfires and mass assemblies continued. The black-red-gold flags of the Weimar Republic disappeared, to be replaced by black-white-red Swastika flags and on 12 March, the Reichspräsident directed that the old black-white-red flags were to fly jointly with the Swastika flags. The Reichswehr was ordered to change back to the black-white-red cockades. I had never accepted the loss of the old German colours, and in their reintroduction saw a happy beginning of a new era. As a national anthem the Deutschlandlied remained, with the Horst-Wessel-Lied added as the march- and fighting song of the NSDAP.3
Hermann Göring, the former fighter ace and Kommandeur of Jagdgeschwader I, who had been included in Hitler’s cabinet as Reichskommissar für Luftfahrt and Kommissar des Reiches für das Preussische Innenministerium (Reich Commissioner for Aviation and head of the Prussian Ministry of the Interior), took over the police force, reorganized it and staffed it with his own appointees. An Alter Kämpfer (old Party ‘fighter’) and SS commander, Kurt Daluege, was promoted head of the department. In addition Göring ordered the forming of a special police unit for his protection. He promoted Major der Schutzpolizei Walther Wecke, another Alter Kämpfer, to lead his private army, and this man’s rise was meteoric. It was his unit’s bayonets that guarded Göring and fought the Communists in the early days of the new government. Almost overnight Polizei Abteilung z.b.V. Wecke changed to a superbly equipped and armed, fully motorized police unit feared by all enemies of the NSDAP. It was expanded into two battalions and renamed Polizei Gruppe General Göring, and in August 1933 a third battalion was added. When the assignments of this unit were complete, they became a motorized Jäger Regiment which in turn became the nucleus of the Fallschirmtruppe in April 1935. Wecke even rose to the rank of General der Luftwaffe in December 1942, although he was only put in charge of training civilian air raid protection wardens.
One could sympathize with Göring’s need for a special force that followed his orders blindly and did not feel bound by legal niceties. After all, we lived in revolutionary times and the police in Prussia was staffed mainly by Marxists neither willing, nor able, to fight the left-wing parties. Göring also realized that he had to have a powerful weapon to counter the unscrupulous elements inside NSDAP, SA and SS. The acts of violence by party hotheads, especially SA troopers, against Marxists, Jews, Freemasons, foreigners, and even against harmless Germans, were unending. Many murders took place, as well as acts of ill-treatment, extortion and other crimes. Unjustified arrests, incarceration on account of political or personal hostility took place on an almost daily basis. They decreased during the summer of 1933 but never really stopped. The Schutzpolizei was reorganized. While the functions of local police stations remained unchanged, the majority of police units were formed into battalions and regiments under the command of inspectorates, received better arms and changed their name to Landespolizei.
The first meeting of the newly elected Reichstag was called to Potsdam on 21 March, and Anneliese and I were eyewitnesses to this important occasion. An impressive picture unfolded at the old Garnisonkirche. It was a clever move to select this building sheltering the mortal remains of both Frederick the Great and his father, but then the National Socialists knew all about the significance and power of history. We waited in civilian clothes among the crowd opposite the main entrance. Swastika and black/white/red national flags fluttered from windows and balconies. Thousands of exuberant spectators lined the roads leading to the church, military music played, and soldiers, policemen, members of military societies and SA men kept the roads clear. An honour company waited in front of the main entrance for the Reichspräsident. Church services had already been held in the adjacent Nikolaikirche and the Catholic Church, and then members of the Reichstag and guests walked slowly towards the Garnisonkirche under the ringing of church bells. Hitler, who had not attended church, arrived with Göring. It was the first time that I saw him. He looked different from his many newspaper pictures where he was in a brown shirt or party uniform; now he wore a dark suit, dark overcoat and top hat. It made him look quite middle class. One could see he felt self-conscious. He was in sombre mood and, from time to time, silenced the jubilant shouts of his followers with a commanding wave of his hand. He probably did not want to be the centre of attention. Göring wore ‘cutaway and cylinder’ (top hat and tails), and on his lapel a miniature Pour le Mérite, while on his expansive chest were the Iron Cross First Class and the Pilot’s Badge. Behind Hitler stood von Papen with all his ministers and Reichswehrminister General Werner von Blomberg, the Chef der Heeresleitung, General Kurt von Hammerstein-Equord, head of the Reichswehr, and the Chef der Marineleitung, Admiral Erich Raeder. Among the invited guests were the Kronprinz in the uniform of the Hussars, von Seeckt, von Mackensen, and other high-ranking officers of the old Imperial Army. The party greats kept in the background, presumably under Hitler’s directive since he wanted to give Hindenburg the opportunity to experience the Tag von Potsdam as it was called. The old gentleman wore the uniform of a Prussian Generalfeldmarschall and under the cheers of the crowd inspected the guard of honour, then shook Hitler’s hand, who bowed deeply, greeted all others with his baton and entered the Garnisonkirche. We could not see what happened inside the small church, but journalists wrote about it in their papers. Hitler opened the Reichstag in the crypt with a speech honouring Hindenburg and declaring his belief and conviction in Germany’s historical greatness. He promised to work towards maintaining peace in the world. Hindenburg replied in a similar vein, asked for unity of all Germans and for harmony between the old and the new and thanked Hitler. Anyone who had been an eyewitness could only be impressed. Hindenburg and Hitler’s words found a strong, optimistic echo in Germany and the majority of the people were carried away on a wave of emotions. They had watched the beginning of a new age and a return to the ‘good old values’. The right-wing press called it the ‘Hour of Birth of the Third Reich’.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN
RETURN TO EAST PRUSSIA

THE many changes now taking place within the Schutzpolizei led to another transfer for me. I was promoted to Chef des Stabes der Landespolizeiinspektion Ost in Königsberg. I had been very happy in Eiche but looked forward keenly to my new duty. It was something entirely fresh and new assignments have always appealed to me. The commander of the inspectorate was Oberst Bertram, and from the first day until the last a bond of personal trust existed between us. He had been a cavalry officer and was a true gentleman, a fine example of a Prusso-German officer. He won everybody over with his courteous manner. Our most pressing task was to mould the stand-by police units into Landespolizei Abteilungen and Landespolizei Gruppen within all of East Prussian provinces. We were issued with light green uniforms and wore the steel helmet on duty. Officers’ peak caps had a silver cord, and with formal dress we wore the silver aiguillette (monkey swing) of the Reichswehr. Training and instruction were brought into line with those of the Reichswehr, which required great adjustments because we were very short of qualified instructors. We made contact with Wehrkreiskommando I under General Walther von Brauchitsch, who agreed to assist us as it was in the Reichswehr’s own interest to have the Landespolizei ready to defend our country’s borders. Those of our officers and NCOs deemed suitable were seconded to the army to familiarize themselves with its type of training and on the whole adapted well to the strict and rigorous discipline and exercises. Of course, all this was contrary to the conditions of the Versailles Treaty but they were ignored without making it too obvious.
Bertram was given far-reaching powers for protecting the State administration in the spirit of the new regime. Although it was a vote of confidence, he disliked the authority placed in his hands by Göring, as it thrust him into the hectic party machine and brought him in close contact with the NSDAP and its local exponent, Gauleiter Erich Koch. This man turned out to be a most disagreeable character. He was a favourite of Hitler and this had gone to his head. He became power-crazy and committed blatant, unlawful acts when dealing with non-Party members. No wonder it led to disagreements between him and Bertram. I also disliked Koch and his arrogant manner and tried to stay away from him as much as possible. Whenever Bertram could not reach agreement with Koch, he had to travel to Berlin for a personal meeting with Göring, who agreed with Bertram’s decisions. This gave us a glimpse into the rivalries between the senior leaders of the NSDAP. We believed this was an inevitable result of the Revolution and its fermentation process and hoped things would soon return to normal. When we received complaints from ‘true National Socialists’ accusing senior officials of ‘conspiring against the party’ and of ‘sabotage to the Führer’s work’, insisting on immediate action, we followed up such complaints, but found they were mostly fiction or plain greed by ambitious or petty position-hunters.
One day Hitler arrived by aircraft, presumably to visit Reichswehr units. I was pleased that no big welcome had been arranged. Bertram and I waited for him at the airport. He left the aircraft first, von Blomberg followed, then his aide, SA Gruppenführer Wilhelm Brückner and the bodyguard, led by SA Gruppenführer Josef ‘Sepp’ Dietrich. Hitler wore a brown trench coat, showing long, brown boots and his left hand held a dark felt hat. A lock of his full, dark hair fell across his face. But the most striking feature was his calm composure, the way he walked, greeted everyone, looked about him. There was no posturing, no cheap showmanship. When I was introduced he turned to face me, shook my hand firmly and looked seriously at me with his blue eyes. Contrary to the forceful picture the propaganda portrayed, my first impression was not overwhelming, but I believed I had met an exceptional man who inspired confidence.
In April 1933 Hermann Göring added the post of Preussischer Ministerpräsident (Minister-President of Prussia) to his extensive portfolio of responsibilities and in May also the newly created post of Reichsminister der Luftfahrt (Reichs-Minister for Aviation) to his many other appointments. It was typical of the National Socialists that they heaped appointments on selected persons, making them incapable of handling even one effectively. The best example was Hitler himself who combined absolute authority over state and party in his person and also, during the war, commanded the Wehrmacht. In the long run this could not possibly work and finally, it ended in disaster.
Göring also visited us in 1933. As he liked it, he was received with great pomp and ceremony at Devau airfield, just outside Königsberg. He wore the uniform of the newly-founded Deutscher Luftsportverband (German Sports Flying Association) which he had helped to design, under a theatrical cloak, and he inspected the guard of honour. He was in a good mood and saluted pompously in all directions. When we met he hesitated a moment and looked at my pilot’s badge trying to make the connection, but his excellent memory did not fail him and with a firm handshake he said: ‘Well Mahncke, we know each other, don’t we?’ This was our reunion after 14 years.
When the Interior Ministry announced that it was compulsory for police officers to join the Party, this appeal did not find great favour among the force. In 1933 a further step followed. We were ordered to use the rigid, right-handed Deutscher Gruss (what became known as the ‘Hitlergruss’ – Hitler salute), which, curiously enough, was not of German origin at all, but was an Italian salute invented by Mussolini who had allegedly copied it from the gladiators of Rome. This salute was an infliction on us and many changed their ways only reluctantly.
Moulding the Landespolizei into an efficient army unit made it necessary to enlarge the corps of commanders’ assistants, and the Führergehilfenlehrgänge (Leaders’ Assistants Courses) in Eiche were upgraded. Those who finished the courses were permitted to wear broad green stripes on their trousers and silver tabs on their collars, similar to those of the army General Staff. This was the beginning of the Landespolizeiführungsstab (State Police Command Staff).
One thing one had to credit the National Socialists with was that they knew all about the importance of symbols, and because standards had always been a rallying point and source of motivation for soldiers, the Landespolizei also received its own standards. They were similar in design to our former army flags. There was a large white Swastika on a background of green silk; in its centre was a wreath enclosing a soaring Frederician eagle. Above the eagle were the words Pro Gloria et Patria which appeared in white, and in each corner was a flaming grenade. From a heraldic and artistic point of view the flags were rather sub-standard with the Swastika overwhelming the eagle.
One day I was surprised to hear that my old friend from my flying days, Helmuth Förster, had become the Chef des Stabes des Luftamts in Königsberg. This department was a clandestine civilian office for air transport and served as the foundation of our new military air power. The members of this small staff wore civilian clothes and appeared in uniform only at official functions, similar to the German Luftsportverband, but without military insignia. They used civilian equivalents of rank. Indeed, we were living in curious times!
My general aim was to move our units as close to the Reichswehr’s training systems as possible, notably the tactical side. I discussed this with the Chef des Generalstabes des Wehrkreiss I (Chief of Staff of the Königsberg-based Military District I), Oberst Erich Hoepner, and it led to the introduction of tactical lectures in all Landespolizei centres. These were conducted by officers from the Reichswehr. I always liked Hoepner. During the Russian campaign in 1941, as Generaloberst and leader of Panzer Gruppe 4, he reached Moscow’s suburbs but was unable to enter the city. Contrary to Hitler’s orders he withdrew his troops to shorten his front line. It was a decision he was not only entitled to take, but obliged to make according to military practice since he was the senior commander present and therefore realistically could appraise his chances. Hitler threw one of his tantrums, sacked Hoepner for cowardice and stripped him of his uniform, medals and military pension. But Hoepner did not accept the shabby treatment meted out to him and objected resolutely to the unlawful decision. The judges from the OKH and OKW agreed with him, and in the end Hitler was forced to rescind his orders. After that Hoepner was never given a new command, and when he was involved in the attempt on Hitler’s life on 20 July 1944 he was sentenced to death and hanged. With him died an outstanding soldier, an upright and honourable gentleman, a victim of Hitler’s immorality spinning out of control.
Göring’s birthday was 12 January 1935. He loved to celebrate this occasion with a grand reception. All Polizei-Stabschefs and Kommandeure had been ordered to assemble in Berlin that year to deliver congratulations from the Landespolizei. We met in Göring’s house, a spacious, country house-style mini castle which he had renovated and lavishly redecorated. There was a steady stream of people arriving in civilian clothes and in a variety of uniforms, and the corridors were crowded by an over-supply of honour guards from the SA, SS, the German Luftsportverband and others I was unable to put a name to. While Göring received well-wishers in one reception room, the next group gathered in another, arranged by his Adjutant, Oberstleutnant Karl Bodenschatz and placed according to rank and value. Hitler, Raeder, Blomberg and Fritsch had already called, as had ministers, party greats and theatre managers. It was a little bit like being at the court of a minor potentate. We were steered to a large room, tastefully decorated and overflowing with flowers, and had to wait some time before the great man appeared. He wore the uniform of a General der Infanterie and struck an imperious pose. Since August 1933 he carried this rank on his broad shoulders as well. At the time Hindenburg had vigorously refused to consider the promotion of Göring from Hauptmann a.D. to General der Infanterie in one leap. He did not really like Göring and conferring upon him a high military rank, especially the senior one of General, was against his principles. Hitler and Blomberg had to use all their skills to persuade him to eventually sign the promotion document. Göring was in a splendid mood and in such a mindset he was likeable and quickly dropped all pretences. He told us that the yoke of the Versailles Treaty would be thrown off at the most opportune moment, although precisely when this would happen was uncertain. The transformation from Schutzpolizei to Landespolizei, along with modernization, intensified training and improvement in armament, was just one of the measures with which the Reichswehr could be strengthened. And as soon as rearmament could start, members of the Landespolizei could expect to become regular soldiers. Rumours of sidelining us in favour of other organizations (meaning the SA), were totally unfounded and he, Göring, knew Hitler to be in absolute agreement with him. After the speech, Generals were invited to stay for breakfast and we lesser mortals were dismissed.







CHAPTER FOURTEEN
POTSDAM ONCE MORE

AT the end of May 1934 a telephone call from the Innenministerium changed my life again. I was told of my selection as the Kommandeur der Höheren Polizeischule (Commander of the Senior Police Academy) at Eiche and to move there at once. Here was a great opportunity, demanding energy, a prudent approach and clear cut, unwavering resolve. I had been asked to transform the highest educational institute of the Landespolizei.
In detail, this meant:
a) The teaching of police topics had to be limited, with greater emphasis placed on military subjects
b) The academic staff had to be expanded to keep pace with the new demands
c) Army training formulas, guidelines and service regulations had to be adopted
d) Training methods for officer candidates had to be developed along military lines and in accordance with military rules and regulations
e) A new subject – Military History – had to be introduced
f) Riding classes had to be added.
It was an assignment that not only kept me fully occupied for the duration of my stay in Eiche, but it was most gratifying because the performance of the Landespolizeioffizierschule (State Police Officers’ School), as the academy was renamed on 1 June 1934, markedly increased and we all worked extremely well as a team. A stumbling block was the procurement of suitable lecturers. The existing instructors were competent officers, but not always suitable for the new training systems. I reposted a few of them without harming their careers. I knew where to find top people, approached the personnel department and hunted around. My new adjutant was rather arrogant and intolerant, and not suitable for such a sensitive position, so I decided to send him away; but I discovered that he had friends in high places who backed him because he was an old National Socialist. His successor was an unknown officer who lacked character and experience but who also happened to be an Alter Kämpfer. I came to the conclusion that people in the Ministry of the Interior wanted a watchdog in our academy and this I resented. My attitude to National Socialism was positive though restrained, and my superiors should have known this.
After the euphoria of the Machtergreifung – the Nazi seizure of power – had subsided, Hitler promised repeatedly that his main concern was to keep his Party and its affiliated organizations within the confines of the law. But this fuelled resistance from inside the SA. Its leader, Ernst Röhm, called himself the Chef des Stabes der SA, and chose a different route. It seemed the SA believed Hitler’s warnings were not meant for them and acted in open defiance. It was mid-June 1934 when I received a most secret order from the Ministry of the Interior. The text made it plain that attacks on army barracks and police stations by ‘…misguided sections from the SA arming themselves with weapons’ could be expected. Strictest vigilance was to be observed and SA members were not allowed to enter barracks. I was flabbergasted. After all, we had been asked to be friendly towards the Party – and now this? Was it a hoax?
I made the necessary arrangements and waited. At Eiche nothing untoward happened, and Potsdam was also quiet. Then on 30 June, sensational news shattered Germany and other countries. Special broadcasts and newspaper headlines reported that Hitler had squashed personally a revolt by the Bavarian SA and had ordered the execution of Röhm and a number of the movement’s high-ranking leaders. This had been carried out already. Hitler had also given similar orders for Berlin and northern Germany to Göring. Shortly, the Goebbels-controlled media machine published further details. Hitler had raided a revolutionary meeting of senior SA leaders in Bad Wiessee. They had been transported to Stadelheim, near Munich, and executed. The reasons given were that the SA leaders had risen up against Hitler in his position as Party supremo and senior statesman. In Berlin, Göring ordered the execution of SA Gruppenführer Kurt Ernst, who, we were told, was a disreputable homosexual, along with other SA leaders and suspects. The executions took place in the barracks of Hitler’s personal bodyguard regiment, the Leibstandarte-SS ‘Adolf Hitler’, in Lichterfelde without interrogations, verification of facts or possibility of defence. In some cases particulars were not checked and mix-ups occurred, leading to the murder of innocent individuals. For the moment however, everyone felt relieved that the danger had been averted.
A number of other leading persons had been eliminated too, either on orders from above for reasons of personal animosity, or because of over-reaction. Among them were the former Reichskanzler, General Kurt von Schleicher and his wife; Generalmajor Ferdinand von Bredow, the former head of the Abwehr (the military intelligence service) in the Reichswehrministerium and deputy defence minister in von Schleicher’s cabinet; Ministerialdirektor Erich Klausner, head of a Catholic action group, and others. It was a terrible inferno that hit like a lightning strike. This was naked brutality and had nothing to do with ‘law and order’ as was trumpeted about. But has there ever been a revolution where people cared about justice? I had met Röhm and formed an unfavourable opinion of a man who was both arrogant and ruthless. His homosexuality was no secret. He was a typical Landsknecht – a mercenary – and lived accordingly, leaving himself exposed. He planned to strengthen the Reichswehr by integrating it with his SA, forming a ‘Volks-Wehr’ (‘People’s Defence Force’) and becoming Reichskriegsminister (War Minister). The Reichswehr refused to react to his plans and became suspicious only when Röhm began collecting money for the purchase of weapons. Hitler certainly knew about it and could have stopped him. It was only by the time things were poised on a razor’s edge that he acted with ruthless haste. The Röhm case broke the SA’s back and it never totally recovered from the damage. Instead Heinrich Himmler’s SS rose to a state within a state and turned into a menacing organ of power and secrecy. It has never been established what part the SS played in the quarrels between Hitler and the SA. Who said: ‘Revolution devours its own children?’
On 2 August 1934 a simple sentence, issued by the government and signed by Goebbels, informed the German people and the world at large that: ‘Generalfeldmarschall Paul von Hindenburg ist heute in Neudeck in die Ewigkeit eingegangen…’ (‘Generalfeldmarschall Paul von Hindenburg has entered eternity in Neudeck today’). Hindenburg had been a revered and popular figure in Germany and ever since the days of Tannenberg, this imposing and dignified man has been glorified mystically which has happened to only a few figures in German history. Ultimately, he carried the burden of the unfortunate outcome of the war, but the fame of Tannenberg’s victory outshone the disasters of 1918. His authority held the German army together after the flight of Kaiser and Kronprinz and he succeeded in bringing it safely home. He was neither a statesman nor a politician, but demonstrated firm courage during his nine tense and critical years in government, and the whole country mourned. It had been Hindenburg’s wish to be buried in Neudeck next to his wife in a simple ceremony. Instead Hitler decided that the Tannenberg Monument was to become a mausoleum for him and declared it a national monument. The funeral ceremonies took place on 6 and 7 August 1934. The body was robed in the black silk cloak with the large white cross of the Johanniterorden (Johanniter Order) and lay in state in his study in Neudeck.1 The funeral was held by officers who had fought at Tannenberg. At dusk the funeral procession, with the coffin on a gun carriage, left Neudeck. The coffin was covered with the black-white-red Reichskriegsflagge on which rested von Hindenburg’s helmet and sword. At the head of the cortège rode two cavalry squadrons, followed by one infantry battalion and the colour guard. Six horses drew the gun carriage, while relatives – and Göring – walked behind. At the exit from Neudeck, the coffin was transferred to a motorized carriage, and the cortège across the old battlefield began along torch-lit roads. At 2 a.m. it reached the hill of Frögenau from where Hindenburg had directed the battle and it ended in front of the monument at 6 a.m. The idea behind this nocturnal spectacle had its origins in romantic German mythology – the homecoming of the dead Lord to his castle. The state ceremony inside the monument was broadcast worldwide.
Hindenburg’s death immediately raised the question of his succession. According to the constitution the president of the high court should have taken over, but while we officers in Eiche still debated the many legal implications, the decision had already been made. Hitler elevated himself to head of State, although refusing to use the title of Reichspräsident because, as he said, ‘…this title has been associated intimately with the person of the respected Generalfeldmarschall von Hindenburg.’ So Hitler named himself Führer und Reichskanzler, ‘leader’ and chancellor. All this was highly unconstitutional, but at the time nobody really took much notice.
One day in July 1934, I received a letter from General Ferdinand von Zepelin, the Commander-in-Chief of the Landespolizei, congratulating me on my promotion to Polizei-Oberst with effect from 21 July; the official promotion document, signed by Göring, arrived shortly afterwards. I was 46 years of age, relatively young for this rank at the time. I had been Major for over eight long years before promotion to Polizei-Oberstleutnant in October 1933, so the quick advancement to Oberst compensated me in a certain sense. I sent a telegram to Anneliese to tell her the good news. Not much later we found an apartment in Potsdam and as a bonus, because my promotion improved our financial position, I bought a small DKW convertible. Every sunny Sunday we motored around Berlin and Potsdam. It was a glorious period. My position brought me one of the high peaks of my career as I considered instructing and moulding young men to be a worthwhile vocation. We were also fortunate in having a harmonious circle of friends, and Anneliese, despite her young age, shone in the centre of this circle. She made everyone welcome in our home and handled the inevitable age and background differences deftly.
For someone reasonably critical of the ‘Nazis’ as the National Socialists had become known, I found it impossible to praise and applaud everything they did, although this was expected by the great and the good, as well as the rank and file of the Party. One could easily put a foot wrong. I allowed my officers to criticize, but this had to stop short of malice or calculated fault-finding. In Eiche I must have somehow overestimated the ability of my younger officers to judge rationally. This was the reason for an episode that shook the academy and almost cost me my position.
During one social evening in the officers’ mess I had cause to leave the room. When I returned it was to be greeted by a mildly disconcerting tableau: on one of the tables stood a teetering Leutnant who sang ‘Heil Dir im Siegerkranz’, the national anthem of the Monarchy. I immediately took in the scene, stopped the rendition and announced, loud enough for everyone to hear, ‘Leave it alone, that was the past. What legally was the Kaiser in the old days, is now Adolf Hitler.’
The short incident sobered everyone and the gathering broke up. Next morning, mindful of a possible backlash, I questioned all witnesses and sentenced the wrongdoer to three days’ solitary arrest in his room. In so doing I proved I had acted without delay and exercised my authority as commander of the academy. The mild sentence showed the faux pas in its proper light and, what was more important, according to our disciplinary code, no officer was permitted to increase the sentence. Afterwards I sent a detailed report to General von Zepelin, for his information. A few days later he telephoned me and asked excitedly what had happened in Eiche. A little puzzled, I mentioned my report but gave him a short briefing all the same. It transpired that my letter had arrived, but had been mislaid. Someone had told Göring about monarchist activities at Eiche in a totally distorted form, and it was added that Hitler’s picture had been removed from the mess and discovered in a toilet. This was absolute nonsense. Inquiries began and followed each other, but I heard nothing about the outcome. I was extremely upset about the indiscretion and discovered that my adjutant was responsible, the so-called Alter Kämpfer. When this became public, he was cut off by the other officers and this gave me an excuse to move him to a minor post. Weeks went by without the results being made known. It was a nerve-wracking time and I noticed that certain people avoided talking to me, among them Oberst Walther Wecke, Göring’s protégé. One morning SS- Gruppenführer Kurt Daluege the Chief of Police and second-in-command after Göring, called on me and we had a lengthy discussion. He approved my actions and said that news of the incident had even reached Hitler! The ‘official’ view taken was that the episode should never have taken place at all, although the fact that it had happened confirmed that I probably had not promoted National Socialist doctrine resolutely enough. Daluege refused to accept my excuse that I could not look into everyone’s heart; his was a case of ‘what should not be must not be!’ Then he declared the incident closed and we parted with a conciliatory handshake.
It must be remembered that during the events connected with the Röhm affair, von Schleicher and von Bredow were shot by SS men. There was never a police investigation and claims by State- and Party sources to justify the violent act were in no way convincing. Accusations of treasonable activities met with disbelief. Many expected the Reichskriegsminister Werner von Blomberg to protect the victims’ names or at least to insist on a public inquiry. Nothing happened. What was discussed between him and Hitler has never been made public and one is therefore forced to rely on speculation. I met von Blomberg in Berlin often; he was a congenial man, trim and tall and with alert eyes. The Pour le Mérite proved he had fought well in the Great War. As Hitler’s follower, he served loyally and faithfully because he believed in Hitler’s greatness as statesman and party leader, and this belief might have been the motive, perhaps hard to accept, for his overlooking Hitler’s non-reaction in the case of the murders. Hitler considered von Blomberg a link to the army and also hoped to win over the Wehrmacht high command body, and he thanked him with his trust until he was compelled to let him fall. It was to von Blomberg’s credit that he used this relationship to curb direct Party influence on the Wehrmacht. For his obedience the army gave him the nickname of Hitlerjunge Quex, after a popular propaganda film with this title.
There was one organization that had stepped into the breach, the Schlieffen-Vereinigung. It arranged for an unofficial tribunal to examine the charges against the two generals. The results confirmed the allegations to be totally groundless, and at the association’s general meeting on 28 February 1935, Generalfeldmarschall August von Mackensen announced the findings. He emphasized that the generals’ honour was unblemished and that ‘they died innocent for the Fatherland.’ This was an appropriate statement, and as the senior Commander-in-Chief had failed to act, there was nothing more serving officers could do.
Early in March 1935 German newspapers published the sensational news that Göring had received foreign military attachés in Berlin and informed them that Germany had created a new Fliegertruppe, officially called the Reichsluftwaffe, with a great number of Geschwader – ‘Wings’ of aircraft, organized into six Luftgau, or regional Air Districts. In order to prove it was no hollow boast, aircraft flew over Berlin a few days later. People were most impressed, but experts recognized that this was a successful bluff, because the Junkers transport machines and early Dornier bombers participating could not be taken seriously in a military sense. Then, on 16 March 1935, Hitler announced that Germany would establish an army of twelve corps with three divisions each on the basis of compulsory military service.
On the day our Wehrfreiheit (military freedom) was proclaimed, I was at a meeting of the Ring der Flieger (Pilots’ Association). This society had been founded in 1921 as a fraternity of former flyers. It had grown out of the Stammtischrunde alter Flieger in Berlin, set up by Walter Mackenthun, which later changed its name to Alte Adler and now, anyone connected to the German Königliche Fliegertruppe had gathered in the assembly hall of the Aeroklub in Blumenhof. Most of the members had faced varying fortunes over the past 17 years, but on that day we came together as one great family. The main speaker was Oberstleutnant Wilhelm Haehnelt, the wartime air commander, who reminisced about the old times and invited us to support the newly created Reichsluftwaffe. Some time later, following an invitation from the Reichsluftfahrtministerium, (RLM – the Air Ministry), the former Kogenluft staff members assembled to honour our old commander, Oberst Thomsen.
The Secretary of State for Aviation, Generalleutnant Erhard Milch opened the meeting and Helmuth Förster gave the main address. He paid tribute to the exploits of the Fliegertruppe in the last war and especially the part Thomsen had played so decisively, and portrayed his human and soldierly qualities. Although Thomsen was blind, he was unbroken in body and spirit, and when we stepped forward to greet him we only had to mention our name and he described a specific situation in which we had featured. When the ceremony was over Thomsen inspected a guard of honour from the old Fliegertruppe.
The name of the Reichsluftwaffe was shortened to ‘Luftwaffe’. The rebirth of German military aviation led to the important merger of all air force units and anti-aircraft batteries in one autonomous arm of the Wehrmacht with the same rights as the Armee and the Marine. Since the day that I had to retire from the Fliegertruppe in 1919, my hope was that one day I would be able to rejoin the Wehrmacht in some meaningful capacity. My work in the Landespolizei had been a welcome interim solution, but now that a career in the new Luftwaffe beckoned, I wanted to be part of it. Another reason to leave was the increasing Nazi Party control of the Landespolizei. Joining the Wehrmacht might help me to sidestep this problem. As a renowned Communist writer remarked at the time: ‘Joining the new Wehrmacht is the aristocratic form of emigration.’













Part Three
FOR HITLER
1935-1945
‘I have done my best over the past few years to make our Luftwaffe the largest and most powerful in the world. The creation of the Greater German Reich has been made possible largely by the strength and constant readiness of the Luftwaffe. Born of the spirit of the German aviator of the Great War, inspired by faith in our Führer and Commander-in-Chief… thus stands the Luftwaffe today – ready to carry out every command of the Führer with lightning speed and undreamed of might.’
REICHSMARSCHALL HERMANN GÖRING, AUGUST 1939
‘The art of war is like all arts. With the right application it is profitable, and with improper application, ruinous.’
FREDERICK II OF PRUSSIA, 1712-1786







CHAPTER FIFTEEN
SOLDIER AGAIN

THE DEUTSCHER LUFTSPORTVERBAND
IN April 1935 the Landespolizei was officially declared part of the Armee: we were given the legal status of soldiers, had to fit army insignia on uniform caps and jackets and use the military salute. My most secret wish had been fulfilled. Now I went one step further and applied for transfer to the Luftwaffe. Quite soon I held a document in my hand, accepting me into the Luftwaffe as an Oberst. On 1 June 1935 I put on my new uniform. One afternoon my wife and I had been shopping in Berlin and motored back through heavy traffic. I glanced casually at a newspaper stand and could not believe my eyes when I read the headlines: ‘Oberst Mahncke, Reichsluftsportführer!’ I had no idea what a ‘Reichsluftsportführer’ was supposed to be, and the thought that I might somehow come under Party control scared me, but when I bought a copy of the newspaper I was able to relax. The article explained that Göring had promoted me to command the Luftsportverband, replacing Oberst Bruno Loerzer. Then followed facts about my career and that I was one of the oldest military pilots and well known as an ‘Alter Adler’. But it was rather baffling to hear about my promotion through the pages of a newspaper.
With mixed feelings I entered my new field of work in the Grossadmiral-Prinz-Heinrich-Strasse 23/24 in the Tiergarten in central Berlin. All my life I had been used to modest offices. The Prussian State never squandered money on the comfort of its servants, and if the very spartan living conditions of my early days as a soldier had meanwhile been upgraded to friendlier surroundings, it had still been straightforward. Although my new office was not exactly luxurious, I asked myself if a little bit less might not have been more. Probably the fact that the head of the extremely fast-growing arena of Luftsport had representative duties to perform by receiving visitors from foreign countries, might have explained it. The Deutscher Luftsportverband (DLV) was founded on 25 March 1933, its aim being to gather together the many splinter groups associated with air sport under one umbrella. As the German people had been split into political factions and parties, so our sports had been broken up into clans, groups and unions isolated from each other in the typical German fashion of ‘everybody does his own thing.’ From March 1933 Luftsport was placed on a firm foundation, a sense of community was encouraged and demands for top efficiency were made – and met.
The first president of the DLV was Bruno Loerzer, a holder of the Pour le Mérite and the wartime friend and political protégé of Göring, who had also made the big jump from Hauptmann to Oberst of the Luftwaffe. Originally, the DLV had been developed within the framework of the Party, but it soon became apparent that this connection kept valuable and promising skills away. Göring was flexible enough to realize this and changed direction by positioning the DLV under the wings of the RLM. Loerzer, concerned with his prestige, had not been satisfied with his title of Präsident des DLV and asked Göring to confer on him the additional rank of Reichsluftsportführer. This rank now fell on me as I took over the post. My task was to enforce all DLV directives, manage Luftsport ventures in Germany and guide them along uniform lines relating to flying training. This embraced organizing and directing air sport meetings and encouraging interest among young people in aviation, (i.e. motorized air sport, gliders, model-building and, lastly, the sport of ballooning). The DLV was made up of 16 Luftsport groups, so-called Fliegerlandesgruppen (Regional Flying Groups), corresponding to the 16 regions of Germany, from East Prussia to Bavaria, from Berlin to Mannheim, and it coordinated all air sport activities in these districts. These were purely civilian organizations, not connected to the Luftwaffe, but members were permitted to wear the grey-blue uniforms of the RLM, and because of the German’s love of uniforms, we drew quite a few volunteers.
Hitler’s authoritarian leadership demanded top results in all areas including sport, and the best way to achieve this was through teamwork. Even Göring directed his efforts to creating a pool of young people who were dedicated to aviation from which he could later draw recruits for his Luftwaffe. A logical extension was the pre-military physical training of the youngsters through games, sports and other practical and instructional activities. This concept was then expanded to include post-service refresher courses for reservists so that they could keep in touch with each other, and through regular meetings of the DLV for a day, or longer, remain committed to- and in contact with aviation. Each one of the 16 Luftgau formed its reservists into a special paramilitary unit called the Luftgaureserve which was under the command of a Landesgruppenführer. In order to guarantee effective leadership and for the units to stay ‘in training’, the Reichsluftsportführer was also the Inspekteur der Fliegerreserve (Inspector of the Flying Reserve) and thereby turned the DLV into a paramilitary organization. Shortly after taking office I had to report to Göring as the new Reichsluftsportführer. This was easier said than done because I did not belong to his inner circle.
Göring placed great emphasis on comradeship, but he also had an obsession for putting himself and the Luftwaffe – which he regarded as his own creation – into the spotlight, and as a result the ‘Haus der Flieger’ was born. When the question arose as to what should be done with the conference centre of the former Prussian parliament in Berlin, Göring decided that the building would be ideal as a meeting point for officers and senior civil servants of the Luftwaffe. He had it completely remodelled and redecorated, and as there were no State funds available, asked for ‘voluntary’ donations. When all work was eventually completed he wanted to show off his ‘work’ to a small circle of people before handing the Haus der Flieger over. I received an invitation, which gave me the opportunity to try to report my presence personally to Göring. I waited for him, but he was in a hurry and my report was necessarily formal. Shortly afterwards Hitler arrived without his normal entourage, shook hands warmly with each one of the 20 or so guests, and then the tour began. Göring was fidgety, he drew Hitler’s attention to this and that detail and described future plans: but his Master remained silent. Probably because of this, Göring talked even more and was at pains to put everything into perspective. He expected a word of appreciation from Hitler, and when this was not forthcoming, he looked increasingly uncomfortable. After some time though, Hitler warmed, praised some aspect and dropped a word here and there, commented on specific architectural points and made suggestions. Before he left he asked what all this had cost. Göring beamed and answered: ‘Mein Führer, not one Pfennig of state funds has been expended on this building. Everything was financed with voluntary donations.’ Hitler smiled, said goodbye and left. My impression was that the rebuilding had been very successfully completed. There were assembly rooms, club chambers, reading, writing and dining rooms and hotel-like apartments for out-of-town visitors. Large and small conference rooms were available and the former plenary session hall was ideal for grand festivities and balls for hundreds of guests. Colours, forms and styles had been selected with an eye for harmonious comfort and visitors could really feel at home. Because it was next door to the RLM, we were able to lunch or dine there and entertain guests from foreign countries, including diplomats and members of the aviation- and air transport industries.
Then we went for lunch with Göring. He was suddenly a changed person, affable, and reminding me of the famous fighter pilot from the Jagdgeschwader Richthofen, showing honest and comradely caring now that he was among like-minded men. The lunch was excellent. As was customary at Göring’s meals, Bavarian beer or Steinhäger were available with the entrée, white or red wine with the main course, and champagne to accompany dessert.1 When coffee was served, I finally managed to break through the cordon around Göring. But it appeared as if our resultant talk was not to his liking; he probably preferred the humorous titbits which his old friend, the flying ace, Ernst Udet, served up with his usual bonhomie and panache. Or did he suddenly remember that he owed me 50 Marks borrowed seventeen years ago to help ease his chronic money shortage at Roesch on the Kurfürstendamm, the pilots’ regular restaurant? When Göring had finished smoking his overlong Dutch cigar, especially made for him, he withdrew.
As Inspekteur der Fliegerreserve I reported to Generalleutnant Erhard Milch and Generalmajor Walther Wever, the Chef des Generalstabs of the Luftwaffe. With these two men I discussed all matters of fundamental or political importance. However, with the wide variety of tasks that my department handled, I was also in contact with most offices in the RLM. There was the Personalamt (Personnel Office) under Oberst Hans-Jürgen Stumpff, the Verwaltungsamt (Administration Office) under Generalmajor Albert Kesselring, and the Technisches Amt (Technical Office) under Oberst Wilhelm Wimmer. For securing airfields for motorized aircraft and gliders, I dealt with my old friend and co-pilot, Ministerialdirektor Willy Fisch. The Press Office, under Oberregierungsrat Heinz Orlowius, assisted me in matters of press releases and contacts with foreign air attachés. My work was enjoyable: if conflicts arose requiring resolute settlements, this was done with an ‘open visor’ as was customary in our army. It was rather different when I had to deal with the Party. The Nazi Party had become the leading power and its influence reached into all State and private spheres, regardless, and I had to tolerate and cultivate contacts with its functionaries since I needed the support of the many Gauleiter and the Reichsjugendführer. Since we had more non-Party members than Party members, this annoyed some officials who would have preferred my large organization to fall under their authority. But Göring did not want to hear about it; he carefully ensured that anything to do with aviation remained under the control of the RLM. Nevertheless, the covert and overt efforts by the Party never ceased. The chief proponent was the power-hungry Reichsjugendführung under its leader, Baldur von Schirach. I could not form a close association with him and kept my distance. The puffy-faced young man whose political ambitions were well known (some even said he had aspirations to be a crown prince!), liked to act the strong man, but also wanted to be known as a poet, artist and writer. He resented the fact that youngsters preferred to serve with us and not in the ordinary Hitlerjugend (Hitler Youth). Service in the DLV was voluntary and totally different: we offered members participation in air sport depending on their interests and abilities, and only the DLV possessed qualified technicians and members with the necessary flying experience. We had the technical implements, the aircraft, gliders, workshops and everything else connected with aviation.
When I took office I found a large staff that had been created in 1933 by Bruno Loerzer, with personnel being appointed along the command structures of the SA. They were not competent in aviation or air sport, but had served the Party well during its years of struggle and had been rewarded accordingly, or they had claimed to deserve recognition. As could be expected this did not favour the proper operation of my department. Loerzer, like Göring, had also been a formidable fighter pilot, having attained 44 victories over the Western Front and was a Duzfreund of his superior, with whom he had flown in the early stages of the war.2 After the war he left the Fliegertruppe and tried his hand in business. But as he loved the easy life and wanted to attain this with the barest minimum of effort, he got nowhere. Like many others in his position he made contact with the Nazi Party early on and attached himself to Göring who eased his entry into the Luftwaffe. From then on, until the very last moment before Germany collapsed, he managed to warm himself in the sun of Göring’s patronage and even recommended himself to Hitler – who was no judge of character.
Another important person I had to deal with was Göring’s Adjutant, Oberst Karl Bodenschatz. During the war he had been Richthofen’s and Göring’s Adjutant in the Richthofen Geschwader, then served in the Reichswehr and transferred to the Luftwaffe where he remained until 1945. He was regarded as controversial. He did not seek the limelight, but his influence on Göring was probably significant. It is likely that he had a hand in the selection of Luftwaffe officers for important posts and could be blamed for the miscastings that occurred. He was a typical example of Göring’s court clique, aloof from the soldiers in the field, of whom they understood less and less as the war carried on. He was able to join the immediate group around Hitler, who evidently judged him to be an expert in aviation issues. I believe it possible that towards the end, he advised Hitler when the latter issued his many useless orders, or at least did not contradict him. As long as I was Reichsluftsportführer and needed a communicator to advise me on Göring’s moods, Bodenschatz counselled me openly and honestly and often effectively pleaded my case in important matters.
My position allowed me entry to most public events organized by the Army and the Luftwaffe, and to important social events in Berlin and Nazi Party conventions. One of the first functions I attended was the introduction of the new Wehrmacht-Reichskriegsflagge (the Wehrmacht war flag) on 7 November 1935. On this day the new flags were hoisted ceremoniously in all garrisons at the same time. I received an invitation from an infantry regiment at Spandau where the Commander-in-Chief of the army, Generaloberst Werner Freiherr von Fritsch, addressed his soldiers. The flag was hoisted while the national anthems were played and guns fired a salute. The dominant symbols on the flags were the Swastika and the Eiserne(s) Kreuz (Iron Cross), and the colours were red, white and black. After the ceremony, I talked with von Fritsch who was very sombre. I knew him well and also knew that he was critical of National Socialism. He was not a politician, but a soldier through and through. He loved the soldiers’ straightforward, candid and sometimes drastic language and did not much care for diplomatic niceties.
I also saw Hitler more often and remember one occasion that made a lasting impression on me because I seemed to look into an abyss. It was January 1936. Hitler had ordered all senior officials from Wehrmacht and Party to assemble in the Berlin State Opera. The seating arrangements were unusual; evidently the Party had had a hand in it and placed its members in prominent positions. In the front rows sat the senior military officers and among them the Party greats – Reichsleiter, Gauleiter, Stabschefs der SA and SS and others. Behind them sat generals and colonels like myself next to leaders from the SA, SS and Hitler Youth. I found it most inappropriate that some of the youngsters ranked higher than officers who had served honourably in peace and war for a lifetime and could have been their fathers. The meeting’s purpose became clear when Reichskriegsminister von Blomberg spoke the opening words. He pointed to recent differences between Wehrmacht and Party which might have created the wrong impression among our people. Therefore the Führer had called leaders from both institutions to inform them of his doctrine. As was his habit at important speeches, Hitler began by going a long way back, recalling his early times as a politician, his efforts to win believers for his ideas and his battles against Communism and Marxism. Then Hitler turned to the topic of his speech. Appealing passionately to his audience, he demanded an alliance of trust between the two largest State organizations, Partei and Wehrmacht. He said verbatim: ‘…. there arrives perhaps a Party member and says: “… mein Führer, General X speaks and writes against you.” I tell him: “I don’t believe it.” And if the man says: “I will bring you written evidence”, I tear up the piece of bumph, because my faith in the Wehrmacht is unshakeable.’ And he ended this part of his speech with the words: ‘If I did not have absolute confidence that Partei and Wehrmacht will ultimately learn to understand each other and meet in mutual trust to jointly support our State, then there would be only the pistol for me.’
These were sincere words. I believe Hitler was honest in his intentions to end the threatening crisis and grant the Wehrmacht its proper place against the Party’s troublemakers.
As 1935 turned into 1936, the DLV started its fourth year of growth. At the 1935 Reichsparteitag in Nuremberg, Adolf Hitler had prescribed impressively the future of a young German in the service of his country. He was to be prepared mentally and physically for his military service from a young age and, after finishing his time, was to join any of the many unions and organizations: for example, the servicemens’ legion, the Soldatenbund Kyffhäuser; the National Socialist Deutscher Marinebund; the DLV, SA, SS and the Nationalsozialistisches Kraftfahrkorps (NSKK – the National Socialist Motor Corps), so as to foster comradeship and uphold the traditions of the Wehrmacht. Hitler’s appeal embraced the DLV, and with this in mind I issued the following message to the Luftsportverband for the New Year 1936: ‘Aus Luftsportgeist ist jeder Flug geboren.
Luftsport ist die Kraftquelle und der Antrieb fuer deutsche Luftgeltung und Luftwehr. Durch Luftsport zur fliegenden Nation.’

The permit issued to Oberst Alfred Mahncke by Luftkreiskommando II at Eiche on 24 October 1935 to allow him to drive military vehicles.
(‘The spirit of air sport lies in the origin of every flight made. Air sport embodies the might and impetus of German air power and air defence. It is through air sport that we are a flying nation.’)
The DLV-organized 2. Fliegerhandwerkerwettbewerb, (Aviation Trade Craft Competition), took place on 14 March 1936 at Rangsdorf, south of Berlin. The idea of the exhibition was to illustrate the growth of a boy from ‘Pimpf’ to Luftwaffe soldier.3 As a Pimpf, a model-builder; as a teenager, a glider pilot; as member of the Luftsportverein, the pilot of an aircraft. I had asked Göring to open the exhibition and he agreed to come, but when we double-checked later, we were informed that he was prevented from coming due to other pressing commitments. With this kind of nonchalance, he liked to sidestep inconvenient engagements.
High officials arrived, many foreign diplomats and air attachés and guests of honour among them. The Mayor of Berlin, Dr. Lippert, welcomed everyone. Then I took over. I spoke about Luftsport underlining the aeronautical maturity of youth and that this was the primary emphasis of my work. The exhibition was foremost an advertisement for aviation training, not for commercial gain, and to acquaint a broad section of the population with the importance of Luftsport. I asked for involvement.
A great variety of displays had been erected in a large hall, while an intermediate lobby had been converted into a hall of remembrance dedicated to German aviation and aviators. A monument for the fallen Pour le Mérite pilots of the First World War had been erected in its centre from roughly hewn boulders, each one carrying a nameplate. Among them was Leutnant Wilhelm Frankl, a reserve officer and a Jew who rose to command Jasta 4. I had decided that he had to be included as this was not only historically correct, but also the proper thing to do. But taking into consideration the narrow-mindedness of the Nazi Party on the Jewish question, I judged it prudent to inform Göring of my decision. He replied at once: ‘I am in full agreement with your ruling. Frankl certainly belongs to us.’ Göring was also a man who could do the decent thing.
I arranged regular meetings with members of the press and specialist publications. They always took place in different locations: at a glider school, an aircraft model seminar or glider camp. I presented a detailed report about the DLV’s work in the past and our plans for future developments, which was followed by lectures from experts. Meetings closed with question-and-answer sessions and suggestions by journalists, then coffee or beer was served, and they were allowed to inspect technical facilities. Wanting to get as many young people as possible interested in aviation, I was eager to cooperate with the Reichserziehungsminister (the Minister of Science, Education and National Culture), Dr. Bernard Rust, and with his help I arranged an exhibition under the title ‘Schule und Luftfahrt’ (‘School and Aviation’) in Berlin. It was directed at teachers, students, parents, members of the DLV and anybody else interested in aviation. We showed many of the displays we had used during previous exhibitions and now placed them in relation to school education, offering professional advice. Our renewed attempts to drag Göring to the exhibition succeeded. We wished to show him what we had done. He was a key figure in State, army, commerce and the Partei, and he gave his strong arm to any movement he found worth supporting. The many moving and static displays of models and machines touched a sensitive spot in him and he was immediately transformed into a beaming, big ‘little boy’ who wanted to look, enjoy and touch. It was well known that at Karinhall, his country estate in the Schorfheide, he had a huge model train set laid out which he often used to play with and show off to his guests.
From the moment I put on Luftwaffe uniform, I decided to once again sit in front of a control column, and in early 1936 I went ahead. As often as possible I drove to a training school before work and gradually completed the extensive student training programme. After six introductory flights with an instructor, I was sent off on my own, and what I had learned as a young man seventeen years ago served me well in making me ready in a short time. The programme required me to perform many solo flights close to the airfield and to practise starts and landings over and over. Many extended cross-country trips followed, as well as night flights, spot-landings, emergency landings in open fields and more. All in all, I needed a few months before I was finished and could pin the new Flugzeugführerabzeichen (Pilot’s Badge) on my uniform. Comparing the new badge with the old I had to admit that, although flying had become technically more advanced and safe, one did not really ‘fly’ any more but rather motored through the air, and the intensity, the tension, the grand adventure of each flight was gone forever. The decisive difference between both badges lay somewhere else. The old one had been a true performance badge confirming that its wearer had accomplished something special. The new one had also been designed as an efficiency badge, but was gradually turned into a showpiece of- and for the vain. Göring had pinned it to his wide chest at once, although he had not piloted an aeroplane since the last war. But this was not enough: when he was in a generous mood he gave it to people whom he wanted to please or impress, and even went one step further and ordered a design with diamonds which he presented to intimate friends and others as if he was handing out his personal court decoration. So it happened that Blomberg, Himmler, Ley, Heydrich and other Party greats – even foreign diplomats – wore the Abzeichen. Thus Göring devalued it in the market of his own vanity.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN
1936-THE OLYMPIC GAMES
AND THE NUREMBERG RALLIES

THE year was 1936 – the year of the XI. Olympic Games in Germany. It began with the IV. Winter Games in Garmisch-Partenkirchen which were opened by Adolf Hitler, and the Luftwaffe took part. We organized an aircraft rally from 3-5 February, with Munich as the finish, and received 70 applications from pilots, of whom 60 arrived, including 14 foreigners from Austria, Poland, France, Hungary, Finland, Belgium and Czechoslovakia. I had instructed the Aeroklub to draft the rally conditions and Luftsportlandesgruppe 14 in Munich to organize and manage the event. Unfortunately, the weather was atrocious: storms, with up to 100 per cent snow and cloud cover over ground. When I arrived on the airfield in the morning it stormed and snowed, and until midday only four aircraft had landed and we were all most concerned. But we were very lucky. By 17.00 hrs 48 aircraft had come in. The rally ended with a prize-giving ceremony and gala dinner with many well-known sport and air sport personalities, the president of the International Olympic Committee, Count Henri Baillet-Latour, and the German athlete and president of the Winter Olympic Games, Karl Ritter von Halt, in attendance.
Our glider pilots performed often during the games, and the leading trio of Ernst Udet, Hanna Reitsch and Otto Riebel, showed its outstanding artistry to the applause of thousands. Generalleutnant Walther Wever, Chief of Staff of the Luftwaffe, also arrived to enjoy the show. Despite his heavy workload he had taken a few hours off and sat next to me. I had always admired Wever and his frankness, particularly towards the DLV, and spent many hours in his office in discussions. He sometimes expressed doubts that we would be able to find sufficient physically and mentally fit individuals for the enormous build-up of the Luftwaffe. Wever was a creative intellectual, very independent, and a key figure in the Luftwaffe. Tragically, he was killed on 3 June 1936, much too early for us. He had piloted a Heinkel He 70, at that time the fastest aircraft in Germany, and shortly after take-off had crashed due to pilot error. At the time, the weighty significance of this loss was not fully realized, but I am convinced that he would have guided the Luftwaffe on a different course.
The now vacant post of Generalstabschef was given to Generalleutnant Albert Kesselring – a very good choice indeed. More changes followed, one of which was the promotion of Ernst Udet to Chef des Technischen Amts (Chief of the Technical Office) in the RLM. With this appointment, one of the most famous German fighter pilots took the stage. He was a close friend of Göring and extremely popular, but six years later he departed as a tragic character when he shot himself. I have never understood how he, an endearing man and a likeable comrade, could be pushed into this important post, which he had attempted to refuse to accept because he knew his strong and weak points only too well. For anyone acquainted with aviation, it was quite clear that the office of Chief of the Technical Office would one day hold the key to victory or defeat for the Luftwaffe in battle. It was a post requiring technical and organizational abilities of the highest order, an almost superhuman capacity for hard work and great resolve. The appointee also had to be ruthless towards meddlers. Udet was the typical, easy-going fighter ace – a reliable friend, sensitive and easily influenced. He had lots of charm and possessed an artist’s eye, and with pencil and brush produced exquisite, witty and humorous caricatures of people and situations – himself included. But first and foremost he was a wonderfully gifted pilot with a sixth sense, an aerobatic artist of the highest order. He was a Bohemian and enjoyed the company of artists, actors, and painters, preferring their companionship to that of soldiers, and it must be said in his favour that he was reluctant to become a soldier again. But Göring overrode his reservations, appealed to his friendship, and eventually made him into someone he never wanted to be.
Because the Treaty of Versailles had forbidden the manufacture and operation of any motorized aircraft in Germany, ‘air-minded’ people of all ages and professions, especially the young, had turned to the sport of gliding. The remote, high plateau at the Wasserkuppe in the Rhön Mountains became the ‘birthplace’ of German gliding. Rising to 950 metres above sea level, it was usually covered in deep snow throughout the winter months and subjected to strong winds and occasional heavy rainfalls during the rest of the year. It was – and remains – an ideal site for gliding: the peak is covered in a wide expanse of gentle, grass-covered slopes, which steepen and fall away to wide open valleys.
It was in July 1920 that 25 glider hobbyists, young men and former fighter pilots, met at this venue and decided to make the slopes of the Rhön hill their base from which to fly gliders and sailplanes. Nothing was planned or prepared from a technical perspective – it was merely the overwhelming desire to fly that brought them together. They erected simple tents and lived under the most primitive conditions since none of them had any money to speak of. The only source of shelter and comfort was an inn perched on the Wasserkuppe’s highest point. Initially, they built and flew simple hang-gliders, but word got around, bringing other enthusiasts and visitors who wanted to see what was going on. The number of pilots grew, and so did performance results. They gravitated from hang-gliders to sailplanes and, by trial and error, often at great cost and hardship, they blazed a trail and by 1937 there was a large complex of buildings catering for an expanded and increasingly sophisticated gliding community. Thus over the years Germany grew into the leading air sport nation.
The chronicle of this rise is one of the most rewarding and fascinating chapters of German aeronautical history. When I took over the DLV, we operated quite a few glider school camps, training slopes and other facilities where flying was taught and performed. It became one of my most important duties to increase their numbers and to improve the quality of installations and their training on a broad basis.
Planning for air sport events, at which we expected many foreign pilots to visit, the question arose as to where they could land and house their aircraft. A suitable sports airfield had to be found close to Berlin, but nothing suitable was available. They could not land on the Tempelhof commercial airfield, and military fields were out of bounds, so we had to plan something new. About 30 kilometres from the city was the Rangsdorf Lake, and there we constructed an airfield. It had to serve three objectives. Firstly, to be a base for foreign pilots with a club house and dining rooms, where they could be made welcome and have storage for their aircraft. There also had to be facilities for servicing, and it had to function as a sports-pilot training school for foreign visitors. The lake was suitable for seaplanes to land on, and on its shores was the Bücker aircraft factory which would assist visiting pilots. Lastly, Rangsdorf was to become a showpiece for air meetings and sailplane competitions to be used as a draw card in our efforts to promote flying.
I remember on one occasion flying from Rangsdorf in a little Messerschmitt Bf 108 ‘Taifun’ single-engine touring aircraft and I took my son, Jochen, with me as a passenger which he thoroughly enjoyed. His mother, on the other hand, heard about it afterwards and was most upset – especially when she discovered that I had not strapped Jochen into a parachute harness!
An important issue was the evaluation of my corps of leaders and my drive to improve their qualifications as instructors. Our DLV – but Party-controlled – Ortsgruppenführer only worked on a part-time basis; there were committed ones and lazy ones, and some just scraped by. It was most important that they be trained and taught how to lead young men, instil discipline, handle the trust funds and represent the DLV in a professional and appropriate manner. A central training centre was urgently needed and the Reichssegelflugführerschule (Reich Sailplane Pilots’ School) was built in Borkenheide in the heart of the Westfalen glider country. I opened it some time later. Then I travelled on to the Hesselberg, near Gerolfingen, where a new glider school opened its doors, and from there to Marienburg in East Prussia to be present at the local glider competitions and to hand over prizes.
It was no wonder that foreign countries looked at Germany with jaundiced eyes, and if anything smacked of military readiness one could be sure of their overzealous interest. The number of visitors rose dramatically; foreign pilots arrived to compare designs and production, and leading members of foreign air sport societies came to study our organization in depth. We had friendly ties with air sport pilots in Italy, Austria, Belgium, Great Britain and Poland. The Belgian air sport president in particular became a good friend. He had been a fighter pilot in the last war and admired our pilots and their ability to come out on top. Although he spoke only little German, and I weak French, we understood each other perfectly. Because we promoted air sport as pre-military training for boys, air attachés in particular displayed great interest and wanted to know more. We did everything according to the rule book and nothing was concealed from them, but I had been advised to be cautious when giving out detailed information and vary data according to the military-political links between us and the respective foreign country.
We enjoyed the company of the Italian attaché, the lively Lieutenant Colonel Teucci, and his young, aristocratic wife. They kept an open house and joined many of the diplomatic gatherings in Berlin. But the most striking officer was undoubtedly the Japanese military attaché, Colonel Hiroshi Oshima. He came from a long line of prominent Japanese leaders and his father had been war minister and member of the secret state cabinet. Despite his small, stocky build he showed enormous vitality, but was not really the typical Japanese. He oozed manly charm when he greeted guests with his wide grin and was a friend of Prussian military music, Scotch Whisky and Schwarzwälder Kirschwasser (a cherry brandy from the Black Forest), both of which he could consume in considerable quantities. He was a representative of young nationalist officer groups and a decisive defender of Japan’s demands for a place among the world powers. He admired Hitler and was spokesman for a close relationship between our two countries. This was the reason why he became ambassador in Berlin during the war. In 1945 he was taken prisoner by the Russians, sentenced to lifelong detention, but released in December 1955 due to failing health. His wife was the complete opposite. She was tiny, delicate and awkwardly modest, especially in large gatherings. Her inability to speak or understand German fluently might also have handicapped her, and so my wife took her under her wing.
Among the more amiable people were the Finnish military attaché, Herr Snellmann and his wife. Both spoke German fluently and both appreciated Germany, but talked lovingly about their own country. I must not forget the British air attaché, Colonel F.P. Don and his wife, both typical examples of the English race. Don had only one arm. The other he had lost in a dogfight with a German fighter. That the pilot of the German aircraft had been a member of Richthofen’s squadron was a consolation, and Don never forgot to mention it when asked.1 Lastly, there were the Polish military attaché, Lieutenant Colonel Szczymanski, and his wife – polished and polite, charming and the typical representatives of the circles of highly sophisticated Polish society who had proudly adopted a French lifestyle. I believe that he had been an officer in the Austrian army who, after the end of the First World War, and because he was Galician-born, offered his services to the Polish State. His wife was the daughter of a government minister and she knew how to be the perfect hostess – an inherent quality. Between the French military attaché and myself there were few contacts: he knew little about aviation and left this to his able assistant, Capitaine Paul Stehlin, who was a young man who concealed his vast knowledge behind strict service etiquette and personal modesty. I liked him very much. After the war Stehlin rose to become Chief of Staff of the French Air Force in the Sixties. We had only limited contact with the air force envoys from the USA, Sweden and Switzerland – we met, spoke a few non-committal words and parted. The envoys from the Soviet Union kept very much to themselves. In those days the political relations between Germany and the Soviets were correct, but distant, and I therefore did not try to approach them. They never contacted the Reichsluftsportverband like other countries did, although I am sure they found out everything they needed to know through other channels.
We were in the fortunate position to be able to choose from a vast number of social invitations but were also expected to reciprocate. This was almost impossible since we could only host a maximum of twelve people for dinner in our new apartment. However, the Haus der Flieger offered rooms to seat 20-30 guests for parties, and the food, wine list and service were excellent. All I had to do was ask for suggestions, and they offered two or three menu proposals for my approval and payment. I had an allowance of 5,000 Marks per year for entertainment and that was more than enough. We preferred a mix of important people at our dinners, senior officers and employees of the RLM, as well as leading members of airlines and the industry.
The largest slice of my working day was taken up by discussions with a variety of people. There arrived mayors and local officials wanting to attract DLV training schools or units to their provinces and factory owners offering aircraft equipment and hangars. Many people enquired about flying training and wanted advice. Unwelcome visitors were those from the Party and Hitler Youth who demanded more say in the running of our organization or delivered complaints. And then there were inventors who simply wanted me to help them.
The flying competitions preceding the XI. Olympic Games began at the end of July at Rangsdorf with the international aerobatic competition, the Preis der Nationen, which was won by Otto Heinrich Graf von Hagenburg, and by Vera von Bissing from the three participating ladies. In the meantime, 106 aircraft took part in the German Air Rally, where the winner was Hauptmann Freiherr Speck von Sternburg flying a Messerschmitt Bf 108 monoplane. Out of 57 teams, 45 completed the course. The Austrian team under Fürst Kinsky was the largest with nine aircraft, and there were teams from Belgium, Chile, Great Britain, France, the Netherlands, Japan, Italy, Switzerland, Poland, Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Spain and Sweden. Göring had invited Charles Lindbergh, the famous US aviator, to Germany so that he could form his own opinion about our Luftwaffe, and he visited me. I showed him around Rangsdorf and the Reichssegelflugschule at Rhinow, both important developments, and Lindbergh was impressed by our activities. In the end, he felt the urge to sit once again at the controls of a glider after a pause of seven years as he told me. I did not feel too happy considering his request, imagining the newspaper headlines all over the world if something went wrong. I therefore asked his wife to decide and she smiled and nodded. The ensuing flight went well and satisfied us all. I liked Lindbergh, the boyish and honest sportsman who, despite his fame, was modest and thus always able to form friendly bonds with the people he met. He talked openly about what he had seen, including the fragmentary development of our force, and did not hold back with his compliments, wishing us luck in our efforts to become a rising air power. Unfortunately, this did not prevent him from joining the apostles of hate against all Germans during the war.
The Olympic Games began on 1 August 1936. Anneliese and I sat among the festive and expectant crowd of 100,000 spectators at the Olympiastadion and were entertained by a number of orchestras while the airship ‘Hindenburg’ cruised above. Promptly, at 16.00 hrs, Adolf Hitler arrived with a small entourage, a fanfare sounded, people rose from their seats and the orchestras played the opening of Wagner’s Huldigungsmarsch. Accompanied by an increasing roar from the crowd, Hitler walked slowly down to the VIP box, the German national anthems – the Deutschlandlied first, then the Horst-Wessel-Lied – were played, and the 59 flags of the participating nations were raised on masts all around the vast stadium. Then followed the entrance of the teams, led by the one from Greece and ending with the host, Germany. After a short address by Baron de Coubertin, founder of the modern Olympic Games, Hitler declared the Games open, and a young runner carrying the Olympic torch from Greece entered the stadium, rounded the oval and lit the fire in the sacrificial bowl, there to burn for the duration of the games. The swearing of the Olympic oath by the participants followed, and Händel’s Hallelujah Chorus performed by 3,000 singers ended the most impressive proceedings.
For the next sixteen days Germany was under the spell of Olympic fever, coupled to a multitude of sports and other events, parties and exhibitions, operas and operettas, ballets and even more dinners and festivities. One evening we sat next to a couple from the United States. He was a manufacturer of silk stockings and talked mainly about his factory and production, comparing his with similar enterprises in Germany that could not measure up in quantity. Hitler’s handling of the Jewish problem intrigued him very much. He commented: ‘It’s certainly your own problem how you deal with the Jews, but it’s not going to end up in a good way.’ This was long before the infamous Kristallnacht and the introduction of the yellow Judenstern. Fortunately, for the duration of the games, the sales stands for ‘Der Stürmer’ had been removed from the streets. Der Stürmer was a nasty, anti-semitic hate paper of gutter quality, published by the Bavarian Gauleiter Julius Streicher, and displayed in wooden stands in many cities.
On 3 August I watched, accompanied by my son, the black athlete, Jesse Owens, run his highly impressive 100-metre sprint. The following day, I also saw him win the long jump. I remember the crowd going wild, willing him on. Despite what has been said, to the best of my knowledge, Owens was well treated by many during his stay; his later complaints of bad treatment and racist remarks were apparently made upon the urgings of anti-German – or at least, anti-Nazi – groups in the United States.
I had been invited to the closing session for members of the Olympics Organizing Committee at which its Chairman, Dr. Lewald, thanked us for work well done and handed out special Olympic medals. The white and gold enamel crosses had been designed on Hitler’s orders, with the highest class worn ‘at the throat’, a decoration much sought after in the market of vanity.
In the autumn of 1936 the first large-scale military manoeuvres since Hitler’s inauguration began, and the Luftwaffe participated. I had been asked to attend and was witness to the first tentative steps being taken by senior Luftwaffe staff to cooperate with their opposite army numbers. I don’t think senior officers profited much. I certainly was not impressed because the Luftwaffe was still in its development phase – the whole thing was incomplete and rushed. The closing address was given by Hitler. He thanked everyone for their commitment but did not go into any detail. Instead, the final evaluations were given by von Blomberg and von Fritsch for High Command and Army, and by Kesselring for the Luftwaffe. Göring was silent.
Not much later the 8. Reichsparteitag (‘Party Day’ – effectively the Reich national party convention) was staged by the NSDAP in Nuremberg from 8 November 1936 under the title Reichsparteitag der Ehre (Rally of Honour), at which Hitler was to present his summary of Party achievements during the past year and point out the tasks and responsibilities that the coming year would bring. For example, the invasion of the demilitarized Rhineland, in the eyes of the NSDAP leadership, constituted the ‘restoration of German honour.’ As the Propagandaministerium was in charge of the proceedings and was attempting to promote the Partei on a massive scale and convert the doubters, I received two complimentary tickets for my wife and myself which gave us access to any of the many conferences, exhibitions, sports and athletic meetings, as well as rallies. There were those of the Reichsarbeitsdienst (Reich Labour Service) featuring 45,000 men, then the gathering of 90,000 political leaders with their 25,000 banners, as well as a rally of 45,000 boys and 5,000 girls from the Hitlerjugend. After a couple of days the great assembly – Appell –  in the vast Luitpold Arena took place with the SA, SS, NSKK and DLV, altogether some 108,000 uniformed men, in attendance. At every meeting Hitler spoke at length to the masses, using simple, suggestive words – a master in the art of creating vivid pictures of the future, talking with an almost hypnotic zeal. He was the genuine Volksredner (public speaker) who drew inspiration from the roar and wild applause of his audience, totally exhausting himself in the process. At the end of the great rally, Hitler consecrated 63 new Party banners by touching them with the Blutfahne – the ‘Blood Flag’, a banner that had been ‘bloodied’ during the abortive Hitlerputsch on 9 November 1923 in Munich, and which was used as an icon at many political gatherings – while a band played the Horst-Wessel-Lied and guns gave a salute. It was typical of the Nazis to captivate the crowds to great effect with their symbols. Immediately afterwards, the march past of all units took place on the central square, Adolf Hitler Platz, where Hitler took the salute. We marched in rows, 14-strong to accommodate everyone, the DLV somewhere in the middle of the long column. I marched ahead of my staff and the six marching phalanxes. The throngs of spectators along the route called out to us and threw flowers. Hitler stood in his open car, his right arm raised in salute. Like this, he had stood for hours already, not pausing at all. On his left stood Göring, to his right Hess. I reported to Hitler and, for the time of our march, remained next to him. Göring looked on with interest, but for Hess the whole ceremony seemed more of an affliction he had to suffer for his Lord and Master. This colourless man disliked his role of second-in-command of the Party. With his unpretentious nature he stood very much apart from the boasting and false airs of his colleagues. I believe he knew his limitations well. In his private life he was clean and untainted, but unfortunately was unable to stand up to the robust and self-glorifying Gauleiters.
The Parteitag meetings closed with the ‘Tag der Wehrmacht’. Hitler and the commanders of the three armed services arrived on the Zeppelin-Wiese at which point the Luftwaffe began its demonstrations with flypasts over the Zeppelinfeld by squadrons of the latest Heinkel He 51 fighters and Junkers Ju 52 and Dornier Do 17 bombers, while the Flak arm put on a demonstration show of defence against air attacks. Then it was the turn of the Armee to dazzle the thousands of spectators with improbable, simulated war games while expending vast rounds of ammunition, to the joy of everybody. Closing off, Hitler gave another address, praising his soldiers and underlining the tasks that awaited them. A march past followed during which a few hundred aircraft flew above us.
As spectators, we were quite impressed by everything we had observed and experienced, but how must the masses of participants have felt who had been involved and had seen and heard Hitler speak? All of Hitler’s speeches were directed at the ordinary people, there were no pompous words or complex phrases; he spoke clearly and simply, said what he expected of them and promised a better future. He had risen from the Austrian lower middle class, and the people loved and revered him for his concern, because he served them day and night. His simplicity in dress and appearance stood out effectively when compared to the swanky big shots and their often theatrical attire and demeanour. But in every speech he never forgot to mention the dangers of Communism and Marxism that our country and its people faced. He pointed to the threat of international Judaism, which he was not the first to recognize, but was prepared to face directly, leading to the terrible results that eventually earned us the loathing of almost the whole world. Hitler was a daemonic speaker with the ability to simplify even big problems, totally convinced of his mission to lead the German nation and its people to greatness, while asking them to be prepared to sacrifice their lives for the Vaterland if necessary. This Parteitag gave me a lot to think about, especially about the theory and practice of the Nazis and the often repeated slogan: ‘Die Partei hat immer recht’ (‘The party is always right’), or ‘Der Führer hat immer recht.’
I have mentioned the efforts of the Reichsjugendführung (Reich youth leadership) to influence politically our young people in the DLV and persuade them to join the Hitlerjugend under the slogan ‘Jugend muss von Jugend geführt werden’ (‘Youth must be led by youth’). This resulted in considerable friction between all sides involved, including the parents who preferred their sons to follow their own interests in our organization. The Hitlerjugend leaders used what was jokingly called ‘freiwilliger Zwang’ – ‘voluntary force’, to get their own way. In the face of overt and covert tactics, I remained unresponsive, but when they tried to interfere in purely aviation matters of which they knew absolutely nothing, I decided that something had to be done. I arranged a meeting with Baldur von Schirach, the Reichsjugendführer. Many matters were discussed but nothing was agreed upon. I therefore resolved that if I wanted to maintain the DLV’s independence, I had to obtain approval from high up. I turned to the Secretary of State for Aviation, General der Flieger Milch, and informed him of the tug of war, and asked for his support. He acknowledged the complexity of the issue, but seemed unwilling to make a firm move. This left me only one other option: report to Göring and ask for his strong arm. After a number of attempts, I managed to break through the iron ring around him. He was not in a good mood unfortunately, and the topic I wanted to present, unwelcome. He did not like von Schirach, mumbled about his high-handedness and ordered that nothing should change as far as the DLV’s position was concerned. This was fine, but it did not go far enough, and I asked him to perhaps talk to Hess or von Schirach, or get a ruling from Hitler direct. Göring dodged the answer and promised to think about it. My attack had failed. In the end, as I had feared, the Hitlerjugend won; they were given political, educational and physical charge of all youngsters serving in the DLV.
General der Flieger Erhard Milch was a key figure in the RLM and the Luftwaffe. I had met him briefly at the end of the war before he entered German commercial aviation, where he worked himself into a leading position in the Deutsche Lufthansa, thanks to his organizational and technical abilities, his skilfulness in debates and a certain ruthlessness. He made contact with the Nazi Party and became Göring’s expert in commercial aviation matters. When Göring was promoted Reichsluftfahrtminister, he took Milch with him and made him his Secretary of State. We spent many hours together in discussions, sometimes just the two of us, but also in the company of others, with a beer. I acknowledged his mental abilities and proficiency in debates and admired his rhetorical talent and flair in making quick decisions, although he did tend to cut corners and sometimes compromised. He made himself indispensable to Göring, not in military matters – there were others far more knowledgeable and competent – but by bringing his many connections with business, industry, the Party and foreign contacts into play. He did a lot of extra work which Göring was too lazy to do, and since Hitler thought highly of him, he became one of the central figures in the RLM.
Wanting to extricate myself from the increasingly petty infighting and disputes which I disliked, I called on Generalmajor Ulrich Grauert in the RLM Personnel Department to enquire how long I would have to continue in my position and asked him for a posting to active service.2 He understood my motives entirely and promised to help, provided a suitable successor could be found. In early 1937 I was called to take part in two Luftwaffe exercises, employing Rahmenverbände, meaning fractions of units only, to test the capabilities of staff and soldiers. Although Hitler, Göring and the newspapers were enthusiastic about it all and spoke about the Luftwaffe’s strike power in glowing terms, I knew we were far from this goal and it was merely another bluff.







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
HAPPY TIMES

KOMMODORE OF KAMPFGESCHWADER 152
IN February 1937 I was appointed Kommodore of the bomber unit Kampfgeschwader (KG – Bomber Wing) 152 ‘Hindenburg’. Nobody could have been more delighted. Generalmajor Friedrich Christiansen took over from me as head of the DLV. He was a well-known naval airman and holder of the Pour le Mérite who had piloted the 12-engined Dornier Do X flying boat that flew from Lisbon to New York via Las Palmas, West Africa and Brazil in 1930-31.
The three Gruppen (Groups) of my Geschwader were stationed at Neubrandenburg, Schwerin and Fürstenwalde in northern Germany, with a total strength of 81 aircraft in nine Staffeln (Squadrons). KG 152 was equipped with the Junkers Ju 52/3m powered with three 715hp BMW engines and a few ungainly, twin-engined Dornier Do 23s also fitted with BMW engines of 750hp. All were former civilian aircraft converted to military use by adding observer cockpits, internal bomb racks, bomb rails under the wings, aiming devices in the fuselage and cockpits, and various machine gun ports. Fortunately, the improved Junkers Ju 86 was in production and was expected to arrive with us in the near future. For training purposes we had to use sports- and other civilian aircraft as no other aircraft were available. The prevailing state of affairs was neither impressive nor acceptable and this also applied to the operational readiness of the airfields and various station buildings. Only Neubrandenburg could be considered ‘ready’ – almost. This field became my headquarters.
The role of our bombers was to operate deep into enemy territory and to attack and destroy its power base. However, like all other Luftwaffe units, we were still in our build-up phase and far from ready. We suffered from a shortage of fully trained crews and all kinds of equipment, and this meant that the Luftwaffe had to be created from almost zero. But it grew at a breathtaking pace. Airfields and barracks were built; aircraft, aircraft engine and accessories and spares factories established; training stations and schools of all kinds came into being, as well as war academies and technical colleges – regardless of cost and available industrial capacity. The driving force behind all this was Göring. His energy, power and his influence over Hitler swept aside all obstacles put up by the Minister of Finance, by commerce, industry and agriculture. He was not only motivated by the belief that Germany needed a modern and strong Luftwaffe to play its part among other great nations, but he also wanted to have a military and political instrument in hand to counter the ongoing wrangling between various leadership and power blocks inside the SA, SS and the Party, where a chance of an uprising against the senior leadership might exist.
Göring had made the jump from Hauptmann to General without bringing the necessary qualifications to his high position: rather he lived in his past as the successful fighter pilot, about which he liked to boast, making the mistake of overestimating himself and his knowledge of aviation – technical and otherwise. Many of his old comrades followed his call to join the Luftwaffe and, hurtling up the ladder, reached high rank. But there were not enough officers to fill command and staff posts, and therefore officers from the Heer and the Kriegsmarine were transferred over, although most of them had no flying experience. Some of them aspired to become pilots despite their age, completed the simple requirements for the pilot’s badge, and considered themselves fully-fledged pilots, forgetting that a smattering of talent is worse than no talent at all. I know only of one older person who joined us from the Armee and became an excellent pilot and that was Albert Kesselring. I liked him and had a high regard for his positive drive and willingness to understand the pilot’s psyche. Even as late as 1944, and as Generalfeldmarschall and the Oberbefehlshaber Süd in Italy, he flew tirelessly. As time passed, the Armee and Kriegsmarine could not give us more officers because they were also rearming, and we asked reserve officers to leave their civilian positions and join us. They were known as Ergänzungsoffiziere or E-Offiziere. This led to the strange situation that the new Luftwaffe was run to a great extent by non-flyers who were not altogether technically capable to form and build an effective and efficient air arm.
A constant headache was the procurement of air crews. Although in the build-up phase themselves, the training schools turned out crews as fast as possible. But when we thought we had a fully operational unit, orders forced us to transfer half the crews to a newly established one, which in turn was then similarly affected. There was continuous coming and going, making cohesive work and training difficult, if not impossible. The Fürstenwalde Gruppe, IV./KG 152, left me to serve the newly established Fallschirmtruppe, and I received a new formation, also designated IV./KG 152, based at Kolberg. Later in 1937, I was forced by the RLM to give up more fully trained crews, who then mysteriously disappeared. After some time we heard that they had been sent as ‘volunteers’ to Spain with the Legion Condor to assist General Franco and his Nationalist forces, aided by some Italian units sent by Mussolini, to fight the Communist forces supported by the Soviet Union and France in the Spanish Civil War. When this war was over, our personnel returned to KG 152.
I considered it one of my duties to form my officers, who came from the different uniformed services, social levels and political backgrounds, into one cohesive corps. On one side were those who had grown up in the Hitlerjugend or had been members of the Party and its affiliate organizations, and on the other those older men who had worked in civilian jobs for a number of years and had learned not to be too frank when expressing their political views. I was helped in my task by the fact that our airfields – we called them ‘Fliegerhorst’ (a flyer’s/pilot’s ‘lair’) – had been erected reasonably far from cities for practical reasons, making it time-consuming to commute, and that buildings, especially living quarters and messes, had been furnished and decorated with an artistic eye – much improved from the very functional and often drab barracks of my early army days.
One of the pleasant aspects of my new station was that I had more time for my family, so we could be together for longer periods. Our house was close to forests, and we could walk to our hearts’ content and swim in one of the small lakes in the area. From time to time we attended parties arranged for the single officers in the mess, and my wife and I liked to host a party in our house for married and single officers to meet on a more personal level. We laid on snacks and I would mix a wine-fruit punch; there would be funny stories told and songs sung; our son accompanied us on his harmonica, and this brought us all closer together for the good of the service. My first adjutant left me because he was not suitable for this important post and in his place arrived Hauptmann Fritz-Herbert Dierich. He was a first-rate man with a great capacity for work, very honest, with a remarkable mental grasp and a quick temper. I really liked working with him and was always able to smooth over any upsets he caused. After he left we remained in touch during the war and our paths crossed from time to time.
‘Talking shop’ was allowed in our messes, and if conversations threatened to dry up there was always plenty to discuss about Göring and his love of wearing theatrical dress at home or at Karinhall, his country estate, or at his hunting castle at Rominten in East Prussia. He liked to change a few times during the day, adorn himself with all kinds of jewellery, and wear medieval weapons, shoes and cloaks. He took his mania for uniforms to extremes. For every government post he held, and there were many, he dressed in another uniform, and he had special ones designed when he became Generalfeldmarschall and Reichsmarschall. He loved to have his photograph taken and published, or to have himself painted in oil in his many costumes and uniforms. It was his love of the theatre and the arts that he was expressing in this manner. When the new Luftwaffe uniform had been designed in 1934-35 he had been involved, and at first the uniform for all ranks was practical and in good taste and well received by the public. However, over time the uniform for officers underwent superfluous changes by adding silver bands and monkey swings, short mess jackets, white vests and the Fliegerdolch und Fliegerschwert and, for Generals, a jacket with white lapels and a golden rapier. On slim figures this kind of uniform looked good, but when worn by older gentlemen with middle-age spread it caused smiles, and Göring with his rotund body looked even worse. Before the war Oberst Robert Ritter von Greim said in a talk on the subject of careless flying: ‘To fly one does not need a sword, nor tails, no swanky mess, not even high boots; and the most wonderful uniform in the world is not in a position to perform a smooth landing. In order to be able to fly, one requires what only the real pilot possesses.’
In case of war, during 1937 and 1938, my Geschwader had been allocated Einsatzhäfen –  action or operational airfields – in Silesia. This meant we might be sent into action against Czechoslovakia, Poland or Russia, or against a combination of all three, and we conducted a number of relocation exercises. But the most likely enemy was Czechoslovakia because this country resembled a wedge inside the German body, separating southern from northern Germany. It was called the Allied aircraft carrier. The Soviets had promised assistance, in the form of flying units, for a war against Germany, and Soviet soldiers had been spotted on Czechoslovakian airfields. The organization, equipment and strength of their air force was known, and we had aerial photographs of their military airfields and buildings. Of the countryside itself, its mountains, forests and villages, we knew very little, and the RLM addressed this deficiency by arranging for senior Luftwaffe officers in civilian clothes to fly on specially arranged Lufthansa flights as ordinary travellers. These were most secret affairs. Aircraft had to stick to the internationally agreed routes between cities of course, but the pilots had been briefed and occasionally managed to deviate from them by taking advantage of bad weather patterns. In this way I had a good look at a number of airfields and the surrounding areas. On our return trip we landed in Vienna to be greeted by our air attaché with the necessary circumspection, but we were most surprised when an airport employee greeted us with a very friendly: ‘Grüss Gott’ to the gentlemen from distant Berlin!’ The information wire had obviously operated efficiently!
Training of my Geschwader crews I considered most important. Since there were no limits set for me, I could do this without interference and with the aim of preparing us for any eventuality, even a war, although in 1937 there seemed to be no threat from this direction. I enjoyed my work and independence tremendously, and had the satisfaction of seeing everybody pulling together willingly and enthusiastically. It was a pleasure to work with everyone. I also took the opportunity to upgrade my pilot’s licence by completing courses for multi-engine aircraft and blind-flying and participated in lessons for advanced navigation and radio communication.
Eventually, we received the Junkers Ju 86, to supplement our existing Ju 52s and Do 23s. This was a metal, twin-engined aircraft, again intended to fulfil both military and commercial transport and passenger roles. We operated the Ju 86A-1 as a medium bomber with Junkers diesel engines and later, BMW radial engines, with a crew of four – pilot, navigator, radio-operator/bomb-aimer and gunner. The Jumo Diesels gave us a lot of headaches and we suffered frequently from broken pistons, poor manufacture and high levels of repair and unserviceability. In reality, we always saw the Ju 86 as a stopgap for the Heinkel He 111.
When I took over command of KG 152 , Generalmajor Bernhard Kühl, the Höherer Fliegerkommandeur II, was my superior. After he was moved to the RLM in July 1937, Generalmajor Ulrich Grauert took over due to changes at the top. One of the reasons was the resignation of Generalleutnant Albert Kesselring, the Chief of Staff of the Luftwaffe, who had fallen out with his superior, Erhard Milch, whose title unfortunately placed him as Göring’s number two, even in military matters. As aviation expert, Milch was much more qualified than Göring, but his energy, industriousness and personal ambition misled him sometimes to outplay his master and also meddle in the purely military concerns of the Chief of Staff. Milch prevented the formation of an effective leadership body for the Luftwaffe, and when a close relationship between Göring and his chiefs of staff would have been crucial, his robust personality blocked the way. It was his doing that all of Kesselring’s successors – more or less – failed. The next was Generalleutnant Hans-Jürgen Stumpff from the RLM Personnel Department. From the Luftwaffe’s earliest days, this man’s straightforward, goal-driven work and his outstanding character had structured an excellent officer corps, while negating the many ambitious attempts by certain circles to undercut him. It was to Göring’s credit that he backed him, sometimes against the wishes of high-placed authorities. Regrettably, Stumpff did not do well during his short spell in office. Switching from a post he had managed expertly to another, requiring front line experience, becoming or even being the leading brain in a future air war was extremely difficult for him, despite outside assistance. A younger, energetic man with the necessary flying background was needed who could gradually grow into the important position of Chief of Staff. This person was the Kommodore of Lehrgeschwader 1 at Greifswald, Oberstleutnant Hans Jeschonnek.
The autumn manoeuvres this year gave the Armee, Marine and Luftwaffe a chance to operate jointly, but they were not a success. The difficulties were many: orders given by all levels of command were often contradictory, arrived too late or were nonsensical, especially for the flying units. It was no wonder that everybody from top to bottom grumbled. But the whole show had also been organized with a view of impressing our ally, Benito Mussolini of Italy, who was in Germany on a state visit and who arrived for the exercises with Hitler. A parade was planned for the final day. Thankfully, due to bad weather, we were not involved.
In early February 1938 we were stunned by a radio message informing us that Hitler had taken over command of the Wehrmacht as Oberbefehlshaber and that Generalfeldmarschall von Blomberg and the Commander of the Armee, Generaloberst Freiherr von Fritsch, had been retired. A number of other older generals had been pensioned off at the same time to rejuvenate the top military echelon. This hit us soldiers and the German nation like a bomb. The State run press limited itself to short notices, but on the record we commanders were informed that von Blomberg had been sent off because he had married a woman with a questionable personal history and that von Fritsch was under investigation on the basis of paragraph 175 (homosexuality). By now I had learned to read between the lines and did not believe everything I was told. I also knew von Fritsch too well to accept such rumours; he was respected in the Armee, even loved by his soldiers. The issue was discussed at length within the officer corps. It was no secret that von Fritsch was a very critical person and kept his distance from everything connected with the Party – reason enough for Hitler not to like such an independent man. Rumours made their rounds, ending with the question of whether or not the accusations were true and who could possibly have profited from inventing such a damning report. At the time we could not find any answers, but in early June all commanding Armee and Luftwaffe generals and a few admirals and all Geschwaderkommodore were ordered to report to Fliegerhorst Barth in Mecklenburg to watch a demonstration by German aircraft under development and by a Russian I-16 ‘Rata’ fighter which had been captured intact during the war in Spain. Hitler and Göring waited at the entrance to the airfield and Hitler greeted everyone with a handshake. During the demonstrations he asked many intelligent questions. Lunch in the officers’ mess followed. As usual Hitler ate little but was also uncommunicative despite Göring’s and the other generals’ efforts to engage him. The mood was tense, and I felt as if a dark cloud was hanging over us. After lunch Hitler and his entourage walked to another room into which commanding generals were called. A little later they returned and flying continued. I managed to ask General Hoth what had been discussed. He only whispered ‘Fritsch’ and placed a finger over his lips. Udet flew the ‘Rata’ like the master he was; it was remarkable what he achieved in performance and aerobatics with this uncomplicated little aeroplane, which had given our Heinkels and Messerschmitts so much trouble in Spain. The ‘Rata’ was fast and agile, designed and constructed simply, while our aircraft were in the process of becoming technically over-complicated.
Since the war the case of von Fritsch has been researched extensively without reaching final conclusions. Notes written down by an eye- and ear- witness immediately after the fateful meeting stated that Hitler announced that court investigations had established von Fritsch’s absolute innocence in every respect, and that he, Hitler, regretted the tragic affair deeply. He was willing to make amends but he could not ask him to return to his old command since they would be unable to work together in confidence. This cleared von Fritsch in the presence of the generals only, not vis-à-vis the whole Wehrmacht and the German nation. The Partei disliked him and Hitler did not want to act against it. This confirmed the widening gulf between Armee and Partei and cost Hitler the sympathies of a large part of the Wehrmacht, which asked von Fritsch to take up residence on one of the troop exercise fields where he could be protected. The murders of von Schleicher and von Bredow by fanatical SS men were still in many peoples’ minds. In a conciliatory, though futile, gesture Hitler appointed von Fritsch as Honorary Colonel of his old Artillery Regiment, No. 12. The accuser, a criminal with a long string of homosexual convictions, was sent to a Konzentrationslager where he was shot. On whose orders he acted it has not been discovered: it is possible that besides Hitler, Göring, Heydrich and Himmler had an interest in the removal of von Fritsch.
The case of von Blomberg was different. He was a widower and had started an affair with a lady of dubious character and past. Of course, if a man his age finds such a move appropriate one can only comment that it is a case of de gustibus non est disputandum. Von Blomberg then decided to marry this woman and discussed it with Göring who seems to have supported him, removed all obstacles, and he and Hitler were witnesses at the wedding ceremony. Immediately afterwards it became public that the lady not only had a shady past, but a criminal record as well. That Hitler turned away from von Blomberg and dismissed him was logical, and the officer corps agreed, because with this faux pas von Blomberg had alienated himself from the Wehrmacht. His children broke off all contacts. It had been well known in the officer corps that von Blomberg had sincerely tried to find common ground with the Nazis in the interest of a better understanding between Wehrmacht and Partei, and by doing so had won the trust of Hitler, who promoted him to the first Generalfeldmarschall of the Third Reich. But von Blomberg and a number of top generals vehemently opposed Hitler’s war politics in 1937 and their challenge might already have given him the idea of dropping von Blomberg. The word ‘prestige’ ranked high with Hitler, and the two incidents must have shocked him psychologically and severely, although I do not believe he would have consented to an intrigue against von Blomberg, and Göring was too well brought up and too much of a comrade to stoop that low. Despite all his failings, Göring was, on the whole, a decent fellow. Both Göring and Himmler, the latter commanding a greatly expanded SS, might have been keen to become the next Reichskriegsminister. Hitler disappointed them both by coveting the post himself. As a concession he promoted Göring to Generalfeldmarschall against all military tradition, because in former days only a general who had led an army in battle or who had decisively commanded one during a war, could be promoted to this highest military rank.
In mid-February I took part in a most unusual conference at the Luftkriegsschule in Dresden. Kesselring was the chairman and highly secret matters were discussed – so secret in fact, that we were threatened with the death penalty if any of the topics were to become public. The topic was the Luftwaffe’s operational plans in case of a war with Czechoslovakia, and we were not allowed to leave our work- and sleeping quarters for the duration. Our conference had no connection to the Anschluss between Germany and Austria that followed the Austrian government’s demise on 11 March 1938; we merely listened to the many radio broadcasts describing the entry of German troops into that country.
During the summer of 1938 I met the Kronprinz and his wife once again at the wedding of their second son, Prinz Louis Ferdinand von Preussen, who served as a reserve officer in my Geschwader. The reception was at the Schloss Cecilienhof and I took the opportunity to hand the Prinz his Pilot’s Badge which had arrived that morning. He proudly showed it to his parents and his wife, the Russian Grand Princess Kyra Romanov, an exceptionally beautiful lady, and pinned it on his uniform. Regrettably, the Prinz did not live up to expectations befitting a member of the Hohenzollern Royal House after the war. He even followed the example of other apologists and wrote a book in which he described himself as open-minded to the new circumstances. He carped about his training in KG 152, something he had badly needed at the time, and that he had only reluctantly put on uniform. Such statements sounded good to certain political groups after 1945, but he purposefully forgot to mention that, at age ten, he had already put on an officer’s uniform and later volunteered as a reserve Luftwaffe officer.
The Anschluss of Austria boosted not only Hitler’s reputation at home and abroad very much, but strengthened the position of Germans living as Sudetendeutsche in Czechoslovakia’s border regions who wanted to be free from Czech oppression. Political rivalries and fighting between the two countries almost led to military confrontations because the Czechs expected Great Britain and France to assist them. When this did not materialize they backed down, and once again Hitler, who had seized the right moment for his gamble, had won. The result was the Münchener Abkommen, the conference between Hitler, Mussolini, Chamberlain and Daladier, intended to solve the question of the future of the Sudetendeutsche in Czechoslovakia, from 29 November 1938, which gave the Sudetenland to Germany. Thus my Geschwader, which had already been issued with the codeword to attack enemy targets, was fortunately able to remain at base. When Armee units marched into Czechoslovakia, it was decided that the Luftwaffe had to show its presence too, and the ‘Geschwader Mahncke’ was formed in great haste, consisting of one bomber group, one fighter-, one Stuka- and one reconnaissance Staffel. We were to land on a grass field at Freudenthal. Despite the unsuitable terrain which cost a group of paratroopers from an airborne unit 12 damaged Ju 52s, we came down safely. We stayed there for a few days fraternizing with the local people before returning home. This task was my last duty as a Geschwader Kommodore as my promotion to General was imminent. I said goodbye to my Gruppen and was given a grand farewell evening in the officers’ mess at Neubrandenburg with laudatory speeches and toasts. But the most memorable part was the ceremonial tattoo at night, with a full band and torch-lit march past with which my soldiers honoured me. I am very proud that I received this special military accolade once during my career.

Generalmajor Alfred Mahncke’s pilot certificate, issued by Luftgaukommando III in Berlin on 23 July 1938.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
GATHERING STORMS

EARLY in November 1938 I received my appointment as Höherer Fliegerausbildungskommandeur im Luftgau IV at Münster in Westphalia, where I was responsible for training aircrews and ground staff. But owing to the Luftwaffe’s continuous expansion and internal reorganization, this posting did not last long, and a few months later I moved to Hamburg to carry on in the same role with Luftgau XI. I did not realize at that time that this transfer would lead to a chance meeting with the man with whom I was to share intimately the most difficult parts of my military life in World War Two in Russia and Italy, Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen. As a Generalmajor he had commanded the German Legion Condor expeditionary force in the Spanish Civil War and was returning home with his 5,500 ‘volunteers’ on board the ‘Wilhelm Gustloff’, a KdF cruise liner of 25,500 tons, and a number of other transport ships. The KdF – or ‘Kraft durch Freude’ – was a party-sponsored holiday and recreation organization. It was a beautiful spring day as the white liner flying the commander’s ensign at the top was slowly pulled to the pier under Flak gun salutes and with ships’ sirens blaring, where our grand reception committee – Generalfeldmarschall Göring among us – waited. On the bridge stood Richthofen in his olive-coloured field uniform – an officer and a gentleman without pretence or vanity. He left the ship first, saluted Göring and reported the successful return of his Legion.
Göring spoke a few words of welcome and appreciation for a job well done, then he and Richthofen walked along the guard of honour while the Preussischer Parademarsch was played. Afterwards followed the triumphant march through Hamburg’s crowd-lined and flower- and flag-decorated streets, with the procession ending on the Moorweide. Surrounded by some 100 officers and civilians, the kind of spectacle he loved, Göring addressed the soldiers and this time found the right words.
At the Moorweide stands had been erected for guests such as I to witness the military proceedings. I sat among many friends and actually next to Helmuth Förster who had arrived from Greifswald where he commanded the Luftwaffenlehrdivision. A little later, General der Flieger Gustav Kastner-Kirdorf came along and greeted us with condescension, which did not bother us unduly because we knew him only too well. He had been promoted recently to chief of the Luftwaffenpersonalamt, a bad choice in my opinion because I felt he was much too old to give guidance to the young and upcoming officer corps which was trying to find and consolidate itself. Kastner, a reputable, intelligent but rather staid man, was relatively unknown outside the RLM. He had no experience in personnel matters and limited contact with the units themselves, and this prevented him from acting decisively. Before him Oberst (later Generalmajor) Hans-Jürgen Stumpff had been in charge and then Oberst (later Generalmajor) Robert Ritter von Greim. The latter was an experienced ‘old hand’ at flying, holder of the Pour le Mérite, a serious, tireless worker, well known and liked by the young officers for whom he had great affection. But when new Luftwaffe Fliegerdivisionen were established, Greim extricated himself from the RLM and its intrigues, which he felt he could not overcome, and looked for other work ‘where it really mattered’.
Two celebration dinners had been arranged for German and selected Spanish and Italian officers for the late afternoon and I was responsible for one of them. The problem was how to properly seat the officers, as their tetchiness, when competing for attention, was well known. There were speeches made, (I gave the first one), many toasts were drunk, and then I invited the officers – first Spaniards and then Italians – into the next room to hand over the medals of Orden vom Deutschen Adler which had been specially designed for, and awarded by, Hitler. These medals were greatly in demand, although it could not be avoided that when recipients compared them, here and there someone might feel inadequately honoured. As expected, our foreigners then expressed the wish to sample Hamburg’s nightlife and, under the protection of knowledgeable local guides, they departed to the dance halls and amusement bars of the Reeperbahn.
But I have gone ahead of myself. On 18 January 1939 my promotion to Generalmajor arrived and I was asked to report to Hitler and Göring on the 22nd. The meeting took place in the assembly hall of the Reichskanzlei among a group of about thirty newly-promoted Generals of the Armee and Luftwaffe and Admirals of the Kriegsmarine. Generaloberst von Brauchitsch was present as well as Generaladmiral Raeder and Generalfeldmarschall Göring. This gave me the opportunity to approach Göring and to thank him for his gift of the tastefully designed General’s rapier engraved with his personal dedication. Exactly on time Hitler entered the hall and walked towards us. In this large room he appeared to me shorter than I remembered him. In a brief address he thanked us for our services and congratulated us on our promotions, then firmly shook everyone’s hand. I must admit that every time this happened I could not escape the fascination this man radiated and his charisma when one came into his presence. After this simple ceremony we followed Hitler into a lecture room where a number of high-ranking generals were already waiting. Hitler spoke to us for an hour and it was one of the most impressive speeches I had ever heard from him. He did not use notes, never searched for words, spoke dispassionately and without emphasis, but one could feel that he struggled to control the mass of pictures forming in his mind. It was a broad, historical talk about the many achievements during the creation of the German State from the Holy Roman Empire to the present, and it ended with a vision of the German Reich of the future. Those present in the room were gripped and when he concluded he was applauded enthusiastically, something that would definitely not customarily come from his emotionally disciplined listeners. Even those who had no particular feelings for Hitler and viewed National Socialism with reserve, joined in.
A simple dinner followed – rather different from those sumptuous ones Göring loved to arrange. There was soup, a meat dish and dessert, accompanied by German wines and champagne. Hitler lived and ate frugally; even during state banquets he did not deviate from his plain fare, which was always served by an SS man. He was a vegetarian and did not smoke or drink, with the exception of a glass of brown beer at mealtimes. After dinner we were offered mocha and liqueurs in one of the other rooms; those who wanted to smoke could do so separately because Hitler hated smoke. We were also able to visit his private quarters which consisted of a reception room, a small dining room, a study and a vast library. There were huge, beautifully arranged flower displays everywhere as if we had spring in January, and the interior was most impressive with its selection of exquisite wooden furniture, clever lighting, valuable carpets and rare paintings. Hitler was at the centre of our gathering; he was relaxed, always in charge of the conversation, and showed an enormous knowledge of military and political matters. He even knew minor, yet important, technical details of both our own and foreign arms and armaments of all kinds, especially those of France, Britain and Russia, as well as their methods of deployment and production figures. When flying was discussed he drew me into the exchange and I could not help but be impressed by how much he knew of technical aspects which only an expert could have had knowledge of. When he asked a question it went right to the point. I could now sympathize with the admiral, an expert in his field, who had told me that he always prepared himself thoroughly before a meeting with Hitler, but that still he had been caught out by his questions and remarks, some of which were very up-to-the-minute, and demonstrated an accurate memory. At midnight Hitler left silently and our gathering broke up.
From that point on I began to travel extensively, since the training schools required my special attention if they were to overcome their endless problems. At the same time, I had to keep them on their toes as otherwise lassitude and idleness, the constant enemies of such schools, would have reduced their effectiveness considerably.
An order from Luftflottenkommando 2 interrupted my touring. Our staff was asked to participate as ‘Red Force’, one of two ‘opposing forces’ in the planned 1939 August Luftwaffenmanöver (air force manoeuvres). ‘Red Force’ was to be formed of skeleton squadrons made up of ageing Arado and Heinkel training aircraft since no other front line aircraft were available. In these war games, the black wing and fuselage crosses on the group’s machines would be temporarily overpainted with large red circles to differentiate them from the ‘enemy’ ‘Blue Force’. But such aircraft were obviously not suitable for the required task and this resulted in some rather ‘un-warlike’ circumstances. Nevertheless, despite the fact that most of our training officers had never commanded an active unit, we acquitted ourselves really well despite very bad weather. During the final review, and in the presence of Generaloberst Milch, the Luftflottenchef, General Felmy, commented favourably and praised the efforts of my ‘Red Force’.
A short leave with my family followed, but there was so much tension in the air that I found it difficult to relax. Relations with Poland had taken a turn for the worse despite Hitler’s peace efforts over the past year, because the Polish government, relying on promises of assistance from France and Great Britain, showed Germany the cold shoulder. After my return I received instructions to travel to Königsberg in East Prussia and set up Luftgaustab z.b.V. 12. I was used to being handed surprise orders in the Luftwaffe, but as no successor had been appointed in my place, I expected my duty to be of a temporary nature only. I said goodbye to my family as I usually did before going on a trip, and on 14 August took off in a Ju 52.
On arrival in Königsberg I was informed that my Luftgaustab z.b.V. 12 would only come into being if, and when, a war with Poland began. We would then have to join the forward army groups and inspect Polish airfields to make them useable for our air units and organize regular supplies of everything they would require during operations. Nobody could tell me anything further, and as no regulations or orders existed in this direction I had to depend on my own initiative and imagination. On 16 August 1939, I called on the newly appointed commanding officer of 3. Armee, General der Artillerie Georg von Küchler, to find out more, but he also claimed to be in the dark, promising to contact me once he had returned from a meeting in Berlin. I observed many army formations in the city and outside of it, and when I asked about their presence, I was informed that they had been brought from central Germany to form a part of a military celebration and parade for the 25th anniversary of the Battle of Tannenberg. Did this mean there could be war? Or was it merely another bluff of the kind Hitler had so often used to his advantage?
Days passed, and we waited and wondered. Radio news and newspapers spread a flood of reports about Polish provocation and bloodthirsty speeches by Polish politicians who believed in certain backing by the Western Allies. We heard about attacks on German residents and observed columns of civilians fleeing before the ‘Polish terror’. It led to emotive and anxious outbursts of varying public opinion on both sides and this did not augur well for a peaceful settlement. Suddenly, among all the rumours, one of the most exciting headlines ever exploded like thunder in our midst. It shouted: ‘Ribbentrop in Moskau!’ and two days later we heard confirmation that the German Foreign Minister had been received by Stalin and Molotov in the Kremlin during the night of 23/24 August. The result was a 10 year non-aggression pact between the two countries. I felt enormous relief at this turn of events and hoped that war had been averted because I could not believe that Poland would not back down.
As far as the enemy air force was concerned, General der Flieger Albert Kesselring, chief of Luftflotte 1, our main air grouping directed at Poland, told his assembled commanders at a meeting on 18 August that the Poles were fanatical enemies, but that they were lacking sufficient numbers of fighters and bombers. I knew Kesselring well and liked him; wherever he appeared his genuine friendliness and optimism were infectious to young and old. This was the case now, but one could not miss a certain reserve since he was aware that the Luftwaffe, although without comparison in Europe, and having proven itself operationally with the Legion Condor in Spain, had not grown organically during the past years. The existing front line Luftwaffe units had been formed under challenging conditions and we had merely armed ‘in breadth’: ‘development in depth’ was supposed to follow later. Thus the proper expansion of the Luftwaffe began only after the war had started.
Wishing to chronicle my experiences properly at this point I decided to start a diary, and I managed to keep it up during the whole war, although sometimes only in short notes. It begins:
‘Königsberg, 25.8.1939, 17.40 hrs:
It has happened! Just now I received news that tomorrow is X-Day. Our waiting is over. I expect bombs to fall on the Poles tomorrow. I just hope the weather improves. At the moment it rains. Who would have believed that I would have to go to war again 25 years after the last one? What will France and Britain do? My thoughts go to my wife and son.’
Translator’s note
For an energetic soldier like my father, Alfred Mahncke, the Polish campaign was an exercise in overcoming obstacles and frustrations and settling differences. It began with the unexplained and harmful series of ‘start-stop-start’ attack orders from the Luftwaffe High Command, which created confusion for squadrons, wrecking carefully planned timetables and placing unnecessary strain on combined Luftwaffe-Armee operations. Having commanded a Geschwader where he knew everyone he dealt with personally, Mahncke became responsible for a multitude of faceless service- and supply departments in the rear, many of which were staffed by reservists who first had to find their own feet. The most important mission was to locate Polish airfields captured by the advancing Armee and to make them operational for the Luftwaffe. These were called ‘E-Hafen’, short for Einsatz-Hafen – combat or operational airfields. Often staff and workshops arrived while fighting was still taking place around an airfield, and thus German aircraft were unable to land. Some service units had to struggle at a snail’s pace along often quite appalling roads in totally unsuitable trucks which looked more like huge removal vans. Those in the RLM were probably proud of having dreamed up such monstrosities for the valuable equipment they had to carry, not realizing that there existed no Reichsautobahn in Poland, and that many road and river bridges had been destroyed during the fighting, which subsequently caused huge delays to the advance. Because army troops, tanks and guns also massed at these crossings, with ambulances from the front wanting to get their wounded back to field hospitals, the chaos and bottlenecks were considerable. But one of the most pressing problems every soldier noticed was the distribution of Feldpost or rather the lack of it, as disorganization reigned supreme. It took forceful measures to sort more than 800 bags of mail for the Luftwaff e and then to deliver the letters.
After two weeks of rough living and sleeping, Mahncke records, gratefully, the acquisition of a ‘… wonderful bed, a blow-up rubber mattress with two blankets and a sleeping bag with white head cover’, which he ‘confiscated’ from a downed Junkers Ju 52. In order to be safe from vermin, he lay the mattress on a civilian doctor’s examination table. His only complaint was the absence of mail from home (the first letter arrived after three weeks) and he admits in his diary that he missed his family. He writes: ‘When the war is over, I would like to retire as soon as possible and enjoy my days as I want to. Conditions in the Luftwaffe give me food for thought and I do not always agree with everything. Non-performers are promoted. I want to retire and let younger men take over who see the situation with more optimism.’
The Polish campaign lasted for 18 days, and as early as the first day the Polish Air Force had been hit so hard that it ceased to exist – effectively – as an enemy. Groups of abandoned aircraft were everywhere, some damaged, but many in flying condition, with spares, special equipment, bombs and ammunition stored close by, and now under threat of attack by roaming Polish soldiers and partisans. When this became known at the RLM, a stream of messages was directed at Luftgaustab z.b.V. 12 urging it to recover this materiel as a matter of urgency, and when even larger stocks of precious and non-ferrous metals were discovered, more orders arrived. Their senders did not offer assistance in procuring the hundreds of trucks required, but merely pointed out that the German armament industry was crying out for non-ferrous metals. This news must have reached Göring, because one night he telephoned my father wanting to know details and demanding action, but the line was so bad a proper conversation was impossible. And if this was not enough, Russia had declared war an Poland and its troops marched in from the east. Thus the removal of captured equipment continued day and night to prevent it from falling into Russian hands. Most of it was saved, much to the dissatisfaction of Russian commanders, as noted from their intercepted signals.
In October 1939 Mahncke writes:
‘After completing detailed reports for the Luftflotte on our varied experiences in the campaign, I wrote testimonials for every officer and senior staff official as I considered it my most important duty to acknowledge good performance and to assist them in furthering their careers. I also did not forget to recommend the award of the Iron Cross Second Class for deserving officers.’
Returning to Hamburg, Mahncke spent a short holiday with his family before being sent to Prague to take over Fliegerausbildungskommando 10. It was not a post he particularly wanted: ‘I would rather have liked to receive a command at the front, but since nothing much was happening anyway, I was content to wait.’ He enjoyed living in old, picturesque Prague where life was still almost like peacetime, but this was not to last for long. He was sent to Breslau to put together and run additional training schools. He wrote in his diary: ‘Easier said than done. The RLM Personalamt and Luftwaffe Generalstab often do not see eye to eye, plans are drawn up without proper consultation, sometimes one side works against the other. Their main concern is to distribute reams of orders under which we suffocate. One of the reasons is that, from the beginning, our most senior officers were not selected according to suitability, qualifications and personality, but whether or not they were personally known and liked by Göring and his courtiers. Göring, who should be the Luftwaffe’s Commander-in-Chief, does not lead, but rather he is burdened with many other important state posts. At the same time he does not allow anybody else to grow into his position. Milch as deputy is not willing to change this and the Chief of Staff vacillates between both.’
In December 1939 he noted:
‘We have just received a memo from the OKW concerning the relationship between Wehrmacht and Partei. Hostile slogans have been painted on fences and railway trains criticizing the Party and SS stating that soldiers who fought in the last war are once again the ones fighting at the front, while young Party members sit at home and blow their own trumpets. This demonstrates a considerable rift between both power blocks and does not help the common cause at all.’
The harsh winter of 1939/40 with frost and temperatures of 25 degrees below zero increasingly hampered the setting up of flying schools. Training and teaching staff were difficult to find, and aircraft, machinery and equipment had to be located and transported from ‘booty’-filled warehouses in Poland. Mahncke wrote: ‘It is all very well for the General Staff to issue orders and plan vom grünen Tisch, (unrealistic planning), neither does it help that many departments at home are still half asleep. Officers and men of my command do their very best, willingly, to overcome the many obstacles.’
My father was continuously on the go by car or aircraft, organizing, urging, begging. More than once did his car run into ditches or disappear in huge snow drifts to be pulled out by trucks, and on one occasion the Ju 52 he piloted lost power in one engine during a landing approach in bad weather and just slid to a stop before the very end of an ice-coated provisional runway. In early April 1940 the successful occupation of Norway took place, German troops marched into Denmark, and on 10 May 1940 the war in the west began with an attack on Holland and Belgium by Fallschirmjäger and Luftlandetruppen.
‘Breslau, 10.5.1940:
The big battle in the West has begun with our invasion of Belgium and Holland. Victory will be ours, that is certain, but our losses will not be small. And I am again excluded from the fighting. It is difficult for me to accept that I cannot actively participate.
‘Breslau, 20.5.1940:
I wrote a personal letter to the chief of the Luftwaffenpersonalamt, asking for a different post. The thought that I may have to spend the whole war far from any action is unacceptable.’
By June 1940 the short, victorious war in France was over and won. Adolf Hitler was praised by the Propaganda machine as the ‘grösster Feldherr aller Zeiten’  –  the greatest (war) leader of all times. From my father’s diary: ‘It took my breath away. I have no idea who is behind this epithet, perhaps Göring or some leading Party members. Admittedly, Hitler is a man with exceptional intelligence and fast mental faculties. He also possesses an outstanding memory with immediate recall, understands strategy and is a good judge of military matters. But raising him to the status of semi-god, giving him credit for all the successes the Wehrmacht and its generals have achieved, goes much too far.’
________
On 23 June 1940 I was instructed to once again take over Luftgaustab z.b.V. 12 as Kommandeur and report to Luftflotte 3 in Paris. No one could have been happier than me because, although the war in France was over, I expected that the planned invasion of Great Britain would offer me a new challenge. On the following day I met the commander of the Luftflotte, General der Flieger Hugo Sperrle, as he stepped from his aircraft at Villacoublay airfield outside Paris. I knew he was choleric and was therefore not in the least surprised when he immediately blew up and criticized the total mess at the many airfields in and around Paris. He ordered me to clean up with an ‘iron fist’. My predecessor had been unable to do this and had been sent home, as had some of his staff. I called on the Chief of Staff and discovered that the picture was indeed chaotic. Under the mindset of ‘everybody should try Paris once’, aircraft had arrived from all directions of the compass and landed at the airfields of squadrons operating against the British Isles and sea targets. They came from the RLM, from the Gruppen of other Luftflotte, from the training schools and supply depots, aircraft and engine manufacturers, the Armee and the Party. Anyone with an excuse wanted to enjoy Paris and its almost unlimited supplies of luxury goods, wine and food. Servicing, repairing and refuelling of these aircraft interfered with the already hard-working ground staff, and fuel depots were running dry. It was indeed high time to do something drastic.
I went to Le Bourget airport to the north of Paris, the preferred visitors’ destination, booked into the airport hotel and sent orders for my staff to join me. Before they arrived, I investigated and appraised conditions on all the local airfields and found that the indecisiveness and laziness of the dismissed Generalmajor had been the main reason for the disorder. During a terse meeting I made it very clear to my staff how I was going to improve matters, then sent one officer to each airfield to back up the station commander. A final, decisive order was issued to all units, the RLM and organizations at home for unauthorized aircraft to keep away from Paris. Any arriving aircraft had to be reported to us with all details, and, if unauthorized, they would be grounded, servicing denied, fuel refused. In severe cases I threatened to impound aircraft. As expected, my orders raised a storm of protests. I was cursed, implored, verbally attacked, threatened, even by high-level personalities and officers, but was fully backed by the Chief of Staff and his chief. In a short time conditions returned to normal and I could loosen the reins somewhat. I also had the older airfields upgraded one-by-one for use by our squadrons.
Paris was a wonderful city in many respects – historically, architecturally and gastronomically. No wonder soldiers and sailors wanted to enjoy its amenities, dance halls, theatres and everything else on offer. But in order to prevent a stream of soldiers rushing in, the inner city had been hermetically sealed off by one of our divisions, and anyone, even generals, wishing to enter could do this only on a special pass. Nevertheless, crowds of unruly men tried to break through the cordon by force in cars and on trucks. Only when sandbagged machine gun posts were placed at all arterial roads for this very reason and the mobs stopped with live ammunition, did they keep away. My barber, an old, dignified gentleman, told me that Parisians were most impressed by the good behaviour of German soldiers and how many motor cars and aircraft we possessed. Their government had told them that German soldiers were starved and desperate.
On 19 July 1940 the Reichstag assembled in Berlin to listen to an address by Hitler taking stock of the political situation following our victory in France. The speech was broadcast over all German radio stations and beamed overseas. Besides praising our armies for their military successes achieved in the east and west, the most important point was a peace offer directed at Britain which I believed to be genuine and which I hoped the other side would consider, especially since they had not exactly covered themselves with glory during the fighting and the retreat across the channel, suffering massive losses in soldiers and materiel. But I must admit I underestimated British tenacity. Most of the high commanders of the Polish and French campaigns had also been invited to the Reichstag. Hitler paid tribute to them and their accomplishments, and then a floodgate of promotions opened, never before seen in Germany. For Göring, the ‘getreuester Paladin des Führers’ (‘the Führer’s most loyal paladin’), a new, special rank had been created: Reichsmarschall des Grossdeutschen Reiches; there was a Grossadmiral (Raeder), and a number of Generalfeldmarschälle, nine from the Heer, three from the Luftwaffe (Kesselring, Sperrle, and Milch). Furthermore a number of full generals were promoted to Generaloberst. In my opinion the unwarranted number of promotions could only lead to their devaluation.
When he returned to Villacoublay, the new Generalfeldmarschall Sperrle was given a grand military welcome by us. He made a thank-you speech and a few days later invited senior officers of his Luftflotte to an afternoon and evening party at his Villa in Sevres. Sperrle was a bachelor, refined in his lifestyle, a charming host who liked good food and wine and who sometimes surprised guests with culinary delicacies of his own invention. As an experienced soldier from the First World War he knew exactly what soldiers expected from their kitchens and cooks had to be on their toes because he made it his business to often drop in unannounced and sample their food.
Gastronomically speaking, Paris restaurants were without equal and I enjoyed their sophisticated style and the variety of their outstanding dishes. I also went to the Grand Opera and the smaller theatres on a number of occasions and enjoyed the music, opera and ballets. One of my officers, sent out to requisition transport for our staff, returned with an almost new 16 cylinder Rolls-Royce cabriolet in grey with black leather seats for me. It had belonged to an Egyptian Princess, was very luxurious, and even had a special make-up compartment. I liked riding in it very much and wherever we appeared, the car created quite a stir.
Naturally, where there was so much on offer, Göring could not stay away. He arrived with his friend Udet in a Storch, extricated his rotund body from the narrow seat, greeted us in excellent mood and asked if a certain gentleman was present to act as guide and advisor in his Parisian shopping spree. The Reichsmarschall loved the good life with all its trimmings with a boyish delight, totally unselfconscious in displaying his fondness for pomp and circumstance, for medal-bedecked uniforms and theatrical clothes. Der Dicke (‘Fatty’) was a grandseigneur of the baroque, so utterly dissimilar to the serene, lonely Führer who unwaveringly, though morosely, followed his destiny.
My life was varied and pleasant, but news from home was sporadic at best, because the Feldpost was still not running as it should. Wishing to escape the boredom of my office I travelled across most of France, calling on airfields and their commanders. Many of them expected the war to end soon, while others believed it would last for a long time. Newspapers and radio declared that Britain had already lost the war, should merely admit it and draw the unavoidable consequences. However, a visit to Generaloberst Ulrich Grauert, commanding I. Fliegerkorps in operations against the British Isles, opened my eyes. I found him in low spirits. We walked into the office of his Chief of Staff and I had a look at the photographic evidence of our bombing raids on London’s docks and important industrial targets. Grauert, as I recorded, underlined his worries with the following comments:
‘1) Our fighters’ depth of penetration is limited, so they are therefore unable to remain over enemy territory long enough to engage enemy aircraft successfully
‘2) During their approach to and return from targets our bombers are without sufficient fighter cover and exposed to continuous attacks by enemy fighters. Combined operations are therefore difficult to conduct.’
Göring’s so-called air offensive against Britain in the summer of 1940, which he had boasted about, did not go as planned and we suffered high losses which forced us to stop day raids and switch to night raids as the autumn wore on. But due to the technical limitations of available equipment, the results were not good, and all this had led to a pointless escalation of tensions between senior Luftwaffe officers.
In September a number of staff units were disbanded, my Luftgaustab z.b.V. 12 among them. Sperrle fought against my departure: he needed someone ‘who was a tough customer’ and wanted me to stay on in his Luftflotte 3. He even asked the Reichsmarschall to agree. Knowing that my promotion to Generalleutnant was close and that I would in any case be sent elsewhere, I let matters rest. With the onset of autumn weather, the Luftflotte command moved to the coast and at the end of October Sperrle invited me to a stag night at Deauville where I met old friends and acquaintances, among them the Luftwaffe’s Generalstabschef, General der Flieger Hans Jeschonnek. Late in the evening and after a few glasses of wine, I had a chance to chat to him about the war situation. I knew him and his style of choosing words carefully when talking about people and matters of importance, and was therefore quite surprised when he opened up and spoke about the dissatisfaction of top Luftwaffe commanders over the failures in the air war against Great Britain. Jeschonnek’s relationship with Hitler was erratic although still good at the time, but with Göring it was different because, in his high-handed manner, he blamed failures on everybody and everything. He had difficulty understanding the many technical innovations that had been developed over the past few years: rather he saw them as wonderful toys or additions to his personal power. Unable to make firm decisions, he lent his ear to unqualified and uncritical people and Jeschonnek suffered since he took his responsibility seriously. As a member of the younger military generation, having a great capacity for work and a quick and brilliant mind, under pressure from Hitler on one side, Göring on the other, he was unable to stomach the intrigues and rivalries inside the Führerhauptquartier. Older and more senior Luftwaffe officers used their personal connections to Göring to get their way and Jeschonnek, promoted to his important position rather prematurely, was sidelined.
Soon after this meeting I left France for good and spent a short holiday with my family in Hamburg where I received the telegram informing me of my promotion. I then returned to Breslau. On the way I called on the RLM to find out when I could expect a front command but was given no firm answer.
At the Höherer Fliegerausbildungskommando 10 in Breslau, I saw a few new faces, otherwise the officers were the ones I knew. The winter of 1940/41 brought us little that was of interest. The shortcomings of our senior Luftwaffe leadership had grown worse, and our problems manifold. We were expected to erect and run additional flying schools to train more pilots, but this had to be done with decreasing supplies from the manufacturing industry, especially in training aircraft, as the factories had been ordered to step up fighter and bomber output. Instructors and staff worked conscientiously to send more pilots to the front, but I noticed that they felt their efforts went unappreciated by high command. During this winter more and more instructors approached me with requests for transfer to units at the front. I understood them only too well. They were young and adventurous, and at the front there was excitement, the prospect of awards and decorations and promotions to be gained – and they wanted to be part of it. Instead, because they were excellent flyers and instructors, they had to remain at home and witness their former pupils achieve fame flying against the enemy. The Chief of Training, General der Flieger Bernhard Kühl, did his best to improve matters by exchanging pilots, but the front line units frequently resisted since, understandably, they wanted to hold on to their successful pilots and leaders.
A new problem arose when I was told that most of my schools stationed on airfields in Poland had to be moved elsewhere. No reasons were given but I came to my own conclusions and believed that these well-established airfields would not be left to lie idle, and that they would probably be held in reserve for front units. Did this mean a war with Russia? I could not believe it: rather I considered it a precautionary measure just in case Stalin might plan something against us since discussions between the Russian and German negotiating delegations had stalled. When, one morning, I saw the top Panzer commanders, Guderian, Hoth, von Hoeppner, and a number of other high-ranking officers arrive at the hotel in Posen at which I was staying, I became apprehensive. Nevertheless, we sat together and talked about many things unconnected with the war; I even gained the impression that this subject was studiously avoided.
A short time later the rest of the airfields in Upper Silesia were cleared and my schools relocated to France, Italy, Austria and Denmark. On 31 March 1941 a telephone call from the RLM changed my career once more, though not in the direction I had hoped for. I was to become Inspekteur für die Flugzeugführerausbildung (Inspector of Pilot Training) and was asked to return to Berlin immediately. I was very disappointed not to have been given a command at the front, but reasoned that in the central office I might be able to do something about it, and the desk work connected with my new post I would stay away from as much as possible.
In the meantime Mussolini’s envy of Hitler’s military successes had persuaded him to start his own war by unsuccessfully attacking the Balkans and Greece, requiring us to bail him out of his ensuing predicament. After the governor of Libya, Air Marshal Italo Balbo, a special friend of Göring, had been shot down by friendly fire over Tobruk, (intentionally, as some sources claimed), his successor, Marshal Rodolfo Graziani, was ordered by Mussolini to begin an offensive against the British forces in Egypt. He did this against his own better judgement and, as many had expected, this offensive turned into a rout. It was left to Hitler and the German Wehrmacht to again respond to Mussolini’s insistent pleas for help and to send troops, aircraft and tanks, in the shape of the Afrikakorps under Generalleutnant Erwin Rommel, to prop him up. All this led to a widening of the war beyond Europe with the main burden carried by Germany because the important supply routes across the Mediterranean to North Africa tied up many of our valuable land-, air- and naval forces.
The purpose of my Inspektion, designated ‘L.In.9’ for short, was to control all pilot training within the Luftwaffe, and this comprised some 80 sections spread across Germany and the occupied territories. It was an indispensable part of the air war, and in addition I had to keep in close touch with the units at the front in order to obtain and discuss their wishes and experiences and, as far as practicable, incorporate them into the training programmes. My immediate superior was General Kühl, a very good friend of mine, a specialist in all training matters and one of the foremost educators we had. He played by the rules of the old Armee and the Reichswehr and was therefore not always able to assert himself, and he hated the nepotism going on around Göring. Kühl met a tragic end. He retired during the war and lived in Berlin. One day, after the war, while out shopping he was arrested by Soviet soldiers and sent to the East without any reason. Never again was anything heard from him. Finally, in 1956, the Red Cross, after numerous enquiries, received the laconic statement that he had died at the beginning of the 1950s. They did not give any date or cause of death.1My duties took me, and my small staff, all over the place; for instance on one typical trip to the Schleuder Lehrkommando at Le Bourget where pilots were trained in catapult-assisted take-offs. For my own benefit I took part in one in a He 111. The strong acceleration did not bother me, but the final result was surprising when, after not even 40 metres, the aircraft lifted off. This was a tremendous advantage when using otherwise unsuitable airfields: even aircraft with an overload were able to take off, day or night, without difficulty. But the catapult-assisted start method did not find acceptance. The extra strain made on the bodywork of heavily loaded aircraft was too severe.
Afterwards I called on the III. Gruppe of KG 26 under Major Viktor von Lossberg, operating He 111 Hs over the British Isles, and talked to a number of the crews. Bearing in mind the very active enemy fighters over the English Channel and over England itself, every successful bomber attack was a great achievement. Next day we visited the I. Gruppe of KG 40 at Bordeaux-Merignac which flew the four-engined Focke-Wulf Fw 200 Condor and bombed enemy convoys on the Atlantic. Originally the Fw 200 had been designed as a passenger aircraft but during the war was upgraded to a long-range bomber as Wever’s untimely death had put a stop to the development of a proper long-range bomber. Now we had to be satisfied with the Fw 200, not an easy machine for the crews to handle. The take-off of a fully laden aircraft with bombs and petrol was a risky business as the aircraft had a tendency to break away early, resulting in a crash. Only the above average experience of a pilot prevented this, and lift-off had to be perfect. Maximum flight endurance was planned for over 3,000 km and 14 hours.
Next stop was Brest-Lanvéoc where I called on the III. Gruppe of KG 40 which flew the fast Junkers Ju 88 medium bomber, an aircraft which proved somewhat tricky to land on the generally small and badly sited French airfields. The Gruppe attacked mostly shipping in the Irish Sea and I met a number of its worn out crews – not surprising since their loss rate was 175 per cent with 16 complete crews lost during the previous three weeks alone. The airmen I spoke to were depressed as they could work out when it was their turn to join their missing comrades and the commander, physically and mentally tired, was unfortunately not the person to instil any positive spirit into them. A visit to a long-range reconnaissance Gruppe and a weather squadron followed on 13 May. While I was there, a statement from the Nazi Party propaganda bureau exploded like a bomb at our meeting. It said that the Führer’s deputy, Rudolf Hess, had somehow managed to requisition an aircraft and, despite Hitler’s strict orders not to fly on his own, had left Germany, flown to Scotland and parachuted down over Glasgow during the night. Although I considered this to be an exceptional feat by the old First World War aviator, I believed he could not have been in his right mind when he made this decision and found myself proven right when an official report confirmed that Hess had acted in a state of mental confusion. However, Hess was not just anybody. At the beginning of the war Hitler had decreed that Hess, as his deputy, was to become the leader of Germany in case anything should happen to him or to Göring. Hess was indeed an eccentric individual – his astrological and mystical inclinations were well known but to state that he had been deranged played directly into the hands of his detractors and the foreign press, who reasoned that in German politics one could be crazy and still remain a senior member of the Party. Little by little, more information filtered down and it was claimed that Hess had planned to convince the British Government of Hitler’s conciliatory stance and his desire for peace with Britain.
Two days later more bad news shocked me when I was told that Generaloberst Grauert had been shot down above St.Omer by British aircraft, and that Generalleutnant Wilhelm Süssmann, commander of the Fallschirmjäger of 7. Fliegerdivision, had been killed when his aircraft had crashed on take-off in Greece. This made me extremely sad because with both men I had lost two firm friends. The Wehrmachtsbericht, stating that German troops had successfully landed on Crete, could not really lift my mood. At the end of May I unexpectedly met General der Flieger Felmy at Staaken airfield near Berlin. As commander of Luftflotte 2 he had been sidelined and sacked early in 1940 because two of his officers, contrary to strict instructions not to carry most secret documents, had taken off in an aircraft, become lost and had to force-land in Holland. He told me that he had been recalled to active service and was now commanding a secret staff involved in planning an invasion of Iraq by army and air force units as he had been in the Middle East during the First World War and knew the area and its people well.2 But this plan did not come to fruition because Hitler changed his mind.

Happy times: Oberst Alfred Mahncke, the new Kommodore of Kampfgeschwader 152 stands on the grass with his adjutant at Neubrandenburg airfield in early 1937 and prepares to address his men. Much of KG 152 had been formed from the former KG 252 equipped with Ju 52 and Do 23 bombers. The Geschwader had been awarded the honour title of ‘Hindenburg’ on 20 April 1936. At the time of Mahncke’s appointment, much of the unit had been re-formed and newly equipped with the Ju 86 twin-engined bomber. Seen in the gloom behind Mahncke are some Ju 86s and He 111s. (Mahncke)

Generalleutnant Albert Kesselring, the commander of Luftgau-Kommando 3, inspects the crews of KG 152 accompanied by the Geschwaderkommodore, Oberst Mahncke, during a visit to Neubrandenburg in the summer of 1937. Kesselring had recently left his post as Chief of the Luftwaffe General Staff following disagreements with Göring’s Secretary of State for Aviation, General der Flieger Erhard Milch. (Mahncke)

The tall figure of Alfred Mahncke, snapped while in conversation with an officer of KG 152, with a backdrop of one of the Geschwader’s Ju 86s with early-style tail markings and Jumo 205 engines. (Mahncke)

Alfred Mahncke at a reception to celebrate SS-Gruppenführer Wilhelm Reinhard’s (fourth from left) fifty years of military service and his honour appointment as a Generalmajor in Berlin on 22 March 1938. Mahncke had served with Reinhard, a former army colonel, in the Freikorps in 1919. Reinhard had also just been awarded the NSDAP Golden Honour Badge in recognition of unbroken Party membership since February 1925 and, a few days earlier, he had been appointed Reichsführer des deutschen Reichskriegernbunde – a war veterans’ association. Note Mahncke wears the ‘Geschwader Hindenburg’ cuff title. (Bundesarchiv, Bild 183-H03742/Scherl Bilderdienst)

A Junkers Ju 86 G-1 bomber, typical of the kind operated by KG 152, and one of a small production batch completed in the summer of 1938 which featured a modified rounded, glazed nose. The aircraft was powered by two 800 hp BMW 132 radial engines, had a maximum speed of 205 mph and was armed with three MG 15 machine guns for defence. Developed concurrently as an airliner and a bomber in 1933, it had an offensive ordnance load of two 205 lb bombs.

Oberst Alfred Mahncke at the controls of a Junkers Ju 52 as it taxies past a Ju 86 of KG 152, its cockpit protected by a tarpaulin, during a visit to III./KG 152 at Schwerin in the early autumn of 1938. (Mahncke)

Having flown-in in a Ju 52, Alfred Mahncke greets the Fliegerhorst commander at Schwerin at the start of his visit. (Mahncke)

Oberst Mahncke is introduced to the officers of the Stab III./KG 152. (Mahncke)

A quick word with the Fliegerhorst commander before… (Mahncke)

… meeting the crews of III./KG 152. This Gruppe had been formed at Greifswald with Ju 52s in April 1936, but moved to Barth two months later. It then re-equipped with Ju 86s in March 1937 before moving to Schwerin, where it remained until 1 November 1938 when it was redesignated II. (K)/Lehrgeschwader 1, half of the original Gruppe being used to form the new I./KG 257 at Zerbst in April the previous year. (Mahncke)

Oberst Alfred Mahncke stands in winter sunlight in conversation with the local Nazi Gauleiter during a ceremony of the colours for KG 152 at Neubrandenburg in 1938. (Mahncke)

The colours of KG 152 ‘Hindenburg’ are marched past… (Mahncke)

… followed by the officers and men of the Geschwader to the accompaniment of a Luftwaffe band. (Mahncke)

Following the ceremony of the colours, the officers of KG 152 remember the fallen of the First World War. Mahncke follows two soldiers carrying a commemorative wreath of remembrance. (Mahncke)


The senior officers of KG 152 slow march behind the wreath. (Mahncke)

Oberst Mahncke formally salutes the wreath laid in memory of the fallen while war veterans look on, Neubrandenburg, 1938. (Mahncke)

The officers of KG 152 march past to the music of a Luftwaffe band outside the barracks at Neubrandenburg on 18 March 1938, to commemorate their Geschwaderkommodore’s 50th birthday. Alfred Mahncke can be seen taking the salute in a greatcoat at centre. (Mahncke)

Following meticulous military preparations and the signing of the Munich pact between Hitler and Chamberlain the day before, Luftwaffe units successfully crossed the border into the Sudetenland, the largely German-speaking border area of Czechoslovakia’s two western provinces of Bohemia and Moravia on 1 October 1938, although bad weather hindered most attempts at flying during the first twelve days of the operation. Here, in command of a composite Luftwaffe fighter, bomber, Stuka and reconnaissance force, Alfred Mahncke and officers of KG 152, freshly landed in Ju 86s at Freudenthal, are greeted by local ‘ethnic’ Germans. (Mahncke)

A ‘splinter’ camouflaged Ju 86 G-1 of KG 152 in flight over the German countryside, possibly at the time of the Luftwaffe’s operations in the Sudetenland in late 1938. The aircraft carries a forward machine gun in its glazed nose, while a crewman is visible at his gun in the ventral gun ‘bucket’. (Mahncke)

Face in the crowd: Generalmajor Alfred Mahncke (fourth from right) joins Generalfeldmarschall Hermann Göring (centre), the Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe and Generaloberst Erhard Milch (far left), the Secretary of State for Aviation, together with other senior military and Party officials, to welcome Generalmajor Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen (back to camera), the commander of the victorious Legion Condor upon his troops’ return to Hamburg on 30 May 1939 after a three-year campaign supporting Franco’s Nationalist forces in the Spanish Civil War. (Forsyth)

The imposing estate of Gross Bestendorf in Mohrungen, East Prussia, the property of the von der Goltz family, which until the outbreak of the Second World War held 1,000 cattle, 200 working horses, 1,600 sheep and 1,000 pigs on 13,500 acres. It was requistioned as the headquarters of Luftgaustab 1 during the Luftwaffe’s operations at the start of the Polish campaign in September 1939. It was from here that Mahncke oversaw a large part of the Luftwaffe’s essential logistical support during the opening days of the invasion. (Mahncke)

Generalmajor Alfred Mahncke, chief of Luftgaustab 1, poses for a snapshot in the September sun, together with officers of his staff at the start of the Polish campaign in 1939. (Mahncke)

A Ju 87 B Stuka converted for use as an improvised ‘transporter’ during the campaign in Poland in September 1939. The Stuka earned itself a fearsome reputation as a dive-bomber during the early German ‘Blitzkrieg’ campaigns. Here ground crew prepare to load a wooden chest on to the bomb rack, probably in order to ferry essential tools to the next forward airfield.

Grottkau, March 1940: a tired-looking Generalmajor Mahncke (third from right on far side of table) attends dinner following a meeting of the Kommandeure of units based within the area of Luftgaustab z.b.V. 12. The spring of 1940 was an extremely pressurized time for Mahncke. As the Luftwaffe worked to prepare for operations in the West, he observed that ‘…Training and teaching staff were difficult to find, and aircraft, machinery and equipment had to be located and transported from ‘booty’-filled warehouses in Poland… Many departments at home are still half-asleep. Officers and men of my command do their very best, willingly, to overcome the many obstacles.’ (Mahncke)

‘Naturally, where there was so much on offer, Göring could not stay away…’ Alfred Mahncke’s wry assessment of his supreme commander’s visit to Paris in July 1940. Heady with confidence about the Luftwaffe’s prospects in the air war against England and having ‘…extricated his rotund body from the narrow seat’ of a Fieseler Storch, Göring, accompanied by his liaison officer to the Führer, Generalleutnant Karl Bodenschatz (far left), the Generalluftzeugmeister, General der Flieger Ernst Udet, and Chief of the Luftwaffe General Staff, Generalmajor Hans Jeschonnek (far right), prepares to embark on a swift ‘shopping trip’ in the French capital. (Bayerische Staatsbibliothek/hoff-31963)

Generalleutnant Alfred Mahncke (right) arrives by Ju 52 at an unknown airfield on 25 September 1941 for one of the many inspection trips he made to training, operational and experimental air units in his highly important capacity as Inspector of Pilot Training at the RLM. Mahncke was in charge of some 80 sections spread across Germany and the occupied territories. (Mahncke)

An Arado Ar 66 trainer on a typical training flight over Karlsbad in June 1941 at the time Alfred Mahncke was Inspekteur für die Flugzeugführerausbildung (Inspector of Pilot Training) at the German Air Ministry. The Ar 66 was used to qualify a pilot for his B1 certificate for which he would need to have accumulated 3,000 km of flying in at least 50 flights as well as a number of precision and night landings.

Continuous operations in Russia resulted in many Luftwaffe units achieving high numbers of sorties. Here a Ju 88 of an unidentified bomber unit is decorated by its crew to celebrate the Staffel’s 500th mission.

Generaloberst Dr.-Ing. Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen (right), commander of Luftflotte 4, with his Chief of Staff, Oberst Torsten Christ. Richthofen was a highly experienced and capable air commander, but known to be combative and confrontational. He led his close-support and bomber units with distinction in Poland, the West, the Balkans and during the early campaigns in Russia, but was firmly against the attempted airlift at Stalingrad. He and Mahncke would work well together in the East and in Italy where Richthofen depended on Mahncke’s capabilities in the areas of supply and logistics and in the command of both Luftwaffe air and ground units.

Luftwaffe armourers reload the ammunition cannisters for the engine-mounted 15 mm MG 151 cannon on a Messerschmitt Bf 109 F-4 fighter of III./JG 54 in readiness for another mission in Russia in 1942, while a technician attends to the cockpit.

Generalleutnant Martin Fiebig, the good-humoured but hard-working commander of VIII. Fliegerkorps at the time of the Stalingrad crisis in late 1942. Like many German generals, he questioned and struggled with the deluded military ethics of Hitler and others in the supreme command. In April 1943, Mahncke briefly deputized for Fiebig as commander of VIII. Fliegerkorps during preparations for Operation Zitadelle.

The steady and unflappable Generaloberst Hermann Hoth (right), the commander of 4. Panzerarmee, whom Mahncke describes as being a ‘… small and slender, but still a bright and lively man’ and with whom he enjoyed a mutually respectful working relationship on the Eastern Front at the time of the battle of Stalingrad in 1942-43. Mahncke spent some of Christmas Day 1942 with Hoth, during which the Panzer general gave him an ‘expensive cigar’. ‘Papa’ Hoth told Mahncke: ‘This is the last present I am able to give you.’ Hoth is seen here in conversation with General Heinz Guderian.

Troops shovel snow away to clear a taxi-path for a Junkers Ju 52 transport, working dangerously close to the spinning propellers of the three BMW radial engines, as another Ju 52 returns from a supply flight to the trapped Sixth Army at Stalingrad in early 1943. Apart from wear and tear caused by the extreme weather, the transport crews – and the airfields from which they operated – were increasingly harassed by Soviet air and ground attacks which frustrated the relief operation.

Tank-hunter: Oberleutnant Rudolf-Heinz Ruffer, a pilot with 8. (Panzer)/Schlachtgeschwader 1, poses on the tail plane of his Henschel Hs 129 ground-attack aircraft in the Kuban in the spring of 1943. The markings on the aircraft’s rudder testify to the destruction of thirteen Russian tanks by its pilot.


Italy, 1943: General der Flieger Alfred Mahncke, in tropical uniform, with the serene backdrop of the Arno river and the Duomo in Florence behind him. (Mahncke)

General der Flieger Alfred Mahncke, the Kommandierender General und Befehlshaber im Luftgau Italien and his Chief of Staff, the ‘alert’ Austrian-born Oberst Gottschling, study the latest reports from the battle front in Italy, summer 1943. Cutting through waste and a lazy, bureaucratic command system, Mahncke and Gottschling worked hard to ensure that airfields, supply and service depots, radar and communication installations, hospitals, Flak units, fuel and ammunition stores were performing to maximum efficiency in pressurized conditions.

Strong partnership: Alfred Mahncke photographed with Generalfeldmarschall Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen, the commander of Luftflotte 2, probably at the time of the Allied invasions of Sicily and mainland Italy in the summer of 1943. These two highly dedicated and vigorous men would play an instrumental role in the German defence of Italy until mid-1944, with the odds against them. Richthofen, a fast-thinking, and confrontational commander, trusted few of his more senior subordinates, but Alfred Mahncke was an exception.

A Junkers Ju 88 A-6 bomber operated by Lehrgeschwader 1 at Aviano in northern Italy during the spring of 1944 and completed in a distinctive ‘scribble’ camouflage for over-water deployment against Allied shipping.

A Focke-Wulf Fw 190 F-8 fighter-bomber of I./Schlachtgeschwader 4 parked on a forward airfield in central or northern Italy in mid-1944. Heavily outnumbered, these aircraft bore the brunt of air-to-air combat with Allied fighters as well as engaging in coastal anti-shipping missions and ground-attack sorties.

General der Flieger Mahncke and the senior Quartermaster of Luftflotte 2, Oberstleutnant Dietrich, during a conference at Generalfeldmarschall von Richthofen’s HQ in the autumn of 1943.

A snapshot for home: Alfred Mahncke sits proudly at the wheel of his ‘beautiful’ Alfa Romeo sports ‘staff car’ in northern Italy in the summer of 1944. Driving this car, he left Italy for the last time in September of that year to journey to Austria where he would enjoy a period of rest and recuperation from active service before being engaged nominally as commander of Luftwaffenauffangstab Nord in the north-western Reich. (Mahncke)

‘No longer meriting further internment’: the ID photographs clipped to Alfred Mahncke’s ‘Public Safety’ certificate as issued by the British 2233 Prisoner of War Internment Camp at Munster Lager on 23 May 1947. (Mahncke)

Alfred and Anneliese Mahncke photographed in quiet retirement at their home in Hamburg in 1957. (Mahncke)

General der Flieger a.D. Alfred Mahncke attends a gathering of war veterans and former comrades somewhere in Germany during the late 1950s or early 1960s. (Mahncke)







CHAPTER NINETEEN
THE RUSSIAN WAR

DURING an enjoyable motor car journey through sunny, peaceful Austria which followed a tour of meetings at Luftwaffe training schools and airfields, my driver switched on the car radio at the exact moment when a ‘Sondermeldung’ – a special report – was broadcast. Dr Goebbels, the Reichsminister (Minister) of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda, himself read Hitler’s proclamation and announced that the war against Russia had begun on the Eastern Front. We were all stunned. What I had subconsciously feared, but not wanted to face, had finally happened. At the same time I felt an enormous relief as if a heavy load was taken from my shoulders. But which direction would Germany’s fate take now? It was 22 June 1941. Next day I had a chance to read the complete text of Hitler’s speech. He addressed the German people directly and in his usual manner and with sweeping statements, explained why he found it necessary to start a confrontation with Russia. The Russians’ secret political deals with the British government during the past few years, their excessive demands as far as Finland, Bulgaria and the Dardanelles were concerned, and their significant, threatening troop movements along our borders, leading in some parts to border violations, made it plain that war was unavoidable. He had therefore decided once again to place the future of the German people and the German Reich into the hands of its soldiers. His words made sense, although I could not shake off an uneasy feeling. Hitler believed that war with Russia was inevitable, that Stalin would select the most opportune moment when he could attack Germany. Perhaps when Russian military archives open their files fully one day, we may read more about Russian plans for such an attack. However, at the start of the Russian war one was able to observe with certainty that the enemy had massed enormous military forces along the borders. Russia was ready for war.
Hitler not only believed that war was necessary, but was also plagued by doubts of how much time was left for him on this earth to fulfil his mission. People close to him confirmed repeatedly that he feared his life would be short. This restless man resembled a torch burning from both ends, and in his mystic belief in his calling as redeemer, fulfilling the Reichsgedanken, (a German Empire inside Europe and beyond), he was convinced of his invincibility and risked all.
When I read about the war in the many books that were published years later, I was surprised to discover that in the beginning Göring had been one of the few outspoken opponents of the war with Russia. Despite his many personal flaws and errors of judgement in military issues, he displayed a more realistic grasp of decisive problems than Hitler, although not pursuing his own convictions right to the end. Instead he followed Hitler’s decisions unquestioningly, who as his guide and Führer had selected and uplifted him.
We arrived back in Berlin on 24 June 1941 and I was eager to hear news about the fighting, but the daily Wehrmachtsbericht merely commented in general terms on the fateful war. Then the Sondermeldungen began to chase each other, reporting great German successes in massive border battles. However, when the first secret, official documents came into my hands, their contents surprised me considerably. One was a Weisung für die Umgliederung der Wehrmacht of 14 July 1941, signed by Adolf Hitler, and its main theme was the statement that ‘Die militärische Beherrschung des europäischen Raumes nach der Niederwerfung Russlands erlaubt es, den Umfang des Heeres demnächst wesentlich zu verringern.’ (The military domination of Europe after the suppression of Russia allows (us) to reduce the army’s size considerably in the near future).
As I read this document I was taken aback. The war against the Russian colossus with its vast arms reserves and unlimited manpower had only just begun, and here Hitler already dreamed of a total conquest of this vast country. I could not help but be reminded of the Latin maxim: Deus quem perdere vult dementat (Whom the gods want to destroy they strike with blindness). It was the first time I began to wonder if Hitler might be some kind of a megalomaniac and/or that we had been delivered into the hands of a madman. Apparently, the beneficiaries of this force reduction were to be in the main the Luftwaffe and, to a certain extent, the Marine. However, nothing came of this order because the fact that the first, quick successes in Russia had been achieved fairly easily became our undoing later on in the war when we learned that our army’s power was just not strong enough.
Since I would be tied down in Berlin for the foreseeable future, I moved my family there from Hamburg and temporarily rented the apartment owned by General Ludwig Crüwell, commander at the time of the 11. Panzer Division serving in Russia. Our son, Jochen, was placed in a boarding school to give him the advantage of an uninterrupted education.
After our occupation of Jugoslavia, some of my training schools were relocated to that country and, during my first visit there, I tried to gain an impression of the Croatian Air Force (the Zrakoplovstvo Nezavisne Države Hrvatske – or ZNDH) and its senior officers. Since the air force was still in the process of being formed, all I could do was to pay a courtesy call on its commander, Colonel Vladimir Kren, and discuss a few service matters.1 It was doubtful that such an air force would fully come into being, and it was more a case of finding well-paid posts for political appointees. A discussion with Kren’s second in command, Miroslav Navratil, a former fighter pilot with the Austro-Hungarian air force during the First World War, gave me some insight into the difficulties faced by the Croats who had to manoeuvre between the German and Italian occupation forces.2 Historically, their sympathies were with the Germans from whom they expected support, arms and guidance, while they disliked heartily the Italians.
For some time now I had believed that all was not well within our top military leadership. I had heard of arguments between Hitler, von Brauchitsch and his Chief of Staff, Generaloberst Franz Halder, concerning the planning and continuation of the war in Russia. Put simply, the OKH wanted to destroy Russian military might and drive towards Moscow, the seat of government, heart of Russia and the country’s most important railway junction. Hitler, on the other hand, wanted to occupy the Ukraine, Caucasus and the Crimea for their grain, the oilfields, and to prevent the Russians from using their airfields on the Crimea to attack our captured oilfields. It was due to Hitler’s reluctance to consider opposing views that insurmountable differences between him and his senior commanders arose. As we eventually discovered, the results were terrible. Fate took its course, the army’s successes became fewer and fewer, and then failures followed. The ground troops were neither prepared nor equipped for the many problems of a winter battle in the icy wastes of Russia and troubles and problems grew from day to day. Heavy losses and attrition of our forces in the East, compounded by ice and snow, reduced the numbers of soldiers to such an extent that Hitler was forced to call a halt to the attacks. Despite our soldiers’ superhuman efforts, plans to destroy the Russian armies on the ground before winter set in had failed. It was slightly better in the Luftwaffe as we had been issued with winter clothing, but the losses of crews and aircraft were severe and could not be made good immediately.
One day in November, when I was in Pilsen, I received the news of the sudden death of Generaloberst Ernst Udet, the Generalluftzeugmeister, (Quartermaster General – effectively the Chief of Procurement) of the Luftwaffe: apparently he had ‘…crashed during testing of new equipment.’ In my diary I noted: ‘Very strange’. Next day I met and talked to General der Flieger Helmuth Wilberg who was also in a senior Luftwaffe training capacity and happened to be on an inspection tour, but he could not tell me more than I had read. I wanted to fly back to Berlin to be at Udet’s funeral and Wilberg wished to carry on to his next destination. The weather was bad and I warned him as his aircraft was not equipped for flying blind. Despite this he took off.

The award certificate, signed by Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring, confirming the award of the Kriegsverdienstkreuz (War Service Cross) 1st Class with Swords to Generalleutnant Alfred Mahncke on 9 November 1941.
From my diary:
‘Berlin, 21st November 1941
The state funeral was to begin at 11 a.m. A few minutes before I was told that Wilberg’s aircraft had crashed the previous day. We assembled in the Ehrensaal of the RLM. The coffin was flanked by officers, wearers of the highest decorations, with swords drawn. Hitler was present. Göring read the eulogy and this time it showed how soft the ‘Iron Man’ really was; he was tearful and deeply moved and had difficulty speaking. He talked about his unique friend from the Great War and that his best friend had left him. He honoured Udet as a great fighter pilot and as an outstanding worker during the forming of the new Luftwaffe, portraying him as part soldier and part artist. This was not a bad description at all. The cortège moved to the Invalidenfriedhof, and Göring walked behind the gun carriage, which carried the coffin. His Reichsmarschall uniform was of a light colour with plenty of gold braid, and he wore high, red leather boots with large silver spurs. On the way to the cemetery I was told about Udet’s death. He had committed suicide. The uneasy feeling I had had in Pilsen was correct. For some time now it has been known in the inner circles that Luftwaffe armament and replacements have not been sufficient for our efforts in the air war. The main reason has been Udet’s inability to master the war’s many problems. He had no experience in handling his position as Generalluftzeugmeister, only having been promoted because he was an intimate friend of Göring. He could not organize or lead. He was a wonderfully gifted pilot and could produce humorous portraits and sketches of people, the latter talent often leading to bad feelings as not many were able to laugh at themselves. He was incapable of controlling the vast arsenal of weapons and technical know-how at his disposal and could not fight the many intrigues inside the RLM, between the power blocks of the aircraft industry, aircraft engineers, commerce and the Partei. His service legacy was one of total disaster.’
After the war I read more about Udet who rather preferred to sit in an aircraft than behind a desk and believed in the honesty of people and in their competence. Having to work in the stone pile of the RLM with its 1,000 offices and reception rooms was beyond him, and in the end he found himself torn between his soldier’s duty and the realization that he was shackled to the wrong post.
From my diary:
‘Will they find a suitable successor? I believe Richthofen would be such a person as he is one of the Luftwaffe’s leading officers with the suitable qualifications. But as we seldom do the right thing and hesitate to make unpopular decisions, we rather muddle along somehow. And this while there is a big war on!’
Eventually, the gap left by Udet’s death was filled by Generalfeldmarschall Erhard Milch who was certainly not to be envied! Up to that point, mostly aircraft engineers had advised the Generalluftzeugmeister on all aspects of design, production and other technical questions, although not always effectively. Now Göring changed this by ordering that General Staff officers and officers with front line experience had to fill the vacant posts. But these officers lacked a thorough technical training and know-how which would have allowed them to tackle and master questions of organization, war production and a host of other problems. Once again Göring had thrown out the baby with the bath water, with the result that lack of initiative, a disregard for the most basic rules of rational aircraft production, as well as indecisions on many levels, were the outcome. Even Milch, with his excellent organizational talent, was never able to be entirely on top of things, and Göring’s and later on, Hitler’s personal, unwarranted interference did not help either.
From my diary:
‘Berlin, 21st December 1941
Last night we celebrated our Kogenluftabend again with twenty from our old staff being present. Our chief, Thomsen, also arrived and I was quite saddened to see how frail he looked. Mentally, though, he was unbowed despite his 76 years. I sat next to the blind man and helped him during the meal and he was most grateful. He is writing his memoirs, only for his family though, and asked me for details about the time between 1918 and 1919.’†
From my diary:
‘We have heard that our soldiers on the Eastern Front suffer from a severe shortage of winter uniforms and clothing; now the peoples’ eyes have been opened through a personal appeal by Hitler, read by Goebbels over the radio, urging everyone to collect and donate furs and heavy clothing for our soldiers. It was also announced that the Oberbefehlshaber des Heeres, Generalfeldmarschall von Brauchitsch, has been dismissed, and that Hitler has taken over command of the Army personally, in addition to all his other duties. This pronouncement could be construed, and is in fact accepted, that von Brauchitsch has failed in his duties as senior commander. But a scapegoat for our soldiers’ deprivation at the Eastern Front had to be found and he is the one they blame. In reality it is the fault of the senior state departments who have neglected to form clear decisions about the continuation of the war in the East.’
My diary continued:
‘23rd December 1941
It appears as if not only von Brauchitsch has been sent packing, but also Generalfeldmarschall von Rundstedt and von Bock, as well as Generaloberst von Kleist. Why? Why now? Von Brauchitsch took leave with a dignified order of the day in which he said he had asked some time ago to be allowed to retire due to a heart condition.
† [Translator’s note: ‘Kogenluftabend’ – an evening dinner gathering for former members of the General Staff of the Luftstreitkräfte]
‘This past year has again not brought me the hoped for opportunity to serve at the front. I have resigned myself to carry on like this. One advantage is that I am able to be with my wife and son and am satisfied with my personal life. However, when I look at the Luftwaffe the situation is not so satisfying. From the beginning of the war we have been continuously on the attack, except for during the winter of 1939/40. We have suffered great losses in blood and material. And although losses in personnel could be made good and the positive Angriffsgeist has remained, shortfalls in delivery of aircraft and materiel to the front are serious and industrial production lags behind expectations.
‘At the training schools, however, the shortage of suitable aircraft has become grim and with supplies of fuel dwindling, has brought training almost to a stop. In addition, the Ju 52s, indispensable for training, are taken away as they are needed at the front, and we may not expect replacements of other suitable aircraft in the future.
‘5th January 1942
The Russian attacks continue in strength. The Wehrmachtsberichte talk of successful defences and counter-attacks leading to massive Russian losses in general terms but do not mention any locations, and this leads to rumours. Furthermore, news and letters from the front arriving at home mention the many casualties through the severe frost due to insufficient winter uniforms and clothing and now everybody blames everybody else.
‘18th January 1942
Generalfeldmarschall von Reichenau has suffered a stroke and died. A state funeral has been ordered and Göring will act as deputy for Hitler, while Generalfeldmarschall von Rundstedt will be present as Commander-in-Chief of the Heer. Perhaps the reports of his and von Bock’s sacking have been wrong. Since true facts are often withheld from us, we have to live on a diet of rumours. Some say that clashes between Hitler and his senior commanders took place recently during which Rundstedt and Bock resigned from their posts. The foreign press has somehow heard of this and blows it up out of all proportions, calling it a “Revolt of the generals with subsequent execution of thousands of officers by the Nazis”.
‘One can only hope that Hitler has learned a lesson from all this, and that he cannot treat reliable, honourable, experienced officers like he would his Gauleiters. The puerile slogan of “Der Führer hat immer recht!”, is totally useless in our serious situation.†
‘Berlin, 20th January 1942
Yesterday Göring ordered a 30 per cent reduction of RLM personnel. I hope this order will be complied with. I am even of the opinion that a higher percentage reduction would be beneficial. Today another order extends the office hours in the RLM from 8.30 a.m. to 6 p.m. but I doubt this will really increase efficiency. When will the many female employees be able to shop for their families when most shops are already closed by then or goods have been sold out?
‘Berlin, 23rd January 1942
The heavy fighting in the East continues, the Wehrmachtbericht is very brief. It appears we are moving back to disengage from the enemy, regroup, and integrate the recently arrived reserves properly. The recent fighting has been so costly because arriving reserve troops were thrown into battle in dribs and drabs without any positive results.
‘Berlin, 30th January 1942
† [Translator’s note: ‘Der Führer hat immer recht!’ – The Führer is always right!]
Yesterday morning German troops have taken Benghazi, a magnificent success. Rommel has been promoted to Generaloberst. This afternoon Hitler gave a speech on the occasion of the ninth commemoration of the Machtübernahme in 1933 [the ‘taking over of power’]. I was disappointed; he covered inner political questions, growth and achievements of the Partei, but did not offer anything new. He touched upon the war situation merely in general terms, mentioned the heavy fighting in the East, that our difficulties were mainly due to the Russian winter, insisted that the change from attack to defence had been successful and that winter was almost over. Our attacks would begin again in spring.
‘Berlin, 4th February 1942
Today generals and admirals were informed that Generalleutnant und Kommandierender General des XXXXII. Armeekorps, Graf von Sponeck, has been sentenced to death by a field court martial for Ungehorsam vor dem Feind [insubordination in the face of the enemy]. Despite having twice been refused to allow to withdraw his units from the Crimean peninsula (near Kertsch) by the Armeeführung of von Manstein on account of overwhelming Russian pressure, he had given the order to retreat. By doing this he had placed the high command and the German Reich in great difficulty. It was admitted that Sponeck’s position was extremely tenuous as he had only weak reserves at his disposal, but the order to retreat had been given in such a manner that his divisions had overreacted in haste. This had resulted in loss of men and considerable materiel.’
I had known Graf Sponeck from my time in Neubrandenburg when he was commanding an infantry regiment in Neustrelitz. He was an excellent officer in the best Prussian military tradition. Facing an almost hopeless situation on the Crimean peninsula, having to choose between his orders and his conscience, he followed his own counsel, probably to the disadvantage of overall command. The sentence was not carried out though, instead it was reduced to life imprisonment. But in connection with the attack on Hitler’s life on 20 July 1944 he was shot and killed in the military jail at Germersheim, possibly in the arising general confusion or on direct orders from Hitler or Himmler.
After most of our Ju 52 training aircraft had been taken from us over the Christmas period to be used as troop transports in the East, the rest of them, Ju 86s, He 111s, W 34s, and even all Fw 58s (Weihe) followed – all on Hitler’s orders. This senseless demand broke the back of our pilot training. We moved heaven and earth to change this, reasoning that it was jeopardizing the present and future of pilot and crew training with disastrous end results for the air war. Luckily, a short time later the order was changed slightly: perhaps an officer with enough commonsense had been able to persuade Hitler.
Early March 1942 brought us unseasonal stormy weather, often forcing me to stop over on my inspection tours. I wrote in my diary:
‘Our food supplies have deteriorated in the past few months. Last summer’s insufficient crops suffered through excessive rain and the lack of workers to harvest them, and in addition the winter frost destroyed much of it. We get only spoiled potatoes and vegetables in small quantities and other edibles are also in short supply. The many shortages have led to the emergence of a vast black market. An unseemly tendency of having to grease palms with victuals, liquor, money to get anything done or to receive favours, corrupts many people and officials. Since Anneliese and I do not participate, we must, unfortunately, do without some things.’
On 7 March 1942, a directive was issued by Reichsmarschall Göring under the heading ‘Soldatische Haltung’, in which he grumbled that officers regularly complained and objected to transfers and other changes in their careers. Since these changes had been issued and authorized by him, it was inappropriate for officers to protest. This was a reasonable comment although it should not be forgotten that Göring himself had been responsible for the nepotism in the Personnel Department where promotions were often based on whims. Regarding the retirement of serving officers Göring wrote: ‘I expect that an officer to whom obedience has become second nature, shows decency and retires silently with good grace.’ This is a truism but nobody appeared to really know the guidelines under which officers were retired and, in consequence, they felt unjustly treated. Justitia est fundamentum regnorum – Justice is Fundamental to Ruling. This also applied to the Third Reich.
During one of our daily walks, Anneliese slipped, fell, broke her right leg and was bed-bound. This prohibited her from attending our son’s confirmation on Sunday, 15 March 1942, Heldengedenktag, (Memorial Day), in the church at Dahlem. In the absence of the resident pastor, Martin Niemöller, another cleric conducted the service. I found it wrong that he presented his sermon only on theological matters, never mentioned the war at all, and not even once referred to our Heldengedenktag. Pastor Niemöller was a very well known and respected former U-boat captain from the First World War and wearer of the Pour le Mérite, but as an uncompromising adversary to Hitler he was sent to Dachau concentration camp in 1939.
Promotions in the Luftwaffe had been made haphazardly in the past; staff posts were filled by those of much higher rank and officers were sometimes promoted without reason and placed in posts which could easily have been handled by officers of lower rank. Therefore Göring issued a new order. It stated that future promotions would be awarded differently. I was told that my promotion to General der Flieger, to which I was entitled based on my service record, could not be confirmed. It left a bitter taste and I decided to submit my resignation from the Luftwaffe in the autumn. In the meantime my doctor prescribed a four-week convalescence period in a sanatorium to regenerate body and mind.
In May 1942, one of the Wehrmachtberichte announced: ‘On the Kertsch peninsula German and Rumanian troops, supported by strong Luftwaffe formations, began attacks on 8 May. The battles are now in full progress.’
This meant that this year’s far-reaching operations against the Soviets had begun. The operational goal was not entirely clear to me though. Did it suggest that we planned to throw the Soviets from their strong, fortified positions on Kertsch – an important centre in the Crimea – or was it the start of operations to cross the straits and carry the war to the Caucasus? At the end of the month, operations had been successfully concluded. No fewer than 150,000 prisoners had been taken, and 1,300 guns, 250 tanks and immense quantities of war materiel were in German hands. The battles had been very severe, but had shown the world that German aggressiveness in spirit and power was unbroken. Elsewhere on the Eastern Front however, where the mud period was over, and to relieve their embattled forces at Kertsch, the Soviets attacked German troops at Kharkov with very strong forces. This fighting soon developed into a great battle, leading to an encirclement and the destruction of three enemy armies and their strong tank formations. Some 240,000 prisoners, 1,249 tanks, 2,026 guns and 250 aircraft were either destroyed or captured.
And while all this happened in the East, once again, I was not there!







CHAPTER TWENTY
THE CAUCASUS AND THE CRIMEA

1942
AFTER my return from the sanatorium at the end of May 1942, General der Flieger Kühl asked me to prepare myself for duty on the Eastern Front and nobody could have been happier than me. One week later I received my appointment as commander of Luftgaustab 21, at that time stationed in Brussels, and I arrived in the Belgian capital one day later. The Stab was quartered in a lovely little chateau; it had enjoyed a carefree life for the last nine months and, as is usually the case when military units are inactive, had sunk into a state of lassitude and idleness. Officers and men were totally unprepared for the Front and had no idea of what awaited them in the East, so I took it upon myself to train and prepare everyone accordingly. We organized day and night field exercises, trained on hand- and machine guns, not forgetting the throwing of live hand grenades, and I enjoyed inventing ever new war-like situations for my ‘gentlemen’. I checked out the expertise of the air and ground crews of my flying detachment, separating the wheat from the chaff, and tested each one of the six single- and twin-engined aircraft to my satisfaction. Then I probed the extent of the personal luggage everyone wished to take with him, discovered that we would have needed a few trucks for the many tons of weight alone, and gave precise orders on what was permissible. My arrangements were not always understood or accepted then, but when a couple of weeks later our trucks were stuck in the endless, cloying mud of Russian roads and they broke down, it dawned on my staff how justified my orders had been. I did not have much time to tour Brussels. One full Sunday I spent in the Congo Museum and came to appreciate the importance of this immensely rich and versatile Belgian colony in Africa, and also attended an excellent performance of Die Fledermaus.
On the morning of 21 June 1942, I left with an advance party in six aircraft via Germany and Poland to fly to Lemberg – the rest were to follow by train. When we landed, I was advised that a Ju 52 would collect me and a small staff and take us to Dnjepropetrowsk. My aircraft crews were to wait for an expert officer who would instruct them on how to adjust to conditions in the air and on the ground in Russia, where orientation was extremely difficult due to the vastness of the country and the absence of easily identifiable landmarks. It often happened that new crews got lost, landed at wrong destinations, flew too close to the front line and were shot down, or even came down beyond enemy lines. The first night in Lemberg I slept in a dirty hotel room, and experienced the claustrophobic atmosphere everybody felt who arrived for the first time from the cultured West to set foot on Russian territory. In Dnjepropetrowsk we lodged at the Hotel Astoria, overnight accommodation for officers without units. This guest house was located on the Karl Marx Prospekt, the only main road in the city along which all traffic passed. The continuous noise of columns of military trucks never stopped, day or night, and the accompanying dust mercifully settled on the natural dirt.
Next day I called on Generalleutnant Albert Vierling, commander of Luftgau-kommando Rostow, whom I knew from his time with the Bavarian FliegerBataillon in 1913, and conferred with him and his senior officers, informed myself of the military situation and their future plans, as well as expected strategic demands. Then I went to work without knowing when my staff would arrive. The overall plan of the German command was to destroy a sizeable part of the Russian Army in the southern sector of the Eastern Front, considerably weakening the Soviet economy and paralysing Russian war administration. If the Soviet Union lost indispensable oil in the Caucasus as well as the agriculturally rich Ukranian regions up to the Don River, the Soviet State would be brought close to a crisis which even American help would not be able to overcome. Hitler’s concept of changing operational military goals to almost exclusively commercial and political objectives was basically new.
I was informed that Armeegruppe A, assisted by IV. Fliegerkorps under General der Flieger Curt Pflugbeil, was to move towards the southern Don River. This would affect the work of my Luftgaustab as we had to cooperate with the Fliegerkorps and Luftgaukommando Rostow, and ensure that during the army’s advance Luftwaffe units would find prepared airfields and the necessary ground organizations in place and ready. They then had to be kept supplied with everything from our vast base depots in the Usbenskaja-Stalino area. Whatever I should require in back-up units to carry out these many assignments – airfield controllers, fuel and ammunition transports, building and construction companies, signals units and security guards, as well as transport aircraft – would be available at the appropriate time.
During this period all our thoughts were overshadowed by the heavy fighting over the fortress at Sebastopol and the struggle for the Crimean peninsula. The VIII. Fliegerkorps, under Generaloberst Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen, had achieved absolute supremacy in the air and as a direct result, enemy resistance on the ground began to weaken. On 1 July the fortress fell. Four days later my staff finally arrived after a strenuous twelve-day railway journey. A few personnel had fallen ill and were sent to hospital. The rest had to be examined for fitness in the tropics, reducing their number even further. But when I was told to return all members over 35 years of age, I refused and argued that for months my men had loafed in Brussels and nobody had had the forethought to plan for their deployment under tropical conditions.
To the north of us, 2. and 6. Armee had recently attacked and gained ground fast. I expected to become very busy and when, on 12 June, IV. Fliegerkorps decided to send one Jagdgeschwader and one Zerstörergeschwader to occupy two airfields close to Nowo Aidar near Makejewka, we speedily marched to Kirowo and I gave orders for fuel and ammunition supply columns to move forward. Just when everything was on the go, we had news that our troops were still engaged in fighting around Nowo Aidar and we had to catch our columns and stop them. This was one example of how the situation changed from hour-to-hour, keeping us on our toes.
In the Donez Basin our attacks had gained ground; then a day of rain turned the roads into mud and interrupted fighting. But just one day of sunshine and wind dried everything out and the fighting continued. On 22 June the Gefechtsstab of the Fliegerkorps went to the northern shores of the Sea of Asov, the flying units to airfields between Stalino and Taganrog, and we advanced to the tiny village of Daragonowka. I wanted to be close so as to always be informed about the situation at the front and the staff’s future plans. The lake was only a few minutes away but it was no pleasure to swim in it. The water was only 1.5 m deep and the bottom sticky and full of horrible worms that clung to our bodies.
Luckily we had been able to exchange uniforms and equipment earlier on to meet the tropical conditions, and we had shorts and short-sleeved shirts as well as tents. The tents made us independent from the small houses; we only requisitioned a school building for staff offices and as sleeping quarters for officers. I moved into the command vehicle, a converted army truck, which contained my desk and a narrow bunk and washbasin. The surrounding countryside had no trees or shrubs, and only a few maize fields provided some colour. There was no grass; continuous dry spells had bared the soil and we were always enveloped by yellow dust clouds which made breathing difficult. However, the plain ground had the advantage of allowing us to find suitable airfields between the Don and Kuban without difficulty; only a few needed improvement, and it did not take long before we had our aircraft nearby to take off at a moment’s notice. But the roads were something else! They were in a bad condition almost everywhere, and one solid shower made them impassable for hours. Our drivers knew they could not carry on, but had to wait until sun and wind dried the surface out sufficiently. During the periods of muddy rain the roads had to be closed off, otherwise they would have been totally ruined by the traffic. Only the main roads could be used, provided they were continuously maintained and repaired.
Naturally, the timely arrival of fuel, ammunition and bombs under such conditions was difficult to manage or control, especially as our fighter, reconnaissance and bomber pilots took advantage of the long daylight hours and used considerable quantities of fuel. Communication and support units on the ground also demanded attention, and we had to move them quickly from one airfield to another as the situations demanded, which meant that our trucks were driving day and night, often extremely long distances between airfields and supply depots. This resulted in additional wear and tear, breakdowns and other interruptions. Logically, aircraft should have taken over much of this work, but we did not have enough. It forced us not only to plan forward (we were used to that), but plan into the unknown and unexpected for supplies to arrive when and where they might be needed. Therefore it was very important for me to learn about the future campaign strategies of IV. Fliegerkorps and Luftflotte 4, and every afternoon I flew to their command posts and had discussions with the commanding generals and their chiefs of staff. After my return I talked to my staff and gave them my orders, which were then formulated and finished during the night, to be sent off by wireless, telephone or motorcycle to the many service units in the early morning.
The successes of our armies advancing from their Mius positions towards the lower Don River made me aware that the IV. Fliegerkorps would extend its air attacks across the river in the general direction of the Caucasus. I reckoned that the Don bridges at Rostov could have been damaged by the prevailing fighting and might be unsuitable or too crowded for my trucks which had to carry supplies to our units operating between the Don and the Kuban. I had to find a better way, and as I was studying the maps, my eyes fell on the tiny harbour of Jeysk on the eastern shore of the Sea of Azov. Provided I could collect a few ships, I would be able to transport our supplies from Taganrog to Jeysk, and from there by rail to Armavir, Pjatigorks and Grosny at the foot of the big mountains. To find out more about the chances of my plan I flew to Mariupol and called on the Deutscher Seekommandant Asowsches Meer (German Naval Commander Sea of Azov). The Admiral and his chief of staff were in a sombre mood and assessed the situation on the Black Sea pessimistically. They doubted that my plans could succeed; on the contrary, they talked about active Russian aircraft which would interdict any ship transport, and that even Mariupol had been bombed. My comments that I had yet to see enemy aircraft in the area or bombing attacks were received somewhat sourly. They also believed the power of the Soviet Navy in the Asov and Black Seas to be considerable. Sailors on land were like fish on dry soil! Anyway, I was given the tonnage of available shipping which would be sufficient for my plans, and for a few days I worked on the problem. In the end all came to nought because the Rostov bridges were taken with almost no damage, and the divisions of Heeresgruppe A hastened without resistance towards the Kuban and the Caucasus, the final aim being the Caucasian oilfields.
During my visit to IV. Fliegerkorps on 26 June, I met the Luftflottenchef, Generaloberst von Richthofen, and reported to him. He was a man with an outstanding career behind him. In 1937 we had both been Oberst; he was eight years younger. His service as commander of the Legion Condor during the Spanish Civil War had brought him the rank of General, and now he was Generaloberst – totally deserved in my opinion. At the time neither of us foresaw that we would stand shoulder to shoulder from now on.
A few days later we relocated to Rostov and occupied a run-down country house. I did not move into the dark room reserved for me though, but instead remained in my command vehicle, although it was unbearably hot in there. At least I did not have to suffer from the swarms of flies or the hordes of fat, ugly rats who devoured everything they could find. From our command post we could see far across the river and the marshy delta where, from time to time, large swarms of water birds rose up like massive clouds. We had to be careful not to fly too low over the area in case we collided with these frightened flocks. When the sky disappeared behind clouds, the endless and monotonous landscape presented an intensely melancholic impression. At the end of July death took its toll when my ADC, Leutnant Kühnhold, was killed in a plane crash. I had liked the fresh-faced, happy youngster who had served me well without any servility, and I really missed him.
South of the Don our armies’ attacks gained ground fast, with the result that support units of fighters, Zerstörer, Stuka and reconnaissance aircraft, had to relocate to forward airfields near Bjelaja Glina and Ssred Jegorlyk. This confronted us with almost insurmountable problems. Supplying the airfields with everything they needed put enormous strain on our trucks, lengthened travel time, guzzled more petrol, and as there was still only one usable bridge across the river at Rostov, this messed up our timetables. Since Armee supply depots were also located far north of the Don River, they too depended on this one bridge, and it was really our great luck that Russian aircraft seldom appeared, otherwise they could have made our lives absolute hell at the crossing. Eventually, transport aircraft managed to supply our airfields, often at the last minute, but the consumption of fuel and oil by the three-engine Ju 52s was huge.
We suffered greatly from the heat: for many days the sun had burned from a cloudless sky, there was not a whiff of air, not even at night. During these exceptionally trying days the field post brought me a letter from my mother. It was penned in the violet ink she preferred to use all her life and was dated 24 July 1942. In it she wrote about family matters and the worsening conditions in her old age home, but expressed her opinion that other people were worse off and did not complain. She closed her letter with: ‘Goodbye, my dear son. May the Lord protect you as he did during the First World War and during this war so far, and may he grant me one more chance to see you before I part from this life. I greet and kiss you, your loving mother.’ Regretfully, her wish was not fulfilled.
Faster than expected, our army units advanced towards the Caucasus. Already on 8 July they reached Armavir and Krapotkin, and this let the German command believe that the Russians had abandoned their battle strategy of fighting to the last, and instead had turned to another tactic. They seemed to be more concerned with preventing their units from being cut to pieces than doggedly hanging on to their positions. No more were there cauldron battles with vast losses of prisoners, but rather there was localized, tenacious fighting in some places; otherwise, the enemy avoided contact. Our figures of prisoners and bounty were surprisingly down, and the German command became worried. Perhaps the Soviet Army was demoralized, but it was not beaten, and this was the deciding issue in the success or failure of Hitler’s plans for the southern sector of the Eastern Front.
Our rations improved in Rostov because this part of the country was fertile, green and well farmed, and we were able to change from depot supplies to self-provisioning from local markets. This meant fresh fruit and vegetables, long missed delicacies, as well as chicken, geese and, most important, plenty of fresh water, enabling us to wash once again. We also hoped that the recently arrived fresh water purification machines would help us.
On 5 August 1942 more urgent signals from advance airfields arrived reporting fuel shortages, forcing us to scrape up all available drums and fly them forward in transport aircraft. I flew with them, not only to talk to the Staffelkapitäne and Gruppenkommandeure in my sector, but also to check out the situation for myself, because such desperate calls for help were not always justified. The view of the countryside below was depressing: an endless, barren wasteland – no trees, no bushes, no rivers, indeed nothing to give it any life at all. Further east, the desert was spread out vast and brown, occasionally interrupted by wheat- and sunflower fields. Humble villages with miserable hovels made from clay and cow dung, partially damaged by the fighting, showed where people carved out an existence. When there was no wind, this country was covered by a grey-black cloud of dust, hundreds of metres high, thrown up by the countless columns of marching and motorized German troops.
When I wanted to fly home from Jegorlyk my aircraft’s engines refused to start because it was so burning hot. Quickly I jumped into a command car and drove to the airfield of Bjelaja Glina close by, hoping to catch another transport machine returning, but I was out of luck and was forced to spend the night with the airfield ground crew that had just arrived. Darkness fell fast, there was no telephone or radio communication with my staff and I could not tell them what had happened. The resident Jagdgruppe had flown off in the afternoon and so our small crew were the only German soldiers for far and wide. We sat outside the dugout, and whoever had something to smoke, did so. Our discussions revolved around the war, daily events, home and leave. We looked into the sunset across the desert which, even in its monotony, radiated a strong and strange appeal. Like a gigantic, red-glowing fireball the sun sank lower and lower behind bluish, illuminated dust clouds. Words died, and our small circle was spellbound as the rays disappeared and right away a black sky with shimmering stars rose above us. In peacetime the soldiers had often sung about ‘Heimat Deine Sterne’ (‘Stars from home’ or ‘Stars shining at home’); now their song was only seldom to be heard. Since then this unforgettable evening has remained in my memory. We crawled into the dugout to sleep, tortured by fleas and mosquitoes.
The German armies’ advance from the Don to the Kuban, across a 400-kilometre front, over the waterless and shadowless desert had made the greatest demands on our troops. Never before experienced dust clouds darkened the sun, enveloped them and made breathing difficult. But they carried on southwards, regardless. Heat, dust, lack of sleep, lack of accommodation, all this added to the emotional burden of marching across a barren and endless steppe with its bad roads. But they reached the northern foothills of the Caucasus and occupied the small oilfield of Maikop on 8 August. Home moved further and further away from us and no one was sure if we would ever see it again.
On 9 August 1942, after having been delayed by the installation of essential communication equipment, we moved south with a major jump of 250 km to the Kuban and the town of Krapotkin, to be closer to our flying units. There, on the river’s edge, we settled down. I had not even unpacked my things when an order arrived for me to report to the Luftgaukommando at Dnjepropetrowsk next morning. I was to be given a special assignment of short duration, the details of which would be handed to me there. At regional H.Q. I was informed that Heer und Luftwaffe were to combine in a decisive and massive attack on the city of Stalingrad on the River Volga with the objective of cutting off any traffic on the river and on both its banks. Mounting such an attack would stop fuel and oil supplies for Russian industry and Army, and by doing so, we would paralyse the Soviet Union’s life and defence capabilities. The future tragedy of Stalingrad began to spread its shadows.







CHAPTER TWENTY ONE
STALINGRAD

IN order to carry out the Luftwaffe’s part in the assault on Stalingrad, VIII. Fliegerkorps was to be expanded by one Kampfgeschwader and then, with a total of nine Gruppen (comprised of bomber, fighter , Zerstörer, Stuka, Aufklärer and Schlachtflieger Staffeln), it was to attack from the airfields at Tazinskaja, Obliwskaja and Morosowskaja as well as from advance airfields in the Don bend. The greatest hurdle to this ambitious plan was how best to transport the enormous quantities of goods and materiel that would be required by us because the only available railway line had been destroyed in many places by the recent fighting and had not yet been repaired. Consequently, everything needed for living and for fighting a war would have to be brought up from depots to the forward airfields by columns of trucks and air transport, and this required a day-and-night truck shuttle service over bad roads, 300 kilometres there and 300 kilometres back. During the discussions about this, nobody was able to say where all the necessary vehicles would come from as there was already a chronic shortage. There existed merely an order from Luftflotte 4, to collect all available trucks, combine them into columns and send them to Tazinskaja to be at my disposal. I was given overall command and responsibility for running Operation Belgrad as it was named, transporting and distributing everything. It was a task where everything was in the dark, except the objective.
I immediately flew back to Krapotkin, formed a new, smaller staff of five officers and about 30 other ranks, and next morning, 14 August, I set off. After an exhausting 500-kilometre drive in heat and dust we reached Nischny Kolzoff that night and found a surprisingly clean farmhouse to sleep in. This village had been mentioned to me as a suitable staff location, but was not where it was shown on the notoriously inaccurate Russian maps, and I moved instead to Tazinskaja close by. Although the place was overcrowded, we managed to find a couple of tiny, depressing rooms in two miserable farm dwellings for the senior members to work and sleep in. The others had to live in tents.
My first task was to make contact with VIII. Fliegerkorps and I flew to Obliwskaja, where the commander, Generalleutnant Martin Fiebig, and his Chief of Staff, Oberst Klaus Uebe, were headquartered in wooden barracks in a small forest. I knew both men well and asked them about the situation in the air and on the ground, and also to tell me their demands and needs so as to enable me to draw up my working plan. At that moment no one knew the day and time of the attack on Stalingrad, or when the flying units would arrive at the airfields. For security reasons this would only be given out shortly before the infantry attack on the ground began.
Having time on my hands, I inspected our airfields and surrounding roads and discovered that the roads and many of the smaller bridges required immediate repairs. We formulated requests to be sent to the Luftgaukommando asking it to arrange for the required repair- and building-teams to improve the airfields, roads and bridges, and also to give us security and guard units, truck servicing squads and signal teams. How many of these I would eventually receive remained uncertain. I also realized that accommodation, feeding and caring for all flying personnel and technicians would create considerable headaches; but at the moment I had no means to do anything about it.
This was the situation when the first fuel transports arrived. I had been promised 3,000 tons of truck capacity, but this figure was never reached, resulting in much friction. We had to suffer for the mistakes made higher up. My diary of 19 August reads in part: ‘Establishing an air force ground organization is not merely the responsibility of the air force’s own departments, but also that of the high command. It is not sufficient to just order the erection of an airfield plus all stocks at a certain location. They must give more details, i.e. numbers of aircraft and types, types of bombs, the kind of fuel, special equipment and much more. Regrettably, those people who get involved from the top down have little knowledge. In peacetime this has not been given much attention and our General Staff officers know very little about technical connections.’
After the first tentative moves of the ground assault towards Stalingrad began on 19 August leading to some early successes, the great push followed on 23 August. This meant the Luftwaffe had to apply full power. On the previous afternoon Richthofen had visited me to receive my report on measures taken. He did not ignore my requests for more trucks and technical equipment but could not give any binding commitments either, because Luftflotte 4 was already overstretched. He promised to do his best but emphasized that men and materiel might have to extend themselves even more in the coming days or weeks. Richthofen was a man who applied his own extraordinary abilities as a yardstick to everybody else’s performance. He liked to conduct such meetings in an informal manner, somewhere in the open on the grass with a cigarette, or in an aircraft. Then his brain worked precisely and was fast and concentrated. He disliked waffling and sentimentality.
Thanks to the commitment and enthusiasm shown by everyone who took part, Operation Belgrad very soon developed into a kind of competitive sports race. The stream of transport vehicles never stopped; they continued day and night, sleep became a rarity, and the stress was great, especially at night when truck crews had to drive with dipped lights in case of Russian fighter attacks. Luckily, the weather was fine – we had only one day of rain. Repair teams from both the Luftwaffe and the Reichsarbeitsdienst were continuously on the move, working to improve the bad roads because our heavy trucks, driven at top speeds, ripped open the surfaces. For the supply of food and drink to the drivers and their helpers, distribution points had been set up at intervals along the roads where they could eat at any time of the day or night, and stand-by repair teams took care of damaged trucks as fast as possible. At both points of the line, loading and unloading groups worked at a frenetic pace, sending the trucks on their way again as fast as possible. It was really a pleasure to see how every man did his very best. Afterwards Richthofen told me that this transport operation had been the biggest for the Luftwaffe so far.
Our first attacks on Stalingrad advanced well, with our tanks reaching the Volga south of the city on 23 August, and on the following day they were at the west side of the heavily fortified city. In the Caucasus region we also moved forward, reaching Mosdok at the Terek; and in the northern Caucasus army units were fighting to open up the main road leading to Wladikawkas and Tiflis.
We could feel autumn closing in already; it became cooler at night, and the locals brought out their furs and repaired their mud huts. It was rather cramped in my little house: its inhabitants slept on the floor with a dog and a sheep keeping them (smelly) company, and when I wanted to leave my room at night – my work carried on through the night by candlelight or acetylene lamp – I had to step carefully over their bodies. This became especially inconvenient when I caught a stomach bug and often had to rush outside to relieve myself in the open somewhere. But I was not the only one to suffer – most of my co-workers on my staff were also infected. Another plague were bed bugs. I slept in my sleeping bag on a large iron bedstead but was disturbed by these beasts every night. My men devised a solution: every second day they attacked the pests with petrol and soldering lamps to give me at least one peaceful night.
After the initial successes, the fighting at the enemy ‘fortress’ of Stalingrad continued across a stretch of over 40 kilometres along the Volga and became more and more severe. The 4. Panzer Armee under Generaloberst Hermann Hoth, attacking from the south, the 6. Armee under General der Panzertruppe Friedrich Paulus from the north, and 1. Panzer Armee under Generaloberst Ewald von Kleist from the west, had become stuck. But in view of Hitler’s inflexible attitude it was clear that the attacks would have to continue. Transport operation Belgrad was going well, and no real difficulties were experienced; I had only to make sure that everything ran on – and well – and therefore had little to do – and this was unsatisfactory. Getting something off the ground, then organizing, improvising, overcoming obstacles – all these kind of things I enjoyed. Now I was bored and in addition, my own health and the health of many of my staff had deteriorated. When consulted, the doctor at our field hospital told us that this condition would not become any better in autumn. I also wanted to return to my Luftgaustab which had moved to Maikop. I had remained in contact with them, and sometimes they sent me a few bottles of French Cognac from their carefully hoarded stock, an excellent medicine for our flagging spirits. However, another form of illness could not be taken so lightly – the dreaded ‘Papatatschi’ sickness transmitted by the sting of the sand mosquito. Patients suffered from excruciating migraine, stiff necks and painful fever similar to inflammation of the brain, leading to unconsciousness and delirium in some cases. It lasted for one to two weeks and we suffered from it right into winter.
On 4 September I was able to hand over to a successor as transports were now able to continue by train to Tazinskaja, and earlier on Richthofen had promised me that I could return when this happened. In Tazinskaja we rarely saw enemy aircraft; occasionally reconnaissance machines appeared at very high altitudes, and during a few nights solitary ‘harassment’ aircraft dropped bombs but without causing any damage.
Army operations in the Caucasus had come to a halt. Heeresgruppe A was bogged down at the mountain’s northern exits, and the OKH’s long-term goal of pushing through to Baku via Tiflis was not attained. We faced an unbeaten enemy. Heeresgruppe A,17. Armee, and 1. Panzer Armee occupied defensive positions between the Black and Caspian Seas over a distance of 750 km, facing south and south-east. They were not in danger from the front, but from their open flank between Terek and Stalingrad. This vast area was covered only by the 15. Infanterie-Division (mot.). The tiresome supply problems existed here as well, and in fact these problems became a chronic calamity on the whole Eastern Front and forced us to introduce temporary breaks which the Soviets used to bring forward reinforcements and to strengthen their air units.
A number of fighter, Stuka-, and bomber Staffeln from IV. Fliegerkorps had been transferred away to be used against Stalingrad. The remaining units were distributed over a wide area along the mountains and, as usual, our staff was responsible for supplying them and was given the additional tasks of upgrading airfields for the rainy season and the coming winter. These comprised the airfields at Armavir, Maikop (north and south), Beloretschenskaja, Gontschakowka, Krasnodar and Krymskaja. Although Soviet aircraft had operated from them during the summer, they needed improvement. Landing strips had to be widened and access roads built but, most importantly, heated, splinter-proof huts had to be erected for which wood had to be cut in the vast forests along the mountains and then brought to the sites. The necessary stones and rocks for foundations had to be brought in as well. The word ‘IMPROVISATION’ was written in capital letters everywhere and emphasized again and again during the following weeks. As my health still was not what it should be, I had myself checked out at a field hospital once more and they diagnosed the beginnings of yellow jaundice. This sickness was rampant among our soldiers and needed to be treated immediately before it became contagious. I remained firmly in bed for a couple of days, followed a strict diet, took my medicines, and got over it quickly.
Having sent our squadrons to the Stalingrad front, IV. Fliegerkorps was unable to assist adequately the army units in their battles on the Terek and at Tuapse, which restricted their advance. This gave enemy aircraft a chance to exploit their numerical superiority against us; almost every night they attacked our airfields causing light damage to strips and installations in ‘nuisance’ raids, or they shot up supply and fuel columns, becoming more than just a nuisance. Spread over a wide area our fighters could not be everywhere at once, but when they engaged enemy aircraft they regularly brought a few of them down.
The local population in Maikop was peaceful and friendly. Nevertheless, armed bands formed up in the solitary and remote forests, frightening civilians and gradually becoming a menace to us. It was the first time I was confronted by the partisan problem, and the longer the war lasted the more it became a plague on the Eastern Front and eventually a serious threat. Suddenly, individual soldiers and motor cars were shot at behind the front, and even small units were no longer safe. The bands consisted mostly of escaped Russian PoWs and also of regular soldiers who had filtered through our thin front lines and were assisted by loyal locals. Stalin had proclaimed a patriotic war against the Germans in any way possible and they obeyed. Unfortunately the Reichskommissare, appointed by Hitler as administrators of occupied Russian territories behind the front – mainly Gauleiter from Germany – did their best to play into Stalin’s hands. Totally misjudging the situation, they considered themselves to be Herrenmenschen, ruling over a lower race of people, treating them as slaves. And if this was not enough, Himmler, as Reichsführer-SS, had received special orders from Hitler which gave him absolute political power in the occupied Eastern territories, but we soldiers were totally ignored.
Reichskommissar Erich Koch, the former Gauleiter of East Prussia, had been installed in the Ukraine. I had come to know him during my time in Königsberg. He was a brute, representing the national-Bolshevist or left wing of the Party. He treated the Ukranians as second- or third-class people, and consequently forced them into open resistance which we soldiers had to pay for, because the Reichskommissare enjoyed Hitler’s absolute trust while the Generals did not. According to Hitler, the Reichskommissare were to prepare the Eastern provinces for the ‘new order’ following our victory in Russia.
How unsafe conditions were behind our lines was shown by the fact that telephone calls between Maikop, Krasnodar, Krymskaya and other towns were listened to by Russian soldiers who had filtered through our front line. We were forced to communicate with our airfields by aircraft. I was on the go a lot, visiting airfields and looking after them. On one such journey to call on a Kampfgeschwader at Georgiewsk on the Terek, I flew in a Storch for 300 kilometres along the snow-covered, impressive mountain range, a treat for my eyes – although I kept low because Russian fighters prowled the area. Another time I flew west, to Krasnodar, Krymskaya and the harbour at Noworessysk which had only a few days before being taken by German troops after heavy fighting. Flying low again, I weaved my aircraft between the high chimneys of cement factories approaching the city, when suddenly the Black Sea appeared in front of me, an overwhelming picture of blue. The ancient Greeks used to call it Pontos euxeinos – the ‘hospitable ocean’. The city had been badly damaged, the ruins were still smoking, harbour installations had suffered, and in the harbour itself I noticed the upper structures of three large battleships protruding from the water. I landed on the airfield just south of the city and close to the sea in order to inspect the installations left behind by the Russians, as we might have to use them for our own fighters. Here, as elsewhere, the number of essential buildings had been kept to an absolute minimum. Only the earthen aircraft boxes were excellent – firm, sturdy, and they protected aircraft well. Hoping to improve our diet by picking fresh, ripe, large grapes from nearby vineyards, my mechanic and I started to collect and eat them, when we were rudely interrupted by enemy fire directed from the mountains at our Storch. The bullet strikes came very close very quickly, so we had to leave in a hurry, but we were compensated by the impressive picture of a peaceful ocean in sparkling autumn sunshine.
Losses among our Gebirgsjäger fighting in the mountains were severe, and more and more field hospitals were erected in Maikop. They required solid buildings in which to operate and so we had to move out, settling at Chonskaya, 14 kilometres away, where our main staff lived and worked in a school building, the others in private houses.
Despite our high hopes, Stalingrad had still not been taken: on the contrary, the Soviets fought the attacking German forces fiercely, forcing us to cut back on operational plans with the feared Russian winter closing in. The future was dark. The more I thought about it the more it depressed me. On 3 October 1942 I wrote in my diary: ‘It is ominous that neither Hitler nor Göring visited the soldiers at the front this summer, although they did it in the past. This is not right. The Führer has taken over command of the Armee, and in the old days this meant he should have shown himself to his soldiers on special occasions or when things went well or bad. Even an overload of work should not have kept him at home. Totally unacceptable is that Göring, senior commander of the Luftwaffe, does not fulfil this simple duty. In his case one cannot talk of overwork, he is so often absent from his H.Q. and lives on his private estate at Karinhall near Berlin. He could easily visit his front units – if he wanted to. Does he perhaps shy away from the discomforts and dangers of Russia? And what does he really do? We in the Luftwaffe hear little of him. Dissatisfaction inside the service is widespread, especially among the older officers, and many would like to turn their backs on the Luftwaffe. The Führer discusses the most important leadership problems with the Luftwaffe’s Chief of Staff. Has he perhaps discovered his truest henchman’s absolute unsuitability? Göring could help the Luftwaffe by stepping down from his post “due to an overload of other important duties” and hand over to someone else, Generalfeldmarschall Kesselring for instance!’
As the rainy season had not yet begun, preparing our airfields went ahead unhindered, and I held the hope that before serious frost and heavy snow set in, we would have completed airstrips, basic structures for technical utilities and buildings for flying and ground crews to withstand the menace of a Russian winter. A great help to us were a new type of worker, the Hilfswillige, also called Hiwis for short, ex-Russian, Caucasian or Ukranian PoWs, captured the previous summer and left to languish in prison camps. There were thousands of them who offered to assist us. They were formed into units under German command, clothed, especially with winter boots, received provisions, tobacco, and were well looked after. In turn they not only undertook manual labour, but served in the rear areas as drivers, builders, and even at the AA guns and as telephone repairmen. They became indispensable the longer the war lasted and I liked the help they gave us. In addition we also had entire units of soldiers from the Ukraine and Georgia, as well as Cossaks, and, led by German officers and NCOs, they proved fearless fighters.
From now on Russian aircraft appeared more frequently above our airfields, by day and night. At Maikop North they performed something especially daring one night. After aircraft had harassed us over a number of hours, parachutists jumped from aircraft but were spotted in the bright moonlight and shot down by machine gun and Flak. A few of them managed to land however, and immediately attacked our parked aircraft with axes, and threw incendiary bombs into the fuselages, and so we lost a few machines. Two full, paratroop-laden enemy aircraft were shot down and crashed burning to the ground. When I went to the crash site some time later, I found that the aircraft were elderly four-engine types. Everything was still smouldering, and two wild dogs had begun to feast on the roasted corpses. When we found we could not chase the dogs off, I shot both animals with my pistol.
In late October 1942 General Curt Pflugbeil told me that my Luftgaustab z.b.V 21 would be disbanded and I could expect to be given another post within Luftflotte 4. This convinced me that our advance across the Caucasus was unlikely to continue. Three days later I called on headquarters at Essentuki and was made Kommandeur der Luftflottentruppen. This was an entirely new post which required me to use my imagination once again. I was to command all small and large flying and signal units of the Luftflotte not attached to any Army Corps or Division, but operating somewhere in the Don-Stalingrad-Caucasus areas and leading a quiet and unsupervised existence. Early on 3 November I reported to Richthofen who spoke to me in his usual lively style about my new post. But he added that this one was also of a temporary nature only, and that I could expect to be given a command at the front in the near future.
Knowing that I would be travelling a great deal from now on, I took a few days off and enjoyed the pleasures of a warm room with central heating, a proper bed with white linen and a clean toilet with running water. All this I had missed over the last six months when I slept in my sleeping bag and did everything else in the open. Here in Essentuki I had travelled to my southern-most point; I was far away from Germany’s borders, India was closer to me than my own country, and beyond the Caucasus lay Iran, Mesopotamia, Turkey – countries with strange, foreign cultures. When I switched on my radio at night, hundreds of different voices, dialects and musical tunes enveloped me. If I heard German words they belonged to an enemy hate-propagandist who shouted and screamed cheap slogans, but Germany’s real voice did not reach me.
A few days later my final orders arrived. I was to form the Luftwaffenfelddivision Südost from surplus soldiers drawn from flying, signal, Flak and other units, as well as from staff. It was envisaged that the Division, after a four-week long infantry training period, would be attached to Kleist’s 1. Panzer Armee and fight on a quiet sector of the front. Now I had two hats to wear: I had to create and run the office of Kommandeur der Luftflottentruppen, and set up and train a Luftwaffenfelddivision. It was only after the war that I really found out the reasons behind the plan to attach elements of the Luftwaffe to the Armee. In 1942 the OKH demanded that the Luftwaffe should hand over a part of its surplus in ground troops to replace the heavy losses suffered by the army’s infantry divisions. It was no secret that the Luftwaffe had soaked up people at an alarming rate, ostensibly for grand operational plans which, due to shortages of aircraft, trained personnel and materiel, never came to fruition. It had been a concession to Göring’s vanity who considered the Luftwaffe to be his private ‘palace army’. At first Göring refused to submit to the order and managed to find understanding from Hitler, and the Luftwaffe Chief of Staff, Generaloberst Hans Jeschonnek, also agreed. Eventually though, Jeschonnek changed his mind, perhaps hoping that he might reclaim his men at a later date when conditions favoured the flying units once again. Thus the unlucky development of the Luftwaffenfelddivisionen began. It was planned to raise 22 such divisions with 170,000 soldiers: fortunately this never happened.
I soon realized that I might be able to form only two infantry regiments (Nos. 29 and 30) with two battalions each, simply because there were no more suitable men available, and the support and back-up units had to come from Germany. The final order from the Ob.d.L. in Berlin came on 20 November, redesignating my division 15. Luftwaffenfelddivision. This order, dreamed up at a nice desk in a warm room at home, planned everything perfectly while overlooking the fact that we were 4,000 kilometres away on the Russian steppe and at the beginning of the feared Russian winter, expecting to be thrown into battle at a moment’s notice.
Finding suitable members for my staff as Kommandeur der Luftflottentruppen was not easy. Qualified people were hard to come by at this stage of the war. When they were eventually assembled, I acquainted them with their tasks and then visited the various sections under my command. The weather turned bad with plenty of fog, forcing me to spend idle hours in some godforsaken place. Most important was the region close to fortress Stalingrad where the Nahaufklärungsgruppen, Verbindungs- and Kurierstaffeln of the AOK 6 flew from airfields at Teply, Jewlampinsky, Golubianskaja and Karpowka. In a big, twin-engine transport I flew to the command post of VIII. Fliegerkorps at Obliwskaja, and from there took a borrowed Storch to Jewlampinsky. On this stretch the weather was hazy, making orientation over the flat, featureless, roadless, grey-brown terrain below difficult. The Fieseler flitted over balkas – deep ravines gouged out by ice and snow over centuries – and miserable, small hamlets, nameless on my map. I merely flew by compass and watch, looking for the airfield. Slowly it became dark. The prospect of accidentally overflying our front line ahead to be shot down by the enemy was no comfort. Suddenly, the mechanic behind me slapped me on the shoulder and pointed to the right where I saw a green flare disappearing behind clouds. Was that the enemy or ours? Should I change course or turn back? While I was still looking around, a white flare shot up into the grey clouds straight ahead. Saved! This was one of our so-called ‘Radieschen’ – ‘radishes’ or landing assistance devices in bad weather. I had not made a mistake after all.
In the evening I sat among the officers in a tarpaulin-covered foxhole and we talked about the war, especially the battle for Stalingrad. The city’s capture, declared as the most important objective by our senior leaders, seemed to have disappeared into the distance. Although our troops had conquered two-thirds of the city fortress after the most bloody, indescribably bitter fighting, the Russians held out in the last third, which they defended with an almost religious fanaticism. This Soviet bastion had been almost destroyed, but the Russian soldiers dug into foxholes, cellars and shell holes amidst the rubble, hid behind the smallest piece of ruined wall and fought to the last bullet. One rested, battle-hardened German division would probably have swept all of them away, but there was not one such division available along the whole of our over-extended front line.
Next morning I discovered that flying was out of the question. After days of rain, winter had descended suddenly with frost and snow, and the temperature stood at seven degrees below. Dense fog covered the land and ‘ice-rain’ showered down, plastering everything with glistening sheets and shards of ice. I left my aircraft behind and asked for a Kübelsitzwagen. The map was useless, so we followed a tyre track that seemed to go in the right direction and was signposted by wooden poles with straw tops every 100 metres or so. For a while this went well, then the tracks disappeared – and the poles as well. We drove on carefully, looking for any signs of human habitation, when we spotted tyre marks and stopped in delight, only to find out that they were our own! We had driven in a circle. We could guess the direction to the front by the flashes of artillery gunfire in the distance, but there was no noise; everything was swallowed by fog and mist. Driving further, we eventually came across an army horse-drawn transport column, ambling along. They pointed us in the right direction. Once again I had been lucky, but I promised myself never to drive in Russia without a compass.
The air units I called on endured a miserable life. Due to the strong Russian AA defence they suffered from heavy losses, and the continuous bad weather curtailed flying. Ground and air crews alike were forced to live in primitive foxholes and this sapped their energy, and many essential items were missing. The Russians on the opposite side undoubtedly suffered just as much, but no one could equal them in stoically facing such adverse conditions in the field.
My visits had shown me many shortcomings that would have to be eliminated to prevent our crews’ performances falling even further. I could do this only from Essentuki where I was able to formulate and issue my orders. Before I returned, I called on VIII. Fliegerkorps in Obliwskaja to spend an evening with General Fiebig. I found him in a sombre mood, which was unusual for him. After dinner we sat in his office where two letters lay on his desk. One was from his wife; the other had been an enclosure from her – a letter from a father whose son was fighting at Stalingrad. The father wrote that his son said it was only the fault of the Luftwaffe that the fortress had not yet been taken. All that was necessary was to assemble all available aircraft from the Eastern Front at Stalingrad and let them attack. Then the job would be done. This was what the son had written to him and he, the father, could visualize it because he had been a soldier in the First World War. He had found out that Fiebig was leading the German pilots at Stalingrad and hoped that, with Frau Fiebig’s help, his letter would arrive at the correct address. He was asking for an answer.
What an expression of trust in the pilots’ abilities by the father. For him the solution was simple; he recognized the mistake and handed Fiebig the remedy. If only everything could be just as straightforward as father and son believed. Where on the Eastern Front were aircraft available? Perhaps at Leningrad? But if they were moved away, how would it be possible to bomb the powerful enemy armaments industry where more and more tanks, ammunition and other important weapons were produced to make our soldiers’ lives even more difficult. Or what about the aircraft in the centre sector? At the moment the Russians were planning something in that region. Our reconnaissance aircraft brought back new aerial photographs which showed the enemy’s huge preparations for an attack. The many large and important armament factories in and around Moscow had to be bombed, and we were required to attack the vital railway lines from and to the front to interrupt deliveries or, even better, to destroy them. Or should our aircraft, stationed on the Crimean Peninsula be withdrawn? There were only a few squadrons who scouted over the Black Sea, protecting the coastline against Russian submarines and monitoring the few Russian warships anchored at Poti and Batum. They had to protect our ship convoys between Sebastopol, Nikolajew, Odessa, Konstanza and Warna against attacks from the air and by submarines. And what about the aircraft in the Caucasus? Our divisions were fighting a bloody and most difficult war in the mountains and on mountain roads from Maikop towards the oilfields to assist the 1. Panzer Armee which had crossed the Don and the Kuban to take the oil wells. However, they were far from their goal and the fighting strength of our divisions was fading. But Hitler was pushing insistently for fast and significant successes to wrap up operations in our favour before winter set in, so as to create a solid basis for our attack next year. Without extensive reconnaissance from the air, our divisions were unable to locate and shell the well-entrenched and camouflaged enemy positions in the mountainous terrain. Then our Stuka had to step in and exhausted themselves by attacking up to seven times a day, because the hard-pressed soldiers on the ground depended on them and were most grateful. Now these aircraft should be withdrawn? At the Terek things were becoming unpredictable as well, with everybody shouting for Stuka assistance. And, of course, the high command also demanded attacks on the important and heavily defended oilfields at Grosny, Machatschkala and Baku, and continuous mining of the lower Volga to stop ship transport. Where to find the aircraft for all these operations? For a long time already we had realized that we had over-extended ourselves.
These were the thoughts that Fiebig and I carried with us and discussed. The unknown father knew nothing of this. He was not expected to know because, if he had, he might have guessed that something was not quite right on the Eastern Front. He might even have come to the conclusion that the ‘grösster Feldherr aller Zeiten’ was not really that superior after all, and that simply could not be. Wherever German soldiers fought – from Finland in the north, along the Atlantic Coast, and in North Africa and Italy, Crete and Greece in the south  – the shout was the same everywhere: more aircraft! But they were also wanted in Germany to defend our cities and industry against increasingly threatening Allied bombers. If we passed on this naked truth, the father might show it to his family and friends, perhaps to his local political leader, and Fiebig would have to face a court martial for defeatism, although as an experienced soldier his judgement was based entirely on fact. Herr X would receive his reply. In careful terms he would be reminded that Hitler had given the order that every soldier, especially an officer, had to radiate confidence and create trust in his soldiers.
We stepped out into the night and paced up and down. In the distance, hungry searchlights cut into the sky, hunted around nervously and suddenly switched off. Illumination from the front at Stalingrad. What would happen if we ‘managed to get it right?’ Would we carry on marching into the endless Russian steppe forever? Like Napoleon, Hitler also believed that every withdrawal by the Russians was a success and had to be followed up. History does not always repeat itself, but there are often glaring similarities.
As I had expected, troop arrivals for my 15. Luftwaffenfelddivision were extremely slow due to the vast distances involved and the poor transport infrastructure. Training suffered from a lack of experienced personnel and the fact that soldiers arrived piecemeal, often without arms. I realized that my division was far from battle-ready. Among the units I was given, I found a battalion consisting of a hotchpotch from many Russian freedom-loving tribes who were eager to fight the Soviet system. Differences in language, religion, caste, mentality and other facts, as well as criminal acts by many of them, often against each other, gave me enormous problems. In the end the creation of this unit was deemed a failure and it was disbanded.
As long as I was in Essentuki, I attached myself to the inner circle of Richthofen’s staff. We would meet for lunch and of course Richthofen was the focal point. He was not only a soldier through and through, but a surprisingly erudite man as well, knowledgeable on many subjects, not merely military ones. The war had made him into one of the Luftwaffe’s most remarkable personalities. Hitler liked him and his military acumen; Göring valued him as an imaginative, energetic and war-experienced commanding officer, although he kept Richthofen at a distance. He had known him as a fighter pilot from the Great War. Did he perhaps see him as his presumptive successor as Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe at the year end 1942/43 and was he aware that his own star was on the descent?
Richthofen liked having guests at his table: well-known front line officers, and writers and painters who searched for material at the front. Party greats were only invited if it was unavoidable. He enjoyed good food, but ate sparingly, and he was also happy with simple fare if necessary. Afternoons and evenings he spent at his desk and conducted telephone conversations, but from early morning on he sat in his aircraft, which he flew expertly and with passion, visiting his units to feel their pulse and to inform himself about everything that was happening. Demanding immense efforts from his personnel and troops, he controlled personally every important attack from the air, and when necessary called on Armeeführer and senior commanders in their posts, even right in the front line, always striving to secure success. Although indispensable to the Armee, Richthofen was not always received with open arms as he was foremost a pilot, a man of quick decision and lightning advance, uncomplicated and far removed from any military dogma. The result was that some army commanders, who still lived and thought in the old time-honoured infantry march tempo of 114 paces per minute, could not follow. Ruthless against himself, Richthofen demanded total involvement from his troops and expected the Armee to follow, and where this did not happen he never held back with his criticism. As a result he was feared as a severe taskmaster in Luftwaffe and Armee alike, a scharfer Herr!
This man with the wiry body, weathered face and flashing eyes had a little of the chivalrous Landsknecht (‘mercenary’) in him. He preferred soldiers’ songs and Landsknecht-Lieder sung by a male choir, and, generally, Russia gave him what he liked. From among the Russian prisoners he had the best singers selected and formed into an impressive choir that sometimes entertained him and his guests in the evening. One of his favourite songs was about the wild Volga River pirate, Stenka Rasin, whose memory was still strong among the Russian people. This choir toured among our troops on the Eastern Front and collected great applause wherever it appeared. One evening I asked Richthofen who in his opinion among those peaceful singers might be acting as a spy. He replied, wryly, that it could be all of them.
Assembling the soldiers for my 15. Luftwaffenfelddivision progressed slowly despite our continuous and serious efforts. Here was a task I liked and knew I could handle, but circumstances proved to be stronger than my personal preferences. Suddenly, on 22 November 1942, an order burst in, highlighting our situation at the southern end of the front and toppling all our plans. My ‘division’ (what a euphemistic name!) was to move to the Ssalsk region, some 400 kilometres north of our present position, to be integrated into Hoth’s 4. Panzer Armee for deployment. The Soviets had attacked Rumanian and German lines north-west and north of Stalingrad and had achieved partial successes, which developed into breaches, through which their tanks and cavalry had poured forward and occupied considerable ground. While the German troops soon steadied themselves, the Fourth Rumanian Army was in total disarray after its senior commander was killed. The fleeing soldiers were approaching the Manytsch River region, mainly along the Stalingrad-Kotelnikowo-Ssalsk railway line, and German soldiers (supply and support services, police and other people) used the general confusion to retreat as fast as they could, on foot, hitch-hiking or by train.

The official document issued by Generaloberst Wolfram Freiherr von Richthofen, commander of Luftflotte 4, confirming the appointment of Generalleutnant Alfred Mahncke as Kommandeur der Luftflottentruppen der Luftflottenkommando 4 on 6 November 1942. Mahncke would have the status of a Divisions-Kommandeur and would be responsible for gathering all Luftwaffe ground-based troop units, depots and commands in the Don, Stalingrad and Caucasus areas into a cohesive force to be deployed in local ground fighting if necessary.
My orders were: ‘Close the Manytsch crossings, stop and collect all fugitives and integrate them into the Division which will put up a defensive system along the Manytsch and protect the railway station as well as the important airfield close by.’
During the following hours we sent out a stream of orders to the widely scattered units to move to Ssalsk. I bade farewell to my staff and one day later flew into an uncertain, even menacing future. Although I was glad to get close to the enemy at last, I was troubled to have to do this with insufficiently trained troops and in a difficult situation. When I landed at Ssalsk, I found only a Nahaufklärungsgruppe that served 4. Panzer Armee. The temporary bomber Gruppe promised by the Luftflotte never materialized.
Since I wanted to familiarize myself with the territory, I flew to the front, surveyed the whole area in which my Division would probably have to fight, and endeavoured to obtain a picture of the scale of the retreating Rumanian troops. There were hordes of them, on the roads and alongside, often leading slaughter animals with them, perhaps hoping they could march straight home. It was not to be. They were stopped, formed into units and, after a few days of complete rest, deployed at the Manytsch crossings. I must elaborate upon how the Rumanian troops had come to this region. When our advance towards Stalingrad had begun the previous autumn, strong Italian, Rumanian and Hungarian forces took part in the offensive. But only the Rumanians joined the attacks. The Hungarians, and especially the Italians, considered a march into the Russian deserts and the icy winter as a matter that did not really ‘interest’ them as it was an exclusively German problem. It was not their war and they were, indeed, not equipped and trained for such an undertaking and their senior commanders not ready. They were all unsuited for this war, although Hitler, despite the fact that he had been warned repeatedly, did not believe he could do without them.
My next duty was to report to Generaloberst Hoth at his command centre in Kotelnikowo where I met the small and slender, but still bright and lively man. His hair was now white and his face worry-lined, but his quiet way of speaking and composed bearing radiated confidence. We had not seen each other for a while, and in this time he had become one of the senior, outstanding Panzerführer. He greeted me in his typical friendly and cordial manner, although sombrely. The result of our discussion was that, despite the prevailing reasonably settled situation in his area of command, a sudden surprise or crisis could change all this within a day – even within an hour – and that every additional help was a gift. My realistic report on my division’s battle-readiness in no way helped to raise his hopes.
The 25 November was the day my Flak batteries were expected to arrive in Ssalsk, and already calls for help came from the AOK to send even individual batteries to Kotelnikowo to be deployed somewhere at the front. I refused as this would have led to a useless ‘verheizen’ (slaughter) of my batteries. I tried to defend my decision in a number of high priority telephone calls to the Luftflotte but without success. Although my standpoint was generally accepted, the situation had become so critical that deployment of even individual guns had become necessary. Consequently they rolled forward, and what I had feared and had wanted to prevent happened. They were sited among infantry positions and went under somewhere.
One day I was bent over my maps, contemplating the very gloomy position the Panzer Armee found itself in, when there was a knock at the door and a tall gentleman stepped in. He wore an over-long civilian fur coat and held a German officer’s cap in one hand and a small suitcase in the other. He introduced himself as Oberst Helmuth von Pannwitz and told me that he intended to wage war in the Kalmückensteppe on his own. I took a deep breath and asked the gentleman to take off his fur and sit down. Under the fur he wore an officer’s overcoat and at his collar glittered the Knight’s Cross. When I asked him what kind of unit he had brought with him he answered: ‘None, I will organize this myself.’ My face must have looked stunned because he quickly continued: ‘Senior command knows very well that between our front lines and the Hinterland there are many soldiers dawdling about who have become separated from their units. These I will collect and form into Kampfgruppen [battle groups], and I will also find Russian soldiers who have become disillusioned with their lot and want to join us.’ I considered his plans far-fetched but nevertheless realized that the war in Russia had already left all previous military norms far behind. Smoking a cigarette and enjoying a Schnaps, he told me that after the last war he had lived in Poland, that he spoke Polish and perfect Russian and that he liked the Russian people. I wanted to know how I could help and he asked me for a Storch to fly to Generaloberst Hoth. From there he would start his operations. I granted his request and sent him on his way with my best wishes. It did not take long until I heard of him again. He fought in the steppe with much success, rallied soldiers around him and formed improvised attack groups in motor cars, which would suddenly appear and disappear, making the Russians’ life difficult as we learned from intercepted enemy signals. He also formed Cossack units from the Kuban and Terek into three divisions which, later in the war, became the XV. SS- Kosaken-Kavalleriekorps, with him as the commanding general. The power of his personality and his considerate understanding of Cossack customs and traditions, secured him that people’s unquestioned loyalty and devotion, and the corps fought gallantly alongside German troops until the bitter end. The British handed von Pannwitz and his troops over to the Soviets, their mortal enemies, and together with his soldiers he took the final walk. In January 1947 von Pannwitz was hanged in Moscow, and with him died his generals, Krasnow, Schkuro, Domanow and Prince Sultan-Giry.
On 27 November 1942 my first two-and-a-half battalions at last arrived by train at Ssalsk, with further troops to follow. Finding quarters for them was a major problem as everything habitable was already full, and so they were forced to secure space in distant villages. They arrived without heavy infantry weapons and ammunition, no signal equipment, artillery or pioneer units and so much more, and since we were non-motorized, we needed horses and wagons as well. All this materiel was supposed to be collected from distant Armee and Luftwaffe depots that were spread around the region. Having only few trucks, this turned into a big headache. In early November we had had frost but now the weather changed, bringing raging storms and incessant rain. Then the frost came back for a few hours, transformed the rain into snow and made the roads impassable for days. We were scared to dispatch even one of our trucks in such conditions as there was a real chance we might never see it again or only after several days. Heating materials as well as candles or carbide for our lamps were especially hard to come by and we all lived in the dark or in gloomy, cold rooms. This naturally depressed everyone.
Rounding up the horses was another dilemma. They were stabled in villages not shown on any of our maps, in pounds and veterinary hospitals, and we had to find them. Only a handful of our soldiers had any experience with horses, and when we wanted to dispatch them to collect the animals, we discovered that there were no halters available and so they had to use pieces of rope. A few days later, however, they returned, driving the horses, mostly undernourished and sick, in hordes before them. But the proudest possessions of one unit were two camels, fed and cared for by locals. These two animals gave us sterling service. Finding harnesses for the horses was a further problem and the collection of wagons another. They had to be collected in a disassembled state by our trucks from far away depots and put together by us. These were primitive and unsophisticated conditions indeed, and it had to happen to the soldiers of the Luftwaffe of all people! We often wished we had those clever chaps from the offices at home with us to prove how stupid their idea of creating a Luftwaffenfelddivision really was.
These were days when events changed fast, often becoming critical. Kotelnikowo, base of Hoth’s headquarters, was not only threatened by Russian tanks and cavalry but had already been attacked. As could be expected, calls for help arrived at once from the AOK as it had no other reserves at its disposal. I could only repeat that I was unable to assist since my troops were not ready yet to be sent forward. In the end the place was defended without us. However, things were close to breaking point. Any day could bring the collapse of the front of 4. Panzer Armee with terrible consequences. This was the reason why Richthofen called me suddenly, and on 2 December I flew in a Storch to Kamensk, some 200 kilometres north of Rostov, to his mobile headquarters. This consisted of a locomotive under steam, a number of coaches as offices, a dining car and a few sleeping cars. It was miserable weather: it rained, low clouds scurried across the sky, temperatures were below zero. Proper weather to ice up. Flying close to the ground, using telegraph poles as orientation points, I reached the Don valley and landed on one of the two airfields. When inspecting the Storch I was amazed to see that thick ice had formed on the wings. In theory I should have crashed long ago, but all I had felt was a sluggishness of the aircraft’s controls and reduction of speed. This had persuaded me not to make an emergency landing but to try and worm my way to Rostov. After the ice had been removed with hammers, I flew on.
During a long discussion, Richthofen described our predicament in detail. He was not a pessimist but was seriously concerned about the lack of reserves at our front. Therefore every extra battalion, even just one extra company that could be sent into battle, mattered. This gave me a chance to explain in plain language the insurmountable difficulties we faced and how far we had come. It was obviously much worse than Richthofen had expected. He immediately telephoned Generaloberst Jeschonnek at Hitler’s headquarters in Rastenburg, reported what he had heard from me and insisted on prompt dispatch of the missing units, equipment, and especially the artillery regiment and the pioneer battalion from Germany. Jeschonnek promised action. Although I normally did not believe that such non-committal promises would produce results, I hoped that in our case this would be different. I knew that Jeschonnek and Richthofen were friends and that he had managed to make use of this on previous occasions. Flying back was out of the question. I had dinner with Richthofen in the warm dining car and emptied a good bottle of French red wine. After listening to a discourse on physics and higher mathematics between Richthofen and his intelligence officer that was too complicated for me, I sank exhausted on my sleeping car bed.
By 10 December the long-awaited officers, NCOs and soldiers from within Luftflotte 4 had arrived. The delay was due to many having been found to be physically unfit. They had to be returned or exchanged. We also secured the services of battle-experienced officers and NCOs, borrowed heavy infantry weapons, and we were now able to start proper training. More soldiers arrived from Germany, many of them carrying excessive loads of winter uniforms and equipment. Wanting to make up for past failures, home depots had given them more than they could carry, and they collapsed on the way to distant locations. We had to store all surplus goods in depots of our own, wasting manpower.
Once again I was with my troops all the time. Everyone pulled their weight and it was gratifying to see how they coped with the unexpected primitive living conditions, the terrible winter weather, the foreign country. Our thoughts revolved around Stalingrad and the dangerous situation in which the now encircled 6. Armee found itself, defending a fortress measuring 40 km from east to west and 20 km from north to south. Its only suitable airfield was at Pitomnik. High Command now planned to relieve the encircled troops, and Armeegruppe Hoth, strengthened by a Rumanian army, was to attack eastward along the Ssalsk – Stalingrad railway line to connect with 6. Armee by the shortest possible route. At the same time, 6. Armee was to break out of the southern front of the fortress and meet up with Armeegruppe Hoth at the moment when the latter had reached a point about 30 km away.
Operation Wintergewitter (Winter Storm) started on 12 December. While enemy resistance was at first weak, a change in the weather made our Panzer attacks challenging to conduct. A detachment of the new Tigers, deployed in Russia for the first time, and from which Hitler expected great things, proved disappointing. This tank was more resistant to anti-tank fire than its Russian counterpart, the T-34, and had better guns, but due to its heavy weight was less manoeuvrable, and under Russian conditions (snow, no firm roads, no safe bridges) this was decisive. Nevertheless, the German attack slowly gained ground. By 20 December Hoth’s forward units had reached a point 55 kilometres from Stalingrad, and at night we could already see the flares over the southern front. Our hopes for our encircled comrades increased.
The 6. Armee could only be supplied by air, and Ssalsk was one of the few bases from which this was done. From here, despite rain, frost, fog and driving snow, Ju 52s flew continuously with provisions, ammunition and medicine into the city and landed at one of the few remaining rudimentary airstrips in Stalingrad. They returned at once, carrying a full load of seriously wounded men, each night about 300 of them, who were sent on to field hospitals in the rear. But not all the transports returned. Some were shot down by enemy guns, others crashed due to icing-up, and some came to grief when landing on the narrow airstrips. It was a courage of the highest order displayed by the crews in the face of such cruel hardship.
On 23 December Richthofen asked me to Nowotscherkask. He explained the situation affecting Manstein’s Heeresgruppe. It was bad everywhere, especially south of the Don where the Tschir front had crumbled and our troops retreated, fighting. If a collapse threatened, then every last man and rifle would have to be thrown in regardless, including the division entrusted to me. I could not really comment and again reminded Richthofen only of its unpreparedness. He gave me another two weeks provided nothing went wrong. I returned to my headquarters where bad news awaited me. From early morning Russian tanks had been rolling over our indispensable airfield at Tazinskaja. It was a heavy blow as it meant that Operation Wintergewitter had not met its objective due to strong enemy counter-attacks, the bottomless roads and our own supply difficulties. The situation was tense. We spent the evening thinking of Stalingrad. On Christmas Day I drove back to my command in a Kübelwagen as I had not been able to fly due to the continuing bad weather. This trip cost me 15 hours’ drive time, both ways.
On the 25th I flew to see Hoth at Kotelnikowo. It was gallows humour when we wished each other a Frohes Weihnachtsfest (Happy Christmas), while guns thundered away nearby. Hoth, the non-smoker, offered me an expensive cigar from an equally expensive-looking box and said: ‘Well, my dear Mahncke, this is the last present I am able to give you.’ Then we talked about our lot. The Russians had apparently removed troops and tanks from the Stalingrad front and thrown them against Hoth. At Nowoskaisky they had broken through on the Rumanian front, and at our eastern flank at Ssadowize-Maly-Drbaty, strong enemy tank units threatened us. On the Elista steppe stood elements of divisions that had been brought across the Caspian Sea to Machatschkala. Our situation had become so dangerous that Hoth’s Armee might have to be pulled back if it wanted to save its skin.
On the other side of Kotelnikowo, the advance command post of IV. Fliegerkorps had settled in a wooden shed at the airfield. I called on them and, just after landing, reports came in that Russian tanks were closing in. In order to save themselves, their aircraft – defenceless against ground fire – immediately took off. When I was back at Ssalsk, I received orders from AOK to send urgently as many regiments, even individual companies, as possible to the front. This was alarming, but at that moment I could do nothing about it as neither of my two regiments was fully battle-ready. So I asked Jägerregiment 29 to hand over all its horses, carts and weapons to Jägerregiment 30 to bring it up to strength as it was better trained and led by an experienced commander. This would take a few days. When I telephoned Richthofen on the evening of 28 December I received the impression that things were more or less unchanged. On 31 December 1942 I noted: ‘The situation at 4. Panzer Armee has worsened. Strong Russian tank units attacked our unprotected east flank again and forced us to retreat in haste. Tomorrow morning Jägerregiment 30 will take up its position to guard the railway line and bridges at Proletarskaja, and one day later I will follow with my staff.’
On 2 January 1943, just as I wanted to leave for our front, a Führungsblitzgespräch (Top Urgent Command Call) stopped me. Richthofen was on the line, and judging by the excited way he spoke I guessed that something important must have happened. Very briefly he told me that I was to take over a Fliegerdivision between the Don and the Donez at once. I was stunned. I had weathered many surprises during the last year but this topped it all. With great emphasis I explained that I could not leave my soldiers at this time and would feel like a deserter if I did. Richthofen’s reply was firm. ‘That’s all well and good, but I need you here and as soon as possible. When can you be here?’ I said: ‘By midday tomorrow.’ Fate had decided to change my life once again.
Ten hours later I left Ssalsk at two in the morning in an all-terrain vehicle with six-wheel drive. It had started to thaw overnight, everything had become a quagmire, and in order to arrive at the Luftflotte in time I had chosen this petrolguzzling brute. After a few hours we suffered a broken axle and were stuck, the towing service unreachable. Some time later a truck towing a damaged Sanitätskraftwagen (ambulance), full of wounded, rumbled past, stopped, picked me up and took me to Rostov from where I drove in a borrowed car to Nowotscherkask. Richthofen filled me in on my sudden appointment. The relief of 6. Armee had become illusory; it had to remain in Stalingrad and would have to be supplied by air with everything it needed, and consequently the existing air bridge had to be enlarged considerably. Richthofen doubted that this could be achieved with the available aircraft and, with the few open airfields, it was probably impossible; but despite repeated warnings, Hitler had given the order to supply 6. Armee exclusively by air, and everything humanly possible would have to be done. That was that.
Richthofen had therefore decided to change the command structure. General Fiebig with the command staff of VIII. Fliegerkorps and the heavy He 111 bombers and all Ju 52 transport aircraft from Luftflotte 4, would be responsible for supplying Stalingrad and ferrying out the wounded. All Nahkampfverbände (shorter-range combat units) of the Fliegerkorps, (fighters, reconnaissance, Zerstörer, Stuka, Schlachtflieger), would be combined into the ‘Fliegerdivision Donez’ with me as commander. I would also receive Gefechtsverband Carganico (ground troops) and a Flak Division which had fought with Armee Abteilung Hollidt (General der Infanterie Karl-Adolf Hollidt) and had probably been virtually wiped out somewhere. My orders were to support Armee Abteilung Hollidt and Armee Abteilung Fretter-Pico (General der Artillerie Maximilian Fretter-Pico) in their defensive actions during their withdrawal to the Donez where they were to establish and hold a front line. Their fighting power had been greatly reduced and their morale had suffered. The air units I would command had been similarly affected: they had lost aircraft and personnel but their morale was unbroken. I was to go to Tazinskaja where a small staff had already assembled, and where I would also find all my air units. Finally, I was to find the remains of the Flak Division and bring it in.
After he had given me my orders Richthofen invited me to dinner where I met his Chief of Staff, Oberst Herhudt von Rohden, and other gentlemen from his staff and obtained further details about my appointment from them. Quite obviously, I considered Richthofen’s orders a sign of his trust and an honour, but a man with weak nerves would have been knocked over. I was still an optimist and refused to accept the opinions of those who believed the situation was hopeless. I was told how it had come to the present situation. After the relief efforts by Hoth (Wintergewitter) had failed and the encircled 6. Armee had been unable to break out of the fortress, Hitler had resolved to leave them in the cauldron and have them supplied with everything they needed for defence via an air bridge. This decision was taken despite very serious concerns and warnings by senior generals and commanders of both the Armee and the Luftwaffe. It was said that only Göring had supported Hitler. This meant that the fate of approximately 300,000 soldiers of 6. Armee was in the hands of the Luftwaffe and its capabilities to fly in sufficient supplies. From the viewpoint of history, both men therefore carry the sole responsibility for the tragedy at Stalingrad.
Now it was up to the Luftwaffe to save 6. Armee. The endeavours were led by the energetic General Fiebig of VIII. Fliegerkorps who had about 300 transport aircraft at his disposal, but this figure varied from day to day. The daily minimum requirements for the defenders had been given as 500 tons by the Armee. This figure was never reached. The distance from our airfield at Morosowskaja to Stalingrad was 180 km, from Tazinskaja 220 km, from Ssalsk 350 km, from Nowotscherkask 360 km, from Rostov 380 km. The longer the distances from our bases, the smaller the maximum loads our aircraft could carry. Morosowskaja and Tazinskaja were therefore the most suitable airfields, and the technical units in charge of the air bridge installed themselves on them. Soon it was discovered that there were not enough transport machines and not enough fighters to protect them; nor were there enough suitable landing points inside the cauldron. In fact, nothing that was needed to operate 200-300 aircraft daily was in place. And then there were the conditions under which they had to fly! If the bases were clear, the fields in Stalingrad reported wind with snow. If the fields in the cauldron reported good weather, Russian fighters arrived quickly. When the weather was murky, the Soviets marked out bogus airfields on the ground by cleverly arranged fire signals to mislead our pilots. Mud covered the airfields, then a Siberian cold of minus 25-30 degrees descended. This continued for quite some time but that was not all. On 21 December 1942, Russian troops broke through our weak front line at the Tschir aiming for Morosowskaja and Tazinskaja airfields, and on Christmas Eve Soviet tanks stood on the runways at Tazinskaja. Despite fog, the greater part of Fiebig’s aircraft just managed to take off. Some crashed while under Russian artillery fire or were shot down. Three days later the Russians occupied Morosowskaja. We had lost our best airfields and were forced to operate with reduced capacity. In the meantime Tazinskaja had been taken back by a German counter-attack and we were able to use the field again.
Sitting in Richthofen’s dining car on 4 January I was able to form some idea of what had happened during the past weeks. When next morning I opened the window of my sleeper compartment, an icy storm hit my face – fog mixed with snow. Nonetheless, I just had to get to Tazinskaja and there was no other way except by aircraft. I took off in a Junkers W 34 with blind-flying equipment, but was unable to make wireless contact with the field or receive any weather report. For a while I cruised above the most likely location without seeing anything and, not daring to descend through the heavy clouds, gave up and returned. At midday the weather had improved slightly and I tried a Storch. Flying very low and avoiding cloud banks, I crept along and found the field at once. It was in a pitiful state and resembled a wasteland. Destroyed and crashed, burnt-out wrecks of Ju 52 transports littered the runways, while shot-up trucks lay alongside, together with exploded ammunition stacks, up-ended Russian guns and burnt-out T-34 tanks. The whole area was pockmarked by bomb craters. All this was the result of the Russian attack on Christmas Eve which had inflicted serious losses on Fiebig’s aircraft. Fortunately, he had succeeded in saving 108 Ju 52s and 16 Ju 88s. Tazinskaja could not be used by heavy transports any more; only the close-support units under my command could use the field.
When I came in to land, the field looked like an ice rink dotted by bomb craters and snowdrifts. Although noon, the sky was dark grey with heavy snow clouds. Pushed by the storm my aircraft could not stop: it slid along forever until it ended up in a snowdrift without any damage. Frozen snow and ice crystals hit my face painfully as I climbed down from the seat. I could hardly open my eyes. It was difficult to find the advance staff of my Division which had moved into a bunker next to the field. When I finally entered I observed a few officers working by candlelight and a smelly Davy lamp. I greeted Oberstleutnant Anselm Brasser and Hauptmann Dölling who were to be my closest co-workers. Brasser had served at the front as Staffelkapitän in a Stukageschwader and later, as a Gruppenkommandeur, had been shot down and suffered a skull fracture. As a result he was constantly in pain and could only sleep at night by light for a few hours. But he never complained and excelled at his work. Dölling was a young officer who won my heart by his fresh, uncomplicated approach to our life and his superiors, was never at a loss for an answer and mastered even trying situations with sarcasm and humour.
I called a meeting with my unit commanders in my bunker for the afternoon. By candlelight, which the icy wind howling through broken windows continuously extinguished, they presented their considerable worries and expectations, hoping I would be able to change matters. What they told me exceeded my worst fears. There were not enough aircraft and replacements were slow in arriving. Due to limited technical facilities, repairs to aircraft standing in the open were almost impossible to perform. The number of experienced crews had declined alarmingly over the past few months. New crews should first have been trained to fly under our conditions, but instead they had to be sent forward without. There was a steady coming and going, never a quiet period.
From then on I sat in my Storch every day, talking to the senior commanders of Armee Abteilung Hollidt and Armee Abteilung Fretter-Pico and their divisional commanders to find out how they assessed the situation, what battle orders they had received and what and where they expected us to assist. All the generals I talked to described the situation at their front lines in gloomy words. The numerically stronger and tough Russian forces skilfully penetrated our eroded front lines which had become gradually thinner and weaker. The Russians soon found our vulnerable spots, and then small groups of infantry infiltrated our lines during darkness, to swell next day to a force of perhaps one thousand. They preferred to use difficult terrains like balkas, swamps or bogs where we did not expect them. This created tension in our lines. On their side, though, the Soviets had massive problems as well. The enormous human and materiel losses during the long war showed themselves in the types of soldiers we captured. We found that they had been badly fed, insufficiently trained and inadequately equipped, were very young or elderly men, and some had been sent unarmed to the front with orders to collect their weapons from fallen comrades or from the Germans. But even these men showed a surprising toughness that had been unknown to us so far, and we were often surprised by their almost oriental fatalism when sent to their deaths.
The defence of Tazinskaja airfield was left to Generalmajor Viktor Carganico, my regimental comrade and flying friend from Berlin and Döberitz before the First World War. I could depend on him although he did not have a strong force. His brief was to defend the airfield and keep it operational for as long as possible. Once my units had left and our withdrawing infantry took over, he was to join them after destroying all buildings to make them unusable for the Russians.
My immediate task was to support our ground troops as best as I could. It meant dropping bombs in front of their feet! Thereby we flyers merely became an extended arm of our artillery. Not only infantry divisions called for air support, but also Panzer divisions who should have been able to deal with the enemy on their own. However, due to the prolonged and heavy fighting in the past, there was a great shortage of tanks, and our armoured divisions rather resembled the frames of skeletons. Although the armament industry continuously produced new tanks, these were sent to the Waffen-SS Panzer divisions which, under Himmler’s reign and as part of the Party, were always given preference over the Armee. Hitler probably believed that only soldiers schooled by Nazi doctrine could be relied upon at any time. Since he had not succeeded in politicizing the Armee in the style of the Party and creating a matching leadership, he did not really trust us. The formations of the Waffen- SS were more to his liking and they were therefore enlarged and were superbly equipped. The Waffen- SS, encouraged by Himmler, in their arrogance considered themselves an elite corps and behaved accordingly. At the front they were attached to various Armee commands and fought very well. Otherwise they were under the direct authority of Himmler who directed them from home. The Panzer units of Armee Abteilung Hollidt and Armee Abteilung Fretter-Pico tried their utmost and fought heroically, but they were almost burnt out and would have needed new equipment to fight effectively.
It was often tough for me to decide where I should send my aircraft with such a long front line. They were desperately needed everywhere, and although we could still operate from Tazinskaja, the front moved forever closer. On 7 January I had to deploy Stukas a few times for our own defence to keep Russian tanks which were crawling all around us, at arm’s length. On the 8th, I considered it advisable to move parts of my force further back to Schachty airfield overnight. The weather was unsettled. Sudden, unexpected fog banks often made take-off and landing impossible. The enemy was now so close that its tanks might appear at Tazinskaja at any time, leading to the loss, not only of all my aircraft, but all personnel as well. But we were responsible for keeping Tazinskaja as an operational airfield in our hands for as long as possible. It would enable us to maintain close contact with our divisions and support them, because the shorter the flying distances to the front the more attacks we could carry out. I arranged that I and a number of my officers flew from Schachty to Tazinskaja early every morning. From there I directed operations. My flying units left Schachty directly on their first raids, then landed and took off from Tazinskaja all day and returned to Schachty at night. At Tazinskaja itself we kept only a small ground crew for refuelling and rearming.
The 10th of January was a particularly successful day. At the 294. Infanterie-Division a strong Russian assault of superior forces was about to begin. The first wave of my combined groups managed to catch the forward troops and destroy them, and this choked the attack before it started. Then my Stukas smashed the following waves, allowing our division to hold its positions. At 10.00 hrs I received reports of strong Russian tank forces having been spotted close by, and that between Bistraja and Kalitwa fighting was in progress in various places. When reconnaissance aircraft provided detailed information, I was able to send my aircraft in to strike. Around 14.00 hrs the situation had been stabilized there as well. But this was the last day for the German flyers at Tazinskaja! The airfield had come within reach of enemy infantry and the demolition of all installations began. Carganico joined Armee units with his few AA guns, and during the night of 11/12 January the airfield was given up.
We now resided permanently at Schachty. Severe frost settled in and heavy snow covered the land with a white carpet. Once again fog came down and a blasting storm drove thick snow clouds over the frozen ground. Flying was out of the question and we had no idea what was happening at the front. This was an extremely uncomfortable situation. For a change, we had good accommodation and sufficient coal to keep warm. From the front, news eventually came that operations progressed as I had expected. Calls for help arrived daily at my headquarters. Unfortunately I could not respond at all. It became even colder as the temperature dropped to minus 30 degrees and below. A north-easterly raged without end and froze body and soul. Our aircraft stood in the open, covered by snow and under layers of ice. All work had to be done without protection, but despite this ground crews tried their best under dreadful circumstances. Repair work became impossible, consequently breakdowns increased. Even starting a cold engine was a daunting task, the warming-up equipment primitive and not made for such freezing temperatures. The mechanics often began their work at midnight and suffered frostbite, their fingers sticking to the icy metal. But we had no good anti-frostbite ointments. If we were lucky, a few engines were running in the morning. Starting and landing was very dangerous on the unsafe landing strips. Although they were being rolled firm, the constantly driving snow soon covered them again and crashes were unavoidable. We used the few fog-free hours to fly reconnaissance as otherwise we would have been completely in the dark about what was happening around us. Mechanical defects and breakdowns during flying, the danger of icing-up, failing signal equipment, jamming guns – all this combined to make the crews’ lives extremely hard. In addition fuel supplies sometimes dried up. Officers and men cursed and swore, but they did their duty – ‘wie das Gesetz es befahl’ – as ordered by the law.
I had many discussions with intelligent people from my staff and my units during these days when we were prevented from flying, to try to uncover the reasons for our inadequate technical equipment. Our operational strength shrank from day to day because we did not receive sufficient numbers of aircraft from industry. When a few arrived, it was never enough, and they were also the old crates we had started the war with in 1939. We could have lived with this drawback since our enemy flew his old crates as well. In the air we were still superior thanks to the much better training of our crews, but what would the future bring?
Here I would like to digress. Hitler and his regime were the first who attempted to utilize all technical development and improvement for the benefit of the State in peacetime and in war. Before the war they had been able to rely on the following:
1) A home front willing to work and make any sacrifice required
2) Maximum concentration of all powers in the hands of a central leadership
3) Many outstanding technicians equal to, or even better than, those of foreign countries
4) A workforce where the idea of a strike was unthinkable
5) The possibility of exploiting the combined European industrial capacity for German arms production since 1940/41.
For me it is evident that at the beginning of the war Nazi Germany was superior to all Western enemies in every respect. This was mainly Hitler’s own work. His suggestive willpower roused the mental and material forces of an intelligent nation within a few years and utilized them. He was a Kind der Masse –  a child of the masses – and understood like nobody else how to manipulate their feelings and desires with the power of his personality, for his political purposes.
In the meantime however, the Luftwaffe’s very positive beginning had changed. If the period for building air power had already been rather short, its natural expansion and the further development of aircraft and weapons had been held back by continuous changes and often opposing demands by the General Staff, resulting in delays and lost time. This was the result of a constant vacillating in a war situation, either good or bad for Germany, and whether or not to build bombers for attack or fighters for defence. Building both went far beyond our resources. Instead time was lost through changes in plans, and as we badly needed aircraft, we stuck to the old types. It appears that the inter-relations between technical and tactical requirements were not fully understood by our Generalstabschef, Generaloberst Hans Jeschonnek. The increasing lack of determination the longer the war lasted, resulted in friction between the various departments within the Luftwaffe and was the main reason why we were without a foresighted, far-reaching strategy. One of the few who had realized early on that technology would be of paramount importance in a future war was the first Generalstabschef, General Walther Wever. But he had been killed in an air crash. After the French campaign, the Luftwaffe had been able to make good the few losses with ease and stood at a peak that it would never attain again. But when the war against Great Britain and its sea power intensified, the demands made on the Luftwaffe drained its strength, and when the expansion of theatres of war corroded its substance, the decline began, regardless of so many outstanding individual acts of courage.
In Russia, despite ice, snow and cold, fighting on the ground continued. The Don and Donez were frozen over and did not present an obstacle to the Russians any more. The fate of 6. Armee in Stalingrad still weighed heavily on us, although we were not directly involved any more and had enough problems of our own. We talked to officers who had fought in the city but had been evacuated by air by order of the high command. They spoke of the hard realities that forced soldiers to the brink. They stopped thinking and became more and more the victims of moral decay, especially since the Soviets used clever leaflet drops and loudspeaker propaganda to the encircled and hungry soldiers. They promised them heaven and earth if they would just lay down their weapons…
On 16 January, Generalfeldmarschall Erhard Milch suddenly arrived from Germany as Hitler’s special emissary at Luftflotte 4, to make the air bridge happen after all. The Luftflotte’s senior officers were offended by his arrival, although not really surprised. Something like this was not an isolated case among the top military leaders. When our divisions exhausted themselves by being pushed too hard to reach unrealistic targets and when things went wrong, the High Command became uneasy, perhaps even suspicious. Then a special envoy was dispatched to put matters right. But even Milch could not change the situation as it was simply too late. Nevertheless, the High Command never admitted its mistakes and instead looked for others to blame. Quite understandably, Richthofen felt himself sidelined and wanted to resign and hand back his command. He saw in Milch’s arrival a sign of mistrust. But Hitler refused to acknowledge any of this, claiming that Milch had only been selected because, as Generalinspekteur der Luftwaffe at home, he was in a position to draw from air transport and other technical reserves which, in cooperation with Fiebig’s air transport units, would change everything. There were also Lastensegler –  transport gliders – and Zerstörer with extra capacity fuel tanks for long-distance flying and much more. But these were just promises, nothing but empty promises, which could not alter fate’s inevitable course. Milch was unable to complete the assignment given to him by Hitler. Still, the heroic efforts of the air transport crews will forever be a glorious chapter in German military history. At Stalingrad they lost 488 aircraft with about 1,000 airmen.
It was no wonder that 6. Armee felt betrayed and abandoned after everything promised to them to make them stand fast, never materialized. They even accused us of failing them. But it was not the Luftwaffe’s fault. Even with the transport flyers’ utmost efforts and Richthofen and Fiebig’s hard work – both certainly energetic realists – circumstances had been stronger. Richthofen remained commander of Luftflotte 4. He visited me a few times in Schachty to unburden himself. Even this tough man was close to giving up.
From my diary: ‘23 January 1943. Sometimes one gets the impression the Russians can do with us whatever they like. At the moment we have lost our freedom of action. Our front line is relatively quiet, but in the area Rostov-Nowotscherkask and south from there, heavy fighting is going on. I prepare for our retreat to Rowenki. The situation in fortress Stalingrad deteriorates hourly and the daily Wehrmachtsbericht confirms this. Soldiers, evacuated from the city by air, report on the existing conditions. One is forced to listen to the distressing accounts with utmost compassion and sympathy, but we are unable to believe that the encircled army can still be saved.’
On 24 January our divisional staff moved by road to Rowenki. After being delayed by fog, our aircraft followed. A few days later we received information from the Luftflotte that a signal had been received from the fortress stating that individual units were ordered to break out in a south-westerly direction. It was expected that small groups might succeed and perhaps create confusion behind Russian lines. All air crews were asked to keep a lookout for any such groups or their movements, and if they were found, make furtive air drops of food. At the time I believed a break-out on a small scale was possible, provided the soldiers were in good physical condition and equipped with snow shoes and dog sleighs to cover a distance of 400 km. The country was bare of people, the few villages easy to avoid, orientation not difficult. But the temperature was 17-20 degrees below. We did not find anybody.
Here I would like to mention a chance meeting with an unusual man. During the fighting at the Tschir in November 1942, a group of soldiers had been thrown together to defend our airfield at Obliwskaja – in total about 5,000 men. There were soldiers from anti-aircraft batteries, an armoured railway train, Luftwaffe ground staff and Jägerkompanien, people going on home leave, and small contingents from the army, the Organisation Todt, the field post and military police. All in all, not what one could really call a battle-ready unit. This motley crowd defended its position until the Russians broke through to its left and right, and then took up for all-round defence. Its leader was Oberst Stahel, commander of Flakregiment 99, a real Landsknecht type – a strong personality, a man able to motivate soldiers, and an idealist who believed in the greatness of his Fatherland. Stahel knew of the importance of our airfields for the survival of 6. Armee at Stalingrad, especially Tazinskaja. Suffering unbelievable hardships, meagre rations and dwindling ammunition, this lost band battled against all odds, (ein wandernder Igel), with little hope of surviving the continuous Russian assaults, over a distance of 100 km towards Tazinskaja. The power of Stahel’s forceful personality welded them into a reasonably effective fighting unit which, from time to time, and when their equipment actually operated, sent a signal telling us they were still alive. Then, whenever the cruel winter weather let up, we dropped food, ammunition and first-aid supplies to them, although they were often almost impossible to locate in the featureless, vast snow-blanketed landscape. During one such drop, the news of Stahel having been awarded the Oak Leaves to his Knight’s Cross was included as encouragement for a final push towards safety and as a reward for his personal achievements.
Early on 6 January 1943, Stahel appeared suddenly at my command post after his troops had been taken over by our units east of Tazinskaja. He merely wanted to have a full night’s rest to clean up and prepare himself for his report to Richthofen. With some food, lots of Cognac, even more cigarettes and a long sleep, this was more or less accomplished. Stahel talked a lot, almost without stopping. One could feel he had to unburden himself after all he had been through. He also raised the question of whether or not there was a difference between National Socialism and Communism. Although he had searched earnestly, he believed there was none and seemed to harbour doubts about the present regime. Stahel firmly intended to put these doubts to Hitler to whom he would report soon at his headquarters to receive the Oak Leaves. When I met him again in Italy in July 1944, and asked him if he had been able to present his questions to Hitler the previous year, Stahel replied that he had repeatedly tried to talk about it, but Hitler’s entourage had persistently steered him away from the subject.
The immense pressure felt over the past few months frayed our nerves, but fortunately it did not affect my staff officers, commanders or I. However, it led to an explosion with a person from whom I would have least expected it. Richthofen visited me at my advance battle post at Worowschilowgrad on a day when my Stukas and fighters had been successful and had brought relief to the infantry. Richthofen approved my decisions. In the evening, after the last flight had come in, I flew in my Storch to Rowenki and Richthofen followed in his. At the airfield we discussed a few issues for the following days and something must have annoyed him. He became loud and accused me of all sorts of things – I don’t remember what they were. I insisted on my opinion, he on his. One word followed the other and he became belligerent. I simply saluted, turned around, walked to my waiting car and drove to my office. I telephoned the Generalstabschef, told him what had happened, and informed him that I could not continue in my command under these circumstances. He would receive my written request for transfer in the morning. Late that night he called back and asked me not to act hastily. Richthofen had quietened down and would call on me soon. He arrived, we talked things over, and a handshake closed the incident. This was the first and only time that a shadow fell on our relationship. Like most strong-willed personalities, Richthofen could become sharp and unjust. But he knew himself only too well, realized when he was in the wrong, and made appropriate amends. In military jargon, we called him a Selbstkocher – pressure cooker.







CHAPTER TWENTY TWO
FROM KURSK TO THE KUBAN

THE EASTERN FRONT
1943
ON 31 January 1943 Paulus, Oberbefehlshaber of 6. Armee, who had been promoted by Hitler to Generalfeldmarschall the day before, capitulated. Organized resistance had not only become useless, but impossible. Refusing to listen to objections, Hitler had insisted that Stalingrad had to be held to the last man at any price, and the result was that 6. Armee ceased to exist. The word ‘unique’ had become a clichéd phrase in the Third Reich, but here it was most appropriate. 6. Armee’s fight and death in Stalingrad was unparalleled. The weapons were silent, but much of the dying had only just begun. For some survivors this chapter of their life was closed, while for others a new life started – but what kind of a life? There had been 235,000 soldiers in the city when it was surrounded. More than 100,000 had been killed or had succumbed to the unbearable strain, and 34,000 injured, wounded and sick soldiers had been evacuated by the Luftwaffe. Ninety thousand soldiers went into captivity, and we will never know how many of them became victims of Russian revenge, or died or were murdered in Soviet prison camps. After the fall of 6. Armee, the shadow of Stalingrad never left us and began to worry Germany and its people. Officially, the Propaganda Ministry still talked about the ‘Endsieg’  –  ‘final victory’ – but at home feelings of an impending disaster deepened from month to month.
We were forced to move back to an airfield at Gorlowka, 50 kilometres south of Stalino, because conditions at Rowenki worsened. There was snow… snow… and ever more deeper snow drifts. On 9 February I wrote in my diary: ‘The situation has deteriorated again. The enemy continues to attack and, by advancing across a line Isjun-Tschugujew in a westerly direction, already stands behind our front. If he carries on, a new Kessel might be created in which we are then trapped. The Russians’ power to attack and their spirit is most astounding. They have learned a lot from the past and are at present superior to us in many ways. One does not have to be a pessimist to look into the future with great concern. An insistent propaganda proclaims that the Führer is Der grösste Feldherr aller Zeiten, (‘Greatest Military Commander of all time’) but so far no real proof of this has been presented by anybody.’
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Two days later I wrote: ‘Early this morning the Russians appeared in our rear. They found a weak spot and broke through with strong forces and 230 tanks overnight, and are now near Krasnoarmaiskoje. Unfortunately, I am unable to help much as I have only the Schlachtflieger at my disposal – everything else has been sent south-east of Rostov where the situation is even more critical. Yesterday evening I visited the I. Gruppe, Sturzkampfgeschwader 2, where I had been invited to a small party celebrating the 1,000th sortie of Oberleutnant Rudel.’
Hans Ulrich Rudel was one of the most unusual men I ever met. He was a man of action, one of the bravest German servicemen of the Second World War, an outstanding and very conscientious pilot, and he dedicated his life and service to the Reich. He was a loner – flying was all he lived for; he did not drink or smoke, went to bed at nine p.m. and very early every morning, rain or shine, frost or snow, he did his athletic workout so that he was superbly fit.
On 16 February 1943 it was announced that Richthofen had been promoted to Generalfeldmarschall. The war had elevated the 45-year-old to the highest military rank – certainly not undeserved. If the front in the East had survived during the two winters of 1941 and 1942 despite severe human and material losses on our side, if decisive Russian breakthroughs had failed, often at the very last moment, then it was due to this man’s personal commitment and leadership by assisting the army and preventing a catastrophe.
Gorlowka, our next station, was situated in an area which would have to be evacuated soon, and our large supply depots were to move elsewhere. Fresh supplies did not arrive, and as a result our food became monotonous and often insufficient. There were days when everyone received only six slices of bread. It was really ironic when we heard that not far from us, at Kharkov, 24,000 tons of food supplies were destroyed to prevent them falling into Russian hands, because their forces suddenly appeared close by and threatened us.
The seriousness of our situation was underlined when Hitler unexpectedly arrived on 18 February 1943 at the headquarters of von Manstein’s Heeresgruppe Süd to listen to the opinions of the leading generals and to decide whether we should move further back or whether our lines should be held against the Russian attacks. The result was an appeal by Hitler to the men of the Heeresgruppe Süd and Luftflotte 4 to defend and hold the present positions. I could not understand him. The enemy was already moving in from the north towards Dnjepropetrowsk and Saporoshe, far in our rear, and once again it looked as if a new Kessel was forming, with us in the centre. Then the unexpected happened. With this push the Russians had exhausted themselves, and luckily it began to thaw, promising a period of groundless mud everywhere, affecting our and the Russians’ operations equally badly.
Here I would like to pause for a moment, turn to the home front, and quote from Anneliese’s letter of 17 February 1943:
‘My Dearest,
Just now I received your letter with your new Field Post number. Thank you very much for your lines. My previous letters were sent to the old Field Post number but I doubt you will receive them. I sent so many letters, one with photographs from us – heaven knows where they all are. I am so depressed that you receive no news from us and have no idea what we are doing. Everything I have to decide myself, no one is here to help me. Two days ago Jochen was called up to do his Kriegshilfsdienst, and he and his class friends are now doing duty as junior gunners at a heavy Flak battery at Ruhleben. I will try and visit him at the weekend and see if he likes it. They live in huts, 12 to a room, have received uniforms, and will undergo training for four weeks, before they do duty like soldiers. We must be really in a bad way when they conscript youngsters of 15 and 16 years. You can imagine how difficult it was for me to be parted from our son. My thoughts revolve around you both all the time and I feel I look so worried. The days of Stalingrad’s siege were terrible for us. I always thought about you and thanked the Lord that you were not there, and now you write that you were almost caught. Thinking about it now I could just weep. The cold must be really terrible where you are. We have the loveliest spring weather, I sit at the open window while I write. The youngsters were not overjoyed to serve; the uniforms were the best part. They are losing a portion of their young lives forever. I expect to be called up too. I had to fill in a long form and will later have to report to the Arbeitsamt, where we will be allowed to ask for certain work. I have no experience and might end up as a typist in the RLM or have to work in an ammunition factory. But I will gladly do any work to help end this war and for you to come home. I hope we do not have air raids. So far the boys do not serve at the guns or carry ammunition but may later have to do this.
Many greetings and all my love,
from Anneliese’
Geographically, I was now back at the point from where, nine months ago, our offensive towards the Caucasus and Volga had started. The end result was devastating. All our sacrifices had been for nothing. At least 50 German and attached divisions had gone under, and further losses amounted to an equivalent of 25 divisions of battle strength. Immense quantities of war materiel of all kinds had been lost, probably more than the enemy had. Moreover, our losses in soldiers weighed heavily since the enemy possessed vast human resources from whom it was able to draw, while we had few reserves. The Luftwaffe had also suffered a serious organic decline during the big offensive and while operating the air bridges to Stalingrad and other Kessel. Our fuel reserves had been over-expended due to the long distances flown. Now everybody needed a breathing space.
On 21 March 1943, Richthofen called his commanding generals and divisional commanders for a meeting in his rolling command train at Saporoshe. He gave an overview of past operations since last summer, praised the accomplishments of both soldiers and commanders, and especially complimented the units under my command for their untiring efforts during the often desperate past few weeks. It was due to our hard work that ground troops had been able to hold out. Richthofen was not a friend of many words, but he never forgot to pay tribute for work well done, and then his praise was something special. Afterwards he turned to the future and announced that all units would be regrouped, and that Fliegerdivision Donez which, in any case, had been a temporary structure, would be disbanded. He suggested I take immediate leave to be available to replace any other commanding general to enable him to go on leave. Flying back to my command post in Schteglowka, I once again experienced the remoteness of the country. Some 70 km west of Stalino, the aircraft’s engine suddenly stopped and I was forced to land. My mechanic had forgotten to refill the petrol tank! Normally this would have not been too bad, but we were in Russia! It was 14.00 hrs. How was I to continue? No airfield far and wide. The map – provided it was correct – showed the small village of Ulakty close by. I left the mechanic to guard our aircraft and, after hitching a ride on a peasant’s cart, was helped by a German agricultural representative who administered the village and its people. He gave us something to eat, let me use his telephone to contact my worried staff and, with his clapped-out Kübelwagen, all against payment of course, took me along the country road until we met the transport sent by my staff. Next morning I was back in my office.
Shortly after, there followed three wonderful weeks in Berlin with Anneliese. We visited our son at his Flak battery, and when he was given a weekend pass, our little family was thankful for the chance to be together. How content had we become with so very little! There were only a few air raids to disturb our sleep, and as I had received the customary Führerpaket like every soldier on leave from the Ostfront, consisting of a goose and butter, we had something extra to eat.
On 14 April 1943 I flew from Staaken to Poltawa to deputize for Generalleutnant Fiebig who had gone on leave, and I was to lead his VIII. Fliegerkorps. I did this gladly, because this corps’ quality was exceptional and Richthofen’s name was forever connected with it. Under his leadership it had fought with distinction in Poland, France, the Balkans and even better in Russia against ground and ship targets as a Nahkampffliegerkorps – a close support corps. It was the Luftwaffe’s strongest and most powerful corps, directly assisting the Armee in its operations, and, as an elite unit wrote itself into the annals of military history, never losing its style until the bitter end. Its highly decorated flying and ground crews were proud to belong to the corps, and even during the years of decline said that there was ‘only one Luftwaffe’, and that was the VIII. Fliegerkorps. My first concern was to familiarize myself with the tactical and strategic situation which had changed considerably since March. Hitler had decided on a new offensive to wrest the initiative from the enemy. With hindsight one could say that it would have been better if we had gone on the defensive along the whole Ostfront, and let the Russians exhaust themselves by attacking us.
Our general state of battle-readiness had improved surprisingly. Many infantry and Panzer units had been withdrawn from the front and re-energized through updated training and sufficient rest periods. A number of outstanding divisions and field commands were ready, among them the army’s ‘Großdeutschland’ motorized infantry division, while from the Waffen- SS, were the SS Panzerkorps under SS-Gruppenführer Paul Hausser, the 1. SS Panzer Division ‘Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler’ and other highly trained Waffen-SS combat units. The planned target of our attack this time was the Russian front west of Kursk – a ‘bulge’ which had a width of nearly 200 km, a depth of 120 km, and pointed straight into our front line and towards Kursk. It was expected that a successful attack mounted against this ‘bulge’, intending to cut it off and isolate it, would give us the upper hand.
The VIII. Fliegerkorps had also been greatly expanded. It had Jagd-, Kampf-, and Schlachtgeschwader (two of each); some ad hoc and semi-autonomous Nachtjagd-, Nachtstörkampf-, and Panzerschlachtfliegerstaffeln, several Stukagruppen, one Fernaufklärungsgruppe and two Nahaufklärungsgruppen plus support units. Altogether, this constituted a force of some 1,200 aircraft. A small Hungarian air division had also been attached, as well as a number of Flak units to protect our airfields. When the Hungarians arrived I went to greet them. They were a new unit without any experience of their Russian enemy, and I gave them a talk to boost their morale. When their colonel reported to me I was not really impressed, because his main concern was to find a suitable building to convert into an officers’ mess. As I also had a Rumanian fighter squadron which flew and fought well, we had to take care to keep the two units apart, since both nations were hostile to one another.
It was quiet at the front. According to information received, the Russian air force had been boosted in numbers and its units moved closer to the front. But we saw very little of them. On 18 April the Generalkommando moved to Kharkhov and we went with it. Our clever quartermaster managed to locate two horses, and since I had not ridden for quite some time but wished to get back into the saddle, I took this opportunity and went for a ride every morning through a wonderful oak forest in the company of one of my ADCs. Sadly, this pleasure did not last long. When another officer, also riding in this forest, was shot and killed by unidentified assailants, my Chief of Staff asked me to give it up. This was the last time I sat on a horse.
Hoth and his 4. Panzer Armee were to lead a new attack, codenamed ‘Zitadelle’, and it was expected to start soon. My VIII. Fliegerkorps was to support Hoth and I visited him a few times, always finding him in a very sombre mood. He was under no illusions regarding the difficulties he faced. In order not to show our cards too early, we cut back on flying, except for mounting some reconnaissance sorties, which brought back a mass of material showing enemy movements and positions. Also very active were our Schlachtfliegerverbände who, flying Hs 129s and Fw 190s, had specialized in attacking railway locomotives behind the Russian front. They had perfected their skills so well that a few rounds were sufficient to cripple a locomotive and detonate an ammunition train. From intercepted signals, we soon realized that the Russian transport system was in disarray and complaining about shortages of rolling stock. This proved the effectiveness of our strikes.
Our Stuka ace, Hauptmann Rudel, as Staffelkapitän of 1./St.G 1 ‘Immelmann’, was also on hand. He had invented the Panzerjagd – ‘tank hunt’ – a new kind of ground-attack method from the air. He was working with the Panzerjagdkommando Brjansk, (also known as the Panzerjagdkommando Weiss after its commander Oberstleutnant Otto Weiss, the ground-attack specialist and Knight’s Cross-holder), when I visited him to find out what it was all about. Amongst other things, trials were conducted with the Ju 88 P-1 fitted with a 7.5 cm Bordkanone BK 75 heavy cannon in a ventral gun pod housed under the fuselage just behind the cockpit, and the Ju 87 D fitted with a 3.7 cm cannon in a pod under each wing. The latter fired special ammunition with wolfram (tungsten) core which penetrated the heaviest Russian armour and exploded inside a tank with devastating results. The trials with the Ju 88 were soon abandoned, but those with the Ju 87 D and G variants were extremely successful, and the rise of Hauptmann Rudel as the famous ‘Panzerknacker’ (‘tank-cracker’), began.
In the meantime Richthofen had also been on leave. After his return he invited us to a wonderful lunch and showed us his birthday present from his officers. It was an excellent copy of one of the paintings by the Russian artist, Ilja Rjepin (1844 – 1930), entitled ‘Saporoshj Cossaks’, showing the diversely clad Russian tribal warriors in their brilliant colours and lifelike poses. Richthofen liked this picture very much and described it to us at length, underlining the earthiness and unspoilt character of the Russian people, just as he loved their expansive lifestyle and the Russian landscape.
On 23 May 1943, Richthofen telephoned, informing and congratulating me on the award of the Deutsches Kreuz in Gold, (German Cross in Gold). The Bar to my Iron Cross First Class I had already received a few weeks earlier.
Rather unexpectedly, important personnel changes within Luftflotte 4 took place. Richthofen was called away for a special appointment, so it was said, but we had no idea what it was and how long he would be away. Generalleutnant Fiebig was to hand over his VIII. Fliegerkorps to Generalmajor Hans Seidemann, arriving from North Africa, and to take over the entire Luftwaffe in the Balkans. The Generalstabschef of VIII. Fliegerkorps, Oberst Lothar von Heinemann, would become Oberquartiermeister of Luftflotte 4, taking over from Oberst Torsten Christ who went with Richthofen. I was told to take over I. Fliegerkorps on the Crimean Peninsula which had been led by General der Flieger Günther Korten who was away. This meant that even before Operation Zitadelle had begun, I had to leave everything behind. ‘Only change is permanent’: this had been my life’s motto, and I had become used to it.
On 14 June 1943, I left Kharkov in my aircraft and a few hours later landed at Simferopol, the central city of the peninsula. Since 1942 the Russian-built airfields had been considerably improved by us. The schwere Kampfverbände (heavy bomber) and Fernaufklärer of the I. Fliegerkorps were stationed at airfields at Sarabus and Saki. Our fighter , Stuka, Nahaufklärer, and Schlachtflieger units flew from various airfields at Kertsch, Anapa, Bagerowo, Karakut, Sebastopol and Simferopol, and from the Taman Peninsula. A Nachtjagdstaffel under Oberstleutnant Mangold was also stationed at Kertsch. As I had done in the past, I immediately called on the commanding generals of 17. Armee (General der Pioniere Erwin Jänicke), the XXXXIV. and XXXXIX. Armeekorps, and a number of their divisional commanders to talk about the situation and their wishes for assistance by the Luftwaffe. For three days I remained on the Kuban bridgehead, made contact with my units and talked to all the commanders and many of their crews, and became convinced that they would be able to fight successfully when the enemy decided to attack again.
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The Russian air force had improved considerably since my contact with it in the Caucasus the previous summer. It was superior in numbers although not really active at the present time. However, its occasional air attacks on Taman, the ferry transport to Kertsch, the town itself with its harbour installations, our airfields and the naval bases were a nuisance. But more dangerous was the fact that it had been supplied with American and British aircraft and in addition adopted our German flying strategy. In the past it had attacked only using individual aircraft or in very small formations; now we often spotted formations of 50-60 aircraft. The Soviet bomber units flew in tight formations, the fighter protection was expertly organized, and they communicated by radio between aircraft and from ground-to-air. This made it more difficult for our fighters to approach them, and the number of our kills declined. Only Nachtjagdstaffel Mangold brought down enemy aircraft in greater numbers with its helle Nachtjagd, in cooperation with the Flak, using their searchlights to great effect.
I had seen a good many things during both world wars and had become accustomed to the many weird ways by which humans try to snuff each other out. But what I saw at the front on the Kuban bridgehead during the fighting on the ground surpassed anything my fantasies could possibly imagine. The fighting at Temrjuk and on the Taman Peninsula deserves to be written in fiery letters into the annals of warfare. I refer to the lagoon areas of the Kurka front and of the Limane of the Kuban Estuary. This vast swampland was covered by reeds taller than men, and was scorched by the sun. Patches of water and small lakes dotted it, and in between snaked the curved band of the Kuban. Medieval fishermen’s huts and tiny open villages of clay hovels were scattered about. This region became infamous through the exceptionally brutal fighting in the limitless reed jungle, where people could move only along a few trails. Fighting was carried out by skirmishing patrols and assault troops who, cautiously, step-by-step, traversed this jungle, always expecting to clash with the enemy. They walked in water up to the waist, often to the neck, slipping into the morass underneath their boots, at all times threatened by an invisible enemy. Nothing could be spotted from the air, very little from the ground. A light wind often drove clouds of mosquitoes across, their bites resulting in a fever.
When the Russians could not dislodge our troops from their positions, they selected a different approach. They began to ferry elements of two divisions by boat through the lagoons to outflank our Kuban front and overwhelm our units. Because our weak forces were unable to withstand the assaults for any length of time, the call for our fighters went out. Air reconnaissance had discovered large numbers of boats in the harbour of Jeisk and at Achtary on the Sea of Asov which were attacked by Stukas. But the targets were too small to be dealt with effectively. Day and night the Russians sent swarms of small fishing boats, or anything they could lay their hands on, over the 50-kilometre long approach route, which consisted of many narrow, interconnecting channels. They came forever closer, even reaching behind our lines and far into the hinterland.
It was once more Hauptmann Rudel who pioneered a novel method of attack in his Ju 87. He struck against the boats not from above with bombs, but by low-level attacks with his guns, and during one day alone he shot up 70 of them. In addition, the reeds were set alight by special ammunition to deprive the boats of their cover. This was the last time I saw Rudel, but I heard a lot about him later on. On 1 January 1945, his name was on many people’s lips when Hitler, in the presence of the three Oberbefehlshaber, awarded him the highest decoration, the goldenes Eichenlaub mit Schwertern und Brillianten zum Ritterkreuz des Eisernen Kreuzes (the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross with Golden Oak Leaves, Swords and Diamonds) and promoted the 28-year-old to the rank of Oberst. Originally, Hitler had created this order to be awarded after the end of the war, and only to 12 deserving recipients. But as Rudel was an exceptional soldier and the commander of Stukageschwader 2 ‘Immelmann’ and as his personal commitment on many fronts had been decisive, Hitler had changed his mind and selected him to be the first (and only) recipient. During his service on the Russian Front, Rudel sunk one battleship and two cruisers, destroyed 519 tanks, flew up to 17 raids a day – altogether 2,530 missions. He was wounded five times and lost a part of his right leg, but survived the war and, after being released from a PoW camp, emigrated to Argentina with his family in 1948.
The Luftwaffe had many remarkable, unconventional men in its ranks, and among them was Oberstleutnant Dr. Ernst Kupfer, who had also led Stukageschwader 2 between February and September 1943, and who was one of the best. His Geschwader was stationed in the Crimea, and I used to visit him often. Late one boisterous, lively evening he delivered a sarcastic homily which he called ‘A Vision of War’s End’:
Victory Parade through the Brandenburger Tor 1961
With rousing military music, 175 Luftwaffe bands march past, then there is a long gap. With measured steps, dressed simply in gold, the Weltmarschall (World Marshal) marches past, followed by the Halbweltmarschall (Semi-World Marshal) and, after a further 2 km, the Unterweltmarschall (Nether World Marshal).
Then the crowds break into wild cheers. Medal-encrusted, the darlings of the German Volk, the fighter pilots march past, pushing the Giant-Cross of the Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross on a self-propelled carriage with a built-in musical box and Bengal illumination.
Another long gap, then come 25 Reichsmarschälle, all under 30-years-old, in pure white.
Then follows a small boy carrying a poster with the words: ‘I am the advance party of the last unit that was forgotten in Greece.’
Then follows a worn-out, bent-over old lady, supported by her assigned Party official. It is the widow of the last long-distance reconnaissance pilot.
Then comes a man with white hair and a worry-lined face, with, tucked under one arm, a document file containing a secret command directive: ‘My tribute to the bomber crews.’
Then the onlookers freeze: a heavy cart arrives, pulled by four horses. On it stands an iron cage, inside a man in leg and arm irons, surrounded by eight guards carrying placards with the words: ‘Warning! Do not annoy! Extremely dangerous!’ This is the last STUKA pilot who fought on all fronts.
And then the people raise wild cheers, the sun breaks through the clouds: well tanned, victory-proud, the multitude of staff members march through the Brandenburg Gate.
These words expressed some bitterness, perhaps even the disappointment of a front line pilot who has seen everything and, after having served in the Luftwaffe with an open mind for years, had only few illusions left. Oberstleutnant Dr. Kupfer was very well liked by his superiors and his crews because of his frankness and intellectual competence. Sadly, although being appointed to General der Nahkampfflieger, he did not survive the war but was killed in an air accident in the summer of 1943.
One day in mid-June, General der Flakartillerie Otto Dessloch, who was deputizing for Richthofen, telephoned and, out of the blue, asked me to fly at once to Rome. It transpired that Richthofen had been sent to Italy and ordered to remain there. He had issued instructions for me to join him. I was taken aback. I had hoped to become commander of I. Fliegerkorps, especially since in a conversation Dessloch had given me cause for hope in that regard only a few days before. I had no idea what to expect in Italy. Why had Richthofen asked for me? A certain egotism could not be ruled out: he preferred to work with people whom he knew and trusted, and therefore one always met the same faces from Lieutenant to General in his entourage. It simplified his work and workload, and helped him to achieve his great successes. He knew the strengths and weaknesses of everyone and how best to use them, and supported those whom he liked, even if they made a mistake. However, those who disappointed him were dropped.
Having to leave Russia after only one year – this country with seemingly unlimited resources and space – especially the Crimean Peninsula, was not easy. Its boundless horizons, its nature’s harshness, its melancholy aspects on cloudy days, and brightness on sunny days, had appealed to me, and everything I had seen and observed somehow tied me to it. The future was unknown: what kind of work would I be given, what would be expected of me in the Mediterranean?







CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
ITALY

‘Rome – Hotel Excelsior, 24.6.1943
My transfer has opened a new chapter in my military career. From a field commander in Russia I have changed to an office general with the title Stellvertreter des Luftflottenchefs, Luftflotte 2, (Deputy to von Richthofen). I reported to him on the evening of 22nd June, and he brought me up to date on the military situation, but could not yet give me any more details on my appointment. After further discussions with him and Kesselring, parameters were settled; they seem to be prepared to give me complete control and this is acceptable.
‘Frascati – 26.6.1943
Orders regarding my duties were signed today, only the date has to be agreed upon. I will have to work closely with all heads of staff, keeping abreast of tactical developments just in case Richthofen is called back to Russia. Then I would have to take over operations of the Luftflotte, with Kesselring becoming Oberbefehlshaber Süd leading all armed forces in Italy, on Sicily, Sardinia and Corsica.’
While I was idle, I took the opportunity to update myself about the state of affairs in the Mediterranean region. Our ‘problem child’ had been the campaign in North Africa. This had really not been our war, but that of the Italians who attempted to defend their Libyan colony. We had merely been drawn into it because Mussolini was Hitler’s ally. When the Italians seemed to begin to lose the fight against the British, German troops under Generalmajor Erwin Rommel were dispatched in early 1941 at Mussolini’s request, and our Luftwaffe detached the X. Fliegerkorps which joined in the fighting from bases on Sicily.
Rommel had considerable successes, but required more and more troops if he was to carry out his tasks. At the end of 1941 Hitler therefore decided to do something drastic, and he sent substantial units from the Heer, Kriegsmarine and Luftflotte 2 to North Africa. Kesselring took over command as Oberbefehlshaber Süd, with orders to prevent a collapse of the Italian positions. His abilities as a senior commander and coordinator, and his superb mastery of organization all came together very well. He was a man who was constantly active, crossing the Mediterranean more than a hundred times, piloting his own aircraft, and was one of the finest and most delightful men of the Luftwaffe, perhaps even of the whole Wehrmacht, one could wish to work for. All his human qualities, acknowledged by friend and foe alike, made him the leading military authority in the Mediterranean and African war. He had a lot of sympathy for the Italian viewpoint and acknowledged Mussolini’s political importance in these theatres; nevertheless it was a difficult mission for Kesselring to combine Hitler’s requests for conducting this war, with the demands made by the Italian Commando Supremo, and the actual operational requirements. He described himself as a good friend of the Italians – although a real friend must be willing to tell his partner the whole truth, as bitter as it may seem. I had my doubts that he always did this when it was vital.
When I arrived in Italy, the war in North Africa had been over for one month. German and Italian forces had fought for two years, sometimes very successfully, but they were eventually defeated, and 200,000 German and Italian soldiers went into captivity. The collapse of German/Italian resistance had many reasons, the main one being the exhaustion of the Italian soldiers. Then there was the impossibility of supplying our forces by air or sea with everything they required, and the superiority of British forces in numbers and equipment. Lastly, disputes between the two high commands were to blame, resulting in unclear orders and ill-defined lines of command. The Afrikakorps did everything humanly possible but eventually fought a losing battle.
Two days after my arrival in Italy, Kesselring invited me to dinner at his Villa Torlonia, located above Frascati, where I met the Italian general, Cerutti, and two of his officers. As a newcomer I restricted myself merely to listening. After the Italians had left, Kesselring asked me to stay. He probably wished to talk openly to a person he knew well and trusted, and who also had not yet been exposed to the problematic situation in the region. Very briefly he spoke about the touchiness and a certain mistrust by the Italian leadership vis-à-vis the Germans, the war-weariness of the Italian people and among the Wehrmacht. Italian Army Command were worried that we undervalued Italian strength and refused to accept additional German forces coming over the Alps. At the same time they made very unreasonable demands for the supply of war materiel, especially Flak and fighter aircraft. They also implied they might insist on a free hand in case we did not accede to their demands, probably meaning they would consider a separate peace with the Allies. Although Mussolini was undoubtedly a friend of Germany, his standing among the Italian people, who disliked anything German, was not as secure as it had been, and he was a sick man (liver problems).
Kesselring felt responsible for the unfavourable course the war in the Mediterranean had taken so far and really suffered accordingly. He described it as a war of missed opportunities, thereby referring to the issuing of ambiguous orders and the complicated command structure between him and the German and Italian troops and Rommel. Kesselring was answerable to the Duce but not to the Commando Supremo with whom he had to work together. All German units were under Kesselring’s command but for tactical deployment also under Mussolini’s. Rommel was accountable to Kesselring but also to Mussolini and, of course, Hitler direct. It was clear that this led to friction, complications, personal differences and strain. Kesselring expressed his opinion that Rommel’s attack into Egypt and towards the Suez Canal in the summer of 1942 had been a mistake. Without ample supplies and a secure supply system by sea and air to support him for any length of time, real success was doubtful. Perhaps Rommel did not concern himself seriously with supply matters and left this for others to handle – Kesselring in particular. Unfortunately, this led to serious disagreements between the two men, but in his dignified manner Kesselring talked only with high regard for Rommel. I never met Rommel and am unable to judge him. However, I met officers who knew him well, who described him as an outstanding leader, a daredevil in the front line, courageous, tough and, for his personal needs, modest. He was a man of quick and bold decision, cunning and alert. He could exploit unexpected situations and quickly spot the enemy’s weakness. His soldiers idolized him, his officers admired him with fear, the members of his staff feared him respectfully. It was well known that he did not spare himself and expected the same from everybody else. However, a desire to be talked about was also evident.
When Kesselring spoke of ‘missed opportunities’ he certainly included the battles for the island of Malta. This was the most important British base for their battleships and aircraft, and it obstructed severely our supply routes to our forces in North Africa. As long as the island was in enemy hands, Rommel could not be supplied adequately, especially with fuel for his Panzers. Kesselring had therefore decided to snatch the island from the British and received Hitler’s and Mussolini’s consent. Both the German and Italian high commands had prepared everything for an assault. It began in May 1942 with massive bomber attacks by Luftflotte 2 which resulted in the almost total destruction of the RAF units on the island and its bases. But the planned subsequent attack by Fallschirmjäger to occupy Malta did not happen, because Rommel had insisted on reinforcements for his war from Hitler, and had been given the Fallschirmjäger plus other units. In all probability Malta could have been taken with small casualties and the war in the Mediterranean might have taken a different course.
The air attacks on Malta and in North Africa had exhausted our airmen. They had been pushed by Hitler, the OKW, Rommel and the Italians, recklessly and without consideration for the future, and Kesselring had been unable to stop this blood-letting. Hitler and Rommel proved to be stronger. The end result was that the operational strength of bomber units had dropped during November-December 1942 to only 100-200 aircraft, and was falling steadily. As I left the Villa Torlonia that night I had been given an unvarnished picture of the war and was much wiser regarding relations with our allies. According to air reconnaissance, British and American army, navy and air contingents had reached maximum strength. Both sides carefully watched each other, the one ready to jump across – to land on and invade the Italian mainland – the other ready to receive the enemy ‘properly.’ Every day that the Allies postponed their landing was a gain for us, as it allowed us to strengthen our positions and readiness. However, the battle of nerves increased sharply with masses of rumours flying about.
Richthofen and the small number of bombers he had in Luftflotte 2 would be unable to carry out any mass strikes on the landing forces, the only kind of attack that could have hit them hard. Therefore it was surprising that Hitler and Göring, who must have known better, repeatedly insisted on strong bomber attacks on harbours in North Africa. It was, of course, logical to bomb enemy ships wherever they could be found and destroy as many as possible. But in our problematic situation we were forced to hold back aircraft and crews and wait until they had been brought up to full strength and could perform well. Only then would we be able to bomb the enemy forces during their anticipated landings with any measure of success. Richthofen acted accordingly. Meanwhile, the enemy air forces concentrated their attacks on our bases in Italy, on Sicily, Sardinia and Corsica, especially those on Sicily (at Catania, Gerbini, Trapani and Comiso), which was a certain sign that this island would be their next target. The loss of Panteleria in early June 1943, a well-fortified and armed island similar to Malta, was an especially sad chapter. After only a few Allied bombing attacks, the commanding Admiral and 12,000 troops capitulated, giving a shortage of water as their excuse. It showed the loss of morale among Italian officers.
Expecting the Allies to land on either Sardinia or Sicily, I decided to undertake an information trip to Sardinia. On 6 July, I flew in a Dornier Do 217 with fighter escort (there were always enemy fighters prowling about), and landed at Otana, where I changed to a Fieseler Storch, and then visited the airfields at Cagliari, Milis, Casa Zeppera, Chilivanni, Alghero, Venafiorita and Olbia. Damage from enemy bombing had been light so far, and work on defence systems was underway, but the number of German defenders was small.
‘Frascati, 7.7.1943
Preparations for an attack by the British and Americans carries on at full steam: a guess is that they have between four to five divisions waiting in North Africa. And they continue to bomb our bases on Sicily – heavily. We are therefore considering moving our squadrons off the airfields to prevent them being destroyed, and to fly them to new bases in Apulia. However, it seems as if these bases are not available.
‘I have received a worried letter from our son. He writes that Anneliese is in poor health due to the strenuous work she has to perform in the ammunition factory, and asks me what he can do to help. He asked me not to mention his letter as she has given him strict instructions not to tell me. I am touched by his concern and immediately sent a letter to the Reichsgesundheitsminister [Reich Health Minister], Dr. Conti, whom I know, and asked him to investigate and, if possible, have Anneliese’s working hours shortened. I see no reason why this cannot be arranged; the time for half-measures is over, something drastic must be done.’
(A short time later Dr. Conti informed me that he had intervened and Anneliese’s working hours were considerably shortened.)
On the mainland meanwhile, our soldiers were not permitted to enter Rome except on duty. This was on the orders of Kesselring who did not want to give the Allies any excuse to bomb the protected ‘Eternal City’. Nevertheless, as a general I allowed myself the pleasure of viewing some of the famous buildings of ancient Rome and the Middle Ages with the assistance of knowledgeable guides, and also took the opportunity to see and enjoy as much of the Italian countryside, towns and villages as possible on my inspection tours. I lived in a villa at Frascati, 20 kilometres outside Rome, and was therefore not plagued by the Sirocco or the terrible heat waves under which Rome suffers from time to time. The views to the ocean, the mountains and the Campagna were grandiose. Richthofen lived in his staff building, as he preferred to stay close to the nerve centre, just as he had done in Russia.
On 9 July 1943, Richthofen informed me that I was to command the Nahkampfflieger stationed on Sicily, in case the Generalkommando of the II. Fliegerkorps together with the Korp’s heavy bombers were moved back to Italy. I was to prepare myself accordingly and fly to Sicily where the situation appeared rather confused, and then return to Rome after five or six days to report back. Early next morning I took off and, after a wonderful flight across the glittering, sunny ocean, landed at Catania. A staff car took me to the Generalkommando at St. Giovanni di Punta. The II. Fliegerkorps was led by the level-headed and energetic Generalleutnant Alfred Bülowius. He had taken over from Generaloberst Bruno Loerzer who had been ‘praised away’ (weggelobt) for his outstanding services in the Mediterranean region, and promoted Chef of the Personalamt in the RLM. Göring had entrusted him, (of all people!), with the Luftwaffe officer corps – to command, to educate and to look after it, and all this because Loerzer was an old fighter pilot comrade from the ‘good old days’, his Duzfreund and protégé. Many people have criticized Göring for his mistakes in the selection of certain senior officers and they were often correct, but the appointment of Loerzer was a tragedy. He was only interested in enjoying a life of ease, and long after he had left, he became the butt of jokes when another railway truck, filled with the best local food and groceries, made its way to his home in Germany. The contents most definitely enhanced his life in a nation suffering from severe food rationing. In Sicily he had been reluctant to work, did the bare minimum, was not satisfied with living at his staff office at the luxury Hotel San Domenico in Taormina, but moved with his cronies to a more private location, leaving his Chief of Staff to do all the work.
When I stepped off my aircraft on 10 July the die had already been cast. The Allies had landed on Sicily that same morning and, as is usual in such scenarios, the defenders were totally in the dark about the strength of the enemy and his landing sites. Bülowius knew only that the main one was probably at Augusta-Syracuse and near Gela, although other enemy forces might have landed elsewhere. There appeared to be no resistance from us at any one place. Under threat from the hundreds of enemy aircraft flying around the skies, our reconnaissance units were unable to function, and this meant that the Allies had already achieved air supremacy on the first day. We saw or heard nothing from the Italian Navy which lay idle in Taranto, and since telephone connections had been cut between us and the Italian headquarters at Enna, Bülowius asked me to fly to the German liaison officer at the Italian Sixth Army at Enna. I was to find out everything about the present situation, what kind of countermeasures against the landings had been taken and what assistance was expected from II. Fliegerkorps. He offered me a Storch and I took off at once.
When I met the German liaison officer, Generalleutnant Fridolin von Senger und Etterlin, he suggested we call on the Italian supreme commander, Army General Alfredo Guzzoni. He received us in the presence of his Chief of Staff. With his short, stout body Guzzoni was not really a handsome man, but he was described as one of the important Italian military leaders, and when we talked he showed a calmness that was in complete contrast to his excited Chief of Staff. He was also in the dark about the extent of the Allied landings but spoke of the presence of elements of the US Fifth Army under Eisenhower and the British Eighth Army under Montgomery, altogether 10-12 divisions. They faced a numerically equal number of German/Italian defenders, among them the Panzer Division Hermann Göring as the most powerful component. But we knew that these figures did not mean much when compared to the Allied superiority in equipment. Hundreds of their fighter aircraft formed a protective umbrella over their transport fleet at sea and their ground forces on land against which our few fighters were unable to do much. One could not really blame our commanders or the pilots for this fiasco; it was merely the end result of bad planning higher up which had given preference to bomber production instead of building fighters. Italian fighter aircraft were nowhere to be seen.
Guzzoni explained that he would attack when he had received a clearer picture of the enemy’s positions. I thought that if this was all he had to offer, the game was already lost. The counter-attack had been delayed far too long and every minute of indecision was another chance gone. Guzzoni’s headquarters looked like a disturbed beehive. Soldiers, on the other hand, lounged idly at street corners and elsewhere and nobody seemed to be in charge: it was a discouraging sight. In a depressed mood I climbed back into my Storch. I did not want to return to Catania straight away, but instead swept south to take a good look at the landing sites to see what was really going on. I hoped that by flying close to the ground and making the most of protective cover I would not be spotted by the enemy aircraft high above. As I came close to the south coast near Gela, I spotted heavy artillery fire which I guessed was from the Panzer Division Hermann Göring; I could even see how their Panzer formations attacked, but was too low to make out more. At the horizon, on the ocean, an unforgettable spectacle unfolded. Hundreds of warships and transport ships, landing craft and aircraft carriers lay at anchor or criss-crossed the water. This was the enormous Allied invasion fleet that had invaded Sicily and now protected it.
I turned towards the Syracuse-Augusta area where apparently enemy landings had also taken place. My feeling of misery was intensified by the melancholic, sparse landscape below. But when I approached the military harbour of Porto Augusta I was aghast and my breath almost stopped.
Dispirited Italian soldiers without weapons trudged along the roads and across the fields, on foot, in motor cars, in horse-drawn carts, and on bicycles. All streamed inland. It looked like headless flight, especially since there was no evidence of any fighting taking place anywhere. Even here, enemy aircraft hung about as my mechanic, in the seat behind me, worriedly pointed out. I changed course to return to Catania. Suddenly I felt hard strikes to the aeroplane, and tracer shells streamed past. The rear of the aircraft was hit, forcing me to push on the elevator, and I felt something warm on my neck. The mechanic slumped in his seat and I saw flames licking all around the Storch. My only thought was: Shot up, aircraft burning, ‘runter und raus’ – down and out!
I threw the Fieseler to the ground, the wheels splintered, the fuselage slammed down and then slid along the ground for a few moments. Luckily the door was not jammed. I was able to kick it open and jumped out, pulling my companion with me. With fading strength, I managed to escape from the aircraft. Then I heard the howl of an engine and the chatter of machine guns. In the blue sky a British Spitfire was coming straight towards us, apparently wanting to finish us off. Salvation appeared in the shape of a large hedge-like tangle of spiky cacti, bamboo and palms. Instinctively, I crawled towards it on all fours and dived inside. The old soldier’s saying that ‘no one is ever lost unless he gives up’, still held good. Once more machine gun bullets thudded into the earth as the Spitfire flashed overhead at low level and disappeared. Then it fell eerily silent. Only the Storch crackled and smouldered in the gradually dying flames. My mechanic lay motionless: one of the first bullets must have killed him. I was lucky not to have suffered the same fate. My hair was singed, my hands blistered, my uniform burnt, torn and blood spattered, but I was alive and had got off lightly. Suddenly some Italian soldiers appeared, then a motor car, and the dead mechanic and I were driven to Catania. That night I was able to contact Richthofen and report my impressions and observations. Afterwards I sat with Bülowius and a few of his officers on the small terrace of his headquarters. The night was warm, telephones jangled inside, snatches of anxious phone conversations drifted out. From time to time an officer with a new message joined us. Anti-aircraft fire illuminated parts of the sky, searching for enemy aircraft which dropped their bombs elsewhere. The island’s wine, Marsala, sparkled red in my glass, giving my tortured nerves some welcome relief.
What I had seen at Porto Augusta was later confirmed. The harbour, recently improved, modernized and well able to defend itself, had capitulated without having fired a shot, and without even having been attacked. We were told that Italian coastal divisions, among them the Division Napoli consisting of soldiers from that city, had simply melted away. At some sites officers and soldiers left their posts one day before the invasion, destroyed their guns, set the petrol depots on fire and put on civilian clothes.
‘Giovanni de Punta, 11.7.1943
The situation seems to have improved. Panzer Division Hermann Göring’s attack on Gela has progressed well. Attacks by German forces against the enemy who landed at Syracuse are also taking place. However, we know almost nothing about the bigger picture.
‘This morning heavy attacks were made against Catania airfield, city and harbour by four waves of four-engined bombers. The losses of civilians could be heavy because all the towns here are packed with fugitives. There are no air raid shelters. The people are poor and hate this war which they do not understand. They shout for peace at all costs! And this call is taken up by their soldiers on the island. It is really a tragedy. With all this on my mind I flew back to Rome.
‘Frascati, 13.7.1943
It looks bad on Sicily. The enemy quickly advanced further inland, generally without any resistance. Yesterday evening, two battalions from 1. Fallschirmjägerdivision jumped from 105 Ju 52s, while about another 50 Ju 52s landed guns. This was the first back-up in our grim situation. They are all first-class fellows. But is their deployment still really justified? Once again, like so often, it all comes too late. I talked to Kesselring who arrived on Sicily to observe the jump of the first wave. He complained bitterly about the total collapse of the Italian leadership and their troops. This has resulted in absolute chaos. I was able to add my own observations. In the air the enemy is very strong and road traffic under attack from Tiefflieger.
‘Yesterday a naval squadron, consisting of one heavy unit, two light cruisers and six destroyers, approached Porto Augusta; we could see them clearly from the command post of II. Fliegerkorps, and they bombarded units of Kampfgruppe Oberst Schmalz close by. The ships came in sight at 14.00 hrs and their fire continued right through the night until next morning when I took off. The Italian Navy is conspicuous by its absence. Immediately after landing I reported to Richthofen. He judged the situation as being more hopeful and talked of good results achieved by our bombers, which had sunk a number of ships from the invasion fleet. I suggested that as long as the island is under Italian command no more German soldiers should be sent over: on the contrary, everything not absolutely essential for the fighting should be shipped to the mainland. But if we wanted to hold on to the island, strong German contingents would have to be dispatched, and a German general with sweeping powers installed who would not only command our troops but the Italian soldiers and the civilian population as well.
‘On my return I found a veritable pile of Hungarian military medals for me, most beautifully crafted, to be worn at the throat and on the right chest, as well as the Hungarian Fliegerabzeichen.
‘In the afternoon I called on the Generalfeldmarschall again. Tomorrow morning I have to return to Sicily. The island is to be held at all costs and a German Panzer Division is already on the march. General Hans Hube, an excellent and experienced man, will be in command of all German troops on Sicily.1 Richthofen hopes that we will succeed in weakening the enemy’s sea transport to such an extent that the invasion force will have to give up. Since 10 July apparently 460,000 gross tons of shipping have been destroyed or damaged. All we need is to gain time until more German troops arrive and more enemy ships are sunk. Richthofen’s predictions appear doubtful to me. I have seen Allied air superiority and how our hopelessly outnumbered pilots try really hard without achieving much. Therefore I will be unable to fly in a He 111 as planned, but will somehow have to trick my way through in a Storch.’
Richthofen’s order to me was short: ‘Withdraw all the technical and ground personnel of all our flying units from the island and set up a new organization in the areas of Apulia and Calabria on the mainland.’
Next day, 14 July, at 14.00 hrs, I flew in a He 111 to Naples. We were joined by an old friend from the Russian campaign, Generalmajor Rainer Stahel. In Naples we were to change over to three Storch and fly across to Sicily. Heavy aircraft were unable to land on the badly damaged airfields, and on the east coast and above Messina, enemy aircraft patrolled constantly. A small aircraft like the Storch stood a good chance of reaching the island undetected. Stahel’s sudden arrival was a sure sign that there was something rotten behind our front lines. He was an expert in dealing with the soldiers’ ugly, often uninhibited behaviour during withdrawals behind our lines. In this respect he had collected a lot of experience in Russia. His order was to quickly establish Alarmeinheiten der Luftwaffe (‘Emergency Luftwaffe units’) on the island, incorporate them into the army’s fighting units, and hold them there. The Alarmeinheiten had come into being a couple of years ago. They were a collection of soldiers not directly involved in the fighting, i.e. staff, ground units, service components, supply depots, the field post, soldiers on leave, convalescents, and were activated when the situation at the front badly deteriorated. But their fighting value was not great due to their limited training and battle know-how. They had no experienced officers, few weapons, and were at best a stopgap measure. Stahel was a master in welding such mixed groups together, motivating and leading them.
The thought of flying for about 200 kilometres over the open ocean was not particularly appealing: even a small engine defect could cause us to disappear without trace. But I did not have any time to worry. I led the other two aircraft along the coast of the Gulf of Salerno to Cape Suvero. Here we filled our tanks and set a course for the group of islands: Stromboli, Lipari and Vulcano. We flew very low above the waves so we would not be spotted. Just off Vulcano I turned towards Cape Orlando, crossed over the island and the tna, and in the fast fading daylight landed on the cratered airfield at Gerbini. When we switched off engines, we heard firing and soldiers told us that enemy paratroopers had landed close to the airfield during the afternoon and were now being dealt with. After an uncomfortable drive through the burning Catania which was being pounded by artillery from heavy ships, we arrived at the headquarters of II. Fliegerkorps at 22.30 hrs. The H.Q. staff had just come in from Acireale.
Here I found out that my mission was already over. Under pressure from a steadily worsening situation, Bülowius had already arranged a withdrawal of all our personnel and prepared them for transfer to the mainland. However, it was clear that unless we could keep a very firm grip on proceedings at the departure points, we faced the greatest and most dangerous obstacles for transportation across the 8-kilometre wide Straits of Messina. Therefore I rushed to Messina early next morning to organize, coordinate and control. As expected, I met total chaos. Masses of Luftwaffe cars and trucks, under orders to leave the island, streamed along the narrow, blind, winding roads from Catania and Palermo to Messina, accompanied by crowds of fleeing Italians. All wanted to reach the few ferries from Messina and Faro to the mainland. But there were also German trucks with supplies for the troops on the island, wanting to cross from the opposite side. At the loading and off-loading points there reigned confusion beyond description. Cars had collided in the roads or were stuck, they were unable to move backwards or forwards because there was no control anywhere and, as a result, ferry traffic had stopped. All we needed was a concerted enemy air attack, which would have resulted in a disaster.
It took me quite a few hours of hard work to disentangle the mess and get things moving up to a form of regular ferry transport. I contacted the commander of the local Flak batteries guarding Messina and asked him to protect the roads leading to the departure and arrival points with his light guns, as well as the points themselves. Then I ordered the commanding officers of the six sections of Oberbefehlshaber Süd who were in any way connected to the transfer, to report to me in the evening. They hardly knew one another, had no telephone links, and it turned out that everybody did their own thing. I took over full control and prescribed everyone’s duties. The naval officer in charge of Transportstelle Oberbefehlshaber Süd was to control all transport vehicles, direct them to the various ferry points and draw up a timetable. The Standortälteste, senior officer, in Messina was to supervise all roads and ferry points. Small squads, commanded by energetic officers, were to be formed to control and regulate a steady, uninterrupted flow of vehicles to the ferries, preventing a perilous build-up. From Oberbefehlshaber Süd I asked for more ferries, since the five available Siebel ferries and seven pioneer-landing-craft were far from sufficient for a fast operation.2 I must mention that none of my requests was fulfilled. I could not even arrange a continuation of the ferry transport at night because the Italian Navy Command objected against it by explaining that this would invite attacks by enemy Navy speed boats.
The stream of people attempting to flee to the mainland increased, while from the opposite direction advance parties from two new German divisions under General Hube, wanted to get over to Sicily as quickly as possible. By skilful mediation, Kesselring, despite considerable friction with the top Italian leadership, had succeeded in bringing these two divisions to Italy and even Sicily. That it had become impossible to hold on to the whole island was clear and it had therefore been decided to retreat to a line south and west of the Ătna and only defend and hang on to the northernmost part of Sicily for as long as possible.
There was one unfortunate incident with the retreating Italian soldiers. A German Pioneer company, arriving at Messina, acting on perhaps ambiguous or not entirely understood orders from O.B. Süd, seized Italian military vehicles to reach the front line as fast as possible. This led to a showdown, a few shots were exchanged, and I was informed that the Italian Admiral Barone had threatened to give orders to his sailors to shoot if any more vehicles were confiscated. He had heard of my presence in Messina and in the evening requested a meeting with me. When I offered to call on him at once he replied that he was only available next day and not before 10 a.m.
When I met Barone he was very agitated and exploded in a shower of words which, luckily, I did not understand, but my interpreting officer gave me a condensed version. Barone demanded that I cancel Kesselring’s confiscation order at once. This I had to refuse as I did not know of the order myself, and in any case was not in a position to cancel an order given by Kesselring. Immediately Barone again threatened to issue his ‘shooting order’ to prevent any further impounding of his vehicles. I remained calm and tried to explain that the Pioneer officer had merely wanted to reach the front as fast as possible, which was also in the best interest of the Italian troops. Regrettably, Barone remained peevish and unhelpful and I promised to contact the Generalfeldmarschall to clear up the matter. A few hours later I explained the argument to Kesselring but, as I had half expected, he made a semi-retraction by saying that his order must have been misinterpreted. In any case, Italian vehicles should only be requisitioned via civilian channels, a ruling I could only describe as unrealistic under the circumstances. He added that in future the high command of the Italian Sixth Army should decide how everything was to be organized. But no one here knew where they could be found and I never heard anything more about the incident.
The ferry traffic eventually stabilized although it remained slow. Inexplicably, the enemy did not attack Messina by air during these critical days; instead they selected Reggio on the opposite side where the damage was considerable. Only the ferry was not hit. With the transfer of our combined ground organizations running smoothly, valuable and irreplaceable equipment, the service departments and technical stores were all saved. We had good weather and I could breathe again. We were accommodated in the Villa of the staff of Flakgruppe Messina. From the elevated position of the building we had a sweeping view across the city of Messina and its harbour and towards the green hills of Calabria on the horizon.
We began clearing the airfields in the south and east of the island and moved them to the mainland. The airfields in the west were to follow, but there was no telephone or other communication with them and I knew nothing about their fate. I had only been told that at Palermo and Trapani there were too few trucks available, and that we might be forced to destroy a substantial part of our equipment to prevent it falling into enemy hands. I decided to find out myself what was going on and drove by car along the coastal road to Palermo.3
During my last two evenings in Messina, a few enemy corvettes tried to enter the Straits of Messina. There were short, sharp exchanges of fire between them and our Flak which I was able to observe from my window. On the first evening one of the fast, agile ships was hit and started to burn. On the second evening, when our searchlights picked them out, they turned away at once and disappeared into the night.
The assignment that had sent me to Sicily was over. From the Luftwaffe alone, about 600 motor vehicles had been ferried across, even more from the German and Italian armies. Bülowius and I also left Sicily, driving by car to Sala Consilina where the new Command Post for II. Fliegerkorps was to be set up, and I carried on to Rome in a Dornier Do 215 and in a Storch, landing at Pratica de Mare airfield. In the evening I reported back to Richthofen. He informed me that I would become Kommandierender General und Befehlshaber im Luftgau Italien. My staff members would be selected from the present office of General der deutschen Luftwaffe beim Oberkommando der italienischen Luftwaffe,‘Italuft’ for short. Richthofen complained that this office was not managed properly and failed to live up to a standard required by this war. Afterwards we talked about my activity on Sicily and I promised a detailed report. That my actions found his complete approval is shown by the following letter sent to me:
Der Chef der Luftflotte 2
25.7.1943
Ich spreche dem General Mahncke meine ganz besondere Anerkennung aus für die energische und umsichtige Zurückführung der Luftwaffenteile über die Strasse von Messina, sowie für die einheitliche Führung aller zu beiden Seiten der Messinastrasse liegenden Einheiten.
v. Richthofen
Generalfeldmarschall
[I express my very special commendation to General Mahncke for his energetic and judicious relocation of Luftwaffe units across the Straits of Messina, as well as for his consistent leadership of all units on both sides of the Messina Straits.]
Italuft had its origins in the pre-war office of Luftattache bei der deutschen Botschaft in Rom (Air Attaché at the German Embassy, Rome), a post filled by General der Flieger Maximilian Ritter von Pohl. When extents of responsibility of this position increased during the war, because more and more Luftwaffe units were moved to Italy and North Africa, it followed the tendency of all bureaucracies and became bloated. The carefree life in a Rome untouched by the war, and a certain favouritism, had lured many to this administrative centre until it had swollen to about 800 people – officers, soldiers, office staff of all kinds, male and female, including interpreters, translators and many more. They all believed they were indispensable, lived in nice hotels and beautiful little villas and were well provisioned. General von Pohl had not reduced his staff, nor did he curb the immoral lassitude, (an inevitable by-product of all military occupation forces), or the idleness and fondness for a relaxed life. When Richthofen had arrived in Rome he noticed this immediately and gave orders to move Italuft to Rocca di Papa outside Rome. But with the inertia common to all military offices this order had not been followed.
As my first duty I decided to ‘clean out the stable’ since I believed that a small staff works much better than a large one. General von Pohl was given another post in Italy and took some of his people with him. The rest I reduced by two-thirds and reorganized them according to the strict requirements of war, thereby turning Italuft into a proper Feldluftgaukommando. By doing this, I made myself unpopular with both the ‘big shots’ and the ‘little people’. Some of them I sent home to Germany where life was much tougher, and this helped. Very soon I had a well-functioning staff who worked willingly with me.
My Chief of Staff was Oberst Gottschling, an Austrian born in Trieste and, like many Austrians, mentally alert and sociable, and he followed my instructions and plans willingly. Perhaps a small distinctive inhibition based on his Austrian roots vis-à-vis the Prussians might have been present, but I liked him as a valuable co-worker. A completely different person was my 1st Adjutant, Oberstleutnant Wolfgang Müller-Clemm, a reserve-officer, widely travelled, at home in Rome’s diplomatic and society circles, supported by his spirited wife. He had been a journalist between the wars and managed a book- and newspaper publishing company in Essen. From the beginning of our relationship there was a complete feeling of trust which turned into friendship, carried over into the years after. The post of 1st General-Staff-Officer was held by a number of different officers who, following orders from Göring had to be highly decorated front line pilots. But what he did not realize was that an excellent pilot is not always suitable to work in a staff position where other qualities and knowledge are required.
When we heard of Mussolini’s downfall via the Italian radio one midnight, this hit us like a lightning bolt. Even our ambassador in Rome, Hans-Georg von Mackensen, who should have known, was stunned. Naturally, many rumours floated around of what had happened but I only listened to the voices reaching us from the Italian Air Force. We heard later that Mussolini had been arrested after a visit to the King and that Marshal Badoglio had been promoted as Supreme Army Commander.
‘Rocca di Papa, 26.7.1943
The general mood is calm, work carries on as usual. All Fascist emblems as worn by officers have disappeared, as well as all Fascist symbols in the streets, and within days the party dictatorship collapsed like a deck of cards. Generally it appears people are satisfied that Mussolini and his hated party have disintegrated. However, nobody will admit that the Duce deserves recognition for what he has done and achieved for Italy. An exception is General Napoli who still talks of him with a certain emotion, but General Silvestri said that Mussolini’s fall could already have been predicted some time ago. The Party’s influence on the army had disastrous consequences and all setbacks can be blamed on them. Now Badoglio has to be given time to reorganize the army; he would not lead as a dilettante but as an expert, and restore the discipline which has been totally lost. General Notari from the General Staff spoke in a similar vein.’
It was openly claimed that leading Party members had amassed fortunes illegally and avoided war service by any means, and within the army the Fascist militia was hated for the preferential treatment it received. Looking at this scenario I drew certain parallels to our own situation and wrote in my diary: ‘It is to be hoped that the high and low priests of our Party carefully reflect on their own lifestyle and ask themselves if they have always behaved in the manner the Führer expects from them. I know that within our people dissatisfaction is spreading, and rightfully so, but there is no one to stop the rot.’
Our military leadership reacted promptly to the changed circumstances. On 26 July, Heeresgruppe B, forming a total of eight divisions, crossed the northern Italian border from France, Austria and Germany despite loud opposition by the Italian Government. This was a logical step not only to protect Germany from the Allied forces which were expected to invade Italy from the south now that Sicily had been taken, but also to protect us against the unreliable Italians. Heeresgruppe B was led by Rommel. He was not under the command of Oberbefehlshaber Süd, Kesselring, but operated independently which meant that we had two Generalfeldmarschälle in command in Italy, both reporting directly to Hitler. Richthofen was the third Generalfeldmarschall, but he received his orders from Göring. From a military viewpoint this was totally impractical, but it once again showed Hitler’s preference for his divide et impera.
Richthofen often called his senior generals and divisional commanders for meetings, to discuss the changing situation daily or even hourly and, among other things, we were told that contact between the Italians and the Allies had been taking place for quite some time with the purpose of ending the war. The German High Command anticipated that the Allies’ next step would be landings in the bay of Salerno or near Rome, or close to the harbours of Napoli or Taranto. As a prelude to this, they began systematically to bomb all traffic installations to hinder our troop and supply movements. The insufficiently developed railway network did not offer many alternatives and repair work took a long time due to the unwillingness of Italian workers. Hand-in-hand with this went a massive propaganda campaign by the Allies directed at the Italians who were given wonderful promises if they would renounce the war. Driving home this point, their fighter aircraft attacked and strafed the dense columns of fugitives on roads, in cities and villages. Rome was bombed at midday on 13 August, and Littorio airfield and railway stations damaged, and a few of my aircraft destroyed or damaged. This was the second bomber attack on the ‘Eternal City’ and it forced the Government to declare Rome an ‘open city’, a most reasonable pronouncement given that there were virtually no more German military units inside Rome.
My region of command was considerable; it stretched from the Alps to the southernmost point of Italy and included all air bases, supply and service bases, as well as radar and communication installations, depots, hospitals, Flak units, petrol and ammunition stores. My first inspection tour was to the Italian airfields on the Foggia plain in the south. They were exactly right for the creation of bomber and fighter bases and could all be connected by kilometre-long runways. Despite the reluctance of local officials to supply us with suitable accommodation, we had settled in Rocca di Papa, but just when we started operating we were ordered to move to Fiuggi, a quaint little Spa in the Apennines. Unfortunately, the two hotels on offer had been occupied for some time by fugitives from Libya and were not fit to live in and we had to wait until proper army huts arrived. As far as the composition of my staff was concerned, I was satisfied: we worked well as a team, and I had the satisfaction of knowing that not only people higher up, but also many ground and flying units, appreciated the work we did. Feldluftgaukommando XXVIII had a good name.
Following my inspection tour to the south, I visited airfields in central and northern Italy which were more numerous and would gain in importance in the future if we were pushed back from the south. I first inspected Milano-Linate, Masazza, Gemme, Bergamo, Vizenza, Treviso, Ferrara, Piazenza, then Isola St. Antonio, Casina Vaga, Airasca, Lagnasco, Cevere, Albenga and Forli. Since we still suffered under tropical heat, the days were exhausting and I suffered from a debilitating stomach cramp. Although time constraints did not allow me to inspect each airfield in detail, I soon realized that it would require considerable effort to upgrade the bases for our bomber, fighter and Stuka Geschwader. The bases would have to be greatly expanded to allow the aircraft to be spread out, well-camouflaged and protected by 3-4 metre-high earth banks against enemy bombs. They would have to be provided with trenches for the ground crews, ammunition and petrol depots, and we would have to lengthen and widen all taxi- and runways and lay out new ones. Air safety and traffic control during bad weather and at night would have to be established and the necessary Flak cover with protected gun emplacements organized. I began with all this at once.
News from home depressed me. For weeks now the Wehrmachtbericht had talked of enemy bombing raids on the big German cities. In July, Hamburg, my town of residence, was bombed in a number of day- and night-raids. On the night of 24/25 July, nearly 800 RAF bombers attacked the city: then followed two heavy attacks during the nights of 27/28 and 28/29 July by 1,000 bombers each. Their bomb loads must have been considerable. The fact that our radar had been put out of action by the dumping of millions of aluminium strips by ‘pathfinder’ aircraft which confused our equipment, was devastating, because our guns brought down only 17 enemy aircraft. Complete city districts went up in flames, nearly 41,000 people died a gruesome death, 60,000 became homeless and 970,000 left the city in a panic.
Very slowly this awful news reached us. I knew Anneliese and Jochen were in Berlin, but the house my wife lived in was damaged by a bombing raid and she had to move to friends, while our flat in Hamburg remained undamaged. The many reports about enemy bombing raids across Germany were very alarming. What about the times when Göring boasted at big meetings in the Berlin Sportpalast that ‘my Luftwaffe’ would sweep all attackers from the sky? Once again we had to suffer for the inconsistent planning of the past, when nobody had been willing to place the emphasis on mass-production of fighter aircraft for defence. It was chiefly Hitler, assisted by Göring, who was still dreaming of attacking the enemy with our bombers as we had done so successfully at the beginning of the war. They wanted to re-equip the worn-out bomber units, and then destroy the enemy’s industrial capacity and factories. However, these as yet unaccomplished goals had been hanging in the air since 1941/1942, and were one of the reasons why Udet had finally committed suicide. His insistence on the necessity of maximizing fighter output met deaf ears in the High Command. In 1941, Generalfeldmarschall Milch had also demanded a ‘Mammutjagdwaffe’ (‘massive fighter arm’) and one year later, in accord with the General der Jagdflieger, Generalmajor Adolf Galland, tried to force through a building programme of 6,000 fighters. The senior command, however, vacillated, and nothing significant was done.
The other decisive question was if radical new jet or rocket aircraft designs should be built, or if we should hang on to the old designs that once had been modern. This also was not resolved. The old types of aircraft were retained with minimal upgrades, while a little work was done in the field of jet aircraft development. Hitler, Göring and the Luftwaffengeneralstab must be criticized for not anticipating the sign of the times. But the General Staff was a brand new department within the Luftwaffe, not manned by properly selected, qualified, independently-acting and -thinking officers. Göring, copying his master, did not really believe – or want to believe – in their competence and preferred ‘yes-men’ around him.
Although my work tied me to my desk, I called on my units as often as possible to take a look, receive requests and find out if we were on the right track. My post as a judge in the Luftgaufeldkriegsgericht (Air District War Court) took also from my time. We dealt with cases of corruption, currency fiddles and embezzlement at many levels, and it was often disgusting to see to what depth of thievery some soldiers had sunk, spending their days in doing illegal business with the Italians and not looking after their military duties. One case that has remained in my memory was of a paymaster who managed to let a transport ship full of equipment, rations, uniforms and petrol vanish. The ship was to leave Napoli for the front in North Africa during a crucial period in the fighting, and for a time he tricked everybody into believing that the freighter had been torpedoed by a submarine and sunk. My Feldgericht sentenced the man to death: Richthofen concurred and asked Göring to agree. But, Göring overturned the verdict and, during a new hearing by a Feldgericht in Germany, the man was sentenced to a short term in jail.
I returned from a visit to my units on Sardinia on 17 August 1943, and two days later met Richthofen in the evening for a discussion. In the middle of our meeting a high priority telephone call from the OKL came in and interrupted us. Richthofen lifted the receiver, and then I saw how his face suddenly changed. The many tiny wrinkles across his face deepened into inscrutability, the eyes became small slits under almost closed eyelids. Something very unusual must have happened. ‘Jeschonnek is dead! Died from a stomach ailment!’ His words cut through the atmosphere in the room like a steel blade. As I knew that both men had been friends for a long time, I broke off my presentation and left.
The sudden death of the Generalstabschef was another heavy blow for us during this challenging period; it opened a dark chapter in the history of the German Luftwaffe and its Oberbefehlshaber. My first reaction on hearing of Hans Jeschonnek’s death was to think of Udet. He had shot himself in deep resignation and desperation, while the German people and the Wehrmacht were told about a ‘flying accident’, and I could not help but compare the two tragedies. Gradually, the truth filtered through however. Jeschonnek, clearly aware of the hopeless situation the Luftwaffe found itself in, had reached for the gun. Officially, his suicide was covered up and they talked of a ‘silent, pernicious illness’ that had killed him. It must have really worn him down that he was held responsible for mistakes others had made. Göring had promised Hitler an adequate air bridge to supply the encircled 6. Armee at Stalingrad, but when he could not keep his promise, he retreated to the solitude of his estate at Karinhall and left all the responsibilities to Jeschonnek. In addition, Jeschonnek was blamed for the collapse of the Luftwaffe’s air defence over Germany. This led to serious quarrels with Göring.
Jeschonnek had been the Luftwaffenführung’s workhorse and Göring’s scapegoat if anything went wrong. Working for Göring was soul-destroying and crushed his zest for life. Some of his closest associates were even of the opinion that one of Jeschonnek’s main tasks had been to prevent stupidity. He was a soldier of the old school and stood aloof from the intrigues going on around him. The rationale of his character, his strength of mind and his biting irony were well known, and he disapproved of Göring’s lifestyle and that of his ‘court’ which included, among others, Bodenschatz, Keller (the Korpsführer of the Nationalsozialistisches Fliegerkorps, the NSFK ), Loerzer, and other old fighter pilots. He despised Milch. In his private life Jeschonnek was a modest and extremely selfless man.
The best candidate for the post of Generalstabschef would have been Richthofen. But Göring might have felt that this self-assured man of character would have been a very unconventional Chief of Staff. Richthofen would also not have suited Hitler, although he valued Richthofen’s achievements as a front line officer. The choice fell on General der Flieger Günther Korten, an outstanding and imaginative officer. His tall, imposing figure and lively temperament, his positive attitude to life and his quick wit might have made it easy for Göring to select him. Korten’s willpower and optimism, controlled by a sharp mind, were very infectious. He was well aware of the weaknesses in the Luftwaffenführung, as deduced from our discussions in Simferopol in the Crimea some time before. Perhaps he hoped that with his extensive experience as Generalstabschef der Luftflotte 4, he could influence Göring significantly, perhaps even push him aside if this became necessary, and directly obtain Hitler’s consent for his plans. We were all happy about his selection.
On 23 August 1943, Berlin suffered its first big air raid. I recorded:
‘Rocco di Papa, 24 August 1943
Last night the long-awaited air raid on Berlin happened. 400 aircraft took part, of which 50 were shot down according to reports. After so many other German cities, Berlin will also be destroyed. The knowledge that at the moment we have no means to defend ourselves successfully makes one mad. How was it possible that our air defence system has sunk so low? Now we have to suffer for Göring’s negligence. The omissions, dating back to 1939-1941, threaten to bring us close to ruin. At that time, show-offs constantly tried to convince the people that we had the best weapons in the world, but while we rested on our laurels, the enemy worked hard and surpassed us in air weaponry. One day the shortcomings of Göring’s system will be revealed, and I only hope it will not be too late. Hitler must know about this, but his friendship with Göring should not carry him so far that Germany perishes.’







CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
‘THE ALLIES ARE LANDING!’

ON 3 September 1943, the first Allied troops hesitantly crossed the Straits of Messina and landed at Reggio on the ‘toe’ of Italy with a force of landing craft supported by cruisers and destroyers. Our weak forces attempted to hold their ground but only for a short time, and this new situation forced us to consider removing every Luftwaffe installation from the south to the north. The railway system in southern and central Italy had been badly hit by enemy air strikes, the Italians could not be persuaded to undertake extensive repair work, and we had no railway engineers of our own available. We were therefore forced to rely on motor transport and coastal shipping to keep things moving, although there was a critical lack of both, added to which the petrol shortage severely reduced movement by road. A special factor was the removal of valuable and often irreplaceable stores and stockpiles of ordnance and parts – worth millions – required to conduct the air war over Italy. These had been located in a vast industrial installation in Naples and for months negotiations to secure equivalent depots further north had been dragging on with the Italian authorities without an agreement being reached. It appeared that the hold-ups were fabricated. Eventually, we were given space in Ferrara, but before we could make any arrangements, we were refused permission to off-load railway trucks there, and instead allocated railway stations 20-30 kilometres away. We managed to move two full trains to Ferrara, with a further 18 trains still needed. But it was doubtful we would receive them, and since we had already lost so much through bombing raids, I looked with concern to the future.
On a personal and positive note, at midnight on 23 August, Richthofen telephoned me, and with sincere and appreciative words, informed me of my promotion to General der Flieger. Shortly afterwards more calls came through from officers of the Luftflottenkommando, my own staff and many others followed, adding to my delight. It seemed that fate had raised me to the highest rung in the military hierarchy.
A few days later, in the early morning hours of 9 September, the second wave of Allied troops crossed the Straits of Messina under the protection of a strong fleet of warships as well as massive artillery and air cover, but when they landed they found only empty country. They encountered the 29. Panzer Division one day later although, as per orders, the division merely delayed the enemy advance. At midday, a heavy bomber attack on Frascati and the headquarters of Oberbefehlshaber Süd and Luftflotte 2 caused heavy losses. But the real bombshell came that same day with the Allied landings at Salerno, along a 30-kilometre coastal strip, under strong air cover and fire support from naval units.
Our Luftgaukommando was in the process of moving to Fiuggi in stages and on 8 September I drove to this well-known spa. During dinner there we heard news on the radio that the Italian Government had concluded an armistice with the Allies. Immediately after the broadcast the inhabitants of Fiuggi crowded the streets, shouted and rejoiced, and cheered Marshal Badoglio whom they saw as their saviour from this war they never wanted. This treasonable act by the Italians created great confusion. We were not sure what to believe or whom to trust. I had no contact with anyone from my staff. Communication was only restored late at night, when we were given codewords telling us that the Heer was withdrawing in stages from southern Italy and in the process of moving to the north. We were not told how fast and how far they would move, but had somehow to plan the evacuation of our Staffeln and Gruppen from our airfields. I was totally in the dark and spent a restless night.
One morning a few days later a Storch landed on the meadow next to us and took me to the top of Monte Cavo, where the Luftflottenkommando had settled after it had been bombed out of its previous command centre in Frascati. I joined a few other generals, and Richthofen received us in his room. He was lying flat on his back, unable to move. He had suffered an injury to his spine as a result of a serious car accident a few days before. In an act of sheer sporting folly he had wanted to find out how far his field car was able to climb a steep hill, and in the process the car had tumbled over backward. When faced by a test of sporting skill or another form of dare, Richthofen could become quite a gambler – I remembered it well from his time in Russia. Now this highly energetic man was irritable and in a bad mood from being confined to bed at such a demanding time. We talked about our uncomfortable state of affairs, with the Allied troops drawing nearer and the Italians turning into a new ‘enemy’, not really dangerous, but devious in their actions all the same. The most important result of our discussions for me was that I was to move north immediately with my Luftgaukommando, to a location close to Milan.
Easier said than done. German military vehicles and aircraft had been shot at by Italians as well. Close to Rome two Italian divisions had been disarmed by our Fallschirmjäger, while near Albano one of our divisions had skirmished with an Italian division. In Frascati shots were exchanged with Italian tanks, and elsewhere Italian troops with Fascist inclinations joined our troops and even fought against their own. My Luftgaukommando was forced to travel through this muddle in three groups, one of which included 350 female assistants (typists, secretaries, signallers and others), who were not really Luftwaffe personnel, but uniformed civilian employees serving us (we did not have military units of female soldiers like the Allies had). Eventually my staff left for northern Italy in forty requisitioned trucks and twelve cars on 10 September, while I arranged to send the female helpers by air. On this day, German radio announced that a new Italian Fascist government had been formed, albeit in Germany and Generalfeldmarschall Kesselring issued an order that Italian troops had to be disarmed. I was to disarm the Italian Air Force – the Regia Aeronautica – and set to work immediately.
‘Rocca di Papa, 12.9.1943
Today a meeting with the commanding general of the Italian III. Squadra Aerea, Generale di Squadra Aerea Excellenz Eraldo Ilari, took place. With him were his Chief of Staff and two interpreters. I had Oberst Christ from Luftflotte 2, Oberstleutnant Erich Bloedorn, the former bomber commander, and Hadamzcyk and Major Vogt from my staff.
‘We talked about a takeover of all airfields, securing aircraft, equipment and stores, and incorporating willing soldiers and officers into the Luftwaffe. As I had expected, Ilari replied that he had no authority to discuss this. Nevertheless, we drew up a detailed document about the particulars of the takeover which I signed, and Ilari confirmed that he had taken note of the contents. Then I appointed Bloedorn as German commander of III. Squadra Aerea. Ilari did not impress me as a person; he was scared of his air ministry and shied away from any responsibility.
‘When I saw Richthofen this evening, I was told that Mussolini was in Germany, while the King and Badoglio were on Sicily. Mussolini had been freed from Gran Sasso during a daring operation conducted by our Fallschirmjäger and a detachment from the SS, and taken to Germany.’
On 15 September, I flew to Milan to take over the I. Squadra Aerea, but when I entered the H.Q. offices neither the commander, General SA Excellenz Vittorio Marchesi, nor any of his officers were present. I was told they had already been taken prisoner by German army troops. Therefore no further formalities were needed. On my way to II. Squadra Aerea in Vicenza, I stopped over in Padua and was informed that the commander, General SA Excellenz Felice Porro, was already held as a prisoner on this airfield. No further formalities needed. But I asked the general for a private meeting and found an officer of class and style who carried his fate with dignity. He had visited Germany and knew some of our officers. Together we flew to Padua where he formally handed his squadron over to me, and then said farewell to his staff. When parting, Porro asked me to request from Richthofen not to be sent to Germany like all other generals, but to be allowed to remain in Italy. Richthofen agreed and permitted Porro to select a town of his choice. However, an exact overview of the real strength and equipment of the Regia Aeronautica, which I had taken over, I was unable to obtain.
In the early 1930s the Regia Aeronautica had been impressive with its long-distance flights in squadron strength to South and North America and back, under the command of Italo Balbo, one of the most remarkable Fascist personalities, a senior commander and air minister. It appeared as if the Italian Air Force was the advance guard of the Fascists. Then Balbo began to suffer from competitive tensions with Mussolini and stumbled over his attempt to conduct a Putsch against the King. He was sidelined as Governor to Libya and after he had left, the air force’s vigour flagged. In the years 1941-42 its equipment became outdated and the Italian aviation industry was unable to fill its demands – and without the necessary motivation Italian airmen were unable to meet the demands of a modern war in the air. It was therefore no loss to us, or at least no significant gain for the Allies, when a few of the Italian units ‘fled’ to Badoglio in southern Italy.
But it was to our immense advantage that vast quantities of valuable war materiel and much in the way of raw materials fell into our hands. Almost daily, new stockpiles were discovered all over the country, leading us to believe that the Italians had hoarded persistently, perhaps with the intent of using it against us for a future war. In the past they had always pretended to be the poor neighbour, pressurizing us for more and more deliveries of goods we were already short of ourselves. The finds at the Air Force’s research institute at Guidonia, east of Rome, near Tivoli, were extremely significant and valuable, and included non-ferrous and scarce metals of which our own industry was desperately short. They were, in fact, so large that I asked the Generalluftzeugmeister in Berlin to send experts to evaluate and sort the materials, and make sure they were transported to the approved factories in Germany.
Upgrading the Italian military airfields for our own use presented big problems. Until the fall of Mussolini we had been faced with an unbelievably slow bureaucracy and plenty of red tape, made worse by having to deal with spiteful civilian or military officials. We could not settle on an airfield without protracted negotiations, could not park a Fieseler Storch on a meadow without first consulting the owner, and were allowed only to make use of the local telephone system in exceptional cases. This might have been customary in peacetime, but in a war it was not acceptable. Above all, we had to come to terms with the Italian people’s petulance, which we found difficult to understand. Generally, we did as we liked and took the resulting objections in our stride. After Mussolini’s downfall we were no longer concerned, but faced other hurdles. It became almost impossible to recruit a labour force and to acquire the necessary building materials. There were wage disagreements, air-raid alarms were vastly extended, and when an airfield had been attacked, work stopped altogether. Introducing compulsory measures against malingerers led nowhere. We soon realized that the construction branch of our Luftgaukommando would be unable to deal with this dilemma on its own.
In addition, the tactic of delayed resistance by our front line troops in order to gain time, demanded the building of extensive defence fortifications for the Heer and coastal defences for the Kriegsmarine. This, in turn, required an army of civilian workers and thousands of tons of building and other materials. If everybody only looked after themselves, this would lead to confusion and would help no one. Therefore it was decided to create an office for all building projects under the command of Oberbefehlshaber Süd, and the OT (Organisation Todt). Professor Dr.-Ing. Fritz Todt, the builder of the Westwall against France, was asked to take over. Planning and design for all Luftwaffe installations was handled by us and the technical execution given to Dr. Todt, who did good work. But he needed 150,000 workers while only 20,000 were available despite an offer of good wages. The reason was the hate propaganda spread by enemy radio stations and the workers’ loathing of the new Fascist regime that claimed to assist Germany.
Following the move of Luftflottenkommando 2 to the beautiful village of Malcesine on Lake Garda, we left Rocca di Papa on 25 September for Bergamo, from where Richthofen called me to him early in October. Malcesine did not have an airfield and I had to travel by car through wine country and over the picturesque, scenic route along the lake; it was quite breathtaking with its many autumn colours. Richthofen was still in bed, but it was expected he would make a complete recovery. We had two topics for our discussion: establishing and/or upgrading our bases in northern Italy, and our relations with Mussolini’s new Fascist state which he named the Republica Sociale Italiana (‘Italian Social Republic’), which was limited to northern Italy. He declared the King deposed and on 20 September issued an order of the day, releasing Italian soldiers from their oath to the King, although these soldiers had, by now, mostly scattered. He also demanded the establishment of a new Italian army. There were a few paratroop units, submarine and speedboat flotillas which accepted the new state and Marshal Rodolfo Graziani was promoted to Commander-in-Chief. Graziani was a tall, imposing figure, a former colonial soldier with a good reputation from his time as Viceroy of Abyssinia, who opposed Badoglio’s political line and sided with Mussolini. With a new army, Mussolini also wanted an air force and promoted Tenente Colonello Botto as Sottosegratario all’Aviazione (Under Secretary for Aviation) and asked him to create an air arm. We agreed to this, but with reservations, because of our varied experiences in the past and a certain mistrust. New air force units would only be allowed to operate in close cooperation with and under the command of our own. Richthofen put me in charge.
On 7 November 1943, Botto visited me. He was probably the most well known and widely accepted Italian fighter pilot of the war. During the war in Spain he had flown for Franco and lost a leg in the process. He was one of the last living holders of the Medaglia d’Oro al valor militare (the gold medal for bravery). I received him as an honoured comrade in arms. Botto gave me the impression of being a willing front line soldier, but I doubted that he had the necessary mental capacity to handle his difficult and diverse portfolio since he seemed to have no idea how to go about it. The OKW had agreed to the creation of the following Italian air force units:
1 torpedo aircraft group
1 fighter group
2 sea rescue squadrons
7 airfield commands
2 Flak regiments
1 signal regiment
The necessary supply units stipulated by me
I offered Botto the use of a number of airfields.
On 31 October we travelled to Treviso, just north of Venice, where my immediate staff and I moved into a small and beautiful old castle belonging to the Countess Canossa, where we lived and worked in relatively luxurious surroundings after having suitably adjusted the interior of the building to suit our operational requirements.
The enemy moved northwards with the speed of a road roller, and we often asked ourselves where Eisenhower, their Commander-in-Chief, really was. At the slightest contact with our slowly withdrawing rear guard units, Allied ground troops stopped or sometimes even moved back, and waited until their air force had carpet-bombed the next few kilometres of road and opened them up. Many cities, villages, works of art and even more people were devoured by this stubborn, incomprehensible strategy which, since the war, has been lauded as ingenious.
General der Infanterie Rudolf Toussaint had been appointed Bevollmächtigter-General der deutschen Wehrmacht in Italien (German Military Plenipotentiary of the German Wehrmacht) to Mussolini’s new government, succeeding General Enno von Rintelen, and I visited him in his staff quarters in Fasano, close to Mussolini’s domicile in the Villa delle Orsoline in Gargnano. I wanted to talk to him about military matters and the increasing attacks by armed bands (partisans) all over northern Italy, and how to confront this terror. But Toussaint was an ‘office general’ who did not command any troops, and therefore our discussions revolved merely around the relations between Germans and Italians. I was often surprised how helpless our soldiers in Italy were when confronted by the partisans and their activities. There were only a few of our own men who had witnessed the partisan war in Russia and knew how to deal with it. The others did not realize that every civilian – man, woman or child – could be a gang member, helper or spy. Very often the gangs were assisted by the Allies who dropped weapons, ammunition, rations and first-aid kits by air during the hours of darkness. This made them morally responsible for the escalation of terror as well as our own drastic countermeasures.
The formation of the air force of the Italian Social Republic moved forward slowly. One of the reasons was a certain amount of German distrust in the lifeless system, another the fact that Mussolini took his wife and the latest of his numerous ‘female friends’, Clara Petacci, with him to his new headquarters. Then, suddenly, a spanner was thrown into the works. A Führerbefehl arrived, prohibiting the creation of an Italian air force because Hitler had apparently received evidence of a subversive plot. Botto reacted at once and told Richthofen he wanted to resign, and submitted a concise written statement. In it he stated: ‘Whoever wants to create an air force must allow pilots to fly, otherwise he loses credibility. Merely to employ ground crews to service German aircraft is not enough.’
His reasons were clear-cut and, from a soldier’s viewpoint, absolutely correct, and they showed the man’s decent character. Richthofen immediately talked to me about the statement. We both realized the impact that the departure of Botto might have, and were unsure if we would find a suitable replacement. Therefore we had to keep Botto on our side. Another meeting between Botto and myself was called, with the result that Richthofen succeeded in getting Hitler to agree to the formation of Italian air force squadrons after all, and Botto decided to remain with us. This was another of the many instances of how Hitler or, upon his orders, the OKW, intervened from its H.Q. far away in Rastenburg, East Prussia, without proper judgement, causing confusion, when we had already two very capable Field Marshals in Italy, fully trusted by Hitler! It was a typical example of his degenerate leadership.
Following Botto’s appeal, many former air force officers reported for service, many more in number than NCOs and other ranks. It was therefore suggested that Botto form officer companies, very similar to the German Freikorps officer companies in the aftermath of the First World War which battled left-wing Spartacist revolutionaries and Communists in several German cities. The Italians were to be equipped with modern weapons and join our paratroopers. But in the end, as had to be expected, nothing came of it. However, the disarming of the Italian air force handed me several hundred aircraft most of which were old and unsuitable for front line duty. The exception was a limited number of twin-engined transports for our own use, and a larger number for our pilot training schools in Germany. The rest were stripped of their spare parts or scrapped.
One night I received an order from Richthofen to take part in a meeting called by Kesselring, which was to centre around the delays and cancellations of our various building programmes for Armee, Luftwaffe and Marine due to insufficient petrol supplies. I stopped over at Richthofen’s hotel in Abbano Terme and found him completely recovered from his accident. During a light breakfast we discussed my line of approach, and then I carried on. The Oberbefehlshaber’s headquarters was situated underground in the Monte Soratte, where it was safe from Allied bombing raids. But approaching the lonely mountain peak rising from the flat countryside was dangerous by road, difficult and time-consuming on account of the many hedge-hopping enemy aircraft. During our meeting, presided over by Kesselring himself, the demands of the three participants for building defensive positions and airfields were weighed up against one another, and allocations for workers, building materials and petrol determined. These guidelines were given to the Organisation Todt. The Luftwaffe’s allocation allowed us at least to continue with the most important building projects.
Afterwards Kesselring invited me for a small lunch, but we talked mainly about old times, not the war that we faced daily. I then called on a few fighter and reconnaissance airfields. Everywhere I found pilots in a depressed mood; they were only too conscious of being hopelessly outnumbered. The enemy had so many aircraft that from first light to darkness their swarms were able to cruise high above our airfields, ready to pounce as soon as our few machines showed themselves. Our aircraft were most vulnerable during take-offs and landings, and due to their low speed and inability to take evasive action, were engaged at low level and shot down. If we could have called on the experienced pilots from before the war or the early war years, we might perhaps have been able to cope, but far too many of the elite pilots – the Experten – of yesteryear were dead or so worn out that they could not be deployed on this gruelling front. Their young successors were inexperienced and also not as determined or tough.
24 December 1943: another war Christmas had arrived – the fifth for some, the ninth for those of us who had already fought in the First World War. Thinking of our loved ones at home who had to suffer so much from this war and of our Fatherland in need, my thoughts were full of gloom, and I would have preferred not to celebrate the day. But this would not have been understood by my staff who wanted to have a good time despite everything. Thus we had a low-key Christmas party which was enjoyed by everyone. There were about 500 people assembled in a large hall, two tall Christmas trees glowed under festive candlelight and a choir sang all the old carols. I gave a short speech remembering our families and friends back home and our comrades fighting on all fronts. Our kitchen had outdone itself: not only had the cooks prepared a festive dinner, but they had even baked proper Christmas biscuits.
On 20 January 1944, a most secret telex arrived at my headquarters. It contained a Führerbefehl to the 94. Infanteriedivision and the XIV. Armeekorps, which were under heavy attacks by the Allies in central Italy, to hold out at all costs. The present front line was the best and shortest and had to be defended to frustrate the enemy’s future objectives which were also of extreme political importance. Any leader incapable of facing this task was to be posted elsewhere. These were grand words and soon enough we realized what they foreshadowed. During the night of 21/22 January, American and British forces landed south of Rome, near Anzio and Nettuno, well behind our lines. For the Luftwaffe it meant that we had to give up our airfields south of Rome immediately. Whatever equipment we were able to move was to go to northern Italy – everything else had to be destroyed. However, we expected to receive some support from two Kampfgeschwader which were to arrive from the Balkan front to attack warships outside the landing area of Anzio/Nettuno, but due to bad weather they could not be deployed. Assistance from the 2. Fliegerdivision, stationed in southern France arrived, but their attacks did not bring substantial relief. Only one enemy destroyer was sunk and one cruiser, two destroyers and a number of other ships damaged. On the following days they were more successful, but their own losses were also significant.
For some time now the Allies had extended their concentrated bombing attacks across northern Italy and targeted our large air bases and vast industrial plants. Fortunately, the damage to our airfields and aircraft was minimal. For instance, Aviano airfield was attacked on 28 January by USAAF four-engined bombers – ‘Viermots’ as we called them – with over 1,000 high-explosive bombs. The result: no loss of life, one aircraft slightly damaged, three hangars, containing obsolete Italian aircraft, destroyed. Twelve hours later all bomb craters had been filled and the base was usable again. The results of the bombing attacks on cities and important factories, though, were catastrophic. There were scenes of wild panic, thousands of civilians fled into the countryside, factories stopped work for hours, even days, all traffic came to a standstill, and food supplies dwindled or stopped altogether.
By this time I had not seen Anneliese and Jochen for a year, but going on leave to Berlin and Hamburg was out of the question. One way to solve this problem was to get both to travel as close to me as possible, and we found accommodation for the three of us at the Schloss Krastowitz near Klagenfurt. This was not far from my headquarters in Treviso, and after delays due to the crises at Anzio/Nettuno, I finally drove to Krastowitz early in February and spent a wonderful two days relaxing there. Then I had to return while my wife remained behind to wait for me. But I decided to take Jochen with me to show him something of the Italian cities and countryside. He was on leave from his Flak battery in Berlin where he served as an auxiliary anti-aircraft gunner (a Schülersoldat, the name given to 16-17 year old high-school students who had been called up to do military service in the Luftwaffe.) He was to join the Reichsarbeitsdienst in March, and then report for military service as officer candidate in June.
Over the next few days we travelled along Lake Garda, visited Venice for some most interesting and educational sightseeing, and then went to the plain of the western Po where I inspected a number of our hospitals and airfields. We carried on to Lake Como, Milan, Verona, and then drove back. On the last evening we had the opportunity to take part in a birthday celebration for one of my senior officers, and it was a lively, convivial few hours which I am sure my son will remember for a long time. But even more important was that I had him around me and was able to show him the daily life of a higher staff, give him an insight into the work his father did, and also acquaint him with the atmosphere within an intact officer corps. On 24 February I drove him to Pörtschach railway station where we parted, not knowing when we would see each other again in these very troubled times.
At their bridgehead at Anzio/Nettuno, the Allies defended their positions with massive firepower against attacks by three German divisions. Our pilots did their best by striking at Allied warships, the harbour and artillery sites, but with only little success. The weather was atrocious, armour could not be deployed, and even the infantry was in danger of sinking into the morass. This stopped any further attempts by us to eliminate the bridgehead. During these days I visited airfields near Rome and also called on General der Flieger von Pohl in his forward command post near Castel Gandolfo. He supported our infantry in their heavy fighting with his AA batteries and complained about a constant and serious shortage of shells. There was sufficient ammunition at the depots, but since enemy aircraft strafed all roads, trucks had been unable to move. Now the bad weather period helped us, and supplies were brought forward at a feverish pace.
Of the Italian air force itself we saw little, and its development did not really move forward. We could not understand the reason for this delay and were most surprised when in mid-March Botto, with whom we worked quite well together, suddenly left his post as Under Secretary for Aviation. Mussolini simply dropped him, probably on account of some political wrangling connected with German-Italian relations which did not go too well, because the new government was unable to govern.
Progress by the Allied forces in the first months of 1944 inland from their landing sites at Salerno and Anzio/Nettuno was extremely slow and they therefore returned to their original plan of breaking through the Gustav Line, the defensive line running through rocky terrain close to the River Rapido and key German positions in the Garigliano Valley. But this attack also failed and the Allies believed that the real reason for their stalled advance was a German observation post hidden in the ancient Benedictine monastery on the massive hump of rock known as Monte Cassino. This was an error. Right from the start of building the defensive line, Kesselring had given strict instructions that the monastery and its priceless libraries and artefacts were to be left alone: even entering the complex was forbidden for German soldiers, and special guards had been posted to make sure that this order was obeyed. Most of the valuable old manuscripts and documents, the books, works of art and treasures housed in the monastery were then removed by German soldiers, mainly Fallschirmjäger, under the eyes and with the guidance of the monks, and transported by truck to the Vatican for safe storage. This was done just in time because on 15 February, USAAF medium bombers dropped 350 tons of bombs on the monastery and again, on 15 March 1944, 1,000 Allied bombers attacked the monastery, dropping 1,200 tons of high-explosive bombs, and devastated it. From a military point of view there was absolutely no reason for this nonsensical act.
Late in March I was asked to attend a ‘Kommandeurbesprechung’, a meeting of commanders of the Luftflotte, followed by a three-day working seminar about National Socialist Führungsarbeit (leadership work). From about August 1943 political education of military units had been intensified on Hitler’s orders, first at home and on the quieter fronts, and then it eventually reached the units in Italy. It became the duty of senior commanders, assisted by suitably trained other ranks, to conduct propaganda meetings with the aim of helping our soldiers to deal with the steadily increasing emotional and physical demands made on them. For three days we were subjected to a variety of talks given by junior officers with Party backgrounds. But the lectures consisted, in most parts, of repetitive Nazi clichés, of readings from prepared notes, and extracts from Party newspapers and brochures. It was very boring and an absolute waste of time, especially for me, as I had interrupted a short, well-deserved holiday with my wife in Krastowitz. The meeting was closed by Richthofen with a few non-committal words: he very obviously had his own views about the political indoctrination of soldiers.
While we wrestled with the Allied forces in central Italy, the military situation on the Eastern Front had become precarious. Since Christmas 1943, the Russians had gone on the offensive on large sectors of the Eastern Front, and had achieved considerable successes despite fierce resistance from our forces. Even the carefully worded official military bulletins could not disguise the many serious threats we faced in the East and it was clear that the Soviet advances would spur the Allies on to begin the long promised invasion of northern France to ‘free Europe from Hitler.’ Thus, at this point, Germany’s future fate hung in the balance, and these thoughts never left me during my otherwise wonderful holiday.
When I returned to my office in Treviso in mid-April, I found a copy of an appeal from the Reichsmarschall to the Luftwaffe on my desk with the following text:
‘According to a Reuters Report, the supreme commander of the Allied invasion forces, General Eisenhower, last Tuesday, told assembled fighter pilots on an American air base in Great Britain, that the time would come when they would have to fly from early morning to sundown. The coming period would be so hard that they would have no time to sleep or eat for weeks on end, but they would chase the Germans from the sky.
‘This shows you what demands are made of the enemy air force, and with what intensity and ruthlessness their enthusiasm is to be raised to the maximum. Believe me, this is not just empty talk, but real. Their strong ability in battle shown so far must give us reason for thought. Their fighters push into the heart of our country, their bombers fly now daily 6-8 hours, of which 4-6 hours are over Germany. What it means to complete a mission of 4-6 hours over enemy territory, you know yourselves. It is nerve-wracking, greater than anything else. This proves our enemy’s total commitment to destroy the Reich. For the enemy, success of his invasion is all important, but for us it is a choice of life or death of the German Volk. We therefore want to accept the challenge of General Eisenhower willingly. If times become hard, we want to be even harder. If the enemy supreme commander demands from his pilots to give their all, and not to take time off to sleep or eat, I demand from you that you counter this by an even more decisive will to defend, and I also demand from you that you give your all, to the last breath of machine, gun and soldier. If the enemy does not care about his pilots in their task of destroying Germany, then we will also not ask for protection, because victory and the life of our nation is in our hands.
‘Once the enemy starts his invasion, all doubts and considerations, which have prevailed here and there, have to be stopped, and no soldier of the German Luftwaffe will place his life higher than in service for his Fatherland. And if, at the end, our Luftwaffe has been totally destroyed but has nevertheless achieved victory, then our sacrifice has been justified for all time. The enemy wants to chase us from the sky. Prove to him that this will forever be a pipe dream.
‘Once again I beg of you, comrades, pilots, paratroopers, Flak, ground staff and signallers, in this hour, and with genuine sincerity, to accept that everything, but everything, depends on your commitment, your bravery and your readiness to make sacrifices. And now, trusting in God, we will seek and carry through the hardest decisive battle for Führer, Reich und Volk.
My warmest wishes and thoughts are with you.
Your Supreme Commander, Hermann Göring
Reichsmarschall des Grossdeutschen Reichs.’
Here spoke a different Göring than the one who previously could not stop bragging about his ‘unbeatable Luftwaffe’. What he said now at least took the realities of this war into consideration.
The massive losses suffered by our troops, especially in the East, made itself felt everywhere. We required more soldiers, but the numbers of young men available for military service were absolutely insufficient to replace these losses, considering that at the same time we in the Luftwaffe had to set up new flying units which we so badly needed for the air defence of the Reich and other pressing demands. In order to increase the fighting strength at the front, Hitler gave orders to comb through all departments, offices and staff units of the Wehrmacht, Waffen- SS and Party structures everywhere for superfluous personnel to be sent to the front. It was no secret that, during this war, a great number of offices had been established behind the front and at home whose personnel led a cosy life without really serving our war effort. Nevertheless, these people were desperately clinging to their posts.
General der Infanterie Walter von Unruh was asked by Hitler to take over this task immediately. Jokingly, he became known by the people as ‘Heldenklau’  –  ‘hero snatcher’ – and he and a small staff began inspection tours by special train. He also arrived in Italy and visited my command. During our first meeting I assured him of my total cooperation but told him that I had already reduced my staff as much as possible. Nonetheless, due to our complex technical structures, I believed that von Unruh was not always in a position to judge correctly if certain officers or soldiers were essential or not, and it was unavoidable that he made wrong decisions. On one occasion I seriously clashed with him, rejected his interference in my area of command and told him that he was incapable of always properly assessing our needs. He replied that he would complain directly to Hitler about me, but before he did, griped to von Richthofen who took my side and pacified von Unruh.
The planned call-up of trained Italian soldiers and untrained civilians by the Mussolini government progressed only gradually, although we took care of everything regarding uniforms, rations and barrack accommodation. (Compared to the German army where everyone received the same rations, the Italian army had three categories: one for officers, one for NCOs and one for ordinary soldiers). There were misunderstandings, breakdowns in cooperation, even overt hostility, all of which delayed us. By the end of April 1944 my Luftgau had received 11,300 men for signals and communication duties, 6,700 men for guard and supply duties, and 1,200 as drivers. But the young people were not really willing to serve in a war they did not believe in, and in the beginning we had many desertions. I tried my best and produced and distributed detailed guidelines for considerate treatment and training, unfortunately without any acceptable results. The typical kind of remark by a young Italian soldier during any discussion was: ‘You Germans love us, but you don’t respect us. We respect you, but we don’t love you.’
Another problem was finding suitable officers and NCOs to train the young men. The logical choice would have been to find Italian officers, but those who arrived were unsuitable and also rejected by the recruits. I therefore asked the RLM for younger German instructors, but instead I received old soldiers and grandfathers who had volunteered in the hope of enjoying Italian sun the easy way. Language was another obstacle. In the old Austrian Army before the First World War, the command language had been German, and this had worked well among the variety of different ethnic groups making up the old German, Austrian and Austro-Hungarian empires. So we tried our best, and although I really had more important things to do, I visited many Italian units in an attempt to look after them in the hope of establishing a fighting Italian air force. It was not to be. Within the units themselves, dissatisfaction almost ripped them apart. The young men were tired of the war, disliked Mussolini and his ineffective government, and there was never a chance of real cooperation between German and Italian flying units. Eventually I felt I had to call on von Richthofen at his H.Q. in Salsomaggiore, south-west of Parma, in order to sort matters out. Flying by Storch in upper Italy was not a pleasure any more, as enemy fighters had a free hand and one had to be extremely careful not to be spotted and attacked. At Richthofen’s headquarters I met Botto’s successor, General Tessari who, in contrast to Botto, seemed a rather ambiguous man. During our discussions we touched upon the discontent and how to pacify the young Italian officers, as well as other subjects, and Tessari promised to visit me in Treviso to continue and expand our conversation. As I had expected, he never showed up.
In early May 1944 I was called to a Führerschulungstagung, (‘political instruction meeting’), an ongoing process to dispense National Socialist doctrines to senior commanders, at Castle Sonthofen in the Allgäu. This complex was built by- and belonged to the Party and was used, among other things, as a high school for especially gifted Hitlerjungen. For two days we fifty generals and admirals were exposed to a variety of presentations, mostly about Party matters. They were introduced by Generalfeldmarschall Wilhelm Keitel, the head of the OKW, with a talk about the German military-political situation which he described with an optimism none of us could agree with. He was Hitler’s slavish mouthpiece for the Wehrmacht and it was therefore no wonder that his words were coolly received since they were in stark contrast to our personal experiences of the battlefronts. The only talk we looked forward to was the one by Reichsführer- SS Heinrich Himmler. He spoke about his reasons for forming the SS, and gave us a historical overview of the continuous attacks by enemy tribes from the East over centuries. He was a good public speaker, although he could not tell us anything new about his own creation, the SS, and especially the Waffen- SS, and this merely served to show him up as the party-bound theorist paying tribute to his favourite child. Those of us who knew the Waffen- SS could only shake our heads in disbelief. Did he not know about the recent acts of violence committed by his soldiers against the Italian people, or did he not wish to know? For example, on a few consecutive days in the autumn of 1943, members of the Waffen- SS ransacked Italian shops and houses in Milan and stole watches and jewellery from civilians in the streets. We had to send our Wehrmacht soldiers in to put a stop to these criminal activities.
Himmler was considered a sinister man with two faces. In comparison to the other Party greats he remained a shadow in the background. As far as we were aware, he had no rich bank accounts, no ‘noble’ passions for hunting or art like Göring, and he was as modest as Hitler in his daily life. But above all else, he loved power and was fanatical in its pursuit. He would probably have liked to become Hitler’s successor and to achieve this goal built an unassailable position for himself by carefully planning his rise to power. First he formed the Schutzstaffel (SS) with which he broke the back of Hitler’s Sturm Abteilungen (SA) during the Röhm Putsch, then separated the provincial police units from state control and formed them into the Reichspolizei under his command. Next, he created the Waffen- SS, increased its numbers and improved its armament, effectively competing with the Wehrmacht. More and more new SS units were established to the detriment of the Wehrmacht’s expansion programme, and their equipment was the best and most modern produced by industry. But when Himmler finally made plans to establish his own air force, he met Göring’s energetic resistance because the latter felt his position of power threatened. Himmler built up his SS to a state within a state and expanded it across half of Europe by attaching senior SS and police officers, whom he controlled directly, to the German occupation forces.This resulted in continuous friction between commanding officers from the Wehrmacht and SS.
While still at Sonthofen, my diary recorded:
‘5.5.1944. The Allied invasion of France has not yet begun, there are even people who believe it will not happen, that all military movements on the island of Great Britain are merely a bluff and a war of nerves. But I cannot accept that our enemy after all his overt and covert massive preparations over months, including those by the Royal Air Force and Royal Navy, will suddenly abort his planned invasion of the Continent.’
In Italy the Allies had, in the meantime, strengthened and regrouped their forces near Cassino and concealed this so cleverly that the German defenders were totally taken by surprise when, on the night of 11 May, a firestorm broke against our lines and the Hinterland in the shape of ‘Operation Diadem’, the commander of the Allied Fifteenth Army Group, General Sir Harold Alexander’s, new assault against the Gustav Line. More than 1,000 guns barraged our positions and strongpoints, followed over the next three days by strong thrusts by American and Algerian divisions supported by fire from warships out at sea and hordes of prowling, low-flying fighter-bombers. This was followed in turn by successful bombing of targets in Upper Italy. These new, grave developments endangered my air and ground units south of Rome, and I decided to immediately travel to a suitable location from where I could coordinate our future moves. Fortunately, this time we had heavy rains and there was low cloud cover, and this helped one to drive on the roads without being attacked by enemy fighters. But generally our numerical inferiority in the air was most depressing, as shown by the Via Flaminia running from Rome to the north, which was pockmarked by bomb craters, with many burnt-out trucks ditched to the left and right sides of the road. We were forced to conduct all goods traffic at night, but the losses due to driving with dimmed lights were considerable.
I selected Torre Rosso, situated south of Florence, as most suitable for our needs and, in addition, we were able to enjoy a wonderful view from the tower into the distance and across the well-kept park and flower garden which supplied our offices and my own room with a feast of flowers. At the end of May I was in the Perugia area to hasten the setting up of new air bases for my close-support Gruppen (fighters , Stuka, Schlachtflieger and Aufklärer) which were unable to remain further to the south due to the enemy’s air superiority. Being close to Assissi, I took the opportunity to visit the town and, because it was Pentecost, I was rewarded with the picture of a colourful procession by the locals and a guided tour by a friendly monk through a number of beautiful, unforgettable churches.
Following the successful Allied breakouts from the Nettuno bridgehead, Kesselring issued orders on the night 3/4 June 1944 to retreat beyond the Tiber and give up Rome as well. Our military command had declined to fight for the Eternal City, leaving the Tiber bridges intact, in spite of the Italian radio stations sending out messages to the people to participate in fighting German soldiers. We had to abandon many of our air bases, transporting as much of our equipment as possible to the rear by road, but suffered heavy truck losses in the process since our depleted fighter Staffeln, which were meant to protect us, had been sent to North Italy. But not only were our fighter units weak: it was apparent that some of our Jagdflieger failed in their duties. Of course this could sometimes happen, but now whole Staffeln packed up. This was due to a poor selection process, inadequate training, deteriorating discipline, gradually increasing difficulties and challenges in the air war, as well as the knowledge that our fighters were constantly outnumbered. Enduring such setbacks required ethical and spiritual standards which did not any longer exist in the Luftwaffe.
In the early morning hours of 6 June 1944 the veil that had screened our enemy’s plans for so long lifted and their long awaited invasion of the Continent began with massive landings in the region of Cherbourg and Le Havre on the coast of Normandy. The last decisive battle of the war had begun and in consequence the fighting in Italy lost more and more in importance. Instead, the attacks by armed Italian gangs against our troops began to spread, supported by special units from the Allies which were dropped behind our lines and which wreaked havoc. Suddenly vast quantities of spiked iron pieces, three-pronged balls and nails were thrown on to the roads we used for our transport and when our trucks stopped to remove them, they came under fire from hidden partisans.
A trip to Siena by road to meet General von Pohl once again showed me clearly how desperate our position had become: we were constantly plagued by enemy Tiefflieger forcing us to stop and take cover – slowing us down. The closer we came to the front the more unpleasant it became to see German soldiers in retreat. Most were without any weapons or personal equipment, sloppily dressed, wandering northwards, apparently without leaders or orders. Others sprawled in the streets or milled around aimlessly in the villages. Unfortunately, there were no military police available who could have enforced order.
For months now Goebbel’s propaganda machine had hinted at Vergeltung –  revenge – for the terror bombings of German cities, and thereby he raised people’s hopes. There was talk of so-called Wunderwaffen –  miracle weapons – which, according to Goebbels, would not only ‘ausradieren’ (‘eradicate’ as he put it) entire British cities, but also guarantee our victory. Goebbels described enthusiastically his visits to armament factories where he had seen weapons which had stunned even his heart, and with patriotic, populist slogans he manipulated the German people to stand fast, especially during the last, hard years of war, despite setbacks on all the battlefronts and devastation and sacrifice by bombing attacks at home. There was no end to the guessing about these new weapons. I recalled the First World War where poison gas was used on a massive scale, when I had lived through its dangers often enough. I knew that we were ready to use poison gas this time as well, even a more deadly version of it, but was convinced we would not start a gas war. Nevertheless, I am still mystified why this most devastating weapon was not employed at all, even when the destiny of many nations teetered on a razor’s edge.1
On 16 June 1944 the Wehrmachtbericht lifted the veil covering the miracle weapons and reported briefly: ‘Südengland und das Stadtgebier von London wurden in der vergangenen Nacht und heute Mittag mit neuartigen Sprengkörpern schwersten Kalibers belegt.’ (‘Southern England and the city of London have been bombed by a new type of heavy calibre explosive device last night and noon today’). The next day it was reported: ‘Seit dem 15.6., 23,40 Uhr, liegen Südengland und das Stadtgebiet von London mit nur geringen Unterbrechungen ständig unter dem Feuer neuer schwerster Sprengmittel. Mit stärksten Zerstörungen in den betroffenen Gebieten ist zu rechnen.’ (‘Since 15 June, 23.40 hrs, southern England and the City of London are, with only short breaks, continuously under fire from new, heavy explosive devices. Severe destruction in these areas is to be expected’).
Many radio stations in neutral and enemy countries confirmed that the attacks by our new weapon had caused a great shock to the British population and had led to panic. Goebbels had been correct with his predictions. But I doubted we would be able to sustain the rate of fire over a long period of time. Slowly, reports about the new weapon filtered through to us in Italy. It was a long-range, unmanned missile, a flying bomb known as V-1 (the ‘V’ standing for Vergeltung – revenge), fired at the British Isles from launch sites in France. It was a brilliant invention, born out of a desperate need to help Germany in its fight for survival against overwhelming forces – although to be really effective and attack the enemy with masses of projectiles, we would have required time for proper development and specialized factories to produce the flying bombs, something we no longer possessed. Of course, the great expectations connected with this new weapon were not fulfilled, and even the deployment of the formidable and extremely technically advanced new V-2 rocket, which followed shortly afterwards, could not alter our fate – we needed a miracle. On the other hand, even if these rockets had been available earlier on, it would merely have prolonged the war, with Germany and its people becoming victims of the American atom bomb.
On 20 June I left Torre Rosso as my presence was no longer required south of the Apennines, and I returned to Treviso. Things had changed there significantly due to an increase in partisan activities, which jeopardized our war in Italy. For quite some time Kesselring had warned repeatedly, both verbally and in writing, about this danger and what an uncontrolled guerrilla war would mean for us. No decisive actions had been taken though because fighting the Allies had always taken precedence over everything else.
On 25 June I wrote in my diary: ‘The partisan war has developed to such an extent during the past eight days, that we face an armed revolt by the Italian people in large parts of the country. In Turin there is a strike by 60,000 workers and factories working for us are being destroyed, bridges blown up and attacks on German guard posts, barracks, and on camps of the OT take place daily. Our trucks and cars are being fired upon, cable connections are sabotaged, and entire Italian army and police units desert to join our enemies. At last Kesselring has issued clear-cut orders to fight the bands of bandits and has handed over this duty to the top SS and Police commanders in Italy. The Luftwaffe will be given a certain area in which it is responsible for combating the partisans, and the commander of 25. Flakdivision, Generalleutnant Hippel, will be in charge. My Luftgaukommando will assist him with a sizeable force.’
These rigorous measures taken against the bandits soon brought results, because they suffered bloody losses. And as it was unavoidable that our actions affected guilty and innocent alike, matters began to cool, forcing the central partisan command in Italy’s eastern provinces of Udine, Görz, Istrien and Fiume, to declare on 4 July that they would stop attacking us in order to create a base to start negotiations. We accepted their offer and suspended our activities, although only for a certain time, as we suspected this change of heart was due to inner political wrangling. However, armed bandits found near railway lines, roads, telephone exchanges and other protected objects, would be dealt with on the spot. I agreed with these arrangements since it would help us to maintain order in our sectors and might also influence partisan leaders in other parts of the country to reconsider. Unfortunately, this was not to be. Already on 20 July, the guerrillas started again and we were forced to retaliate. Among targets they attacked were the widely scattered installations of Feldluftpark Vittorio Veneto and, during one night alone, they blew up the railway line between Vicenza and Treviso in no fewer than 340 places.
During July, enemy bombers intensified their attacks on railway lines and bridges in northern Italy, perhaps spurred on by the new partisan activities, causing considerable damage since our air defence was inadequate. All crossings over the River Po were destroyed, seriously delaying our transports to and from the front line. Everything had to be moved across at night on collapsible pontoon bridges and ferries. The bridges and boats were assembled after dark and disassembled at daybreak, and their parts hidden under trees and bushes on the embankments. This was most inconvenient for us as the large, valuable equipment we had brought from south and central Italy with great effort was now stuck beyond the river. Cars or trucks to move these goods were unavailable at that moment.
But our worries here in Italy were overshadowed by the far greater ones concerning the Eastern Front. Reinforced by massive deliveries of arms and heavy equipment from the Allies, powerful Russian forces attacked our exhausted troops, gradually weakening our lines and causing them to collapse in various places. In mid-July, the war closed in on our defenceless East Prussia. Would the horror of 1914 repeat itself – only worse this time? I had received no news from Anneliese or from Jochen for weeks. In Normandy, huge defensive battles were being fought against the slowly but steadily advancing Allied armies.
Very roughly sketched, this was our situation, when a terrible event took place: the assassination attempt on the Führer on 20 July 1944. I was appalled and afraid that civil war would break out. During the daily briefing for Hitler and his close staff in their Führerhauptquartier at Rastenburg in East Prussia, an explosive device had been detonated, brought in by an army officer, Oberst i.G. Claus Schenk Graf von Stauffenberg in his briefcase. The officer had left the room in time, boarded an aircraft and returned to his office in the Reichskriegsministerium in Berlin where he was arrested a few hours later and executed. Hitler survived. He was only slightly injured, but his physical condition was much worse than the public was led to believe at the time. A number of staff officers were severely wounded – Generaloberst Alfred Jodl, General der Flieger Günther Korten, General der Flieger Karl Bodenschatz and General der Infanterie Rudolf Schmundt (he died in October 1944 from complications to injuries sustained), two Admirals and a number of other senior staff officers.
The blow against the head of state, planned intellectually by a small circle of individuals from different social and political backgrounds, executed by officers from the Heer who rejected National Socialism and who considered Hitler to be Germany’s undoing, failed. This was due, in part, to insufficient preparation and also to deep-rooted opposition against the method and timetable selected for the act. I knew two of the officers involved, Generaloberst Erich Hoepner and Friedrich Fromm. For me it was clear that they had not taken part to further their own ambitions, but out of concern for the Fatherland. Nonetheless, I condemned their deed because it could only strengthen our enemy’s will to destroy us. The Luftwaffe and Kriegsmarine were outside the expectations and actions of the agitators, and in all probability would not have taken part if one or the other of their leading personalities had been approached.
It is no wonder that the actions of these persons have been discussed and reviewed again and again since 20 July 1944, because they served to split the German nation into two camps: those who glorified the deed and those who condemned it. Anyone who wants to be honest with himself about the pros and cons will have to reach his own conclusions. I rejected and reject Stauffenberg’s action for ethical reasons. I have not been brought up to murder my head of state. If the intention had been to save Germany from total defeat, the act came too late; much too late. Hitler could not have been removed while the war was going on without the dangers of this leading to a bloody confrontation, even a civil war, leaving our front line vulnerable to enemy onslaughts.
Of course, the failed attempt had far-reaching consequences. The existing mistrust by Party and SS vis-à-vis the Wehrmacht, especially the Heer, deepened, not least with Hitler himself, who did not reappoint an army general, like Fromm, as commander of the Army Reserve at home, but rather, the Reichsführer-SS, Himmler. Thus, a non-soldier, a pure Party functionary, was heading that particular section of the Heer which supplied replacements for our front line troops. It also became evident that Hitler, out of insecurity, mistrust and fear had created and always looked at the SS as a shield against any revolt by the Wehrmacht. Himmler’s influence grew when he transformed units of the Heer into ‘Volksgrenadierdivisionen’ (‘People’s Grenadier Divisions’), whose internal structure fell under his control. A further consequence of the failed attempt was the introduction of the so-called Deutscher Gruss – the Nazi raised right arm form of salute – for us. We merely heard that Göring for himself, and on behalf of Keitel and Dönitz, had asked Hitler, in gratitude for his deliverance, to introduce this salute in place of the traditional military salute which is used in all armies of the world. It was meant to demonstrate the close cooperation existing between Wehrmacht and Party. I merely saw it as a bone tossed to the Party.
I parted from our old military salute with a heavy heart. But I told myself that during the times of Frederick the Great the soldier saluted by lifting his ‘hat’, as the three-cornered hat was called. Old forms disappear, but more important is the spirit in which the soldier salutes his superior. Nevertheless, the new salute never became popular. Another, more decisive act by Hitler was the introduction of the so-called Nationalsozialistische Führungsoffiziere –  NSFO for short – within all units and staff. We were given old Party members who were to distribute and deepen NSDAP ideology among the soldiers. Strangely enough, this idea was copied from our Soviet enemies who, for a long time, had used ‘political commissars’, called Politruks in their forces, who served alongside their commanders with special authority. They were supervisors and informers in one. Our NSFO did not have these rights, and final authority rested exclusively with unit commanders, but a politically ambitious party member could still create problems for a weak commander. In some units, ironically, the NSFO were even dubbed ‘Politruks’ by soldiers, although not openly. The whole system overlooked one important fact though; it went against our ethical Prussian military code, its meaning and spirit, which had been developed and evolved over many centuries.
Two days after the assassination attempt on Hitler, the Chief of Staff of the Luftwaffe, General der Flieger Korten, died from the severe injuries he had sustained, but for a time this was not allowed to be made public. Korten had been a good Chief of Staff, not really outstanding, but a man who, with his clever, amiable manner had been able to keep Göring in check, and to prevent him from issuing irrational orders, or at least he was able to reformulate such orders if they were issued. It took two weeks to find a suitable replacement. He was Generalleutnant Werner Kreipe, who had served as Chef der Fliegerausbildung in the RLM and before that had been Chief of Staff in a Luftwaffenkommando and a Fliegerkorps. Now he was to take over this vitally important and most strenuous position, and I very much doubted that, at only 40-years-old, he would be able stand up to Göring and Hitler, or the other very much older Luftflotten commanders. But Göring would never put up with a strong man on his staff and we could therefore expect the leadership vacuum within the Luftwaffe senior command (Führungslosigkeit) to continue. We believed that it might even become more serious, with the main problem being of how Kreipe would face up to Hitler.
The ongoing Allied advance, forcing our troops up towards northern Italy, had reduced my area of command as well. At that time our front line stretched from just south of La Spezia on the Ligurian Sea across Italy to Pesaro on the Adriatic, along the southern flank of the Apennine Mountains as the Grünstellung or Gothic Line. Now all depended on the future moves by the Allies. We knew that a great number of landing craft lay at anchor at Ajazzo and Bastia on Corsica, and army divisions as well as paratroop divisions waited in southern Italy. In addition, the activities of Italian partisans increased and from captured documents we learned that they were to operate in conjunction with Allied units to be dropped behind our lines. Tensions escalated, tearing at our nerves, and when we received reports that warships and landing craft had left Ajazzo, the highest state of alert was declared, and we spent a restless night. On the morning of 15 August 1944 we were told that massive Allied forces, under the protection of heavy warships, had landed in the south of France, near Cannes-Toulon, with the goal of occupying the whole of France in cooperation with the other invasion forces already closing in on Paris.
The only suitable air bases for us were now situated in northern Italy, where we had succeeded in improving some of the deficient Italian airfields they had built in peacetime. But simultaneously we had erected brand new airfields, designed and built following the latest innovations for airfield design, with concrete landing strips many kilometres long, special bomb-proof bunkers for aircraft, underground petrol depots, and protective covers for pilots and ground crews. They were widely scattered to prevent enemy bombing attacks from harming them and had all been built within one year in the plains of the River Po, sparing neither effort nor money. It was the best we could provide for our Kampfgeschwader flying Dornier and Heinkel heavy bombers or for our more agile fighters if… well, if we had had any of those available. Again and again our OKL had demanded and pressurized that these air bases had to be erected, but now that they were ready, we had no aircraft to use them, because they did not exist any more. They had been destroyed on other fronts.
It was clear that under these circumstances the days of my Feldluftgaukommando were numbered as we had no need for such a large command structure any more. I handed the Flak commander, Generalleutnant Walter von Hippel, some 1,500 men for his anti-partisan units, and sent another 4,500 home to Germany to be integrated with the infantry, followed by 3,000 members of my Italian guard units who had become a liability due to their unreliability. It followed that our air bases became more or less unprotected against partisan attacks or enemy air drops, but that could not be helped.
The few Italian flying units we had equipped with Mussolini’s consent, had still not begun to operate because there was internal dissension among their ranks, and in addition the Air Ministry had recently made objections and used typical bureaucratic delays. It was therefore decided to discontinue any service contact with the Italians from the German side. A last attempt by Richthofen to form an Italian ‘Legion’ from willing Italian air force officers failed as Mussolini’s government subverted his efforts, and so the end of German-Italian air force cooperation had come. Things might perhaps have taken another turn if Richthofen had not been incapacitated for such a long time. When I saw him again in August eight weeks later, he was apparently improved but suffered from circulatory problems, needed rest, and looked forward to his recuperation treatment in Bad Nauheim. I did not know that this would be the last time I would be together with this outstanding man. Shortly after my visit he developed speech problems, was transferred to Austria and operated on by a brain surgeon who removed a tumour.







CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
‘THE LOST YESTERDAY
AND THE UNKNOWN TOMORROW’

TOWARDS THE END
THE anticipated orders from OKL about reorganizing the Luftwaffe in Italy arrived in early September 1944. Luftflottenkommando 2 was withdrawn and transferred to Austria where it was to await orders for another assignment; 2. Fliegerdivision was broken up and its depleted sections distributed to other divisions; and Feldluftgaukommando XXVIII ceased to exist because it was disbanded. These changes had become necessary to simplify lines of command, save personnel, and because there were very few German aircraft left in Italy and we could not expect any more to arrive. I was therefore redundant and did not count on being given a new post, especially since many other generals had also lost their positions. Instead I decided to do something for my health while I waited for news, and my doctor suggested a spell at a health spa in Germany. After having served in Italy for 16 months, I left Treviso on 15 September for the last time, driving my beautiful Alfa Romeo staff car, and five days later arrived in Bad Tölz. The doctors there could not find anything organically wrong with me, only that I suffered from extreme stress and fatigue, and prescribed massage, various health and bath cures and long walks. Two weeks later I left the military hospital and once more drove to Schloss Krastowitz to meet with Anneliese, and we enjoyed a wonderful autumn holiday. We undertook long walks in the sprawling forests, and if we had not heard or seen the enemy aircraft coming from Italy and flying above us, it would have been even more enjoyable. The war, however, never left us, nor did the realization that our soldiers still desperately fought to defend our country’s borders where front lines collapsed everywhere around and inside Germany.
But Hitler did not give up. On the contrary: on 18 October 1944 he issued a most stirring proclamation with which he raised the Volkssturm, appealing to all Germans to defend our country. Under the leadership of Martin Bormann, Leiter der Parteikanzlei beim Führer, all males from the age of 16 to old men of 60 not serving in the armed forces, were called up and, insufficiently armed, trained and uniformed, were expected to go into battle. A great number of Party leaders and officials were ordered to organize and lead the units, but this personal order by Hitler was so ambiguously drafted that nobody was really responsible for its implementation. In plain language: children and old men, under the command of politically trustworthy appointees without any military knowledge and experience, were expected to take over and fight a vastly superior enemy, a task our soldiers were unable to do any more. In the face of large enemy tank units, swarms of aircraft and vast armies of soldiers, the Volkssturm failed – was forced to fail, despite acts of blind courage and sacrificial heroism here and there which cost much blood.
At the end of October 1944 I received the news that I had been selected to command the Luftwaffenauffangstab Nord (Luftwaffe Control/Coordination Staff North) in Hamburg. It was envisaged that this staff, once our troops had to leave Norway and Denmark for Germany, should look after Luftwaffe units, provide them with accommodation and combine and organize them so they could be deployed elsewhere. When this later happened, my staff took good care of the soldiers, but I took no more part in its efforts as it did not pose a real challenge or responsibility for me. Instead I considered my military life as over, and from then on merely participated as an observer.
At the beginning of November, the Luftwaffe was once again without a Generalstabschef. Kreipe had to leave. I heard two explanations. One mentioned that Hitler wanted officers with front line experience in top positions, which Kreipe did not have. The other believed that Kreipe had clashed with Göring and had been asked to go. Both versions had a ring of truth about them. Searching for a new Chief of Staff took a while, and in the meantime Göring acted as his own Chief of Staff which meant that the Luftwaffe was almost without senior leadership for this period. In the end General der Flieger Karl Koller, formerly Chief of the Luftwaffe Operations Staff, was appointed – a competent, energetic man with moral fibre and strong backbone. However, he could not change the existing confusion any more than anyone else.
I am unable to write about the military situation of the months that followed in detail since I destroyed all my diaries covering that period because I did not want them to fall into enemy hands when I became a prisoner of the British forces in May 1945. I did however maintain a small, private diary recording personal and non-military events. However, I do not remember much of this period and therefore turn to my personal memories. News reached me that Richthofen was in a bad state of health: he had difficulty speaking and there seemed little that could be done to help him. How this energetic man must have suffered, not being able to communicate, knowing that he could not expect to recover! A further operation for the cancer followed, but a brain tumour ended his life. It was a life which could be compared to a rocket rising, ending in the darkness of time.

‘The Führer has decreed that on this day that General der Flieger Alfred Mahncke, born 18.3.88, of Luftgaukommando XI, in recognition of his service in Air Defence be awarded the Air Defence Honour Badge Second Grade. Berlin, 24 November 1944.’
How quickly time flies. One day my son, now grown-up, had turned into a real soldier, a Panzergrenadier. In January 1945 he was in Jena on a special course prior to becoming an NCO, and as we had not seen him for some time, I decided to visit him to find out how he was doing. The train service was very irregular, and so I happened to meet him on the road leading from the station to the barracks. It was a really cold day, but he wore no overcoat, merely a uniform from which continuous wear had scraped away the last wool fibres. If our soldiers at the front had to be supplied with winter uniforms, then savings had to be made at home where everything had already become scarce, from food supplies to warm clothing. But in his idealism our son fortunately accepted all this as unavoidable, something to be borne without complaint, hoping that in the end things would turn around. How could I, as his father, talk to him openly about my own misgivings on Germany’s fate. I also met his superiors who all commented positively on his performance record and his upright character; all in all, I would be able to report positively back to Anneliese and play down her worries. We remained together for two days and as I had saved some food coupons in Hamburg, had a couple of filling meals. Afterwards, in my warm hotel room, Jochen almost immediately fell asleep exhausted on the sofa, and thus many words and worries of my own were left unspoken. When we said goodbye with a firm embrace on the ice-cold, half bombed-out station platform, I understood how much easier it is to go to war oneself than to send a son to war.
At this time Anneliese was still on the farm belonging to our relatives, although the situation on all parts of the Eastern Front in East Prussia had become most dangerous for the civilian population. Eventually, like many thousands of other people, they began to move off in a westerly direction, away from the Russian advance, in overloaded, horse-drawn, painfully slow carts, under terrible winter conditions, contrary to orders and instructions by the Gauleiter of the province, Erich Koch. He had declared that any such moves were a betrayal of the Fatherland and were to be interpreted as defeatist action to be punished accordingly with the death penalty. Even merely talking about such matters was a punishable offence. Therefore, this megalomaniac criminal effectively became responsible for the death, torture and rape of the people of East Prussia by the advancing Russians and the later enslavement and deaths of thousands more in Soviet prisoner camps and in Siberian coal mines.
When the Russian forces closed in on the Tannenberg Memorial in Masuren, an engineering officer had the bronze coffins of von Hindenburg and his wife removed and loaded on to two trucks after the monument had been blown up as ordered. They were taken to Königsberg, from where they were shipped on the light cruiser Emden to arrive over one year later and, after a long odyssey, found their final resting place, the Elisabethkirche in Marburg.
After Anneliese finally reached a safe location close to Danzig, I had a chance to move her away. I was told that the Luftwaffe had prepared an ‘air bridge’ from Berlin to Danzig, transporting ammunition, fuel, and first-aid material to the encircled city, and that air crews had been asked to take refugees on their return flights. I managed to telephone Anneliese and tell her to report to the airfield office and join the queue of waiting fugitives. A few days later she was actually given a seat on a training aircraft returning to Celle. Then followed tense hours of waiting; our aircraft were always in danger of being attacked by swarms of enemy fighters, including Russian ones, now roaming German airspace almost freely and at will. However, at long last, I heard Anneliese’s reassuring voice on my telephone announcing her safe arrival. But when I collected her at the main station in Hamburg the next day, I was shocked by her appearance. One arm was bandaged and in a sling, her suitcase half torn open and held together by a piece of string, and her beautiful fur coat ruined. Sometime during her trek west, her arm had been badly scalded by hot water and was urgently in need of medical attention. Once this had been attended to, she settled down in our cramped flat among the other ‘settlers’, while I remained in my office. Nevertheless, we were only too glad to be together at last, although the ground under our feet was shaking.
During the spring of 1945 the war in Italy we had fought, from Sicily to the Po River, drew to a close. It will forever remain a glorious chapter in German military history, with Kesselring and his generals conducting warfare of the highest calibre and in the best German military tradition. If, in the end, we lost the battles in the Mediterranean area, the reasons were to be found elsewhere.
Specific news about our continuously changing situations on all fronts was difficult to obtain, confusion reigned almost everywhere, and rumours spread thick and fast. Only a few events have remained firmly in my memory: on 15 April 1945, Adolf Hitler issued a Tagesbefehl (Order of the Day) to the soldiers on the Eastern Front, exhorting them to hold out and promising them that the Soviets would bleed to death at the gates of Berlin. It was really mind-boggling what Hitler was thinking, sealed off from the world around him in his bunker, believing he could control and lead our state and the military command. Then, on 26 April, we heard that Göring had been sacked by Hitler for treason and arrested with his staff. This appeared to me as absolute madness.
On 30 April, General der Flieger Ludwig Wolff, the Luftgaubefehlshaber Hamburg, telephoned and asked if I wanted to travel with him to Lübeck. Generaloberst Robert Ritter von Greim was expected to arrive there from Berlin. We would probably hear the latest news from him. He really did arrive – as a bent-over, tired man with a worried, lined face. He had been wounded and was almost unable to walk. Hitler had ordered him to his bunker a few days ago, and Hanna Reitsch, the magnificent aviatrix, had flown him in and out of the heavily embattled city. While landing, Greim had been wounded in the lower leg by AA fire over the capital and seriously hurt, which necessitated him staying in the Reichskanzlei for treatment for a few days. Hitler had raised him to Oberbefehlshaber der Luftwaffe and promoted him to Generalfeldmarschall. Greim was reserved and concerned only with himself. We wanted to know more, of course, and insisted on hearing the latest from him. But he was still under the spell of his meeting with Hitler and cursed Göring, whom he called a traitor, although his rambling, semi-coherent sentences could not give me a proper picture of what had really happened. I felt great pity for this man, a Ritter ohne Furcht und Tadel (an honourable man without fear or fault), who had lived outside politics and inside his own world of flying and soldiering, striving on as an idealist. For him National Socialism had become a religion. I can still hear his slightly mumbled words: ‘One must not lose one’s faith. Our Führer, who sees the situation clearly and soberly, will bring everything to a successful close. He was firm, quiet and confident in himself.’ At a time when all illusions had disappeared, when all stars fell from the skies, such words were still spoken! Greim flew on to southern Germany where the bulk of our flying units were stationed, and some time afterwards a radio announcement stated that he had committed suicide in Salzburg. Greim was another one of the many who could not get over the collapse of their world.
In prison camp and later on I heard more about what had really happened. With a law dated 29 June 1941, Hitler had laid down who, in case of his death or him becoming incapacitated in any other way, should become his successor to take over the leadership of the Third Reich: he had selected Hermann Göring. Then on 20 April 1945, Göring and his immediate staff had left Berlin with Hitler’s permission and relocated to Berchtesgaden, a completely logical decision considering the bad military situation. Two days later Hitler told his staff that he wished to remain in his bunker and defend Berlin and these words must have reached Göring somehow, although not officially, convincing him that Hitler had lost control and freedom of action. Göring came to the correct conclusion that Hitler had been deprived of his free will and that he had to take over. But to be absolutely sure, he sent a telegram to Hitler requesting his consent. He asked for an answer before 22.00 hrs. The reply arrived at 21.00 hrs, with Hitler stopping Göring from undertaking any action ‘in the direction indicated.’
On the evening of 1 May I sat next to the radio as usual. At 22.05 hrs a message was broadcast that Hitler had fallen during the afternoon while fighting the Bolsheviks until his last breath. Then followed a short address to the German people by Grossadmiral Karl Dönitz who had been appointed successor to Hitler and Reichspräsident. In a few sentences he referred to Hitler’s Heldentod – Hero’s death – and that fighting Bolshevism had to continue to save countless German people. He then said verbatim: ‘As far and as long as we are prevented by the British and Americans in reaching this objective, we will have to continue defending ourselves and fighting them; and the Anglo-Americans will then continue this war not for themselves and their own people, but solely for the expansion of Bolshevism in Europe.’ These were important and bitter truths, but the time was not ripe. The Western Allies did not understand the facts and, unfortunately, went their own ways, with the result that we are now suffering – together with them – and we will still have to suffer for a very long time.1
In fact Hitler had not fallen, but had committed suicide by shooting himself. He had given orders that his body was to be cremated, and this was done. Eye witnesses to the last days in the bunker wrote later that there was nothing heroic about the whole macabre affair. This basically enigmatic person who became Germany’s fateful Führer, had at last departed. The news shocked, but did not really surprise me. But hundreds of thousands of soldiers did not really feel touched by this news because Hitler had died for them long ago when the last hope for the miraculous Wunderwaffen was quenched under Allied carpet bombing, and when the emotions he had created in hearts and minds of millions came to pass and were replaced by helpless disappointment. One cannot write off Hitler as a criminal or comedian, nor simply describe him as a front man for particular political, social or business groups because this might be convenient. He possessed touches of genius and understood the signs of the times for the German people, setting the goal posts correctly. However, the speed and tour de force required to achieve his aims, as well as his selection of unsuitable assistants, were his undoing. Using wrong methods to achieve correct results, he was deaf to warnings at critical moments. Over the years, his undoubted early successes, especially in military matters and in other sectors, made him believe that he was invincible and always correct, using power for its own sake, until he became drunk with it. When setbacks occurred, he never blamed himself; instead he placed the blame on others consistently – his co-workers, even the German people themselves, until he despised all of mankind.
Adolf Hitler changed the political face of the globe, and destroyed his own state and its people. He led Bolshevism deep into the heart of Europe and sped up the decline of Britain and France as world powers. Outside of Europe, he indirectly aided forces in their revolution against the white powers and thus assisted them in their victory against colonial oppression. Such a man who succeeded in leading a great nation to rule a large part of Europe for four years cannot simply and easily be written off as merely a fake or a maniac.
It was clear to me that the war was now over, and when the appointed ‘Kampfkommandant (Battle Commandant) of Hamburg , Generalmajor Alvin Wolz commanding 3. Flak-Division, and Gauleiter Karl Kaufmann agreed, Dönitz gave orders on 2 May for the city to surrender without further resistance. This meant that all units not specifically involved in the defence of the city, had to leave at once. On 3 May I spent two hours with Anneliese before saying goodbye. She was composed as we talked about our son, from whom we had received only a postcard to say that he was on ‘the road to the south’ – no more. The future ahead was dark for us, but I hoped that I would return from the inevitable prospect of enemy prison camp – because of my status as a general of a defeated armed service – to Hamburg as soon as possible to assist her. I then settled with my staff at the Seefliegerhorst (seaplane base) at Schleswig.
On 7 May we heard a radio announcement that Germany had capitulated unconditionally. The Second World War was over. Two days later the last Wehrmachtsbericht was issued giving an overview of the situations on all fronts and praising commanders and soldiers of all units for their heroic performances during almost six years of continuous battle. It stated that some time in the future, a final historic verdict would offer justice to the achievements and sacrifices by our soldiers on land, at sea and in the air. From midnight on the weapons on all fronts were silent as ordered by Dönitz.
Gradually, the Allies took possession of all those German provinces they had not already occupied during the fighting. Eastern Germany fell to the Russians, north-west Germany to the British, and southern Germany to the Americans and the French.
We were given very little news about the many burning issues in our country: instead we were swamped by newspapers, periodicals and books which the Allies allowed us as brain food. Especially, the Americans flooded our market with their lowbrow publications gradually letting everyone know that this would continue for at least half a century, if not longer. If I switched on my radio I could listen only to ‘Radio Hamburg, ein Sender der interalliierten Militärregierung’ (‘Radio Hamburg, a broadcast from the Inter-Allied Military Government’). But the little news that there was, was crude and clumsy, often wrong, and all fashioned to serve as massive horror stories about German terror during the war, especially in the concentration camps. Undoubtedly, terrible things had happened there, things we heard of only later, even years later, but at the time they seemed totally unbelievable. The Wehrmacht and the German people in their entirety never had anything to do with this, never even heard about it, because it was kept totally secret. The terrible actions of the SS, under the orders of Hitler and Himmler, were now blamed on us all.
Early in May the Allies announced that our present military salute, the one which had come into force after 20 July 1944, was to be suspended and replaced by the standard military salute. We were quite satisfied with this, but when the Allies went one step further and ordered the removal of all military nationality markings showing the Swastika and the Swastika itself from all our medals and awards, this raised our anger. We were proud of our medals earned in battle and instead decided not to wear them at all, even those we ‘old soldiers’ had earned in the First World War.
Very unexpectedly, I found myself with a task on 10 May, when General der Flieger Wolff, whom the British command had reappointed to his old post, asked me to look after the numerous Luftwaffe units spread all over Schleswig-Holstein. This had been agreed upon by the British who were sensible enough not to try and control our troops, but left this to us officers to do. There were many thousands of battle-hardened, energetic young men who were idle, badly provisioned and bored, unwilling to accept orders from the occupation forces, and living under great tension, not knowing what the future would bring. In addition, something similar to an end-of-the-world mood spread among our desperate people, leading to erratic behaviour, like escape with or without an aircraft, leading to death, individual or group suicides and other over-reactions.
I immediately visited the airfields at Flensburg, Leck, Eggebeck, Lütjenholm, Jagel, Husum and others. Calling the officers, NCO and ranks together, I tried to inform them about the present political and military situations in our country as far as I could, asked them not to believe everything they heard or read from other sources, and answered their many questions to the best of my ability. I realized how important it was that a senior general with a well-known name called on the soldiers who had become leaderless virtually overnight, and talked to them in an objective manner and with fatherly words.
There I stood in front of hundreds of young men who for years had been told to idolize their Führer. Now he had shot himself. Their country, for which they had fought so valiantly and offered their lives, had been shattered. They had grown up under National Socialism, had even been educated by it, but now they were defamed by the enemy and even many Germans and classed as criminals. Their military life was over, an uncertain future threatened, and they did not know if their families were alive or not. All of us who had survived faced the ruins of our ordered past and a chaos which seemed to have no way out. I pointed to the daily hate-filled radio propaganda by the Allies, especially the Soviets who, unbelievably, were given a free hand by their Allied friends and spread clever Communist doctrines and promises, and I asked them not to believe everything they were told. Instead I told them that they should listen critically and sensibly, and especially avoid toying with the idea of escaping to the Russians. Since the British Military Government had recently introduced its own laws and regulations, it had destroyed our complete legal system and demonstrated a deadly hate, not only against National Socialism but against everything German. Punishment for non-observance of the new laws was draconian and swift, and English was declared the only official language. These laws in particular created feelings of great anger among resolute former soldiers. I reminded them of our many great battles in which they had taken part, and of the firm comradeships formed which would survive our bad luck. I called on them not to resign but to begin rebuilding our country as soon as possible. Our present situation was terrible, for individuals and our Volk alike, but I was firmly convinced that our destiny would change, and we all should be prepared and remain mentally and physically active and not sink into pessimism. The hour of the Germans and the German soldiers would come one day, and their deeds, as shown by the high medals for bravery worn by so many of those present, would one day be acknowledged and honoured again.
The British troops prepared to settle down for a very long period of occupation, perhaps expecting to rule Germany like one of their colonies. They pushed us off the airfield and took over. We moved to old bunkers and tents close by, and were glad not to be in direct contact with the British who showed more than their usual Angst when having to deal with us on a person-to-person basis. I noticed this when I was asked to mediate between British officers and our airfield commanders, when the former tried to change and tighten the agreed regulations. There was always an armed sentry around at our meetings.
In early July I received the first note from Anneliese, not by mail, but by messenger. She wrote that she was all right, that food distribution was adequate, that she was still allowed to live in our flat among the many others, but that she had no news from our son.
From my diary entry of 2 June 1945: ‘Punishing the so-called war criminals are the main news subjects from all radio stations at the moment, while we receive no news about the political situation in our country from the victors. Every day they threaten the German people – that we need to be re-educated on account of our past behaviour, in particular the main culprits in starting the last war, i.e. the generals and General Staff officers. We and our families are to be sent to some isolated area in the USA for life. The flood of rumours, half-truths and almost daily changing orders force us to live between the lost yesterday and the unknown tomorrow.’
Our rations decreased all the time and rumours mentioned that the occupation forces wanted to re-educate us by tightening our belts. Frustration among the prisoners increased. Almost daily we were told that the release of prisoners was to begin soon, reams and reams of questionnaires were distributed and completed, vital workers for agriculture and industry would be the first to be sent home, but very little happened. There seemed to be absolute disagreement between the enemy officials and their departments about what was to happen to us and when. All this created a dangerous frustration among the hundreds of thousands of soldiers who lived in crowded, miserable conditions without anything to do, and without having had a chance to make contact with their families. I tried my best to pacify the young men during my visits, but could do only little, and when the British attached an armed guard who had to accompany me at all times, I curtailed my movements. Instead a few of us began to look for ways to educate ourselves and improve our proficiency in the English language.







CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
BEHIND BARBED WIRE

IN the middle of August I was sent, under guard, to a prison camp for higher Luftwaffe officers at Gettorf, near Eckernförde, ending my activities in the service. I entered camp D 28, where I met quite a number of officers with whom I was acquainted and a few generals. It consisted of many huts and I was given a small room which was to be my home for the next few months. We were allowed to walk outside camp, and as I liked walking very much, I made the best use of this opportunity. In the company of compatible individuals we spoke about all topics under the sun and came to terms with what had happened to us in the past, the present, and what was likely to happen in the future. These were often penetrating and exciting debates which never stopped during the whole time of my prisonership in captivity.
It cannot be disputed that the Luftwaffe was overpowered in the huge battles and campaigns of the war. Someone described it like this: ‘The Luftwaffe was a sharp razor which was used for cutting bread. It became jagged and unusable.’ What were the reasons? I have already mentioned a few, but I learned of new facts from time to time.
Göring had created the Luftwaffe in 1933. Just as Hitler had been the ‘engine’ releasing massive energies, so Göring instilled enthusiasm, pride and power into the new service. He was not only its patron, securing extensive funding for aircraft and air arms production, but also looked after internal growth and influenced early German air strategy in the form of a modified Douhetism which secured air supremacy above Germany, while destroying enemy air forces and their industrial capacities and other power bases at the same time.1 Without Göring, the Luftwaffe would not have become what it was in 1939 and during the first years of the war. This is his contribution to history.
Nevertheless, whatever Göring did afterwards was in no way sufficient to carry on the good work and bring everything to a successful conclusion. He was not really the right man to be the Luftwaffe’s most senior commander. He did not have the necessary technical knowledge or military aptitude. He had no staying power, paid little attention to detail, had no interest in hard work, showed no persistence when dealing with people and no understanding of how to lead this new air arm and of how to create an enthusiastic officer corps with a united spirit. He was neither an effective nor impartial superior, and certainly not an example. On the other hand, he could be a caring comrade and generous to a fault to those he liked. Our Luftwaffe was denied a dependable, organized, even-tempered, technically and strategically conversant person in command. Göring liked to be called der Eiserne – the ‘Iron Man’ – but his extensive power base was no blessing, not for the Luftwaffe, nor the German people, nor himself. It followed that, gradually, he began to sink into an easy lifestyle of comfort, ending in apathy and resignation, especially at a time when an ‘iron man’ was desperately needed.
There were also other reasons for the decline of the Luftwaffe. The internal imbalance among the generals, the disparity between the small group of carefully selected and trained officers transferred from the former Reichswehr, the clique of Göring’s old fighter pilot friends, and the crowd of the young up-and-coming officers. This discrepancy had been characteristic from the beginning and carried on into the war. An air force needs youth, but brave and skilful fighter pilots alone do not make a general, never mind a good senior commander.
And there were additional and more important reasons. The significant successes of the first years of war had exhausted the flying and ground crews to such an extent that they were burnt out. Their losses could not be replaced quickly and there was no attempt to draw the necessary conclusions. A massive build-up of the Luftwaffe, still possible at the time, should have been asked for and forced upon Hitler. But as early as 1940, the overriding idea regarding production for the Luftwaffe had been that only those projects should be pushed on which were essential for the front, because the war would be of short duration. This meant that many projects under construction were not pursued energetically and this was a fundamental mistake. When this was realized, it was too late.
In reality, Hitler did not care much for the Luftwaffe. He had served at the front as an infantry soldier during the First World War and this affected his outlook. In addition, his immediate staff were officers from the Heer, and Hitler did not really understand air warfare. He held all the strings for conducting the war in his hands, but there were so many that he was really not in a position to control them all. More often than not, he gave way to sudden impulses and busied himself with minor operations and events at the front, consequently losing the general overview. Despite some exceptional detailed knowledge, he paid little attention to the Luftwaffe’s importance, giving instead the Heer preference in its demands for air assistance – and the longer the war lasted, the more Göring’s influence declined and he could not represent the Luftwaffe forcefully enough. And the worst was that eventually Göring was not taken seriously and ignored by Hitler, his entourage and staff and the other Oberbefehlshaber, since they considered him incapable of filling his position.
Another tragic mistake was that senior command underestimated the ability of the British and American air forces to expand on a massive scale. Despite many suggestions from our experienced front line officers, production of fighter aircraft was not increased over bomber production early enough and when this mistake was at last recognized, it was too late. There might have also been other reasons leading to the downfall of the Luftwaffe, but it cannot be said that our soldiers failed it. They fought to their last breath with honour, doing their duty against an overpowering enemy and were eventually defeated.
Close to the end of the war, especially from 20 July 1944 onwards, the word Verrat,‘treason’, was whispered in many circles. Whenever something went wrong through human error, negligence, damage or sabotage by foreign and even our own factory workers, or just through plain stupidity, people believed the worst. Verrat. There were reasons to suspect that German civilians and a number of soldiers set their minds to subvert our war efforts, but there was never any mention of treason among our soldiers and officers. Obviously treason was committed, perhaps even long before the war began, when officials in senior posts, who opposed Hitler and his regime, gave secret political and military information to foreign powers. Then there was the spy organization ‘Rote Kapelle’, consisting of old Communist activists, a few reserve officers in the OKW, young democratic idealists, diplomats in the Foreign Office and officials in other ministries who committed treason, often accepting money from the enemy for their efforts. Experts, who dealt with the unmasking of the Rote Kapelle and its actions, estimated that this organization was responsible for the death of 100,000 German soldiers.
The catchword ‘Wunderwaffen’ was coined late in the war and the worse our military situation became, the more often the word was used – especially by Hitler who created the legend of new, terrible weapons appearing which would completely change the course of the war in our favour. He did this to counter the decreasing trust of the German people in his leadership during 1944-1945 and to give them new motivation. Perhaps the illusion of the Wunderwaffen had been a fantasy born in his brain.
We were leaders in rocket science, however. Cities in Great Britain experienced this in particular when our V-1 flying bombs and V-2 rockets rained down on them. As early as 27 August 1939, before the war started, the first jet fighter took off. It was a Heinkel He 178 that opened the jet age with a successful test flight on Warnow airfield near Rostock. Its development gave Germany a decisive 20 months lead-time over the British and Americans in their jet production. Inexplicably, this was not exploited by us. It was Udet who took up jet engine development in mid-1941 at the start of the Russian campaign, this time with a Messerschmitt-designed construction, the Me 262. We were then so far advanced in technical development that mass production of the revolutionary Me 262 could have commenced – although only by cutting back our bomber production. The threatening danger of a unified enemy in Britain, the USA and Russia, should have been the signal to increase fighter production, but Hitler and Göring’s style was different. They underestimated the USA’s determination and industrial productivity and clung to the increased manufacture of bombers. Messerschmitt continued with his jet project on his own though, and in early January 1943 the first prototype flew successfully. It was only in the summer of 1943 that Göring could be won over for the Me 262, but when he wanted to give details to Hitler, he refused to discuss it and prohibited any further production before he had made a final decision. When he asked for a demonstration in December at Insterburg, he acknowledged its superior flying abilities but wanted it developed not as a fighter but as a ‘Blitzbomber’ – a jet-powered strike bomber. No one in his entourage, neither Göring nor the acknowledged fighter expert Generalmajor Adolf Galland, contradicted him, although both knew that the aircraft was not suited as a bomber. Hitler stubbornly clung to his vision of the Blitzbomber, thereby pronouncing the death sentence on this most revolutionary defensive air weapon and interceptor which had reached a speed of 1,000 kilometres per hour during one test, a result that was only achieved again nine years later. It was tragic that Hitler did not grasp the reality of the danger we faced, and how crucial this aircraft could have been for our defence against the Allied bomber streams from late 1942 onwards.
Due to a shortage of aviation fuel some of our fighter and bomber units were disbanded at the end of August; however jet fuel was still available and, at last, at the end of 1944, Hitler gave his permission to deploy the Me 262 as a fighter aircraft. Once again – too late. Our enemies were better informed though. The Supreme Commander of the US bomber forces, General Spaatz, in a cable to Washington on 1 November 1944 reported on the shattering impression the few Me 262s had created. He said that: ‘General Eisenhower and I are in agreement that the deadly German jet planes could make Allied bombing attacks unsustainable in the near future due to our losses.
Indeed, the new test fighters created panic among enemy air crews. There were stories that the rear gunners of the giant four-engined B-17 Flying Fortresses of the USAAF often jumped with their parachutes even before they were attacked by Me 262s. Strict orders had to be issued and the fighting spirit of American bomber crews deteriorated.
But back to the present. Summer 1945 crawled along; we waited and starved. Nothing happened. From time to time one of the generals disappeared and was flown to Britain for interrogation, mainly specialists with technical backgrounds. Due to the wet autumn weather that followed, we were forced to curtail our walks. Instead many of us were organized into handcraft classes, making beautiful little Christmas decorations which found a ready market in the surrounding towns and cities. Gradually, the British officers came to the conclusion that we were not really as bad as they had expected us to be, and those of us who had families in Hamburg were given three days leave for Christmas and were transported by bus, not in uniform, but in civilian clothes, while we had to promise to return in time. This was a noble gesture that enabled me to spend Christmas once again with Anneliese. We were glad to be together – only our son was missing.
Before 1945 was over, we were at last officially registered in a cumbersome process that turned us into ‘existing’ persons, and a few days later officers up to the rank of Oberst, except General Staff officers, were released. We others were moved to Grossenbrode A19 air base and kept in the dark about our destinies. This was the preferred treatment by our captors who never answered questions or gave timely warnings when another move was imminent. One day we were transported to a former U-boat training school near Neustadt/Holstein and after some nail-biting hours when we refused to climb into railway cattle trucks, the British ordered an infantry company to the station who threatened to shoot us. For two uncomfortable days and nights, we travelled across Germany without food or water and reached the notorious PoW Camp 2226 at Zedelghem between Ostend and Bruges in Belgium. It was 26 March 1946. When the gates were opened, we were forced to endure a process that was to repeat itself many times over, the so-called Filzen, when British army sergeants pawed through our belongings which we had to unpack and display, so that they could pocket anything they fancied. According to international law this was plain theft. The camp was a former ammunition depot built in a swamp; it was rainy and foggy with water everywhere, especially on the ground inside the cramped, primitive corrugated sheds in which we lived. When there was frost, we slid on ice. Zedelghem was known as a Todeslager (death camp) among the prisoners. I saw many emaciated inmates shuffling along with the typical PoW gait, mentally and physically worn down, disinterested in anything, almost devoid of life. There were many deaths, though seldom inside camp, because Todeskandidaten were quickly moved out, apparently to a hospital. In this context the British were very touchy.
I met quite a few old acquaintances on my daily walks through camp and was given an insight into hopeless desperation brought about by the absence of an orderly existence, of extreme hunger, of being without news from families, and of being fearful of the future. The camp commander was a colonel whom we never saw, but the daily roll call was attended by a Scottish captain who showed excellent manners when dealing with us, something we never received from other British officers. Provisions were reasonably good but in such small quantities that weight loss could not be stopped. There were daily interrogations of prisoners to complete certain documents, and when my turn came it lasted five minutes.
On the first Easter Holiday, 14 April 1946, a number of officers were called during lunch and asked to assemble with luggage at the gate: I was among them. We were taken to cage Qu of PoW camp 2221 at Velvorde near Brussels where we crept into a large tent in heavy rain. For three days nothing happened – no food… no water. Then a British sergeant with a loudspeaker ordered us to assemble outside and informed us that we had been entmilitarisiert –  demilitarized from the Wehrmacht. No further reason was given. We were asked to undress and hand over our uniforms and boots and select new clothes from a pile of re-dyed British military uniforms. Suddenly, a few hundred senior officers stood in shirts and shorts and searched among the heaps for a cap, shoes, trousers, jacket and overcoat – one each per person – if, of course, one could find something that fitted. I had to go without cap and jacket. Some of us decided not to let our cherished uniform insignia fall into the hands of the enemy or souvenir collectors and quickly removed and buried them among bushes and in the mud.
We were then moved to another cage of this large camp. If our treatment had been bad so far it became malicious as the camp leader, a former Luftwaffe staff sergeant, took great pleasure in mistreating his hated ex-superiors. First we were once more searched and afterwards sent to foxholes covered with tarpaulins. I found myself among another eleven generals and admirals in this stinking hole where the floor was full of water. We slept on wet straw on wooden planks. It rained non-stop, mud was everywhere, the path to the latrines was dangerous, and one could easily sink into the mire and lose one’s shoes. Food supplies became scarce and irregular. No wonder that the mood among the many prisoners became explosive and that they voiced their complaints by shouting in groups. When matters worsened and mutiny threatened, Belgian soldiers were called in to arrest the protesters.
On 25 April we were again moved, this time to 5 Civilian Internment Camp, No. II Compound, near Staumühle in Germany. Lucky for us, the camp leader was a former professor who did his best to treat us well and to assist us as much as he dared. Among the internees I met many acquaintances, in particular a good and reliable friend from my time as a police officer, Generalleutnant Georg Bertram. We occupied two sleeping places in one building and stuck together through the difficult weeks and months. He was a gentleman with the best human and military virtues. Otherwise we were a strange collection of people: former officers, Party members and leaders, soldiers from the Waffen-SS, teachers, state officials, university professors, members from different theatre companies, many actors and others, even shady characters who had their own reasons to hide. I was given Internee No. 521155. This loss of my dignity as an individual hit me hard.
Since I had been told often that I could not expect to receive my military pension once I was released from captivity, but would have to support my family somehow, I looked around and settled on a career as a nurseryman. There was a kind of garden centre in Staumühle inside the camp and so I joined this business and learned much that would help me later on. I also attended classes on English and listened to lectures on agricultural systems and similar subjects, all of them of excellent quality. Apart from all this I joined small discussion groups of like-minded people to understand and come to terms with Germany’s rise to power and its decline and everything connected with it. Sometimes there were bitter truths to confront. On a more unexciting level I had to learn how to care for and treat my washing, repair my garments and preserve my shoes.
After some time we were allowed to send and receive one postcard per month not containing more than 10 words. They had to go through censors and this delayed deliveries. I read that Anneliese had had to move to another address and was working to earn some money as my bank account had been frozen by the occupation forces. I also read that Jochen was alive and well and had written from Egypt, and that she was in letter contact with him. This was the first comforting piece of news for a long time. Only when I held it in my hands did I realize how low my energy level had sunk and how frayed my nerves had become, because the joy almost bowled me over.
One day workmen arrived to erect a loudspeaker system in the middle of the camp. We were told that a major war criminal trial was to begin in Nuremberg, and that we would be kept informed of what happened there. It was the first time in history that such a questionable experiment was conducted after the end of a war to re-establish law and order through newly invented legal court proceedings by punishing the guilty. In this case it was the defeated, and the name of Nuremberg will forever be connected with it. The real reasons for these trials only became clear to me years later, but at the time we were totally unprepared, exposed to a flood of terrible news which, in gutter language, insisted that all Germans had participated in various crimes against humanity. We were most surprised to learn of the many secret organizations inside the Nazi Party, their leaders and members and their actions, about which we had never heard anything. The Allies entrusted ‘official’ German radio reports to a Gaston Oulman, a Jew of German ancestry, now a Cuban citizen and a confidence trickster. His commentaries were so repulsive, obtuse and spiteful, that they created the exact opposite to what the Allies had hoped to achieve. Most people did not believe what they heard, but considered it an attempt to denounce everything German in the eyes of the world.
Since court proceedings were public, German people were able to hear from the accused themselves what deeds they had committed, and sometimes our eyes were opened. But the desired effect did not go as deep as the Allies had hoped for, simply because the judges were not Germans and did not work according to German laws. People were unable to believe that they dispensed true justice – on the contrary, over time it became apparent that not only Nazi leaders were accused as violent and cruel criminals, but our entire leadership, including officers, diplomats, industrialists. The Allies’ intentions were to take away any self-confidence the German people might still have and break our backs. We were accused of having started a war of aggression, even by the panel of Russian judges, although their country had signed the Russo-German non-aggression pact in 1939 which led to Hitler’s attack on Poland. In the end the statutes of Nuremberg were a mix of hubris, fragmentary laws, naked revenge, and an unworldly desire to gratify humanity and everyone who was non-German. Our defence lawyers tried their best to represent their clients, but were sidelined by the court.
Among the accused during the first Nuremberg trials were, apart from a few Party greats, Hermann Göring, Generalfeldmarschall Keitel, Grossadmirale Raeder and Dönitz and Generaloberst Jodl. Of these, Göring, Keitel and Jodl were sentenced to death. Keitel and Jodl accepted their fate with upright soldierly bearing and were hanged. Göring played a great trick on the court and thereby showed his better qualities and almost made up for his faults through his manly behaviour during the proceedings. A member of the defence team reported: ‘Göring speaks fluently, quietly, measured and in a well-prepared manner. He makes the best of a bad situation and demonstrates a comprehensive memory, impressing the listeners. Sometimes it appears as if he is the central figure in these proceedings. He proves that the German people did not simply follow a zero or an easily identifiable criminal, but a man of great eloquence, power of concentration, and someone even his enemies cannot simply write off. He almost dominates the afternoons, and even [Justice Robert H.] Jackson, the US senior prosecutor, is unable to follow or outplay him. Göring surprises everyone, journalists, court officials and the other accused, by his mental competence, firmness, sarcasm, vitality and … vanity.’
After these great trials had concluded and the condemned had been hanged, or committed suicide, like Göring, or were transferred to prison at Berlin-Spandau to serve out their life sentences, like Rudolf Hess and Albert Speer, a number of lesser trials followed. They could be described as disgraceful show trials in which representatives from specific groups – generals, leaders of industry and commerce, the foreign office and General Staff – were the accused. There was no legal basis for these trials; everything was covered up and German spectators unwelcome, with the principal idea of finding scapegoats and defaming entire segments of German society. The trials did not achieve their aim of discouraging future wars, nor were they the beginning of a new era of peace and stability. Instead they carried the seeds of evil, placing war with all its terrible outcomes on a criminal level. And the losers were certain to be hanged!
The summer occasionally gave us very high temperatures that made living in the low, corrugated iron huts absolute hell. There were no trees or shrubs to give shade, and powdery dust clogged up noses and eyes. On top of this, water was in short supply. When the British allowed us to receive small parcels from home, we considered this a great improvement in our plight, even if censors poked through the contents, damaging or stealing some of it. My health gave me reason for concern. I lost weight and became increasingly weaker. Resting in bed to save energy did not help. The camp doctor diagnosed loss of strength through malnutrition and prescribed additional food, which was granted, but only in very small quantities. In the colourful camp language I was categorized as a ‘Gandhi’ and moved to another building. This did not improve my strength either since I suffered from famine oedema, and the awareness that my memory had deteriorated as well depressed me even more. When I reached 50 kg at 1.79 m height, I was presented to a British health commission who said nothing when looking at my skeletal body but sent me to a special section for the ‘Ober-Gandhis’, where I was to be nursed back to health. Even this would not have improved my condition if Anneliese had not stepped in. Sacrificing herself and her own health, she supplied me with nourishing and essential foods that gave me strength and, I am convinced, saved my life. After my release I discovered that she had managed to purchase food on the black market, often under personal danger, by selling off or bartering some of her jewellery and our silverware, and then posting the food to me in camp.
One day the British took notice of me once again, and on 13 November I was interrogated. When the chairman had read my completed questionnaire, with some astonishment, he asked how I had come to this civilian internment camp, being a professional soldier and Prisoner of War. I could only return the question to him and my interrogation was over. I continued waiting. That year autumn arrived early with fog and plenty of rain, and life in our barracks became increasingly uncomfortable. Heating material was very scarce and we could only warm our stove in our Ober-Gandhi hut for a short time in the evening. But what was worse, was the insistence by the British that all windows and doors had to remain open day and night. As a result we lived in a constant draft.
On 28 November 1946 I was told I would be released in one week’s time, (quite a surprise), and immediately told Anneliese the good news – prematurely as it turned out. Instead, Bertram, I and a few others were taken by truck to Munsterlager PoW camp 2233 and became, once again, ex-soldiers. Bertram and I moved into one barrack room that could be divided to form two single rooms by using a cardboard wall, and after nine months of cramped communal living, I enjoyed being on my own. A very great pleasure. I also received my military pay. Life in this camp was interesting since there were lectures on English, gardening, horticulture, and even military topics. And there were the inevitable political presentations and discussions on re-education by our new political appointees.
One incident that upset me greatly was the Allied declaration, contained in Allied control commission law No. 46, February 1946, that the state of Prussia had ceased to exist. Foreigners took it upon themselves ‘Guided by the wish for safety and peace for all nations in future and the re-institution of democratic ideals in Germany’ to destroy an important part of German history. Millions of already re-educated Germans applauded enthusiastically while many others looked on confused and helpless. Prussia had once been the state where ‘service’ was written in larger letters than ‘profit’ and where the King considered himself the foremost servant of his state and his people. Admittedly, where there is light there is shadow, and life in Prussia had its boundaries. But as I write in this year, 1964, calls for a return to the ethical values that once existed in Prussia sound increasingly louder.
The winter of 1946-47 was very cold and sent lots of snow, and we prisoners suffered from frostbite. There were two roll calls every day when we had to wait among the snow and slush for a long time, because British sergeants were notoriously slow in counting and collating their figures, and our shoes and socks deteriorated in mud and frost.
In camp the main topic was still: when will we be released? There was a review board and every few days officers were called to an interview. On 3 and 6 January 1947, I was questioned for the first time. My interrogator was a man in a sergeant’s uniform who spoke excellent German and had a good knowledge of conditions in Germany during the Third Reich. The way he phrased his questions and tried to trick me into contradicting myself, made me believe that he was a lawyer. Ten days later I received my indictment informing me why I was still a prisoner: ‘You are being held in internment for the following reasons: A militarist, and if released would constitute a probable danger from a military point of view.’ That was all, and I was asked to appear before a review board on 22 January.
At my trial a British Colonel was chairman, two officers acted as assessors, and a gentleman in uniform without badges of rank was the prosecutor. An interpreter supported him, but his knowledge of German was flawed, forcing the prosecutor, who spoke good German, to take over a few times. The trial lasted for one-and-a-half hours during which the prosecutor bombarded me with a flood of questions. He asked me if I spoke English which I denied. This gave me ample time to prepare my answers while the interpreter stumbled with his German. I was not accused of any punishable crimes. However, the fact that my wife and I came from the east of Germany, i.e. Prussia, and our families had been landowners, confirmed that I was a Reaktionär, and since I was a professional officer and high-ranking general, also a Militarist. The prosecutor and I could not agree on the meaning and content of the word Militarist. I maintained that soldiers, including generals, have a duty to obey orders given by a legally constituted government, and that this was not a punishable offence. The prosecutor said that any general who had not revolted against Hitler was, in his eyes, a Militarist. The three judges listened with bored expressions and seemed happy when the farce was over and they could enjoy the cups of tea that were awaiting them.
I left the court feeling reasonably confident. Therefore I was rather surprised when, after a long wait, I received the verdict, with no explanation given, in early April. It placed me provisionally in Category III as a less incriminated person, Minderbelasteter, meaning that I would be released in the near future, but be restricted in my movements and personal freedom. Then, in May, I and a few other generals were ordered to present ourselves at a British office where we were registered like common criminals, photographed and thumbprinted. Although it was a humiliating procedure, it meant we were sure to be released. I made the rounds to my friends to say goodbye, underwent a final medical examination, received a document stating that my earning capacity was reduced by two-thirds, and was a free man at last.







Epilogue
A LIFE FULFILLED





IT was 23 May 1947 when I left camp, and I travelled through dense crowds of people at choked railway stations, on overloaded passenger trains, on busy roads – seemingly forever on the move – as I hastened home to my wife who lived in a rented room in an old apartment building in Hamburg. We had not seen each other for one-and-a-half years, a time span full of troubles and heartaches; but this was all forgotten now that we were together again. Only our son was absent. His letters from Egypt told us that he was well and expected to be repatriated in the not too distant future. All in all, we were happy, especially when looking at the people around us where fate had taken a terrible toll.
The following weeks I was busy registering at the various government and city offices, including the Police Station, where I was told to report once a month and not to leave Hamburg without special permission because I was still considered a possible danger to the British Army of the Rhine. These were bleak days, people were always hungry, often desperate, and struggled to survive. My bank account was frozen and Anneliese looked after and took care of us both. She worked as a packer and assistant in a motor car agency – gruelling work – and did all the shopping and cooking and, as a peacemaker, soothed frayed nerves in our overcrowded flat.
As soon as I was reasonably well, I looked for employment, but as a member of Group III, I was only allowed to undertake manual labour (Group I = Hauptschuldiger[severely guilty], group II = Belasteter[guilty], group III = Minderbelasteter [less guilty], group IV = Mitläufer[‘fellow traveller’], group V = Entlasteter [released]). Based on my work in horticulture while in camp, I applied for a post as apprentice in a nursery, only to be told that I was not entitled. But after a discussion with a well-meaning, older civil servant, I received permission to begin work as a trainee in July, fortunately receiving a gardener’s full pay. I was 59-years-old. Every day I had to get up at five and returned at six-thirty, as work began at seven and closed at five-thirty in all weathers and conditions. It was hard work. My colleagues were a very mixed lot, politically too, but very considerate and helpful to me, and this also applied to my teachers and class companions at trade college.
In August another law introduced by the occupation forces (Kontrollratsgesetz No. 34) specified that the Wehrmacht and all its organizations on land, on sea and in the air, had ceased to exist, and that all associations of former Kriegsteilnehmer (war veterans) as well as all organizations promoting German military traditions were liquidated and considered illegal. They were not allowed to reconstitute themselves and it was forbidden to wear military uniforms and medals. Former professional soldiers were not entitled to their officially authorized rights any longer. Any violations regarding these laws would immediately be dealt with by Allied military courts which could sentence transgressors to jail terms or even impose the death penalty.

The ‘public safety’ certificate issued by the British Military Governor and Review Board in Hamburg, authorizing the release of Alfred Mahncke from 2233 PW Camp at Munster Lager on 23 May 1947. Mahncke was to remain in Hamburg and report to the local police department, in this case an Inspector Wagner, within 72 hours of returning to his home address.
Germany and most of its people suffered terribly, politically and in many other respects. We were down and out, and it took many months for things to right themselves. From September 1948, the Bundesrepublik Deutschland slowly took shape in western Germany: at last the Allies had decided to loosen the reins somewhat since they realized that it was to their own benefit.
One day I was told that all my personal restrictions had fallen away, but when I asked the bank to unblock my account, I was informed that I first had to be ‘entnazifiziert’ – ‘de-Nazified’. I had to fill in and submit another questionnaire of 130 questions, and after some time was asked to appear before an Entnazifizierungsausschuss, a de-Nazification panel comprised of gentlemen from the various political parties, who did not quite know what to do with my case as I had been a professional officer and not a member of the Nazi Party. They asked me a few questions and then told me that I had been entlastet and could collect my Entlastungsschein against payment of 5 RM. When one of the panel members wanted to know how I survived, I replied that I worked as a nurseryman’s apprentice and this forced him to comment: ‘Donnerwetter, this I call true Prussian spirit!’ It was the member of the Communist Party, and when I left the room all panel members rose and bowed.
On 18 June 1948 the German monetary reform took place and from then on business, agriculture, industry, commerce etc. began to grow and prosper, by offering all willing people a chance to grow with it. October brought us a special joy when our son came home. We had expected him of course, but late one night he surprised us by arriving unannounced, tall and strong, tanned by the Egyptian sun, carrying a heavy suitcase and many parcels. After years of waiting and uncertainty we had our son back, healthy in body and spirit. We had lost so much, but were together as a family at last.
Gradually, the Allies realized that the Soviet Union’s increasingly hostile stance against the West would force them to include western Germany in a future defence organization of central Europe, by raising a German army contingent. This turned into a fiasco, because the ‘victors’ had spent so much energy and painstaking efforts in denigrating and deriding German soldiers, especially the officers and our military history, that they met resistance at every level, with most Germans tending to state bluntly ‘count me out!’ into their surprised faces. This attitude finally persuaded the Allies to lift all monetary restrictions on former soldiers in 1948, although it took two years before lazy, incompetent provincial governments had their books in order to start payments, or part-payments, and a further nine years until I was paid my full legal pension as General in 1963.
I completed my apprenticeship in 1949, received my Certificate with the grade ‘gut’, and carried on as manager of a small fruit farm until 1951, when I was able to retire on my partial pension. By then Anneliese had left her employment due to ill health, and we moved into a brand new flat in a high-rise apartment building for which I had saved some time ago and, at last, we could begin enjoying family life.
The unexpected Korean War in 1950 shocked the whole world, especially Germany, where many starry-eyed democrats still believed in peace forever, and this war was responsible for a complete turn-around in Western politics and military development. Indirectly, it led to the creation of the German Bundeswehr in the new West Germany, formed over many years with serious labour pains all along the way, despite General Eisenhower’s desperate attempts to undo verbally what he had accused the German military leadership and its soldiers of in no uncertain terms after the war. Many months of intensive education by our government leaders were needed to overcome serious hurdles and dislikes built up and shown by people in all walks of life for a German defence force.
In 1961 I was invited to lay the foundation stone for an impressive Luftwaffe memorial at the airfield of Fürstenfeldbruck and also to present the main speech. I considered this not only a great honour, but a pleasure as well, paying tribute to my many old comrades and a last service to our fallen. A large crowd of friends and families had assembled, there was an honour company of the new Bundesluftwaffe, and there were almost all their generals and both the inspector of the Bundesluftwaffe and the Bundeswehr.
Our Kogenluft evenings still take place once a year, but each time our number has shrunk, as happens to our group of Alte Adler where death takes its toll.
Here closes my story. I have tried to describe my life and my time as I saw and experienced it, good and bad. From the national autocracy of the Monarchy and the unsuccessful parliamentary democracy of the Weimar Republic, to the failed National Socialist dictatorship and the present democratic Massenmenschentum (‘rule by the majority’) with social and pseudo-social links. Once more, sitting in my quiet room, I feel like a person who has seen pictures from his life file past, although already somehow removed from this world.
Our life is suspended between yesterday and tomorrow. It is the sum of the past and future. Nothing happens in this world without purpose. Everything has its good and bad aspects. The most permanent, dependable and important thing, is an invincible heart.

Signed by the Inspector General of the Bundesluftwaffe, Generalleutnant Johannes Steinhoff, on 18 March 1968, this document certified that Alfred Mahncke had permission to wear the Bundeswehr badge for an Aircraft Pilot Grade 1 – Command Pilot. This was an honorary award made in acknowledgement of his services for the German Luftwaffe. Steinhoff had been a top-scoring fighter ace, ending the war with 176 aerial victories and was a recipient of the Knight’s Cross with Oakleaves and Swords. He had flown over most battlefronts and commanded JG 77 and JG 7. His last operational role had been to fly the Me 262 jet fighter in Adolf Galland’s JV 44 from Munich-Riem where he suffered a horrific crash and severe burns on 18 April 1945.







CHAPTER NOTES
PRELUDE
1. 1 mark = 100 pfennig: in order to place into context, according to Mahncke, the prices of some daily necessities were: 1 loaf (3 lb) of bread = 0.50 mark; 1 lb of butter = 1.35 mark; 1 roll = 1 pfennig; 1 egg = 6 pfennig; lunch in the mess = 1.25 mark; 1 bottle of beer = 10 pfennig; 1 good quality cigarette = 3 pfennig; 1 good quality cigar = 10 pfennig; 1 pair of leather shoes = 12.50 mark; a tailor-made suit from 80 to 100 mark and a tram ride ticket across Berlin = 10 pfennig.
2. Wright spent some time in Germany in September 1917 and flew on a number of occasions before the Kaiser and his court as well as making several demonstration flights for crowds of thousands at Tempelhof and Potsdam. The Kaiserin’s chief lady-in-waiting noted that Wright’s flight generated ‘unprecedented interest and excitement’, especially when he achieved an altitude of 172 metres (565 ft).
3. On one occasion in September 1917, Latham and Wright flew simultaneously over Tempelhof, demonstrating the differences in the respective ways they handled their aeroplanes. Wright flew ‘with abandon’, while Lathan took his hands off the controls in an attempt to show the Antoinette’s superior stability over the more manoeuvrable, but precarious, Wright machine.
INTRODUCTION
1. John Keegan: The Battle for History: Re-fighting World War Two, London, 1995, pg. 57.
2. E.R. Hooton: War over the Trenches: Air Power and the Western Front Campaigns 1916-1918, Hersham, 2010, pg. 102.
CHAPTER ONE
1. Helmuth Förster was born on 19 April 1889 in Groß-Strehlitz, Upper Silesia. He joined Eisenbahn-Regiment No. 1 on 23 September 1907. Upon the outbreak of the First World War he served with Feldflieger Abteilung 31 on the Western Front. From 1915 to the end of the War, he served on the Staff of the Kogenluft. He joined the Luftwaffe in March 1934 and, as an Oberstleutnant, was appointed commander of KG 253. In October 1939, he served on the Staff of the Secretary of State for Aviation, Generaloberst Erhard Milch. In January of the following year he was promoted to Generalleutnant and made Chief of Staff of Luftflotte 5, also working under Milch, where he oversaw the German air campaign in the attack on Norway. In June 1941 he was appointed commander of I. Fliegerkorps and led this command during the heavy fighting around Leningrad. Förster was awarded the Ritterkreuz on 22 February 1942 in recognition of his support for ground forces on the Eastern Front. He was later involved in the coordination of Ju 52 transport aircraft during the Stalingrad airlift.
2. Together with Oberleutnant Franz Geerdtz and Leutnants Walther Mackenthun and Eugen von Tarnoszy, Hauptmann Wolfram de le Roi was one of the first four flying students of officer rank to attend the military aviation training school at Döberitz. Together, these four officers applied for their military pilots’ licences in September 1910. De le Roi was an enthusiastic patron of early aeronautics in Germany and a member of the Aero-Club.
3. The Henri Farman III was one of the most widely produced of early European biplanes, and was the first aircraft to be manufactured by Henri Farman’s factory in France. Born of English parents in Paris in 1874, Farman was a major figure in the early days of European aviation, but he first raced bicycles and automobiles. However, he suffered a serious motoring accident and turned to aviation instead. Powered by a 50-horsepower (37-kilowatt) Gnôme engine, the Henri Farman III had full ailerons which made it controllable by giving roll, and twin rudders for control, as well as sprung wheels on the landing skids so that it could land with minimal shock. It won distance, altitude and passenger-carrying awards at Reims in August 1909 and was the first aeroplane to fly from England to Ireland. Dimensions: span 10 m; length 12 m; height 3.5 m; wing area 40 sq.m.
4. The ‘Taube’ (Pigeon) was a class of bird-like, yet rugged, monoplane design which incorporated avian and botanical features. The shape was broadly like that of a pigeon’s wings and its stable flight characteristics influenced by the gently falling Zanonia macrocarpa seed. First flown in 1910, and powered by Austro-Daimler and Mercedes 120 hp engines, the Taube was produced in large numbers by various producers in Germany, including the Rumpler Luftfahrzeugbau and Fliegerschule at Johannisthal, and was also exported. It was the most prevalent military aeroplane in Germany at the beginning of the First World War.
5. Carl Fink was born in Berlin in December 1886. He served as an infantry officer before becoming a photographic instructor at the aviation test centre at Döberitz in May 1911. He joined FliegerBataillon No. 1 briefly in July 1913 before transferring to Brieftauben Abteilung O (Ostend)/Kagohl 1. In July 1915 he served on the staff of the Feldflugchef as a photographic officer. He joined the new Luftwaffe in February 1935 as an advisor with the Technisches Amt, before being appointed Chief of Armaments Inspection Branch III in December 1939. During the war, he served in various military-economic posts in Russia and Germany. He attained the rank of Generalmajor in the Luftwaffe on 1 June 1943.
6. Formerly of the Bavarian 1. Schweren Reiter-Regiment (Heavy Cavalry Regiment).
7.
Dr. Ludwig Dürr was one of Graf Zeppelin’s most loyal employees and one of the last to be made redundant when Zeppelin was forced into liquidation in December 1900. Dürr had constructed all of Zeppelin’s most famous airships. Later, he succeeded in raising 2.5 million Reichmarks to finance the building of his design of LZ 127 which was christened by Ferdinand von Zeppelin’s only daughter, Hella, as the Graf Zeppelin in July 1928. The ship was vast and Dürr was limited in size only by the dimensions of the assembly hall.
CHAPTER TWO
1. The LVG B.I was a two-seat reconnaissance biplane with an unequal span and fixed tailskid landing gear designed by Luft-Verkehrs-Gesellschaft. It was powered by a nose-mounted 80 kW (100 hp) Mercedes D.I in-line engine. It had a maximum speed of 105 km/h (65 mph) and an endurance of 4 hours.
2. There is a possibility that Mahncke witnessed the crash of either a ‘Seaplane’ which went into Southampton Water on 4 June 1914 in which at least one person drowned, or that of a Farman aeroplane belonging to 5 Squadron RFC, which crashed at Fort Grange (Gosport) on 21 July 1914 after suffering a rudder fault. The pilot, Lt I C Hordern was killed and the observer, Sgt Campbell, injured. (Information via www.daveg4otu.tripod.com/hancrash.html)
CHAPTER THREE
1. Poland had been partitioned by the Kingdom of Prussia, the Russian empire and Austria.
2. Translator’s note: This book, 100x150 mm in size, now yellowed with age and with loose leaves, is still in my possession. It was printed in Gothic script by Phillip Reclam Jr. of Leipzig around 1910. [JM]
3. Along with General Erich Ludendorff, Thomsen had been one of the first General Staff officers to fly and although he never held a pilot’s licence, he recognized the value of aviation as far back as 1907. At the outbreak of war he flew with the Z V airship followed by service with XXIV. Reserve-Korps with whom he fought at the Battle of Tannenberg.
4. Unfortunately, the type of aircraft in which Mahncke flew on this occasion is not known.
CHAPTER FIVE
1. Falkenhayn is commonly viewed as having been an intelligent, thorough, dedicated, and hardworking staff officer, but lacking the strategic grasp and firm determination needed for high command, unlike Hindenburg who was seen as more than capable, calm, loyal and level-headed.
2. A Prussian, von Fritsch would be appointed Commander-in-Chief of the German Army in February 1934 and was closely involved in its expansion during the latter half of that decade. He was dismissed from his post in February 1938 on unjust charges of homosexuality, having become embroiled in the crisis surrounding von Blomberg’s resignation as Minister of Defence. Hoth would command a Panzergruppe in France in 1940 and then during Operation Barbarossa, in which he would be awarded the Oakleaves to the Knight’s Cross. He eventually commanded 4. Panzer Armee at the battle of Kursk and held the rank of Generaloberst.
CHAPTER SIX
1. The Flieger Abteilung Pascha would eventually comprise five Flieger Abteilungen, numbers 300 to 305, after Baghdad was lost in March 1917. They were really intended to support the German effort to retake the city. A sixth Abteilung was added by 1918. Generally, the Germans enjoyed great technical superiority over the British air contingent in the Palestine region.
CHAPTER SEVEN
1. One of Imperial Germany’s most revered, accomplished, intelligent and successful fighter pilots, Oswald Boelcke, was killed on 28 October 1916 in a mid-air collision with 24-victory ace, Erwin Böhme, during combat with British fighters. Boelcke had been credited with 40 aerial victories.
2. The ‘Dicta Boelcke’ was a set of guidelines drafted by Boelcke which served as the foundation for German air-to-air combat theory. Boelcke stressed the need to follow through an attack against an enemy aircraft once begun, and the importance of keeping an enemy in sight and firing at close range. Furthermore, Boelcke emphasised the advantage of turning and meeting an opponent who attacks from above, as well as the need for disciplined flight formation.
CHAPTER EIGHT
1. In August 1914, the 11. Reserve-Division formed a part of the VI. Reserve-Korps quartered in the Saarbrücken area. The division went on to fight on the Maas and was in battle at Longwy, Varennes, Montfaucon, Vaubecourt, Fleury and Verdun as part of 5. Armee. It remained in the Verdun sector until May 1916 and fought in engagements at Béthincourt, Malancourt, Haucourt and ‘Höhe 304’ (Hill 304), before being committed to Stellungskämpfe – positional or trench warfare – in Flanders, Artois and on the Somme. On 1 July 1916, Generalleutnant von Hertzberg was appointed Divisionskommandeur with Hauptmann Koch as 1. Generalstabsoffizier. It was involved in the fighting around Lens in the summer of 1917 and later at Armentières, Ypres and La Bassée in April 1918.
2. ‘Blighty’: military slang for a wound suffered, sufficiently serious to merit being relocated home.
3. Translator’s note: pieronnje is a ‘mild’ Polish swear word. When a boy on my grandparents’ farm, I also used to express myself with it when complaining about something that displeased me. Our farm workers spoke German and Polish, or a mixture. The Polish border was only a few kilometres away. [JM]
CHAPTER NINE
1. The Zentrumspartei was a predominantly Catholic political party with conservative leanings which, together with the Social Democrats, supported peace with the Allies from 1917 onwards in an initiative known as the Reichstag Peace Resolution.
CHAPTER TEN
1. Translator’s note: In fact Göring borrowed from my father but never paid it back. [JM]
CHAPTER TWELVE
1. Hans von Seeckt was born in Schleswig in 1866. He joined the Kaiser Alexander Grenadier Regiment in 1885 and entered the Kriegsakademie in Berlin in 1897. Two years later he was appointed to the German General Staff. He became a corps commander in Berlin as an Oberstleutnant in 1913. In 1915, he saw war service as Chief of Staff to General August von Mackensen’s army group in Russia and Serbia. He later served as Chief of Staff to the Austro-Hungarian 12. Armee in southern Russia. In 1917 he went to Turkey as Chief of Staff of the Turkish Army and returned to Germany after the war. He is best known for being the effective Chief of Staff of the new post-war Reichswehr and the ‘100,000-man army’ which laboured under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles. A firm monarchist, he disliked the Weimar Republic intensely and worked to suppress the threat of communist uprisings in the aftermath of the War. Known to be haughty, cold and aloof, he was nevertheless formidably intellectual and calculating. He also had sympathy for the Nazis and the rising tide of German nationalism in the 1920s and early 1930s and also went to China in 1934 as part of the German policy of support for Chiang Kai-shek’s Nationalist government. He was eventually dismissed for having offered a post to the former Crown Prince’s son, Prince Wilhelm, and for condoning duelling amongst the officer corps.
2. Born near Wittenberg in 1849, August von Mackensen was an able and vigorous Generalfeldmarschall who had fought in the Franco-Prussian War. He gained a reputation as a resourceful commander and one of Germany’s most successful commanders on the Eastern Front in the First World War. He took part in the campaigns and battles at Gumbinnen, Tannenberg, the Masurian Lakes, Lodz, Gorlice-Tarnów and in Serbia and Romania. He began his military career as a cadet in the Death’s Head Hussars in 1869 and lived through the Second World War to die in November 1945.
3. The Horst-Wessel-Lied was adopted as an official marching song by the Nazi Party. It was named after a young SA storm trooper, Horst Wessel, who was killed by opposing political activists, probably Communists, when they broke into the room he shared with a prostitute in the slums of Berlin and killed him. Somewhat of a Bohemian, and the son of a military chaplain, Wessel had penned the lyrics to a marching song which incorporated many of the Nazi Party’s populist slogans. Dr. Josef Goebbels, the Nazi minister for propaganda seized upon the song, which featured lines such as ‘The Swastika gives hope to our entranced millions; The day for freedom and for bread’s at hand…’, and endorsed it as the Party’s anthem.
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
1. Johanniter Order – the German Protestant branch of the Knights Hospitaller, who became generals and admirals in the Reichswehr and the Wehrmacht of the Third Reich.
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
1.
Steinhäger – traditional type of German gin, usually sold in earthenware bottles.
2.
Duzfreund – ‘good friend’ or ‘mate’.
3. German youngsters from age 10 to 14 were obliged to join the Jungvolk and were known as ‘Pimpf’; from 14-18 they joined the Hitlerjugend.
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
1. Current research lists Captain Don of 22 Squadron, RFC, as being the 33rd victim of Leutnant Werner Voss of Jasta 29 on 5 June 1917. Don was flying a two-seat FE2b reconnaissance ‘pusher’ biplane, A857, with his observer, 2nd Lt H. Harris, who was also taken prisoner after being shot down. Despite the brevity of his period as a fighter pilot, with 48 kills, Voss was the fourth highest-scoring German ace of the First World War.
2. Berlin-born Generaloberst Ulrich Grauert would lead the Luftwaffe’s 1. Fliegerdivision during operations against Poland in 1939. A Freikorps veteran and artilleryman, he subsequently acted as an aviation ‘advisor’ at the Reichswehrministerium between 1928-1931. He was appointed commander of the I. Fliegerkorps in October 1939, but was shot down and killed by an RAF fighter over St Omer, France on 15 May 1941. He had been awarded the Knight’s Cross a year earlier.
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
1. Kühl died in Russian captivity on 22 February 1946.
2. Felmy was appointed to command Sonderstab F (Special Staff F), the cover name for a German military mission to Iraq, formed on 20 May 1941 and disbanded on 20 June 1941. The purpose of the Stab was to coordinate German intervention in support of Arab nationalists who had taken over the government in Iraq and were being confronted by British forces. The mission included army detachments and elements from the Luftwaffe and Auswärtiges Amt (Foreign Office). The command structure for the Luftwaffe component of Sonderstab F was independent from the rest of the mission. Oberst Werner Junck commanded Sonderkommando Junck in Iraq. He reported directly to Generalleutnant Jeschonnek in Germany. Junck’s command comprised 15 He 111s and 14 Bf 110s. Arriving in Mosul via Vichy French airbases in Syria, from 10 May to 12 May, they commenced regular attacks on Habbaniya. Ultimately however, the Luftwaffe found conditions in Iraq intolerable, as spare parts and fuel were not available. Fewer and fewer aircraft became serviceable and in the end all Luftwaffe personnel were evacuated on the last remaining He 111. Only one German aircraft was lost in action, due to Iraqi friendly fire.
CHAPTER NINETEEN
1. Kren defected to Germany in January 1941, bringing with him plans of airfields in Jugoslavia. When he returned to the new Independent State of Croatia, he was appointed a colonel in the Croatian Home Guard. He was subsequently named the head of the air force on 19 April 1941. He retired in September 1943 but was brought back into service in June 1944, and remained until the state’s defeat in 1945. In 1948 he was extradited to Yugoslavia by the British, and was executed as a traitor in Zagreb.
2. Friedrich Navratil served with the Bosnian-Herzegovinian Infantry Regiment No. 1 on the Serbian Front where he was wounded twice in 1914. He then fought on the Italian, Montenegrin and Romanian fronts. Promoted to Oberleutnant, he was wounded again in December 1916 and the following month he transferred for observer training at Wiener-Neustadt. After pilot training in November 1917, Navratil scored one victory before assuming command of Flik 3J in June 1918. With this unit he scored nine further victories. After the War he served in the Yugoslavian Air Force, but was convicted of war crimes and executed in 1947.
CHAPTER TWENTY THREE
1. Born in October 1890, General Hans Valentin Hube was a tough, one-armed Panzer general (he had lost his arm in the First World War), who enjoyed outstanding combat and command records in the Polish campaign of 1939 (in which he was wounded again) and in the Ukraine and at Stalingrad. He was awarded the Swords to the Knight’s Cross in December 1942 by Hitler following his departure from Stalingrad to make a report on the situation in the doomed ‘fortress’/pocket on the Führer’s orders. In this he suggested that at least one Luftwaffe general should be shot for the failure of the attempted airlift operation. He returned to Stalingrad, but was later evacuated. After service in Sicily, he returned to Russia to take over 1. Panzer Armee on the Dniepr bend. He later fought on the Dniestr and in Rumania during the German retreat, falling out with Manstein over battle tactics before serving under Model. He was a recipient of the coveted Diamonds to the Knight’s Cross awarded on 20 April 1944, and promoted to Generaloberst, but died a day later from injuries sustained following the crash of his aircraft on the Obersalzberg.
2. During plans for Operation ‘Seelöwe’ (Sealion), the planned invasion of the British Isles, the German High Command realized that it would need large numbers of landing craft to carry troops, vehicles and supplies across the Channel. As such, proposals were sent in from all branches of the armed forces, the Luftwaffe proposal being the so-called Siebel-Fähre (Siebel Ferry) named after its inventor, Oberst Siebel. The ferries were built from available material, mainly pontoon bridge sections intended for assembly by Pioneer units. Two such pontoons were connected side-by-side, with propulsion provided by BMW aircraft engines at the stern with a large platform mounted on top of the pontoons used to carry the payload. Vehicles could enter or leave the craft over a ramp on the bow of the vessel.
3. Translator’s note: No mention is made by Mahncke about the success or otherwise of this investigative journey, but it can be safely assumed that he organized the evacuations to the best of his ability with little loss – see the commendation by von Richthofen in text.
CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR
1. Nazi Germany had stockpiled quantities of poison gas – specifically, deadly nerve agents – know as Tabun and Sarin. These were manufactured as early as 1939 near the German Army proving grounds at Raubkammer and later at a secret plant at Dhyernfurth on the Oder River, 40 kilometres from Breslau in Lower Silesia. In experiments, Tabun was extremely potent against insects: as little as 5 ppm of tabun killed leaf lice. In January 1937, one scientist observed the effects of nerve agents on human beings first-hand when a drop of Tabun spilled onto a laboratory bench. Within minutes he and his assistant began to experience miosis (constriction of the pupils of the eyes), dizziness and severe shortness of breath. It took them three weeks to recover fully. Sarin was found to be more than ten times as potent as Tabun. Hitler remained against the use of nerve gas for fear of reprisal by the Allies.
CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE
1. At the time of writing his draft in the 1960s, Mahncke was referring to the prevailing ‘Cold War’ between West and East.
CHAPTER TWENTY SIX
1. ‘Douhetism’: reference to the Italian air power theorist, General Giulio Douhet (1869-1930), who prophesied the brilliant and conquering future of the aerial bomber, derived initially from his personal war experiences gained in combat during Italy’s war against the Turks in 1911. In 1921 his theories were published as The Command of the Air, and were to influence and/or transform military aviation doctrines around the globe including those in Germany. Many came to believe with near-mysticism in the coming age of air power, envisaging fleets of high-flying bombers so well-armed that they would fend off – and even destroy – an enemy’s disorganized and outnumbered fighter forces.







INDEX
Alexander, General Sir Harold 240
Althaus, Ernst Freiherr von 41
Andree, Hptm. 44
Badoglio, Marshal Pietro 220, 227-228, 230
Baillet-Latour, Count Henri 114
Balbo, Air Marshal Italo 146, 229
Barends, Erwin 12
Barone, Admiral 217-218
Below, Gen. Fritz von 38
Bercio, Fritz 6
Berthold, Rudolf 41
Bertram, Gen.Lt. Georg 92-93, 263, 266
Bethmann-Hollweg, Theobald von 53, 63
Bileski, Fw. 66
Bissing, Vera von 119
Bloedorn, Obst.Lt. Erich 228
Blomberg, GFM. Werner von 91, 93, 95, 100-101, 110, 113, 120, 129-130
Bock, GFM. Fedor von 154-155
Bodenschatz, Gen. Karl 41, 95, 109, 244
Boelcke, Hptm. Oswald 42, 51, 65
Böhme, Erwin 51
Bormann, Martin 248
Botto, Tenente Colonello Ernesto 230-232, 235, 239
Brasser, Obst.Lt. Anselm 188
Brauchitsch, GFM. Walther von 92, 135, 151, 154
Braun, Otto 88
Bredow, Gen.Maj. Ferdinand von 97, 100, 130
Brückner, Grp.fhr. Wilhelm 93
Brüning, Reichskanzler Heinrich 87-88
Brunnhuber, Simon 6
Buddeke, Hans-Joachim 42
Bülowius, Gen.Lt. Alfred 211-212, 214, 216, 218
Busse, Obst. Theodor 29
Canossa, Countess of 231
Canter, Ernst 6
Carganico, Gen.Maj. Viktor 12, 189-190
Cerutti, Generale 208
Chamberlain, Arthur Neville 131
Christ, Obst. Torsten 202, 228
Christiansen, Gen.Maj. Friedrich 124
Conti, Dr. Leonardo 211
Crüwell, Gen. Ludwig 150
Daladier, Édouard 131
Daluege, Grp.fhr. Kurt 89, 100
de Caters, Baron Pierre xxvii
de Coubertin, Baron Pierre 119
de le Roi, Hptm. Wolfram 3, 5-6
Dessloch, Gen. Otto 206
Dierich, Hptm. Fritz-Herbert 126
Diest, Lt. von 13-14
Dietrich, Grp.fhr. Josef ‘Sepp’ 93
Dölling, Hptm. 188
Domanow, General Timofei
Ivanovich 181
Don, Colonel F.P. 117-118
Dönitz, Gr.Adm. Karl 245, 253-255, 265
Dorner, Hermann xxvii
Duesterberg, Theodor 88
Dürr, Dr. Ludwig 18
Eckenbrecher, Lt. Helmuth von 21
Eichhorn, Gen.Obst. Hermann von 33
Eisenhower, General Dwight D. 212, 231, 237, 261, 274, 302
Engwer, Lt. 7-8, 11, 19
Enver, Ismail, General Pasha 49
Erler, Oblt. Heinrich 6, 9
Ernst, Grp.fhr. Kurt 97
Evans, Captain 51
Falkenhayn, Gen. Erich von 35, 44
Farman, Henry 6-8
Felmy, Gen. Hellmuth 48, 137, 148
Fiebig, Gen.Lt. Martin 167, 175-177, 186-188, 193, 200, 202
Fink, Carl 16, 33, 44-45, 52
Fisch, Ministerialdirektor Willy 108
Foch, Marshal Ferdinand 76
Fokker, Anthony 23, 35
Förster, Lt. (later Gen.) Helmuth ‘Bubi’ 3, 6, 9, 12, 42-43, 94, 102, 135
Franco, General Francisco 125, 231
Frankl, Lt. Wilhelm 41, 112
Frederick II (The Great) of Prussia 90, 245
Fretter-Pico, Gen. Maximilian 186
Fritsch, Gen.Obst. Werner Freiherr von 45-46, 95, 109, 120, 129-130
Fromm, Friedrich 245
Galland, Gen.Lt. Adolf 223, 261
Garros, Roland 35
Geerdtz, Oblt. Franz 3, 6
Goebbels, Dr. Josef 97-98, 149, 154, 242
Göring, Reichsmarschall Hermann 42, 72, 89-93, 95, 97-101, 105-109, 111-113, 115, 119-131, 134-136, 140-141, 143-146, 148, 150, 153-155, 157, 171-173, 177, 187, 210-211, 220-225, 237, 240, 245-246, 249, 252-253, 258-261, 265
Gottschling, Obst. 220
Grade, Hans 4
Grauert, Gen.Obst. Ulrich 123, 128, 144, 148
Graziani, Marshal Rodolfo 86, 146, 230
Greim, Gen.Obst. Robert Ritter von 127, 135, 252-253
Grimme, Maj. 44
Gross, Maj. Hans xxviii
Guderian, Gen. Heinz 146
Gundel, Maj. 36, 38, 40-42
Guzzoni, Generale Alfredo 212-213
Hadamzcyk 228
Haehnelt, Obst.Lt. Wilhelm 101
Hagenburg, Otto Heinrich Graf von 119
Halder, Gen.Obst. Franz 151
Halt, Karl Ritter von 114
Hammerstein-Equord, Gen. Kurt von 91
Hausser, Grp.fhr. Paul 200
Heinemann, Obst. Lothar von 202
Hergesell, Prof. Dr. Hugo 44
Hertzberg, Gen.Lt. von 52, 61-62
Hess, Rudolf 121, 123, 147-148, 265
Heydrich, Ob.Grp.fhr. Reinhard 113, 130
Himmler, Reichsführer-SS Heinrich 98, 113, 130, 156, 170, 189-190, 239-240, 245, 255
Hindenburg, GFM. Paul von 29, 31, 44-45, 63, 68, 70, 76, 83-89, 91, 95, 98-99, 104, 251
Hippel, Gen.Lt. Walter von 243-247
Hirth, Helmuth 11
Hitler, Adolf 77, 82, 84, 87-89, 91-95, 97-101, 106-107, 109-110, 114, 117, 119-123, 125, 129, 130-131, 135-137, 141, 143-151, 153-157, 160, 164, 168, 170-173, 176-177, 180, 183-184, 186-187, 189, 191-193, 195-196, 198, 200, 205, 207-210, 221, 223-225, 232, 236-240, 244-246, 248-249, 252-261, 265, 268
Hoepner, Gen.Obst. Erich 94-95, 245
Hoeppner, Gen.Lt. Ernst von 45, 50, 52, 70, 146
Hoffmann, W. Siegfried 5-6
Hollidt, Gen. Karl-Adolf 186
Hoth, Gen.Obst. Hermann 46, 129, 146, 168, 178, 180-182, 184-186, 201
Hube, Gen. Hans Valentin 215, 217
Huth, Dr. Fritz 6
Ilari, Generale Excellenz Eraldo 228
Immelmann, Max 42
Jackson, Justice Robert H. 265
Jänicke, Gen. Erwin 203
Jeschonnek, Gen.Obst. Hans 128, 144-145, 173, 183, 192, 224
Jodl, Gen.Obst. Alfred 244, 265
Kastner, Hptm. Hermann 44
Kastner-Kirdorf, Gen. Gustav 135
Kaufmann, Gau.Ltr. Karl 254
Keitel, GFM. Wilhelm 239, 245, 265
Kesselring, GFM. Albert 108, 115, 120, 125, 128, 131, 138, 143, 172, 207-209, 211, 214, 217-218, 228, 233, 236, 241, 243, 252
Kinsky, Fürst 119
Klausner, Ministerialdirektor Erich 97
Kleist, Gen.Obst. Ewald von 154, 168
Koch, Reichskommissar Erich 92-93, 170, 251
Koller, Gen. Karl 249
Koppen, Hptm. Fritz 11
Korn, Lt. 30
Korten, Gen. Günther 224-225, 244, 246
Koslick, Lt. 29
Krasnow, General Peter Nikolaevich 181
Kreipe, Gen.Lt. Werner 246, 249
Kren, Colonel Vladimir 151
Kress von Kressenstein, Obst. Friedrich Freiherr 47
Küchler, Gen. Georg von 137
Kuckein, Maj. 24, 26, 32, 36, 38
Kühl, Gen. Bernhard Kühl 128, 145-146, 159
Kühnhold, Lt. 163
Kupfer, Obst.Lt. Dr. Ernst 205-206
Latham, Hubert xxvii
Leffers, Gustav 42
Lenin, Vladimir Ilyich 64
Lewald, Dr. Theodor 120
Ley, Robert 113
Liebknecht, Karl 71
Lieth-Thomsen, Maj. Hermann von der 4, 34-35, 43-45, 48, 50-52, 64, 68-70, 102, 154
Lindbergh, harles 119
Lippert, Dr. Julius 111
Loerzer, Obst. Bruno 105-106, 108-109, 211, 224
Long, Lt. 51
Lossberg, Obst. Viktor von 61-62, 147
Ludendorff, Gen. Erich 4, 22, 29, 32, 44-45, 63, 68, 76, 82, 85-86
Luxemburg, Rosa 71
Mackensen, GFM. August von 85, 91, 101
Mackensen, Hans-Georg von 220
Mackenthun, Lt. Walter 6, 9, 12, 101
Mahncke, Anneliese (Brachvogel) 76, 80-83, 87, 90, 99, 119, 157, 198, 200, 211, 222, 234, 244, 248, 251-252, 255, 257, 262, 264, 266, 271, 274, 299, 302
Mahncke, Jochen 116, 150, 198, 222, 234, 244, 251, 264, 299, 301
Mahncke, Marie 75, 77, 163
Mangold, Obst.Lt. 203
Manstein, GFM. Erich von 156, 184, 198
Marchesi, Generale Excellenz
Vittorio 228
Marx, Chancellor Wilhelm 86
Messerschmitt, Prof. Willy 261
Milch, GFM. Erhard 102, 108, 122-123, 128, 137, 140, 143, 153-154, 193, 223-224
Molotov, Vyacheslav Mikhailovich 138
Montgomery, Field Marshal Bernard Law 212
Müller-Clemm, Obst.Lt. Wolfgang 220
Mulzer, Max Ritter von 42
Mussolini, Benito 94, 125, 128, 131, 146, 207-209, 220, 228-232, 235, 238-239, 247
Napoli, Generale 220
Navratil, Miroslav 151
Nicholas II (Romanov), Tsar of Russia 64
Niemöller, Pastor Martin 157
Notari, Generale 220
Orlowius, Oberregierungsrat Heinz 108
Oshima, Colonel Hiroshi 117
Oulm n, Gaston 264
Owens, Jesse 120
Pannwitz, Obst. Helmuth von 181
Papen, Chancellor Franz von 88-89, 91
Parschau, Otto 42
Parseval, Maj. August von xxviii
Paulus, GFM. Friedrich 168, 196
Petacci, Clara 232
Pflugbeil, Gen. Curt 160, 172
Pohl, Gen. Maximilian Ritter von 219, 235, 242
Porro, Generale Excellenz Felice 228-229
Prczypulec, Gefr. 55-62
Preussen, Kaiserin Augusta Viktoria von xxvi-xxvii
Preussen, Princess Cecilie von 14
Preussen, Prinz Friedrich Sigismund von 11
Preussen, Kronprinz Friedrich Wilhelm von 5, 13-14, 16, 40, 64, 70, 91, 98, 131
Preussen, Prinz Heinrich von 4, 17-19
Preussen, Prinz Louis Ferdinand von 131
Preussen, Princess Margarete von 11
Preussen, Kaiser Wilhelm II von 4, 11, 13-14, 16, 19, 21, 32, 35, 45, 51-52, 63, 69-70, 76, 98, 100
Prins, Lt. 21
Prittwitz und Gaffron, Gen.Obst.
Max von 29
Raeder, Gr.Adm. Erich 91, 95, 135, 143, 265
Rasin, Stenka 178
Reichenau, GFM. Walter von 155
Reinhard, Obst. Wilhelm 71
Reitsch, Hanna 114, 252
Rennenkampf, Gen. Pavel Karlovich 31
Ribbentrop, Joachim von 138
Richthofen, Manfred Freiherr von 65-66, 109, 118
Richthofen, GFM. Wolfram Freiherr von 134, 153, 160, 163, 167-169, 173, 177-178, 182-187, 193-195, 198-200, 202, 206-207, 210-211, 214-215, 218-219, 221, 223-224, 226-230, 232-233, 236, 238-239, 247, 249
Riebel, Otto 114
Rintelen, Gen. Enno von 231
Rjepin, Ilja 202
Roethe, Maj. Reinhard 23
Rohden, Obst. Herhudt von 186
Röhm, Ernst 97-98, 100
Romanov, Grand Princess Kyra 131
Rommel, GFM. Erwin 146, 156, 207, 209, 221
Rougier, Henri xxvii
Rudel, Obst. Hans Ulrich 197, 202, 205
Rundstedt, GFM. Karl von 154-155
Rust, Dr. Bernard 112
Samsonow, Gen. Aleksandr Vassilievich 31
Schäfer, Karl-Emil 42
Scharnhorst, Gerhard von 84
Schinke, Paul 27, 61, 70
Schirach, Baldur von 108, 122-123
Schkuro, Andrei 181
Schleicher, Gen. Kurt von 88-89, 97, 100, 130
Schlieffen, Alfred von 83
Schmundt, Gen. Rudolf 244
Schubert, Gen. von 31
Schulke, Paul 57
Seeckt, Gen.Obst. Hans von 80, 83-84, 91
Seidemann, Gen.Maj. Hans 202
Senger und Etterlin, Gen.Lt. Fridolin von 212
Serno, Hptm. Erich 47-50
Siegert, Obst.Lt. Wilhelm 17, 32, 34, 38, 43-44, 70
Silvestri, Generale 220
Snellmann, Herr 117
Solmitz, Friedrich 13
Spaatz, General Carl Andrew “Tooey” 261
Speck von Sternburg, Hptm. Freiherr 119
Speer, Albert 265
Sperrle, GFM. Hugo 141, 143-144
Sponeck, Hans Graf von 156
Stahel, Gen.Maj. Rainer 194-195, 215-216
Stalin, Joseph 138, 146, 149, 170
Stauffenberg, Obst. i.G. Claus Schenk
Graf von 244-245
Stehlin, Capitaine Paul 118
Stein, Lt. 8
Stempel, Maj. Friedrich 44
Streicher, Gau.Ltr. Julius 120
Stumpff, Gen.Lt. Hans-Jürgen 108, 128, 135
Sultan-Giry, Prince 181
Süssmann, Gen.Lt. Wilhelm 148
Szczymanski, Lt. Colonel 118
Tarnoszy und Stein, Eugen von 6
Tessari, Generale Arrigo
239
Teucci, Lieutenant Colonel Giuseppe 117
Thälmann, Ernst 88
Thüna, Rudolf Freiherr von 6, 11
Todt, Prof. Dr.-Ing. Fritz 230
Toussaint, Gen. Rudolf 231
Trotsky, Leon 64
Tschudi, Georg von 4
Udet, Gen.Obst. Ernst 107, 114-115, 129, 143, 151, 153, 223-224, 260
Uebe, Gen.Maj. Klaus 167
Unruh, Gen. Walter von 238
Veltjens, Joseph 42
Victor Emmanuel III, King of Italy 220, 228-230
Viehweger, Lt. Gunther 57-58
Vierling, Gen.Lt. Albert 160
Vogt, Maj. 228
Voss, Lt. Werner 42
Wagner, Richard 119
Wallenberg, Hptm. von 46
Walter, Hptm. 42
Wecke, Obst. Walther 90, 100
Weiss, Obst.Lt. Otto 202
Wever, Gen.Lt. Walther 108, 114, 147, 192
Wilamowitz-Möllendorf, Oblt. von 44
Wilberg, Gen. Helmuth 151, 153
Wilson, Woodrow 69
Wimmer, Obst. Wilhelm 108
Winterfeld, Gen. Detlev von 8
Wintgens, Kurt 41
Wolff, Gen. Ludwig 252, 256
Wolfskeel zu Reichenberg,
Rittmeister Luitpold Graf 17, 23, 78
Wolz, Gen.Maj. Alvin 254
Wrampelmeyer, Hptm. 59
Wright, Orville 5, 13
Zepelin, Gen. Ferdinand von 99-100
Zeppelin, Ferdinand Graf 18, 51-52
UNITS
Imperial German Air Sevice
German-Turkish Expeditionary
Corps 47
Armeeflugzeugpark 8 28
Jagdgeschwader I ‘Richthofen’ 41, 65-66, 89, 107, 109
Jagdgeschwader III 66
Abteilung für Luftbildwesen 16
Brieftauben Abteilung O (Ostend) 32, 37
Brieftauben Abteilung Metz 37
Feldflieger Abteilung 14 30, 34,
Feldflieger Abteilung 16 29
Flieger Abteilung 23 39, 41
Flieger Abteilung 32 39, 41
Feldflieger Abteilung 37 35
Flieger Abteilung Pascha 47-49
Flieger Bataillon No. 2 22, 27-28, 72
Königlich Sächsische Flieger Abteilung (A) 64
Fliegerkommando Döberitz 3, 11
Jasta 1  42
Jasta 2  51
Jasta 4  112
Jasta 29  155
Luftwaffe
Luftflotte 1 138
Luftflotte 2 148, 207, 209-210, 219, 227-228
Luftflotte 3 141, 144
Luftflotte 4 162, 166-167, 173, 183, 186, 193, 202, 225
Luftflottenkommando 2 230, 248
Luftgau XI 134
Luftgaustab z.b.V. 12 137, 139, 141, 144
Luftgaustab z.b.V 21 172
Luftsportlandesgruppe 14 114
Luftwaffenauffangstab Nord 249
Feldluftgaukommando XXVIII 222, 248
Fliegerausbildungskommando 10 140
Höherer
Fliegerausbildungskommando 10 145
I. Fliegerkorps 144, 202-203, 206
II. Fliegerkorps 211-212, 214, 216, 218
IV. Fliegerkorps 160-163, 169-170, 185
VIII. Fliegerkorps 160, 166-167, 174-175, 186-187, 200-202
X. Fliegerkorps 207
1. Fallschirmjägerdivision 214
2. Fliegerdivision 234, 248
7. Fliegerdivision 148
Fliegerdivision Donez 199
15. Luftwaffenfelddivision 174, 177-178
25. Flakdivision 243
Luftwaffenfelddivision Südost 173
Luftwaffenlehrdivision 135
Panzer Division Hermann Göring 212-214
Flakgruppe Messina 218
Flakregiment 99
194
III./KG 26 147
I./KG 40 147, 186
III./KG 40 147
IV./KG 152 125
KG 152 124, 126, 128, 131
Panzerjagdkommando Brjansk, (aka Panzerjagdkommando Weiss) 202
Nachtjagdstaffel Mangold 204
1./St.G 1 ‘Immelmann’ 202
St.G 2 197
Police Units
Polizei Abteilung z.b.V. Wecke 90
Sicherheitsgruppe Allenstein 78
Sicherheitspolizei Abteilung IV
78
German Ground Forces
(WW1 & WW2)
Heeresgruppe A 169
Heeresgruppe B 221
Armeeoberkommando 2 36
Armeeoberkommando 6 174
Armeeoberkommando 8 29
Armeegruppe A 160
Armeegruppe Hoth 184
1. Panzer Armee 168-169, 173, 176
2. Armee 39, 41-42, 161
3. Armee 137
4. Panzer Armee 168, 178, 180, 182, 185, 201
5. Armee 40, 64
6. Armee 44, 61, 161, 168, 184, 186-187, 192-194, 196, 224
8. Armee 28-29, 33
10. Armee 33
17. Armee 169, 203
25. Armeekorps 22
V. Armeekorps 22-24
XIV. Armeekorps 234
XV. SS-Kosaken-Kavalleriekorps 181
XXVI. Reserve-Korps 64
XXXXII. Armeekorps 156
XXXXIV. Armeekorps 203
XXXXIX. Armeekorps 203
Armee Abteilung Fretter-Pico 189-190
Armee Abteilung Hollidt 189-190
Panzer Gruppe 4 94
1. SS Panzer Division ‘Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler’ 97, 201
3. Flak-Division 254
11. Panzer Division 150
11. Reserve-Division 52, 54
15. Infanterie-Division (mot.) 169
29. Panzer Division 227
94. Infanteriedivision 234
294. Infanterie-Division 190
Eisenbahn-Regiment No. 1 3
Freiwilligen-Regiment Potsdam 71
Freiwilligen-Regiment Reinhard 71
Infanterie-Regiment No. 156 55
Jägerregiment 29 185
Jägerregiment 30 185
Kaiser Alexander Grenadier Regiment 115




images/00099.jpg





images/00098.jpg





images/00069.jpg





images/00068.jpg





images/00071.jpg





images/00070.jpg





images/00073.jpg





images/00105.jpg





images/00072.jpg





images/00104.jpg





images/00075.jpg





images/00107.jpg





images/00074.jpg





images/00106.jpg
DER FUHRER
HAT MIT ERLASS VOM HEUTIGEN TAGE

den

General der Flicger

Mfred Nahnke, geb. 18.3.88
Iuftgaukomando XI

IN ANERKENNUNG
SEINER VERDIENSTE IM LUFISCHUIZ
DAS

LUFISCHUTZ-EHRENZEICHEN
ZWEITER STUFE
VERLIEHEN.

BERLIN.
1704

DER STAATSMINISTER UND CHEF
DER PRASIDIALKANZLEL

ovenber






images/00077.jpg
b Tevall

11 Rsia voiamtelaann
2 et notis
13 30 1t.gusti
14 F Obirl.sarents
13 Ciptaositaaer A3 -doGener.Jnep.des M1Sbir—Torkahravasen
16 OMiliaskenthus  lavru.Jeresahssnat. K14, Ragrasen
b Famart v, Uenersistabsoffirier
Soreliendort d-Ganeralinapektion 444141, Yorkehrovesens
100Gl Hiberg Fiel.‘ag.0
19 Oltwhn  Gag.ilesanter
N SRR REATET
2 ofrta: Telegr.tati. 2
22 30 . Geardts 14324 . d. 148, Infe-a KralsEahrvesons
250 Lteinguer. vy
3% Oun Drag.tes 9
£ i, Peldart.tog 2
2 Bt Iagualin e
77 QL usimoke Haeheieg: 1

Es waren an hohen Offiataren anwosend: (siehe 311)
1. Gensralloutnant

B ronon wat avn Bar TSRO PN So g e SO

R —
F - Fihror dor ibtg.¥lau (Doppeldacker)

on
S

Peh.v.Lynoker, Generalinepekt. d. 11t Veskohrevesens

o LT iron

w7 tginot (stndeoker Taibe)

s i e
i R (2]





images/00101.jpg





images/00076.jpg
Gult of
Venice

Ligurian

k4

Adriatic® =

ses

strait
of
otranto

Tyrrhenian Sea
Golfo di

Taranto

lonian

ses
Mediterrancan Soa

sicily





images/00100.jpg
Alfred Mahncke was promoted to General der Fiieger

on 1 September 1943. He was commander of Feldluftgaukommando XXVIIl

which was responsible for supplying and maintaining the Luftwaffe arfeld

and supportnfrastructure from the Alps to the southernmost point oflaly.
(Mahncke)






images/00103.jpg
JmTlamendes fithrers

und Oberften Befehlshabers
derDehrmacht

verleibe ich

dem

Generalle

Alfred Mahncke

das

KriegsverdienftPreus 1. Klaffe
mit Schwertern

Hauptquartier des Ob.d.L.,
den .. 90 11a 19.41

Der Reichsminifter der Luftfabrt
und Oberbefehlshaber der Luftmaffa






images/00102.jpg





cover.jpeg
From Military Aviator to High Command
The Memoirs of Luftwaffe
General Alfred Mahncke 19101945





images/00060.jpg





images/00059.jpg





images/00062.jpg
TATTERED

itler

From Military Aviator to High Command

‘The Memoirs of Luftwaffe
General Alfred Mahncke 1910-1945

Translated by Jochen Mahncke * Introduction by Robert Forsyth





images/00061.jpg
BESITZZEUGNIS

General der Hiegera?
_Hifred Mlatvcke
erhilt hiermit die Erlaubnis,
das Tinigkcns;lh/.rvrhvn der Bundeswehr

fiir den

LUFTFAHRZEUGFUHRERGRAD 1

= COMMAND PILOT =

zu tragen
ie Vorleirurig ecfolyt i Wiirdligeerg der Vordiensls,
iz Gereral der Tegera. . Wlathricke sidh s die
Dewtsche Lftwafe ecworder al.
Borer, 18. lisra 1968

Due Fohrmvegestab s s
Aot

(Steinkoff)
Goreralloutnant
und Tnspektons dor Logffwiife





images/00064.jpg





images/00063.jpg





images/00066.jpg





images/00065.jpg





images/00067.jpg





images/00089.jpg





images/00088.jpg





images/00091.jpg
s





images/00090.jpg





images/00093.jpg





images/00092.jpg





images/00095.jpg





images/00094.jpg





images/00009.jpg





images/00097.jpg





images/00008.jpg





images/00096.jpg





images/00011.jpg





images/00010.jpg





images/00013.jpg
IM NAMEN DES FUHRERS
UND OBERSTEN BEFEHLSHABERS

DER WEHRMACHT
VERLEIHE ICH
DEM

GENERALLEUTHART
ALFRED MAHNGKE
DAS DEUTSCHE KREUZ
IN GOLD
HAUPTQUARTIER. DEN  20. KAl 1943

DER REICHSMINISTER
DER LUFTFAHRT
UND OBERBEFEHLSHABER
DER LUFTWAFFE

5\ " REICHSMARSCHALL






images/00012.jpg





images/00078.jpg





images/00080.jpg





images/00079.jpg
vJ’
-

MArNCKE
& ALFRED

€ il 4

MAHNCKE"
ALFRED

TN





images/00082.jpg





images/00081.jpg





images/00084.jpg





images/00083.jpg





images/00086.jpg
@ Brussels.

BELGIUM

Amiens @

FRANCE

@ Verdun





images/00085.jpg





images/00087.jpg





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00006.jpg
w LU & |

faf die Grlaubnis jum Filhren von Flugseugen der
Luffwaffe in dem aus Seife 3 fi. erfigilihem Umfange.

5 \Mg .‘b/m :?3' 7 193/,
- //«‘#W ;

oA sl

e o A





images/00005.jpg





images/00007.jpg





images/00029.jpg





images/00028.jpg
EAST PRUSSIA
WEST PRUSSIA %

Tuon 4%
o Alansein

Neusorin® Marienterder

GERMANY
s’ s g Berlin
e © Warsaw
POLAND

SILESIA

SR et





images/00031.jpg





images/00030.jpg





images/00033.jpg





images/00032.jpg





images/00035.jpg





images/00034.jpg
- Mwlmm

it e ilutnl, e bicga e Hfena e

g S

e e = 3L b

s tchanbence eng ausREHI

e 1.Vt

(u e e ¢ﬂnul:m‘ e






images/00026.jpg





images/00025.jpg





images/00027.jpg





images/00018.jpg





images/00020.jpg





images/00019.jpg
SOVIET UNION

o Voroneh

Karor o

UKRAINE P

cavcasus






images/00022.jpg





images/00021.jpg





images/00024.jpg





images/00023.jpg





images/00015.jpg





images/00014.jpg





images/00017.jpg





images/00016.jpg





images/00049.jpg





images/00048.jpg
M

Jm lamen des fiihrers
und Oberften Befehlshabers
der Wehrmadht

verleibe idh
dem

Generalleutnant
Alfred Mahnke

die
Spange 3um
Eifernen Kreus 1. Klaffe

fauptquartier des Ob.d.L.,
den 1. Februar. 1943

Der Reichsminifter der Luftfabrt
und Oberbefehlshaber der Luftwaffe

'Reidysmarfdall

i efolgte Decefping wid begloubigt:
e thefes t,mmmmumu”

r}‘)o/z«(’,

st bes fiegr






images/00051.jpg





images/00050.jpg





images/00053.jpg





images/00052.jpg
i
B —

(-aaieantata]

9/a15/s18/2- 300
| e cue

e 15 to cortisy

GUSS of rotuming

72 bo

Seric vou aln poischer,
i . Bty
| suobescia

S o

asi tas boen a0

[






images/00055.jpg





images/00054.jpg





images/00057.jpg





images/00056.jpg
2142

Tuteiottonkomento ¢ Gateohtastand,
o.u/1b
¥ 19.091/42 gonesn
/]
Botr.s For.dor Lf1.Truppen des LfLEdo 4. ,_r##//,’ %

A s -1-

1.) Zur truppendienstiicion Zusammentaosung eller der

s t£TottesmmrTTiclbar unterstollten Binheiten iot

ate Dienststelle
"Eomanteur der 1#1.7rappen 4. Iuftflottenkomanto gn

( Kér,Le1,2x.191,Kdo. 4 )
aufgeatellt mrden.

2.)Komfendour + Goneralleutnent Kahnok e .

3.)Dox Kér.Lfl.7r.Lf1.Klo.4 hut dic Disfiplinarbefumisge
eines Divisions-Tommondours gom. L.Dv.3 4 .
Er bt dlo Goriohtobarkedt Uber dic iha unterstellton
Verbinds, Binhed ten, Dicmstet:1Len und Komzandos (sioho
Anlego,) aus,

4.)Der Kar,1£1.%r, 11.K¢0.4 4ct truppendienstliohor Yor-
gosetetor eller der Tuftflottc 4 unnittolbor unterstell-
‘ten Verbinde, Binneiten, Dionstotellm und Komandos.
Er tiberwoht 4o militérisdie Aucbiléung und die Schlag-
kraft der ihm unterstollton Verbinde fir don Erdkampf.
Er stouert dfe personellen Angclegenhoiten - Eraats ,
Beftrdcrungen, Kommandiorungen. Urlawbarcgelung, Wehr-
botreuung - ung Uberwacht dic disziplinaren Angelegen-
Bolten ~ Bestrafongen, Boschwerden - in den Verblinden
und Bnbet ton.
Er regclt in oinheitliocher Foisc dio wirtschaftliche
Angliedorung der ihm untoratollte ™ ilen an
Tuftwatfon-ciz: . - 2 imeba iian,






images/00047.jpg





images/00108.jpg





images/00110.jpg





images/00109.jpg





images/00038.jpg





images/00040.jpg





images/00039.jpg





images/00042.jpg





images/00041.jpg





images/00044.jpg





images/00043.jpg





images/00111.jpg





images/00046.jpg





images/00045.jpg





images/00037.jpg





images/00036.jpg





