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Introduction

Airborne warfare was not a new concept even in 1940, but the theory had never been properly translated into practice in a ‘real life’ situation before this. The successful German use of paratroops and gliders came as a shocking eye-opener to most of the world and both Britain and America urgently accelerated development of their own embryonic corps. Nor was the concept of blitzkrieg itself new, of course. The ‘manoeuvre sur les derrières’ came from Napoleon and over a hundred years later the ‘strategy of the indirect approach’ was propounded by a prophet largely without honour in his own country, the British Army Captain Basil Liddell Hart. Predating even these, back in 1783 when Napoleon was still an adolescent, the American scientist and statesman Benjamin Franklin had been so impressed with the Montgolfier brothers’ first manned hot-air balloon flight that he asked, ‘Where is the prince who can so afford to cover his country with troops for its defence as that 10,000 men descending from the clouds might not in many places do an infinite deal of mischief?’
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Parachutes catch the sunlight out of the Norwegian sky on 9 April 1940. Despite this clear warning, the airborne assaults against Belgium and Holland a month later seemed to come as a total surprise to the defenders.

Napoleon himself considered using hot-air balloons to airland troops during the planned invasion of England; later, during the siege of Paris in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, more serious thought was given to airlanding troops into the city using balloons. Then, in the closing stages of World War I the American Colonel ‘Billy’ Mitchell suggested parachute-dropping an entire division of 12,000 men on to the German-held fortress of Metz in order to break a costly stalemate. Mitchell was also an advocate of the dive-bomber in close support of ground forces, but on both counts he was ridiculed as a maverick and heretic – except in Germany.

General Kurt Student is popularly accredited as the ‘founding father’ of the German Fallschirm-und-Luftlandekorps. In fact, Hermann Göring and his first Luftwaffe chief of staff, General Walther Wever, were the real progenitors, although Student did most of the hard work to become something of a father figure, and he was certainly an inspirational leader, both demanding and caring of his men. It was actually the Italians, and especially the Russians, who first took Franklin’s and Mitchell’s ideas most to heart and the standard German parachute was modelled on the Italian Salvatore design. Early methods were primitive in the extreme compared with what was to follow. Soviet parachutists, for example, clambered on to the wings of slow-flying aircraft before somersaulting themselves backwards and pulling their ripcords. Needless to say, there was little precision in their grouping on landing, but Göring was impressed after watching a small demonstration exercise in 1931, which was followed by much larger displays over succeeding years.

At this time, before Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor in 1933, Germany as well as Russia had a nominally socialist government. Moreover, both countries were shunned by the rest of Europe, Germany as the alleged instigator of World War I and Russia as the homeland of Bolshevik terrorists and regicides. This exclusion from ‘civilisation’ and membership of the League of Nations drew the strange bedfellows together despite the fact that they had been locked in combat until 1917. One key figure who, as early as 1919, had been quick to see advantages in this aberrant situation that could be exploited to help circumvent the punitive terms of the Treaty of Versailles was General Hans von Seeckt, head of the Truppenamt – which was little more than a cover name for the General Staff the Allies thought they had abolished.

Von Seeckt became C-in-C of the defeated German army in 1920 (Chef der Heeresleitung) and took inspiration from the example of Prussia in 1807–13 when, beaten by Napoleon at Jena, Auerstadt and Eylau, the army was rebuilt through the Landwehr, the regional militia. The resurgent Prussian forces came as a nasty surprise to the French during the campaigns of 1813–15 and von Seeckt hoped a resurrected German army would be so again a century later. In 1923 he helped steer through a secret commercial agreement with the Soviet leader, Lenin, under which German troops would be permitted the use of Russian training facilities in return for German engineers helping to rebuild and modernise Soviet factories gutted by revolution and civil war.

During 1922–26 von Seeckt and his chief of staff, the then lowly Oberstleutnant Albert Kesselring, also initiated a far-reaching clandestine military revitalisation programme in Germany itself, under the cover name Arbeitskommando, whose real purpose again eluded detection by the various Allied control commissions. The Reichswehr itself was restricted to a standing force of 100,000 men including an officer corps of 4,000 – but who was going to look closely at their names? Officers and men were therefore rotated through the active and reserve lists, with officers being trained in General Staff expertise and, while ‘inactive’, being sent to technical colleges and universities to broaden their skills, sometimes taking their ‘vacations’ in Russia. This way, von Seeckt began building up the basis for a highly trained secret army more than three times the permissible size.

Additionally, because of the street battles that wracked Germany in the 1920s, the Allies allowed the police force to be expanded by the creation of the Landespolizei, provincial riot police permitted the use of armoured cars and machine guns. A new frontier force was also formed to patrol Germany’s eastern borders, the Grenzschutz Ost. It was partly through these paramilitary cadres as well that the German armed forces could later be rebuilt so swiftly. Von Seeckt also drew upon the lessons of World War I to initiate sweeping changes in training and procedures that were highly influential in the later development of the German airborne forces.

Whilst Germany was thus rebuilding a skilled and motivated military machine with modern attitudes that would astonish and terrify Europe in 1939–41, the British, French and others reverted to complacency and America retired into isolation. European armies were reduced to a size sufficient for peacekeeping duties in the far-flung colonies, their budgets were slashed and technological advances in, for example, aircraft and tanks, were largely left to private enterprise. British Army officers played polo and the Royal Air Force similarly played with its glamorous but already obsolescent silver biplanes. As for tactical air support for ground forces, the RAF hierarchy was so concerned with jealously preserving its newly won independence that it refused to be subordinated to such a menial role. Dive-bombers and ground-attack aircraft were anathema.

How different the attitudes in Germany, where the operational and tactical advantages of close cooperation between air and land forces were seen clearly, especially by those men who had experienced action in the trenches as well as in the air during World War I – Hermann Göring himself, Erhard Milch, Wolfram von Richthofen, Hugo Sperrle, Ernst Udet and others whose names will recur – including Kurt Student, of course.
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General Hans von Seeckt (left), seen here accompanying President Hindenburg during a parade in the early 1920s, was the driving force behind the revival of the German armed forces in the aftermath of World War I. However, Hindenburg thought he was ‘ruining’ the officer corps and von Seeckt was forced into retirement in 1926. He then went on to train Chiang Kai-shek’s Kuomintang. Many people welcomed Hindenburg’s death in 1934.

Göring recognised Adolf Hitler’s strange magnetism very early and was an influential figure in the rise of the NSDAP. He was far more intelligent than he is often given credit for and extremely ambitious as well as totally unscrupulous, perfectly prepared to use his status as a winner of Prussia’s highest decoration, the Pour le Mérite, to lend ‘respectability’ to the Nazis in order to further his own aims. Elected to the Reichstag in 1928, he became Prussian Minister of the Interior and head of the police force; it was actually while in this position, not as head of the Luftwaffe, that he initiated the first moves towards what would become the Fallschirm-und-Luftlandekorps. He had a handful of Berlin policemen trained in parachute jumping so that they could literally ‘drop in’ on criminal conspirators without alerting them, as a swarm of cars would have done. The subsequent evolution of this tiny force is outlined later, but the primary Fallschirmkorps role was thus predestined even before it began taking shape properly: it was to be a pure assault force for similar short, sharp offensive operations, albeit on a larger scale.


Combat mission

With the Fallschirmkorps’ primary role thus identified in principle at least, what remained was to define and refine the actual format of its battlefield function. An early suggestion was that part of that function, thanks to the corps’ police origin, should be for special operations such as hostage rescue, behind-the-lines sabotage, intelligence-gathering or even kidnapping enemy VIPs. Some German theorists in the mid-1930s believed that this type of operation should actually take priority. That, however, would have meant limiting the Fallschirmkorps to just a small special detachment, a Sonderkommando, and Göring had much more grandiose ideas. Even he, with all his enormous influence within the Nazi Party, had to justify those ideas and come up with acceptable reasons for the formation of a larger corps when German resources were already overstretched in a massive reconstruction programme as well as a military commitment in Spain. This meant that his paratroops had to find a secure niche within the emerging blitzkrieg concept. Fortunately, that already relied heavily on the sort of close cooperation between air and ground forces being pioneered by the Legion ‘Kondor’ under Hugo Sperrle and Wolfram von Richthofen.

Liddell Hart’s book Strategy of the Indirect Approach was required reading for German staff officers and provided part of the key Göring needed. The Englishman’s doctrine, actually more tactical than strategic (and greatly influenced by the Germans’ own successful use of hard-hitting assault companies and infiltration tactics during the later stages of World War I), called for bypassing strongpoints in the trenches to sweep into an enemy’s rear areas and eliminate his main command and communications centres miles behind the front line. Göring and his protégé Student argued that parachute, glider and airlanding troops could accomplish this type of task even more quickly and efficiently through what has aptly been called ‘vertical envelopment’ – an outflanking manoeuvre using the third dimension. Chopping off the enemy’s ‘head’ would leave the ‘body’ incapable of fighting back effectively against the follow-through ground forces. As it happened, this concept was only really applied operationally once, in Holland in 1940 with the attempt to capture the Royal Family and the government offices in Den Haag, but, for Göring and Student, the idea provided a cogent argument in favour of the airborne forces. (The original police-style ideas themselves, in fact, were only employed twice – once in 1943 with the rescue of Mussolini after the Italian surrender, and once in 1944 with a raid in Yugoslavia to kill or capture the communist partisan leader Tito. There was no attempt at small-scale sabotage or intelligence-gathering missions, although the British used these ideas later at Tragino and Bruneval.)
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Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring inspects troops returned from Spain in 1939 accompanied by the two successive leaders of the Legion ‘Kondor’, Generals Hugo Sperrle and Wolfram von Richthofen. The Spanish Civil War was a proving ground both for many of von Seeckt’s reforms and for elements of the blitzkrieg

Göring and Student were enthusiasts and
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