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Luftwaffe Field Divisions 1941–45

Introduction

The Luftwaffe Field Divisions first raised by Nazi Germany in 1942 were directly linked to the rôle of ‘private armies’ in the Third Reich. Personal and party rivalries and resentment of the nation’s regular army and its officer corps created these ‘private armies’ in Nazi Germany. (The foremost example of these forces, the Waffen–SS, grew from Adolf Hitler’s personal bodyguard in the early 1930s to a nominal strength of 38 divisions of over 800,000 men by 1945, a sizeable proportion of Germany’s land forces. More importantly, the Waffen–SS made up a quarter of Germany’s tank troops and one-third of her mechanized infantry.) The position of Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring as air minister and commander of the Luftwaffe allowed him to consolidate many functions—e.g. naval air support, anti-aircraft defence, and airborne operations—under the auspices of the air force. Not content with air operations alone, Göring, as the Prussian Minister of the Interior, organized an élite force in 1933, which eventually grew from the ‘General Göring’ Police Regiment to the so-called Fallschirmpanzerkorps ‘Herman Göring’. Thus, even before the outbreak of the war in 1939, Göring had become active in a variety of military affairs.

At the time of the invasion of Poland in September 1939 foreign observers considered the Luftwaffe as the military branch with the closest ties to the Nazi party. Göring assembled an Air Force of 400,000 men and 4,000 aircraft, which played a major role in the success of the Blitzkrieg. The Luftwaffe participated in all theatres of the war, and by 1941 its strength had grown to nearly 1,700,000 personnel, most of whom served in non-flying capacities. In fact the anti-aircraft artillery branch had 35 per cent (571,000 men) of the Luftwaffe’s strength in 1941, while signal troops formed another 18 per cent. The number of men serving in flying units totalled 588,000 in late 1941 (approximately 36 per cent of the Luftwaffe), but most of these men were ground support personnel or paratroopers. Altogether, the Luftwaffe amounted to 20 per cent of Germany’s total manpower under arms that year, a considerable reservoir of trained men and women.
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Knight’s Cross winner Dr Heinrich Neumann saved hundreds of wounded and sick German troops at Yukhnov in early 1942 while on the staff of ‘Luftwaffe-Gruppe Meindl’. Neumann is shown here as a Stabsarzt and wears the cloth version of the Iron Cross 1st Class and the Fallschirmschützen-Abzeichen sewn on his Fliegerbluse; this is rarely seen in wartime photographs. (Der Deutsche Fallschirmjäger)
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Typical uniform and equipment worn by Luftwaffe personnel engaged in anti-partisan operations in Russia, 1942. These men wear the Fliegerbluse although some do not display any rank or national insignia. The airman in the centre has been awarded the Wound Badge.

Despite the notable success of the German forces in the early days of Operation ‘Barbarossa’, victory was not realized in the East in 1941. The Army ground to a halt outside the gates of Moscow and Leningrad as a ferocious winter and a reinforced Red Army overwhelmed the extended German front. In the few months from June 1941 until the onset of winter the Wehrmacht lost over 700,000 soldiers on the Eastern Front from death, wounds, and capture. The Army alone witnessed casualty rates of 25 per cent on the Russian steppes. Losses continued to mount as the three army groups in the East suffered an additional 336,000 casualties in the first three months of 1942. Less than half of these losses were replaced among the hard-pressed front-line units.

Göring raised the Luftwaffe Field Divisions (LwFD) during 1942, when Nazi Germany was still making spectacular gains but was first feeling the pinch of its losses on the Eastern Front. By the middle of that year Army leaders were turning to previously untapped manpower resources for troop replacements. The Army proposed to transfer 10-20,000 Naval and up to 50,000 Luftwaffe personnel to Army control. Göring, however, refused to permit the loss of his good National Socialist airmen to the reactionary Army, which still had chaplains and officers imbued with the traditions of the old Imperial Army. The Reichsmarschall instead decided to raise his own divisions for ground service under the command of Luftwaffe officers. Hitler accepted Göring’s solution to the manpower shortage, and directed that the number of Air Force personnel for these new units be doubled from the original figure of 50,000. Prominent Army figures, with some notable exceptions, made little attempt to prevent the creation of yet another private army and, in the words of one Army officer, ‘so the bells rang for the birth of the unlucky ‘Luftwaffe Field Divisions’.

This was the immediate background to Göring’s call on 17 September 1942 for volunteers from throughout the Luftwaffe for combat duty in the East. Even before that date, however, some Luftwaffe troops were heavily engaged against the enemy in Russia in a ground rôle.


Luftwaffe Ground Service in Russia, 1941–1942

When the German Army moved across the Polish partition line to attack the Soviet Union, they were accompanied by a number of Luftwaffe ground support units. Air force Flugzeugabwehrkanone (‘Flak’) units moved with the main armies to provide anti-aircraft defence. The enemy posed little aerial threat to the German armies, since the Luftwaffe destroyed a large part of the Russian fighter and bomber force on the ground: but flak units quickly became valuable in the anti-tank role. Luftwaffe batteries, particularly those equipped with the powerful 88 mm gun, proved to be the best defence against the Soviet T-34. By 1943 two Luftwaffe flak corps and eight divisions provided support for Army units in Russia.

Flak was not the only Luftwaffe element involved in ground combat in the East. The Fallschirmjäger veterans of Crete countered Soviet attacks along the Newa River near Leningrad, where the Russians had crossed at Petruschino and Wyborgskaya in the autumn of 1941. The paratroopers of the 7.Fliegerdivision, under Generalleutnant Petersen, fought in this sector as infantry and, despite severe casualties, forced the Russians back. This action marked the first commitment of German paratroopers in the purely infantry rôle, which would soon overtake nominally airborne units.

As the Germans drove across Russia during 1941 the Luftwaffe established airbases, signal stations, and supply posts in the rear area. The German offensive isolated many Soviet soldiers behind the lines, and these united with civilians to form partisan groups to harass German lines of communication. The shortage of regular troops to police the occupied regions of Russia forced the Luftwaffe to form emergency units from airbase personnel and other rear echelon elements to defend Air Force installations. These Alarmeinheiten were initially organized in late 1941 on an ad hoc basis, and were employed throughout the war against partisan groups.

The Soviet counteroffensive in December 1941 created an extremely dangerous situation in the East. In one of the worst winters on record the attack of 18 fresh Soviet armies, aimed at isolating Army Group Centre near Moscow, created an immediate crisis. The Germans were forced back in what could easily have become a rout similar to that of Napoleon’s Grande Armee in 1812; but Hitler refused to allow his commanders to withdraw and instead ordered the Army to stand and fight in Russia with ‘fanatical resistance’. On 19 December Hitler assumed command, and directed that all available military units throughout Germany and the occupied countries be sent to Russia to reinforce the Army.

As the fighting continued along the length of the Eastern Front, the Luftwaffe struggled to survive. Airbases were snowed in, and aircraft engines refused to start in the ?40°C temperature. Partisans joined the struggle and struck isolated Air Force units and lines of communication throughout the combat zone. To make matters worse, the main Soviet offensive attempted to seize Army Group Centre’s main supply depots and airfields. The breakthrough of the Soviet 50th Army in mid-December near Kaluga threatened to capture Yukhnov, an important logistical base and the headquarters of Jagdgeschwader 51 ‘Mölders’. Mechanics, pilots, cooks, and other Luftwaffe ground personnel, in conjunction with units of 19.Panzer Division and SS infantry, managed to defend the town against the Russians.
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Troops of a Luftwaffe field battalion enjoying a break from cold weather, 1942.

Soviet pressure did not abate after the initial repulse at Yukhnov. In early January 1942 the Germans took measures to strengthen the fragile defences of this important airbase when Generalmajor Eugen Mcindl arrived at Yukhnov to take command of the right flank of LVII Army Corps. Meindl brought with him the headquarters company of the Luftlande Sturmregiment under the command of Major Walter Koch, a decorated veteran of Eben Emael and Crete. At Yukhnov the general formed ‘Luftwaffe Kampfverband (mot.) Meindl’ with newly arrived elements of 7.Flieger-division and various Luftwaffe ground units already stationed at the airfield.

Eugen Meindl was a newcomer to the Luftwaffe, having joined the service only in August 1940. Born in 1892 in southern Germany, Meindl served in the artillery during the First World War. He later joined the Reichswehr in 1921 and commanded a mountain artillery regiment in 1938. As a colonel, Meindl parachuted into Norway without any prior training and fought throughout the campaign. Following his transfer to the Luftwaffe he commanded the air-landing assault regiment in Crete, where he received a severe wound in May 1941.

Meindl’s appearance at Yukhnov brought renewed vigour to the German defence. By 21 January he commanded a hodge-podge of Luftwaffe, Army, and SS troops which amounted to a weak division, dubbed ‘Luftwaffe-Gruppe Meindl’. Meindl and his chief medical officer, Dr. Heinrich Neumann, also took vigorous and imaginative steps to ensure the evacuation, by aircraft or truck, of hundreds of neglected German wounded from Yukhnov.

In addition to simply defending Yukhnov, Meindl needed to clear the Yukhnov-Gzhatsk road of Soviet troops and to keep the vital airfield and supply base open for German use. He launched several local attacks north of Yukhnov with his SS troops and Luftlande Sturmregiment and, by 30 January, the path was clear for the evacuation of Dr. Neumann’s patients. This, however, was only a temporary measure as the Soviet breakthrough between the German Fourth Army and Second Panzer Army threatened to cut the Smolensk-Moscow highway and isolate Army Group Centre. The Russians surrounded a small German garrison at Sukhinichi, and Yukhnov once again became a combat zone. Luftwaffe-Gruppe Meindl fought in the region north of Yukhnov with Army and police units through March, when Gen. Meindl and his staff assumed command of the newly formed Luftwaffenfeld-regimenter in Army Group North’s sector. Meindl’s departure closed the first chapter in the history of the Luftwaffe field units.
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A patrol using the waterproof Zeltbahn cape as camouflage in the area of Staraya Russa, 1942.

A number of other Luftwaffe units fought in Russia in late 1941 and early 1942. Luftwaffen-Feldbrigade Schlemm, another emergency formation, operated in Army Group Centre. Likewise, Luftwaffe Lehr-Infantrie-Regiment ‘Moskau’ fought as a battalion of the 6.Infanterie Division near the Soviet capital.


The Luftwaffe Field Regiments

Hitler’s frantic search for reinforcements in December 1941 revealed that Germany lacked available manpower for total war; as late as October 1941 Hitler had planned to partially demobilize the Wehrmacht following the successful conquest of Russia. To raise new divisions the Army scoured Germany and occupied Europe for extra troops and spare vehicles to replace the dreadful losses in Russia.

The Luftwaffe was also involved in this search, and personnel from all branches of the Luftwaffe volunteered for ground service in Russia during early 1942. These Luftwaffe replacements assembled in East Prussia and, after hasty infantry training conducted by paratroop instructors, were formed into battalions and regiments and sent by rail, bus or air to Russia. Altogether, seven Luftwaffe field regiments—Feldregimenter der Luftwaffe (FR der Lw.) 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 14, and 21—were organized in the first two months of the year. Each regiment had a paper strength of four battalions and each battalion had, in turn, three light companies and one heavy company. The heavy company officially included 12 20 mm cannon and four 88 mm dual-purpose guns.
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A reconnaissance patrol of Division Meindl cheerfully returns to camp, 1942. This photograph provides a glimpse of the flat, swampy terrain where the first Luftwaffe field regiments served. These men wear a mixture of uniforms designed to traverse the muddy ground and provide some protection against mosquitoes.

The field regiments rarely served together as a single body and were scattered throughout the front wherever they were needed. For instance, IV./FR der Lw. 4 arrived in Russia in mid-February and, after a
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