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One of the wonderful things about researching a biography is the sense you sometimes have of shaking hands – or joining a conversation – across history. Reading diaries and letters, or even less intimate material, can bring moments of profound empathy and a frequent sense of a meeting of minds, but also the sudden shock of finding inexplicable prejudice, or worse. It is important not to assume too much understanding, or forget what might be lost in translation across language, time or context. Occasionally there is a more literal shaking of hands when meeting veterans, survivors or other witnesses for interviews. Several times while researching this book I found myself just a couple of handshakes away from Hitler, bearing in mind that not everyone who took his hand did so enthusiastically. Meeting people in rooms displaying photographs of their parents decorated with the Iron Cross or conducting the Nazi salute has proved particularly interesting. Decisions and actions were rarely as clear-cut at the time as seventy years’ distance might sometimes suggest, and reaching the many truths of any life, whether factual, moral or emotional, requires empathy as well as inquiry, criticism as well as care, and a respect for the absences from the record as well as for the traces left behind.


This book could not have been written without the very generous support of so many people who knew Melitta Schiller von Stauffenberg, Hanna Reitsch and their circles. In Germany, I was delighted to meet several members of Melitta and her in-laws’ families. Her nephew Dr Reinhart Rudershausen, and his wife Elke, generously gave me full access to their collection of family papers at their beautiful lakeside cottage, and later sent me original family photographs. Heidimarie Schade recalled childhood memories, including the time she scoffed Melitta’s Luftwaffe-issue chocolate, and her brother, Friedrich Berkner, also kindly shared all he knew. Major General Count Berthold von Stauffenberg, Claus von Stauffenberg’s eldest son, spent a morning reminiscing about his family over and after a very fine breakfast. Thanks are also due to his sister, Konstanze von Schulthess-Rechberg, who recalled memories of her mother. Hendrik de Waal and his sister Katinka de Waal kindly shared a photograph of their uncle, Melitta’s dear friend, Friedrich Franz Amsinck. Melitta’s first biographer, Gerhard Bracke, who has his own fascinating childhood memories of the war, came to know Melitta’s sister Klara well many years later. With extraordinary generosity, Gerhard gave me full access to his personal collection of recorded interviews, photographs and papers, including Melitta’s handwritten 1943 and 1944 diaries, and some fascinating unpublished letters from Hanna.


Although unable to meet Hanna’s family, I was lucky to interview several people who knew her. First among these was the remarkable officer and test pilot Captain Eric ‘Winkle’ Brown, the most decorated pilot in the history of the Royal Navy. Over a series of conversations, Eric described to me how he partied with Hanna before the war, formally identified her with the authorities during its closing days, and stayed in touch with her intermittently thereafter. Through the wonderful help of Margaret Nelson and Virginia Rouslin in Canada, I was also able to interview Luftwaffe Flight Captain Dietrich Pütter, who knew Hanna during the war. Lance Corporal Walter Rehling sent me his memories of her while I was visiting Peenemünde. The last person to meet Hanna among those I interviewed was BBC producer John Groom, who kindly recalled interviewing her for The Secret War series in the late 1970s, including watching her fall from her chair when carried away describing the flight arc of the rocket-powered Messerschmitt Komet. John Martin Bradley, who has spent years photographing veterans for his Combat Pilots of WWII collection, generously shared his interview with Hein K. Gering who once saved Hanna from a mouse, and James Holland kindly shared the many interviews with veterans he has conducted and posted on his ww­w.grif­fon­mer­li­n.co­m Second World War forum website. Very excitingly, Ian Sayer generously sent me scans of his important private collection of Hanna’s unpublished post-war correspondence, which gave a fascinating new insight into her dogmatic character. Bernd Rosemeyer, son of the pilot Elly Beinhorn, and Barbara Pasewaldt, daughter of Luftwaffe Wing Commander Georg Pasewaldt, also kindly shared their parents’ perspectives on both pilots.


I am also indebted to several veterans who talked to me about the context of the times, such as RAF Flying Officer John Alan Ottewell, my friend and neighbour Wing Commander Len Ratcliffe and, through Graham Cowie at the RAF Cosford Museum, Flight Lieutenant ‘Rusty’ Waughman and Flight Sergeant Jack Pragnell, who dropped bombs on Peenemünde during Operation Hydra while Hanna reportedly slept through the raid below. WAAF Intelligence Officer, Doreen Galvin, and both my parents, Gill and Derek Mulley, were also kind enough to share their wartime memories with me. I sincerely thank them all.


Among others who helped to shape this book are the historian Heiko Peter Melle, who took me round the Stauffenberg schloss, and author and curator Anne Voorhoeve, who showed me much of Melitta’s Berlin. UCL’s Professor Bernhard Rieger kindly shared his research on Hanna after the war; Caroline Esdaile the Kristallnacht memories of her father, Simon Reiss; and Chris Butler his family papers about Hitler’s bunker in the first days of the peace. I must also particularly thank the historians and authors Nigel Jones and Paul Strong, conversations with whom led me to these women’s stories, and Roger Moorhouse and Nick Jackson, who later generously helped to keep me on track in various archives and bars in London, Berlin and Munich.


My sincere thanks are also due to the archivists and staff at the British National Archives; the Imperial War Museum archives; the RAF Museum, Hendon; the British Library; the Deutsches Museum archive, Munich; the Technical University of Munich archives; the German Resistance Museum at the Bendlerblock, Berlin; the Plötzensee Prison Memorial Centre, Berlin; the Historical Technical Museum, Peenemünde; the US National Archives and Records Administration; Cornell University Law Library, Donovan Nuremberg Trials Collection; Alexander Historical Auctions; Hermann Historica International Auctions; Clint Daniel at the C. E. Daniel Collection; and the team at the Aerodrome de Gandalou, France, who bravely took me up in a glider and pretty quickly brought me back down again.


Ian Wolter and Kate Mulley – thank you for everything, you are both marvellous. Heartfelt thanks also to my brilliant editor, George Morley, Tania Wilde, Philippa McEwan and the rest of the team at Macmillan publishers, and my agent, Andrew Lownie. Also to all those who very kindly helped to locate and translate books, archive material and even at times rather torturous poetry: Marie Förg, Barbara Schlussler, Wolfgang Gehlen, Karin Fischer-Buder, Stephanie Holl-Trieu, Paul Skinner and Hans Fliri, as well as to my valiant readers, Alison Mable and Michelle Wheeler. Finally, it is with great pleasure that I thank my three daughters, Millie and Flo for pointing out appropriate references from their own reading of Anne Frank and Robert Harris, and Hester for much needed encouragement and distractions. Any errors are, of course, my own. Thank you all.


CLARE MULLEY, February 2017




Note on Spellings and Place Names


To assist the reader, whenever an unfamiliar German word is first mentioned, it will be in italics followed by an English translation. Thereafter, it will be in Roman. More anglicized German words, such as hausfrau and fräulein, appear in Roman throughout. German spellings use ‘ss’ rather than eszett for readability, so strasse rather than straße. Place names are as they were at the time, and within their contemporary borders, but with a footnote giving their modern equivalent and location when first mentioned.
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The first thing Hitler did when he left his bedroom at the Berghof in the morning was to go straight to the magnificent terrace on the ground floor. There, at a particular time, he usually saw a wonderful and inspiring sight – two gigantic eagles sweeping in high circles through the sky; through field glasses he would eagerly watch the majestic flight of these rare but handsome birds. Then, one day, to his consternation, he saw but one eagle; what, he wondered anxiously, had happened to the other?


For days the subject was anxiously discussed among us, for we all saw how worried Hitler was at the disappearance of the second eagle.


A little later we decided to go again to Obersalzberg for his birthday, and a few days before the event our column set out from Munich. About thirty miles outside Munich we saw a fast-moving car approaching from the opposite direction, and in spite of the speed at which it passed us, Hitler noticed that some great bird with outspread wings was lying on the back seat. Immediately he halted the column. ‘I do believe,’ he said, ‘that was my eagle!’ and he forthwith ordered the Commando escort . . . to drive back and overtake the car.


‘If I am fit, I promise you, gentlemen, that I shall mete out an exemplary punishment to those scoundrels! And not to them alone, but also to the recipient!’ he said, and the black look on his face boded no good for the unfortunates who had roused his wrath.


About an hour later we saw the Commando car returning at full speed. We halted and Rattenhuber came running up.


‘You were quite right, mein Führer,’ he reported. ‘It is the eagle from the mountains.’


‘And the recipient?’ asked Hitler in menacing tones.


Hesitatingly Rattenhuber continued. ‘The eagle was delivered to your Munich residence . . . It is mounted on a marble plinth, which bears the inscription:


TO OUR BELOVED FÜHRER


FROM HIS MOUNTAINS


April 20th


From the Local Party Group


NSDAP Berchtesgaden.


HEINRICH HOFFMANN, 19551




PREFACE: TRUTHS AND LIVES




Hey, history this, history that . . . why should millions of viewers and readers of . . . films and magazines not be conned for the sake of drama? . . . If anyone had really wanted to tell the truth, they only needed to ask me.


HANNA REITSCH, 19731


History doesn’t develop following a concept; it follows its own, often random, path. You can’t put either people or historical events into boxes that have been pre-prepared or constructed afterwards. People, events, and progress have their own dynamic.


NINA VON STAUNFFENBERG, 19972





Hanna Reitsch believed that she was an honest woman. Her American interrogator concluded his October 1945 report with the statement that her information had been ‘given with a sincere and conscientious effort to be truthful and exact’. ‘She claims that the only reason she remained alive is for the sake of the truth,’ he added.3 Having died six months earlier, Melitta von Stauffenberg never had the equivalent opportunity to add her voice to the historical record. Her surviving sister Klara, however, testified that Melitta would not have been ‘capable of promoting anything against her better knowledge’.4 Yet it is unlikely that, had Melitta been able to reflect on wartime events, the accounts of these two extraordinary women would have agreed.


The only female test pilots actively to serve the Nazi regime, Hanna Reitsch and Melitta von Stauffenberg were in many ways the mirror image of one another. One fair, fun, loud and irrepressible, the other dark, serious and considered; on the face of it there were few obvious similarities between them. Yet both were great patriots, with deeply held views on the importance of honour, duty and sacrifice, and both were to some extent misfits, whose love of sensation, adrenaline and personal freedom drew them to defy all social expectations.


Hanna and Melitta were born during the pioneering air age, when it was hoped that flight would bring nations together. The First World War changed that, giving pilots new roles in military reconnaissance and in combat, but the romance associated with flight persisted. Pilots prided themselves on their honour as well as their valour in the air, and aces including the ‘Red Baron’, Manfred von Richthofen, became legendary figures. Under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, a defeated Germany was forced to demobilize its air force and destroy its military aircraft. The manufacture of engine-powered planes was also temporarily forbidden, but gliders were exempt. As a result, in the years immediately after the war, gliding became the aspirational sport for the country’s youth, symbolic not only of peace and freedom but also of renewed national pride. Soon crowds of thousands were gathering to watch displays and competitions.


The Hirschberg valley, where Melitta went to boarding school and Hanna grew up, provided perfect conditions for gliding. As a result, both women learned to glide above the same green slopes, shocking their friends by risking their necks in fragile open-cockpit gliders made from wood and canvas. This was not the behaviour expected of young German fräuleins in the 1920s and early 1930s. What drove them was not just the adrenaline thrill of perilous flight, though that was a great lure for both women, but also the sense of freedom that gliding offered, taking them far away from the strictures and deprivations of Weimar Germany, and providing an opportunity to align themselves with the heroic restoration of their country’s honour.


In 1922 Melitta, nine years older than Hanna and much more academic, threw herself into an aeronautical engineering degree at the Technical University of Munich, then the heartland of the Nazi movement. As soon as she was earning a living, she invested every spare pfennig in learning to fly engine-powered aircraft, and soon had every type of licence. Hanna skipped her college classes to learn to glide, astounding people with her natural ability. It was 1928 when Amelia Earhart impressed the world by becoming the first woman to fly across the Atlantic. Two years later Amy Johnson flew solo from England to Australia, setting another female first. This was the glamorous age of flight, when Earhart had her own fashion line and ‘En Avion’ was the perfume of choice. Soon Hanna and Melitta were making the pages of German society magazines, applauded for their beauty, as well as their skill and ‘sensitivity’ in the air.


During the mid-1930s, Hanna and Melitta’s exceptional ability, courage and determination marked them as being of unique value to the new Nazi regime and both were awarded the honorary title of Flugkapitän, or flight captain, the first women to receive this distinction. Certain patriotic duties were now required of them. Both demonstrated their flying skills during the infamous 1936 Olympics, with Melitta performing aerobatics at the prestigious Grossflugtag (‘Great Flight Day’). Two years later, Hanna, the first woman to fly a helicopter, would stun an international audience by flying one inside a building for the Berlin Motor Show.


When war returned in 1939, both women would also serve Germany. Their twin passions for their country and for flying had come together in the cockpit, and now both were being tested. Hanna flew a range of prototype gliders and approved pioneering flight equipment such as wing shields designed to slice through the steel cables of barrage balloons. In 1941 she became the first woman to receive the Iron Cross during the conflict. Less than two years later Melitta received the same honour for her pioneering work developing and test-flying dive-bombers like the Junkers Ju 87 Stuka. Although, as women, they were never technically employed by the Luftwaffe, from now on their stellar twin careers would be at the forefront of Nazi military aviation.


Having repeatedly risked their lives as pilots in the service of their country, Hanna and Melitta wore their decorations proudly. Both had made a significant contribution to the Nazi war effort, yet their views of their country and of the Nazi regime could hardly have been more different. Hanna felt that Germany was now truly alive, fighting proudly for its honour and rightful glory. Melitta was more circumspect. The traditional, conservative Germany that was her home was fighting for survival not only against Allied attack, but also against the brutal totalitarian Nazi regime. Although they sometimes flew from the same airfields and were both frequent visitors to the Berlin Aero Club, the two women avoided, ignored and belittled each other throughout the war. Their divergent political perspectives not only set them apart, but would lead them to make dramatically different choices as they developed their connections within the highest echelons of the Nazi regime.


After the war Hanna not only found herself famous in Germany, but also featured in numerous international books and films, with varying degrees of accuracy. Having been forced to reassess her values under US interrogation, she determined that honesty was one of her defining virtues and launched a campaign to set the record straight. ‘Pitiless truth is necessary even though it may be hard to hear,’ she told one interviewer fervently. ‘It is of vital importance for the entire humanity.’5 Eventually she published several versions of her memoirs in which she portrayed herself simply as a pilot and an apolitical patriot. These books were easy to write, she noted, ‘since I only had to tell the truth and set it down frankly’.6 Yet a former friend, British pilot Eric Brown, felt that at best Hanna was ‘sparse with the truth’.7 She never chose to address the criminal policies or practices of the Nazi regime, nor her own relationship with it.


Melitta, conversely, had all but disappeared from the record. In the mid-1970s her sisters, Klara and Jutta, began to ask Melitta’s former friends and colleagues for their memories of her. Hanna was quick to put pen to paper. ‘There is nothing that highlights Melitta’s achievements as particularly remarkable,’ she wrote to Klara when she heard that a biography might be in the offing.8 Her Iron Cross ‘was not valid’, Hanna asserted; her test flights ‘couldn’t possibly be considered risky’; and her ambition ‘wasn’t the normal, healthy kind of ambition but a temptation, maybe because of some kind of inner despair’.9 ‘It would be easier if you were here and we could talk about this because a written explanation can be even more hurtful than a spoken one,’ she continued, adding, ‘There are some things I would like to talk to you about in private which I can’t write down.’10 Whether constrained by a sense of decorum, or by concern not to leave a written record, Hanna later made some dramatic accusations about Melitta. ‘Would it not be awful if these true events, known to several people, were to be described in detail . . . but falsehood certainly does come to light sooner or later,’ she pressed on. ‘I am sure that you will understand me correctly. I want to protect you, and Melitta’s memory.’11


Hanna was not telling the truth. The question is, to whom was she lying about her and Melitta’s past, and why? Klara responded by thanking Hanna for explaining her perspective ‘so candidly’. ‘We will, of course, accept any true version of events,’ she ended their correspondence ambiguously. ‘I assume that you too will be happy about this – for the sake of finding the truth.’




1


LONGING FOR FREEDOM


1903–1932


Seventeen-year-old schoolgirl Melitta Schiller stuffed her long dark hair into a tight-fitting leather flying cap and strode over to the glider she had finally been given permission to take up. Resting on the grass, its flimsy wooden frame was as light and fragile as a bird’s skeleton, and yet full of promise. For months over the spring of 1920 Melitta had been a spectator, enviously watching young men learn to glide above the grassy valleys near her boarding school at Hirschberg in eastern Germany. At first she was largely ignored. It was assumed that a girl would do no more than stand at a safe distance and admire the brave men risking their lives for the thrill and the glory of flight. But Melitta was more interested in flying than social niceties. Soon she was helping to retrieve, mend and launch the gliders whenever an extra pair of hands was needed, and one warm day she was rewarded with the chance to attempt a flight herself. Perching on the centre of the plank that served as a seat, she found her balance, put both hands on the control stick, and looked up. Her ‘fine, sensitive face’ was torn between joy and concentration.1 Then she gave a short nod. A moment later Melitta was powered into the air by two lines of young men in knitted jerseys, all pulling rubber-cord tow ropes as they charged down the slopes ahead of her. She pulled on the stick, released the tow, and soared above her ground team as they ducked or tumbled into the grass. Then she curved away from the contours of the world. She was gliding, observing every shudder of her machine as it responded to her hand on the stick or the shift of her weight. Melitta was mesmerized. Right from the start, she later confessed, ‘Flying exerted an irresistible magic on me . . . I was dominated all along by the longing for freedom.’2


The first record of Adolf Hitler climbing into a cockpit also comes from the spring of 1920. Hitler’s was a dramatic open-biplane flight from Munich to Berlin where he hoped to join the right-wing nationalist Kapp Putsch and witness the historic fall of the democratic Weimar Republic. Strapping a pair of goggles over his leather cap, Hitler composed his face, held onto his valise, and put his life in the hands of his pilot, the Great War flying ace Robert Ritter von Greim. ‘In his tight, open seat, cramped between canister and oil, and buffeted by the wind, only one thought occupied his mind,’ wrote the journalist Otto Dietrich. ‘Will we make it to Berlin in time?’3 Rough weather slowed them down, making visibility difficult and drenching both pilot and passenger. With no navigational aids, Greim had to make a stopover in Jüterbog where, according to Dietrich, the plane was surrounded by a hostile crowd of ‘distraught Marxists’. By the time they reached Berlin, the putsch had failed. Hitler reportedly donned a false beard to make a discreet exit from the airfield, passing himself off as an accountant.4 Yet despite the appalling weather, his airsickness, their late arrival and the failure of the putsch, he had been thrilled by the flight. For him the aeroplane was not just for sport or for the military; it was a political machine, and he was determined to align himself with this most modern form of travel.


The ‘air age’ had arrived in Germany at the turn of the twentieth century. It was 1900 when mighty Zeppelin airships had first fired the imagination of the German public, embodying age-old dreams of freedom and power. Three years later, less than twelve months after Melitta’s birth on 9 January 1903, the Wright brothers successfully tested their pioneering engine-powered aeroplane in the USA. Within five years Germany was gripped by ‘flight fever’. Over the next decade the country competed to set world records for altitude, distance, speed and endurance, and its successes generated a surge of patriotism. Flight had become the international measure of modernity and dynamism, and Germany was a country increasingly defined by its aspirations. Yet despite growing up during this craze for flight, as Melitta later acknowledged, ‘The decision to devote her life to flying and thus to a job which . . . right from the start, appeared to be a specifically masculine one was, admittedly, unusual for a young girl.’5


Melitta was born in Krotoschin, a country town historically within the Kingdom of Poland but at that time in the Prussian province of Posen, near the Russian border.* The history of the town was reflected in its demographics. Almost two-thirds of the population were Polish but Melitta’s family belonged to the privileged and conservative Protestant German community. Her father, Michael Schiller, was a civil engineer, architect and civil servant whose family, from Odessa, had become established through the fur trade. A proud local official, he liked his shirts to have high collars, his expensive coats to be double-breasted, and his fine moustache to be stiffly curled with wax. Her mother, Margarete Eberstein, came from similarly respectable roots, being the daughter of a schools inspector from Bromberg descended from a noble German family. She was almost twenty years younger than her husband, and a portrait by her talented sister Gertrud von Kunowski, who had studied at Breslau art academy, shows her looking effortlessly – almost carelessly – beautiful in her wedding dress, a coral choker echoing the deep red of the peonies resting in her lap.6 Her daughters would remember Margarete’s ‘distinguished coolness’, even as she struggled through two world wars.7


Settling in Krotoschin, the newly-weds developed a strong sense of national identity that chimed with the rising patriotism across their country. Firmly anchored in the values of upper-middle-class Germany, together they managed to instil a sense of both entitlement and social responsibility in their five clever children. Marie-Luise, better known as Lili, was the eldest, followed by Otto, the only boy. Melitta, called Litta by all who loved her, came next, and then her two younger sisters, Jutta and Klara. Although strict about their formal education, exercise and manners, Michael Schiller was also unusually keen to guide his children personally, especially when discussions turned to music, philosophy or science – the last of which fascinated Melitta. Margarete took them to the theatre and to concerts, encouraging them to stage their own plays in an old horse-drawn carriage in the garden, and to swim, play tennis and learn dancing with other children of similar social status. Their aunt Gertrud set up easels and got them drawing, sculpting clay animals and cutting delicate silhouettes from paper. All of them were taught the importance of discipline, duty and noble endeavour, but all also had very active, independent natures. Escaping adult supervision whenever possible, they would play in the wreck of the family’s first car, rusting away in a cloud of creepers and cornflowers at the end of the lawn or, as they got older, hike through the forests together to swim in the lakes, make camps and watch the stars come out.


Melitta was eleven when the First World War broke out in 1914. ‘The days of my youth, where one can look for the origins and secret roots shaping a life, were a time when there was nothing but deep tribulation for Germany,’ she later wrote.8 At fifty-three her father was too old to fight, but as a reserve officer with a good knowledge of Russian he was assigned to a prisoner-of-war camp as a censor and interpreter. He eventually received the Iron Cross, Second Class, for his service. Margarete and her eldest daughter, Lili, volunteered as nurses: ‘womankind’s most noble and distinguished mission’, as Melitta saw it.9 Too young to join them, Melitta adopted animals to care for instead. She was not a natural nurse but after a favourite mouse died the family had it stuffed and she kept it in her bedroom.


When the front line came to within sixty kilometres of Krotoschin, the town began to fill with the wounded and Melitta, Jutta and Klara were sent to stay with their widowed grandmother in Hirschberg.* For Melitta, now twelve, the one advantage of this enforced evacuation was the chance to spend some time with her uncle, Ernst Eberstein. Already popular among his nieces and nephews for his jokes and easy manner, Uncle Ernst had gained huge cachet for being among the first to sign up as a combat pilot with the Imperial German Air Service. He served as a spotter in a reconnaissance unit, taking aerial photographs and manning a mounted machine gun in a series of military biplanes. His role during one German victory against the Russians in August 1914 earned him the nickname ‘Hero of Tannenberg’. That winter he received the Iron Cross, First Class. Family photographs show him in uniform but on leave, sitting beneath a tree, surrounded by children lapping up his tales of courage, skill and honour in the air.


As the war progressed, specialist air units were organized into fighter and bomber squadrons. The very image of the pilot was now being celebrated as the epitome of the courageous and honourable modern man, and Melitta proudly thought of her uncle whenever she heard ‘aces’ like the ‘Red Baron’, Manfred von Richthofen, Ernst Udet and Hermann Göring being lionized. One veteran, the philosopher Ernst Jünger, later argued that industrial mass warfare reduced most soldiers to the role of passive and rather pathetic victim. Pilots, by contrast, ‘this ideal type in overalls, with a face hewn in stone under a leather cap’, were part of ‘a new and commanding breed . . . fearless and fabulous . . . a race that builds machines and trusts machines’.10 This was the heroic ideal that inspired Melitta as she developed a passion for flight that was deeply bound to her wartime patriotism, her sense of honour and duty, and her love for both science and the adrenaline of action.


By November 1914 the Posen region had become less volatile and the three youngest Schiller girls returned home, still full of the adventures of their heroic uncle. Their mother’s concerns were more prosaic: securing food and fuel as the British naval blockade held and the first refugees were billeted on the town. Dismissing her servants, Margarete started growing vegetables, and keeping rabbits and a goat in the garden. The house was freezing and the children often hungry over the next few winters. When the schools closed Melitta studied alone at home, working on her maths and Latin under a pile of coats and blankets, cocooned away from the material world while her mind continued to run free. When the weather improved she would drag her books up to the top of a tree in the garden, or climb to the roof to work on astronomy. Although irritable if interrupted, sometimes she invited her younger sisters to join her in charting the stars, and once, equipped with a pitcher of water, she and Klara scaled the high roof of their shed and lay on their stomachs to test the theory of drop formation. Physics became a lasting passion. ‘At the moment I am particularly interested in the problems of flight and rocket dynamics,’ a teenage Melitta told her friend Lieselotte. ‘My father says that aged around eighteen, girls tend to lose their interest in science,’ she added. ‘So I have to make sure I get as far as possible before then!’11


In 1916 the Central Powers promised the reconstruction of historic Poland. The proposed boundary change included Melitta’s home. At best, the Schillers saw this as a ‘generous gesture’ providing a buffer zone against Russia, but they were also concerned about growing Polish nationalism. Melitta and her sisters felt that the local Polish children were already ‘triumphant’, chanting that they didn’t need ‘your Wilhelm’, while in town people marched with scythes and baling forks, calling for the German ruling classes to be driven out.12 Two years later, the American president Woodrow Wilson reiterated the pledge to Poland. ‘We all know that Posen is to be Polish,’ Lili wrote angrily in her diary. It was, she felt, a ‘humiliation’, and a betrayal by the ‘scoundrels and traitors to the Fatherland’ sitting comfortably in Berlin.13 No doubt her words echoed those around the family breakfast table. Polish troops arrived in Krotoschin soon after the Armistice, covering the town and garrison in white-and-red flags. While the majority Polish population celebrated, for Germans like the Schillers it felt like an invasion.


Despite the peace, Melitta’s sixteenth birthday at the start of 1919 was a sad affair. Her brother Otto had been called up to serve in border security as a member of the German peacetime volunteers. Unofficially he hoped to help push back the boundary in favour of the Reich. Michael Schiller, briefly home after the German collapse, had been taken hostage by equivalent Polish volunteers, and deported to the very camp at which he had served as translator. ‘You think the war is over,’ Lili wrote that evening, ‘and then something even worse happens!’14 Michael returned after ten days, but the skirmishes continued until the borders were fixed on the ground, and later recognized by the Treaty of Versailles. Krotoschin and the surrounding mountains and forests were once again part of Poland, as they had been centuries before, and the Schillers no longer belonged to the social elite but to an unwelcome minority.


Melitta’s German-speaking school was an early casualty of the Polish civic reorganization. In October 1919 she and Lieselotte set out for boarding school in Hirschberg, now across the border, with brand-new passports in their pockets and illicit food parcels for ‘hungry Germany’ hidden in their luggage.15 If Melitta felt nervous during that long, uncertain journey, she hid it well. Lieselotte remembered there being ‘something austere and disciplined about her’ as she stood on the draughty station platforms, her sailor dress hidden beneath a thick navy coat with its collar thrown up, lace-up boots reaching almost to the hem of her skirt, and her long dark hair braided and tied with black ribbon.16 Looking austere while taking bold action would remain Melitta’s modus operandi throughout her life.


Melitta was more interested in studying than in making friends at her new school. For some time Lieselotte rarely saw her without a two-volume physics textbook at her side, and soon she had rigged up an electric light in the unheated attic room of her boarding house so she could read undisturbed through the night. When physics failed to satisfy Melitta’s curiosity, she turned to philosophy.17 One day Lieselotte found her ‘immersed in Schopenhauer’. ‘So, if it is not possible to live a happy life,’ Melitta earnestly told her rather bemused friend, ‘then the only way is to live a heroic life.’18


At first Melitta’s ‘heroism’ was essentially sporting. Hirschberg was known as the gateway to the winter-sports paradise of the Riesengebirge mountains, and she spent every winter Sunday on her skis.* After two seasons she could compete with the locals. ‘Oh, those dear boys,’ she laughed when the young men who accompanied her grumbled about her recklessness. ‘They always think everything’s too dangerous for a girl.’19 She would dismiss other men, among them an infatuated teacher, with similar brevity. The north slopes, facing Silesia, kept their snow the longest, and sometimes Melitta would still be skiing there when the flowers were already out in the valley below and her friends were playing tennis.


With summer came mountain walking, climbing, and swimming in quiet bays, sometimes by moonlight to see the forest silhouettes and watch the herons lift their grey bodies from the dark lakes. An early-morning start meant they could reach the Bober Reservoir at Mauer. Here the remnants of old farmsteads that once stood in the sunshine had been submerged when the dam was created shortly before the war. Melitta would wear her bathing costume under her dirndl, ready to plunge into the chilly water as soon as she arrived. ‘Jumping from the dam wall was for suicides,’ Lieselotte wrote bluntly, but one June, when the water level was still high, Melitta took the plunge. Her spectacular dive was soon legendary. As with skiing, you just ‘have to know your limits and gauge the task accordingly’, she told Lieselotte matter-of-factly. ‘If you do that then all danger is reduced to chance, and if we were afraid of chance then we’d have to give up all car trips and horse riding, and we wouldn’t be able to do any sports.’20


It was during Melitta’s final year at school that enthusiasts started gliding in the Hirschberg valley. Under the humiliating terms of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles, Germany had been forced to dissolve its air force and destroy the remaining military planes: their bodies sawn apart, the engines smashed, while the construction of engine-powered aircraft was banned. Gliding was the phoenix that rose from these ashes, becoming not only a hugely popular national sport, but also a powerful symbol of the country’s resistance and rebirth. Air shows became the rage, and thousands of spectators would regularly gather to watch German gliders soar above the tribulations of their country, bringing a sense of liberation as well as a new source of national pride.


As Hirschberg offered the perfect environment for gliding, veterans started to run courses there for interested local lads. Girls were excluded but, although it was a good hike from her boarding house, Melitta would often join the spectators at the edges of the fields. At first the crowds were mainly groups of men, sometimes with carthorses or the occasional bull to help tow a glider back up the slopes. Soon, however, whole families would turn out to watch, along with classes of schoolchildren trooping down in lines, the girls in white dresses with black woollen stockings. Melitta was one of the few girls to roll up her sleeves and get involved, and the only one recorded as taking up a glider herself. She had always enjoyed testing the limits of what was possible, whether through the exhilaration of skiing and diving, or the intellectual pleasure she gained from amateur scientific inquiry. These passions came together in the cockpit. Between the adrenaline rushes of take-off and landing, Melitta’s modest first glide consolidated her fascination with every aspect of flight. Although she was proud of her achievement, it was against her nature to brag. Nevertheless, the news that a girl had flown in the Hirschberg valley quickly made ‘considerable waves’, Lieselotte noted.21


It was Easter 1922 when Melitta took her final school exams, achieving outstanding results. To celebrate, she and some classmates took a last skiing trip into the mountains. The gossip next morning was that Melitta had swum across the lake near the mountain peak, most of which was still frozen solid. But when Lieselotte went to congratulate her, Melitta was already focused on her next challenge – she had been offered a place at the Technical University of Munich. ‘There it lies in front of you, your freedom,’ Lieselotte sighed enviously. But Melitta saw things differently. ‘You’re wrong,’ she said. ‘Freedom is here. Here we were able to do whatever we wanted; they looked out for us and looked after us . . . all responsibility now lies with us.’22 Melitta would chase freedom all her life, but she would never recapture the wonderful irresponsibility of her childhood.


One of the things that had attracted her to Munich was its reputation as a cultural centre, but by the time she arrived most artists were deserting a city that was rapidly becoming better known as a centre for the German extreme right.* As Hitler gained support, walls in the Schwabing area where Melitta had a room were plastered with bright-red National Socialist German Workers Party posters. Local and, increasingly, national newspapers filled their columns with reports of Nazi meetings in the city’s traditional beer halls and rallies in the streets. Melitta may well have recognized the future Führer in his trilby and white-belted raincoat, perhaps sporting a whip; an affectation that he later dropped. She may even have heard some of his speeches and, like many, considered him too extreme to attract much lasting support.


The photograph on Melitta’s university registration papers shows a fresh-faced young woman, her long hair pinned up, wearing an embroidered white peasant-style blouse.23 The overall impression is of old-fashioned modesty, but her gaze is direct. Living in country towns during war and recession, Melitta had always worn simple clothes: soft pleated blouses with long sleeves buttoned at the wrist, dirndls and sailor dresses. On high days friends remembered her looking ‘charming, in a dress of strong blue linen’, sometimes with a few cowslips decorating her neckline.24 The move to fashionable, urban Munich brought a radical new look. At some point Melitta must have decided that her long dark hair was too much trouble and she cut it off, or perhaps it was with a sense of liberation that she had it cropped into a fashionably sleek flapper’s bob, shocking her parents as she marked her irreversible transition to adulthood and independence.† ‘German youth no longer felt bound, in any way, by conventions and traditions,’ she later wrote happily.25 A natural ‘new woman’, self-confident, athletic and ambitious, she soon took up smoking, and learned to ride the motorbike that provided her with an adrenaline rush as she hared through the city. But neither bob nor bike were as radical as the fact of being a woman studying engineering at the prestigious Technical University of Munich.


Surrounded by male students, it was not long before Melitta found her first romance. Wolfgang Schlotterer, a veteran of the German Imperial Navy during the war, had enrolled at the university a few years before Melitta, and shared her love of hiking, art – and mechanical engineering. The two quickly became close, spending weekends at the Schlotterer country home just outside the city. In 1923 they spent the summer break in Krotoschin where, despite the offence of failing to arrive in a hat, Wolfgang charmed Melitta’s parents. He then wrote for permission to marry her. But, for reasons that have never emerged, there would be no wedding, and Melitta returned to college with a renewed sense of purpose. She now attended additional lectures on flight mechanics and aerodynamics, for which she would sit a special supplementary exam when she took her finals.


Having turned her studies towards aeronautical engineering, Melitta became determined to earn her pilot’s licence. Since schools dealing with engine-powered aircraft did not admit women, she had to find creative ways to gain experience, ‘exploiting every slightest opportunity’, as she put it.26 In 1923 she applied to join the fledgling ‘Academic Fliers’ Group’, but was rejected on the basis that membership required service in the event of war. Melitta was quite happy with this condition; the Group’s committee was not. Undeterred, she managed to cadge rides on local commercial ferry flights. A visit to the Udet aircraft works at Schleissheim gave her the opportunity to beg Ernst Udet, the greatest surviving fighter ace of the war and an acquaintance of Melitta’s uncle Ernst, for a ride during his stunt flights. From then on Udet ‘often took her with him to his daredevil flying displays’, her sister Jutta wrote.27 That year a monument to German pilots killed in action was erected at Wasserkuppe, the highest peak in the Rhön mountains, where annual gliding contests had been held since 1920. Over 30,000 people attended. Inspired, Melitta applied for a gliding course, but she had neither the time nor the money to take up her place.


Melitta’s father, Michael Schiller, was now investing all his salary in the education of his youngest daughters, Jutta and Klara. Lili was training to be a radiographer in Berlin, and Otto was studying agriculture in Breslau.* Melitta, whose limited university grant was technically Polish, applied for scholarships and borrowed money from Otto, but she mainly paid her own way through college by tutoring fellow students. She never faced real hardship but was frustrated to find her horizons limited once again. At the same time, she watched with despair as war reparations, hyperinflation, economic stagnation and public protest forced the government to declare a state of emergency. One afternoon her mother and younger sisters were arrested and charged with smuggling some dollars and a butchered rabbit across the border as they travelled to a family wedding. Although they were released, the dollars were confiscated and the family felt utterly humiliated. ‘It was too horrible,’ Klara later recounted.28


In the autumn of 1923, members of Hitler’s National Socialist Party, supported by many local students, failed in an attempt to overthrow the Bavarian government in Munich, an action that later became known as the ‘Beer Hall Putsch’. Although Hitler was arrested and given a custodial sentence, the German chancellor was soon forced to resign after a vote of no confidence. The new coalition would last for less than a year. Things stabilized a little as foreign troops withdrew and economic treaties enabled some assistance, but anti-Semitism and both communist and nationalist movements were still on the rise. Melitta’s parents now moved to a ‘little pink house’ in the pretty town of Oliva within the Free City of Danzig† where Michael could still draw his pension.29 It was here, surrounded by woods and close to the Baltic coast, that Melitta wrote her dissertation in the summer of 1926, and immediately started to apply for work.


In October she was interviewed by the head of the aerodynamics department at the prestigious German Research Institute for Aeronautics, better known as DVL,* at Berlin-Adlershof airbase. Having temporarily closed its doors during the war, the institute was now aiming to restore Germany’s international reputation in technology, and was keen to employ the brightest graduates. Invited to watch a test flight, Melitta was deep in conversation when the plane she was there to observe plummeted from the sky to crash only a hundred metres away from her. The entire crew was killed on impact. Although she was shaken, Melitta’s resolve did not falter. The following year, aged twenty-five, she received her diploma and started work at DVL as a flight mechanic and mathematician in experimental aerodynamics research. Her initial brief was the operation of propellers, then known as ‘airscrews’, with particular focus on the sound and drag caused by high altitudes.


Although she had taken rooms within sound of the planes at Berlin-Adlershof, at first Melitta kept her distance from her colleagues. A woman’s presence at DVL was a complete novelty for the men there. Her manager frequently ribbed her, and few colleagues gave her the recognition she deserved. Insulted, she began to gain a reputation for being ‘dainty and reserved’, and ‘outwardly distant and cool, even aloof’.30 Socially she was in any case monopolized by her current boyfriend, a possessive Danish student called Hendrik who, her sister Jutta felt, was ‘jealous of everything close to her’.31 But when Hendrik gave Melitta an ultimatum: flying or him, ‘there was no doubt as to the outcome’, as Jutta put it.32 Free to focus on her work, over time Melitta’s ‘very meticulous and reliable’ approach attracted growing approval until, as the engineer Paul von Handel noted, ‘she was always consulted, and her advice sought, even by much older colleagues’.33 As a result Melitta relaxed. She was soon taking part in the general chat, and sometimes even showing off her gymnastic abilities, using her office desk or a chair as a prop. Soon she was rubbing along well as a sort of honorary man, ‘welcomed everywhere, liked by all’, one colleague wrote, and she even started to make a few close friendships.34


Georg Wollé, another engineer, owned a magnificent motorbike that he would ride round the concrete perimeter of the airfield in his lunch hours. Caught admiring the machine, Melitta was soon making laps in its sidecar, and then riding it herself. After a while she also started to spend time under Georg’s expensive sunlamp. Georg was intrigued by Melitta’s ‘delicate, attractive personality’ and, aware of how reserved she could be, he was proud of their friendship. However, he had yet to manage first-name terms or use the more familiar du with her, ‘although there were many suitable opportunities’.35 Your soul is like a ‘steep coast’, he wrote to Melitta, trying to tease her out.36 Although in time they became ‘very close’, Georg always saw their friendship as more ‘comradely’ than ‘that of a trusted friend to whom she would open her heart’. He put her reserve down to ‘her modest way of never drawing attention to herself’.37


Melitta and the rather scrawny and serious Paul von Handel developed a very different relationship, built on their shared fascination with the new basic problems of physics: ‘the theory of relativity; quantum mechanics; the problems of causality, determinism and coincidence; and the probability of free will and biology’. As tenants in the same block, they often met to read together, ‘always with a notepad lying at the ready’, so they could test new theories as they went.38 To Paul, Melitta was ‘an extraordinary human being’.39 Neither a typical engineer nor the usual flying type, he found her hard to categorize, and all the more interesting for it. They would become close lifelong friends.


Another colleague, Hermann Blenk, who would later head the Institute for Aerodynamics during the war, appreciated the breadth of Melitta’s interests, and realized how frustrated she was, working at an airbase while tied to the ground. Melitta ‘did not only want to know something’, Blenk understood, she ‘wanted to be able to apply that knowledge . . . it was her greatest wish to learn to fly’.40 Georg told her the idea was nonsense. Not only did he feel that, as ‘a very sensitive person’, she would make a hash of things, but flying was an expensive business, and Georg knew Melitta was earning as little as he was.41 He would not be the last person to underestimate her.


In July 1929 Melitta enrolled at the flying school at Staaken, the airfield west of Berlin where the famous Graf Zeppelin airship had landed the year before. It was a two-hour journey from her apartment, but just possible to combine with her work, given a very early start and absolute commitment. Hastily scribbled postcards kept Georg up to date. One day Melitta reported that she had taken her first solo flight. Within two months she had earned her provisional licence for light aircraft, which – ‘with an iron will’, she later said proudly – she converted to a full licence the following spring.42


Over the next few years Melitta invested all her spare time and salary in flying lessons for every class of powered land- and seaplane. She was well aware that ‘any basic mistake, any moment of failure, every lapse of concentration’ could cost her not only her career but her life, but she also knew that she had to ‘always achieve more than average results in my training, and as a result take more risks than male flying students, just to get through’.43 Correspondingly, she ‘grabbed indiscriminately at every opportunity’, she admitted, ‘whether it was in the most precious, untested or old aircraft, or under the worst weather conditions’.44 Sometimes she flew demonstration flights or took people sightseeing to earn both flight hours and cash for her lessons. Georg helped to arrange events, for which she thanked him in notes addressed, ‘Dear Impresario’. Her strong will and tenacity earned her the admiration and sometimes envy of her male colleagues, but her escapades did not always end well.


One December weekend, Melitta managed to get hold of a ‘fast, open-cockpit fighter’, in which she hoped to have some fun while building up her hours for her next licence.45 The morning was thick with freezing fog, so she donned her fur-lined flying suit, gauntlets and goggles and flew from Berlin to Cologne. On arrival she decided to creep up the Rhine, keeping low over the surface of the water. As she took off again, a thick snow squall blew in, hiding even the cathedral from sight. She was soon caught in a violent gale that ricocheted between the cliffs flanking the river, tossing her machine about ‘in a mad vortex’.46 Hail and snow stuck to her windshield and goggles, and wiping her fur glove across them produced only ‘a thin and completely opaque layer of ice’.47 She was forced to remove her goggles, but her eyes were immediately pelted with ‘sharp needles of ice’.48 Ripping off a glove, Melitta desperately tried to scratch a hole in the ice on the windshield with her stiff fingers. Half blind, she was lucky to fly beneath a power line that stretched between the riverbanks.


Eventually she turned a bend in the Rhine and the winds died down. Thick snow clouds now forced her south-west until, running low on fuel, with no map and still limited vision, she spotted a small airfield and managed to land. It was only when the muffled figures she called out to for help failed to respond that she realized she had inadvertently entered the French border area – a feat that during the tense interwar years could mean her arrest and the confiscation of her borrowed machine. ‘With a commanding gesture’, she later reported, ‘I waved the people away from my aircraft, gave it full power, and took off.’49 She only just cleared the boundary fence. Shortly afterwards her engine failed and she was forced to land in a ploughed field on the German side of the border. As she touched down ‘the undercarriage sank deeper and deeper into the very soft ground’, pitching forward until it had completely upended.50 Then, in one fell movement, ‘the machine turned over and lay on its back’.51 Melitta was lucky not to be decapitated in the process. Pinned in the cockpit between the control column and banks of mud, however, she could not move to release her harness and, to complete her humiliation, the last of the ‘fuel was streaming over me’.52 When she finally heard voices, it was two farmers wondering whether they should put out their cigarettes. ‘It is not a pleasant feeling,’ Melitta wrote, ‘to be stuck helpless in a mouse hole, soaked in fuel, knowing there is a lit cigarette near you.’53


Eventually the farmers returned with spades and dug her out. On seeing a woman emerge from the wreck they asked where the pilot was and, despite her explanations, a rumour soon spread that he must have bailed out. ‘This impossible behaviour by the pilot of an aircraft seemed to them more likely than a woman flying a military machine,’ Melitta wrote contemptuously.54 It took even more effort for Melitta to dig herself out of the trouble she had landed in. The forced landing itself was faultless, and one of many on that stormy day. The French stopover, however, was unacceptable. Melitta was banned from further flights. In near-despair, she ‘fought doggedly and bitterly’, but friends in the Foreign Office, and even the French ambassador, failed to sway the decision. Eventually it was Ernst Udet who stuck his neck out for her and got the ban lifted.


Melitta was the first to admit that she had become ‘thoroughly addicted to the enchantment of flying, in theory and practice’ during her years at DVL.55 Long days spent analysing the manipulation of airflow, and experimenting with power, wing shape and control mechanisms, led to the development and testing of various propeller types and other equipment. Eventually she started conducting her own test flights. She was popular among the pilots, most of them young men, ‘not only because she was very pretty’, Paul noted, but because they admired her courage and passion. Hers was not the bravado of the enthusiast, he appreciated, but bravery ‘based on knowledge of the risks . . . real courage’.56


Even Melitta’s free time revolved around flying, with hours spent on the road between airfields, events and training schools. Occasionally she relaxed with sport and clay sculpture, creating busts of her colleagues, but she had few other interests and rarely saw her family. By the early 1930s, however, even Melitta could not completely shut her eyes to what was happening outside the world of flying.


Up until 1928 it had been possible to believe that Germany was still on the road to economic recovery. The following year, the impact of the Wall Street Crash was quickly felt in Germany; industry ground to a halt, millions lost their jobs, and chaos once again gripped the country. To many Germans facing further national humiliation, unemployment and shortages of food, fuel and materials, Hitler began to look like a dynamic new type of leader: one able to restore not only their national, but their personal pride. Melitta was clever and naturally questioning. At work, Blenk remembered her as ‘always ready to enter into wide-ranging discussions’ about politics and economics, and he felt that ‘she judged the rising National Socialism very critically and soberly’.57 Rather than engage more deeply, however, Melitta preferred the distraction of flying. Seen from the air, the dramas below reduced pleasingly in both size and apparent significance.


Melitta took part in her first organized flying event in 1930, when she was twenty-seven. The advantage of there being so few female pilots was that they all met at such events, forming a strong and supportive community. A few years younger than Melitta, the talented Elly Beinhorn and Marga von Etzdorf were both wealthy enough to have enjoyed private flying lessons in their early twenties, although Elly had done so against her parents’ wishes. Elly could not work up much enthusiasm for Melitta’s interest in ‘science and research’, so when her money ran out she paid her way like the wartime aces Ernst Udet and Robert Ritter von Greim by giving aerobatic displays at weekends.58 Inspired by Earhart and Johnson, Elly’s great passion was for long-distance flying, and in the early 1930s she embarked on a series of increasingly high-profile expeditions to what were then Portuguese Guinea and Persia,* Indonesia and Australia. In the German press, flights such as these were presented as bringing countries and peoples closer together, and sometimes as reflecting Germany’s potential mastery over territory and technology.


Marga von Etzdorf, the orphaned daughter of a Prussian captain, was the second woman to earn her licence after the war. In 1930 she bought her own plane, an all-metal Junkers Junior, which she had spray-painted bright yellow to compete in the first German Women’s Aerobatic Championships that May. She and Melitta became firm friends. At weekends they and Georg Wollé would drive to swimming resorts in the beautiful lakes south-east of Berlin. Marga, ‘whose hair was bobbed’ like Melitta’s, Georg could not resist noting, ‘behaved in a rather masculine manner’.59 It was as though instead of female pilots domesticating flight, these women were seen as a modern new type of human, defined by their flying ability rather than their gender. Like Elly, Marga was increasingly drawn to long-distance flying and flew to Turkey, Spain, Morocco and Sicily. One weekend, while the friends were staying at her family’s country estate, Marga confided her plans to attempt the first solo flight from Germany to Japan. The following year Georg checked the instruments in her little Junkers Junior before she left Berlin with minimal fanfare. By the time she touched down in Tokyo, twelve days later, she was famous. But Marga’s plane was written off on the way back and, although she survived, she had to return rather shamefacedly on a commercial flight.


Melitta was proud of her friends, and of her own achievements, but she had no desire for the added pressures of public recognition.60 Occasionally a Berlin illustrated weekly would print photographs of her with other female pilots at a dinner or social event but, although she had no qualms about flying, or even riding a motorbike around Berlin, being noticed in the papers did not, as she put it, ‘readily coincide with my own views about female dignity’.61


Melitta’s closest friendships, however, were with men. In April 1931, Paul von Handel had asked her not only to be a bridesmaid at his Berlin wedding to Elisabeth, Countess von Üxküll-Gyllenband, but also to fly in some of the guests. Among the bride’s cousins was a tall young man with high cheekbones, brown eyes, a shock of thick dark hair and a keen interest in poetry and classical history. His name was Alexander von Stauffenberg. According to Paul, Alexander was ‘very gifted’, both ‘artistically and poetically, a thinker and dreamer, not a “man of action”’. Melitta, he added slightly mischievously, ‘could both think and dream’ and ‘was full of energy and enterprise’.62 Photos show Melitta and Alexander standing on either side of the wedding group, Melitta for once in a dress that reached to the floor, and with a circlet of flowers in her hair. ‘Her expression had retained a captivating naïve childishness around the mouth . . .’ her sister Jutta recalled, ‘supported by a proud bearing that one likes to attribute to those of noble spirit.’63 Perhaps seeing Melitta gravitate towards the aristocratic Alexander who, friends noted, ‘gave the impression of immediate significance’, Jutta was deliberately painting them as equals.64 In fact, as a graduate engineer, Melitta was already exceptional within upper-class circles, and as a pilot she was a sensation. Due to his height, Alexander had a sympathetic manner of holding his head bent forward, as though listening with amused but respectful attention. Melitta was impressed. But she, too, was charming, blessed with ‘incredibly winning manners’, and never less than fully focused on whomever she was speaking to while always ‘remarkably modest’ about herself.65 Away from the other guests, over endless cigarettes, Melitta and Alexander slowly came to discover their shared love of endeavour, culture and their country, and to appreciate each other’s views on everything from ancient history to aerodynamics.


Melitta was soon close to all three of the Stauffenberg brothers: the intellectual Alexander; his twin, Berthold; and the younger Claus. Belonging to one of Germany’s most distinguished families, the boys had enjoyed privileged childhoods divided between a vast, turreted mansion in Stuttgart and an impressive country schloss in Lautlingen.* Educated by private tutors and inspired by some of the leading cultural figures of their day, they were deeply committed to the elitist, aristocratic traditions of monarchy, nobility, church and military. As young men they joined the inner circle of the influential and charismatic poet Stefan George. George was their first führer. His idealization of male heroism, loyalty and self-sacrifice deeply impressed all three of the brothers, but it was his concept of a secret elite, whose noble spirituality should set the tone for the nation, that they found most inspirational.


The Stauffenberg boys were all ambitious, and all brilliant, but George’s preference for Berthold and Claus shook up their relationship. Alexander felt Berthold was the greatest among them, and could not but reflect on the intense bond between his own twin and their younger brother. He would always believe his brothers to be both cleverer and more heroic than himself, but he was sufficiently self-assured to admire them wholeheartedly while taking his own path. Soon he had found another mentor in the historian Wilhelm Weber, whose invitations to lecture tours around the ancient sites of Italy kindled new interests. Inspired by Weber, and Homer, Alexander pursued an academic career as a lecturer in ancient history at the University of Berlin. Berthold became a professor of law, eventually working at the Permanent Court of International Justice in The Hague that had been established through the League of Nations. Claus joined the famed Bamberg Cavalry Regiment of the German army, and appeared at Paul’s wedding in full uniform.


Over the next few years Melitta would spend many of her weekends with Alexander, Berthold and Claus. She had quickly nicknamed Alexander her Schnepfchen, or little snipe – after the shy wading birds that fly in zigzags when startled and produce a bleating, drumming sound when courting. It was a highly affectionate, if slightly diminutive, term of endearment. Melitta’s classical name, meaning bee, or honey-sweet, may have appealed to Alexander just as it was. Sometimes the sweethearts stayed at the Stauffenberg and Üxküll country houses, where Melitta soon felt at home, whether hiking up to a hunting lodge to go shooting and rabbit hounding, or dining in evening dress and discussing the issues of the day through a haze of cigar smoke.66


For many in 1932, Germany was a country in ruins. With six million unemployed, there was enormous public anger and regular clashes on the streets between supporters of Hitler’s now flourishing National Socialist Party and organized communist activists. By the end of the year Paul von Hindenburg, the elected president of Germany, would be negotiating the formation of another new government, this time with Hitler. The older Stauffenberg and Schiller generations were more interested in the ‘cultural tides’ than the sordid details of the fight for political power on the streets. ‘The swelling of the ranks of support for the “Brown” and “Red” masses was registered and discussed as a distasteful product of the times,’ Melitta’s sister Jutta later wrote.67 Like many right-wing intellectuals, they felt that the communists presented the greatest threat. The Nazis’ methods might be unpleasant, but their rhetoric appealed to deep-seated feelings of nationalism – and were not all new regimes beset by teething troubles? Meanwhile, for Melitta, Alexander and their wealthy, well-connected friends, focused on their careers, their weekends and each other, these were, Paul said, ‘wonderful, happy times’.68


Melitta was now in possession of almost every licence for motorized planes, and qualified in aerobatics, instrument flying and radio. Having helped the DVL staff flying club to win first prize in the German reliability flight contests that year, she returned to gliding, in many ways the purest form of flight. Her instructor was Peter Riedel, the head of the gliding research institute at Darmstadt, who would shoot to fame in 1933 when he won both the national gliding championships and the Hindenburg trophy.


Peter was about Melitta’s own age and could not help but assess his new female student romantically, although she did not return his interest. She was an ‘attractive woman’, he wrote, ‘but extremely reserved’.69 They connected better discussing flight, and later, cautiously, the rise of Hitler. ‘It was obvious the so-called democratic government had failed,’ Peter later recalled. ‘The country was going to hell, people starving . . . huge unemployment, lists every day in the papers of people who had killed themselves in despair.’70 The communist talk was of revolution. The Nazis, he felt, stood for strong leadership, patriotism and the performance of one’s duty. ‘That sounded good.’71 Nevertheless, Peter was concerned about the increasingly militaristic nature of the regime and, yearning for wider horizons, he was considering emigrating to Africa. ‘In a way, she agreed with me,’ he later claimed.72 Melitta may have concurred about the threat of communism but, deeply patriotic, she would never have forsaken Germany or her work, which she saw as a form of national service as well as a source of personal pride. Freedom, for her, meant flying for her country, not flight from it. In any case, she was in love with Alexander.


‘In the end’, Peter decided, Melitta ‘was too serious for me’.73 Within a couple of years he would be sailing not to Africa but to South America, in the company of another female pilot. Hanna Reitsch’s sympathies were rather different to Melitta’s, and she and Peter would enjoy a more dramatic friendship. By then Melitta would have an unofficial agreement with Alexander von Stauffenberg, and Hitler, as the appointed chancellor of Germany, would have proclaimed the arrival of the Third Reich.
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SEARCHING FOR THE FABULOUS


1912–1933


In 1920, while the teenage Melitta was sizing up gliders on the slopes near her boarding school, in a different suburb of the same town a spirited seven-year-old Hanna Reitsch was also turning her face to the sky. Pretty, petite, blonde and blue-eyed, Hanna lived in Hirschberg with her parents, her elder brother Kurt, her younger sister Heidi and a succession of maids, but she was already convinced she was destined for broader horizons. Family legend has it that Hanna first experimented with gravity when she was four years old, aiming to leap, with arms outstretched, from a first-floor balcony. Although frustrated on this occasion she never lost her fascination with flight, nor her desire to take to the skies. ‘The longing grew . . .’ she wrote, ‘with every bird I saw go flying across the azure summer sky, with every cloud that sailed past on the wind, till it turned into a deep, insistent homesickness, a yearning that went with me everywhere and could never be stilled.’1 Despite fracturing her skull after one particularly ambitious jump from the branch of a fir tree and literally being grounded by her parents, Hanna never doubted that, one day, she would fly. ‘What child is there that lives, as I did, midway between Reality and Fairyland,’ she would later ask at the beginning of her memoirs, ‘who does not long sometimes to leave altogether the familiar world and set off in search of new and fabulous realms?’2 Unlike Melitta, Hanna longed for more than freedom. In many ways she would achieve her dreams but she would, perhaps, never manage to live fully in reality, and somewhere during her all-consuming search for the fabulous she would lose the ability to distinguish between the two.


Born on 29 March 1912, Hanna was two years old at the start of the First World War, seven at its close. Just old enough, perhaps, to absorb something of her nation’s mood of hope, before the hardship and humiliation of the defeat. Most of her childhood memories, however, were not of the drama and despair of war, but of growing up during the depression that followed. It was the issues and impact of reparations, inflation and unemployment, civil unrest and anxiety, that coloured the Germany of Hanna’s youth. Hers was a patriotic middle-class family, moderately well off, and all for God and Germany. Her parents felt that the Polish annexation of the eastern part of Upper Silesia, and the Allies’ harsh war reparations under the Treaty of Versailles, were deep injustices. The violent rise of communism at home and abroad confirmed their patriotic, nationalistic world view. Besides ‘respect for human dignity and a sense of honour’, Hanna listed a love of ‘the Fatherland’ as the key moral value and principle instilled in her as a child.3 She was brought up to believe that German national honour, and with it her family’s pride, had been compromised, and that the integrity of her country was still somehow under threat. What seemed to be missing, under the Weimar Republic, was leadership strong enough to discipline, unite and rally the country.


Hanna’s father, the strict and rather taciturn Dr Willy Reitsch, was a Protestant, a Prussian and a Freemason, who exercised ‘uncontested authority’ over his family.4 He was also an eye specialist and the head of a private clinic. Hanna adored, but rarely impressed, him. An accomplished amateur cellist, at his most sociable Willy Reitsch would arrange musical soirées at their home. His standards were high, however, and although they were dutifully learning violin and piano, and singing traditional three-part Austrian yodelling songs, his children were rarely invited to perform. Medicine provided another opportunity for the children to bond with their father, and sometimes Willy would bring home pig or sheep eyes from the butcher, on which to demonstrate operations. On occasion Kurt and Hanna were even allowed to accompany him on his rounds, during which they gained a great respect for his dedication to his patients, but little enthusiasm for his daily routine. Not that this mattered to Hanna. ‘In our family,’ she later wrote, ‘it was accepted as a principle, so obvious as to be unspoken, that a girl could only have one task in life, namely to marry and become a good mother to her children.’5


Hanna’s own mother, Emy, was the eldest daughter of a widowed Austrian aristocrat. She quietly tried to imbue a sense of Catholic piety in her children while officially bringing them up in the faith of their father. Like her husband, Emy was a passionate patriot. Generally welcoming and tolerant, she nevertheless launched into occasional tirades blaming the government, various foreign nations or ‘the Jews’ for anything she felt was wrong with Germany. Deeply loving, but not deeply questioning, Emy was the rather unreliable moral compass upon whom Hanna relied. ‘My mother and I lived in each other,’ Hanna later wrote, ‘each sensing the other’s thoughts without need to confess or conceal.’6 Emy saw her daughter’s deep longing for something more than faith, motherhood and a gentle life contained in a pleasant country town, and it worried her. She cautioned Hanna not to give in to vanity or ambition.


Willy Reitsch was less empathetic than his wife. He found his daughter’s school results disappointing and her high spirits trying. Her obsession with flight was to him not only unacceptable, but completely inexplicable. Hanna liked to spend hours watching larks hovering over the fields, buzzards circling in the summer air, and occasionally a glider crossing the skies. Sometimes, as Melitta once had, she insisted on doing her homework up a tree, and she regularly still spread her arms to leap from various windowsills. But Hanna’s main problem seemed to be, as one of her school friends put it, that she was ‘difficult to overlook’.7 Bursting with energy and rather full of herself, Hanna was confident, loud and cheeky. With her wonky twin braids tied with broad ribbons and her wide, impish smile dimpling her cheeks, she laughed a lot and often inappropriately, was easily bored and ‘always talked in superlatives’, much like many young girls.8 Her schooling was limited. History stopped at 1848, and discipline was deemed more important than debate. Although not ashamed to cheat in class, Hanna was highly sensitive to criticism and quick to perceive injustices. A natural extrovert, when she felt her personal honour had been besmirched she would plunge into overt misery, from which she often later appeared to emerge quite refreshed and reinvigorated.


At a time when many families faced crippling hardship, Willy Reitsch was fortunate that his livelihood was secure, and Hanna’s early childhood was generally a happy one. Outside school, life was enlivened by family hikes, picnics in the mountains and tomboy escapades with her brother Kurt, as often as not with both of them dressed in lederhosen. But as Hanna grew up she felt increasingly restricted. Although never tall, with her blonde plaits now pinned up, her huge clear-blue eyes and brilliant smile, she was the very image of pretty, healthy ‘Aryan’ maidenhood. If Hanna yearned for more it was not just in reaction to forever having to make do and mend; she was quite happy in a plain corduroy dress and had never felt the despair of utter poverty. It was not material luxury she craved, but the luxuries of status, endeavour and aspiration. In winter she took pleasure in skiing and skating, in summer walking and cycling, but other sports were discouraged as unfeminine. Concerts and dances provided some entertainment, but trips to the cinema were vetted for the film’s suitability and she was not allowed out at all without a chaperone. Not that Hanna was particularly interested in boys; it was the activities open to them that appealed to her. She now took a tram or cycled over to the gliding clubs outside the town almost every day, to lie in the grass at various vantage points and watch other people’s dreams take flight.


As a teenager Hanna came up with a strategic plan: she would, she announced to her parents, become a doctor, ‘not an ordinary one, but a missionary doctor . . . and above all, a flying missionary doctor’.9 Her father was sceptical; her grades so far had failed to support such ambition, and he doubted whether she would have the sticking power. Meeting with unexpected persistence, however, Willy offered Hanna a deal: if she could refrain from mentioning flying at all for the two or three years until she passed her school-leaving examination, the dreaded Abitur, her reward would be a gliding course. Two years later Hanna’s father marked her school graduation by presenting her with an antique gold watch. She had kept her side of the bargain so well that he had forgotten all about their pact. Hanna had not. She watched her father turn pale as she reminded him of his promise and, a man of his word, he agreed to honour it.


Hanna’s parents hoped that medicine and flying would prove to be only a brief interlude before marriage and children. To prepare her for her domestic future, be it at home or abroad, Emy insisted that Hanna spend a year at the Colonial School for Women in Rendsburg before taking any gliding course. Germany’s formal ties with African territories had been ended by the Treaty of Versailles, but a revanchist movement hoped to encourage ongoing connections. No doubt the colonial aspect of the school appealed to Hanna’s parents, along with the presence of a naval training college not far away, ensuring an abundance of young men in the neighbourhood. Hanna was taught to cook and clean, keep animals, fix shoes, locks and windows, and to speak English, Spanish and one West African language. Her ‘only notable success’, she later wrote drily, was a private experiment with the sanitary training of pigs.


Hanna was nineteen, ‘full of confidence and hope, shivering with excitement’, when she finally cycled over for her course at the increasingly famous Grünau Gliding School. Like Melitta before her, she was the only girl among the boys, and she was set to soar above the same green slopes, but it was now a clear and cloudless day in 1931, eleven years after Melitta’s first flight. ‘With thumping heart’, Hanna ignored the jeers of the young men around her and climbed into the open cockpit of her glider. First she had to learn to balance as it rested on the grass, quivering at the slightest movement, she felt, ‘like a frightened bird’.10 Then a bungee cord was attached to the nose of her machine, which was stretched out by one team of students while others held the tail. She was meant simply to let the glider slide forward along the ground, but on release she could not resist pulling on the stick a little. The next moment she ‘could see nothing but sky, and then, sky again’.11 Still only just over five feet tall and weighing less than seven stone, Hanna was too light for the team’s powerful start, and with her nudge on the stick the glider had launched steeply upwards. ‘For the first time in my life I felt invisible forces lifting and carrying me, higher and higher, until I was over the ridge and it receded away beneath me,’ she later reported, her eyes shining. ‘It felt like a fairy tale; wondrous.’12 But there was no fairy-tale ending. The glider quickly fell back down to earth, ripping the safety straps and throwing Hanna from her seat. Miraculously, neither she nor the machine was seriously harmed; she could easily have been killed.


Hanna’s recklessness was a disciplinary offence but she earned the nickname ‘Stratosphere’ from her fellow students, showing that they, at least, were grudgingly impressed. From one among them, the compliment was particularly meaningful. Wernher von Braun, the future pioneering rocket scientist, was less than a week older than Hanna. Inspired by the genius of Jules Verne and Georges Méliès, and encouraged by his parents’ gift of a telescope to mark his confirmation, Braun’s ambition was always to invade space. ‘Don’t tell me man doesn’t belong out there,’ he once commented. ‘Man belongs wherever he wants to go.’13 As a boy growing up in Berlin he had pressurized a prototype rocket with a bicycle pump, and was later cautioned by police after launching the world’s first rocket-powered go-kart in the middle of the fashionable Tiergartenstrasse. Supremely confident, Braun was both brilliant and charming. He was ‘handsome enough to be a film star, and he knows it’, one reporter later noted, while female friends compared him to ‘the famous photograph of Lord Alfred Douglas’, better known as Bosie, the aristocratic young lover of Oscar Wilde.14 Sadly, Hanna’s impression of her fellow gliding student was not recorded, but he admired her courage and vivaciousness. ‘Hanna has an unusually intriguing personality . . .’ he later wrote warmly, ‘she did all kinds of crazy things.’15 Like Hanna, Braun would later claim to have had little interest in politics; what brought them together was their shared obsession with flight. ‘Our minds were always far out in space,’ one friend wrote.16


On the evening of Hanna’s first flight and crash, Wolf Hirth, the head of the gliding school, was forced to consider expelling this apparently dangerous student for her own safety. Instead she was grounded for three days, for disobedience. She spent those days watching attentively as her peers did their exercises. In the evenings she practised manoeuvres in bed, with a walking stick to serve as her control column. On the fourth day the students were to take their ‘A’ test. When the most experienced among them went first, and failed to leave the slopes, Hanna was put forward next for her anticipated humiliation. As she was launched down the slope she noted her speed and balance, and directed the glider to lift. It was a perfect flight, nine seconds over the requirement, followed by a perfect landing. ‘I did not stir,’ Hanna wrote, as her classmates came whooping down the slope to meet her, ‘but simply sat there in my beloved glider, caught in a blissful trance.’17 When the course assessor put her achievement down to luck, Hanna happily flew again, passing with flying colours.


Wolf Hirth visited the school the next morning to assess this girl who had so spectacularly snatched victory from defeat. Hirth was one of the great pioneers of German flight. Having earned his pilot’s licence in 1920, he and other enthusiasts founded the first Academic Flying Club – the society that would later refuse to accept Melitta among their ranks. Despite losing a leg in a motorcycle accident in 1924, Hirth went on to study engineering, toured the world to promote and demonstrate gliding, and designed and manufactured his own machines. A heavy smoker, his trademark cigarette holder was carved from the fibula of his lost leg. To Hanna, Hirth was ‘a demigod’.18 From his perspective, Hanna was pretty impressive too – a natural pilot, woman or not. After observing her faultless gliding, he arranged for her to fly every day under his personal supervision. Over the next few months she learned to turn and catch upwinds, sailing through her ‘B’ and ‘C’ tests.


In early 1932 Hanna was invited to try out the new glider design usually reserved for instructors. For once allowed to fly to her heart’s content, she sang ‘the loveliest songs I could remember’ while in the air: the joyful response to flying that she would keep up all her life. Hardly noticing the rain and snow, Hanna returned to earth only five hours later when the wind dropped. As she touched down she was surprised to be met by an excited crowd; she had achieved a new world record for women’s gliding endurance. That evening Hanna’s name was broadcast on the radio, and flowers and congratulations arrived from around the country. ‘I found it wonderful – I was young and overjoyed,’ she wrote with winning honesty.19


Adolf Hitler was also back in the cockpit in 1932. His biplane flight to Berlin for the Kapp Putsch in 1920 had opened his eyes to the potential of flight, and over the next twelve years the Nazi Party had made good use of the symbolism of aviation, as well as the more practical opportunities it presented. Posters with illustrations of Zeppelins branded NSDAP helped to spread the word about growing Party membership and, during the 1932 election campaign, planes circling the main regional cities had sent leaflets drifting down with the message, Unity, solidarity, peace, order and work, and below this, Give Adolf Hitler your vote and he will give you work and bread and freedom.20 Now Hitler was touring the country on his airborne hustings campaign known as ‘The German Flight’; he was the first political leader to reach out to his electorate in this way.


The election tour was strenuous. Always the first up at this point in his life, Hitler discussed the precise programme for each day over morning porridge and a glass of milk. Coffee had been strictly prohibited, ‘because of its revolting effect in the air’.21 Once the itinerary was set, few changes were permitted. Hitler’s personal pilot, Hans Baur, a veteran of the past war and early member of the Party, sometimes flew between five different mass rallies in one day. Confident in his destiny, Hitler would watch with excitement as Baur flew blind above heavy clouds – sometimes running low on petrol – and once through a hailstorm that had grounded all Luft Hansa flights.* ‘We became “flying humans”,’ the journalist Otto Dietrich wrote, thoroughly enjoying his implicit membership of the super-race team. At every stop the plane would be met by crowds of enthusiastic followers shouting ‘Heil!’ before Hitler was driven into the city in a motorcade. Then, after a speech and a short ceremony, they would set off again, ‘the incredible exultation of the crowd . . . vibrating in us still’.22


Above all, Hitler liked to fly by night. A master of stage management, he would address the largest crowds at dusk so that they would be lit by a sea of torches, and would then rush back to the airfield where Baur would have the engines running and ready for take-off. As their plane curved around over the dwindling assembly below, Hitler would order the cabin to be lit up. ‘At this moment, the crowd recognizes the glowing fireship up in the air which carries the Führer,’ Dietrich powered on in elation. ‘A deafening cheer starts up from hundreds of thousands of throats, so loud that it even drowns out the roaring of our motors, while the people wave their torches in salute.’23 Hitler would look down over the spectacle in silence, ‘while we experience something new, almost cosmic up here. It is beyond words.’24


It was in this electric political atmosphere, and as a qualified glider pilot, that Hanna dutifully started her first term at medical school in Berlin. Frustrated, and quickly bored in lectures, she immediately knew that she ‘had only one desire – to fly again!’25 With the money allowed by her parents for college expenses, she enrolled on a training course to fly engine-powered aircraft at Berlin-Staaken airfield.


Like Melitta, who had studied at Staaken two years earlier, Hanna had to rise early, setting off at five in the morning to get to the airfield in time. Once again, she was the only woman on the course, although there were now several other women flying from Staaken, including Elly Beinhorn who had just returned from her circumnavigation of the world, and with whom Hanna now also struck up a friendship. For Hanna flying itself was simple enough, and she quickly overcame the concerns of the men around her through her skill and dedication. More challenging was trying to understand the mechanics of the machines. At one point she dismantled an old engine under the supervision of the ground mechanics in the airfield workshops, and earned some respect by working through the night to reassemble it.


Turning to other engines, Hanna befriended the workmen responsible for the airfield vehicles. Soon she was not only learning to drive, she was learning about the men’s war service, the bitterness that met them when they returned after defeat, and their periods of unemployment. Impressed by their stoicism, she promised to get them eye ointment from her father and, from her mother, dresses for their wives. ‘But as soon as the men began to talk politics,’ Hanna sighed, their fragile comradeship fell apart.26 Few of the men belonged to the same party, and each wanted to win her round to his own viewpoint, arguing their case with such passion that they almost came to blows. Hanna was ill-equipped to follow the debates, ‘for though naturally I had been brought up to be a patriot,’ she wrote with youthful naivety, ‘there had never been any question of political divisions in my home’.27 Having automatically accepted her parents’ conservative, nationalistic, racially conscious and casually anti-Semitic standpoint as the natural and neutral one, she did not consider that she already had a political position, or that politics might have any bearing on her own life. What horrified her now was not any particular belief or argument, but the dissent that politics, as a whole, brought to the group; ‘how people who otherwise get on well together can become bitter and fanatical opponents as soon as politics are mentioned’. ‘Depressed and thoughtful’, she walked away not just from the men but, ironically, from the opportunity for learning from and engaging with the arguments.


If Hanna was apolitical, as she later claimed, it was through choice. Despite her fascination with everything to do with aviation, her memoirs mention nothing of Hitler’s ‘German Flight’ campaign or the elections that took place that July, making the National Socialists the largest party in the Reichstag. And while she often visited her parents, she never commented on the growing anti-Semitism in their part of the country. Breslau, with its large Jewish community, was a stronghold of Nazi support less than two hours from Hirschberg. Here Jewish shops were already being boycotted, their owners legally restricted and socially ostracized. Later, Hanna would say only that she had been completely absorbed in learning to fly that summer.


Hanna’s training plane was an open Mercedes-Klemm with dual controls, one of the few low-powered civil aircraft allowed under the terms of Versailles. Photos show her at the controls in a dark leather flying cap, her whole face lit up by a brilliant smile. After a few weeks she had progressed to an altitude of 6,500 feet, still in the Klemm but now in a fur-lined suit, with her face greased for protection against the sun and cold. Altitude removes a pilot from the world. Even during the group briefing before she took off, Hanna developed ‘the strange feeling that I was no longer one of them’.28 As she flew over the airfield workmen, she briefly wondered whether they were still arguing about politics, but checked herself: ‘I had little time to think of that, for my ear was concentrated on the engine . . . soon the earth below dwindles into insignificance.’29 For Hanna, flying at high altitude was a sublime experience, where ‘the airman feels close to God’ and ‘all that hitherto seemed important falls away’.30


If Hanna had ever attached importance to her medical studies, it had only been as a means to escape. Now that flight was at hand, she rarely attended lectures and never opened the textbooks she had strapped to her bicycle when she first rode over to Staaken. In the summer recess of 1932, she returned home to resume her gliding training under Wolf Hirth. As an assistant in his workshop, she learnt to build and repair gliders. In the evenings she joined him and his wife at home, studying flight theory, including Hirth’s pioneering work on thermals: the sun-warmed air above heat-absorbing terrain such as heath and roads, which rises naturally, creating currents in which a glider can circle upwards. Hirth had become Hanna’s ‘flying father’: the first in a series of older male mentors to whom she turned for recognition and advancement. In September, Hanna’s own father arranged for her to continue her medical studies at Kiel, a city that offered fewer distractions and had the added advantage of bringing Hanna close to her brother Kurt, now a midshipman in the Kriegsmarine stationed at the city. But Hanna had either lost interest in, or later chose not to comment on, anything but flight, and her memoirs pick up again only on her return to Hirschberg in May 1933.


By the start of 1933, with six million Germans out of work, people were losing faith in the entire political system. Three chancellors had come and gone within a year, and the simultaneous rise of Nazism and communism led to regular violent clashes on the streets, often deliberately provoked by the Brownshirts of the SA (Sturmabteilung). Along with many others, Hanna’s parents were delighted by Hitler’s nationalist platform, which promised the creation of jobs and the restoration of a sense of security and national pride. In January, after considerable backstage manoeuvring, Hitler was appointed Reich chancellor and immediately set about consolidating his authority. He was backed financially by key industrialists, and diplomatically by President von Hindenburg and the statesman and former chancellor Franz von Papen, who mistakenly believed they could manipulate this popular leader. The next month the Reichstag fire provided the Nazis with the opportunity to trade on the Bolshevik threat while imprisoning many communists, as well as the leaders of other parties and the independent press. On 5 May the Nazis won 44 per cent of the votes, providing enough seats to pass the Enabling Act that gave Hitler absolute power to set laws, abolish trade unions, make opposition political parties illegal, and effectively start a rule of terror enforced by the Gestapo.


Back home from Kiel that month, Hanna’s thoughts were far from the appointment or policies of her country’s latest chancellor. Dressed in sandals and a light cotton frock, she was strolling through the sun-drenched streets of Hirschberg one day, yearning only to be gliding across the clear blue sky, when she ran into Wolf Hirth. Hirth was also full of the joys of spring – he had invested in a Grunau Baby, the very latest type of sleek, single-seat training glider that he had helped to design. The Grunau Baby came with a rudimentary ‘blind-flying’ control panel: a pioneering set of six instruments to indicate airspeed, horizon, direction, climb or descent, turn or slip. Theoretically such tools could enable a pilot to fly safely through clouds or fog when visibility was limited. He wondered whether Hanna might like to take his impressive new glider up.


Within an hour Hanna was sitting in the enclosed cabin of the Grunau Baby without goggles or helmet, the parachute harness buckled straight over her frock. Hirth, in his engine-powered plane, towed her up to 1,200 feet before signalling to her to cast off. With not a breath of wind in the sky, Hanna began the gentle drift back down to earth. At 250 feet she was looking for a place to land when she felt the glider quiver. A moment later she was circling back up, swapping warm air currents until she coiled faster and faster to several thousand feet. Now she saw a huge black cloud overhead, formed by the rapid condensation of the thermals she was riding. ‘The sight of this dark monster,’ she wrote, ‘filled me with glee.’31


Before Hanna had learned to fly, she had gazed up at glorious fluffy white clouds and longed to play among them. Now she knew that she could not reach such clouds without passing through them; they were spectral. Thunderclouds offered more tangible potential for enjoyment. Never one to err on the side of caution, Hanna saw this as the perfect opportunity for her first ‘blind flight’ through heavy cloud. Moments later her glider was completely wrapped in the grey mass and she had zero visibility. With all the confidence of the amateur, she watched her instruments, climbed to 5,500 feet – safely above the level of the nearest mountain peak – and relaxed. Later she spoke of feeling disconnected from the ground, ‘humble and grateful in her heart’, as this was ‘when she knew there existed something, someone, greater, in whom she could trust, who guided and watched over her’.32 It was then that the storm broke.


The first Hanna knew of the danger she was in was the ‘frenzied staccato, an ear-splitting hellish tattoo’ of rain and hail, drumming on the wings of the glider. With a cracking noise, the cabin windows began to ice over, and she focused again on her control panel. She was still climbing, and rapidly. At nearly 10,000 feet above the earth the instruments began to stick. Soon they were frozen solid. Hanna now had no direct visibility and no functioning instruments to guide her. She tried to hold the control column in the normal position, but without bearings this was impossible to judge. Then there was ‘a new sound, a kind of high-pitched whistle’, and she was pitched forward in her harness, the blood rushing to her head.33 Caught in a downdraught in the turbulent centre of the storm, the glider was now diving vertically. Heaving on the stick, Hanna found herself momentarily hanging from her harness straps; she was soon performing a series of involuntary loops ‘while the glider arrows down, shrieking’.34


Unable to see anything through the frosted mica of the cabin window, Hanna punched it out, but she was still enclosed by cloud, and now shivering all over, her hands turning blue as she sat in her summer frock, drenched in rain, hail and snow. Hoping that the Grunau Baby might retain some inherent stability, she abandoned the controls, ‘no longer the pilot . . . but a passenger’, and for the first time acknowledged the growing fear inside her.35 Then the lightly built glider was carried up again, rising up through the towering pillar of cloud like a piece of paper sucked up a chimney. Fearing that she might lose consciousness, Hanna repeatedly screamed out her own name to keep her focus. Suddenly she was spewed down and out into the light, flying upside down but safely above the white peaks of the Riesengebirge mountains. Grateful still to be alive, she righted her machine and glided down until eventually she could make out the tiny dots of skiers returning home at the end of the day, and a safe place to land on the slopes beside a hotel restaurant.


Bedraggled and soaking wet, Hanna hauled herself out of the glider, its fuselage now perforated with holes punched by hailstones, and into the hotel to put a call through to Hirth. It was he who first realized that she had inadvertently entered the neutral zone, close to the Czechoslovakian border. Like Melitta landing without a permit in France, Hanna had committed a major offence that might result in the loss of her licence. Given the time and place, she might even have caused an international incident. Hirth told her to collect as many people as possible to help, and wait until he flew over – risking his own licence – to drop her a starting rope. Half an hour later two teams of hotel guests launched Hanna back into the darkening sky. Hirth, flying above, guided her down to the valley where a landing site had been floodlit for them with car headlamps.


Back on the ground again, for a while Hanna sat silently in her glider, letting her romantic mind reframe her adventure in the terms of the fabulous that she so loved. ‘Earth and sky seem wrapped in sleep,’ she wrote. ‘My glider-bird slumbers too, gleaming softly against the stars. Beautiful bird, that outflew the four winds, braved the tempest, shot heavenward, searching out the sky.’36 She would soon find even more to celebrate in her storm-cloud flight, when she learnt that she had unintentionally soared higher than any glider previously. Although not officially verified, her new world record was widely reported on German radio and in the national papers and, despite her discussions with her mother about humility, Hanna was soon giving a series of effusive talks and interviews. ‘Gliding is a victory of the soul,’ she gushed.37 Hanna claimed not to fly from ambition, but simply for ‘the immense pleasure it gave me’, but hers was now a soul that yearned not only for the pleasure of flight, but for the adrenaline, recognition and honours that seemed to go with it.38




3


PUBLIC RELATIONS


1933–1936


‘Women have always been among my staunchest supporters,’ Hitler told the New York Times in July 1933. ‘They feel my victory is their victory.’1 While working to return women to their rightful and respected role, as he saw it, of hausfrau, Hitler had been keen to exploit any support for his National Socialist Party. At times this required rising above a tide of female fan mail and enduring more than one public display of adoration. ‘He was often embarrassed’ by such women, his friend and official photographer Heinrich Hoffmann later remembered, but he ‘had no option but to accept their veneration’.2 Hitler, Hoffmann felt, had ‘a lovely appreciation of women as a political influence’, and before the election he ‘was convinced that feminine enthusiasm, tenacity and fanaticism would be the deciding factor’.3 In fact, most women who supported the Nazis did so not for love of the leader or a desire to return to the home, but for the same reasons as men: the prospect of a strong government that could deal with the ‘menace of communism’, wipe out the shame of Versailles, and provide employment and a just redistribution of the nation’s wealth. Nevertheless, appealing to women and harnessing their propaganda value were significant parts of Hitler’s campaign before and after he assumed power. Hanna and Melitta would both soon duly play their part, and come to appreciate the vital importance of public relations under the new regime.


As Hanna spread her wings, the mood of the country seemed to lift with her. She had turned twenty-one in March 1933 and, for her, the last few years had been a wonderful adventure: leaving home, learning to fly, and setting new world records almost effortlessly. In Hirschberg, as across Germany, there were frequent patriotic marches and torch-lit parades with speeches, singing, and copious flags and bunting. Hitler’s speeches tended to deal with grievances that were familiar to many working people, and had a sort of evangelical simplicity that made them easy to follow. He promised a higher standard of living with a car for everyone, beautiful homes, affordable holidays, marriage loans, respect for mothers and a defence against Bolshevism. People seemed electrified, and everywhere there was talk of ‘the unity of the German people’ and the ‘national uprising’.4 With little interest in party politics or current affairs, to Hanna it seemed simply patriotic to support Hitler and his dynamic new regime. At last, the future looked promising, and she was keen to seize every opportunity. When the Führer called on the German people to ‘awake to a realization of your own importance’ in his May Day speech of 1933, Hanna might have been forgiven for imagining that he was talking directly to her.5


Melitta followed the consolidation of Nazi power in Germany from a more sober and critical perspective. She welcomed the prospect of stable government, the pledges for greater safety on the streets, job creation and the proposed investment in technological research, as well as the restoration of German pride and the countering of communism on the international stage. However, her doubts about the legitimacy and principles of the regime were growing. Where Hanna saw parades and bunting, Melitta saw Germany’s constitution under attack. Hate-filled posters were pasted onto walls, newspapers were thick with propaganda, and trucks full of SA and SS troops were roaring through the major cities, recruiting, collecting names, and occasionally breaking into houses and apartments to arrest and remove not only communists, who Melitta saw as a serious threat, but also social democrats, union leaders and liberal intellectuals. The Nazi plan was to preclude any attempt at organized opposition by removing potential leaders and quietly intimidating the mass of the population. Like many others, Melitta hoped such tactics would soon be replaced by more benign policies. Then, in late May, personal tragedy overwhelmed her.
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