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A force of Heinkel He 111s near their target over England during the summer of 1940. Once deprived of their Bf 109 escorts, the German bombers were acutely vulnerable to the predations of British Spitfires and Hurricanes.


INTRODUCTION

The story of the German Luftwaffe (Air Force) has been an abiding focus of military historians since the end of World War II in 1945. It is not difficult to see why. Like many aspects of the German war machine, the Luftwaffe was a crowning achievement of the German rearmament programme. During the 1920s and early 1930s, the air force was a shadowy organization, operating furtively under the tight restrictions on military development imposed by the Versailles Treaty. Yet through foreign-based aircraft design agencies, civilian air transport and nationalistic gliding clubs, the seeds of a future air force were nevertheless kept alive and growing in Hitler’s new Germany, and would eventually emerge in the formation of the Luftwaffe itself in 1935.

The nascent Luftwaffe thereafter grew rapidly, its ranks of both men and aircraft swelling under the ambition of its commander-in-chief, Hermann Göring. It also gained pre-1939 combat experience during the Spanish Civil War (1936–39), which helped it to refine tactics and technology before testing them on an even larger scale over Poland and Western Europe in 1939–40.

The traumatic defeats experienced by the Allies during these first years of war are in no small measure due to the capabilities of the Luftwaffe as a tactical air force. While the superb Messerschmitt Bf 109 achieved air supremacy and inflicted attrition on Allied air fleets, Junkers Ju 87 dive-bombers acted as precision-attack flying artillery ahead of advancing ground forces and Heinkel He 111, Junkers Ju 88 and other bombers pounded broader targets. Aviators grew in confidence, and some became literal celebrities as they racked up dozens of kills and missions. Men such as ‘ace’ fighter pilots Helmut Wick (56 kills), Wilhelm Balthasar (47 kills) and Werner Mölders (100 kills) struck a glamorous chord with a public that was becoming acclimatized to victory, gracing the covers of magazines and newspapers and featuring in the nightly newsreels.

Warning signs were there from the start, however. Although the Polish Air Force, for example, was crushed in relatively short order, unescorted German bombers and dive-bombers still proved vulnerable to fighters, even obsolete Polish biplanes. More ominous, and of utmost significance to the eventual outcome of the war, was the Luftwaffe’s costly failure to subdue the Royal Air Force (RAF) during the Battle of Britain, a battle that exposed the tactical shortcomings of the German Air Force. (The subsequent Blitz also revealed the more significant issues with the Luftwaffe’s capability to act as a strategic bombing force.)

Yet the failures over Britain would soon be forgotten, and eclipsed, by the enormity of the victories over the Soviet Union in 1941, during the opening phases of Operation Barbarossa. Despite facing a numerically greater opponent, the Luftwaffe was utterly dominant during the first six months of Barbarossa, and would remain ascendant for the next three years. On the first day of operations alone, it is possible that the German Air Force destroyed more than 1,800 Soviet aircraft. The kill rates achieved by the Luftwaffe’s fighter pilots in this theatre beggar belief. The young Erich Hartmann, the greatest of all the German fighter aces, destroyed 352 enemy aircraft during his astonishing combat career, mainly while flying a Bf 109 over the Eastern Front. In addition to the Fighter Arm, the Luftwaffe’s bomber, ground-attack and transport forces were also playing their part. Bomber aircraft helped reduce cities like Leningrad and Stalingrad to smoking rubble, while Ju 87s – some fitted with 37mm cannon as dedicated tank-busters – continued to take a toll on Soviet troops, vehicles and positions. The transport arm did its best to keep troops resupplied across thousands of kilometres of front, although its failure to maintain the encircled 6. Armee at Stalingrad in the winter of 1942/43 showed that the Luftwaffe was still limited in its capacity for large-scale airlift.

At the same time as the Luftwaffe was carving its name over the skies of the Soviet Union, the production of aircraft also increased impressively, principally through Albert Speer’s rationalizations of the war industry between 1942 and 1945. In 1939 the total output of military aircraft was 8,295 aircraft. In 1944, by contrast, the production figure was a stunning 39,807 units.

So with such figures in mind, why was it that the Luftwaffe progressively lost air superiority on all fronts between 1943 and 1945? As we shall see, there is no denying the scale of the nemesis that visited the Luftwaffe in the later years of the war. The Allied strategic bombing campaign not only brought unprecedented levels of destruction against the German homeland; it also diverted huge volumes of Luftwaffe aircraft into a fight to the death above the skies of the Reich. The losses inflicted upon the Allied aircraft were profound, and the process of countering the heavy bombers produced new radar-equipped night-fighters, such as the Bf 110G-4, and the first generations of jet aircraft such as the Me 262. Yet, ultimately, such aircraft were not enough to stem the endless tide of Allied aircraft. So it was that, in the end, the Luftwaffe’s downfall was every bit as epic as its rise. The life expectancy of new pilots dropped to just a few weeks, and Hitler’s once-proud air force was unable to prevent the eventual defeat of Germany.

This book is not only a history of the various elements of the Luftwaffe. It will also paint a detailed portrait of the men and machines who fought and served with the German Air Force from its origins to its defeat. As we shall see, the Luftwaffe was a broad organization. It encompassed not only combat and transport aircraft, and their related personnel, but also anti- aircraft (AA) units, field divisions, paratroop forces and fire service teams. It was at the cutting edge of the strategic and tactical developments of the Wehrmacht (Armed Forces), and provided the world with the first true glimpse of the power of coordinated air and land forces. This book will seek to explain, therefore, not only the Luftwaffe’s central role in Germany’s offensive then defensive war plans, but also how the individual aviator, ground crew and soldier played his part in these plans, both in victory and defeat.
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During the late 1930s, a flight of Dornier Do 17s makes an impressive flypast at one of the Nazi Party’s Nuremberg rallies. By this time, the Luftwaffe had cast off years of secrecy to openly flaunt its major rearmament programme and new aircraft technologies.


THE RISE AND FALL OF THE LUFTWAFFE

At the end of World War I, the possibility of Germany creating an effective post-war air arm seemed truly remote. At the Armistice in November 1918, the Luftstreitkräfte (Air Forces) boasted no fewer than 2,709 combat aircraft, 56 airships and 186 balloon detachments. However, it took just two clauses in the post-war Treaty of Versailles to bring to an end Germany’s aviation combat capability. Article 198 expressly prohibited Germany from maintaining ‘either land-based or naval air forces’, and Article 202 decreed that all existing military aircraft had to be surrendered to the Allies.

Not surprisingly, the terms of the Versailles Treaty were viewed differently by the two sides involved. The victorious Allies saw them as stringent but justified. The German population, however, regarded them as harsh and repressive. This fact was seized upon by many anti-government politicians in post-war Germany, not least among them Adolf Hitler. During his rise to power he took every opportunity to criticize the authorities for ‘kowtowing to the iniquities of the Versailles Diktat’. Yet long before Hitler was appointed Reichskanzler (Reich Chancellor) in January 1933, the Weimar government – the very régime he was accusing of slavish compliance with every Allied demand – was already secretly laying the foundations for the creation of a new German air force.

The Treaty of Versailles banned German military aviation, but there was much activity to circumvent the treaty’s articles. Agreements between Germany and the USSR at the Treaty of Rapallo in 1922 led to the establishment of clandestine air training facilities at Lipetsk, Russia, by 1925 and throughout Germany the formation of innocuous gliding clubs enabled thousands of young men to gain experience in basic aircraft handling. In the 1930s the Deutscher Luftsportverband (German Air Sports Association, DLV) also trained future military aircrews at the deceptively misnamed Zentrale der Verkehrs Fliegerschule (Central Commercial Pilots’ School). Civil aviation was not prohibited in Germany, so the pilots from this establishment could legitimately go on to employment in the Deutsche Luft Hansa Aktiengellschaft, the German airline formed in 1926 (it became simply Lufthansa in 1933). During the first half of the 1930s, Lufthansa used aircraft that would eventually become Luftwaffe types – the Junkers Ju 52, the Ju 86 and the Heinkel He 111 – making it an easy business to introduce combat training into the programme.

Through such means, Germany was able to begin rebuilding its air force. Foreign suspicions grew beyond doubt, but the British and the French, caught up in broader political and economic struggles, did little to resist the military expansion. Such lax policing was a source of encouragement to Hitler when he took the Chancellorship in 1933, and he immediately set about his goal of reconstructing the German armed forces. Nevertheless, just the process of building a new air force presented a mountain of difficulties, as Williamson Murray has noted:
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Five of the formative characters behind the development and command of the Luftwaffe: (from left to right) Erhard Milch, Hugo Sperrle, Adolf Hitler, Hermann Göring and Albert Kesselring.

Still the problems facing the Nazis in January 1933 in the creation of an air force that could serve as an effective tool of diplomatic and military policy were enormous. Only a tiny cadre of experienced officers existed within the Army and Navy; Lufthansa experience was not directly convertible into a military force; and the German aircraft industry, weakened not only by the depression but also by internecine quarrels amongst its almost bankrupt firms, was not prepared for massive expansion.

– Williamson Murray, Strategy for Defeat: The Luftwaffe 1933–1945,

Eagle Editions, Royston (2000)

What the Luftwaffe did have at this time, Murray goes on to point out, was the backing of Hermann Göring, a charismatic but vain ex-Great War fighter pilot. Göring, through his close relationship to Hitler, managed to secure the funding and industrial focus to create a new air force in an internally competitive atmosphere. Investment went into developing aircraft, training men and refining tactics. The Versailles Treaty meant that such development was still somewhat limited, but in February 1935 Hitler decided the days of secrecy were over, as he openly and wholeheartedly embraced rearmament and militarization. He publicly announced the formation of the new Luftwaffe. Göring was given chief command with the rank of Reichsmarschall – a role for which he would later prove spectacularly ill-qualified. For both operational and economic reasons, priority was given to the creation of a tactical air force suitable for close support of ground offensives during a short, aggressive war.

This strategic policy is crucial to the subsequent history of the Luftwaffe in World War II, for the death of Generalleutnant Walter Wever in June 1936 effectively sealed the fate of the Luftwaffe bomber arm. As the Chief of Staff, Wever foresaw the need for a long-range Luftoperationsarmee (strategic air army) capable of destroying an enemy’s industrial heart. His successor, Albert Kesselring, instead evolved a vast fleet of general-purpose medium bombers, functioning primarily in the operational role. This was a kind of ‘tactically strategic’ force, intended only to cripple enemy communications, supply lines and industry just long enough to influence the outcome of a specific offensive.
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Military personnel attend the ceremonial opening of a glider field in 1934. Gliders were a long way from powered aircraft in terms of performance, but they gave thousands of young men the basic understanding of aviation that would inform subsequent combat skills.
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Hermann Göring (left), as head of the Luftwaffe, was not the commander-in-chief the German Air Force required during World War II. His vanity meant he often overcommitted or misunderstood the capabilities of both men and aircraft.
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A flight of Heinkel He 59 floatplanes, serving with the Legion Condor in 1939, fly near Mallorca in the spring of 1939. The Spanish Civil War provided the Luftwaffe with a virtual laboratory for developing aerial combat tactics in the run-up to the onset of World War II.

The purely tactical operations would be covered by the Sturzkampfflugzeug (dive-bomber), in which the high command invested near total faith. High-altitude bombing was considered costly and imprecise, with much, if not all, of the bomb load falling wide of its intended target (as later evidenced by the comparatively messy Allied bombing patterns). Two-engined bombers such as the Heinkel He 111, Dornier Do 17 and Junkers Ju 88 provided flexible bombing platforms against both area and tactical point targets. The Junkers Ju 87 ‘Stuka’ dive-bomber also offered greater accuracy compared to heavy bombers, in return for a modest outlay in aircraft, ordnance, fuel and personnel, and almost eliminated the risk of damaging non-military areas. Convinced of its war-winning properties by operational trials in Spain, the Reichsluftfahrtministerium (National Air Ministry; RLM) cancelled all long-range bomber developments in favour of the Stuka. Dive capability became a prerequisite of all future bomber designs, and was eagerly applied to anything that might be capable of withstanding such extreme manoeuvres; even existing medium bombers were modified and tested, often with predictably tragic results. Consequently, the Kampfgeschwader (bomber forces) were only ever equipped for rapid, but ultimately unsustainable, victory.

Such concerns were in the future, however. The outbreak of the Spanish Civil War in July 1936 provided Hitler with an early opportunity to test out his nascent air force. Germany was quick to side with the Nationalists of General Franco, sending a fleet of 20 Ju 52/3m bomber-transports to assist in the airlifting of Nationalist troops across the Straits of Gibraltar from Spanish Morocco to southern mainland Spain. In response, Joseph Stalin despatched a Soviet expeditionary force, including nearly 150 aircraft, to support the Republican Government. This in turn prompted Hitler to increase his aid to the Nationalists, and in November 1936 the Legion Condor, a standing force of some 100 first-line aircraft plus supporting troops, was established on Spanish soil.

The following month the Italian dictator Benito Mussolini created a similar, albeit smaller, force for service alongside the Nationalists. With the Republicans bolstered by the Communist-organized International Brigades, all the main protagonists were in place, the battle lines had been drawn and the fighting started to rapidly escalate.

However, operations in Spain had already provided some unwelcome surprises for the Germans. Foremost among them were the inadequacies displayed by the Legion Condor’s aircraft, particularly the Ju 52/3m bombers, which were said to be ‘outclassed in all respects by their Russian opponents’. It was to report on this disturbing situation that one of the Legion’s leading bomber exponents, Oberleutnant Rudolf Freiherr von Moreau, was summoned back to Berlin at the end of 1936 – just as the Heinkel He 111B was beginning to enter service.

With the prestige of his still relatively fledgling Luftwaffe at stake, Hermann Göring decided to risk committing a small force composed of his three newest bomber types to the Spanish venture. He reasoned that, although the machines were almost completely untried, here was a unique opportunity to test their capabilities in battle. Early in 1937, therefore, 12 of the new generation of German bombers – four He 111Bs, four Do 17Es and four Ju 86Ds – were shipped to the Iberian war zone, arriving at Seville in mid-February. Here, they were formed into an experimental bomber squadron known as VB/88. Operational conditions in Spain soon established the combat potential, or otherwise, of the three types. With its uncertain handling and unreliable diesel engines, the Ju 86D came a very poor third. One example crashed behind enemy lines within days of the unit’s activation. Although it was rapidly replaced, two more aircraft had been lost by the early summer of 1937. The surviving duo were then ‘handed over’ to the Spaniards for a substantial fee! The Do 17E was considered to be on a par with the He 111B in terms of handling and general performance, but was let down by its limited bomb-carrying capacity. One of the four was lost, shot down by an I-15 fighter over Bilbao on 18 April 1937. Deliveries were to continue, however, and some dozen in all had been sent to Spain before the decision was taken to standardize VB/88 on He 111s. The remaining Dorniers (a second having been lost in the interim) were subsequently transferred to the Legion’s reconnaissance Gruppe. The Heinkel had proven itself beyond doubt to be the superior machine of the three. Not only was it to equip VB/88 in its entirety, it would go on to become the Legion’s standard bomber. In all, nearly 100 He 111s were to serve in Spain.

The Spanish Civil War also had a refining effect on Germany’s fighter force. The Jagdwaffe (Fighter Arm) was initially equipped with Heinkel He 51 and Arado Ar 68 biplanes. These aircraft had braced and staggered wings, fixed, spatted undercarriages and open cockpits, making them little removed from the fighters of World War I. Indeed, they were slower than civilian monoplane types such as the He 70, and only marginally faster than the He 111. Yet the combat capability of the Luftwaffe was revolutionized with the introduction of the monoplane Bf 109. (The development and performance of particular aircraft types is further described in later chapters.) The first of ten pre-production Bf 109B-0s took to the air in November 1936, and the following month three aircraft were sent to war-torn Spain for an evaluation under operational conditions with the Legion Condor. The trials were beset with problems, but they did give both Messerschmitt and the Luftwaffe experience of what to expect when production Bf 109B ‘Berthas’ entered service in Germany in February 1937.

The dominance of the Republican forces’ I-15s and I-16 Ratas (rats) in Spanish skies resulted in 16 Berthas being shipped to Spain just weeks after their delivery to the Luftwaffe. Accompanying them were II. Gruppe, Jagdgeschwader 132 (II./JG 132) personnel, who formed 2. Staffel (a Staffel roughly equates to an RAF squadron), Jagdgruppe 88 (2./J 88). Operational by April, the unit ultimately did not see its first combat until the battle for Brunete in July, when it was discovered that the Bf 109B and the nimble Soviet-built Polikarpov fighters were evenly matched below 3,000m (10,000ft). At higher altitudes, the Bertha was untouchable, and German pilots soon worked out that Republican aircraft could be easily picked off if attacked from above and behind using high-speed dives – this would be the Bf 109 pilot’s stock tactic throughout World War II as well. Improved versions of the Bf 109 soon emerged, and amongst the leading aces from this campaign were Werner Mölders (14 kills), Wolfgang Schellmann (12 kills) and Harro Harder (11 kills), all of whom would enjoy more success with the Bf 109E in the first 18 months of World War II.

The Spanish Civil War was the proving ground of Hitler’s new Luftwaffe. It had demonstrated that with the right aircraft and good training, plus cooperation with ground forces in terms of ground-attack strikes, using the new aerial terror machine, the Ju 87, it could dominate less well-equipped or trained opponents. It would soon be able to prove that reality on a far wider stage.
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Ostensibly destroyed by the Treaty of Versailles, the German Air Force nevertheless kept itself alive during the 1920s through secret aircraft development abroad, plus extensive pilot training on gliders at home, as seen here.

COMBAT LEADER

The main limitation to the growth of the Luftwaffe prior to World War II was industrial in nature. With all Germany’s armed forces undergoing rapid development, there was much competition over resources amongst German services and production facilities. There were particular problems in manufacturing aero engines, which was one of the factors that limited the development of four-engined strategic bombers in favour of two-engined medium bombers. Nevertheless, the Luftwaffe had built itself to a potent size by the eve of war in September 1939 – it fielded 2,916 frontline combat aircraft, as opposed to 1,660 belonging to the RAF – plus it had the advantages of good training and recent combat experience.

The Luftwaffe, alongside the German Army, launched itself against Poland on 1 September 1939, Luftflotten (Air Fleets) 1 and 4 being the main formations deployed. While the German ground forces made good progress across terrain baked hard by the long, hot summer of 1939, they were aided by the overwhelming air superiority established within the opening three days by the vastly more impressive Luftwaffe. The dominance of the Luftwaffe over the Polish Air Force can be overemphasized, and there were some individual actions that resulted in significant German losses, particularly when Polish fighters jumped unescorted bombers. Indeed, the Polish campaign cost the Luftwaffe some 230 aircraft, despite the Germans’ three-fold superiority in numbers. Yet with a modern air force pitted against just 400 mostly obsolescent operational aircraft, the result was never in doubt. In a pattern that would become dreadfully familiar over the ensuing years, German aircraft strafed and bombed much of the Polish Air Force to destruction on the ground, effectively removing it from the equation. German aircraft also flew hundreds of sorties in support of troops on the ground, operating essentially as an aerial artillery to the German Army. The Ju 87 in particular came to the fore, illustrating an exceptional ability to deliver accurate strikes against pinpoint targets. Air liaison groups operated alongside the ground forces, typically in SdKfz 251 halftrack comms vehicles, relaying targets to the air assets as threats and opportunities emerged.

Poland finally surrendered to the German forces on 27 September, and the Luftwaffe basked in its glory as Hitler already made plans for a Western-looking conquest. In between the invasion of Poland and the launching of the Blitzkrieg (lit. ‘lightning war’) in the West on 10 May 1940, the Luftwaffe endured the Sitzkrieg (lit. ‘sitting down war’), or the ‘Phoney War’, as it was dubbed by the Allies. Aircraft from both sides would periodically venture across their respective defensive borders (the Maginot line in France and the Westwall or Siegfried line in Germany) on tentative reconnaissance flights. Most action during this period took place over the Dreiländereck (three nations corner) on the northernmost corner of the Franco-German border, as this was the shortest route for Allied reconnaissance aircraft heading for the Ruhr.

Many of the leading Bf 109E aces claimed their first victories during this period, including Oberleutnant Rolf Pingel and Oberleutnant Hans von Hahn. Aside from engaging French fighters, the Jagdflieger (fighter pilots) also took on RAF Hurricanes that were based in France in support of the British Expeditionary Force (BEF), as well as Blenheim and Wellington bombers sent to attack German ports along the North Sea coast. The only Spitfires – an aircraft that would become the Luftwaffe’s arch rival – encountered were unarmed Photographic Development Unit (PDU) aircraft, two of which were brought down in March and April 1940. By the time the ‘Phoney War’ ended, the Jagdgruppen had claimed no fewer than 160 victories, and numerous Bf 109 pilots had received their first taste of aerial combat.

The Luftwaffe was back in major action again in April 1940, for the invasion of Denmark and Norway. A distinctive element of this operation, explored in more detail in Chapter 6, was the Luftwaffe’s deployment of airborne forces, either by parachute drop from transport aircraft such as the Ju 52, or by direct airlanding. Bombers also worked in an anti-ship capacity, targeting Norwegian, British and French vessels along the coastline.

Yet these operations were dwarfed by the scale of what was to follow. In a forerunner of the Battle of Britain, practically the whole of the Luftwaffe’s single-engined fighter strength was brought together for the invasion of France and the Low Countries, which began on 10 May 1940. More than 1,016 Bf 109Es and over 1,000 pilots prepared themselves to wrest control of the skies over western Europe. In addition, 350 Bf 110 twin-engined fighters, 1,100 medium bombers and 400 Stukas provided a potent tactical bombing capability.
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Director of the Luftwaffe’s T-Amt (Technical Office) General Ernst Udet (in Luftwaffe uniform, right) and State Secretary of the RLM Erhard Milch (similarly dressed, left) visit a French airfield in 1937, no doubt mentally making notes on their future opponents.
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A Henschel Hs 126 light aircraft flies over a column of Rommel’s 7. Panzer Division in France, 1940. Short-range reconnaissance aircraft such as this worked in close radio-link with armoured columns, and helped in matters such as artillery spotting.

The German campaign itself was divided into two parts, code-named Gelb (Yellow) and Rot (Red). Operation Gelb would commence with an all-out attack on Holland and Belgium, which, it was calculated, would cause the BEF and French northern armies to rush to the aid of the Low Countries. With the Allies out of their prepared defensive positions along the Maginot line, the Wehrmacht would launch its primary offensive against the vulnerable rear of the Allied forces, with Panzers sweeping around behind them and racing for the Channel. The Low Countries and Anglo-French divisions would be cut off from supplies and reinforcements in the process, and thus quickly defeated. Operation Rot would then swing into action, with German troops advancing west across the Somme into central France.

Luftflotten 2 and 3 would now take centre stage in the air war. From Luftflotte 2, the pilots of JG 2, JG 26, JG 27 and JG 51 cut swathes through the obsolescent Allied fighters that attempted to blunt the German onslaught. On 12 May, with the launching of the armoured thrust at the rear of the stretched Allied forces, Luftflotte 3’s units at last joined in the action too. Two days later, during a series of actions over Sedan that saw Allied bombers attempt to destroy the strategically crucial River Meuse bridge crossings, Bf 109 units downed no fewer than 89 aircraft in an action that effectively sealed the German victory in France. Yet despite successes such as this, the campaign in the West was very much a calculated risk for the Jagdwaffe, as it possessed insufficient reserves of fighters, fuel and ammunition in order to support a sustained campaign. Fortunately, the rapidity with which Allied forces capitulated in the
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