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Dedication


This book is dedicated to fighter pilots 
throughout the world, who give of their best 
without pause to count the cost
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Foreword



I first came to know of Adolf Galland as a famous German pilot during the 1950s when, as a young boy, my admiration for fighter pilots everywhere was absolute. They were both role models and heroes. In the 1960s I had reason to read his doctrine of air combat presented as a lecture to NATO pilots; and in the 1970s I heard him speak at a US fighter base in North America. In the 1980s I used the life and career of this extraordinary man in my own lectures on air power to young pilots taking academic degrees; and finally, in the 1990s, I decided to write my own story of his life. In one way or another he has been a part of my life for more than 40 years.


In 1990 I met ‘Dolfo’ for the first time in private at his home above the beautiful town of Oberwinter not far from the Rhine bridge at Remagen - which has its own memorial to recent history. We spoke at length about a new book on his life, and discussed many aspects of his career. It was only then that I began to realise that all I had known up to that point was only a fraction of his story; and the events which we discussed over several days eclipsed in drama any fictional adventure I could have imagined. As a starting point, his autobiography published in 1953 was a very modest account of his career. I found others who could tell me much more about this man; and from declassified intelligence reports I began to get the full measure of the highs and lows of an astonishingly full life.


I wrote this book not in unblemished adoration of a proud and honourable officer, but as a true story of human endurance against odds, of principled strength in the face of unscrupulous deceit, and of service beyond the call of duty. This is what I found at the end of my quest for the real story behind the legend. I believe that much which has been said about Adolf Galland in the past starts and finishes with the public record of the valiant soldier; I was as intrigued to discover the loyal friend, dedicated in wartime to the men both above and below his rank, and committed to a personal set of moral principles. ‘Dolfo’ suffered both physical injury and crushing personal defeat several times in his life; but with iron determination and stoic endurance he simply refused to give in - to the very end. The events described in this book - violent, heroic, and tragic - must be judged in the light of the times in which they happened. The Germany of the 1930s and 1940s was a world distant from our modern Europe. Adolf Galland, like all men, was a product of his time and place; the story of his life is woven into a panorama of total war, of intrigue, of terrible loss and of human bravery under a totalitarian regime which changed the face of the 20th century, and transformed the world from the Atlantic to the Caspian.


Adolf Galland’s story is more than the tale of a talented fighter pilot with great physical courage. It follows the fortunes of a man who showed determination in the face of adversity; who could not suffer fools or knaves; who sometimes showed the intolerance of a resolute spirit, but who strove to reconcile the demands of honour and duty with a decent human consideration of others. It is also a story about the group of men of whom Galland was an exemplar, formed and framed by the turbulence of their times. Among that remarkable peer group of young men - by at least one measure, the greatest fighting airmen in history - Adolf Galland sought to be the first and the best; and in several senses he achieved it.





Preface to the 2025 Edition



In the 30 years since I wrote the biography of Adolf Galland, a considerable amount of research has been conducted - both on the Jagdwaffe and the man himself - undertaken by a wide-ranging and specialised group of aviation historians and specialists. It is, therefore, appropriate in the year in which the RAF remembers the 85th anniversary of the Battle of Britain that attention should once again turn to thoughts about those whose skills and tenacity in air combat forged a contest that will forever go down in the annals of air warfare.


While republishing the original text, this book now contains the best available research around the victory log of claims made by or on behalf of Adolf Galland, and it also carries a summation of the aircraft he flew and those he encountered. Rather than working with a diminishing amount of material, as time goes by the quantity of research increases and the diversity of analysis expands. With a seemingly endless interest in the events of the air war from 1939 to 1945, the appetite for information continues unabated.


When the first edition of this book came out, Germany was uniting for the first time since 1945 and the Cold War had just come to an end. There were events and activities that it was felt were inappropriate to write about at the time, but which now seem acceptable. We also pause for a reflection of personal engagement with people of that time, now no longer alive. In understanding the underpinning ethos behind the German fighter pilots of that period, it was important to seek out and understand the group of men for whom air combat was a daily routine and, unlike pilots flying for the Allied powers, their motivation.


Searching for this took me to meet with a wide range of people, from the ever-committed Hans Ekkehard Bob to Galland’s batman. All those I met and interviewed are no longer around, but the wide range of personalities and opinions about each other and the conflict in which they fought - not to mention the political system that they served under - helped form my own conclusions about this truly diverse range of people. Unlike the pilots of World War I, these men had grown up through turbulent times, first in a republic and then a dictatorship, yet they came together from a wide and diverse cultural background, many inspired by the wartime efforts of their predecessors.


Then there were the reunions to which I was admitted, sometimes in isolated dining places deep in Bavarian forests and sometimes in hired halls, quietly disregarded by a local populace ignoring these men from a different time. The most outstanding impression from those events was not of a politically motivated, radical or extreme ideology, but rather of a brotherhood loyal to their country and committed to the bonding comradeship shared among young lives threatened by sudden death. A few had supported the Nazi regime but the majority opposed the excesses of the days in which they fought for their country, and it was among this group that the most profound reflections flowed.


Later, when filming for a documentary on Galland’s life, more meetings followed, and to the peripheral story of Galland’s life came a still broader awareness of the small group in which he grew up, and the much larger arraignment of people he eventually commanded. In spending time with Dolfo at his home in Oberwinter, surrounded by replications of traditional German architecture and accoutrements, it was not difficult to see his loyalty to an ancient country and its people among whom his ancestors had been accepted after fleeing religious persecution.


Nothing can ever erase the bestial activities of Hitler’s fanatical regime, or the universal clamour for a national leader to raise Germany again after military defeat in 1918, but the story of the young soldiers of the Luftwaffe deserves to be understood on the basis of personal courage and loyalty, as much to each other in that exclusive band of brothers as to the government behind the swastika they wore.


Today I live in the hunting grounds of Luftwaffe fighter pilots, who were practising aggressive tactics eight decades ago among the hills, valleys and small villages visited daily by the feisty Jagdwaffe. Walking or driving the countryside in a different century, I remember their stories of crossing the narrow English Channel, reputedly flying so low that their propeller blades cut grass as they howled across the fields hunting down their prey. It is not so difficult to hear those engines in the distance, to gaze across the Channel coast, perhaps to glimpse the Pas de Calais from an England threatened by air and by sea, and not to reflect on those days when Britain stood in peril against forces mobilised for its destruction.


It is against this background that I bequeath this tale, of events forged in war and perpetuated in time.


David Baker
East Sussex, 2025





Glossary



Use of German words


This book contains a large number of German words, particularly referring to Luftwaffe organisation. In all cases the nouns are capitalised (as they are in written German) and adjectives are in lower case. The German umlaut is conventionally represented here as a letter ‘e’ following the vowel, e.g. Fuehrer, Goering. German words have different forms in the plural, often but not always adding ‘en’ or ‘n’ to the singular form; where the plural form is unchanged from the singular we show here (pl.-). Rather than attempt formal capitalised translations - which can only be approximate - of the more complex German appointment titles, we have chosen to use general translations in lower case, e.g. Fuehrungsstab der Oberkommando der Luftwaffe is here simply ‘Luftwaffe operations staff.


Luftwaffe units


The basic combat unit was the Staffel (pl.Staffeln) of between 9 and 16 aircraft, led by a Staffelkapitaen (pl.-kapitaene), usually an Oberleutnant. Three (or rarely, late in the war, four) Staffeln and a command staff element (Stab) usually of two aircraft formed a Gruppe (pl.Gruppen) of between 30 and 60 aircraft, led by a Gruppenkommandeur (pl.-kommandeure), usually a Hauptmann or Major. Three (later in the war, often four) Gruppen and a Stab element normally of four aircraft formed the Geschwader (pl.-), which thus had a serviceable strength of anything between about 90 and 150 aircraft, led by the Geschwaderkomm- odore (pl.-), usually an Oberstleutnant.


Although these units do not correspond directly in terms of strength or organisation with RAF and USAAF units, where they are translated in this book we use ‘wing’, ‘group’ and ‘squadron’ for Geschwader, Gruppe and Staffel respectively.


Staffeln were numbered in a single sequence throughout the Geschwader, e.g. 1./JG26 to 9./JG26 in a Geschwader of three Gruppen each of three Staffeln. Gruppen bore Roman numerals, e.g. III./JG26 was the 3rd Gruppe of Geschwader JG26, and comprised Staffeln 7., 8. and 9./JG26.
 


Unit category prefixes


The Geschwader - and occasionally, when formed as a single group for independent operations, the Gruppe - was identified by a number (the various coding conventions used at different periods are mentioned in the relevant chapter notes); and by a prefix indicating the category of aircraft - e.g., Jagdgeschwader (JG), Kampfgeschwader (KG), etc. There were many of these, but the examples found in this book, with their standard abbreviations, are as follows:






	Ergaenzungs- (ErgGr)


	Operational training group







	Erprobungs- (EGr, Ekdo)


	Experimental group, command







	Jagd- (JG)


	Single-engined fighter wing







	Kampf- (KG)


	Bomber wing







	Lehr- (LG)


	Tactical development wing







	Nachtjagd- (NJG)


	Night fighter wing







	Schlacht- (SGr, SG)


	Ground-attack group, wing







	Stuka- (StG


	Dive-bomber wing







	Zerstoerer- (ZG)


	Twin-engined fighter wing








Ranks


In several cases there is no exact equivalence between Luftwaffe, Royal Air Force and United States Army Air Force ranks, e.g. the non-commissioned grades. A rough comparative table would be:






	Luftwaffe


	RAF


	USAAF







	Generalfeldmarschall


	Marshal of the RAF


	5-star General







	Generaloberst (Genobst)


	Air Chief Marshal (ACM)


	General







	General der Flieger (Gen)


	Air Marshal (AM)


	Lieutenant General







	Generalleutnant (Genlt)


	Air Vice Marshal (AVM)


	Major General







	Generalmajor (Genmaj)


	Air Commodore (Air Cdre)


	Brigadier General







	Oberst (Obst)


	Group Captain (Gp Capt)


	Colonel







	Obersdeutnant (Obstlt)


	Wing Commander (Wg Cdr)


	Lieutenant Colonel







	Major (Maj)


	Squadron Leader (Sqn Ldr)


	Major







	Hauptmann (Hptmn)


	Flight Lieutenant (Flt Lt)


	Captain







	Oberleutnant (Obit)


	Flying Officer (Flg Off)


	1st Lieutenant







	Leutnant (Lt)


	Pilot Officer (Plt Off)


	2nd Lieutenant







	Oberfeldwebel (Ofw)


	Flight Sergeant (Flt Sgt)


	Master Sergeant







	Feldwebel (Fw)


	Sergeant (Sgt)


	1st Sergeant?







	Unterfeldwebel (Ufw)


	–


	Tech./Staff Sgt.?







	Unteroffizier (Uffz)


	Corporal (Cpl)


	Sergeant







	Obergefreiter (Ogefr)


	Lance Corporal (L/Cpl)


	Corporal







	Gefreiter (Gefr)


	Leading Aircraftman (AC1)


	PFC












CHAPTER 1 March 1912 - February 1932


Germany was a fragmented nation united only by a common tongue when, some time in 1742, a French Huguenot refugee named Galland was given employment as a bailiff on the estate of Count Graf von Westerholt near Essen in Westphalia. He would be the first in a long line of Gallands who would tend the sprawling Westerholt estate; but while his German descendants would sustain this commitment to the family which gave their ancestor a new home and a respectable place in society, the Gallands would give up the Protestant faith which had made them exiles, and became loyal Roman Catholics. Catholicism was both a faith and a code through which life’s rules could be expressed. Everything about the Galland family bespoke a sense of tradition and formality. Loyalty and obedience were unquestionable; no transgressions could be excused, and rules were enforced with patriarchal harshness.


Germany’s new-found unity in the second half of the 19th century provided a platform of national pride upon which respect for tradition, stern self-discipline, and dedication to the service of nation and Kaiser were the foundations for an honourable life.


Into this world, on 19 March 1912, was born the second son of Adolf and Anna Galland - Adolf the younger, who would eventually become the youngest general in the German armed forces.


Situated just outside the landowner’s walled house, the solid home where the young Adolf grew up was typical for a middle-class country family of the period. From the attic window a view resplendent in greens and browns stretched away across avenues of conifers and hardwoods to fields and woodlands clothing a gently rolling landscape, tended carefully over the centuries. Adolf Galland senior took his responsibilities to his employer seriously; and he extended to his growing family the same discipline which he demanded of his workers. Retribution for minor indiscretions could be severe and painful. Anna Galland was a haven of peace and understanding, occasionally intervening to temper the punishments meted out by their father to Adolf and his elder brother Fritz, to their eternal gratitude. Almost two years his senior, Fritz was a constant source of irritation and antagonism, and there was little love lost between the boys. When Adolf was barely two and a half years old he was presented with a second brother; born in October 1914, Wilhelm-Ferdinand was very different from Fritz, and Adolf became his affectionate protector and staunch friend from the outset.


Although the young Adolf saw his father as the personification of all he was taught to believe in, his unyielding domestic rule was not greatly missed after he went off to fight in the Great War as an officer in the Kaiser’s army - although Anna Galland was not about to condone wanton abandonment of her husband’s code while he was away fighting for his country. The war that began on 14 August 1914 did not touch the young Galland in any material way; he was too young to understand, and too busy learning his way around the Westerholt estate to care much for what lay beyond its boundaries.


It is not fanciful to trace the first seeds of Galland’s success as a fighting pilot to his life around the Westerholt estate when he was barely of school age. Although his father was only at home for brief periods during the war, the boy had a solid early grounding in the safe handling and use of guns, in marksmanship and, very soon afterwards, in the skills of stalking and hunting living prey. When only five years old Adolf had his first shooting lessons, and within a year he had shot his first hare.


Although still only six when the Great War ended in November 1918, Adolf was peripherally aware of the deep anguish caused to his, and almost every other family in Germany. Most of the 1,700,000 German citizens lost in 1914-18 were non-professional soldiers claimed for service from ordinary civilian homes. His father alone lost seven brothers, and the sadness was impossible to veil. The next of kin to every German lost received a small black book bearing inscriptions and illuminated drawings of Christ receiving the worthy souls in Heaven. It had been an unforgettable moment when the first little black book arrived from the German War Ministry to mark the death of one of Adolf’s uncles; and he kept that book until the end of his life.


Quite soon after hostilities ended Galland’s father returned to take up again the management of the Westerholt estate. For most Germans all the comforting certainties of prewar life had been swept away; it was a time of want, of political turmoil, and of humiliation. Yet Adolf senior and Anna Galland wanted nothing more than a return to things as they had been in 1914; and for this middle-class family leading a secure rural life, there was a reasonable chance of escaping the harsher realities endured by the urban poor. They chose to have a fourth child, and in November 1919 Adolf’s youngest brother Paul was born.


In some ways life for the children was even easier after the war. Adolf senior was less ready to use the stick, and the two younger boys escaped the sterner regime suffered by Fritz and Adolf when they were the only children. Now that there were four, rigid discipline was tempered with a degree of informality which even ‘Papa’ Galland found relaxing. He gave the family members nicknames, and young Adolf was known as ‘Keffer’.


As a growing child and adolescent young Adolf had many interests, and found reward in practical things. He was no academic, preferring sports and handicrafts to art and philosophy. Despite his strict religious upbringing the Catholic church held no particular appeal for him, although he would always adhere to Christian codes of conduct for family and daily life. He felt some attraction to music, however; at 14 years of age he began violin lessons, and worked hard at them for two years, before giving the instrument up because he felt himself to be a mediocre player. He later explained that this was not a fit of pique at not being the best, but simply a recognition that to continue would be a waste of time and resources which could be more effectively applied elsewhere.


What did matter to him were technical things, ingenious little devices that puzzled and challenged him. He spent hours putting Meccano sets together; and he was not content merely to indulge his delight in such things, but soon turned his talents into money. Having taught himself the basic principles of radio, he made little crystal sets which he sold to the local farmers who rented land from the Westerholt estate. His practical bent led him to build wooden model aeroplanes, sometimes fitting them with miniature motors and flying them on short hops. Something about the thought of flying seemed to touch an instinctive chord, and he eagerly sought out books recounting the exploits of the airmen of the Great War, who in the Germany of the early postwar years were immortalised in print as gallant heroes of the Fatherland. The young Adolf learned about Max Immelmann, one of the earliest air aces, who gave his name to a daring manoeuvre; Oswald Boelcke, the first great leader of a squadron of fighting airmen; and Manfred von Richthofen, the legendary ‘Red Baron’, with 80 victories the highest scoring fighter pilot of the war. He also learned of Hermann Goering, a successor to von Richthofen as leader of Jagdgeschwader Nr.l - the first ‘Flying Circus’, so called from its colourfully painted aircraft and tent hangars. In time he would come to know him better.


Although Adolf felt drawn to the stories of these men and their adventurous war, free to fight across the skies man against man, man against machine, they seemed to inhabit a world utterly distant from his own. At school he had to struggle to keep up; he saw no link between the mundane tedium of the classroom and the real world outside. The classics positively bored him, while science, wildlife and sport - all subjects he loved - seemed to get so little priority. He didn’t really care about his grades, and despite pressure from his father to study harder it all seemed to no avail. It was as though he was waiting for something to spring into his life and add the spark of commitment.


In these formative years his character and personality took shape. The young Adolf was highly opinionated and specific in his views. His religious upbringing played some part in developing his inclinations. Early on he showed a deep hatred of communism, and in later life this was to influence him in several key political and military judgements. Linked to this, and due in no small part to his father’s influence, he would come to share with many conservative Germans - men and women who would have no sympathy for Nazi ideology - a distrust for the Slav peoples who had historically been seen as a threat to Europe from the east.


As every second child in a large family has found, Adolf was in a difficult position. As the eldest, Fritz was marked as his father’s successor in the long line of Westerholt bailiffs. Young Wilhelm-Ferdinand and Paul were largely free from expectations and could follow their own paths. Only Adolf felt challenged by his older brother and excluded from the privileges kept for Fritz. It was this sense of coming second that spurred Adolf to succeed, even to eclipse his brother. Matters came to a head when Fritz wooed away from Adolf, albeit temporarily, a local girl of stunning attractions. Stung into action, Adolf got his girl back more as a warning to Fritz than out of any real devotion. Adolf was forming an implacable will to be a high achiever - not just to participate creditably in life’s game, but to be the first and the best. His upbringing shaped his stubborn refusal to fit into a preconceived role. It was both his strength and his weakness. In later years Adolf would steadfastly refuse to play the game according to rules dictated by a discredited authority; this would be his undoing as a soldier, but the making of him as a man.


* * *


The much-needed spark to release and focus Adolf’s energy appeared in his life when, in early 1927, a group of sailplane enthusiasts brought the first gliders to the Borkenberge, a stretch of rolling heathland on a corner of the Westerholt estate. It was to these cropped hillocks that the members of the Gelsenkirchen Luftsportverein - air sports club - came to hone their skills; and Adolf made the 30km (20-mile) trek on foot or horse-drawn wagon to watch the enthusiastic helpers prepare the slender-winged gliders. It was a revelation. For the first time he knew exactly what he wanted from life: he wanted to fly - and the immediate goal was to experience this silent, soaring freedom which looked so effortless. But that was easier said than done, especially as he was barely 15 years old; and the young Adolf came alive to the possibilities that study and instruction might afford.


For Germans, gliding was to become a national sport. The Treaty of Versailles of June 1919 had forbidden Germany to build, own or operate military aircraft. Now, just eight years later, the next generation of Germans were taking to the skies without engines, as the simplest way to build expertise in the control of aircraft. Adolf Galland would later testify, time and again, that you could tell a pilot who had first learned to fly a glider: he simply ‘felt’ the air, and exploited it to the full.


Sports flying of all kinds became popular when the Reichswehr (German armed forces) organised Sportflug GmbH; ten flying schools were set up across Germany, with at least one in each of the seven military districts. Army flying officers were reassigned to these, keeping their hand in and attracting the interest of air-minded German youth. Of all flying sports gliding was the most attractive. Flugsport magazine launched a series of gliding competitions in the Rhoen region, mountainous country between the rivers Fulda, Werra, and the Franconian Saale; first held in 1920, these contests quickly became the national arena for gliding prowess. Two influential army officers did much to advance this interest. On 31 October 1920 Hptmn Helmut Wilberg1 of the Truppenamt (the army’s secret General Staff, technically forbidden by the Versailles Treaty) recommended encouragement of gliding to his chief, Gen Hans von Seeckt2; and one of von Seeckt’s staff, Maj Kurt Student3, was an active participant in the Rhoen meetings.


A major expansion of civilian aviation was taking hold as protocols to the Treaty of Versailles relaxed some constraints on the development of passenger and transport aircraft. During 1927 and 1928 German aircraft would carry more passengers and fly a greater cumulative distance than the combined passenger aircraft of France, Britain and Italy. Adolf Galland was one of the boys who determined to find a place for himself at the heart of this revolution.


In 1927 Adolf set himself to acquire the essential working knowledge of aerodynamics and the structural theory of gliders. Before long the local schools were drawn into these daring activities on the Borkenberge, and the vocational high school at Gelsenkirchen began to make simple gliders. Soon they were turning out modifications to existing designs, one of which was the Zogling, a lightweight trainer which Adolf helped to build. His first abortive attempt at becoming airborne, during Easter 1927, was an event he would never forget. As he would recall later: ‘My heart was beating fast as I sat with the joystick between my knees on the little board above the skid-beam. My friends strapped me to the centre strut. Theoretically I knew every move, every reaction; but how would it go in practice?’ Predictably, without practical experience all the theory in the world comes down to earth - which is what the little glider did as the inexperienced Adolf pulled back too sharply on the stick. Instead of rising it stalled, and he returned to the ground with a sickening crunch in the first of several crashes which he would experience over the next 18 years. Apart from a few broken wires there was little damage, and on his next attempt Adolf was more successful; but it was all too obvious that there was more to flying than pointing in the right direction and pulling the joystick.


Over the months which followed he thoughtfully applied the lessons which he had studied hard to master, and came to understand the vagaries of the weather. This inherent ‘feel’ for the atmosphere was the one aspect of flying that could only be learned through gliding; meteorology is as important to the glider pilot as the theory of aerodynamics, and Adolf applied himself to both. The challenge to be the first and the best had taken root; now was the time to grasp it.


The opportunity came through the graduated system of examinations for sailplane pilots. A licence to fly gliders whenever and wherever the law permitted could only be obtained after successfully passing three tests - A, B and C certificates - which in turn would lead to a final test giving professional status as a glider pilot. Each test was more demanding than the last; success would only come by degrees, although there were experienced glider pilots around to help. One in particular, Georg Ismer, did much to help Adolf understand the aerodynamics of gliders and their control techniques. Galland was a committed student tutored by demanding instructors; and by now he had the support of his father, but only in so far as this enthusiasm acted as stimulus, and not a replacement, for his schoolwork. ‘Papa’ Galland even came up with a motorcyle, which gready eased the journeys between home and the Borkenberge.


The effort paid off in 1929, when a 34-second flight above the Borkenberge brought Adolf the handsome blue and white gull badge marking success in the A test. After a total of five flights in the same season he qualified for his B badge. For his C certificate he had to remain aloft for five minutes, a feat demanding the controlled use of thermals which, at the age of 17, Adolf had yet to master. There would be more flights to build greater experience, and yet more study of weather systems and the delicate balance between lift and drag.


All this inevitably distracted the boy from his academic studies, which by this time required him to attend the Hindenburg Gymnasium school at Buer. On hearing from the school that Adolf was seriously behind in his results and in danger of losing his place, ‘Papa’ was not amused, and threatened him with a flying ban unless his marks improved. Adolf had to tread a delicate line between the lure of the Borkenberge slopes and the tedium of school, and the next year was frustration personified. Compelled to devote more time to his school work, Adolf was unable to pick and choose when he travelled to the Borkenberge in pursuit of his longed-for C badge. The low, rolling heathland offered few opportunities for thermal soaring, and when they did he was never able to take advantage of them. The magic five minutes aloft were elusive for all the Borkenberge enthusiasts; so far the record stood at 4min 45sec, frustratingly short of the required time, although the young Galland had managed to stay aloft for 3min 15sec already.


Persistence, and the threat of being grounded, paid off in better school results, a place in the Upper First - and a chance to participate in the 1931 gliding championships in the Rhoen. The Mecca for soaring enthusiasts across Germany, the Rhoen mountains lay approximately 40km (25 miles) north-east of Frankfurt; they had drawn glider pilots since before World War I. Their tops frequently shrouded in mist, these majestic slopes were awe-inspiring to the 18-year-old Galland when he finally arrived at Easter 1931. One slope stood out as a spectacular place to find thermals - the Wasserkuppe, 950m (3,100ft) high. Now Galland was able to rub shoulders with the great names in gliding and soaring from all over Germany and abroad; it was the best possible opportunity for him to pick brains and compare techniques. Within a few days he had managed to get airborne in a Falke, and remained aloft for a full ten minutes before he was urgently signalled to land. At last he had his C class certificate; but a full professional licence still required a flight of at least one hour.


That autumn Galland was back on the Wasserkuppe to attend an international competition. With fellow members of the Gelsenkirchen club he helped ready their pride and joy, a glider called Meyer II with an 18m (60ft) wingspan, in which Adolf soared above the mountain slopes for the required hour. On his return home he was presented with his certificate of qualification as a glider pilot by the President of Westphalia; he was only the third pilot from the region to attain this standard. Now he could fly outside practice areas, make cross-country flights, exhibit at air shows, even train other pilots if he so desired. The benevolent Count von Westerholt, much impressed by his bailiff’s second son, decided that the achievement merited some reward.


‘Papa’ Galland had mused with the count over his son’s fortunes in the air and his struggles in the classroom. The count resolved to motivate the young man, offering to buy him his own glider if he successfully passed his matriculation from the Hindenburg Gymnasium. This he did, in February 1932; the incentive had worked, compounded by the knowledge that the hated schoolroom was now behind him and he could turn his full attention to flying. As part of his matriculation every pupil had to prepare a thesis of his own choosing. For his final essay Galland prepared detailed plans and description of a trailer designed to haul a sailplane; but this was no ordinary trailer. As well as containing the dismantled components it provided shelter, eating facilities and sleeping accommodation for the launch crew and its pilot! On his final report from the school, where the pupil’s preferred profession was noted, his tutor simply wrote, ‘Galland wants to be a pilot.’


Adolf got his glider, a much-coveted Grunau Baby tailored to his own specification, three days after the final examination. It arrived from Silesia, having been hauled across Germany by rail while its proud owner was busy recruiting helpers to build the trailer. Galland was growing up, acquiring the attributes that would single him out for leadership a decade hence; it was to him that the glider club now looked for leadership and direction, and he had little difficulty in getting the members to pitch in. When materials ran out, they scrounged; when funds ran low, they begged and borrowed until the job was done.


Suspicious of what he believed to be a diversion from the serious matter of choosing a suitable profession, even ‘Papa’ Galland had to admire the young man for his ingenuity and single-minded refusal to give in. Young Adolf had gained a lot since the day when the Gelsenkirchen Club came to rent land on the Westerholt estate; now he wanted to give something back, while making a name for himself. He wanted nothing less than to put the Westerholt flying club firmly on the gliding map. The endurance record for soaring above the Borkenberge was 47 minutes. With the excellent design and superb handling qualities of the Grunau Baby, that record could surely be improved upon.


At first conditions were marginal; but by 27 February, just 12 days after the glider arrived, Adolf was determined to make an attempt. It was still dark, and driving sleet numbed the hands of volunteers straining to pull the tiny glider up the Rauher Hang hill. Skating across the frozen ground it plunged into the air, only to smack hard down again on the solid turf. It was barely 09.25 when the second attempt was made, under a brooding sky and in biting wind.


Slowly, in ever-widening circles, Galland caught the wind and gained height. After about 30 minutes he had climbed 90m (300ft), and now began the delicate task of sweeping ever closer to the hillside to catch the rising currents, such as they were. Caught in a particularly violent updraught, his Baby was almost thrown to the ground, but he recovered to gain more height still. As the minutes ticked away Galland could see the coveted record edging into his grasp. At last he made it - 47 minutes aloft above the Borkenberge - and celebrated by eating half a bar of chocolate, throwing the other half down to his cheering, capering supporters on the frozen hill below. On and on he flew: one hour went by, then two, and still he kept the Baby perched at that elusive point between soaring flight and a stall. Already the hard-pressed little glider was creaking at the seams; it had been put through more than 320 turns, and aileron control wires were slackening to the point where it became increasingly difficult to maintain lateral control. It was prudent to land, and gradually the Baby returned to earth. Galland had been aloft for 2hr 6min 5sec; Borkenberge could now lay claim to being an official gliding site, and the Gelsenkirchen Club was formally accepted as a branch of the Luftsport Verband.


Adolf Galland approached his 20th birthday in the knowledge that he had found his own challenge, charted his own course, and set his sights firmly on a future in flying. He had already excelled far beyond his own expectations of a few years earlier. Against the objectives he had set for himself, he had become the first and the best. There would be several times throughout his life when he would match that achievement again.


Notes to Chapter 1


1Helmut Wilberg, as a captain, set up and headed in 1923-27 the Air Defence Referat (nearest equivalent term would be ‘desk’) within the Truppenamt to form an air force department within the army.


2Hans von Seeckt, head of the Reichswehr 1920-26, remodelled the army under the Weimar Republic and the strict terms of the Treaty of Versailles. His aim was to ensure a cadre of excellence whose every member was a potential leader and instructor when restrictions were lifted and a larger army became practical.


3Kurt Student fought in the German air force in World War I, and became Inspector of Airborne Forces in 1938. He was responsible for many of the classic German paratroop operations of the war, and rose to the rank of Generaloberst commanding Army Group H.






CHAPTER 2 March 1932 - April 1933


Adolf Galland had already confronted his father with his ambition to become a professional pilot. It happened just before matriculation when ‘Papa’ took his son on a walk through the Westerholt estate, recalling how he had taught Adolf to shoot and to hunt, how he had given him that elusive instinct for stalking prey, and how - to the lad’s distress - he had given him his first taste of pipe tobacco. But conversation quickly turned to the realities of life in a wider world where Adolf would have to make his way in dangerous and unpredictable times. Beneficiaries of a somewhat detached rural existence, the Gallands were nevertheless perfectly aware of how hard life was for many people in Germany. More than six million Germans were out of work with little or no prospect of employment.


In 1922 escalating inflation followed a flight of capital abroad, stagnant trade and a deepening balance of payments crisis; the heavy reparations claimed by the victorious powers made these conditions impossible to correct. In 1923 French troops occupied the Ruhr, provoking passive resistance and a temporary halt to reparations payments; in retaliation the French blockaded the Rhineland and virtually cut it off from the rest of Germany, worsening the financial crisis. In little more than 18 months the value of the mark against the dollar went from RM162 to RM4.2 billion. Food riots broke out as barter replaced currency. Across Germany a storm of despairing anger fanned support for a range of extremist factions which threatened to plunge the country into civil war. Communists in Saxony and Thuringia joined left-wing socialists in an attempt to seize control of the Reich; in Bavaria officials refused to obey calls from Berlin for the suppression of extremist parties such as Adolf Hitler’s National Socialists. In attempting a putsch in Munich early in November 1923 Hitler overreached himself; his party was dissolved, and he himself was sent to Landsberg prison following trial in April 1924. Later in the decade the reconstituted party would rise again to challenge the precarious order presided over by Field Marshal von Hindenburg. Successive, ineffective governments and continual readjustment of the reparations payment schedule stifled growth and rekindled the flames of dissent.


In September 1930 the communists and the Nazis both recorded major gains in elections. The government led by Heinrich Bruening struggled to maintain stability amid a chaos orchestrated by both left and right. On 13 March 1932 a mandatory election for president saw Hindenburg challenged by four candidates, one of whom was Hitler; a re-run one month later left Hitler in second place. This particular event was only weeks away as the Gallands, father and son, walked and talked in the Westerholt woods.


The dilemma that faced the 19-year-old Adolf was very real. Jobs were desperately scarce; but he had very specific ideas about what he wanted. Reluctant at first, ‘Papa’ Galland warmed to the idea when he saw the sheer determination and enthusiasm with which his son was fixed upon a career in flying. The odds were heavily against success: there were far too many hopeful young would-be pilots chasing far too few openings. Nevertheless, ‘Papa’ Galland put his heart and soul behind his son, and when the walk in the woods was over Adolf had a staunch supporter. It was a turning point in his relationship with his father. From that day forward he had nothing but respect for him, and would always remember how his father had allowed himself to be persuaded that what his son wanted, his son was going to get.


Shortly afterwards Galland applied for one of just 20 positions that year in the Deutsche Verkehrsfliegerschule or DVS (commercial flying school) - as did about 4,000 others in 1932. The odds were daunting, although his glider flying gave him some advantages. From these thousands of applicants about 100 were picked to attend a ten-day selection course at Braunschweig, about 55km (35 miles) south-east of Hannover; and Galland’s name was among the chosen few.


The DVS had four flying schools including Braunschweig; the others were at Warnemuende near Rostock, at Schleissheim outside Munich, and at List on the North Sea island of Sylt. All were heavily subsidised by Deutsche Luft Hansa (DLH), created on 6 January 1926 from the two major German airlines of the day - Deutsche Aero Lloyd and Junkers Luftverkehr - with 36 per cent government capitalisation. There had followed an unprecedented expansion in routes and destinations. Only the DVS could carry a pupil progressively through the five licence grades certifying a pilot for all types of aircraft. These were graded according to the number of engines, the number of people carried and the flight weight, from the basic A1 grade licensing a pilot to fly a single-engined, single-seat aircraft with a flight weight of up to 500kg (1,100lb), to the B2, for twin-engined aircraft of 5,000kg (11,025lb) with up to seven passengers. The C licence was for any aircraft type.


By 1930 DLH was Europe’s leading airline, and would become the de facto training school for Germany’s military pilots and the cradle of her military aircraft development, neither of which were permitted under the terms of Versailles. With heavy government funding DLH was able to stay one step ahead of the international competition in new airliners, feeding the nascent German aircraft industry with specifications to keep DLH equipped with German aircraft and engines - with predictable support from the military, against the expectation of less restricted days. Those days were coming a lot quicker than Adolf Galland or his fellows realised as they arrived at Braunschweig. But flying for Europe’s premier airline was an appealing enough prospect; only the previous year the company had introduced into service the giant Junkers G38, a massive 24,385kg (24 ton) four-engined airliner capable of carrying 34 passengers at 200kph (127mph) for 3,500km (2,150 miles).


There is no doubt that German transport aircraft were ahead of the competition throughout the 1930s, though lacking the markets available to the American, British and French industries. Over the next six years DLH were to specify and introduce into service three aircraft that would play central military roles in World War II: the ubiquitous Junkers Ju52 transport entered service in 1932, and the Heinkel He111 by 1936; and the Focke-Wulf Fw200 - the first four-engined landplane to have a trans-Atlantic capability - carried DLH passengers from 1938.


Life at Braunschweig proved tough and uncompromising. Dressed in blue civilian clothes, applicants were subjected to a disciplinary regimen that was military in its rigour. Scurrying from the modern barrack blocks to their various classrooms, examination rooms, instruction halls and interview boards, they endured psychological as well as technical tests. Evaluation was thorough and highly selective; DLH wanted highly trained and disciplined pilots, and the army wanted a pool of airmen from which the core of a modern air arm could emerge when the time was ripe. No one knew then that, when it did emerge, the air force would become a military service in its own right rather than an element of the army.


* * *


At the end of ten days 18 applicants were selected to go forward for DLH flight training, and Adolf Galland was among them. He was jubilant at this confirmation that he was among the best, but the going got tougher as the real instruction began. Constantly under threat of expulsion if they failed to perform as expected, the trainees got used to working and studying under pressure. Anyone who faltered could look forward to 50 Reichsmarks in his pocket and a train ride home. It was a fitting preparation for military life.


Most instructors were veterans of the 1914-18 war, who brought to their task a military style which did not endear them to their students. Proudly aware that they had been selected from among several thousand applicants, the trainees were unwilling to be brow-beaten like raw recruits. Yet there were some instructors who retained their military bearing while offering much that the trainees could identify with. One such was the principal of the flying school, Oberst Alfred Keller. A former bomber pilot who had conducted raids on London during the war, and who had been awarded Germany’s highest award for bravery - the Ordre pour le Merite - Keller achieved the right balance between maintaining discipline and allowing the freedom to explore individual talent and aptitude. A daunting figure at first sight, he understand how to lead young men, and more than once gave Adolf Galland the confidence to carry on.


An Albatros L101 provided Galland’s first experience at die controls of a powered aeroplane when he was taken into the air by an instructor named Stutz. Powered by a 110hp Argus inverted inline engine, the L101 was a high-wing monoplane with tandem seats; it had a cruising speed of just under 160kph (100mph), a ceiling of just over 4,900m (16,000ft) and a range of 740km (460 miles) in ideal conditions. Last in a long line of Albatros types, the L101 was a pleasant aeroplane to fly.


On a subsequent flight Galland made a heavy landing and broke the undercarriage, denting his confidence and raising the spectre of that rail ticket home. He was further shaken by an incident in which two Klemm trainers collided in midair while he was leading a three-plane formation; fortunately, no one was killed. As flight leader it was Galland’s role to make distinct signals when changing direction; by inference, the conclusion that poor formation tactics had led to the accident implicated Galland, and he took the judgement badly.


Aware that incidents like these boded ill for his prospects, Galland decided to apply for service with the 18th Infantry Regiment at Paderborn. He soon passed the entrance examination, unbeknown to his instructors at Braunschweig, and carried on with his training while awaiting the call to report, fully convinced that his two accidents would sooner or later result in his dismissal from flying school. Several weeks went by without further word; imagining that the backlog of applicants for regimental service had placed him far down the list - if not off it altogether - Galland settled back into the rhythm of the flying school.


He was soon gaining greater confidence in his flying abilities, and enjoying the freedom that came from cross-country flights. The Albatros L75 was a stout two-seat biplane specifically designed for flying schools; powered by a 350hp BMW engine, with a cruising speed of around 180kph (110mph) and a range of about 1,600km (990 miles), it made an admirable cross-country aeroplane, its design sympathetic to pupil error. By the summer of 1932 Galland had obtained his B1 certificate (for single-engined aircraft of 2,500kg/5,512lb with three passengers), and things began to look up. Just when he began to feel that he might, after all, have a future in aviation, the army summoned him to Paderborn.


There was nothing he could do but request permission from Keller to leave the school and join his regiment. But the colonel was not inclined to be co-operative; he assured Galland that he had every prospect of graduating from flying school if he kept to the task, and refused to release him. This was just what the young man needed; encouraged by this endorsement, he wrote to decline the offer of a career in the infantry with some considerable relief. Galland took a pragmatic view of military service; he believed that it was a German’s destiny to serve his country in an appropriate capacity, and recognised that stern discipline was a necessary part of service. But he saw the army as intractable and unyielding; he preferred the freedom to express himself and apply his skills in a self-selective way. This view of the army was shaped in no small part by the arrogant and dismissive attitude of several Reichswehr officers who attended the flying school along with the civilian students.


Now it was time to focus seriously on getting his B2 certificate, which required 150 hours’ flying time. In one sense he was encouraged by the steady attrition rate among the 18 pupils who had made it to Braunschweig; by Christmas 1932 only half would remain, yet he was one of them, and it became clear that if he worked hard enough he would pass. In the coming months Galland would indeed work hard; but he did manage to get some time in on the only sailplane at Braunschweig, where little attention was paid to anything other than powered flight.


There was also time to renew his links with the soaring club on the Borkenberge. During late summer Galland heard about a new sailplane built by the club to the specification of Georg Ismer, and that autumn he went along to see for himself. The club members had dubbed this glider ‘Keffer’ after Adolf’s nickname, and there was nothing for it but to try it out for himself. Hauled into the air by rubber catapult ropes, the glider proved unstable; the tail immediately dropped, causing the aircraft to stall and nose into the ground. Striking his head on the cockpit rim, Adolf suffered mild concussion and a few bleeding cuts in the first of several crashes which would remodel his dark and handsome features.


No sooner had Galland returned from the Gelsenkirchen flying club than he was sent to the aerobatic school at Schleissheim, where he learned skills that would stand him in good stead during the years to come. He acquired the techniques of inverted flight, rolls, loops, steep dives and complex integrated manoeuvres. With his background in sailplanes Galland found these lessons much to his liking, and became confident where others felt uncertainty. By Christmas he had recorded the necessary 150 hours, passed his B2 test, and was well on the way to becoming a fully qualified pilot.


Early in 1933 Galland was sent to the seaplane training base at Warnemuende on the Baltic coast. Here he was instructed in the basic handling of flying boats and seaplanes, logging 25 hours’ instruction in aircraft of this type. A lot of what the trainees learned was related to maritime navigation and seemed to have little to do with flying; uninterested in seamanship, Galland failed to see the point of this exercise. Soon it was back to Schleissheim, and more familiar territory - until he was summoned for an intriguing interview.


It was from Schleissheim that Galland and four other trainees were directed by the school authorities to go to the Zentrale der Verkehrsflieger Schule (ZVS - Central Airline Pilot School) in Berlin. They were not told why. When they arrived they were taken into a private room, and introduced to matters with which they had not previously concerned themselves. They were told, by officials dressed in civilian clothes, that in contravention of the Versailles terms Germany had a secret training programme for military pilots; and they were asked whether they were interested in volunteering for it. They were told that they would fly high-performance aircraft, and that they would get the chance to learn high-speed manoeuvres. All five accepted, and returned to Schleissheim to participate in this clandestine course. Thus for the first time the politics of the period played a direct part in the life of the young Adolf Galland. Unknown to the excited young pilots, Germany was set on a course that was lead inexorably to dictatorship and war.


* * *


The Nazi party had made impressive gains in the elections of 24 April 1932, becoming the majority party in the Prussian state. The fate of Germany’s democracy was sealed on 30 May when President Hindenburg replaced Breuning with Franz von Papen as head of government. He promptly lifted a ban on the Nazi SA (Sturmabteilung) storm troopers, and put Kurt von Schleicher in as minister of defence. Elections to the Reichstag held on 31 July saw further Nazi gains; but in a subsequent election on 6 November they lost nearly two million votes to the communists. Horrified, Schleicher forced von Papen to resign and took office himself. Unable to get the various parties to agree to power-sharing, Schleicher inveigled Hindenburg into approving a deal with the Nazis; and from 30 January 1933 the National Socialist German Workers’ Party received three out of 11 seats in the coalition cabinet.


Hitler became Reichskanzler (chancellor); Wilhelm Frick became the Reich interior minister, and Hermann Goering the Prussian interior minister and Reich minister without portfolio. Four days later Hitler appointed Goering Reichskommissar filer die Luftfahrt (Reich Commissioner for Aviation). Fearing a political take-over of military aviation the new defence minister, Gen Werner von Blomberg, merged the army and navy aviation offices on 1 April and effectively blocked any interference from Goering. But this measure lasted barely a month, and sweeping changes by the Nazi leadership denied the army and navy the control over air power which they sought to retain.


Back at Schleissheim there was a sense of expectancy in the air; but Galland had never been much concerned about politics, and failed to grasp the significance of what was happening. He did know, however, that his flying career might suddenly take a very different tack and carry him into a more exciting future. Hermann Goering, the charismatic Nazi with a strong military aviation pedigree, was now in government. Of Hitler, Galland had little knowledge or interest; anything not involved with aviation was unlikely to hold his attention for long.


Training was under the control of Maj Beyer, who had been one of the first batch of officers slipped into Russia for clandestine military flying training at a base set up for that purpose at Lipetsk in 1923 - a much deeper and darker secret than the use of DLH training centres to recruit military pilots. Adolf Galland’s dawning career, had he but known it, was the end product of a long conspiracy to build not only the manpower but also the technology for a modern air force. By the time Lipetsk closed at the end of September 1933 - when the more open expansion of military aviation in Germany ended its usefulness - about 450 flying personnel had been trained there over eight seasons (including some 120 pilots and 100 navigators), with a further 450 trained in ground duties. These formed the core of instructors who would train Germany’s resurgent air arm1.


When Adolf Galland returned to Schleissheim in early 1933 to participate in the military training course he had the chance to fly Albatros and Heinkel biplanes. The course as a whole proved to be poorly conceived, however, including a range of only vaguely relevant topics such as 1914-18 air tactics, aviation history and the principles of aerial combat, all of which would soon be revealed as out of date for an emerging generation of aircraft. The poor quality of the tutorials generally reflected the calibre of the teachers. Despite its disappointments the course did give Galland 25 hours in the air, sometimes with the heady experience of firing live ammunition at simulated - if unconvincing - ground targets. These mock attacks did instil an enthusiasm for combat, and tempered with realism the swashbuckling notions of air fighting which many of the pupils had brought to Schleissheim.


In the outside world events were moving fast. Toward the end of Galland’s course at Schleissheim Germany’s democratic government ran its course to extinction, proving impotent against the manipulations of Adolf Hitler. With no one party in control of the coalition, Hitler persuaded the cabinet to hold another election on 5 March 1933. In the meantime, as head of the Prussian police, Goering purged its leadership of non-Nazis, drafted in 50,000 SA and SS members as police auxiliaries, and forbade interference with political demonstrations. One week before the elections, on 27 February 1933, the Reichstag building was burned down by an SS Sondergruppe under orders from Reinhard Heydrich2; the outrage was blamed on a retarded Dutchman, the Nazis publicly held the communists responsible, and unleashed the SA and the SS. By the evening of the 28th, 4,000 communist officials and party members had been arrested. Despite this manipulation of public fear of foreigners and communists Hitler only barely managed to get a majority in the elections by doing a deal with the Nationalist party.


By deft manoeuvring Hitler pushed through on 23 March the so-called ‘Enabling Law’ - an act which set aside the constitution and enabled Hitler to act independently of the Reichstag or the president. Thus was formed the legal framework for the dictatorship which would be unveiled as the Third Reich. On 14 July 1933 Germany became a one-party state when the opposition groups voluntarily disbanded.


Notes to Chapter 2


1The story of the secret interwar plan to preserve and build upon the nucleus of a German military air arm is long and involved, but it may be traced to the memorandum of 18 May 1919 from Hptmn Wilberg to Gen von Seekt, then military advisor to the Armistice Commission, on the Reichswehr’s future needs in aircraft and personnel. Although the signatory of the order disbanding the German air service, von Seeckt saw to it that 120 army and 20 navy pilots were retained. From that group came the instructors who would soon be sent to the secret training ground in Russia.


Following a German-Soviet trade agreement in May 1921, Gen von Seeckt persuaded the Russians that Soviet defences could benefit from German industrial expertise, including that of aircraft manufacturers. Taken in, and never averse to secrecy, the Russians agreed at Rapallo in April 1922 a treaty covering trade and the exchange of technical information. The secret German training base was in due course established at Lipetsk on the Voronezh, about 500km (310 miles) south-east of Moscow. Orders for Dutch Fokker aircraft were originally born of the 1923 Ruhr crisis and German fear that the occupation of the Rhineland might lead to war with the Allies. The crisis abated, but an order for 50 type DXIII sesquiplane fighters - then, at 270kph (170mph), the fastest fighter in the world - was retained; and by highly devious means the aircraft, and British surplus machine guns to arm them, were secretly delivered to Lipetsk.


The field, set up to resemble a Russian base, housed an average of 200 personnel of which 50, interspersed with Russian personnel, were responsible for training. The first courses began during summer 1926; and in time even joint field exercises would be held in conjunction with Russian forces. During this period the German aircraft industry had been evolving on the back of other plots to evade the Versailles restrictions, and several key World War II aircraft types were flown at Lipetsk. The whole conspiracy came to an end with the accession to power of the virulently anti-communist Nazis.


2Head of the Sicherheitsdienst (SD - SS Security Service), Reinhard Heydrich was Deputy Protector of Bohemia and Moravia with headquarters in occupied Prague from 1941. While serving as such he was ambushed and killed by Czech partisans.






CHAPTER 3 May 1933 - March 1935


One man above all others who would influence Galland’s life for the next 12 years was now assuming powers that would put him at the head of Europe’s most powerful air force. Dissatisfied with his position as head of the essentially civilian Reich Commission for Aviation, Goering enlisted Hitler’s support in engineering a change in the law. On 27 April 1933 Hindenburg succumbed to their pressure to upgrade the commission to the status of a ministry - the Reichsluftfahrtminister-ium (RLM, German Aviation Ministry) - thus automatically elevating Goering to equal rank with defence minister von Blomberg. On 15 May all the many and varied German military aviation projects were brought under the authority of the RLM. Within days of his appointment as Reich commissioner for aviation Goering had named Erhard Milch as his deputy, and on 22 February Milch was made state secretary of aviation1.


At the end of the course at Schleissheim in May 1933 Galland was ordered to attend a special meeting at the Behrenstrasse in Berlin. He was one of 12 ‘civilian’ pilots in the group of about 70 airmen who converged from various similar clandestine programmes; the others were military officers and NCOs. The meeting was addressed by Goering; and it was at this first encounter that Galland fell under the spell of this articulate, magnetic, larger-than-life personality.


Goering addressed his assembled recruits - the nucleus of what would become the new Luftwaffe - with enthusiasm and a sense of purpose. Galland was impressed; Goering seemed to make sense, appeared to have thought through a logical plan for the development and expansion of the Third Reich’s air power, and gave an impression of culture and education. Indeed Goering impressed most of those at the meeting, with a sense that Germany’s leaders offered a spirit of restored pride and a real chance to take part in a new adventure. In such company Goering could trade on the aura of having led Jagdgeschwader Nr.1 some months after the death of its founding commander Manfred von Richthofen; to these young fliers he seemed a natural leader for Germany’s new aviation programme. In reality, Goering surrounded himself with ingratiating cronies and had none of the essential attributes of a true leader, as Galland would discover to his cost2.


Goering told the group at the Behrenstrasse of plans to have done with the restrictions of Versailles, and to build all the elements of a strong air force; for the time being, however, these activities would remain secret. The 70 young airmen were told that what they were doing was part of a well-planned programme. The young would be enlisted for air competitions using the widely established Ring der Flieger. These were to be organised into the Deutscher Luftsportverband (DLV - German Air Sport Association) with Bruno Loerzer, another World War I ace, as president. Only the preceding month Goering had put the active members of the DLV into grey-blue uniforms; the organisation would help spread an air of militarism among the country’s air-minded youth. Finally, Goering told his audience that they were to attend a special air combat training course in Italy.


* * *


The German pilots would travel in civilian clothes, in two separate parties: one to Udine in northern Italy, the other to the old World War I airship base at Grotaglie in the south. In July 1933 the two groups gathered at Frankfurt-am-Main for three days of lectures and security briefings before being despatched by train to their respective destinations, Galland’s group crossing the Brenner under the guise of Tyrolean recruits. The train took them to Bari on the Adriatic coast, headquarters for one of Italy’s four Air Zones.


The deception did not end when they crossed into Italy: they were greeted at Bari by a group of Italians in civilian clothes who ushered them into military vehicles disguised as civilian transport. That their hosts were officers from the Grotaglie flying school became evident when the transport came to a halt several miles outside Bari. To the puzzlement of their visitors the Italians disappeared into an olive grove, only to reappear in resplendent white Regia Aeronautica summer uniforms complete with ‘plumes like banana-skin peelings’. They seemed to Galland more like musicians in a marching band, and he could not help wondering what sort of toy soldiers these men were. Rejoining the German airmen in their new splendour, the Italians seemed to assume an air of superiority which grated on their travel-worn guests as they rattled off down the dusty road to the flying school.


No sooner had they arrived at Grotaglie than the Germans were shepherded into barracks and issued old, faded air force recruits’ uniforms. The prospect of a two-month stay became distinctly tedious when the Germans found themselves kept under almost constant watch, drilled, and treated generally like ignorant and undisciplined conscripts. They were not allowed to leave the airfield, and lacked any opportunity for diversion or company - particularly female company. Clearly, someone had failed to brief the Italians on the newcomers’ level of military and flying experience. Galland, as frustrated by this treatment as his companions, was a frequent instigator of humourous banter hurled at the Italians; but in the absence of a fluent common language the message did not seem to penetrate. When the Germans were given worn-out Breda biplane trainers for initial orientation it was the last straw.


Galland’s opportunity to demonstrate the misunderstanding came when the Italians boasted of the latest record by one of their pilots, an inverted flight of 90 minutes’ duration. Taking off in a Breda, Galland promptly flipped the little biplane and proceeded to fly up and down the airfield inverted. The Italians’ initial annoyance changed to respect as time passed; Galland did not feel confident that he had got his message across until he had been droning back and forth upside down for a full 45 minutes.


Having shown what they were capable of, there was some opportunity for Galland and his colleagues to practice air-to-ground strafing, much to their enjoyment - though to the consternation of Italian soldiers in trenches holding balloons as targets, who were accustomed to the Regia Aeronautica’s more sedate training regime. At Grotaglie Galland and his group managed to get in about 60 hours’ flying time, but in reality they learned very little of practical value. It was a strange experience for Galland: to all intents and purposes he was receiving fighter combat training, but he did not belong to any formal military unit - not even to an air force.


None too soon the two-month course was over; and at least their time was to be handsomely rewarded. Still burdened by their bogus Tyrolean identity, Galland and his friends were given a two-week holiday, and more than enough spending money to enjoy themselves. Galland visited Rome, Naples, Capri and Milan; the concentrated impact of Italy’s spectacular artistic and architectural heritage made a real and lasting impression on him - as also did the diversions of good food, fine wine and beautiful women. (This last interest was often reciprocated; and so began a full-hearted, if sometimes hazardous involvement with the opposite sex that would far outlast his youth. Even in his later years, despite the scars of time and several crashes, women would melt before his charisma, his dark good looks, and a certain tantalising aura of hidden danger.)


* * *


In September 1933 Galland returned to Germany. He found time for some glider flying, and won another prize in a local contest, before reporting to the Zentrale der Verkehrsflieger Schule at Braunschweig/Broitzem. At the ZVS he completed a course on instrument flying and received tuition in the techniques of piloting heavy transport aircraft, logging another 50 hours’ flying time.


The following month Galland began life as a Lufthansa pilot and, for a brief period, had time to explore and enjoy the relaxing ambience of southern Spain. Flying either a Rohrbach-Roland or a Junkers G24 airliner, Galland would take passengers twice a week from Stuttgart to Barcelona via Geneva and Marseilles. The G24 trimotor was a relatively old design (it first flew in 1925), but it was a comfortable aircraft for its three crew and up to nine passengers. Galland found Spain much to his liking, relaxing whenever he could at shady pavement bars, or walking under the palms of the Catalonian coast. He liked the Mediterranean climate, the affable people, the warm hospitality, the free and friendly manners - it was all so different from the culture of the cold north, and Galland took it to his heart. He was 21 years old, healthy, good-looking, a pilot with the best airline in Europe, and often far from home in exotic surroundings. He was flying for a living, and his secure and ordered working life had some appeal. But the excitement of military aviation, which he had been allowed to taste, was lacking.


In December 1933 he was called to the ZVS in Berlin, where officials gave him an invitation which confronted him with these hard choices. Did he wish to volunteer for military service with a view to joining the now not-so-secret air force as a commissioned officer? Galland was one of 70 in the group assembled in Berlin, and most found the choice a difficult one. Although young, the aviators had their feet on the first rungs of a ladder that could lead to steady work far into the future. They had achieved this by unremitting work and against great odds, in a country traumatised by relatively recent hyperinflation and mass unemployment. Yet, while civilian flying offered stability it had little of the excitement they associated with military aviation. Again, if it should ever come to war, it was better to be on the inside having risen through the ranks than to be drafted in at the convenience of the government. So it was that, largely because of the promise of adventure rather than through any serious ambition to help develop the emerging air force, most of the young men in the group opted for military service.


* * *


Unavoidably, this would mean a period with the army, pounding the parade ground and polishing boots. It was with a certain wistfulness for the pleasures of Spain that Galland reported to his barrack room sergeant of the 10th Infantry Regiment at the Grenadier Barracks, Dresden, on 15 February 1934. His professional career as a military aviator was starting at the bottom, in the rank of rifleman. For three months his group - a motley collection of airline and meteorological pilots and flying instructors - endured infantry basic training. Sometimes they drilled and double-marched all day; other days were spent polishing and cleaning parade clothing and equipment. It had nothing to do with flying, and everything to do with instilling the military discipline to carry out orders without question or sentiment. It was all very soul-destroying, but - according to the sergeant-major - character-building ...


In May, presuming their characters built, the army moved them on to Infantry School, also in Dresden, and Galland received the rank of officer cadet. Here the group underwent further infantry training and officer schooling, before proceeding to air combat theory at the War Academy. The syllabus was solidly based on the experience of World War I, and had little relevance to modern conflict; the army saw the use of aircraft in terms of support for ground operations, and had little concept of an independent air force for strategic use. The young aviators, on the other hand, knew full well the dangers of such limited thinking.


While Galland was garrisoned at Dresden Germany stumbled further toward the abyss. The SA had grown vastly in size, and its leader Ernst Roehm had an ambitious agenda of his own. Formed by Hitler in 1920 to provide the Nazi party with physical muscle in the days of mass street politics, the movement had outgrown its usefulness: it was an embarrassment to a government in power; it worried influential elements who were otherwise prepared to see Hitler as a way forward for Germany; and it was becoming a focus for political causes left behind by Hitler’s rise to power. The army’s Gen von Blomberg had reason to seek assurances from Hitler that he would not allow the SA to infiltrate the army. The generals, politically conservative and loyal to the 87-year-old President von Hindenburg, were potentially a source of serious opposition to Hitler.


In return for his promises of a dramatic cut in the SA, military expansion, and a commitment that the armed forces would be the sole ‘bearers of arms’, the army staff agreed to support Hitler for president on Hindenburg’s death. Events conspired to bring matters to a head; Himmler’s SS had been growing increasingly restless about the Roehm faction; so, at his and Goering’s urging, Hitler struck. On 30 June 1934, in a purge known as the ‘Night of the Long Knives’, SS troops snatched Roehm and other SA leaders for summary execution; at the same time a wide range of Hitler’s other political adversaries throughout Germany were eliminated, under the pretence of forestalling a putsch. The SA was emasculated forever; Hitler had kept his pact with the military, and would receive his reward little more than a month afterwards.


On 2 August 1934 the old president died. True to their word, the army and navy approved Hitler’s decision to merge the posts of Reichskanzler and president. On that day Adolf Galland, along with every other person under military authority, bound themselves by a new declaration:


‘I swear by God this sacred oath, that I will yield unconditional obedience to the Fuehrer of the German Reich and Volk, Adolf Hitler, the Supreme Commander of the Wehrmacht, and, as a brave soldier, will be ready at any time to lay down my life for this oath.’


Within three weeks a national plebiscite returned the National Socialist Party to power with 88 per cent of the 43.5 million votes cast. Already, since achieving power in July 1933, the Nazis had poured massive funds into public works, road building and improvements to the national infrastructure. By the end of 1934 unemployment stood at 2.6 million, a fall of more than 3.4 million in two years. In the coming year rearmament on a massive scale would turn unemployment into a dramatic labour shortage. A year later the arms budget would stand at RM10 billion - five times what it was when Hitler came to power.


* * *


For Galland, to whom the carefully slanted official version of the Roehm incident had seemed like the timely crushing of a dangerous political conspiracy, the nation suddenly seemed to be coming alive. His own prospects seemed bright, if confused. In October 1934 he was discharged from the army with the rank of Kettenfuehrer, equivalent to lieutenant in the forthcoming Luftwaffe, and he received his Flugzeugfuehrerabzeichen (aircraft commander’s badge - in practice, his pilot’s qualification brevet.) It was ironic that there was as yet no German air force for him to join; but everything was to change in 1935, and the new year would bring a posting that just five years earlier would have been beyond his wildest dream.


When Galland left Dresden he wore on his grey-blue DLV uniform the breast wings and bird collar emblems signifying the rank of pilot officer. His first posting was back to Schleissheim. Technically Galland was back in the civilian flying organisation, but this was a brief interlude. He was now one of approximately 900 flying officers, 200 flak officers and 17,000 men in the ‘air force in waiting’. Schleissheim was in the throes of being transformed from a pseudo-civilian flying school into the primary military training ground for a new air force. Here Galland began a ten-week course to put the edge back on his flying skills and aeronautical theory, blunted by his ten months as a soldier. He hoped to be posted before long to a flying unit as an open and unashamed member of a national air force; but there was a catch.


Briefings about the impending announcement of Germany’s nascent air force were frequent. There were classroom sessions on how the new air force would be organised and administered, and what sort of equipment it was going to receive. Only a small cadre of founding members - the group to which Galland belonged - would be seasoned aviators, the rest being trainees recruited from the ranks of inexperienced enthusiasts. There would be a pressing need for instructors.


Galland knew that his performance at Schleissheim could either propel him to an active service unit - a prospect with immense attractions; or condemn him to the boredom of a training school. The last thing in the world he wanted was to be an instructor. The best pilots were urgently needed to inspire and train the recruits, while the rest would be sent to operational squadrons. Treading a delicate line between mediocrity and excellence, Galland determined to place his flight rating at about the average, in the hope of avoiding dangerous prominence. Each week brought further news of Staffeln (squadrons) being formed across Germany as the pace of expansion picked up. The first flying unit to be set up after Hitler assumed power in 1933 had been the Reklamefliegerabteilung (Propaganda Detachment) comprising three squadrons, one each at Berlin-Staaken, Neuhausen near Koenigsberg in East Prussia, and Furth near Nuremberg. Under the command of Maj Robert Ritter von Greim3, the first operational unit had been established on 1 April 1934 and given the grand title of Jagdgeschwader 1324, set up at Doeberitz-Damm close to Berlin with the task of training fighter and dive-bomber crews. Throughout that year the units built up toward a strength of five reconnaissance squadrons, three fighter squadrons, five bomber squadrons and a stand-by unit at the disposal of the Ministry of Defence. These squadrons were to be equipped with Arado Ar65 and Heinkel He51 fighters and He50 dive-bombers.


In February 1935 Goering came to visit, sweeping through the buildings and hangars and across the concrete aprons on a specially conducted tour. Galland would remember that the new Reich Minister for Aviation seemed to light the place up with his sheer charisma. He gave the impression of gathering into himself all the dreams and aspirations of the men around him, harnessing them into a focused hope for the future. There was more to come. At Schloss Mittenheim, Goering gave the young aviators a glimpse into the future of the new air force. He described how for two years the Nazi party, and now the government of Germany, had worked to build up manpower and inject new resources into the aviation industry so that, when called upon, it could supply large numbers of combat aircraft. Galland listened intently; he knew that dreams had their place in setting goals, but the realities depended on an expanded industrial base, stronger research and development, and a well run training programme for air and ground crew. Goering spoke confidently of the increased output already achieved in the two years since Hitler came to power - manpower levels in the airframe industry had risen from 4,000 workers in 1933 to 16,900 just a year later, and by the end of the decade would exceed 210,000. By this date the production plan set up on 1 January 1934 had achieved an output of 2,105 aircraft in 13 months5.


On 26 February 1935 Hitler signed the decree establishing what he referred to as the Reichsluftwaffe, publicly unveiling an independent air force distinct from the army - Reichsheer - and navy - Reichsmarine. (He had personally selected the title of the new service, but it quickly became formalised as the Luftwaffe.) The decree took effect from 1 March, on which date the Luftwaffe had 20 squadrons of land and sea-based aircraft, 20 flying stations, and the special reserve unit with the RLM. The airline DLH also represented an auxiliary bombing force - the airliners they used to fly passengers around Europe could be converted into bombers within a few hours.


The timing of the announcement, with regard to the probable reactions of the Allied powers, had always been considered critical, given Germany’s unreadiness for any armed confrontation. In the event the official unveiling of the Luftwaffe made little difference; the intelligence services of the other European governments had already revealed - at least in secret, to their accountable bodies - the existence for some years past of a German air force. Yet the threat of military action by Germany’s neighbours had shaped the very structure of the Luftwaffe; and the question of just what kind of air force to build had exercised the generals for a decade or more.


In simplistic terms, the argument was between those who saw the aircraft’s role as fulfilling the tactical needs of the army for ground support, reconnaissance and liaison; and those convinced by the theory of strategic air power advanced by such writers as the Italian Giulio Douhet, author of the internationally influential Command of the Air. Until the late 1920s the army was more or less united behind the first view; but the claims of a strategic air force would be voiced by such far-sighted staff officers as Obst Hans Jeschonnek6, Obstlt Helmuth Felmy, Obst Walther Wever, and Genlt Wilhelm Adam. Most tellingly, they were advanced in a secret memorandum of May 1933 from Dr Robert Knauss to Erhard Milch.


Broadly, Knauss defined Germany’s dilemma as buying time to build up her strength without pre-emptive interference from her potential enemies to east and west. He proposed a deterrent strategy reminiscent of von Tirpitz’s naval plan of pre 1914, with a strong strategic bomber force taking the place of the ‘risk-fleet’ of heavy battleships. Knauss argued that for the price of two divisions, or two battleships, Germany could produce 400 strategic bombers. Given the fear of unacceptable damage from air assault which was general throughout Europe in the 1930s, this fleet would be a sufficient deterrent to preventitive war while Germany rearmed.


This analysis appealed to Milch, to Deputy Fuehrer Rudolf Hess, and ultimately to Hitler (Goering seems to have been strangely ambivalent). Accordingly, in January 1934 Milch put together a production plan calling for 4,021 aircraft including 822 heavy bombers, 590 reconnaissance or ground-attack aircraft, 51 dive-bombers and 251 fighters, plus 1,760 trainers, and miscellaneous naval and communication types.


In the event, however, a combination of army influence and the limitations of skilled labour shortages and a basic research and development programme would shape the compromise air force which Germany actually got. Inevitably, the many army officers transferred into the command and staff levels of the new Luftwaffe brought with them a core belief in victory through rapid mechanised warfare, which tilted the culture in favour of tactical support. Nevertheless, it should be remembered that Knauss’s stated objective was indeed achieved: Europe was intimidated, and Germany did rearm.


* * *


The first day of March, when the new Luftwaffe officially came into being, was declared Air Force Day, and celebrated by special flying displays and parades7. Public awareness was important to the recruiting campaign; and on 14 March the links with the air service of 1914-18 were ostentatiously underlined when Jagdgeschwader 132 was redesignated Jagdgeschwader ‘Richthofen’ Nr.2 (in deference to the first Jagdgeschwader, JG1, formed by Manfred von Richthofen in 1917, the reconstituted group took the next number in sequence).


Although hardly a surprise to their political leadership, the formal announcement of the Luftwaffe sent echoes of public concern reverberating around the countries of Europe. In 1933, when Germany had no armed forces to speak of, Hitler’s assumption of total power had caused concern: now doubts about Nazi intentions grew apace with the Wehrmacht. There was in fact no immediate, formal declaration to Germany’s neighbours, and the first discussion about the Luftwaffe came on 15 March in an interview given by Goering to Ward Price, correspondent of the London Daily Mail. Until 1935 Nazi politics had been internal German affairs; from this year on Hitler would walk a fine, internationally-exposed line between acceptable politics and the provocation of precipitate reaction. Later in March Germany proclaimed the doctrine of Wehrbefreiung (lit: ‘liberation of arms’), thus declaring German sovereignty over issues relating to national defence, and implicitly burying the Versailles restrictions. On 25 March Hitler boasted to the British foreign secretary, Sir John Simon, that the Luftwaffe was already bigger than the Royal Air Force8


Notes on Chapter 3


1A captain in the World War I air service, Milch joined Deutsche Luft Hansa in 1926, becoming its chief executive three years later. DLH financed Goering in his lean years before political power brought its rewards, and Milch organised clandestine activities for the ‘black’ air force prior to 1933, seeing to it that the airline sponsored many projects helpful to the future Luftwaffe.


2In conversation with the author, Galland said that in his view Goering would have made a much better Reichskanzler than Hitler, because he had little interest in party politics and would have left the government to run the country. Through private conversations Galland also came to form the view that Goering abhorred the thought of war, and much preferred to enjoy at his leisure the fruits of power, such as his already not inconsiderable gallery of art treasures. Galland believed that a Germany led by Goering would not have taken the risk of attacking Poland.


3Gen Ritter von Greim would be flown by Hanna Reitsch into Berlin to report to the Fuehrer’s bunker on 26 April 1945 - the last outside visitors - leaving on the 30th just after the news of Himmler’s negotiations reached Hitler, and the Russian forces got to within a block of the bunker.


4The designation ‘132’ represented coded information defining the unit. The first digit (1) stood for the unit’s number within the Luftkreis or Air District; the second identified the type of unit, in this case (3) for fighter; and the third, (2), the number of the Luftkreis.


5As part of their long-term planning the army had kept a research and development base alive long before DLH’s commercial orders became available. Evading detection by the Allied Control Commission, Ernst Heinkel built during the 1920s various prototypes to army specifications, which were tested at Lipetsk, as were Arado and Dornier designs. The latter company had designs built in Japan and Switzerland and set up facilities in Italy. The armed forces also maintained secret aviation research stations at Rechlin in Mecklenburg, and Travemunde.


6Jeschonnek was commissioned as a lieutenant at the age of 16, and flew with Jagdstaffel 40 in the Great War. He served in the Army Ordnance Corps between 1923 and 1928, completed General Staff training, and served in the Reichswehr Inspectorate before joining Kampfgeschwader 152 in 1934. As a general he was Chief of the Luftwaffe General Staff from 1939 until he commited suicide in 1943.


7As so often, great affairs had more basic human consequences. For the graduates of Schleissheim being in the vanguard of change meant that for the first time in the history of the Germany military, and to the outrage of traditionalists, officers were to wear collars and ties under an open-collar tunic - the new Luftwaffe uniform was largely based on that of the Deutscher Luftsportverband.


8In fact, of 2,500 aircraft theoretically available, fewer than 800 were serviceable; and Hitler was including aircraft that were militarily irrelevant, such as trainers.






CHAPTER 4 April 1935 - April 1937


During March 1935 Galland got his longed-for orders to report to JG2, the Luftwaffe’s first fighter unit, then under the command of Maj Wieck and based at Doeberitz. Everything had worked perfectly: his performance at Schleissheim had been good enough to get him a top posting, but not so impressive as to single him out as an instructor. Now at last he was free of schools and training - free to join not only a fighter unit, but the one chosen to carry the legacy of Germany’s greatest fighter pilot


Soon after arriving at I./JG21 on 1 April, Galland was assigned to help set up and staff II Gruppe which was to be located at Jueterbog-Damm. (During this early phase of the Luftwaffe’s build-up units were hard put to reach establishment When Galland reported to Doeberitz only I Gruppe had yet formed.) Expansion was being attempted so quickly that it swept the graduate officers into a frenzy of activity which left little time for leisure. Every day brought a succession of rosters, logistical problems, manpower assignments - a blizzard of paperwork, when all the brand new lieutenant wanted was to get back into the air. The weeks raced by, and aircraft for II Gruppe began to arrive during the summer. Everything had had to be built from scratch: barracks, hangars, administration offices - even the roads to the still unfinished airfield, where Galland would soon be flying the new Heinkel He51 single-seat fighter biplane.


The first production aircraft, the He51A-l, came off the production line during April, and was delivered to II./JG2 first. The new fighter had vicissitudes that caught the pilots by surprise. With heavier loadings than the comparatively docile Arado Ar65 flown by I Gruppe, the He51 had about the same all-up weight but a BMW engine which was 50 per cent more powerful - and it showed in performance. Galland was impressed with the new fighter, and explored every aspect of its potential for high-speed manoeuvres. He soon found he had an aptitude for this type of flying and, encouraged by II Gruppe commanding officer Maj Rheitel, set about practising for air displays and competitions. Galland specialised in low altitude aerobatics - the most dangerous, albeit spectacular, type of flying; but Rheitel had no intention of letting one of his young turks write off one of the gleaming new Heinkels, and Galland had to perform his aerial antics in the standard training biplane of the day, the two-seat Focke-Wulf Fw44 Stieglitz.


It was in this aircraft that Galland the amateur engineer met Galland the pilot He devised a method, implemented by the unit mechanics, of fitting a special carburettor which allowed him to fly the Stieglitz inverted. Seeking better negative response from the elevators he also had them modified, which improved performance in a spin and helped maintain an inverted nose-up attitude. Spinning was part of Galland’s low-altitude display - not a trick for those of a nervous disposition.


One day in October 1935 he took the Stieglitz up for a practice session to try out the modifications in a series of well-rehearsed manoeuvres. He decided to give himself a cautious extra 760m (2,500ft), just in case. The modified Stieglitz took off and Galland put in a few basic flick turns and slow rolls to get the feel of the modified elevators. All seemed well - a few unfamiliar responses, but nothing to cause a problem. Now it was time to throw the biplane into the classic aerobatic manoeuvres. It was when Galland tried to perform his spectacular spin recovery that things went badly wrong.


He went into the spin as he always had, and counted through the three turns, at completion of which he had the aircraft under control - but something felt wrong. The turns had taken a few seconds longer than they ever had before, but the Stieglitz was falling to earth at the usual rate. The result was inevitable: there was not enough altitude to recover fully. Galland could see it happening several seconds before it did. With both hands tugging the stick fully back into his stomach, there was nothing else he could do.


As the biplane sliced into the ground it broke up in a cloud of flying turf and dirt, with tangled pieces of wing and fuselage hurtling from the impact. Wrenched from its mountings, the seat slammed forward, burying Galland’s face in the instrument panel. Blood and tissue mixed with twisted metal and splintered glass, reshaping Galland’s features forever. Mercifully he lost consciousness immediately, and would never remember the impact that nearly took his life.


From all over the airfield fellow pilots and ground crew sprinted to the scene, as smoke and dust drifted lazily across the appalling mass of torn fabric and crushed metal. It took some time and effort to extricate him from the smashed cockpit, carefully freeing his bloodied head from the instrument panel. (One of the pilots who eased him from the crushed cockpit that day was Douglas Pitcairn, who would be his commanding officer at 3./J88 in the Spanish Civil War.) Hardly recognisable and only barely alive, Galland was rushed to Jueterbog army hospital, and into the immediate and expert care of Prof Dr Sauerbruch and an experienced surgeon from Berlin. Under the new regime they were at the hospital on national service, and as luck would have it they were uniquely placed to give Galland the best possible care.


* * *


The surgeons worked on Galland’s multiple skull fractures while he lay in a coma, oblivious to his condition. If he lived it would take months for his injuries to heal. Over the next three days Galland’s condition hung in the balance; summoned from Westerholt, his parents stayed by the bedside of their 23-year- old son night and day. He found them there when he came round, and needed them most. They explained that he was very lucky to be alive, and gently urged him to abandon all hope of ever flying an aeroplane again.


It was time to count the cost. Apart from a very serious set of cranial fractures, the front of his face had been flattened, his nose had been badly broken and broadened, and there was serious damage to the cornea of his left eye from glass splinters. On discharge from the hospital he was declared medically unfit for flying and sent back to II./JG2, where his commanding officer took a sympathetic view of Galland’s dilemma. He had joined the Luftwaffe to fly; even the post of instructor had horrified him - nothing short of active service in a fighter unit was tolerable.


Maj Rheitel had more reason to be understanding than most. He too had fought hard for the opportunity to fly and fight during World War I, when aviation was considered in many circles a very primitive occupation for a military man. He believed in instinctive ability over bureaucratic restrictions; and he knew what an asset his Gruppe had in Galland. After an informal chat with his young officer, Rheitel decided to give him a chance to prove himself. Conveniently pretending to have mislaid the damning medical report, Rheitel let Galland get back in the air to see for himself how his pilot fared. It was all the convalescence Galland needed; he luxuriated in being back where he felt he belonged. He would need to be at his best: new aircraft were on the horizon to test the mettle of the very best pilots.


Throughout 1935 major decisions were being taken about a revolutionary new concept: the all-metal monoplane fighter with enclosed cockpit and retractable undercarriage. On 28 May 1935, less than two months after Galland had joined JG2, Messerschmitt’s test pilot Hans Knotsch put the Bf1092 prototype into the air for the first time. Four other contenders for a Luftwaffe production order put to the air that year, and a competitive evaluation was held at Travemunde. Three of the four, including the Bf109, had Rolls-Royce Kestrel engines. At the end of the competition only two types stood any chance of selection: the Bf109, and Heinkel’s He112 gull-wing design. Many favoured the Heinkel, but the Bf109 was eventually selected as the Luftwaffe’s primary monoplane fighter.


Galland’s ability to keep flying for his Gruppe hinged on Maj Rheitel keeping secret the medical report that declared him unfit. His eye was healed, although sight was a problem, and the other physical injuries disappeared with time. The sheer volume of documentation pouring into the unit literally papered over the report as the expansion of the Geschwader continued. During early 1936 Galland kept up his flying and showed no lasting effects from his crash; a successful return to the air was capped by a magnificent holiday on the Baltic during the summer.


That year brought Galland a new prize, and further reassurance of his recovered eyesight. Obst Ernst Udet - a World War I ace whose 62 victories put him second only to von Richthofen, and a passionate hunter - organised a clay pigeon shooting competition to encourage the general standard of marksmanship. Ten Luftwaffe officers would be selected, to compete against the best shots in the country. Galland saw this opportunity as a personal challenge; he entered, and made the team. In the subsequent shooting championship in Berlin they beat the civilian team with ease. To Galland’s astonishment and lifelong delight, each team member was given a matched pair of fine Merkel over-and-under shotguns to keep.


Early that year III Gruppe had been formed, and by summer had its new equipment, the Arado Ar68; by this time I Gruppe had replaced most of its Ar65s with He51s. The Ar68 - in the event, the Luftwaffe’s last biplane fighter - was a decided improvement over the He51; but, with even higher wing loading and sharper performance, it was sometimes a handful to fly. Nevertheless, if manoeuvrability was the criterion for measuring fighter performance then it was a major step forward, and Galland was keen to try it out.


He got his chance in October 1936, almost a year after his near-fatal crash. Taking off in an Ar68 from Bernburg airfield, he soon noticed a problem with the engine; it was misfiring badly, and Galland decided at once to swing round and put down. Coming back toward the grass landing strip he failed to notice a row of tall lights extending above a long row of fruit trees lying across his approach path. Intent upon nursing his engine, and partly dazzled by the sun, he swept majestically over the fruit trees and straight into one of the light poles. The Ar68 lost its wings on one side, slewed round and crashed into the ground. Once again Galland’s face was cut, his shin was splintered, and he suffered widespread abrasions and bruising. Suffering from concussion, he was quickly taken to hospital; and that was when the secret of his medical status came out.


Galland was hospitalised for several weeks; the hospital administration naturally needed his records, and this time they had to be retrieved and dusted off. The situation was clear: Galland had been flying for almost a year after being declared unfit. Quite how Maj Rheitel explained himself, Galland never knew. Rumours of courts martial came to nothing; but an investigation was held, and an order issued grounding Galland without further notice.


Adolf Galland had other ideas. He worked on the medical staff to convince them that he had been wrongly diagnosed, claiming that although there were still tiny shards of glass in his left eye he had perfect vision. In the absence of any other physical defect they had no right to ground him, particularly when the Luftwaffe needed all the experienced men it could lay hands on. The doctors agreed to send him to a special diagnostic hospital at Magdeburg. During his stay there Galland appealed for help to visiting brother officers; and one of them managed to get hold of the eye test charts. Time and again he studied the charts, using his good eye at close range to memorise the sequence of letters, first forwards, then in reverse. When the test came he simply recited the letters from memory - with just the right degree of natural hesitation. Not one doctor thought to call his bluff by putting together his own sequence of letters. At the end of the visit to Magdeburg no one could find any medical reason to ground him, and he returned in triumph to his astonished squadron.


For the time being that meant continuing to fly Heinkel and Arado biplanes. Many Luftwaffe officers - both the old guard, and young pilots too - regarded the prospect of closed-cockpit monoplanes and retractable landing gear with some unease. Willi Messerschmitt’s new Bf109 would give them an edge over the competition, but at a price which concerned some pilots. The heavy wing loading of the monoplane design made the aircraft less manoeuvrable than the biplanes it replaced, although it did have a top speed of almost 465kph (290mph) - some 160kph (100mph) faster than the Ar68. Manoeuvrability, it was argued by Galland and others, is more important that outright speed. There was also concern about the closed cockpit, which it was feared would seriously reduce visibility: never was the maxim ‘he who sees first, kills first’ truer than in a fighter cockpit


Another worry was the automatic leading edge slats, designed to pop out and improve aileron control near the stall. This aspect of the design was probably the most controversial, and it was feared that the slats would open automatically during aerobatics. It was also argued that the retractable landing gear would cause problems for pilots used to a fixed undercarriage; and that battle damage which rendered the gear inoperable could write off an aeroplane that might otherwise live to fight another day. (Learning to cope with retractable undercarriages was indeed a problem for many air forces, but they became familiar soon enough.)


Ironically, it was the Spitfire which clinched the argument in favour of the Bf109. The Messerschmitt represented, to some extent, the same design and aero- engineering philosophy as the Spitfire. Powered by a 1,172hp Rolls-Royce Merlin, the Spitfire first flew in March 1936, and soon displayed a top speed of 500kph (316mph). By early July the RAF had ordered some 310 Spitfires; the watchful RLM interpreted this as a vote for speed, and chose the Bf1093, markedly faster than the He112. (In years to come many pilots would muse over whether the He112 would not, in fact, have been a better fighter.)


Christmas 1936 passed, and 1937 promised to bring the Jagdgeschwader ‘Richthofen’ this new challenge. It was decided that II./JG2 at Jueterbog-Damm should be the first unit to receive the Bf109B when it rolled off the production line, followed by I./JG2 at Doeberitz. Events on a more distant stage would intervene, however. Spain was now to play a part in Adolf Galland’s career for a second time.


* * *


Spain’s political, social, and regional differences had become polarised over several years; and it was against a background of anarchy, bloodshed and savage factional hatreds that the Civil War proper broke out in July 1936. The defining act was the Nationalist rising, spearheaded by elements of the army, against the Popular Front government of the Second Republic. Both Republican and Nationalist camps were coalitions of diverse interests; the explicitly Marxist Republic drew its internal support from many elements of the left, the Nationalists from the conservative right. Internationally, the Republic would be supported and supplied largely by the USSR and France, the Nationalists by Fascist Italy and Germany. The Nationalist leader Gen Francisco Franco appealed for German support on 23 July, within days of the rising, and received a swift response. A confidential call for volunteers to fight in Spain reached Luftwaffe units by 27 July; and the first 86 men set sail from Hamburg with six He51 fighters on 31 July.


By autumn 1936 some 4,500 German servicemen - mostly aviation, artillery and armoured specialists - had been shipped to Spain; and November saw the creation of a formal military organisation, the Condor Legion, commanded by Generalmajor Hugo Sperrle. The decision to escalate Luftwaffe involvement stemmed in part from the poor showing made by the aircraft initially sent. The He51 fell prey to faster Russian fighters like the stubby Polikarpov I-16 monoplane; and most German aircraft seemed to be on the ragged edge when it came to holding their own against designs from America, Russia and France. It was apparent that the modern aeronautical technology which Germany was only now putting on the production line already existed elsewhere. In 1937 the Luftwaffe would send to Spain several examples of its ‘next-generation’ combat aircraft - the Messerschmitt Bf109, Heinkel He111, Junkers Ju87, Dornier Dol7 and Henschel Hs126 - to test their effectiveness.


All Galland and his comrades knew about these volunteers initially was that faces would disappear from the mess. When they reappeared months later, with suntans and more money than they knew how to spend, their thrilling stories of a mobile war between aircraft and pilots from several countries made them the centre of attention. Unsurprisingly, Galland found the prospect of returning to Spain - with the chance of flexing his wings in combat, and the certainty of high pay - irresistible. In April 1937 he responded to one of the now frequent invitations by confidential notice; granted leave of absence by his CO, he made his own way to the government building in Berlin which housed the secretive hive of activity known as ‘Sonderstab W’. On presentation of his documents from JG2 the formalities were swift and minimal.


He was ordered not to reveal his destination to anyone, in or out of uniform, before arriving in Spain. Once there, all mail home was to be addressed to ‘Max Winkler, Berlin SW68’ for opening and forwarding. From Berlin he was sent to Doeberitz, where various small parties soon assembled into a group of 370 airmen. In a large gymnasium they were ordered to strip off their uniforms - which caused Galland an uneasy pang - and were issued civilian clothes, papers and travelling money. A rail journey, ostensibly as tourists from the ‘Strength through Joy’ movement bound for Genoa, took them to Hamburg, and a rusty old liner flying the Panamanian flag.
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