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      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for choosing to step back in time with Wings of the Reich. Reconstructing the high-stakes world of wartime test aviation requires relentless research, and sharing these incredible, forgotten histories with you is my absolute passion.

      If this book captivated you, informed you, or gave you a visceral sense of what it was like inside those experimental cockpits, I would be deeply grateful if you took two minutes to leave a 5-star rating and a honest review on the platform where you purchased it. Online algorithms rely heavily on reader reviews to surface independent historical works to fellow history enthusiasts. Your words genuinely help this book find its audience!

      Quick Note: If you prefer holding a physical book or building your personal history library, Wings of the Reich is also available in a premium paperback edition at Barnes & Noble and local independent bookstores everywhere.

      Blue skies,

      Winston Maddox
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            THE SKY ABOVE THE SWASTIKA — GLIDERS, ENGINEERING, AND IDEOLOGY

          

        

      

    

    
      In the spring of 1922, in the hill country of Hirschberg in Silesia, a slight, dark-haired girl of ten climbed onto the roof of her family's house with an umbrella clutched in each hand, convinced that if she leapt with sufficient conviction she would fly. She did not fly. She fell, broke nothing more than her pride, and was scolded soundly by her mother, but the impulse that sent her up onto that roof never left her. That girl was Hanna Reitsch, and the story, whether embellished by later hagiography or not, captures something true about the particular species of obsession that would carry her, within two decades, into cockpits no woman in Germany had ever occupied and into a place in the historical record that remains as contested as it is remarkable. Four hundred kilometers to the west, in Krotoschin in the Prussian province of Posen, another girl was growing up with a very different relationship to the sky: not the romantic, quasi-mystical yearning of Hanna Reitsch, but a cool, exacting fascination with the mathematics of flight, the physics of lift and drag, the elegant equations that explained why metal could be persuaded to leave the earth. This was Melitta Schiller, and though history would eventually bind her name to Reitsch's in the strange fraternity of Nazi Germany's elite test pilots, the two women arrived at that fraternity by entirely different roads, carrying entirely different souls, and it is worth dwelling at length on the shape of those roads before the war years compress their stories into the single frame of the cockpit, because the divergence in their beginnings explains everything that follows, including the divergence in their endings.

      Hanna Reitsch was born in 1912 into a solidly bourgeois family — her father an ophthalmologist, her mother from Austrian aristocratic stock — in a household that valued discipline, piety, and a certain romantic nationalism that was entirely unremarkable for the German professional classes of the era. She was, by every account including her own copious and self-mythologizing memoirs, a child possessed by an idea rather than a child possessed by curiosity. Where an engineer's mind interrogates a phenomenon, Hanna's mind seems to have simply surrendered to one. She wanted, more than anything else a young person can want something, to be off the ground, and this wanting had in it something closer to religious ecstasy than to scientific ambition. She would later write of the sensation of soaring in a glider as a kind of communion, a merging of self with sky that erased the boundary between the flesh and the medium it moved through, and while such language can be dismissed as the overwrought prose of a woman constructing her own legend, it is also, read carefully, a genuine window into a psychology that would matter enormously when National Socialism came calling with its own mystical vocabulary of transcendence, sacrifice, and the merging of the individual will into something larger than the self. Hanna's parents, wanting a respectable path for their daughter, steered her toward medicine, and she dutifully enrolled to study in preparation for a career as a flying doctor to German colonial missions in Africa — a compromise that let her parents imagine a sensible future for her while allowing Hanna herself to keep one foot in the sky. But the compromise did not survive contact with the gliding fields of the Rhön mountains, where in 1932, at the age of twenty, she first took the controls of a glider and, within a remarkably short span of instruction, exhibited a natural feel for unpowered flight that her instructors found startling. Gliding in interwar Germany was not a marginal hobby; it was a matter of considerable national significance, because the Treaty of Versailles had stripped Germany of its right to maintain a military air force and had placed severe restrictions on powered aviation generally, and in response an entire generation of German aeronautical talent had funneled itself into gliding as the one avenue left open. The glider clubs of the Wasserkuppe and the Rhön became, whether their members fully understood it or not, an incubator for the pilots and engineers who would later staff the Luftwaffe, and Hanna Reitsch arrived at this incubator with a talent so evident that she was pulled rapidly out of the amateur ranks and into professional instruction, abandoning her medical studies entirely by 1933, the same year the National Socialists seized power and began the slow, deliberate process of rebuilding German air power in open defiance of Versailles.

      Melitta Schiller's path into aviation ran through no such mystical awakening. She was born in 1903, nine years before Hanna, into a family that occupied a more precarious social position than the Reitsches, not because of poverty but because of ancestry: her father, Michael Schiller, was a converted Jew who had taken Lutheran baptism, married a Christian woman, and raised his children within the Protestant faith and German cultural identity so thoroughly that Melitta and her siblings grew up entirely unaware, in any meaningful psychological sense, of themselves as anything other than German. This fact — the quiet conversion two generations back, the deliberate assimilation, the sincere Lutheran upbringing — would become, under the racial jurisprudence the Nazis constructed after 1933, not a matter of faith or self-identification at all but a matter of blood, reducing Melitta and her siblings to the bureaucratic category of Mischling, a legal designation that would follow her for the rest of her life like a shadow cast by a sun she had never chosen to stand beneath. But in the years before that designation existed, Melitta was simply a gifted, serious young woman with an unusual aptitude for mathematics and physics, subjects in which German universities of the period were beginning, grudgingly and unevenly, to admit women. She enrolled at the Technical University of Munich, one of the preeminent engineering schools in Europe, and pursued a degree in aeronautical engineering at a time when women in German technical faculties were rare enough to be regarded as curiosities by their professors and, often, as intrusions by their male classmates. She persisted anyway, distinguishing herself not through charisma or personality — by all accounts she was reserved, precise, almost severe in her personal manner, the opposite temperament from Hanna's exuberance — but through sheer command of the material, graduating cum laude with credentials that few men in Germany, let alone women, could match. Where Hanna Reitsch's genius was intuitive, a feel for the machine transmitted through nerve and instinct, Melitta Schiller's genius was analytical, a command of the machine transmitted through calculation and design, and this distinction between instinctive and analytical mastery of flight would define the different, though equally essential, roles each woman would come to occupy within the Third Reich's aviation apparatus.

      It is worth pausing here, before either woman enters the machinery of the Nazi state in earnest, to consider what German aviation culture of the 1920s and early 1930s actually was, because neither Hanna's ecstatic gliding nor Melitta's rigorous engineering education occurred in a vacuum, and both women were shaped by a broader cultural moment in which flight had become saturated with meaning far beyond its practical function. The defeat of 1918 and the humiliation of Versailles had left German nationalist sentiment casting about for symbols of resurgent national vitality, and aviation, perhaps more than any other technology, supplied exactly such a symbol. An airplane in flight was visible, dramatic, unmistakably modern, and yet it also carried older, almost mythic connotations of transcendence, of man conquering gravity, of the earthbound German nation lifting itself, quite literally, above its circumstances. Writers, propagandists, and ordinary enthusiasts alike described flight in language borrowed from religious experience — ascension, transfiguration, communion with the infinite — and this vocabulary would later be absorbed almost wholesale into National Socialist aesthetics, which prized the image of the heroic aviator as a kind of secular saint, a physical embodiment of Aryan will overcoming material limitation. Hanna Reitsch, with her genuine and unfeigned mystical relationship to flight, fit this aesthetic so naturally that it is difficult, in retrospect, to say whether the regime shaped her sensibility or whether her sensibility simply anticipated the regime's coming rhetoric by several years. Melitta Schiller, whose relationship to flight was mediated entirely through engineering rigor rather than romantic transcendence, sat at an angle to this aesthetic even as her technical brilliance made her indispensable to the very state that would come to prize such romantic transcendence in its public messaging. Both women, in other words, were about to become useful to a regime for reasons that had almost nothing to do with the regime's professed ideology and almost everything to do with the regime's desperate, practical need for aeronautical talent as it began rebuilding an air force in violation of international law, in secret at first and then, after 1935, openly and with considerable fanfare.

      The years immediately following the Nazi seizure of power in January 1933 transformed the German aviation world with startling speed. Hermann Göring, appointed Reich Air Minister, oversaw the creation of the Reich Air Ministry and the systematic, clandestine buildup of what would become the Luftwaffe, publicly unveiled in 1935 once Hitler judged the moment ripe to defy Versailles openly. This buildup required not merely pilots and airframes but an entire infrastructure of testing, evaluation, and research, because Germany was attempting to construct, in the space of a few years, an air force sophisticated enough to compete with nations that had never been forced to disarm, and this compression of a normal decades-long process of technological development into a frantic half-decade created urgent demand for exactly the kind of talent that Hanna Reitsch and Melitta Schiller, in their very different registers, possessed in abundance. Hanna, having abandoned medicine entirely, threw herself into gliding competitions and record attempts with an intensity that soon brought her to the attention of German aviation authorities. In 1934 she was invited to join a German gliding expedition to South America, where she set a women's endurance record and returned to Germany something of a minor celebrity, her photograph appearing in newspapers, her name becoming known beyond the insular world of the Rhön gliding clubs. This celebrity mattered enormously in a regime that understood, perhaps better than any government before it, the propaganda value of the individual heroic figure, and Hanna's genuine talent combined with her evident enthusiasm for the national project of aviation made her an obvious candidate for further cultivation by a state eager to demonstrate, to its own population and to the world, the
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