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    Introduction
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    Are wars fought by men and machines, or are they fought by men with machines? Since history is truly argument without end, this question is somewhat moot, but for purposes of this book I adopt the second premise, since the machines themselves were (and are) the products of men. In other words, I believe that the Luftwaffe lost the war because of human failure, rather than because of technological failure. This is not to say that the technological failure did not occur—quite the opposite. I in no way intend to minimize the contributions of those who study the technological aspects of the air war in Europe; I very much respect and admire them. However, it is my opinion that the human factor was (and is) primary in war—just as war itself, in the larger sense, must be regarded as a human failure. For example, the technical reasons why the British Spitfires and Hurricanes were superior to the Heinkel 111s and Messerschmitt 110s during the Battle of Britain are significant questions, but perhaps a more significant question might be: “Why were the German combat pilots still saddled with obsolete He-111s and Me-110s as late as 1940?”

    The purpose of this book is to look at the men behind the airplanes, i.e., to examine the fundamental causes of the Luftwaffe’s demise. The war has now been over for more than sixty years. The technology of the 1940s has been relegated to museums for decades, but the causes of the Luftwaffe’s defeat are still with us. One only has to listen to a debate in the American Congress to understand that. If those who do not study the past are indeed condemned to relive it, then this book should serve as a warning to the leaders, strategists, and technicians of today.
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    The Secret Air Force

    Although it would not officially exist for more than two years, the Luftwaffe can trace its birth to 11 A.M. on January 30, 1933, when Adolf Hitler was sworn in as chancellor of Germany. Later that day he appointed Hermann Goering, the number two man in the Nazi party, as minister without portfolio and Reich commissioner of aviation (Reichskommissariat für die Luftfahrt) in the new government. Actually Goering was minister of aviation and commander-in-chief of the secret German air force. In many ways his personality dominated the Luftwaffe throughout its existence.

    Hermann Goering, author Matthew Cooper later wrote, “was an enigma. He was as much the stuff of which heroes are made as are villains. He was a remarkable combination of contradictions . . . He was both energetic and lazy; realistic and romantic; brutal and kind; brave and cowardly; refined and coarse; intelligent, vain, humourous and ruthless . . . [an] inspiration to some, an object of ridicule and detestation to others.”1

    Hermann was born in Marienbad Sanitarium at Rosenheim, Bavaria, on January 12, 1893, the fourth son of Heinrich Ernst and Franiszha “Fanny” Goering. His middle name was Wilhelm, after Kaiser Wilhelm II, whom he was destined to serve in World War I. Hermann grew up in Bavaria. A head-strong and rebellious youth, he was educated at various boarding schools: the Karlsruhe Military Academy and the prestigious Gross-Lichterfelde Cadet Academy near Berlin, where he underwent officer training. He was gazetted Leutnant (second lieutenant) in the Prince Wilhelm (112th Infantry) Regiment at Muelhausen in March 1912.2

    When World War I broke out in the fall of 1914, young Goering’s regiment was sent to the western front, where he was commended for initiative and daring. He soon fell ill, however, and was recovering in the military hospital at Freiburg when a visit from Lt. Bruno Loerzer changed his entire life.

    Young Loerzer, who had formerly served in the 112th Infantry, had left the Muelhausen regiment to become a pilot trainee at Freiburg and was now scheduled to join an air force unit at Ostend, Belgium. Loerzer’s adventurous tales so excited Hermann Goering that he decided to apply for a transfer and join his friend there as an aerial observer. When the transfer was refused and he was ordered to rejoin his regiment, Goering headed for Ostend anyway—in direct disobedience of orders. Naturally the commander of the Muelhausen regiment demanded his immediate court-martial.

    Fortunately for Goering, he had friends in high places. His godfather (and his mother’s lover) was Ritter (“Knight,” or “Sir”) Hermann von Epenstein, a rich half-Jewish aristocrat who had received his knighthood title from Kaiser Wilhelm II. Ritter von Epenstein used his influence at court to intercede in Hermann’s behalf. The court-martial proceedings were quietly dropped, and he was soon officially transferred to the air service.

    From the beginning, Hermann Goering proved himself to be an incredibly brave airman. “Goering’s belief . . .,” Manvill and Fraenkel wrote, “was that nothing could happen to harm him. He was, quite literally, insensitive to physical danger.”3 As an aerial observer with the 25th Air Detachment during the Battle of Verdun in 1915, Goering and his pilot, Loerzer, both won the Iron Cross, 1st Class, and were personally decorated by Crown Prince Friedrich Wilhelm. In June, Lieutenant Goering returned to Freiburg as a pilot-trainee and in October was posted to the 5th Jagdstaffel (Fighter Squad -ron) as a fighter pilot. Three weeks later, he was shot down by a British Sop-with. Had he not been fortunate enough to crash-land next to a German field hospital, he would have bled to death. Observers later counted sixty bullet holes in his airplane. It took months for his shattered thigh to heal.

    Goering spent his convalescent leave at his godfather’s Mauterdorf Castle in the summer of 1916, where he fell in love with Marianne Mauser, the daughter of a local landowner, and proposed marriage to her. Their engagement remained unofficial, however, because of her parents’ objections. Herr Mauser looked upon Goering as a man without any prospects except an early death, and it appeared he was right: Hermann returned to the western front in late 1916.

    His new unit was the 26th Fighter Squadron, which was commanded by Bruno Loerzer and was headquartered at their old regimental station of Muelhausen. Here Goering came into his own. By mid-1917 he had shot down seventeen enemy airplanes and had been named commander of the 27th Fighter Squadron at Yseghem, in the Flanders sector. In recognition of his leadership, Kaiser Wilhelm decorated him with the Pour le Merite after only fifteen victories, instead of the normal twenty-five. Goering had already been awarded the Zaehring Lion with Swords, the Karl Friedrich Order with Swords, and the Hohenzollern House Order with Swords, 3rd Class.4

    The leading German ace, of course, was Baron Manfred von Richthofen, the commander of the 1st Jagdgeschwader (Fighter Wing), who scored eighty victories. The “Red Baron” was killed on April 21, 1918, by a lucky machine-gun burst from Roy Brown, an unassuming Canadian ace with a nervous stomach.5 Richthofen was replaced as wing leader by Capt. Wilhelm Reinhardt, who was killed in a flying accident on July 3. Most people expected the new commander to be Ernst Udet, a member of the squadron who had over fifty kills and was Germany’s leading surviving air ace. Everyone was surprised when Hermann Goering was given the prestigious command.6

    Goering (by now a captain) led Jagdgeschwader Richthofen Number 1 very well. Although at first resented by some of the pilots, he soon gained their confidence and made lifelong contacts. Among his subordinates were four of his future generals: Wolfram von Richthofen, a future field marshal and a cousin of the Red Baron; Ernst Udet; and lieutenants Karl Bodenschatz and Kurt von Doering. All except Doering played significant roles in the future Luftwaffe. Goering ran his victory total to twenty-two before the armistice was signed. On Goering’s orders the wing smashed their aircraft at Darmstadt, rather than surrender them intact to the Allies as they had been ordered to do.

    In December, Goering rejoined his mother in Munich. Here his unofficial engagement to Fräulein Mauser quietly came to an end. “What have you got now to offer my daughter?” Herr Mauser wrote to Hermann.

    “Nothing,” the unemployed Goering telegraphed back.7 And that was the end of that.

    Like many ex-officers, Goering was embittered by the Treaty of Versailles, which the victorious Allies forced Germany to sign. Among other things, the “Versailles Dikta” (dictate) limited the size of the German Army to 100,000 men (of which 4,000 could be officers) and completely outlawed military aviation and the elite General Staff. The former commander of the Richthofen wing briefly joined the Freikorps in 1919, before leaving war-torn and revolutionary Germany in disgust. He began a career as a barnstormer in Denmark and Sweden. It was here he met and fell in love with Karin von Kantzow (nee von Fock), the beautiful wife of a Swedish army captain. She soon left her husband for Goering, and they lived together for several months before her divorce was secured. They were finally married in Munich on February 3, 1923.

    Hermann Goering returned to Germany in 1922 and enrolled in the University of Munich as a history and political science student. Here he met the second and last hero of his life. The first had been his half-Jewish godfather; the second was Adolf Hitler, head of the infant Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiter Partei (the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, also known as the NSDAP or Nazi party).

    Goering’s career in the rise of the Nazi party (1922–32) is fascinating, but beyond the scope of this book. One incident is germane, however: on November 9, 1923, during Hitler’s attempt to seize power in Bavaria during the so-called Beer Hall Putsch, Goering took part in the march in Munich and, in front of the Feldennhalle, was shot by the police, who were firing high-velocity 7.9mm slugs. The bullet struck him in the upper right thigh, just inches from the groin. He fell to the pavement and got dirt in the wound, causing further medical problems.8 Given morphine to relieve the terrible pain, he soon became a drug addict. He was also never able to control his weight after this.

    When Goering took office in early 1933, the Treaty of Versailles was still in effect. It had never been scrupulously observed, however. Gen. Hans von Seeckt, the creator of the Reichsheer (as the 100,000-man army was called), had insisted that 180 of the 4,000-man officer corps be chosen from the former air service. Under his tutelage Germany made a covert agreement with the Soviet Union and set up a secret air training base at Lipetsk, Russia. He also set up secret air organizations and an air training office in the Truppen -amt (troop office), as the clandestine General Staff was called, and placed Maj. Helmut Wilberg in charge of it. By the time Adolf Hitler and Hermann Goering rose to power, there were a number of undercover aviation squad -rons in Germany. They did not amount to much and would not have lasted a week in a war with a major power, such as France, but they could be used to form the nucleus of an air force and provided a reservoir of trained personnel from which the Luftwaffe could draw.9

    In 1933, Hermann Goering held a multitude of offices. In addition to being Reich commissioner of aviation and Hitler’s chief deputy, he was president of the Reichstag and minister of the interior of Prussia, and would soon be prime minister of Prussia, Reich forest master (Reichsforestmeister), Reich game warden (Reichsjaegermeister), and chief plenipotentiary of Hitler’s Four Year (economic) Plan. Hitler was planning to call an election for March 5. Therefore, prior to that, Goering had to purge the Berlin and Prussian police forces of their anti-Nazi elements and replace them with people he could depend on. He had neither the time nor inclination to concern himself with the day-to-day building of the Luftwaffe. This he left to his deputy, the state secretary for aviation.

    The best-qualified man for this post was Helmut Wilberg, at that time a major general. A highly capable and technically proficient General Staff officer, Wilberg had been a military pilot since 1910. He had been adjutant in the Inspectorate of Flight Troops prior to the First World War. During the conflict he had commanded the 2nd Flying Detachment, had been the chief aviation staff officer to Field Marshal von Mackensen’s headquarters, and had been commander of flying units attached to the First and Fourth armies. He emerged from the war with a whole laundry list of medals, including the Knights Cross of the Hohenzollern House Order with Swords, the Iron Cross, 1st and 2nd Classes, the Bavarian Military Order of Merit with Swords, the Mecklenburg Military Cross of Merit (2nd Class), the Mecklenburg Military Cross for Distinguished War Service (2nd Class), the Austro-Hungarian Military Cross of Merit (3rd Class), plus Turkish and Bulgarian decorations. From 1920 to 1929 he was chief of the Air Organization and Training Office in the Truppenamt, before doing troop duty as commander of the Prussian 18th Infantry Regiment. Now he was inspector of ordnance (arms) in the Defense Ministry.10 Unfortunately he had one disqualifying characteristic: he was Jewish.

    Hermann Goering did not share the anti-Semitism that characterized most of the rest of Hitler’s followers. In private he commented that Jews were much like other people, just “a bit smarter,” and they had their good and bad, like any other group. Hitler’s anti-Semitic outbursts usually left Goering depressed for hours.11 Unfortunately, Wilberg’s background was too Jewish for even Hermann Goering to be able to hide. He continued to protect Wilberg, however, and even promoted him to general of flyers (General der Flieger), but appointing him state secretary was out of the question.12 Instead, he turned to Erhard Milch, the director of Lufthansa.

    Perhaps the most enigmatic character to come out of the Third Reich was Erhard Milch, who was deputy commander-in-chief of the Luftwaffe in its earlier days and who, even more than Goering, deserves credit for its initial construction. Milch was in many ways difficult to categorize: he was arrogant, yet sensitive; selfish, yet patriotic. Looked down on by his peers as a civilian, he nevertheless became a field marshal and was the second-ranking man in the Luftwaffe for much of his career. Most strangely, he was a Nazi whom Hitler personally decorated with the coveted Gold Party Badge, even though Milch’s father was a Jew.13 This meant that Erhard Milch himself was half Jewish under Hitler’s racial laws and should have been sitting in a concentration camp according to the rules of the Third Reich, instead of at Goering’s right hand.

    Milch was born on March 30, 1892, in Wilhelmshaven, on Germany’s northwestern coast, the son of naval pharmacist Anton Milch.14 Milch, which means “milk” in German, was considered a Jewish name by the Nazis. The Nazi racial investigators later produced photographs of tombstones in Jewish cemeteries, complete with the Star of David, bearing the name Milch. Indeed, one of Milch’s brothers became a Jew.15 There is, however, no evidence that Erhard himself seriously embraced any religion except belief in the Kaiser and, later, his own personal ambition.

    Anton Milch left the navy in the 1890s and established his own chemist’s business in Gelsenkirchen, a town in the Ruhr. His wife left him in the 1900s and returned to her native Berlin, taking her children with her. Erhard graduated from the Joachimsthal public school in Berlin in January 1910, and promptly volunteered for active duty with the Imperial Navy. His application for that branch was turned down because of his Jewish ancestry,16 so he joined the 1st Foot Artillery Regiment at Koenigsberg instead. After eight months’ training, he was sent to the Anklam Military Academy. He graduated first out of 120 cadets and received his commission as a second lieutenant on August 18, 1911.17

    Second Lieutenant Milch returned to duty with the 1st Foot Artillery in the latter part of 1911. He took a course (probably in gunnery) at the famous Jueterbog Artillery School in 1913 and was engaged in gunnery practice with his unit in West Prussia when World War I broke out.18 Milch was a battalion adjutant in the 1st Foot Artillery when it helped repulse the Russian invasion of East Prussia in 1914. Later he fought in the bitterly won German victory at Weeden on the eastern front, before being detailed to the 204th Artillery Reconnaissance Battalion on the western front in July 1915. He was promoted to first lieutenant on August 18, 1915.19

    Erhard Milch spent most of the next two years as an aerial observer on the western front. His aircraft was an unarmed Albatross B, operating between Metz and Verdun—a very hazardous job indeed. Unlike many of his contemporaries, Milch survived the hell that was Verdun, the Somme, and other bloody battles of World War I. In June 1917, he was transferred to Lille as deputy commander of the 5th Air Detachment, where he had better aircraft and less danger. Selected as a candidate for the General Staff in 1918, he was briefly given command of the 9th Company, 41st Infantry Regiment, near Arras. This Memel unit had already suffered heavy losses against the British, but Milch missed the bitterest of the fighting. After two months of frontline experience, he returned to the air service as an intelligence officer in July, 1918. He was promoted to captain in August,20 but the war ended before he could be transferred to the War Academy for General Staff training.

    Milch’s last assignment in the 1914–18 war was commanding officer, 6th Fighter Squadron, a post he held even though he could not fly himself. A few weeks later, the kaiser abdicated, the Second Reich collapsed, and Erhard Milch’s world fell apart. He returned to Germany, embittered by defeat. He reported to XVII Corps Headquarters at Danzig, where he spent several weeks dissolving left-wing soldiers’ councils and engaging in disarmament work, activities which were hardly calculated to improve his attitude. Then, in April 1919, he became commander of the 412th Volunteer Flying Squadron, which Irving described as “a motley collection of patriots, soldiers and mercenaries.”21 This unit was dissolved under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, and Milch himself left the military service on January 31, 1920.22

    There is no reason to believe that Milch was not absolutely sincere in his idealistic belief in Imperial Germany. Its destruction, however, caused a fundamental change in him: idealism in Erhard Milch was extinguished forever. From this period on, Milch became more and more the slave of his own ruthless ambition.

    It is unclear whether or not Milch applied for one of the 4,000 officers’ slots allowed Germany by the Treaty of Versailles, but if he did, he was not accepted. Young Milch did not immediately take off his uniform, however, but joined the East Prussian Freikorps instead. He was soon invited to form a police air unit at Koenigsberg, which he did. He promptly moved his new command from the East Prussian capital to the former zeppelin airfield at Seerapen, away from the revolutionary influences then sweeping the cities. Much to his surprise, he was actually expected to perform police duties with his paramilitary force. His unit was assigned to put down a wave of burglary in the port area of Koenigsberg. After one of his men was killed by a criminal, Milch ordered his men to shoot prowlers on sight and shoot to kill. They did. The burglaries soon ended.23

    The Allies forced Germany to dissolve her police air squadrons in March 1921, so Milch, now almost twenty-nine, left the constabulary and entered the civilian job market for the first time. He landed a position with Lloyd Ostflug (Lloyd Eastern Airlines) as head of their Danzig office. Lloyd was owned by Professor Hugo Junkers and Gotthard Sachsenberg, a former naval aviator. Soon Milch became business manager of the Danzig Air Mail Service, a subsidiary of the Junkers-Sachsenberg operation. Milch, however, was still haunted by the Treaty of Versailles. The French forced the mail service to close, and Milch was out of business for seven months. He was finally reemployed as an executive with Junkers Airways, Limited, in May 1922.24

    The former captain rose rapidly in the Junkers organization and, before long, was director of its central administration. He successfully expanded Junkers’ operations by skillfully negotiating a financial arrangement with the Polish national airlines. Junkers was soon flying to Warsaw, Lemberg, and Krakow. Eventually the young executive had aircraft flying to Bucharest, Rumania, South America, and the United States. Milch went to America himself and visited the Ford plant at Detroit and other concerns. He was impressed by what he saw and was virtually the only high-ranking Nazi to appreciate the industrial potential of the United States. He also understood the folly of Hitler’s declaration of war against the U.S. in December 1941, but this is getting ahead of our story.

    In late 1925, the Weimar Republic dictated that Germany’s two major airlines—Junkers Airways and Aero-Lloyd—must merge into a single, national airway. To the astonishment of almost everybody, Milch was named one of the three directors of the new super-airline, and he was the only director to come from the Junkers firm. Later he froze out the other two directors, Otto Merkel and Martin Wronsky, and, on September 5, 1929, became commercial director (chief executive officer) of Lufthansa, the German national airline. He was thirty-six years old.

    Under the energetic and ruthless Milch, Lufthansa established regular passenger service with Paris (1926), Marseilles (1927), and Spain (1927). Eurasia, a Lufthansa system, started flying to China in 1930, four years after another Lufthansa auxiliary line was established in South America. By 1933 regular Lufthansa commercial and passenger flights were landing in Rome, Latvia, Estonia, and Russia.25

    Meanwhile, Hitler’s political revolution was taking shape in Germany, and Milch, very much aware of his Jewish ancestry and the threat it posed to him if Hitler won power, was not slow to ingratiate himself with the future Fuehrer and his lieutenants. He first met Hitler in 1930 and was quickly impressed with Hitler’s grasp of aviation and aerial warfare and with his overall program, with its attractive combination of nationalism and socialism.26 By 1932, Lufthansa aircraft were placed at Hitler’s disposal free of charge for his election campaigns. Lufthansa (i.e., Milch) was also depositing 1,000 Reichsmarks a month into the personal account of Reichstag President Hermann Goering, who spoke out loudly in favor of Lufthansa interests and appropriations in the German national legislative body.27 Milch’s help in the Nazi party’s “time of struggle” was not forgotten. When Hitler came to power in 1933, Milch became the Nazis’ first secretary of state for aviation.

    Milch did not really want to accept a formal position with the government at first, perhaps fearing that Hitler would be unable to consolidate his power. When Hermann Goering offered him the post of state secretary of Prussia in late 1932, Milch turned it down. Indeed, it took a personal appeal from Hitler to convince Milch to accept the job as state secretary for aviation. Initially, however, there was no Aviation Ministry. Goering’s official title was Reich commissioner of aviation, and Milch was named his deputy.28

    Not sharing Hitler’s prejudices, Goering used to say: “I am the one to determine who in the Luftwaffe is a Jew and who is not!” Milch’s background, however, could not be ignored entirely, so Goering invented an elaborate cover story for his new deputy. An “investigation” revealed that Milch’s mother had carried on an adulterous affair with Baron Hermann von Bier, a minor aristocrat, for years. Frau Milch, a pure-blood “Aryan,” signed an official document to this effect, and Erhard’s birth certificate was reissued with von Bier listed as his father. Goering then closed the file, strongly forbidding any further investigation of Milch’s racial background. That ended the matter, for official purposes anyway. Thereafter, there were few men in Nazi Germany who were more verbally anti-Jewish than Erhard Milch. Even so, the whispers about Milch’s ancestry continued until the end of the Third Reich.29

    Milch never developed a personal relationship with Hermann Goering. He had, after all, been paying the fat man bribes for years and did not look upon him with a great deal of respect. Down the road, Milch planned to take charge of the Air Ministry and the Luftwaffe himself. Goering would go the route of Junkers, Merkel, and Wronsky and be sacrificed to the ambition of Erhard Milch, or at least that was the plan. First, however, he had to consolidate his own power and create the Luftwaffe.

    Milch began his program by dividing the Reich Aviation Ministry (RLM) into a Central Branch, the Air Command Office (LA), the General Air Office (LB), the Technical Office (LC), the Luftwaffe Administrative Office (LD), and the Luftwaffe Personnel Office (LP). The Air Command Office was the most important subdivision and was, in effect, the clandestine General Staff of the Luftwaffe. It was subdivided into the Operations Branch (LA-I), the Organization Branch (LA-II), the Training Branch (LA-III), the Flak Artillery Branch (LA-IV), and the Supply Branch (LA-V), plus signals and medical departments. To officer the RLM, Milch and Goering had to depend on the coordination of General of Infantry (later Field Marshal) Werner von Blomberg, the minister of defense. Fortunately for them, Blomberg was not a selfish man, and he recognized the importance the air force would have in the future. In 1933 alone he transferred 550 officers with aviation experience to the RLM (including his entire air operations staff), followed by about 4,000 junior officers and NCO volunteers.30 More than that, Blomberg did not take this as an opportunity to rid the army of marginal or inefficient officers, as a lesser man might have done. Instead, Blomberg transferred many of his best men to the Luftwaffe. Some of these, including Col. Albert Kessel-ring, made the move with reluctance; others were happy to be back in aviation. Many of the capable General Staff officers Blomberg shipped to the Luftwaffe had no previous aviation experience at all. The list of army officers sent to the new branch included Col. Hans-Juergen Stumpff, an excellent chief of personnel; Lt. Col. Walter Wever, the new chief of the Air Command Office; Col. Wilhelm Wimmer, who took charge of the Technical Office; and Capt. Baron Wolfram von Richthofen, the new chief of the Development and Testing Branch in the Technical Office and one of Wimmer’s two principal assistants. Also transferred to the Luftwaffe were colonels Hugo Sperrle, Hell-muth Felmy, and Ludwig Wolff; lieutenant colonels Hans Geisler, Max von Pohl, Wilhelm Speidel, and Helmuth Volkmann; majors Paul Deichmann, Joseph Kammhuber, Hans Jeschonnek, Herhudt von Rohden, Kurt Student, Otto Hoffmann von Waldau, and Karl Heinrich Bodenschatz; and captains Andreas Nielsen, Hermann Plocher, Joseph “Beppo” Schmid, and Hans Seidemann.

    State Secretary Milch realized that the number of air units he could activate depended on two factors: 1) the production of aircraft; and 2) the number of trained crews the aviation schools could produce. Unfortunately, there were no military aviation schools in Germany in 1933, and the German aircraft industry was very small. To build the Luftwaffe would require money. (Hitler estimated the cost at thirty million reichsmarks; it would actually cost three billion reichsmarks over the next six years.) Milch obtained the funds through Dr. Hjalmar Horace Greeley Schacht, the president of the Reichs-bank. Schacht funneled the money to RLM through the Metal Research Company (MEFO), the Autobahn Air Transport Office, the Air Depot of the Volunteer Labor Service, Lufthansa, the South German Lufthansa Company, the Glider Research Institute, and others. Meanwhile, Milch busily expanded the Luftwaffe’s training program. In the spring of 1933 he established the Flying School Command within the Aviation Ministry. Subordinate to the Air Command Office, it was responsible for supervising military aviation courses given in commercial flying schools, as well as making preparations for the establishment of military flight training schools.31 The next year Sports Flyers, Ltd., a civilian organization, was placed directly under the command of the state secretary and, in effect, became a paramilitary training organization. The president of Sports Flyers, Ltd., was simultaneously named inspector of reserve flyers. He was none other than Bruno Loerzer, Goering’s World War I comrade (and more recently a cigar salesman), who was destined to become a colonel general in the Luftwaffe.

    To build the new military training facilities and to enlarge the capacity of the “civilian” schools, Milch had to provide them with aircraft, which meant he had to greatly expand the German aviation industry. Using MEFO funds, he converted locomotive firms such as Gotha and A.T.G., and shipbuilding concerns, such as Blohm and Voss, into factories for the production of aircraft and aircraft components. Existing aviation firms, including Dornier, Heinkel, Fieseler, Arado, Messerschmitt, and Junkers, were given lucrative government loans to expand their factories and production capabilities.32 When Hitler took power in January 1933, there were 4,000 skilled workers in the German aircraft industry. The number grew to 20,000 by February, 1934, and stood at almost 72,000 by June, 1935. By the end of 1933 there were an estimated two million workers employed in other aspects of the Luftwaffe’s buildup, including the construction of airfields, barracks, bases, military housing, factories, training schools, and other facilities.

    Hugo Junkers, Milch’s former employer, presented problems. The former professor of thermodynamics had invented and patented a full-cantilevered flying wing in 1910. Then he left his university and entered the new field of aerodynamics. He invented the Juno diesel engine for trucks and airplanes and turned the Juno Works into a multimillion dollar operation. By the fall of 1933 he owned two airplane companies. Unfortunately, he was an idealist and a visionary who thought aviation should be used for peaceful purposes only. He built passenger planes and went into a violent rage when it was suggested that his firm design bombers. Milch instantly and ruthlessly turned on his former mentor, who was of no further use to him. He had the old man arrested, threatened with prosecution, and interrogated for six hours at a time. Junkers, the father of twelve, was forced to sell 51 percent of his airline, factories, and other aviation assets to the Third Reich, and he only escaped prosecution on trumped-up charges of treason by dying on February 3, 1935. Junkers was replaced by Dr. Heinrich Koppenberg, who later also fell out of Milch’s favor and was sacked by the state secretary.33
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    On January 1, 1934, the “Rhineland Program” was launched secretly. Its objective was to create an air force of more than 4,029 aircraft—a force that would impress the Allies by pure numbers. The air force thus created was called the “Risk Luftwaffe” (Risikoluftwaffe), because it was designed to convince any potential enemy that attacking Germany would be risky. In keeping with this idea, the Risk Luftwaffe was bomber-heavy. It was to include 822 bombers, 590 reconnaissance aircraft, 251 fighters, 51 dive-bombers, and 149 naval aircraft, for a total of 1,863 first-line airplanes. It also included 1,760 trainer aircraft, 89 communications aircraft, and 309 miscellaneous airplanes (mainly experimental prototypes). Many of these planes were obsolete, as Milch and Goering knew. The fighters, for example, were Arado 64s and 65s (Ar-64s and Ar-65s) and Heinkel 51s (He-51s)—all biplanes—but they would have to do until the next generation of aircraft could be put into production. Besides, time was an important factor here. Germany, after all, could hardly expect to keep such a large-scale military buildup secret indefinitely. The Risk Luftwaffe was to be ready by September 1935.34
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    As the Luftwaffe grew in strength, it became necessary to set up its basic territorial and unit organizations. The territorial organization was established on April 1, 1934, when six senior air offices were established. Later called Luftkreise (Air Service Commands), they were corps-level units, headquartered at Koenigsberg (I), Berlin (II), Dresden (III), Muenster (IV), Munich (V), and Kiel (VI) (Sea). Each Luftkreis included a senior air commander (Hoeherer Fliegerkommandeur), who was in charge of all aviation units in the Luft -kreis; two or three Air Administrative Area Commands (Luftgaukommandos); a Signal Communications Command; an Air Service Area Medical Battalion; and a Procurement and Supply Group. They also had authority over all civilian airfields and the right to issue orders pertaining to civil air defense. Later, in 1935 and 1936, the Luftkreise commanders were made responsible for the flak artillery units in their areas (under the senior flak artillery commander). They were also responsible for personnel replacement in their zones, and in 1935 they added replacement battalions to their organizational charts. In 1936 these were enlarged to replacement regiments (Fliegerersatzregimente). The Luftkreise (under various names) were the basic territorial units of the Luftwaffe and remained responsible for flak artillery defense and personnel (including pilot) replacement through much of the war.35

    To command the Luftkreise, Goering and Milch induced three Reichs -heer retirees to join the Luftwaffe: lieutenant generals Hans Halm, Edmund Wachenfeld, and Leonhard Kaupisch. All were capable administrators who were immediately promoted to general of flyers. Konrad Zander, a retired naval officer, was also promoted to general of flyers and placed in command of Luftkreis VI at Kiel, where the naval aviation units were concentrated. Two younger Luftwaffe officers, Col. Hugo Sperrle and Maj. Gen. Karl Schweick-hard, both of whom had previously been transferred from the army by Blomberg, were given command of Luftkreise, but they were not promoted.36

    During the period of the Risk Luftwaffe, the German Air Force organized its basic combat aviation units, which were to remain standard throughout the Second World War. The basic unit was the Geschwader, which was roughly equivalent to a U.S. Air Force wing. Wings included 100 to 120 aircraft and were commanded by majors, lieutenant colonels, colonels, and occasionally by major generals. Wings were designated by their aircraft type. Thus the 1st Fighter Wing was Jagdgeschwader 1 (abbreviated JG 1), the 51st Bomber Wing was Kampfgeschwader 51 (or KG 51), and so forth. Twin-engine fighter wings were designated “Destroyer Wings” (Zerstorergeschwader or ZG). Training wings (Lehrgeschwader) could be composed of any type of aircraft.

    Each wing had a staff squadron (Stabsstaffel) and three (later four) groups (Gruppen) of thirty to thirty-six airplanes per group. Normally commanded by majors or lieutenant colonels, each group had a staff squadron and three combat squadrons (Staffeln). Groups were designated by Roman numerals. Thus II/StG 1 was the II Group, 1st Stuka Wing (Stukageschwader 1). Squadrons (nine to twelve airplanes each) were given arabic designations (1, III/JG 3, for example, referred to the 1st Squadron, III Group, 3rd Fighter Wing). As in the wings and groups, the number of aircraft actually in the typical squadron declined considerably as the war progressed.

    Squadrons were further subdivided into sections (Ketten) of three or four aircraft each. A fighter section was called a Schwarm and normally consisted of four aircraft.

    On March 9, 1935, Germany announced to foreign military attachés that the Luftwaffe had officially come into being on March 1.37 One week after the announcement, on March 16, Hitler renounced the military clauses of the Treaty of Versailles and announced plans to create an army of thirty-six divisions. The Luftwaffe and the German Armed Forces (Wehrmacht) had come out of the closet.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 2
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    Command Fragmentation

    Although he never officially held the title, the first chief of the General Staff of the Luftwaffe was Lt. Gen. Walter Wever, the chief of the Air Command Office from September 1933, to June 3, 1936. He may have been the most capable officer in the Luftwaffe’s history and was remembered by all who knew him as a leader of incredible foresight and genius.

    Walter Wever was born in 1887 in the province of Posen, which was handed over to Poland by the Treaty of Versailles in 1919. Wever joined the Imperial Army as an infantry Fahnenjunker (officer-cadet) in 1905. He spent the first year of World War I as a platoon leader on the western front. In 1915 he was promoted to captain and became a member of the General Staff, where he distinguished himself. In early 1917 he was assigned to the staff of Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg and Gen. Erich von Ludendorff. He was partially responsible for originating the concept of elastic defense, which broke the back of a French offensive in the Chemin des Dames sector in the latter stages of the war. Wever became Ludendorff’s adjutant and, after the armistice, was assigned to the Truppenamt (the clandestine General Staff). Highly respected by Col. Gen. Hans von Seeckt, the commander of the Reichsheer, Wever was promoted to major in 1926 and to lieutenant colonel in 1930. He was chief of the Training Branch of the Reichsheer when he was selected for assignment to the Luftwaffe in 1933. General Blomberg moaned that he was losing a future chief of the General Staff of the Army when Wever left to join the air force.

    Colonel Wever quickly immersed himself in his new duties and mastered them as no one else ever would. One of his staff officers, future Lt. Gen. Andreas Nielsen, later wrote of him:


    
      Greeting his new assignment with enthusiasm, Wever devoted his full attention to the new mission with typical zeal. His quick intelligence, his remarkable receptiveness toward the developments of modern technology, and his vast store of military experience soon enabled him to grasp the fundamental concepts of his mission. He worked untiringly to exploit the unusually favorable circumstances provided by the time in order to create a military instrument equal to the other Armed Forces branches for the defense of the nation.1

    

    General Wever was “a firm adherent of National Socialism.”2 Unlike the Allied political leaders and most of his peers, Wever was intelligent enough to take the time to read Mein Kampf, and Hitler’s book became his strategic bible. From it, he learned that Hitler wanted no war of revenge against France and Britain. Russia, the Fuehrer wrote, was Germany’s main strategic enemy. Therefore, Wever concluded, the Luftwaffe must be built for a war against the Soviet Union.

    Wever believed it was far more economical to destroy the enemy’s wea -pons at their sources, rather than on the battlefield. He wanted a bomber with sufficient range to reach Russia’s industrial heartland and beyond—as far as the Ural Mountains, 1,500 miles east of Germany’s easternmost airfields. Col. Wilhelm Wimmer, the chief of the Technical Office, agreed wholeheartedly. The result was the “Ural Bomber,” a four-engine strategic aircraft. By 1936, the prototypes of two promising models were ready for test flying: the Ju-89 and the Do-19. The Dornier model had sufficient range (1,800 miles, as opposed to 1,240 for the Junkers prototypes), but both lacked speed. Dissatisfied, Wever ordered the aircraft industry to design future bombers with greater horsepower. Under Wever’s inspired leadership, research and development on the strategic bomber continued unabated, despite Goering’s initial opposition.

    In the critical area of handling people, Wever was a master. He managed to work in perfect harmony with such difficult men as Milch, Goering, and Sperrle. Unfortunately, his ability as a flyer was less laudatory. He did not become a pilot until 1933 and had fewer than 200 hours in his logbook when, on June 3, 1936, he flew to Dresden to deliver a speech to the cadets of the Air War Academy. In a hurry to return to Berlin to attend the funeral of Gen. Karl von Litzman, a hero of the eastern front in World War I, Wever skipped the preflight inspection of his He-70—an aircraft with which he was not thoroughly familiar. Every pilot knows how dangerous such an omission is. Because he did not check his aircraft, he did not notice that his aileron lock was still engaged. The ensuing flight was very short. The fully fueled Heinkel hit the ground near the runway and exploded, killing Wever instantly. When he heard the news, Goering broke down and wept like a baby. Although it would not be apparent for some time, his death ended the Luftwaffe’s chances for winning a strategic air war. Wever was replaced by Lieutenant General Kesselring.
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    Albert Kesselring was born in Marktsheet, Bavaria, on November 20, 1885, the son of a local teacher who had married a cousin. He grew up in Wunsiedel and attended the Latin School at Bayreuth. Kesselring apparently never explained why he decided upon a military career, but on July 20, 1904, almost as soon as he graduated from Bayreuth, he enlisted in the 2nd Bavarian Foot Artillery Regiment as a Fahnenjunker. He attended the War Academy at Munich for two years, and was duly commissioned Leutnant on March 8, 1906. He spent the next eight years with his regiment in the garrison town of Metz, except for attending an artillery course in Munich in 1909–10.3

    Two events occurred at Metz that shaped Kesselring’s future career. First, he became interested in flying. There were four balloon companies at Metz, and Kesselring saw their value in reconnaissance and as a platform for directing artillery fire. He trained as a balloon observer and became adjutant of the balloon battalion.

    The second event was much less happy. In 1911 Kesselring became the victim of an arranged marriage. His father received at least 30,000 marks in the bargain; Lieutenant Kesselring received Pauline Anna Kayssler, a woman for whom he was unsuited. They might have grown to care for each other (other arranged marriages have worked), but unfortunately, Pauline’s mother was part of the bargain. By the marital agreement, she lived with the couple until her death, which occurred long after Albert became a general officer. She made Albert’s life miserable; however, Kesselring’s Catholic religion prohibited divorce. Albert escaped his unhappy domestic life by burying himself in his career. The service caused frequent and sometimes long separations, which Kesselring regretted not at all. There were no children from the union, although they did adopt a son.

    Kesselring went to war with his unit in 1914 and spent the bulk of the next four years engaged in positional warfare on the western front. He was promoted to captain in 1915 and was transferred to the artillery staff of Crown Prince Rupprecht’s Sixth (Bavarian) Army in Flanders. In early 1917 he was named adjutant of the Bavarian 3rd Artillery Regiment and, in April, he displayed great courage and skill in rallying disorganized units and in blunting the Anglo-Canadian attacks on Vimy Ridge and Monchy-le-Preux. For his conduct he was recommended for appointment to the General Staff. The appointment was approved without his even having to attend the war academy: a rare mark of distinction indeed in the Imperial German Army.

    During the last two years of the war, Kesselring served as General Staff officer to the 2nd Bavarian Landwehr Division on the eastern front, in the Quartermaster’s Branch of the II Bavarian Corps on the western front, and as chief intelligence officer with the III Corps in northern France, a post he held when Germany capitulated. In the chaos following the abdication of the kaiser, he was operations officer (I-a) to the deputy commander of the III Corps at Nuremberg and assisted in organizing Freikorps units in northern Bavaria. He was a right-wing German nationalist then and remained so until the day he died.4

    Captain Kesselring considered leaving the army in the early 1920s, but found his prospects none too good in the disrupted civilian economy. He was selected for the 100,000-man Reichsheer and assigned to the 7th Bavarian Artillery Regiment. From 1919 to October, 1922, he commanded a succession of artillery batteries at Amberg, Erlangen, and Nuremberg. After finishing his initial command duty, Kesselring was promoted to major and assigned to the Truppenamt. He worked in the T-4 (Training) Department, where he was involved in the secret training of airmen in the Soviet Union. Later he was with the T-2 (Operations) Department, before being transferred to the staff of Wehrkreis VII (Military District VII) at Munich in 1929.5

    During his General Staff tour, Kesselring increased his already good reputation as an organizer and a diplomat. He had a certain charm and developed an ability to get his own way. He had set a firm foundation for his career and advanced rapidly thereafter. He was promoted to lieutenant colonel on February 1, 1930, and assigned to the Army Personnel Office three months later.6 For a time he was Reichswehr commissioner for retrenchment and simplification, a job which involved cutting down the armed forces’ bureaucracy and eliminating unnecessary paperwork—a responsibility which Kessel-ring seems to have thoroughly enjoyed.7 Then, on February 1, 1932, he received a prize appointment: commander of the 4th Artillery Regiment at Dresden. He was promoted to full colonel later that year. Then, in 1933, Hitler came to power and Kesselring’s career took a radical turn. He was transferred, somewhat against his will, to the embryonic and still-secret Luftwaffe in October 1933. Here he was responsible for budgeting, housing, construction, food, and clothing. Since the Luftwaffe had few bases and troop barracks and was expanding rapidly, his was an extremely important assignment, which he carried out with remarkable efficiency. He also underwent pilot training during this period, and he also became an admirer of Adolf Hitler and the Nazi regime. He was promoted to major general on October 1, 1934, and lieutenant general on April 1, 1936. On June 9, 1936, he was named chief of the General Staff of the Luftwaffe, replacing General Wever.8

    Kesselring played a major role in the construction of the Luftwaffe ground establishment and in the creation of the parachute corps during his one-year tenure as chief of the General Staff. He later gained a reputation as a military genius for his conduct of ground operations in Italy in 1943 and 1944. Kesselring, however, was much less farsighted than his predecessor and, in early 1937, he recommended that the development of the four-engine bomber be halted because the airplane was very costly in raw materials, especially critical metals.9 Also, the fuel requirements were high for oil-poor Germany. Each machine would require an average of six tons of fuel per air operation.10 Unfortunately for the Luftwaffe, this recommendation was acted upon.

    While Kesselring must bear much of the blame for cancelling the “Ural Bomber” program, State Secretary Milch must also share the responsibility. When Col. Paul Deichmann, then chief of Branch I (Operations) of the Luftwaffe General Staff, heard of the proposed cancellation of the four-engine bomber, he at once asked for an appointment with Goering to try to talk him into reversing himself. Milch, however, quickly denounced Deichmann’s farsighted arguments as “pure fantasy.” With available resources, Milch said, the Luftwaffe could produce about 1,000 four-engine bombers, or several thousand two-engine bombers instead. Goering remarked that the Fuehrer asked him how many bombers he had, not what type he had, and accepted Milch’s arguments.11 Col. Kurt Pflugbeil, the inspector of bomber forces, also pleaded for the four-engine bomber, but was also turned down. “And Milch personally ensured that Dornier’s and Junkers’ prototypes were consigned to the scrap-heap,” Bekker charged later.12 As a result, Germany had no suitable strategic bombers with which to attack the Soviet Union’s factories in World War II, nor with which to support the U-boats in the North Atlantic, or to conduct long-range attacks against Allied naval convoys bound for Britain or the Soviet Union. Meanwhile the Anglo-Americans devastated Germany’s urban areas—with four-engine bombers.

    Ironically enough, Goering’s order to halt all work on the four-engine bomber was issued on April 29, 1937. A Technical Office report dated April 26 (and reflecting aircraft status as of March 15) listed both the Ju-89 and Do-19 as “SV”—ready for testing.13 The prototypes of both models were scrapped.
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    In addition to the loss of four-engine bombers, Wever’s death also led to a dangerous command fragmentation that would hamper the Luftwaffe for the rest of its existence. The direct causes of this fragmentation were the personalities of Hermann Goering and Erhard Milch.

    Hermann Goering, the commander-in-chief of the Luftwaffe, was fully acceptable to the senior air force officers for a number of reasons. Because he was a holder of the Pour le Merite and the last commander of the 1st Fighter Wing “Richthofen,” he was looked upon as a comrade as well as a superior. He was optimistic, humorous, and generally respected by his men. Not blood-thirsty by nature, he did not want a war—and certainly not before the Luftwaffe was fully prepared for it. Also, he made no attempt to involve himself in the day-to-day activities of the Luftwaffe, and—until 1940—he was the man closest to Adolf Hitler: a fact that was of immeasurable use to the German Air Force. His main role in the Luftwaffe’s expansion was in the procurement of funds. When the minister of finance turned down a request for money, Wever and his successors would simply turn the matter over to Goering, who would go directly to the Fuehrer.

    “Here it is!” Goering would exclaim later, when he returned with the approved appropriation. “The Fuehrer is surprised that we’re so modest. He expected us to ask for a lot more. Incidentally, once and for all, money is no object. Remember that!”14 He would then turn on his heel and leave. It would be hard for anyone not to like a boss like that.

    After 1934, Goering’s energy diminished greatly. His wife had died of cancer in 1931. Lonely for some time, Hermann met and fell in love with Emmy Sonnemann, a generous, big-hearted, natural blonde, who was an actress with the Weimar National Theater. They were married on April 10, 1935. Emmy was as unlike the first Frau Goering as can be imagined. Where Karin had pushed Hermann to work harder for the Fuehrer, Emmy encouraged his natural tendencies to laziness and luxurious living. Whereas Karin was a rabid Nazi, Emmy was definitely not. One gets the impression that she did not take Hitler and his crowd very seriously. She consistently refused to disassociate herself from her Jewish friends. Every time Goering returned home after another wave of Jewish persecution shook Germany, Emmy would meet him at the door with a list of Jews she wanted Hermann to help. Shaking his head, Goering would present the list to his adjutant, knowing full well that the news of his “influence” would reach Hitler’s ears via Gestapo Chief Heinrich Himmler and others.15

    In the meantime, Goering constructed his own palace, named “Karin-hall” in honor of his first wife, on a 100,000-acre private estate he acquired for himself in East Prussia. Life was now thoroughly enjoyable for Hermann Goering. He ballooned to about 300 pounds, gorging himself on his favorite dish (blinis with caviar, smothered with whipped cream), chased down with champagne or expensive wine. These gastronomic orgies were usually followed by a fit of dieting and exercise, the positive results of which were almost immediately negated by a midnight raid on his well-stocked refrigerator. To make matters worse, he went back on drugs. This time it was para-codeine, a mild morphine narcotic. By the end of 1937, he was taking up to ten pills a day.16 With his many posts, his indulgent wife, his natural love of luxury, and his drug habit, Goering had little time for the Luftwaffe.

    Milch, of course, knew all of this. Like Goering, Milch loved both luxury and power. His advancement had been rapid. Commissioned colonel in the Reichswehr in 1933, he was promoted to major general on March 24, 1934, lieutenant general on March 28, 1935, and general of flyers on April 20, 1936. Meanwhile, he carefully cultivated Adolf Hitler. The chancellor had even personally conferred the Golden Party Badge on the half-Jewish Milch in a special cabinet meeting—a rare, special sign of favor. Meanwhile, Goering’s spies in the RLM informed him that Milch privately referred to himself as the minister of aviation—implying that Goering was merely a figurehead whom Milch would someday replace. The fact that Milch was regarded as the future minister by Defense Minister Blomberg, SS Chief Heinrich Himmler, Nazi party chief Rudolf Hess, and others did nothing to mitigate Goering’s suspicions.17

    Nothing came of the behind-the-scenes plotting as long as Walter Wever was alive. The dynamic chief of the General Staff of the Luftwaffe had kept friction at a minimum, skillfully placating both Milch and Goering and still getting his own way. This happy situation changed radically with his death, when Goering appointed Lt. Gen. Albert Kesselring to the vacant post.

    Although undoubtedly capable as an administrator and as a tactician, Kesselring lacked the strategic genius of Walter Wever. He also lacked Wever’s ability (and inclination) to deal with the ambitious Milch. He and the deputy C-in-C of the Luftwaffe clashed almost immediately. Milch demanded that Maj. Hans Jeschonnek, the commander of the III Training Group at Greifswald, be court-martialled because of the high number of flying accidents taking place there. Kesselring steadfastly refused. Furthermore, Kesselring joined the growing list of General Staff officers who demanded Milch be restricted exclusively to civil aviation. At one point, Kesselring even accused Milch of high treason for divulging too much information about the Luftwaffe’s strength to the British during a trip he took to England.18

    For his part, Milch could never understand the generals’ attitude toward him. He, after all, held the same rank as they did—if not higher—and he understood the complex areas of aircraft production and business negotiations, which they at first did not. He took his title literally and considered himself Goering’s deputy in all matters, including those involving the General Staff. He also had a talent for manipulation and internal political intrigue, which he used against his enemies to the maximum extent possible.

    The generals’ attitudes are easy to understand. Milch was younger than most of the other air force generals who had been transferred from the army by Blomberg. He also lacked their command experience and General Staff training. True enough he had the initial advantage of vastly superior technical aviation knowledge, but the bright newcomers applied themselves to their new field and were gradually closing the technical gap between themselves and Milch. They looked down on the state secretary, whom they considered a civilian who owed his appointment to political considerations. Goering, of course, was also a civilian, but they accepted him, because he held the keys to promotions and never tried to run the Luftwaffe on a dayto-day basis, as Milch did. Whispers about Milch’s Jewish ancestry could also be heard in the halls of the ministry. Milch responded by filling ministerial appointments with his own people, insofar as that was possible. Insecure and sensitive, he surrounded himself with yes-men. Worse than that, he refused to cooperate with the chief of the General Staff, whoever that might be.

    Goering—no professional officer himself—feared both sides in the power struggle (i.e., both Milch and the General Staff). He had only briefly commanded an air wing eighteen years before, and the Luftwaffe was full of men who were technologically and professionally better qualified than he. He should have stepped in and settled the dispute between Milch and the General Staff, but instead he encouraged it—a prime example of divide and rule. With Milch and the General Staff at each others’ throats, neither could threaten Goering, who realized that he was technologically inferior to either faction. Hermann thus protected his own position, even though he did irreparable damage to the Luftwaffe in the process.

    Kesselring soon tired of the constant bickering and backbiting and resigned as chief of staff in 1937. He was given a promotion and a territorial command (Luftkreis III at Dresden) and was succeeded for one year by Gen. Hans-Juergen Stumpff, the chief of the Personnel Office. Stumpff never wanted the post and indeed was not the first choice. The appointment had been offered to two army officers—Lt. Gen. Franz Halder and Col. Alfred Jodl—but both declined because they did not want to work with (or against) Milch.19

    In early 1937, Goering announced the reorganization of the Air Ministry into military and civilian branches. The General Staff was to be in charge of the High Command of the Luftwaffe (Oberkommando der Luftwaffe, or OKL), but Milch retained control of the General Air Office, the Central Branch, and the inspectorates, and would simultaneously be inspector general of the Luftwaffe. This organizational setup was obviously unworkable and Milch said so. “You are ruining the Luftwaffe this way,” he warned Goering. “Somebody has to be in charge of everything. If I don’t do it, then you will have to . . . but you won’t!”20 Milch submitted his resignation, but Goering refused to accept it. “Look here, Milch,” he said, “I’m not demoting you because you failed, but because you’ve succeeded too well. The Party keeps telling me that it’s Milch who does all the work. And . . . I won’t stand for that!”21 At a time when revolutionary developments were being made in the fields of aircraft design, radar, jet engines, and rocket propulsion, the leading men of the Luftwaffe were preoccupied with jealousy, power struggles, and petty personnel disputes. The division of authority and the internal strife continued until 1944.

    The Luftwaffe’s internal situation deteriorated even further in 1937 and 1938, when Goering removed three offices from Air Ministry and General Staff control and placed them directly under the minister (i.e., Goering himself). These were the Personnel Office (under Gen. Ritter Robert von Greim), the Office of the Chief of Air Defense (Gen. Otto Guenther Ruedel), and the Technical Office (Maj. Gen. Ernst Udet). Since Goering had no interest in their daily operations, these changes in effect made these offices independent of any control or outside supervision. It was tantamount to total command fragmentation and paralysis of many important functions. Before June, 1936, there was only one center of power in the Luftwaffe and that was Milch. After this date there were two (Milch and Kesselring, followed by Stumpff). By January 1938, there were five: Milch, Stumpff, Udet, Greim, and Ruedel. In the cases of Greim and Ruedel, it mattered little. Greim was a capable personnel officer and Ruedel, the former inspector of antiaircraft artillery, needed no supervision in the Air Defense Office.22 The Technical Office, however, was another matter entirely.

    In June 1936, Goering had replaced the competent Gen. Wilhelm Wimmer (whom he disliked) with Colonel Udet, his old friend from the Richt -hofen wing. He made Udet’s office independent of Milch and Stumpff in 1937 and expanded it into the Office of Supply and Procurement in 1938.23

    Ernst Udet was a military adventurer and the leading German ace to survive World War I. Born in Frankfurt-am-Main on April 26, 1896, he attended school in Munich before joining the 26th Infantry Division as a motorcycle dispatch rider. Young Udet was a war volunteer, rather than a soldier, so he managed to secure a discharge in the fall of 1914. He immediately reported to an aviation replacement unit but was not accepted for pilot’s training because he was too young. He was not to be blocked, however. His father, Adolf Udet, paid 2,000 marks to Gustav Otto, the owner of the Otto Works in Munich, so that young Ernst could take his private pilot’s training. He rejoined the service as an enlisted pilot with the 9th Reserve Flying Detachment on June 15, 1915, and was soon sent to the western front with the 206th Artillery Flying Detachment. He was promoted to lance corporal (Gefreiten) on September 21, 1915.24

    Initially Udet flew for an artillery observer and was awarded the Iron Cross, 2d Class, for bravery in the Vosges sector. Later he spent seven days in the stockade for losing an aircraft due to his own carelessness. Nevertheless he was promoted to sergeant (Unterofzzier) and was transferred to the 68th Field Flying Detachment in Flanders as a fighter pilot in late 1915.25

    Udet wrote his memoirs, Mein Fliegerleben, in 1934. In many ways it was very frank.26 He tells, for example, how he froze in his first aerial combat and was almost shot down as a result. He soon managed to master his fear, however, and shot down his first airplane, a French Farman, on March 18, 1916.

    After his first victory, Udet was assigned to the 15th Fighter Squadron. He did not score his second kill until October 12, and did not become an ace (i.e., did not register his fifth kill) until April 24, 1917. Meanwhile, he was commissioned second lieutenant of reserves on January 22, 1917. On August 5, 1917, Udet was named commander of the 37th Fighter Squadron. Here he came into his own. On February 18, 1918, he scored his twentieth victory when he shot down a Sopwith Camel near Zandvoorde. After that victory Capt. Manfred von Richthofen offered him command of the 11th Fighter Squadron, part of his famous 1st Fighter Wing. He led this unit for the rest of the war, scoring forty-two more victories and winning the Pour le Merite in the process.27 When the Red Baron was killed in action on April 21, 1918, he was succeeded by Capt. Wilhelm Reinhardt, who was killed in a flying accident soon after. Most people expected Reinhardt to be replaced by Ernst Udet; everyone (including Udet) was surprised when Capt. Hermann Goering was given the prestigious command instead. Initially suspicious of Goering, Udet and he soon became fast friends.

    After the armistice, Udet smashed his airplane and returned to Munich, where he worked for Gustav Otto as an automobile mechanic. On Sundays he worked for a POW relief organization by putting on exhibition dogfights against Ritter Robert von Greim, until Greim flew into a high-power line. The knight survived the crash, but his Fokker was a write-off and a replacement could no longer be obtained. Then Udet went to work as a pilot for the Rumpler Works, which had instituted air service between Vienna and Munich.28

    Udet was dissatisfied with civilian life in the Weimar Republic. When members of the Allied Control Commission confiscated his airplane, Udet worked in the construction of sports aircraft until 1925, when he moved to Buenos Aires as a stunt pilot and sports flyer. This was followed by a trip to East Africa, a barnstorming tour of the United States, and a hunting trip to the Arctic. He returned to Germany about the time Hitler came to power.

    Nothing in Udet’s background or training qualified him for higher-level General Staff assignments. He also lacked the patience, maturity, toughness, and self-discipline necessary for such a post. He did not even want to join the Luftwaffe, but old comrade Goering insisted. He was inducted into the air force as colonel on special assignment on June 1, 1935. His promotion was rapid. He was successively named major general (April 20, 1937), lieutenant general (November 1, 1938), general of flyers (April 1, 1940), and colonel general (July 19, 1940).29

    Udet’s first major assignment came on February 10, 1936, when he succeeded his friend and stunt-flying partner, Ritter von Greim, as inspector of fighters and dive-bombers. Only four months later, on June 9, 1936, he succeeded Wimmer as chief of the Technical Office, which became the Office of Supply and Procurement in 1938. This bureau was responsible for aircraft and weapons development, procurement, and supply for the Luftwaffe. Udet converted it into a hopelessly bureaucratic organization, in which Udet himself tried to direct twenty-six separate departments in between wild parties, drunken sprees, drug abuse, and womanizing. Udet smoked to excess, drank far too much, periodically ate only meat, and took drugs—especially ones with depressing side effects. Department heads were not able to see their boss for weeks at a time, and critical decisions were made by default.30 The entire office became a hotbed of in-fighting and political intrigue. As a result, Germany’s technological advantage in aviation stagnated and was eventually overtaken by the Allies. The “second generation” of German aircraft, including the Me-109 fighter, the He-111 bomber, and others, had been developed under the guidance of Milch and began coming off the assembly lines in 1936. The next generation of German aircraft never fully developed, due to Udet’s mismanagement. The Luftwaffe’s loss of the Battle of Britain in 1940 was a direct result of this technological failure, but more about this later.
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    The Luftwaffe was reorganized again in early 1939, causing even more harm to the air force. The High Command of the Luftwaffe (OKL), which was headed by the chief of the General Staff (Stumpff and, later, Jeschonnek), was separated from RLM, but not entirely. The chief of the General Staff was made solely responsible to Goering, although he had to inform Milch about operational matters. All departments of the General Staff not directly concerned with operations were to be absorbed by RLM. The chief lost control of communications and partial control of training. Two new organizations were created: the Office of Signal Communications (Maj. Gen. Wolfgang Martini) and the Office of Training (Lt. Gen. Bernard Kuehl), which controlled no fewer than fourteen inspectorates. The chief of personnel (Greim) was directly responsible to Goering for officer appointments, but in all other matters was subordinate to Milch. The Office of Air Defense was once again placed under the state secretary. In addition, Milch retained the post of inspector general of the Luftwaffe, which enabled him to inspect units in the field and meddle in the affairs of the General Staff. The Office of Supply and Procurement (Udet) remained independent of both the General Staff and Milch.
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    Map 1: Europe, 1939

    Hans-Juergen Stumpff was a stopgap appointment as chief of the General Staff. A congenial Pomeranian and a veteran General Staff officer, he was a good administrator but was unsuited for the post of chief, and he knew it. He had enjoyed being personnel director but did not like being in the middle of the battle of intrigue for control of the Luftwaffe. He tried to straighten out the organizational mess but failed. He was relieved when he was succeeded by Hans Jeschonnek, the former chief of operations of OKL. Stumpff took over the Office of Air Defense—ironically enough under Milch. Meanwhile, Jeschonnek became the fourth chief of the General Staff in four years.

    Jeschonnek was born on April 9, 1899, in Hohensalza, East Prussia (now Inowroclaw, Poland), the son of an assistant secondary schoolmaster. His oldest brother, Paul, had been one of the rising stars of the secret aviation arm of the Reichswehr until he was killed in an air accident at Rechlin in 1929. Hans’ own youngest son, Gert, served in the German Navy in World War II and later held several important posts in the West German Navy.

    At the age of fifteen and one-half, Hans Jeschonnek volunteered for service in World War I. He attended the elite cadet school at Gross-Lichter-felde, received his commission, underwent pilot training, and joined the 40th Fighter Squadron in 1917. He scored two aerial victories prior to the armistice. In 1919 he took part in the fighting against the Poles in Upper Silesia as a member of the 6th Cavalry Regiment. After this he joined the Reichsheer. In 1923 he was assigned to the Army Ordnance Department as a member of the staff of Capt. Kurt Student in the Inspectorate of Arms and Equipment, one of the camouflaged air branches of the Reichswehr. In this office he studied aircraft development in neighboring countries, including Sweden, the Netherlands, and Switzerland. After that he underwent clandestine General Staff training and graduated at the head of his class in 1928.

    Lieutenant Jeschonnek was assigned to Inspectorate 1 of the Reichswehr Ministry in April, 1928. Actually he worked for Lt. Col. Hellmuth Felmy in the inspectorate for the clandestine air units. On January 30, 1933, he was named adjutant to his friend, Erhard Milch, the state secretary for the Reich Commissariat of Aviation. Next he did a tour of troop duty and was in the 152nd Bomber Wing in March 1934, when he was promoted to captain.

    Hans Jeschonnek was an extremely bright young officer and a thorough professional who impressed all who came into contact with him with his military bearing. After 1934 he was promoted rapidly—in fact, far too rapidly. It had taken him seventeen years to advance from second lieutenant to captain. In the next eight years he would be promoted to colonel general—the second-highest rank in the service (excluding the rank of Reichsmarschall, which Hitler created for Hermann Goering in 1940 and which was held only by him). Jeschonnek was successively promoted to major (1935), lieutenant colonel (1937), colonel (1938), major general (1939), general of flyers (1940), and colonel general (1942). The grade of lieutenant general he skipped entirely.

    Meanwhile, Jeschonnek made a deadly foe. Shortly after he assumed command of the III Training Group of Air Administrative Area I, which was stationed at Greifswald, Erhard Milch tried to have him court-martialled. Why the two fell out is not known. Once good friends, they were now bitter enemies. Jeschonnek, however, was protected by Kesselring, who virtually told Milch to mind his own business. As we have seen, there was no love lost between those two, either.

    Jeschonnek was assigned to General Staff duties in 1937 and was named chief of the operations staff of the OKL in 1938. He became chief of the General Staff on February 1, 1939. His appointment came as a surprise to many. It is true that Wever looked upon him as a potential successor, but then Wever had not planned on dying so suddenly.

    Did Hermann Goering appoint Jeschonnek to this post because of his known antipathy for Erhard Milch? We will never know for sure, but it was almost certainly a factor. Stumpff had tried to work with Milch, but it was certain Jeschonnek would not. Another factor was that Goering believed he could work more easily with young men than with older officers, many of whom were his seniors and who had definite views on matters of high command, were not prone to compromise, and felt they owed little or nothing to Hermann Goering. Goering felt threatened by strong-willed officers such as Kesselring, Greim, Richthofen, and, of course, General Milch.

    Hans Jeschonnek’s position was difficult from the beginning. He found it hard to force his views on generals so senior to him in age, rank, and experience. He often felt it necessary to make concessions, especially when dealing with Kesselring, Sperrle, and Baron von Richthofen. Jeschonnek also lacked the gift of winning the cheerful and enthusiastic support of his subordinates, with whom he tended to be too reserved or sarcastic. “Despite his keen intellect,” Suchenwirth wrote, “Jeschonnek . . . lacked an understanding of human nature, the cardinal attribute of a leader.”31

    As if all of this were not enough, Jeschonnek also had difficulties in dealing with Goering’s “inner circle.” This group included Gen. Bruno Loerzer; Paul “Pilli” Koerner, the state secretary for the Four Year Plan; Gen. Karl Bodenschatz, the chief of the Ministerial Office and Goering’s liaison officer to Fuehrer Headquarters; Alfred Keller, the commander of Luftkreis IV; and Col. Bernd von Brauchitsch and Lt. Col. Werner Teske, Goering’s adjutants. None of these men liked either Milch or Jeschonnek, whom they looked upon as rivals for power. This group formed a sort of collateral High Command and was sarcastically referred to as the “Little General Staff.” Their power was very real, however, because Goering took their advice all too often. Frequently Goering would go to his hunting lodge in Rominten, or to Karinhall, or to his castle at Veldenstein in Upper Franconia, and would issue orders to the various commands through his adjutants, bypassing Jeschonnek completely. This situation frustrated and confused the young chief of the General Staff. And no wonder! It would be difficult to design a command arrangement more disunified and fragmented than that of the Luftwaffe. It was, in reality, virtually leaderless, and would remain so for the rest of its existence.

    As if the lack of clear leadership were not enough, the Luftwaffe’s production program got completely out of hand after the Sudetenland crisis of September, 1938. Hitler brought Europe to the brink of war that month, before the Allies backed down at the last moment, signed the Munich accords, and abandoned Czechoslovakia to the mercies of Nazi Germany. However, during this crisis, Hitler, for the first time, saw that he might eventually have to fight Great Britain, whether he wanted to or not. He asked Goering what the Luftwaffe’s chances were of winning an air war against England. Goering turned the problem over to General Felmy, the commander of Luftwaffe Group 2 (later 2nd Air Fleet).

    Hellmuth Felmy, who was born in Berlin on May 28, 1885, was a veteran of thirty-four years’ service. He joined the Imperial Army as a Fahnenjunker in the 61st Infantry Regiment in 1904. Commissioned second lieutenant in 1905, he went to flight school in 1912 and underwent General Staff training at the War Academy in Berlin the following year. During World War I he commanded air squadrons at the front and was engaged in setting up colonial air units. During the Reichswehr era (1919–32) he alternated between infantry and aviation assignments and was deeply involved in the secret air force. He was commander of the 17th Infantry Regiment when he transferred to the Luftwaffe in 1933. In the air force he had been commander of the aviation schools in the Berlin area (1933–35), the senior air commander, Munich (1935–36), and commander of Luftkreis VII (1936–38). After slow promotions in his early career (typical of a small army), he advanced rapidly in the 1930s. He was promoted to first lieutenant (1913), captain (1914), major (1931), lieutenant colonel (1933), colonel (1936), major general (1937), lieutenant general (February 1, 1938), and general of flyers three days later.32 Regarded as a solid General Staff and commanding officer, Felmy could be counted on to give Goering the correct answer—not necessarily the one he wanted to hear.

    Felmy set up a special staff under his personal direction and thoroughly analyzed the problem. His investigations ended with a three-day “war game,” which resembled a modern-day CPX (command post exercise). After completing his staff study, Felmy reported back to Goering on September 22. His long memorandum concluded that “with our present available resources . . . a war of annihilation against England appears to be out of the question.”33 Three weeks later, on October 14, 1938, Hitler ordered a major armaments program to deal with the possibility of a two-front war. The Luftwaffe was given priority under this program and was ordered to expand 500 percent.

    The Luftwaffe General Staff studied the program and estimated that, in practice, this meant the production of 45,700 airplanes by the spring of 1942. The program (later dubbed the “Hitler Program”) would cost an estimated sixty billion reichsmarks—about equal to the total amount spent on rearmament by all of the military branches between 1933 and 1939. Clearly it was impossible. Udet was among those who opposed it, stating that the mere fueling of the more than one hundred aircraft wings the program would create would require Germany to import about 85 percent of the world’s current output of aviation fuel. Joseph Kammhuber, the chief of the Organizations Branch of RLM, came up with an alternative plan, which cut the Fuehrer’s requirements by two-thirds.34
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    Lieutenant Colonel Kammhuber was one of the brightest young General Staff officers Defense Minister Werner von Blomberg had transferred to the Luftwaffe in 1933. A native of Burgkirchen, Upper Bavaria, he had entered the service as a private upon the outbreak of World War I and spent four years in Bavarian infantry units. Promoted to second lieutenant in 1917, he was selected for the Reichsheer, trained for the secret General Staff in Stettin and Berlin between 1926 and 1929, and did his pilot’s training at the secret German air base in Russia in 1930. He served on the operations staff of the clandestine General Staff until 1933, when he joined the Organizations Department of RLM. After a year’s troop duty as commander of a night fighter group, he had returned to the Air Ministry as chief of the Organizations Branch in 1937. After the war he became the commander of the West German Air Force.35

    Summoned by State Secretary Milch on November 28, the RLM heads met, without Goering. One by one they declared even the Kammhuber Program unworkable. Stumpff, then still chief of the General Staff, suggested that it be adopted as an interim target. Milch suggested that he and Kammhuber go to Goering and put the idea to him. Colonel Jeschonnek, then chief of operations of the General Staff, objected to this. “In my view it is not our duty to betray the Fuehrer’s ideas like this!” he snapped. For some reason, Milch then replied: “All right, Jeschonnek, you come along with me to the Field Marshal!” This was a terrible mistake on Milch’s part. Goering, as always anxious not to disagree with Hitler, sided with Jeschonnek. Milch returned to RLM and announced that, even if Hitler’s program could not be carried out, every department chief would have to do his utmost to see that as much of it as possible was achieved. Kammhuber demanded to know where the resources were to come from. He received no answer. “Thereafter,” he remarked later, “the Luftwaffe drifted.”36

    Seeing disaster on the horizon, a disgusted and angry Joseph Kammhuber applied for transfer and was sent to Braunschweig as chief of staff of the 2nd Air Fleet. It was left to the incompetent Udet to try to carry out a program which even he knew was impossible.
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