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    Foreword

    

    Mine was the generation that was not granted the “mercy of a later birth”, as ex-Chancellor Helmut Kohl so tellingly phrased it. Coming into the world in the aftermath of the First World War, I – and countless others like me – grew up fated to become embroiled in the Second.

    In 1918 Germany was not the sea of ruins that she was in 1945. After the first great conflict her towns and cities had remained intact, her industries continued to produce and her infrastructure to function. The physical damage may have been minimal, but there was almost total internal, civil and economic collapse. The monarchy had been toppled, unemployment and inflation raged, and civil unrest became civil war.

    Then an unknown corporal from the First World War took the decision to become a politician. His propaganda was simple but effective: he promised bread and work, the betterment of everyday life both morally and economically, the scrapping of the Treaty of Versailles, which had placed such a huge burden of debt on the country, and Germany’s re-emergence as an equal among the nations of Europe.

    When Adolf Hitler came to power in 1933 there were six million unemployed. “Give me four years”, he urged. Few now remember that he kept those original promises. There was food and work for all. A sense of purpose and order was restored. And ambitious building programmes were begun.

    But there was a hidden agenda. For every metre of autobahn laid, how many shells were produced? There were signs, of course; Hermann Göring’s stated preference for guns rather than butter perhaps the most blatant of them. But the majority of the population – and as a teenager growing up in Silesia, I freely confess to being one of them – was unaware that they were being prepared for another conflict.

    When it came the propaganda intensified. Ours was the age group it was aimed at, and we gladly answered the call. We also suffered the consequences. I lost my father, a brother and my homeland. Millions of others around the world paid a much higher price.

  


  
    

    Prologue

    

    Silesia, Summer 1944

    “Achtung – am attacking!” I came in about 300 metres above the right-hand bomber of the high squadron. Matching my speed to his, I side-slipped down towards his tail, got in close behind him and aimed at his two starboard engines. Pieces flew off his wing as my shells struck home. Bright flames streamed from his engines . . . I continued to fire . . . an inferno erupted as his wing tanks went up. As I dived away I saw the bombs tumbling from his belly.

    My fighter suddenly shuddered and I heard a loud rattling noise. I had been hit by return fire. I steepened my dive to get out of danger. All seemed in order, but as I began to pull out of my descent both undercarriage legs flopped down and locked. Try as I might I couldn’t retract them again. The little ‘wheels down and locked’ indicator rods sticking up out of each wing refused to budge. Although there was still no sign of any enemy fighters, it was unhealthy to remain flying around for too long with my undercarriage on display for all to see. And to attempt a three-pointer on the uneven ground below would be tantamount to suicide; the risk of flipping over onto my back was too great. I had to find the nearest airfield, and quickly…

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 1

    

    Gliding as a Sport

    My flying career began with a conversation I had with a school friend in the upper fifth shortly after Easter 1940. He belonged to the Flieger-Hitlerjugend, a branch of the general Hitler Youth movement, whose aim was to promote gliding as a sport among boys aged between 14 and 18. Its members were taught to fly gliders free of charge by instructors from the NSFK (National Socialist Flying Corps). This corps, itself a part of the political SA, was the umbrella organization responsible for furthering the cause of all things aeronautical among an already air-conscious German public. As such it had taken over, and now controlled, every aspect of sports flying in the country.

    But when my classmate suggested that I team up with him and learn to fly too, I foresaw a slight problem. Five years earlier, at the age of eleven, I had joined the Jungvolk. Modelled along the lines of the scout movement, the Jungvolk was for youngsters not yet old enough to enter the Hitler Youth. When I reached my fourteenth birthday, however, I had decided not to transfer my allegiance, but rather to stay with the Jungvolk and become a senior leader. Since that time I had worked my way up through the ranks and was now a Fähnleinführer (troop leader), in charge of a troop of 150 lads.

    Despite my ‘advanced’ years I therefore still belonged to the Jungvolk. And as a member of this junior organization I was not entitled, strictly speaking, to join the Flieger-Hitlerjugend. But if this difficulty could be overcome, I would grab the opportunity like a shot. To be able to fly had been my boyhood dream since the days of making paper aeroplanes. So my school friend made the necessary enquiries, I was accepted, and thus embarked upon my life of flying.

    In the Whitsun holidays of 1940 the pair of us, both in uniform, set off by bike from Zobten, the village where we lived, for the nearby town of Bunzlau. This was the regional centre of what was then our part of Lower Silesia, but which is now in Poland. On arriving in Bunzlau we made our way to the NSFK workshops where we reported to the duty instructor. He in turn took us to the head of the establishment, an NSFK Sturmführer, who greeted us in a fatherly fashion with a smile and a friendly handshake. After asking a few questions, he briefly outlined for me the daily routine of a gliding school.

    I was assigned to a group of fourteen Flieger-Hitlerjugend who were busy loading an SG-38 training glider on to a truck. This was in preparation for the drive out to the slopes next morning for a day’s flying. Two other groups were similarly engaged. Once all three gliders had been securely stowed, there was an hour’s lecture on the theory and practice of flight. Then the following day’s programme and duties were read out before it was time for supper. Once this was over we spent a convivial evening getting to know one another.

    These few hours were enough to make me feel completely at home in the company of my new friends. The next morning I woke, washed, dressed and breakfasted as usual. But then began a new routine: morning parade and roll-call, followed by the order to climb aboard the vehicles. Soon our small convoy – a van, three trucks each carrying a glider, and an ambulance (!) – were on the road and heading out to the practice slopes.

    The weather was anything but good. Clouds chased each other across the sky and gusts of wind rattled the tree-tops. The practice slope turned out to be little more than a slight dip in the ground on the side of a gentle hill, at present covered with lush grass which would no doubt later be cut as hay for cattle-feed. Our convoy came to a halt on the path running along the crest of the hill. The gliders, which had been dismantled for the journey, wings removed and tied firmly alongside the fuselages, were unloaded and carefully re-assembled under the watchful eye of the instructors. First the wings were re-attached to the fuselages by means of socket bolts secured with split-pins. Then the braided steel bracing wires were connected up and tightened to bring the wings into proper alignment.

    Special care had to be taken when connecting the control wires from the stick to the ailerons and elevators, and from the foot pedals to the rudder. Get these the wrong way round and it could spell disaster. A quick check proved that all was well. Pull back on the stick and the tailplane control surfaces moved upwards. This would cause the glider’s nose to lift and the machine to climb. Push the stick forward and the opposite effect would be achieved: the elevators moved downwards and the glider went into a dive. Moving the stick to the left resulted in the simultaneous deployment of the two wing ailerons, the one on the left being raised and that on the right being lowered, to give a bank to port. Again, move the stick to the right and the reverse effect would be the result: left aileron down, right aileron up, and the glider would bank to starboard. The two foot pedals in front of the pilot’s simple plank seat were connected to the rudder. Press down on the left-hand pedal and the rudder would move to the left causing the machine to turn to port. Depress the right-hand pedal and the glider turned to starboard.

    What sounds so complicated on paper was, in reality, quite simple. The control stick allowed you to fly straight and level, bank to the left and right, or dive and climb. The rudder pedals enabled you to turn to left or right. Learn to co-ordinate these hand and foot movements and you had complete control of the glider in both the horizontal and vertical axes, which meant you could curve without losing height or even pull loops.

    But there was one other factor which had to be taken into account at all times – at take-off, during flight and when landing – and that was airspeed. Sufficient speed had to be achieved, and maintained, to give the wings lift. At zero km/h the glider will remain firmly nailed to the ground. Only when a predetermined airflow speed is achieved will lift overcome the earth’s gravitational pull and allow the glider, and its pilot, to take to the air. Once aloft, if this speed is reduced there is a corresponding decrease in lift and the glider will sink back towards the ground.

    The landing itself posed problems of its own. In order to carry out a controlled return to earth a certain amount of airspeed had to be conserved. Once safely and smoothly down this excess speed was quickly lost through the braking effect of the landing skid and the glider was consequently brought to a halt. Only then could the pilot climb out on to terra firma. So much for the theory. . .

    In practice it was much more straightforward. The SG-38 training glider was a very simple wooden affair. The pilot was provided with a small bench-like seat. In front of him were two pedals, between his knees the control stick, above his head a pair of wings each with its aileron control surface, behind his back the tail assembly complete with rudder and elevators, and beneath him the keel beam with its spring-mounted skid undercarriage. Held securely in place by belly and shoulder straps, the pilot perched on the aforementioned plank seat, his feet in the two pedals and the control stick clutched in either his right or left hand. There he sat at one with nature, completely exposed to the elements and without a single instrument to distract his attention. Airspeed had to be judged by the humming of the wind in the wires holding the glider together. The higher the pitch, the faster he was flying.

    For most beginners the very fact of sitting out in the open high above the ground without any form of cockpit or fuselage covering they could hold on to, or hide behind, took a lot of getting used to, to say the very least.

    This is why lessons began on the ground with so-called ‘seat familiarisation’. The instructor stood at the end of one wing, usually the left, and moved it up and down. It was the pupil’s job to try to keep the glider on an even keel by judicious use of the stick, moving it to the left or right to correct the balance. Once he had mastered this he progressed to the next step: a ‘slide’.

    The glider was launched by means of a rubber bungee cord fitted with a metal ring which was attached to a hook on the front of the aircraft. (On actual take-offs this ring automatically uncoupled itself from the hook as the glider flew past overhead and the released cord fell to the ground.) After being hooked up to the glider the rubber cord was laid out in front of it in a V-shape and the launch crew, some five to eight lads on each arm of the V, positioned themselves along its length ready to pick it up. At the same time other trainees sat in a line behind the tail of the glider, each digging his heels firmly into the ground and holding tightly to the man in front. The first in line gripped the retaining cord fastened to the back of the glider and all now awaited the instructor’s command: “Pull . . .!”

    The launch crew picked up the cord and started walking slowly forwards until the rubber was stretched tight, while those at the rear of the glider took up the strain. Then came the second order: “Ru-u-u-n!!”

    Now the launch crew began to gallop down the hill. The rubber V became tauter until it was stretched to its limit and the crew, unable to pull it any tighter, were running on the spot.

    The instructor directed his third command at those hanging on to the tail of the glider: “Release!!!”

    With a jolt the glider began to move. As it gathered momentum it was now in the hands of the pilot. The less tension in the rubber cord, the shorter the distance of the slide or flight.

    In this instance it was a slide, the glider remaining on the ground as it slithered and bumped down the hill, allowing the trainee pilot to get used to the feel of the controls and the sensation of sitting out in the open, buffeted by the slipstream. After the slide came the first few tentative hops. And only then would an actual glide be allowed – straight ahead and only for a second or two at first, but later for a full minute or more. The whole procedure reminded me strongly of the paper aeroplanes I used to make as a boy out of Kornfrank coffee packets.

    As everybody took strict turns, there were at least fourteen launches before one could have another go. And after each and every take-off the glider had to be loaded on to the ‘Bimbo’, a two-wheeled cart fitted with a cradle and clamp into which the landing skid of the SG-38 was screwed, before the whole rig was manhandled back up to the starting point by sheer muscle power alone. It was healthy if somewhat sweaty work. But everybody set to with a will, knowing that the quicker the Bimbo was pushed back up the hill, the sooner it would be their turn to take the controls again.

    Which was all very well on a nice sunny say with a steady breeze blowing, but not on this particular Saturday before Whitsun, with its gusting winds and fleecy white clouds scudding across the blue vault of the sky. We in our beginners’ group contented ourselves with slides and the shortest of hops close to the ground. But the other two groups were practising for their A certificates, which demanded a full minute’s free flight in a straight line.

    They were taking off some 50 metres further along the hillside from us. The launch crew and the anchormen were waiting for the commands: pull – run – release! We watched as the training glider lifted off. But suddenly it went into a steep climb, and then seemed to stand still in mid-air before tipping forwards. Unable to recover, it slammed straight into the ground. There was a terrific noise, the wings snapped their bracing wires and were splintered into matchwood. This was the first total write-off I had ever seen – and I had not even got into the air yet! The pilot was hanging in his seat. The launch crew hurried to release him, carefully undoing his harness and loading him into the ambulance to be taken to hospital. He had sustained several broken ribs and was suffering from shock. On the whole it was considered that he had escaped lightly.

    We and the other group carried on with our training and practice flying respectively. But two hours later came the unmistakeable sound of another crash. This time the pilot had landed too hard. His machine bounced back up into the air and came down again one wing low. The wingtip had dug in and the whole mainplane was damaged. Only we beginners still had a flyable aircraft. But it was now decided to call a halt to the day’s activities. The wreckage of the two gliders was loaded onto the trucks and we set off back to the workshops. Thus ended my first glider lesson.

    This experience ought to have cured me once and for all of any desire to pursue a career in flying. But, if anything, the opposite was the case.

    Everybody was kept busy in the workshop for the next two days making good the damage suffered. I was no stranger to woodworking. I had my own set of carpenter’s tools at home and had already built a canoe with the help and guidance of a boat builder who was employed in the carpentry shop on Count von Nostitz’s estate.

    My experience came in handy as we all sawed, planed, sanded and glued away, slowly putting the gliders back together again. Nobody seemed too disheartened by the two crashes – nobody was blamed or punished, and we all helped each other. It was this spirit of togetherness which made such an impression on me. Now, more than ever, I wanted to become one of this community – you might almost say brotherhood – of flyers.

    As I had already arranged to take my Fähnlein of 150 Jungvolk youngsters to summer camp during the long school holidays, it was some time before I was again able to participate fully in glider training practice. The first opportunity came during the autumn holidays of 1940 when I attended the A certificate course, again at Bunzlau, and in the company of my by-now familiar group of Flieger-Hitlerjugend comrades.

    In the meantime the year 1940 had brought a move of house for the Hannig family. My father had been teaching at the small Catholic school in Zobten. But when it was announced that this was to be combined with the village’s bigger Protestant school, he decided it was time for a change. Preferring not to teach in a large mixed-religion establishment, he opted instead to take over the tiny single-class Catholic school at Hermannsdorf, a village less than 15 kilometres from Bunzlau. Our family lived in the schoolhouse itself.

    Our leaving Zobten meant that I could no longer continue my duties as Fähnleinführer of the local Jungvolk group. I was, however, allowed to choose my successor. He was the son of the head gardener on the von Nostitz estate. I also bequeathed him the canoe which had given me so many hours of pleasure on the nearby River Bober.

    Having resigned from my post with Zobten Jungvolk, I neglected to report or re-register with the local Hermannsdorf branch of the organization. Nobody noticed the omission. I continued to wear my uniform whenever the occasion demanded – such as on national holidays or Party days – at the high school I attended in Löwenberg, and also at weekends when taking part in glider-training sessions with the Flieger-Hitlerjugend in Bunzlau. I was paying no subscriptions anywhere, my name did not feature on any roll, and I was being taught to fly – what more could anybody ask?

    In fact, as my uniform included the green-and-white corded shoulder lanyard of a Fähnleinführer (more commonly known as an Affenschaukel or monkey swing), I was constantly being appointed group leader by those in charge of our glider training at Bunzlau. This meant that I was held responsible for the behaviour of the group when not actually in the classroom or on the slopes. Although I was not a member of the Hitler Youth – nor even, technically, of the Jungvolk by this time – nobody seemed either to mind or to care. There were many such glaring holes in the supervision and organization of the Nationalist Socialist state, which was not the well-oiled and super-efficient machine as so often portrayed in the many post-war accounts of the period.

    So the autumn holidays of 1940 saw me cycling yet again to Bunzlau. By now the beginner’s rounds of seat familiarization, slides and hops were all well behind me. The SG-38 training glider had become a trusty friend, which I had learned to control with confidence. The sudden thrust in the small of the back, which came a split second after the command to release, was by now a familiar sensation. With my right hand holding the stick perfectly upright (I always used the left to grip the small bench seat just in case) and my feet jammed firmly on the pedals, I was all ready to go as the glider catapulted forwards and immediately began to climb.

    The launch crew disappeared beneath me as I soared over their heads. The bracing wires sang like a finely tuned violin. The grass on the hillside, which at first had seemed to be racing past just beneath my wings, decelerated as I gained more height. I was flying! The wind in the wires took on a deeper, softer tone. Now it was a matter of holding the glider straight and level and trying to keep the same steady note thrumming in my ears.

    All too soon I was sinking back towards the ground. The grass below began to pick up speed again. It was time to haul slowly back on the stick in order to reduce speed and prepare for the landing. When just above the ground the stick had to be pulled back slowly but steadily until the skid touched the earth and the machine began to slide across the grass. The skid then started to bite, acting as a brake. The machine jolted and slithered down the hill for a few more metres before finally coming to a standstill. The glider would then tip gently over to one side until the end of one wing was resting on the ground. One had to remain in this position while the launch crew came whooping and hollering down the hillside. Only when they had hold of the machine again were you allowed to undo your harness and climb off. Another free flight successfully accomplished.

    The first flights of this kind only lasted for 20 to 30 seconds. But one’s confidence and ability steadily grew until, at last, more hands were added to the launch crew and the full length of the rubber bungee cord was used to give the maximum possible thrust for take-off. This enabled you to stay aloft for a good minute or more.

    My instructor professed himself satisfied with my progress. I was to be allowed to try for my A certificate. This required the candidate to maintain a straight and level course for a minimum of 60 seconds. A few last-minute words of instruction and advice and I was all set. I followed the familiar routine, but this time I was conscious of the fact that my flight was being measured by the stopwatch. The result: 1 minute and 25 seconds. I’d done it! I also knew what was coming as the launch crew streamed down the hill in my wake. True to custom, I was bundled across the plank seat and given a hefty slap on the backside by each and every one of them by way of congratulation.

    The glider was then loaded on to the Bimbo and dragged back up the slope. At the top I reported to the instructor, who congratulated me in a decidedly more decorous manner with a hearty handshake. At the end of the course I was presented with my certificate. Happy and contented, I was now entitled to wear the badge of an A-rated glider pilot: a single pair of silver gull wings in a silver circle on a blue background.

    While I had been taking my first faltering aerial steps in the quiet backwater that was Lower Silesia in the summer and early autumn of 1940, momentous events had been happening elsewhere. The Wehrmacht had fought and won the Battle of France. But after the British Army escaped from Dunkirk, the Führer’s offer of a negotiated peace had been summarily rejected by Prime Minister Churchill. Now the Battle of Britain was in full swing. For us fifth formers, all sixteen or seventeen years old, it was clear that the war was going to last some little while yet. We knew that when we reached eighteen years of age and moved up into the sixth form we would be entitled to volunteer for military service. We could hardly wait. Full of the idealism of youth we regarded it as a matter of honour to serve one’s country. But not only that. We were also fully aware of the fact that we were all rapidly approaching call-up age anyway, and that conscripts could not choose which branch of the armed forces they wished to serve in. And for me one thing was already certain: I wanted to become a fighter pilot.

    But things hadn’t got to that stage yet. I was still sitting at my desk in the Hindenburg High School for boys in Löwenberg where life was peaceful, if now somewhat regulated by the introduction of coupons and ration books. The only way we could follow the course of the war was by the weekly newsreels in the cinema, radio broadcasts and the newspapers.

    The Battle of Britain was still in progress when I attended a second glider training course which was designed to take pupils to B certificate level. This demanded a flight of at least two minutes over a set route including an S-bend. As before, I applied to the NSFK officer in charge and was allotted a place on the course in Lauban, the neighbouring district to Löwenberg. I duly turned up in full Jungvolk uniform complete with the green-and-white monkey swing on my left shoulder. And once again I found myself being appointed group leader without the Hitler Youth members of the course having any say in the matter.

    We were billeted in a country inn. The main hall was put at our disposal for lectures and as living quarters. We slept in the adjoining hay store, washed in the running water of the fountain in the yard, and were fed from a field kitchen. Everything was completely free and very well prepared. This time we were to fly SG-38 gliders which had a thin covering of plywood surrounding the pilot’s seat. At long last we felt as if we were sitting in a real aircraft, not perching precariously on a narrow plank in the open air.

    The course began as usual in the classroom or, more accurately, in the main hall of the inn. Everybody paid close attention as the instructor explained the control movements needed to execute a turn. Previously we had only flown in a straight line. But to get our B certificates we would have to make a 90º turn to the left, then a full 180º reversal of course to the right, before another 90º left put us back on the original heading ready for a smooth touch-down in the designated landing area.

    The site itself was a large sloping meadow bordered by a turnip field on the left and a potato patch on the right. Way down towards the far end of the turnip field stood a large, solitary fruit tree. The instructor warned us against this tree, saying that it possessed “magical magnetic qualities” that attempted to lure every budding glider pilot towards it. We dismissed this absurd suggestion with loud laughter. But in the days to come, after starting the flying part of the course in perfect autumn weather, we began to wonder whether there wasn’t an element of truth in the instructor’s dire warning. Time and again pupils would come down, not on the wide expanse of meadow, but in the turnip field heading straight for the ‘magic’ tree.

    Every time this happened the lower bracing wires, which connected the undersides of the glider’s wings to the keel of the landing skid, would cut a swathe through the standing crops. First the leaves would be sent flying in all directions, and then the tops of the turnips themselves would be neatly sliced off before the skid dug into the loose earth and the machine came to a stop. This was a clear case of ‘damage to public property’, for which the farmer could justifiably have claimed compensation. But he was a wholehearted supporter of our activities and waived any rights to financial recompense.

    Wherever we happened to land, whether on the meadow or among the turnips, the glider still had to be loaded aboard the Bimbo and hauled back up to the top of the hill. As our flights were now anything up to a full kilometre in length, this was hard physical work in the warm autumn weather and required a lot of effort, even for fit and active youngsters like ourselves. At the end of a day’s flying training everybody was absolutely worn out. The evening meals served from the field kitchen, always of generous proportions and well cooked, were devoured with relish. After supper and the usual evening cleaning details, we were all ready for bed and a good night’s sleep.

    At seven o’clock the next morning we would be roused from our sleeping bags to begin another day: PT, ablutions, tidying up our sleeping quarters, cleaning the courtyard, and then breakfast before forming up to march out to the gliding slopes. Although we always had a medic with us, nobody fell ill or was seriously hurt. The minor cuts and abrasions we all acquired during the course of the day were cured with copious amounts of iodine (arrgh!).

    After a fortnight I flew the required S-manoeuvre in the given time and thus qualified for the B certificate. This meant I could now display two sets of silver gull wings in the silver ring of my glider badge. I wanted to add the third and final set before the time came to volunteer for the Luftwaffe.

    The winter of 1940/41 brought the usual seasonal conditions to our tiny corner of the world. The thermometer dropped to 15ºC below zero and some 30 to 50 centimetres of snow covered the ground. The daily trip to and from the local station, which formed part of my journey to school in Löwenberg and which was made by bike throughout the rest of the year, was now done on skis. It was a thoroughly healthy lifestyle. But unfortunately exercise and sport alone are no absolute guarantee against illness – as I had discovered to my cost a couple of years earlier.

    While in the upper fourth I had suddenly broken out in a rash and found myself covered in small red spots. The doctor’s diagnosis: scarlet fever. I was rushed into the isolation ward of the nearby hospital where I was kept in quarantine for a month. Four weeks of doing absolutely nothing and with no contact whatsoever with the outside world. The days dragged by as I was feeling perfectly fit and had no pains at all. At the end of this time I was given a thorough examination. The scarlet fever had gone and I was no longer contagious. But now the doctor discovered that I was suffering from myocarditis, or inflammation of the heart muscles.

    I was moved from the isolation unit into the men’s general medical ward. Here, although forbidden to climb stairs or indulge in any other form of physical exercise, I was at least allowed to have visitors. But I still felt absolutely fit and well in myself. It was almost as if I was ill because the doctor said I was ill. There were no obvious symptoms to bring home to me the seriousness of my condition. In an effort to cheer me up the doctor had said, “There’s one good thing about your illness, you’ll never have to be a soldier.” Needless to say, this statement didn’t have the effect intended.

    After three long months I was finally discharged from hospital – just in time to sit the end of year maths exam. But the lengthy disruption to my schooling, during which time the rest of the class had been introduced to the intricacies of trigonometry, meant that I was well behind. I flunked badly and scored the lowest marks of my entire educational career.

    The bout of myocarditis was well in the past, however, and I thought no more about it. But, in the spring of 1941, I suddenly developed severe back pains. These grew steadily worse until they could no longer be ignored. Another visit to the family doctor established the fact that I had contracted a kidney disease. I was put on a strict, salt-free diet and ordered to bed for a fortnight. During the examination I had carefully noted the test that the doctor had carried out to confirm his diagnosis. He had heated a sample of my urine in a test-tube and then added a weak acid solution. The sample had immediately turned cloudy and tiny flakes of albumen had appeared.

    My home chemistry set included a couple of test-tubes and I used these to carry out my own test. Producing a sample, I held it over a candle and then carefully poured in a little vinegar. The result was the same. I repeated this process daily and was thus able to monitor my progress. Slowly the cloudiness and flakes of albumen disappeared until, just before the two weeks were up, the sample remained crystal clear. Then it was time to return to the doctor’s surgery for a second examination. Here too the test proved negative. The incipient nephritis had been stopped in its tracks and the pains had disappeared.

    Not long afterwards I moved up into the sixth form. This heralded the premature ending of my formal education – or so I thought – for I now became eligible to volunteer for military service. With my mind set on joining the Luftwaffe and becoming a fighter pilot, I lost little time in applying to the personnel office of the regional area command in Bunzlau. My various illnesses were forgotten. And as for the doctor’s remark about my myocarditis being “a good thing” as it would keep me out of the forces, I took exactly the opposite view. As far as I was concerned, all my ailments were behind me and I couldn’t wait to join up.

    Fortunately I didn’t have to wait for too long. I was soon summoned to attend the obligatory medical examination. I set off quite happily by bike for Bunzlau, convinced in my own mind that I would be accepted. The examination itself was very thorough: heart, lungs, ears, weight and build – all passed with flying colours. But then the chief medical officer called me in and asked whether I had ever had any problems with my kidneys. I told him the truth, only to learn that I was considered unfit for military service as my kidneys were releasing too much albumen. My application was rejected.

    My initial feeling was one of complete shock. I had been turned down for the forces on medical grounds. But after considering all my options, I became more determined than ever to get into the Luftwaffe. Somehow this decision would have to be reversed. First it was back to the family doctor to repeat the process that had cured me before, complete with my own tests at home to monitor my albumen levels. Within just a few days I was back to normal – no pains, my urine clear and without a single flake of albumen.

    It was shortly after this – towards the end of June 1941, when the campaign against the Soviet Union was only days old – that I was offered the opportunity to take part in another glider course which, if successful, would earn me my C certificate. The course was to be held at Glogau, a town some 70 kilometres away on the River Oder, whose airfield was currently unused by either civilian traffic or military units.

    As airfields are rarely built on the side of a hill, glider launches from the flat expanse of Glogau had to be carried out by means of a motorised winch and cable. From the winch situated on one side of the field, the cable was towed by a VW across to the waiting glider on the other side, to which it was then attached by a metal ring. Sitting strapped in the glider, the pilot had to pull back on the stick the moment the winch began to reel the cable back in, slowly at first, but then ever faster. As soon as sufficient speed had built up the glider would leap into the air and start to climb at a steep angle like a child’s kite in a stiff breeze.

    Just before over-flying the winch a flag would be waved from the ground to signal to the pilot, already high above, to release the cable.

    The hook on the nose of the glider would open, allowing the ring to disengage and the cable to fall free. The glider was then in free flight. But if, for any reason, the cable was not released, the aircraft would be dragged down into a near vertical dive which invariably ended with the glider and its unfortunate occupant – for none of us wore parachutes – being smashed to pieces on the ground.

    For the C course at Glogau we no longer flew the basic stick-and-string SG-38 training gliders. For the first time we were entrusted with more advanced, enclosed fuselage types such as the Grunau ‘Baby’ IIA and IIB models built by the firm of Edmund Schneider. The certificate itself demanded a complete circuit of the field, commencing at an altitude of approximately 300 metres and landing back at the point of take-off. Flight times lasted anything from five to ten minutes at an average cruising speed of 55 km/h.

    Cable launchings, with the motorised winch reeling in at an ever-increasing rate and the glider being dragged faster and faster across the surface of the field, were very different from the gentle downhill lift-offs at the end of a rubber bungee cord being pulled by a bunch of galloping classmates. The pilot had to hold the stick firmly back in the pit of his stomach, while at the same time keeping a careful watch downwards in order not to miss the all-important wave of the flag signalling the moment to release. That was the great danger: not releasing in time.

    The hook release mechanism was simplicity itself and absolutely reliable. You pulled on the release line, the hook opened and gravity did the rest. The metal ring attached to the end of the cable slipped free and the cable fell to the ground. The instructors stressed the importance of this simple action time and again. It was drummed into us that if anything went wrong during the initial climb we were immediately to push the stick forward and release the launch cable.

    But what could possibly go wrong in the climb? Everything had worked perfectly so far. It was now my turn to strap myself in again for another practice circuit. After the usual commands from the launch crew off I went in anticipation of the initial hesitant bumps and hops across the grass as the winch took the strain, the quickly gathering speed, the stick back into the stomach, and her nose pointed upwards. The wind blew strongly in my face as I kept a careful eye over the side of the cockpit for the winch crew’s signal. But there was still plenty of time yet; I was only halfway through the climb.

    Suddenly the line slackened – the winch was not pulling any more. Hanging steeply from the cable and now almost motionless, I found myself reacting instinctively. The hours of tuition paid off. Without pausing to think for a moment, I automatically pushed the stick forward and released the limp cable. Then it was a case of building up sufficient speed in a shallow dive before I could assess my altitude and select a spot on the field for landing. All went well. Even before I had come to a stop the instructor’s car was racing across the grass towards me. Climbing out he yelled, “Everything OK?” “Everything fine my end,” I replied, “but what went wrong with the winch?”

    The crew were already busy checking. It transpired that the motor had run out of petrol and the winch had simply stopped working. This was my first brush with the guardian angel who was to watch over me throughout my flying career.

    After this minor drama the C certificate test flight was little more than a formality. I remember it mainly for the feeling of pure joy that engulfed me as I freed myself from the launch cable. I began to sing at the top of my voice, beating time with my right fist against the side of the cockpit. I let my eyes wander over the Silesian landscape as it unfolded beneath me, the fields and meadows, the trim villages, the silver ribbon of the Oder. My ears were filled with the soft sigh of the wind across the slender wings of my steed. I had never felt happier.

    After landing came the usual round of congratulations, to which my instructor dryly added the fact that, as there was no engine noise to drown me out, they had heard every word of what I had been singing up there!

    With the C certificate achieved and my third set of silver gull wings up, I re-applied three months later to become a volunteer officer candidate in the Luftwaffe. I felt fighting fit and this time was fully resolved to avoid any risks during the initial medical examination. Through my own tests at home I had discovered that a marked drop in my body temperature – say, for example, if my feet got cold – was enough to make my kidneys release that tell-tale albumen. I never felt any pain or ill-effects when they did, but a simple urine test could scupper my chances. Care would have to be taken. And I was determined to be very careful.

    I knew from the earlier examination that, presumably in order to save time, a number of candidates were instructed to provide a sample in the same beaker. If the urine in the beaker remained clear, then the whole group was passed fit. But if the sample showed the slightest trace of cloudiness, or flakes of albumen, then all had to contribute a second, separate sample to find the ‘guilty party’. This is how I had been caught out the first time round. On this occasion I simply handed the half-filled beaker to the man behind me without adding to its contents myself, and thus passed with flying colours. With that hurdle overcome I was now considered fit for military service. But I was not yet in the services.

    As a potential officer candidate I still had to go before a selection board and pass yet another medical. At the end of August I was given a date to report to the reception centre in Berlin: 5 September 1941. The written and oral tests in front of a panel of officers did not hold too many terrors for me. But there was still that little matter of the medical examination. 5 September was set aside for travelling to Berlin and reporting there to the Duty NCO who checked the candidates’ papers against a list before assigning each to a room and a bed which was to serve as accommodation for the four days’ duration of the board examination.

    Before supper on that first evening there was another roll-call. The Duty NCO read out each of our names, followed by the branch of the service we had volunteered for and details of the examination we would have to sit. I had put down for flying duties and wanted specifically to be a pilot. But when he called out my name, and then added “To flak” – in effect, assigning me not to flying personnel but to the anti-aircraft artillery arm – I was startled into momentary silence. It was only when he asked in a pleasant enough manner, “Hannig, understood?” that I managed to pull myself together and reply, “Jawohl, Herr Unteroffizier! To flak artillery.”

    My mind racing, I could only presume that I first had to be inducted and sworn in, irrespective of what it said on the NCO’s piece of paper. Once accepted, I could then state my preference for flying duties. As the written, oral and physical examinations were the same for both flak and flying, and we all took them together as a group, this first part of the selection process went off without a hitch.

    But then during the night of 7/8 September, the sirens suddenly sounded. RAF Bomber Command was mounting another attack on the capital. Jumping out of bed, we quickly got dressed and trooped down into the air-raid shelter. For the others, the coolness of the unheated shelter no doubt came as a pleasant relief after the day’s late summer heat. For me the sudden loss of body warmth meant only one thing – kidney problems. But as flak candidates were not required to undergo any further medical examinations – whereas those volunteering for flight crew had yet to make the trip to Berlin’s famous Charité hospital, where they had to face a more stringent medical before they could be passed fit for flying duties – I considered I had had a lucky escape.

    At breakfast the next morning, however, I was called in to see the officer in charge of the course, a full colonel. “I see here you volunteered for flight crew. Why are you with the flak group?” he asked. He had my application papers on the desk in front of him and had obviously spotted the error. My explanation, that I had been detailed to join the flak candidates by the Duty NCO upon my arrival, was greeted with a resigned shake of the head. He went on, “The only item outstanding is the flight crew medical. Get yourself over to the Charité immediately and report to the gate. Somebody will take you from there and conduct you through the examination. I have already rung them up and everything has been arranged. Then report back to me here with the result.”

    Now I really did have a problem: my kidneys and the night spent in the cold air-raid shelter. And not only that – an individual examination upon which rested my entire future. I took the tram to the Charité with very mixed feelings. I was expected and a friendly nurse escorted me to the lift and accompanied me to an upper floor where a doctor was already waiting for me in one of the examination rooms.

    I was subjected to the same routine as before: heart, lungs, eyes and ears – all perfectly normal. Then came the urine test. At that moment the doctor was called from the room. I was left alone with the nurse, who gave me a test-tube and turned to light a bunsen burner. The toilet was right next door to the examination room. There was no escape.

    I returned to the room and handed the test-tube containing the sample to the nurse. As I did so, I said as casually as I could, “Sister, I’m something of a clairvoyant.” She was clearly puzzled and asked, “What do you mean?” I quickly explained: “ You will find traces of albumen in my urine sample. We had to spend the night in the air-raid shelter and my feet were like blocks of ice. My kidneys react immediately.”

    She studied me for a moment, and then looked at the untreated sample, still clear in the test-tube. “I understand you want to be a pilot? Do you have any pains?” “No,” I was able to reply in all truthfulness, “I don’t feel a thing.” With that she went to the sink, poured out the sample and let the tap run to rinse away the evidence. Turning off the bunsen burner, she remarked, “That’s all in order then.” Just then the doctor reentered the room and she repeated her words to him. He checked through the result one more time and filled in a lengthy form. Putting all my documents into one large envelope, he handed it to me saying, “All findings normal. Passed fit for flying duties.”

    12 September would be my eighteenth birthday. I could not have wished for a better present. I had been accepted for military service, had been declared fit for flying duties, and could reckon on being called up before the year was out.

    With the benefit of hindsight, such enthusiasm may strike many in today’s world as strange, perhaps even incomprehensible. But back then seventeen-year-old schoolboys – which I still was, just – had little or no knowledge of the horrors of war, or of the untold sufferings it had already visited upon countless thousands of people. Nor could any of us have visualised the barbarities and atrocities that were yet to come. In the summer of 1941 my circle of friends all hoped for a speedy and successful end to the war. But before that came about most of us were determined to do our bit by volunteering for active service rather than waiting to be called up.

    Of one thing I was sure, however. My joining the Luftwaffe would bring about a fundamental change in my life. There would be long absences from home. We were a caring close-knit family and had been brought up surrounded by love and warmth, from our parents and for each other. I would be the third Hannig brother to join the forces. My two older brothers were already in uniform and had seen action; Kurt with an army signals unit, and Günter with the navy. My younger siblings were still at school. I would miss them all a great deal – especially mother and father. But they would remain with me in heart and mind wherever I was sent.

    At the end of September I received my official call-up papers ordering me to report to the 4th Company of Air Training Regiment 33 (4/FlAusbRgt 33) at Detmold on 30 November 1941. I presented these papers as instructed to the school authorities at Löwenberg. As I had already completed my written school exams, I received in return my emergency Abitur certificate, giving my final grades, together with a note to the effect that my education was now completed as I had volunteered for military service.

    I knew nothing of my destination except for the song, “Detmold, a beautiful town”. But things had changed since those lines were penned. Detmold was now a garrison town dominated by a large barracks complex. I travelled there by train on 29 November and spent my last night as a civilian in a small guesthouse close to the barracks.

    I had been instructed to report to the guard-house at the main gate at noon the next day. When I arrived there at 11.45 hours a number of youths of my own age were already standing around waiting. They were all volunteers like myself. One of them joked in a loud voice: “Five more minutes in civvy street and then it’ll be nothing but spit and polish.” The sentry on duty at the gate, impeccably turned out in full equipment and steel helmet, greeted this sally with a laugh: “Come on in then, lads. We’ve had the best rooms specially made up for you!”

    And so we went. Surrendering our documents, we were formed into a loose column and marched to the admin office of the 4th Company, Air Training Regiment 33: company commander Hauptmann Müller-Gebühr.

    My civilian life was over. I was about to embark upon the military career I had so long wanted.
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