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PART I: THE MAKING OF A WARRIOR (1893-1918)

	


Chapter 1  

	Prussian Heritage

	 

	 

	 

	 


The infant born on January 12, 1893, in the Marienbad Sanatorium in Rosenheim, Bavaria, entered a world defined by rigid hierarchies, military tradition, and the peculiar contradictions of late Imperial Germany. Hermann Wilhelm Göring arrived as the fourth child and second son of Heinrich Ernst Göring and Franziska "Fanny" Tiefenbrunn Göring, into a family that embodied both the aspirations and the fundamental instabilities of the German Empire created just twenty-two years earlier.

	To understand Hermann Göring, both the decorated fighter ace he would become and the war criminal he would die as one must first understand the world that shaped him. The values, obsessions, and psychological structures of Imperial Germany, particularly its military aristocracy, would be encoded into his character from birth. They would provide both his greatest strengths as a warrior and the moral vacuum that would allow him to commit unthinkable crimes.

	The Göring Lineage: Aspiration and Reality

	The Göring family represented a particular stratum of German society: the lower nobility and professional military class that formed the backbone of Prussian power. Hermann's grandfather, also named Hermann, had been a cavalry officer who married into minor nobility. The family possessed neither great wealth nor ancient lineage, but they had something perhaps more valuable in the Germany of the late 19th century, proximity to power and an unshakeable belief in their right to it.

	Heinrich Ernst Göring, Hermann's father, embodied the peculiar combination of genuine achievement and profound limitation that characterized his class. Born in 1838, Heinrich had pursued a military career with distinction, rising to the rank of cavalry captain and serving in the Prussian army during the wars of German unification. He had been present at many of the battles that created modern Germany, the crushing of Denmark in 1864, the humiliation of Austria in 1866, and most importantly, the Franco-Prussian War of 1870-71 that established the German Empire and made Prussia its dominant force.

	These were the formative experiences of Hermann's father's generation: total victory, national unification, and the intoxicating belief that German military might could reshape the world. Heinrich Göring had witnessed his nation transform from a collection of competing kingdoms into Europe's most powerful state, all through the application of disciplined military force. This lesson, that power flows from military strength and that military strength justifies itself would be passed down to his son as naturally as eye color or height.

	But Heinrich's career also illustrated the limitations faced by those without aristocratic connections or independent wealth. Despite his military record, he lacked the resources and breeding to advance to the highest ranks of the Prussian officer corps. Instead, he transitioned into colonial administration, a field that offered opportunity to ambitious men of the second tier. In 1885, he was appointed as the first Reichskommissar (Imperial Commissioner) for German South-West Africa, the colony that would later become Namibia.

	This posting would prove formative for the Göring family in ways both obvious and subtle. For three years, Heinrich Göring represented German imperial power in Africa, exercising near-absolute authority over both the indigenous population and the German settlers. He administered "justice," negotiated treaties, and established the structures of colonial control. The experience reinforced a worldview in which hierarchy was natural, racial superiority was assumed, and violence was an acceptable tool of governance.

	When Hermann was born, his father was fifty-five years old, already past the age when most men of his era became fathers for the first time. Heinrich was a remote, authoritarian figure, more icon than parent. He represented tradition, duty, and the Prussian military virtues of discipline and obedience. But he was not a warm man, and his advancing age meant he had little energy for the day-to-day realities of child-rearing.

	The Mother: Fanny Tiefenbrunn Göring

	If Heinrich represented the austere masculine ideal of Prussian militarism, Hermann's mother Fanny embodied something quite different and in many ways, more influential on her son's development. Born Franziska Tiefenbrunn in 1859, she came from a family of Bavarian farmers, a background that placed her socially beneath her husband. She was twenty-one years younger than Heinrich, and her marriage to him represented a significant social elevation.

	Fanny possessed qualities that would reappear in her son: physical beauty, social charm, and a certain flexible approach to conventional morality. Where Heinrich was rigid and authoritarian, Fanny was warm and indulgent. Where he represented duty, she represented pleasure. And critically, where he offered emotional distance, she provided the intense, perhaps excessive, maternal affection that would shape Hermann's psychology for life.

	But Fanny's role in her son's life was complicated by a scandal that marked Hermann's earliest years and would shadow his childhood. At the time of Hermann's birth, Fanny was not living with her husband in the family home. Instead, she resided at Veldenstein Castle near Nuremberg as the guest and, by all accounts, the mistress of Hermann Ritter von Epenstein, Heinrich's friend and her own godfather to several of the Göring children.

	The Epenstein Triangle

	Hermann Ritter von Epenstein was a figure who seemed almost designed to embody the contradictions of Imperial Germany. Born Jewish as Hermann Epenstein, he had converted to Catholicism, made a fortune as a physician and through shrewd investments, purchased aristocratic titles and castles, and established himself as a man of wealth and influence. He was also, by all accounts, Fanny Göring's lover, possibly even Hermann's biological father, though this remains a matter of historical speculation.

	The arrangement between Heinrich, Fanny, and Epenstein was extraordinary even by the flexible standards of the European aristocracy. Epenstein essentially maintained Fanny and her children in luxury at his castle while Heinrich pursued his own life elsewhere. Young Hermann spent his first three years living not in his father's home but in the castle of his mother's lover, a man who showered the family with gifts, attention, and financial support that Heinrich could not provide.

	When the family did reunite, moving into a house in Berlin that Epenstein purchased for them, the arrangement continued. Epenstein was a frequent visitor, a kind of surrogate father who provided the emotional warmth and material generosity that Heinrich could not or would not offer. He took the children on trips, gave them presents, and treated them with an affectionate indulgence that stood in stark contrast to Heinrich's stern distance.

	For young Hermann, this created a psychological complexity that would mark his entire life. He grew up understanding that appearance and reality could diverge dramatically, that social conventions were for public display while private arrangements operated by different rules, and that charm and manipulation could secure resources that duty and honor could not. He learned that his mother's beauty and his godfather's wealth provided a lifestyle that his father's military record alone would never have achieved.

	The Epenstein connection also exposed Hermann to luxury and aristocratic privilege at an impressionable age. Veldenstein Castle and Epenstein's other property, Mauterndorf Castle in Austria, were filled with art, fine furnishings, and all the trappings of noble life. This early exposure to wealth and beauty would cultivate in Hermann a taste for luxury that would eventually curdle into the grotesque materialism and art-looting of his later years. But it also gave him a glimpse of how life could be lived, how power and wealth could purchase not just comfort but beauty, culture, and status.

	The arrangement was, of course, humiliating for Heinrich Göring, though he apparently accepted it as the price of maintaining his family in a style he could not afford. This too was a lesson for young Hermann: that pride could be swallowed when necessary, that accommodation with uncomfortable realities was sometimes required, and that moral compromise was simply how the world worked.

	Education and the Military Ideal

	Despite the irregular domestic arrangements, Hermann's education followed the conventional path for boys of his class. After early schooling, he was sent to boarding schools that emphasized military discipline and preparation for a military career. This was not optional; for boys of the Prussian military class, there was essentially one acceptable path to masculine identity and social standing: service in the armed forces.

	At age eleven, Hermann was enrolled in the military school at Ansbach, and later at the even more prestigious academy at Lichterfelde near Berlin. These institutions were designed to transform boys into officers, to instill the values of discipline, hierarchy, obedience, and martial prowess that defined the Prussian military tradition. The regime was harsh: physical training, strict discipline, classical education, and constant emphasis on honor, duty, and the glory of military service.

	Hermann responded to this environment in complex ways. On one hand, he excelled at the physical aspects of military training. He was a natural athlete, strong and coordinated, with the physical courage that would later make him a successful combat pilot. He enjoyed the competitive aspects of military life, the clear hierarchies, and the opportunity to prove himself superior to his peers.

	But he also chafed against discipline, particularly when it came from those he did not respect. Hermann had inherited or learned from his mother a sense that rules were for others, that his own desires and comfort were paramount. He was not a natural subordinate, despite the Prussian emphasis on obedience. Teachers and instructors noted his arrogance, his tendency to challenge authority, and his conviction of his own superiority.

	This created a paradox that would define his military career: he believed absolutely in military hierarchy and the glory of martial service, but only when he was at or near the top of that hierarchy. He craved the status and honor that military service provided, but resented the submission that earning that status required. This tension between his desire for military glory and his unwillingness to truly submit to military discipline would be both a strength and a fatal weakness.

	The Prussian Military Mythos

	To understand what the young Hermann Göring was being educated into, one must understand the peculiar mythology that surrounded the Prussian military tradition in Imperial Germany. This was not simply a practical institution for national defense; it was the beating heart of German national identity, the institution around which the entire society organized itself.

	The Prussian military ethos held that war was ennobling, that military service was the highest calling of manhood, and that the officer class represented the natural aristocracy of merit and breeding. The army was seen as the "school of the nation," the institution that took raw German youth and transformed them into disciplined, capable, honorable men. To serve, and especially to serve as an officer, was to join a brotherhood defined by shared sacrifice, mutual respect, and commitment to something larger than oneself.

	This ideology was reinforced at every level of society. Schools emphasized military history, with the wars of Frederick the Great and the more recent victories over Austria and France presented as the defining achievements of German civilization. Literature celebrated military heroism. Social status was largely determined by military rank and decorations. Even civilian institutions operated on quasi-military principles of hierarchy and discipline.

	For boys like Hermann, raised in this environment, military service was not a choice but a destiny. It was the only path to masculine identity, social respect, and personal honor. To fail at military service, or worse, to refuse it, was to be something less than a man, something less than German.

	But this ideology also contained within it the seeds of catastrophe. By making military service the measure of all virtue, by divorcing honor from morality and reducing ethics to obedience and loyalty to one's unit and nation, the Prussian military tradition created officers who were technically proficient but morally hollow. They could be brave, disciplined, and effective and also capable of carrying out monstrous orders without apparent internal conflict.

	The young Hermann Göring was being shaped by this tradition, absorbing its values and internalizing its logic. He was learning that courage in battle was the highest virtue, that loyalty to one's comrades and nation trumped abstract moral considerations, and that the will to power, properly channeled through military service, was something to be celebrated rather than constrained.

	Physical Courage and Psychological Formation

	One aspect of Hermann's character that was evident from his youth was his physical courage. Numerous accounts from his school days describe a boy who was fearless in physical confrontations, who never backed down from challenges, and who seemed to actively seek out situations that would allow him to prove his bravery.

	This courage was real, not performative. Throughout his life, even when his other qualities deteriorated, Hermann Göring would retain a genuine indifference to physical danger that distinguished him from many of his peers. In World War I, he would repeatedly demonstrate exceptional bravery in combat. Even in his final days at Nuremberg, facing execution, he would maintain a certain dignity and fearlessness in the face of death.

	But this courage coexisted with other, less admirable traits. Hermann was also noted for his vanity, his love of fine clothes and appearance, his need for admiration and attention. He was physically large and growing larger, already showing the tendency toward corpulence that would mark his adult life. He demanded comfort and luxury even in the Spartan environment of military school, often using charm, manipulation, or his mother's intervention to secure special treatment.

	Psychologically, Hermann was developing into what we might now recognize as a deeply narcissistic personality. He required constant admiration and validation. He believed himself superior to others and deserving of special treatment. He was charming and charismatic when it suited his purposes, but capable of cold cruelty when crossed. He formed intense but ultimately shallow relationships, using people for what they could provide and discarding them when they ceased to be useful.

	His relationship with his mother reinforced these tendencies. Fanny Göring indulged her son excessively, protecting him from consequences, making excuses for his behavior, and constantly affirming his special status. She was intensely proud of his physical courage and good looks, qualities she emphasized over character or moral development. When Hermann faced discipline at school, she would intervene on his behalf, teaching him that rules could be bent for those with sufficient charm and connections.

	The Meaning of Honor

	The concept of "honor" was central to the military culture in which Hermann was being raised, but it had a very specific meaning that bears examination. In the Prussian military tradition, honor was not primarily about moral virtue or ethical behavior. Instead, it was about reputation, status, and the respect of one's peers within the military hierarchy.

	Honor meant never showing fear in combat, never retreating without orders, never abandoning one's comrades, and never bringing disgrace upon one's unit or family name. It meant maintaining the appearance of courage, loyalty, and adherence to the military code. But it did not necessarily mean honesty, compassion, or consideration for those outside the military brotherhood.

	This understanding of honor could produce genuinely admirable behavior in military contexts, soldiers willing to die for their comrades, officers maintaining composure under fire, men sacrificing personal safety for their unit's success. But it also created moral blind spots that would prove catastrophic. If honor was primarily about loyalty to one's immediate military family and the appearance of courage, then actions taken against designated enemies or in service of one's nation could be justified regardless of their moral content.

	For Hermann Göring, this understanding of honor would provide the framework within which he would operate throughout his life. He would be capable of genuine bravery and loyalty to those he considered his comrades, but also capable of monstrous actions against those he considered enemies or inferiors. He would maintain his self-conception as an honorable military officer even while ordering and implementing genocide, because his understanding of honor had never included universal moral principles.

	The Shadow of Coming War

	Hermann's youth occurred during a period when Imperial Germany was at the height of its power but also moving inexorably toward catastrophe. The German Empire created in 1871 had achieved remarkable industrial and military success, becoming Europe's dominant land power and a growing challenge to British naval supremacy. But this success had created dangerous tensions.

	Germany's aggressive pursuit of "world power" status, its military build-up, and its increasingly erratic foreign policy under Kaiser Wilhelm II were creating a web of alliances and antagonisms that would explode into World War I. The culture of militarism that surrounded young men like Hermann was not just celebrating past victories; it was actively preparing for and, in some ways, anticipating future conflicts.

	In the military academies and officer corps, there was a sense that Germany's time was coming, that the nation's destiny was to establish itself as Europe's hegemon, and that this would require military conflict with rival powers. The Prussian military tradition emphasized readiness for war, and there was a pervasive sense that the current generation would have its chance to prove itself on the battlefield, to add their own chapters to the glorious military history they were constantly taught.

	For boys like Hermann, this created both excitement and pressure. The promise of war, of the chance to prove one's courage, earn glory, and fulfill the destiny for which their entire education had prepared them was intoxicating. But there was also the fear of failing, of being found wanting when the test came, of being the generation that could not measure up to the heroes of 1870.

	Conclusion: The Foundations Laid

	By the time Hermann Göring completed his military education and prepared to enter active service, the foundations of his character were firmly established. He was physically courageous, vain, charming when he chose to be, and absolutely convinced of his own superiority and special destiny. He had been raised to worship military glory above all else, to see warfare as the highest expression of masculine virtue, and to understand honor primarily as loyalty to one's comrades and nation rather than as universal moral principle.

	He had also learned that appearances often diverged from reality, that moral flexibility could be advantageous, that rules were for ordinary people while the exceptional could find ways around them, and that material luxury and comfort were worth pursuing regardless of cost. The irregular arrangement of his family life had taught him that conventional morality was a facade, that what mattered was power and status rather than adherence to stated principles.

	These qualities would serve him well in certain contexts. His physical courage and charisma would make him an exceptional combat pilot. His ambition and political instincts would enable rapid advancement. His belief in his own destiny would give him confidence in a crisis. But these same qualities, unmoored from any genuine moral foundation, would also enable him to commit acts of evil that would place him among history's greatest criminals.

	The child born in Rosenheim in 1893 entered a world that would shape him into both warrior and war criminal. The Prussian military tradition that would make him a decorated ace would also make him capable of signing orders for mass murder without apparent internal conflict. The hunger for glory and status cultivated by his education would drive him to great achievements and monstrous crimes with equal enthusiasm.

	Understanding this formation, the values, assumptions, and psychological structures instilled in Hermann Göring during his youth is essential to understanding both what he would accomplish and what he would become. The seeds of both the fighter ace and the war criminal were planted in these early years, in the castles and military academies of Imperial Germany, in the particular combination of Prussian militarism, material luxury, moral flexibility, and narcissistic self-regard that would define his character for life.

	As Hermann Göring prepared to enter military service in the years before World War I, he embodied the contradictions of his class and his nation: capable of genuine courage but morally hollow, believing absolutely in honor while understanding it only in the narrowest terms, prepared to give his life for his comrades while remaining fundamentally indifferent to the suffering of those outside his tribal circle.

	The coming war would test these qualities and reveal both their strength and their catastrophic limitations. The boy shaped by Prussian heritage would become a man defined by both martial prowess and moral catastrophe, a figure who would embody both the best and worst possibilities of the military tradition that had formed him.

	 



Chapter 2

	Baptism by Fire

	 

	 


The summer of 1914 arrived in Europe with deceptive beauty. Warm sunshine bathed the continent, crops grew abundantly in fields from France to Russia, and the great capitals hummed with commerce and culture. Yet beneath this peaceful surface, the intricate web of alliances, mobilization schedules, and nationalist fervor that had been building for decades was about to detonate. When Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria was assassinated in Sarajevo on June 28, 1914, the fuse was lit. Within weeks, all the great powers of Europe would be at war.

	For Lieutenant Hermann Göring, aged twenty-one and freshly commissioned in the Prussian Army's Prince Wilhelm Regiment (112th Infantry), the outbreak of war was not a catastrophe but an opportunity, the chance for which his entire life had prepared him. Everything he had been taught, every value instilled in him at military academies, every story of German military glory, had pointed toward this moment. Now, finally, he would have his chance to prove himself in battle, to earn the honor and recognition he craved, to become part of the great tradition of German military achievement.

	He could not know that the war would shatter the world he had been raised to serve, or that the experience of combat would transform him in ways both admirable and ominous. The baptism by fire that awaited him would forge him into a genuine warrior, but it would also reinforce the most dangerous elements of his character: the belief that might made right, that violence was glorious, and that military success justified any means.

	The Illusions of August

	When Germany declared war on Russia on August 1, 1914, and on France two days later, the mood in Berlin and across Germany was one of jubilant anticipation. Crowds gathered in the streets, singing patriotic songs and cheering the troops marching to the railway stations. Kaiser Wilhelm II proclaimed that he "recognized no parties anymore, only Germans," and for a brief moment, the class divisions and political conflicts that had plagued Imperial Germany seemed to dissolve in a wave of national unity.

	The military leadership, embodying the Prussian tradition that had shaped Göring, believed the war would be short and glorious. The Schlieffen Plan, which called for a massive sweep through Belgium and northern France to encircle and destroy the French army before turning east to deal with Russia, seemed to promise decisive victory within weeks. Soldiers were told they would be "home before the leaves fall." Officers anticipated a war of movement and maneuver, cavalry charges and decisive battles, much like the conflicts of 1866 and 1870 that had created the German Empire.

	Hermann Göring shared these illusions completely. His letters from this period radiate excitement and confidence. He was eager to get to the front, to lead men in combat, to distinguish himself. The thought of failure or disaster never entered his mind. He was a German officer, trained in the world's finest military tradition, about to participate in a righteous war against enemies who could not possibly match German discipline and courage.

	This confidence was not entirely unjustified. The German army of 1914 was indeed a formidable force: well-trained, well-equipped, and organized with Prussian efficiency. Its officer corps was professional and competent. Its soldiers were disciplined and motivated. The opening moves of the war would seem to confirm Germany's military superiority as its armies swept through Belgium and drove deep into France.

	But the reality of modern warfare, the devastating power of machine guns and artillery, the tactical dominance of defense over offense, the impossibility of decisive victory when armies numbered in the millions would soon shatter these confident expectations. The war that the German military had prepared for, the war that officers like Göring had been taught to fight, would prove to be an illusion. The real war would be something far more terrible.

	Into the Inferno: The Western Front

	Göring's regiment was assigned to Army Group Crown Prince, part of the massive German offensive through the Ardennes region of Belgium and Luxembourg. As an infantry officer, he would experience the opening phase of World War I in its most brutal form, the grinding advance through fortified positions, the desperate French and Belgian resistance, and the gradual realization that this war would not be the glorious campaign of maneuver that everyone had anticipated.

	The first battles were chaotic and shocking. The German advance, though successful in territorial terms, was far more costly than anticipated. Modern rifles and machine guns made frontal assaults catastrophically expensive. Artillery bombardments of unprecedented intensity pulverized positions and psyches alike. The wounded and dead accumulated in numbers that made a mockery of pre-war calculations.

	Göring's baptism by fire came in the forests and villages of eastern France during the Battle of the Frontiers in August 1914. Leading his platoon in attacks against French positions, he experienced for the first time the reality of combat: the deafening noise of artillery, the confusion and terror of being under fire, the sight of comrades torn apart by shrapnel and bullets, the peculiar mixture of exhilaration and horror that combat produces in the human nervous system.

	By all accounts, he performed well. His physical courage, which had been evident since childhood, did not fail him under fire. He led from the front, exposing himself to danger in ways that earned the respect of his men. He did not panic or freeze, but instead seemed to thrive on the intensity of combat. The qualities that made him difficult and arrogant in peacetime, his absolute conviction of his own superiority, his refusal to acknowledge limitations became assets in battle.

	But the advance that had seemed so promising in August ground to a halt in September. The German army reached the Marne River, just forty miles from Paris, before being stopped and driven back by a desperate French and British counterattack. The Schlieffen Plan had failed. The war of movement was over. The combatants began digging trenches, and what would become the Western Front, a line of fortifications stretching from the Swiss border to the English Channel began to take shape.

	For infantry officers like Göring, this meant a new and terrible kind of warfare. The romantic cavalry charges and decisive battles of military legend were replaced by trench warfare: weeks of cold, wet, terrified monotony punctuated by episodes of indescribable violence. Attacks across no-man's-land resulted in hideous casualties for minimal gains. Artillery bombardments became the dominant feature of combat, with men huddling in dugouts while the earth exploded around them, praying that a shell would not score a direct hit.

	The Physical Toll

	The conditions in the trenches during the winter of 1914-1915 were appalling. Rain turned the trenches into rivers of mud. Men stood in water up to their knees, unable to get dry or warm. Trench foot, caused by prolonged exposure to cold and wet conditions, became epidemic. Lice infested everyone. The smell of death, from corpses that could not be recovered from no-man's-land was inescapable. Disease ravaged units with an efficiency that rivaled enemy fire.

	For someone of Göring's temperament, his love of comfort and luxury, his vanity about his appearance, his need for physical well-being, the conditions of trench warfare were particularly difficult. He was a large man, increasingly heavy, poorly suited to the cramped, dirty conditions of the trenches. The food was inadequate, the cold was penetrating, and the constant threat of death from shellfire or sniper fire created an unrelenting psychological pressure.

	It was during this period that Göring developed the first of the medical problems that would plague him for the rest of his life. The exact nature of the illness is debated by historians, but it appears to have been a combination of rheumatism aggravated by the cold and wet conditions, and possibly trench fever, a louse-borne disease that caused severe joint pain and fever. Whatever the specific diagnosis, the pain was severe enough that in late 1914, he was evacuated from the front and hospitalized.

	This evacuation was a pivotal moment. For Göring, it represented both a humiliation, being removed from combat when glory and promotion awaited those who distinguished themselves and an opportunity. During his hospitalization and convalescence, he had time to observe and to think about his future. The experience of trench warfare had shown him that infantry combat in this war was not the path to glory he had imagined. Officers were dying in droves, often pointlessly, in attacks that gained nothing. Survival itself was largely a matter of luck rather than skill or courage.

	The Decision to Fly

	It was during this convalescence that Göring learned that his friend Bruno Loerzer, with whom he had served in the infantry, had transferred to the Imperial German Air Service (Luftstreitkräfte). Loerzer wrote enthusiastic letters describing the adventure and relative comfort of aviation service, flying from proper airbases with beds and hot food, engaging in individual combat that required skill and daring rather than simply enduring bombardment, and most importantly, having a real chance to distinguish oneself and survive.

	For Göring, this seemed like the perfect solution. Aviation combined everything he wanted: the opportunity for personal glory, individual combat that showcased courage and skill, escape from the miserable conditions of the trenches, and membership in an elite service that was attracting the most daring and capable officers. Moreover, aviation was new enough that family connections and traditional hierarchies mattered less than in the established branches of the military. It was a meritocracy of courage and competence.

	There was one problem: Göring had not been approved for transfer to the air service. His regimental commander wanted him to return to infantry duty once his health improved. But in a decision that revealed both his initiative and his casual disregard for regulations when they conflicted with his desires, Göring simply arranged to visit Loerzer at his airfield and then refused to leave. He wrote to his commander that he had already begun aviation training and would not be returning to the infantry.

	This act of insubordination could have resulted in court-martial and disgrace. It was a direct violation of military discipline, the very foundation of the Prussian military tradition he claimed to revere. But Göring gambled that his commander would prefer to approve the transfer retroactively rather than create a scandal. He was correct. After some tense correspondence, his transfer was approved, and in October 1914, Hermann Göring officially became an aviation officer.

	This episode is revealing. Göring's willingness to ignore regulations when they conflicted with his personal desires, his confidence that he could manipulate the system and escape consequences, and his calculation that authority figures would ultimately accommodate him rather than punish him, all of these traits would reappear throughout his career. He believed the rules that applied to others did not apply to him, and remarkably, he was often proven right.

	Learning to Fly

	The Imperial German Air Service in late 1914 was still a primitive organization by later standards. Aviation itself was barely a decade old. The Wright brothers had made their first flight only in 1903. When the war began, military aviation was seen primarily as a reconnaissance tool, a way to observe enemy positions and movements from above. The idea of air combat, of fighters shooting down other aircraft, was still in its infancy.

	The aircraft themselves were fragile machines: wood and canvas constructions powered by unreliable engines, with minimal instrumentation and no safety features. Flying was genuinely dangerous even without enemy action. Accidents killed as many pilots as combat in the early years of the war. Many pilots went into combat with only a few hours of flight training, learning through trial and error and those who erred often died.

	Göring began his aviation career not as a pilot but as an observer. In the early months of the war, observers were considered more important than pilots. The observer's job was to navigate, take photographs, drop small bombs, and communicate information about enemy positions to artillery units. The pilot's job was simply to keep the aircraft in the air and fly where the observer directed. It was the observer who was typically the commissioned officer, while pilots were often enlisted men or junior officers.

	Göring flew his first combat missions in this capacity during the winter of 1914-1915, serving as an observer on two-seat reconnaissance aircraft. These missions were less dramatic than the dogfights of popular imagination but no less dangerous. The aircraft flew slowly at low altitudes, making them easy targets for ground fire. They were unarmed or only lightly armed, unable to defend themselves effectively if attacked by enemy aircraft. Observers sat in open cockpits, exposed to bitter cold and constant danger, trying to take photographs or make sketches of enemy positions while the aircraft bounced through turbulent air and enemy shells burst around them.

	In these early missions, Göring demonstrated the same physical courage he had shown in infantry combat. He did not flinch from danger, remained calm under fire, and performed his duties competently. His reports on enemy positions were accurate and useful. He developed a reputation for reliability and courage that would serve him well as aviation combat intensified.

	But he also began to develop the pilot skills that would eventually make him a fighter ace. Between observer missions, he took every opportunity to learn to fly, initially through informal instruction from pilots and later through official training. By early 1915, he was qualified as a pilot and began flying missions in that capacity as well.

	The Evolution of Air Combat

	During 1915, aerial warfare underwent a rapid evolution that would transform it from reconnaissance to combat. The key innovation was the development of practical machine gun armament for aircraft. Initially, this seemed impossible for single-seat aircraft, the propeller was in the way of forward-firing guns. Pilots and observers with rifles or pistols had shot at each other in the air, but these encounters were more gesture than genuine combat.

	The breakthrough came with interrupter gear, a mechanism that synchronized the machine gun's firing with the propeller's rotation, allowing bullets to pass between the spinning blades. The French developed a crude version first, but German engineers, working from a captured French aircraft, created a more reliable system. Suddenly, single-seat fighter aircraft became practical and deadly. The era of the fighter ace was beginning.

	This development suited Göring's temperament perfectly. Single-seat fighter combat was individual, skill-based, and provided clear opportunities for personal glory. Each enemy aircraft shot down could be credited to a specific pilot. Success brought decorations, promotions, and fame. It was warfare stripped to its essence: individual combat between warriors, skill and courage directly determining the outcome.

	Göring transitioned to fighter operations in 1915, initially flying reconnaissance missions but increasingly engaging in combat with enemy aircraft. The tactics of air combat were still being developed through bloody trial and error. Early encounters were chaotic and often indecisive. But certain principles quickly became clear, altitude was advantageous, surprise was essential, and

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




