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Note on Spellings and Place Names

To assist the reader, whenever an unfamiliar German word is first mentioned, it will be in
italics followed by an English translation. Thereafter, it will be in Roman. More anglicized
German words, such as hausfrau and fraulein, appear in Roman throughout. German
spellings use ‘ss’ rather than eszett for readability, so strasse rather than straSe. Place
names are as they were at the time, and within their contemporary borders, but with a
footnote giving their modern equivalent and location when first mentioned.
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The first thing Hitler did when he left his bedroom at the Berghof in the morning was to go
straight to the magnificent terrace on the ground floor. There, at a particular time, he
usually saw a wonderful and inspiring sight — two gigantic eagles sweeping in high circles
through the sky; through field glasses he would eagerly watch the majestic flight of these
rare but handsome birds. Then, one day, to his consternation, he saw but one eagle; what,
he wondered anxiously, had happened to the other?

For days the subject was anxiously discussed among us, for we all saw how worried
Hitler was at the disappearance of the second eagle.

A little later we decided to go again to Obersalzberg for his birthday, and a few days
before the event our column set out from Munich. About thirty miles outside Munich we
saw a fast-moving car approaching from the opposite direction, and in spite of the speed
at which it passed us, Hitler noticed that some great bird with outspread wings was lying
on the back seat. Immediately he halted the column. ‘I do believe,’ he said, ‘that was my
eagle!’ and he forthwith ordered the Commando escort ... to drive back and overtake the
car.

‘If I am fit, I promise you, gentlemen, that I shall mete out an exemplary punishment to
those scoundrels! And not to them alone, but also to the recipient!’ he said, and the black
look on his face boded no good for the unfortunates who had roused his wrath.

About an hour later we saw the Commando car returning at full speed. We halted and
Rattenhuber came running up.

“You were quite right, mein Flihrer,’ he reported. ‘It is the eagle from the mountains.’
‘And the recipient?’ asked Hitler in menacing tones.

Hesitatingly Rattenhuber continued. ‘The eagle was delivered to your Munich residence
.. It is mounted on a marble plinth, which bears the inscription:

TO OUR BELOVED FUHRER
FROM HIS MOUNTAINS
April 20th
From the Local Party Group
NSDAP Berchtesgaden.

HEINRICH HOFFMANN, 19551



PREFACE: TRUTHS AND LIVES

Hey, history this, history that ... why should millions of viewers and readers of ...
films and magazines not be conned for the sake of drama? ... If anyone had really
wanted to tell the truth, they only needed to ask me.

HANNA REITscH, 19731

History doesn’t develop following a concept; it follows its own, often random, path.
You can’t put either people or historical events into boxes that have been pre-
prepared or constructed afterwards. People, events, and progress have their own
dynamic.

NINA VON STAUNFFENBERG, 199772

Hanna Reitsch believed that she was an honest woman. Her American interrogator
concluded his October 1945 report with the statement that her information had been ‘given
with a sincere and conscientious effort to be truthful and exact’. ‘She claims that the only

reason she remained alive is for the sake of the truth,” he added.?® Having died six months
earlier, Melitta von Stauffenberg never had the equivalent opportunity to add her voice to
the historical record. Her surviving sister Klara, however, testified that Melitta would not

have been ‘capable of promoting anything against her better knowledge’.* Yet it is
unlikely that, had Melitta been able to reflect on wartime events, the accounts of these two
extraordinary women would have agreed.

The only female test pilots actively to serve the Nazi regime, Hanna Reitsch and Melitta
von Stauffenberg were in many ways the mirror image of one another. One fair, fun, loud
and irrepressible, the other dark, serious and considered; on the face of it there were few
obvious similarities between them. Yet both were great patriots, with deeply held views on
the importance of honour, duty and sacrifice, and both were to some extent misfits, whose
love of sensation, adrenaline and personal freedom drew them to defy all social
expectations.

Hanna and Melitta were born during the pioneering air age, when it was hoped that
flight would bring nations together. The First World War changed that, giving pilots new
roles in military reconnaissance and in combat, but the romance associated with flight
persisted. Pilots prided themselves on their honour as well as their valour in the air, and
aces including the ‘Red Baron’, Manfred von Richthofen, became legendary figures.
Under the terms of the Treaty of Versailles, a defeated Germany was forced to demobilize
its air force and destroy its military aircraft. The manufacture of engine-powered planes
was also temporarily forbidden, but gliders were exempt. As a result, in the years
immediately after the war, gliding became the aspirational sport for the country’s youth,
symbolic not only of peace and freedom but also of renewed national pride. Soon crowds
of thousands were gathering to watch displays and competitions.

The Hirschberg valley, where Melitta went to boarding school and Hanna grew up,
provided perfect conditions for gliding. As a result, both women learned to glide above the



same green slopes, shocking their friends by risking their necks in fragile open-cockpit
gliders made from wood and canvas. This was not the behaviour expected of young
German frauleins in the 1920s and early 1930s. What drove them was not just the
adrenaline thrill of perilous flight, though that was a great lure for both women, but also
the sense of freedom that gliding offered, taking them far away from the strictures and
deprivations of Weimar Germany, and providing an opportunity to align themselves with
the heroic restoration of their country’s honour.

In 1922 Melitta, nine years older than Hanna and much more academic, threw herself
into an aeronautical engineering degree at the Technical University of Munich, then the
heartland of the Nazi movement. As soon as she was earning a living, she invested every
spare pfennig in learning to fly engine-powered aircraft, and soon had every type of
licence. Hanna skipped her college classes to learn to glide, astounding people with her
natural ability. It was 1928 when Amelia Earhart impressed the world by becoming the
first woman to fly across the Atlantic. Two years later Amy Johnson flew solo from
England to Australia, setting another female first. This was the glamorous age of flight,
when Earhart had her own fashion line and ‘En Avion’ was the perfume of choice. Soon
Hanna and Melitta were making the pages of German society magazines, applauded for
their beauty, as well as their skill and ‘sensitivity’ in the air.

During the mid-1930s, Hanna and Melitta’s exceptional ability, courage and
determination marked them as being of unique value to the new Nazi regime and both
were awarded the honorary title of Flugkapitdn, or flight captain, the first women to
receive this distinction. Certain patriotic duties were now required of them. Both
demonstrated their flying skills during the infamous 1936 Olympics, with Melitta
performing aerobatics at the prestigious Grossflugtag (‘Great Flight Day’). Two years
later, Hanna, the first woman to fly a helicopter, would stun an international audience by
flying one inside a building for the Berlin Motor Show.

When war returned in 1939, both women would also serve Germany. Their twin
passions for their country and for flying had come together in the cockpit, and now both
were being tested. Hanna flew a range of prototype gliders and approved pioneering flight
equipment such as wing shields designed to slice through the steel cables of barrage
balloons. In 1941 she became the first woman to receive the Iron Cross during the conflict.
Less than two years later Melitta received the same honour for her pioneering work
developing and test-flying dive-bombers like the Junkers Ju 87 Stuka. Although, as
women, they were never technically employed by the Luftwaffe, from now on their stellar
twin careers would be at the forefront of Nazi military aviation.

Having repeatedly risked their lives as pilots in the service of their country, Hanna and
Melitta wore their decorations proudly. Both had made a significant contribution to the
Nazi war effort, yet their views of their country and of the Nazi regime could hardly have
been more different. Hanna felt that Germany was now truly alive, fighting proudly for its
honour and rightful glory. Melitta was more circumspect. The traditional, conservative
Germany that was her home was fighting for survival not only against Allied attack, but
also against the brutal totalitarian Nazi regime. Although they sometimes flew from the



same airfields and were both frequent visitors to the Berlin Aero Club, the two women
avoided, ignored and belittled each other throughout the war. Their divergent political
perspectives not only set them apart, but would lead them to make dramatically different
choices as they developed their connections within the highest echelons of the Nazi
regime.

After the war Hanna not only found herself famous in Germany, but also featured in
numerous international books and films, with varying degrees of accuracy. Having been
forced to reassess her values under US interrogation, she determined that honesty was one
of her defining virtues and launched a campaign to set the record straight. ‘Pitiless truth is
necessary even though it may be hard to hear,’ she told one interviewer fervently. ‘It is of

vital importance for the entire humanity.’® Eventually she published several versions of
her memoirs in which she portrayed herself simply as a pilot and an apolitical patriot.
These books were easy to write, she noted, ‘since I only had to tell the truth and set it
down frankly’.% Yet a former friend, British pilot Eric Brown, felt that at best Hanna was

‘sparse with the truth’.” She never chose to address the criminal policies or practices of the
Nazi regime, nor her own relationship with it.

Melitta, conversely, had all but disappeared from the record. In the mid-1970s her
sisters, Klara and Jutta, began to ask Melitta’s former friends and colleagues for their
memories of her. Hanna was quick to put pen to paper. ‘“There is nothing that highlights
Melitta’s achievements as particularly remarkable,” she wrote to Klara when she heard that
a biography might be in the offing.? Her Iron Cross ‘was not valid’, Hanna asserted; her
test flights ‘couldn’t possibly be considered risky’; and her ambition ‘wasn’t the normal,

healthy kind of ambition but a temptation, maybe because of some kind of inner despair’.
‘It would be easier if you were here and we could talk about this because a written

explanation can be even more hurtful than a spoken one,’ she continued, adding, ‘There
»10

9

are some things I would like to talk to you about in private which I can’t write down.
Whether constrained by a sense of decorum, or by concern not to leave a written record,
Hanna later made some dramatic accusations about Melitta. “Would it not be awful if these
true events, known to several people, were to be described in detail ... but falsehood

certainly does come to light sooner or later,” she pressed on. ‘I am sure that you will

understand me correctly. I want to protect you, and Melitta’s memory.’!!

Hanna was not telling the truth. The question is, to whom was she lying about her and
Melitta’s past, and why? Klara responded by thanking Hanna for explaining her
perspective ‘so candidly’. “We will, of course, accept any true version of events,’ she
ended their correspondence ambiguously. ‘I assume that you too will be happy about this —
for the sake of finding the truth.’



1
LONGING FOR FREEDOM
1903-1932

Seventeen-year-old schoolgirl Melitta Schiller stuffed her long dark hair into a tight-fitting
leather flying cap and strode over to the glider she had finally been given permission to
take up. Resting on the grass, its flimsy wooden frame was as light and fragile as a bird’s
skeleton, and yet full of promise. For months over the spring of 1920 Melitta had been a
spectator, enviously watching young men learn to glide above the grassy valleys near her
boarding school at Hirschberg in eastern Germany. At first she was largely ignored. It was
assumed that a girl would do no more than stand at a safe distance and admire the brave
men risking their lives for the thrill and the glory of flight. But Melitta was more
interested in flying than social niceties. Soon she was helping to retrieve, mend and launch
the gliders whenever an extra pair of hands was needed, and one warm day she was
rewarded with the chance to attempt a flight herself. Perching on the centre of the plank
that served as a seat, she found her balance, put both hands on the control stick, and

looked up. Her ‘fine, sensitive face’ was torn between joy and concentration.! Then she
gave a short nod. A moment later Melitta was powered into the air by two lines of young
men in knitted jerseys, all pulling rubber-cord tow ropes as they charged down the slopes
ahead of her. She pulled on the stick, released the tow, and soared above her ground team
as they ducked or tumbled into the grass. Then she curved away from the contours of the
world. She was gliding, observing every shudder of her machine as it responded to her
hand on the stick or the shift of her weight. Melitta was mesmerized. Right from the start,
she later confessed, ‘Flying exerted an irresistible magic on me ... I was dominated all

along by the longing for freedom.’?

The first record of Adolf Hitler climbing into a cockpit also comes from the spring of
1920. Hitler’s was a dramatic open-biplane flight from Munich to Berlin where he hoped
to join the right-wing nationalist Kapp Putsch and witness the historic fall of the
democratic Weimar Republic. Strapping a pair of goggles over his leather cap, Hitler
composed his face, held onto his valise, and put his life in the hands of his pilot, the Great
War flying ace Robert Ritter von Greim. ‘In his tight, open seat, cramped between canister
and oil, and buffeted by the wind, only one thought occupied his mind,” wrote the

journalist Otto Dietrich. ‘Will we make it to Berlin in time?’3 Rough weather slowed them
down, making visibility difficult and drenching both pilot and passenger. With no
navigational aids, Greim had to make a stopover in Jiiterbog where, according to Dietrich,
the plane was surrounded by a hostile crowd of ‘distraught Marxists’. By the time they
reached Berlin, the putsch had failed. Hitler reportedly donned a false beard to make a

discreet exit from the airfield, passing himself off as an accountant.* Yet despite the
appalling weather, his airsickness, their late arrival and the failure of the putsch, he had
been thrilled by the flight. For him the aeroplane was not just for sport or for the military;
it was a political machine, and he was determined to align himself with this most modern



form of travel.

The ‘air age’ had arrived in Germany at the turn of the twentieth century. It was 1900
when mighty Zeppelin airships had first fired the imagination of the German public,
embodying age-old dreams of freedom and power. Three years later, less than twelve
months after Melitta’s birth on 9 January 1903, the Wright brothers successfully tested
their pioneering engine-powered aeroplane in the USA. Within five years Germany was
gripped by ‘flight fever’. Over the next decade the country competed to set world records
for altitude, distance, speed and endurance, and its successes generated a surge of
patriotism. Flight had become the international measure of modernity and dynamism, and
Germany was a country increasingly defined by its aspirations. Yet despite growing up
during this craze for flight, as Melitta later acknowledged, “The decision to devote her life
to flying and thus to a job which ... right from the start, appeared to be a specifically

masculine one was, admittedly, unusual for a young girl.’>

Melitta was born in Krotoschin, a country town historically within the Kingdom of

Poland but at that time in the Prussian province of Posen, near the Russian border.” The
history of the town was reflected in its demographics. Almost two-thirds of the population
were Polish but Melitta’s family belonged to the privileged and conservative Protestant
German community. Her father, Michael Schiller, was a civil engineer, architect and civil
servant whose family, from Odessa, had become established through the fur trade. A proud
local official, he liked his shirts to have high collars, his expensive coats to be double-
breasted, and his fine moustache to be stiffly curled with wax. Her mother, Margarete
Eberstein, came from similarly respectable roots, being the daughter of a schools inspector
from Bromberg descended from a noble German family. She was almost twenty years
younger than her husband, and a portrait by her talented sister Gertrud von Kunowski,
who had studied at Breslau art academy, shows her looking effortlessly — almost carelessly
— beautiful in her wedding dress, a coral choker echoing the deep red of the peonies

resting in her lap.® Her daughters would remember Margarete’s ‘distinguished coolness’,
even as she struggled through two world wars.”

Settling in Krotoschin, the newly-weds developed a strong sense of national identity
that chimed with the rising patriotism across their country. Firmly anchored in the values
of upper-middle-class Germany, together they managed to instil a sense of both
entitlement and social responsibility in their five clever children. Marie-Luise, better
known as Lili, was the eldest, followed by Otto, the only boy. Melitta, called Litta by all
who loved her, came next, and then her two younger sisters, Jutta and Klara. Although
strict about their formal education, exercise and manners, Michael Schiller was also
unusually keen to guide his children personally, especially when discussions turned to
music, philosophy or science — the last of which fascinated Melitta. Margarete took them
to the theatre and to concerts, encouraging them to stage their own plays in an old horse-
drawn carriage in the garden, and to swim, play tennis and learn dancing with other
children of similar social status. Their aunt Gertrud set up easels and got them drawing,
sculpting clay animals and cutting delicate silhouettes from paper. All of them were taught
the importance of discipline, duty and noble endeavour, but all also had very active,



independent natures. Escaping adult supervision whenever possible, they would play in
the wreck of the family’s first car, rusting away in a cloud of creepers and cornflowers at
the end of the lawn or, as they got older, hike through the forests together to swim in the
lakes, make camps and watch the stars come out.

Melitta was eleven when the First World War broke out in 1914. ‘The days of my youth,
where one can look for the origins and secret roots shaping a life, were a time when there

was nothing but deep tribulation for Germany,’ she later wrote.® At fifty-three her father
was too old to fight, but as a reserve officer with a good knowledge of Russian he was
assigned to a prisoner-of-war camp as a censor and interpreter. He eventually received the
Iron Cross, Second Class, for his service. Margarete and her eldest daughter, Lili,
volunteered as nurses: ‘womankind’s most noble and distinguished mission’, as Melitta

saw it.” Too young to join them, Melitta adopted animals to care for instead. She was not a
natural nurse but after a favourite mouse died the family had it stuffed and she kept it in
her bedroom.

When the front line came to within sixty kilometres of Krotoschin, the town began to
fill with the wounded and Melitta, Jutta and Klara were sent to stay with their widowed

grandmother in Hirschberg.” For Melitta, now twelve, the one advantage of this enforced
evacuation was the chance to spend some time with her uncle, Ernst Eberstein. Already
popular among his nieces and nephews for his jokes and easy manner, Uncle Ernst had
gained huge cachet for being among the first to sign up as a combat pilot with the Imperial
German Air Service. He served as a spotter in a reconnaissance unit, taking aerial
photographs and manning a mounted machine gun in a series of military biplanes. His role
during one German victory against the Russians in August 1914 earned him the nickname
‘Hero of Tannenberg’. That winter he received the Iron Cross, First Class. Family
photographs show him in uniform but on leave, sitting beneath a tree, surrounded by
children lapping up his tales of courage, skill and honour in the air.

As the war progressed, specialist air units were organized into fighter and bomber
squadrons. The very image of the pilot was now being celebrated as the epitome of the
courageous and honourable modern man, and Melitta proudly thought of her uncle
whenever she heard ‘aces’ like the ‘Red Baron’, Manfred von Richthofen, Ernst Udet and
Hermann Goring being lionized. One veteran, the philosopher Ernst Jiinger, later argued
that industrial mass warfare reduced most soldiers to the role of passive and rather pathetic
victim. Pilots, by contrast, ‘this ideal type in overalls, with a face hewn in stone under a
leather cap’, were part of ‘a new and commanding breed ... fearless and fabulous ... a

race that builds machines and trusts machines’.'? This was the heroic ideal that inspired
Melitta as she developed a passion for flight that was deeply bound to her wartime
patriotism, her sense of honour and duty, and her love for both science and the adrenaline
of action.

By November 1914 the Posen region had become less volatile and the three youngest
Schiller girls returned home, still full of the adventures of their heroic uncle. Their
mother’s concerns were more prosaic: securing food and fuel as the British naval blockade
held and the first refugees were billeted on the town. Dismissing her servants, Margarete



started growing vegetables, and keeping rabbits and a goat in the garden. The house was
freezing and the children often hungry over the next few winters. When the schools closed
Melitta studied alone at home, working on her maths and Latin under a pile of coats and
blankets, cocooned away from the material world while her mind continued to run free.
When the weather improved she would drag her books up to the top of a tree in the
garden, or climb to the roof to work on astronomy. Although irritable if interrupted,
sometimes she invited her younger sisters to join her in charting the stars, and once,
equipped with a pitcher of water, she and Klara scaled the high roof of their shed and lay
on their stomachs to test the theory of drop formation. Physics became a lasting passion.
‘At the moment I am particularly interested in the problems of flight and rocket
dynamics,’ a teenage Melitta told her friend Lieselotte. ‘My father says that aged around
eighteen, girls tend to lose their interest in science,’ she added. ‘So I have to make sure I

get as far as possible before then!’!!

In 1916 the Central Powers promised the reconstruction of historic Poland. The
proposed boundary change included Melitta’s home. At best, the Schillers saw this as a
‘generous gesture’ providing a buffer zone against Russia, but they were also concerned
about growing Polish nationalism. Melitta and her sisters felt that the local Polish children
were already ‘triumphant’, chanting that they didn’t need ‘your Wilhelm’, while in town
people marched with scythes and baling forks, calling for the German ruling classes to be

driven out.'” Two years later, the American president Woodrow Wilson reiterated the
pledge to Poland. ‘We all know that Posen is to be Polish,’ Lili wrote angrily in her diary.
It was, she felt, a ‘humiliation’, and a betrayal by the ‘scoundrels and traitors to the

Fatherland’ sitting comfortably in Berlin.!® No doubt her words echoed those around the
family breakfast table. Polish troops arrived in Krotoschin soon after the Armistice,
covering the town and garrison in white-and-red flags. While the majority Polish
population celebrated, for Germans like the Schillers it felt like an invasion.

Despite the peace, Melitta’s sixteenth birthday at the start of 1919 was a sad affair. Her
brother Otto had been called up to serve in border security as a member of the German
peacetime volunteers. Unofficially he hoped to help push back the boundary in favour of
the Reich. Michael Schiller, briefly home after the German collapse, had been taken
hostage by equivalent Polish volunteers, and deported to the very camp at which he had
served as translator. “You think the war is over,’ Lili wrote that evening, ‘and then

something even worse happens!’' Michael returned after ten days, but the skirmishes
continued until the borders were fixed on the ground, and later recognized by the Treaty of
Versailles. Krotoschin and the surrounding mountains and forests were once again part of
Poland, as they had been centuries before, and the Schillers no longer belonged to the
social elite but to an unwelcome minority.

Melitta’s German-speaking school was an early casualty of the Polish civic
reorganization. In October 1919 she and Lieselotte set out for boarding school in
Hirschberg, now across the border, with brand-new passports in their pockets and illicit

food parcels for ‘hungry Germany’ hidden in their luggage.'® If Melitta felt nervous
during that long, uncertain journey, she hid it well. Lieselotte remembered there being



‘something austere and disciplined about her’ as she stood on the draughty station
platforms, her sailor dress hidden beneath a thick navy coat with its collar thrown up, lace-
up boots reaching almost to the hem of her skirt, and her long dark hair braided and tied

with black ribbon.!® Looking austere while taking bold action would remain Melitta’s
modus operandi throughout her life.

Melitta was more interested in studying than in making friends at her new school. For
some time Lieselotte rarely saw her without a two-volume physics textbook at her side,
and soon she had rigged up an electric light in the unheated attic room of her boarding
house so she could read undisturbed through the night. When physics failed to satisfy

Melitta’s curiosity, she turned to philosophy.!” One day Lieselotte found her ‘immersed in

Schopenhauer’. ‘So, if it is not possible to live a happy life,” Melitta earnestly told her

rather bemused friend, ‘then the only way is to live a heroic life.”!®

At first Melitta’s ‘heroism’ was essentially sporting. Hirschberg was known as the
gateway to the winter-sports paradise of the Riesengebirge mountains, and she spent every

winter Sunday on her skis.” After two seasons she could compete with the locals. ‘Oh,
those dear boys,’ she laughed when the young men who accompanied her grumbled about

her recklessness. ‘They always think everything’s too dangerous for a girl.’'® She would
dismiss other men, among them an infatuated teacher, with similar brevity. The north
slopes, facing Silesia, kept their snow the longest, and sometimes Melitta would still be
skiing there when the flowers were already out in the valley below and her friends were
playing tennis.

With summer came mountain walking, climbing, and swimming in quiet bays,
sometimes by moonlight to see the forest silhouettes and watch the herons lift their grey
bodies from the dark lakes. An early-morning start meant they could reach the Bober
Reservoir at Mauer. Here the remnants of old farmsteads that once stood in the sunshine
had been submerged when the dam was created shortly before the war. Melitta would wear
her bathing costume under her dirndl, ready to plunge into the chilly water as soon as she
arrived. ‘Jumping from the dam wall was for suicides,’ Lieselotte wrote bluntly, but one
June, when the water level was still high, Melitta took the plunge. Her spectacular dive
was soon legendary. As with skiing, you just ‘have to know your limits and gauge the task
accordingly’, she told Lieselotte matter-of-factly. ‘If you do that then all danger is reduced
to chance, and if we were afraid of chance then we’d have to give up all car trips and

horse riding, and we wouldn’t be able to do any sports.’?°

It was during Melitta’s final year at school that enthusiasts started gliding in the
Hirschberg valley. Under the humiliating terms of the 1919 Treaty of Versailles, Germany
had been forced to dissolve its air force and destroy the remaining military planes: their
bodies sawn apart, the engines smashed, while the construction of engine-powered aircraft
was banned. Gliding was the phoenix that rose from these ashes, becoming not only a
hugely popular national sport, but also a powerful symbol of the country’s resistance and
rebirth. Air shows became the rage, and thousands of spectators would regularly gather to
watch German gliders soar above the tribulations of their country, bringing a sense of
liberation as well as a new source of national pride.



As Hirschberg offered the perfect environment for gliding, veterans started to run
courses there for interested local lads. Girls were excluded but, although it was a good
hike from her boarding house, Melitta would often join the spectators at the edges of the
fields. At first the crowds were mainly groups of men, sometimes with carthorses or the
occasional bull to help tow a glider back up the slopes. Soon, however, whole families
would turn out to watch, along with classes of schoolchildren trooping down in lines, the
girls in white dresses with black woollen stockings. Melitta was one of the few girls to roll
up her sleeves and get involved, and the only one recorded as taking up a glider herself.
She had always enjoyed testing the limits of what was possible, whether through the
exhilaration of skiing and diving, or the intellectual pleasure she gained from amateur
scientific inquiry. These passions came together in the cockpit. Between the adrenaline
rushes of take-off and landing, Melitta’s modest first glide consolidated her fascination
with every aspect of flight. Although she was proud of her achievement, it was against her
nature to brag. Nevertheless, the news that a girl had flown in the Hirschberg valley

quickly made ‘considerable waves’, Lieselotte noted.’!

It was Easter 1922 when Melitta took her final school exams, achieving outstanding
results. To celebrate, she and some classmates took a last skiing trip into the mountains.
The gossip next morning was that Melitta had swum across the lake near the mountain
peak, most of which was still frozen solid. But when Lieselotte went to congratulate her,
Melitta was already focused on her next challenge — she had been offered a place at the
Technical University of Munich. ‘There it lies in front of you, your freedom,’ Lieselotte
sighed enviously. But Melitta saw things differently. “You’re wrong,’ she said. ‘Freedom is
here. Here we were able to do whatever we wanted; they looked out for us and looked

after us ... all responsibility now lies with us.’?? Melitta would chase freedom all her life,
but she would never recapture the wonderful irresponsibility of her childhood.

One of the things that had attracted her to Munich was its reputation as a cultural centre,
but by the time she arrived most artists were deserting a city that was rapidly becoming

better known as a centre for the German extreme right.” As Hitler gained support, walls in
the Schwabing area where Melitta had a room were plastered with bright-red National
Socialist German Workers Party posters. Local and, increasingly, national newspapers
filled their columns with reports of Nazi meetings in the city’s traditional beer halls and
rallies in the streets. Melitta may well have recognized the future Fiihrer in his trilby and
white-belted raincoat, perhaps sporting a whip; an affectation that he later dropped. She
may even have heard some of his speeches and, like many, considered him too extreme to
attract much lasting support.

The photograph on Melitta’s university registration papers shows a fresh-faced young

woman, her long hair pinned up, wearing an embroidered white peasant-style blouse.?3
The overall impression is of old-fashioned modesty, but her gaze is direct. Living in
country towns during war and recession, Melitta had always worn simple clothes: soft
pleated blouses with long sleeves buttoned at the wrist, dirndls and sailor dresses. On high
days friends remembered her looking ‘charming, in a dress of strong blue linen’,

sometimes with a few cowslips decorating her neckline.?* The move to fashionable, urban



Munich brought a radical new look. At some point Melitta must have decided that her
long dark hair was too much trouble and she cut it off, or perhaps it was with a sense of
liberation that she had it cropped into a fashionably sleek flapper’s bob, shocking her

parents as she marked her irreversible transition to adulthood and independence.” ‘German
youth no longer felt bound, in any way, by conventions and traditions,’ she later wrote

happily.?®> A natural ‘new woman’, self-confident, athletic and ambitious, she soon took up
smoking, and learned to ride the motorbike that provided her with an adrenaline rush as
she hared through the city. But neither bob nor bike were as radical as the fact of being a
woman studying engineering at the prestigious Technical University of Munich.

Surrounded by male students, it was not long before Melitta found her first romance.
Wolfgang Schlotterer, a veteran of the German Imperial Navy during the war, had enrolled
at the university a few years before Melitta, and shared her love of hiking, art — and
mechanical engineering. The two quickly became close, spending weekends at the
Schlotterer country home just outside the city. In 1923 they spent the summer break in
Krotoschin where, despite the offence of failing to arrive in a hat, Wolfgang charmed
Melitta’s parents. He then wrote for permission to marry her. But, for reasons that have
never emerged, there would be no wedding, and Melitta returned to college with a
renewed sense of purpose. She now attended additional lectures on flight mechanics and
aerodynamics, for which she would sit a special supplementary exam when she took her
finals.

Having turned her studies towards aeronautical engineering, Melitta became determined
to earn her pilot’s licence. Since schools dealing with engine-powered aircraft did not
admit women, she had to find creative ways to gain experience, ‘exploiting every slightest

opportunity’, as she put it.?® In 1923 she applied to join the fledgling ‘Academic Fliers’
Group’, but was rejected on the basis that membership required service in the event of
war. Melitta was quite happy with this condition; the Group’s committee was not.
Undeterred, she managed to cadge rides on local commercial ferry flights. A visit to the
Udet aircraft works at Schleissheim gave her the opportunity to beg Ernst Udet, the
greatest surviving fighter ace of the war and an acquaintance of Melitta’s uncle Ernst, for a
ride during his stunt flights. From then on Udet ‘often took her with him to his daredevil

flying displays’, her sister Jutta wrote.?” That year a monument to German pilots killed in
action was erected at Wasserkuppe, the highest peak in the Rhén mountains, where annual
gliding contests had been held since 1920. Over 30,000 people attended. Inspired, Melitta
applied for a gliding course, but she had neither the time nor the money to take up her
place.

Melitta’s father, Michael Schiller, was now investing all his salary in the education of
his youngest daughters, Jutta and Klara. Lili was training to be a radiographer in Berlin,

and Otto was studying agriculture in Breslau.” Melitta, whose limited university grant was
technically Polish, applied for scholarships and borrowed money from Otto, but she
mainly paid her own way through college by tutoring fellow students. She never faced real
hardship but was frustrated to find her horizons limited once again. At the same time, she
watched with despair as war reparations, hyperinflation, economic stagnation and public



protest forced the government to declare a state of emergency. One afternoon her mother
and younger sisters were arrested and charged with smuggling some dollars and a
butchered rabbit across the border as they travelled to a family wedding. Although they
were released, the dollars were confiscated and the family felt utterly humiliated. ‘It was

too horrible,” Klara later recounted.?®

In the autumn of 1923, members of Hitler’s National Socialist Party, supported by many
local students, failed in an attempt to overthrow the Bavarian government in Munich, an
action that later became known as the ‘Beer Hall Putsch’. Although Hitler was arrested
and given a custodial sentence, the German chancellor was soon forced to resign after a
vote of no confidence. The new coalition would last for less than a year. Things stabilized
a little as foreign troops withdrew and economic treaties enabled some assistance, but anti-
Semitism and both communist and nationalist movements were still on the rise. Melitta’s
parents now moved to a ‘little pink house’ in the pretty town of Oliva within the Free City

of Danzig” where Michael could still draw his pension.?? It was here, surrounded by
woods and close to the Baltic coast, that Melitta wrote her dissertation in the summer of
1926, and immediately started to apply for work.

In October she was interviewed by the head of the aerodynamics department at the

prestigious German Research Institute for Aeronautics, better known as DVL,” at Berlin-
Adlershof airbase. Having temporarily closed its doors during the war, the institute was
now aiming to restore Germany’s international reputation in technology, and was keen to
employ the brightest graduates. Invited to watch a test flight, Melitta was deep in
conversation when the plane she was there to observe plummeted from the sky to crash
only a hundred metres away from her. The entire crew was killed on impact. Although she
was shaken, Melitta’s resolve did not falter. The following year, aged twenty-five, she
received her diploma and started work at DVL as a flight mechanic and mathematician in
experimental aerodynamics research. Her initial brief was the operation of propellers, then
known as ‘airscrews’, with particular focus on the sound and drag caused by high
altitudes.

Although she had taken rooms within sound of the planes at Berlin-Adlershof, at first
Melitta kept her distance from her colleagues. A woman’s presence at DVL was a
complete novelty for the men there. Her manager frequently ribbed her, and few
colleagues gave her the recognition she deserved. Insulted, she began to gain a reputation

for being ‘dainty and reserved’, and ‘outwardly distant and cool, even aloof’.3° Socially
she was in any case monopolized by her current boyfriend, a possessive Danish student

called Hendrik who, her sister Jutta felt, was ‘jealous of everything close to her’.3! But
when Hendrik gave Melitta an ultimatum: flying or him, ‘there was no doubt as to the

outcome’, as Jutta put it.3? Free to focus on her work, over time Melitta’s ‘very meticulous
and reliable’ approach attracted growing approval until, as the engineer Paul von Handel
noted, ‘she was always consulted, and her advice sought, even by much older
colleagues’.?3 As a result Melitta relaxed. She was soon taking part in the general chat,
and sometimes even showing off her gymnastic abilities, using her office desk or a chair
as a prop. Soon she was rubbing along well as a sort of honorary man, ‘welcomed



everywhere, liked by all’, one colleague wrote, and she even started to make a few close
friendships.3*

Georg Wollé, another engineer, owned a magnificent motorbike that he would ride
round the concrete perimeter of the airfield in his lunch hours. Caught admiring the
machine, Melitta was soon making laps in its sidecar, and then riding it herself. After a
while she also started to spend time under Georg’s expensive sunlamp. Georg was
intrigued by Melitta’s ‘delicate, attractive personality’ and, aware of how reserved she
could be, he was proud of their friendship. However, he had yet to manage first-name
terms or use the more familiar du with her, ‘although there were many suitable

opportunities’.3® Your soul is like a ‘steep coast’, he wrote to Melitta, trying to tease her

out.3® Although in time they became ‘very close’, Georg always saw their friendship as
more ‘comradely’ than ‘that of a trusted friend to whom she would open her heart’. He put

her reserve down to ‘her modest way of never drawing attention to herself’.3”

Melitta and the rather scrawny and serious Paul von Handel developed a very different
relationship, built on their shared fascination with the new basic problems of physics: ‘the
theory of relativity; quantum mechanics; the problems of causality, determinism and
coincidence; and the probability of free will and biology’. As tenants in the same block,

they often met to read together, ‘always with a notepad lying at the ready’, so they could

test new theories as they went.3® To Paul, Melitta was ‘an extraordinary human being’.

Neither a typical engineer nor the usual flying type, he found her hard to categorize, and
all the more interesting for it. They would become close lifelong friends.

Another colleague, Hermann Blenk, who would later head the Institute for
Aerodynamics during the war, appreciated the breadth of Melitta’s interests, and realized
how frustrated she was, working at an airbase while tied to the ground. Melitta ‘did not
only want to know something’, Blenk understood, she ‘wanted to be able to apply that

knowledge ... it was her greatest wish to learn to fly’.*® Georg told her the idea was
nonsense. Not only did he feel that, as ‘a very sensitive person’, she would make a hash of
things, but flying was an expensive business, and Georg knew Melitta was earning as little

as he was.*! He would not be the last person to underestimate her.

In July 1929 Melitta enrolled at the flying school at Staaken, the airfield west of Berlin
where the famous Graf Zeppelin airship had landed the year before. It was a two-hour
journey from her apartment, but just possible to combine with her work, given a very early
start and absolute commitment. Hastily scribbled postcards kept Georg up to date. One
day Melitta reported that she had taken her first solo flight. Within two months she had
earned her provisional licence for light aircraft, which — ‘with an iron will’, she later said

proudly — she converted to a full licence the following spring.*?

Over the next few years Melitta invested all her spare time and salary in flying lessons
for every class of powered land- and seaplane. She was well aware that ‘any basic
mistake, any moment of failure, every lapse of concentration’ could cost her not only her
career but her life, but she also knew that she had to ‘always achieve more than average
results in my training, and as a result take more risks than male flying students, just to get



through’.# Correspondingly, she ‘grabbed indiscriminately at every opportunity’, she
admitted, ‘whether it was in the most precious, untested or old aircraft, or under the worst

weather conditions’.** Sometimes she flew demonstration flights or took people
sightseeing to earn both flight hours and cash for her lessons. Georg helped to arrange
events, for which she thanked him in notes addressed, ‘Dear Impresario’. Her strong will
and tenacity earned her the admiration and sometimes envy of her male colleagues, but her
escapades did not always end well.

One December weekend, Melitta managed to get hold of a ‘fast, open-cockpit fighter’,

in which she hoped to have some fun while building up her hours for her next licence.*

The morning was thick with freezing fog, so she donned her fur-lined flying suit, gauntlets
and goggles and flew from Berlin to Cologne. On arrival she decided to creep up the
Rhine, keeping low over the surface of the water. As she took off again, a thick snow
squall blew in, hiding even the cathedral from sight. She was soon caught in a violent gale
that ricocheted between the cliffs flanking the river, tossing her machine about ‘in a mad

vortex’.*® Hail and snow stuck to her windshield and goggles, and wiping her fur glove

across them produced only ‘a thin and completely opaque layer of ice’.#” She was forced

to remove her goggles, but her eyes were immediately pelted with ‘sharp needles of ice’.*®

Ripping off a glove, Melitta desperately tried to scratch a hole in the ice on the windshield
with her stiff fingers. Half blind, she was lucky to fly beneath a power line that stretched
between the riverbanks.

Eventually she turned a bend in the Rhine and the winds died down. Thick snow clouds
now forced her south-west until, running low on fuel, with no map and still limited vision,
she spotted a small airfield and managed to land. It was only when the muffled figures she
called out to for help failed to respond that she realized she had inadvertently entered the
French border area — a feat that during the tense interwar years could mean her arrest and

the confiscation of her borrowed machine. “With a commanding gesture’, she later

reported, ‘I waved the people away from my aircraft, gave it full power, and took off.’#?

She only just cleared the boundary fence. Shortly afterwards her engine failed and she was
forced to land in a ploughed field on the German side of the border. As she touched down
‘the undercarriage sank deeper and deeper into the very soft ground’, pitching forward

until it had completely upended.®® Then, in one fell movement, ‘the machine turned over

and lay on its back’.>! Melitta was lucky not to be decapitated in the process. Pinned in the
cockpit between the control column and banks of mud, however, she could not move to
release her harness and, to complete her humiliation, the last of the ‘fuel was streaming

over me’.>> When she finally heard voices, it was two farmers wondering whether they

should put out their cigarettes. ‘It is not a pleasant feeling,” Melitta wrote, ‘to be stuck

helpless in a mouse hole, soaked in fuel, knowing there is a lit cigarette near you.’>

Eventually the farmers returned with spades and dug her out. On seeing a woman
emerge from the wreck they asked where the pilot was and, despite her explanations, a
rumour soon spread that he must have bailed out. “This impossible behaviour by the pilot
of an aircraft seemed to them more likely than a woman flying a military machine,’



Melitta wrote contemptuously.>* It took even more effort for Melitta to dig herself out of
the trouble she had landed in. The forced landing itself was faultless, and one of many on
that stormy day. The French stopover, however, was unacceptable. Melitta was banned
from further flights. In near-despair, she ‘fought doggedly and bitterly’, but friends in the
Foreign Office, and even the French ambassador, failed to sway the decision. Eventually it
was Ernst Udet who stuck his neck out for her and got the ban lifted.

Melitta was the first to admit that she had become ‘thoroughly addicted to the

enchantment of flying, in theory and practice’ during her years at DVL.>® Long days spent
analysing the manipulation of airflow, and experimenting with power, wing shape and
control mechanisms, led to the development and testing of various propeller types and
other equipment. Eventually she started conducting her own test flights. She was popular
among the pilots, most of them young men, ‘not only because she was very pretty’, Paul
noted, but because they admired her courage and passion. Hers was not the bravado of the

enthusiast, he appreciated, but bravery ‘based on knowledge of the risks ... real

courage’.”®

Even Melitta’s free time revolved around flying, with hours spent on the road between
airfields, events and training schools. Occasionally she relaxed with sport and clay
sculpture, creating busts of her colleagues, but she had few other interests and rarely saw
her family. By the early 1930s, however, even Melitta could not completely shut her eyes
to what was happening outside the world of flying.

Up until 1928 it had been possible to believe that Germany was still on the road to
economic recovery. The following year, the impact of the Wall Street Crash was quickly
felt in Germany; industry ground to a halt, millions lost their jobs, and chaos once again
gripped the country. To many Germans facing further national humiliation, unemployment
and shortages of food, fuel and materials, Hitler began to look like a dynamic new type of
leader: one able to restore not only their national, but their personal pride. Melitta was
clever and naturally questioning. At work, Blenk remembered her as ‘always ready to
enter into wide-ranging discussions’ about politics and economics, and he felt that ‘she

judged the rising National Socialism very critically and soberly’.>” Rather than engage
more deeply, however, Melitta preferred the distraction of flying. Seen from the air, the
dramas below reduced pleasingly in both size and apparent significance.

Melitta took part in her first organized flying event in 1930, when she was twenty-
seven. The advantage of there being so few female pilots was that they all met at such
events, forming a strong and supportive community. A few years younger than Melitta, the
talented Elly Beinhorn and Marga von Etzdorf were both wealthy enough to have enjoyed
private flying lessons in their early twenties, although Elly had done so against her
parents’ wishes. Elly could not work up much enthusiasm for Melitta’s interest in ‘science
and research’, so when her money ran out she paid her way like the wartime aces Ernst

Udet and Robert Ritter von Greim by giving aerobatic displays at weekends.?® Inspired by
Earhart and Johnson, Elly’s great passion was for long-distance flying, and in the early
1930s she embarked on a series of increasingly high-profile expeditions to what were then

Portuguese Guinea and Persia,” Indonesia and Australia. In the German press, flights such



as these were presented as bringing countries and peoples closer together, and sometimes
as reflecting Germany’s potential mastery over territory and technology.

Marga von Etzdorf, the orphaned daughter of a Prussian captain, was the second woman
to earn her licence after the war. In 1930 she bought her own plane, an all-metal Junkers
Junior, which she had spray-painted bright yellow to compete in the first German
Women’s Aerobatic Championships that May. She and Melitta became firm friends. At
weekends they and Georg Wollé would drive to swimming resorts in the beautiful lakes
south-east of Berlin. Marga, ‘whose hair was bobbed’ like Melitta’s, Georg could not resist

noting, ‘behaved in a rather masculine manner’.”® It was as though instead of female pilots
domesticating flight, these women were seen as a modern new type of human, defined by
their flying ability rather than their gender. Like Elly, Marga was increasingly drawn to
long-distance flying and flew to Turkey, Spain, Morocco and Sicily. One weekend, while
the friends were staying at her family’s country estate, Marga confided her plans to
attempt the first solo flight from Germany to Japan. The following year Georg checked the
instruments in her little Junkers Junior before she left Berlin with minimal fanfare. By the
time she touched down in Tokyo, twelve days later, she was famous. But Marga’s plane
was written off on the way back and, although she survived, she had to return rather
shamefacedly on a commercial flight.

Melitta was proud of her friends, and of her own achievements, but she had no desire

for the added pressures of public recognition.®® Occasionally a Berlin illustrated weekly
would print photographs of her with other female pilots at a dinner or social event but,
although she had no qualms about flying, or even riding a motorbike around Berlin, being

noticed in the papers did not, as she put it, ‘readily coincide with my own views about

female dignity’.%!

Melitta’s closest friendships, however, were with men. In April 1931, Paul von Handel
had asked her not only to be a bridesmaid at his Berlin wedding to Elisabeth, Countess
von Uxkiill-Gyllenband, but also to fly in some of the guests. Among the bride’s cousins
was a tall young man with high cheekbones, brown eyes, a shock of thick dark hair and a
keen interest in poetry and classical history. His name was Alexander von Stauffenberg.
According to Paul, Alexander was ‘very gifted’, both ‘artistically and poetically, a thinker
and dreamer, not a “man of action”’. Melitta, he added slightly mischievously, ‘could both

think and dream’ and ‘was full of energy and enterprise’.%> Photos show Melitta and
Alexander standing on either side of the wedding group, Melitta for once in a dress that
reached to the floor, and with a circlet of flowers in her hair. ‘Her expression had retained
a captivating naive childishness around the mouth ...” her sister Jutta recalled, ‘supported

by a proud bearing that one likes to attribute to those of noble spirit.’®® Perhaps seeing
Melitta gravitate towards the aristocratic Alexander who, friends noted, ‘gave the

impression of immediate significance’, Jutta was deliberately painting them as equals.%* In
fact, as a graduate engineer, Melitta was already exceptional within upper-class circles,
and as a pilot she was a sensation. Due to his height, Alexander had a sympathetic manner
of holding his head bent forward, as though listening with amused but respectful attention.
Melitta was impressed. But she, too, was charming, blessed with ‘incredibly winning



manners’, and never less than fully focused on whomever she was speaking to while

always ‘remarkably modest’ about herself.®> Away from the other guests, over endless
cigarettes, Melitta and Alexander slowly came to discover their shared love of endeavour,
culture and their country, and to appreciate each other’s views on everything from ancient
history to aerodynamics.

Melitta was soon close to all three of the Stauffenberg brothers: the intellectual
Alexander; his twin, Berthold; and the younger Claus. Belonging to one of Germany’s
most distinguished families, the boys had enjoyed privileged childhoods divided between

a vast, turreted mansion in Stuttgart and an impressive country schloss in Lautlingen.”
Educated by private tutors and inspired by some of the leading cultural figures of their
day, they were deeply committed to the elitist, aristocratic traditions of monarchy, nobility,
church and military. As young men they joined the inner circle of the influential and
charismatic poet Stefan George. George was their first fiihrer. His idealization of male
heroism, loyalty and self-sacrifice deeply impressed all three of the brothers, but it was his
concept of a secret elite, whose noble spirituality should set the tone for the nation, that
they found most inspirational.

The Stauffenberg boys were all ambitious, and all brilliant, but George’s preference for
Berthold and Claus shook up their relationship. Alexander felt Berthold was the greatest
among them, and could not but reflect on the intense bond between his own twin and their
younger brother. He would always believe his brothers to be both cleverer and more heroic
than himself, but he was sufficiently self-assured to admire them wholeheartedly while
taking his own path. Soon he had found another mentor in the historian Wilhelm Weber,
whose invitations to lecture tours around the ancient sites of Italy kindled new interests.
Inspired by Weber, and Homer, Alexander pursued an academic career as a lecturer in
ancient history at the University of Berlin. Berthold became a professor of law, eventually
working at the Permanent Court of International Justice in The Hague that had been
established through the League of Nations. Claus joined the famed Bamberg Cavalry
Regiment of the German army, and appeared at Paul’s wedding in full uniform.

Over the next few years Melitta would spend many of her weekends with Alexander,
Berthold and Claus. She had quickly nicknamed Alexander her Schnepfchen, or little snipe
— after the shy wading birds that fly in zigzags when startled and produce a bleating,
drumming sound when courting. It was a highly affectionate, if slightly diminutive, term
of endearment. Melitta’s classical name, meaning bee, or honey-sweet, may have appealed
to Alexander just as it was. Sometimes the sweethearts stayed at the Stauffenberg and
Uxkiill country houses, where Melitta soon felt at home, whether hiking up to a hunting
lodge to go shooting and rabbit hounding, or dining in evening dress and discussing the

issues of the day through a haze of cigar smoke.5°

For many in 1932, Germany was a country in ruins. With six million unemployed, there
was enormous public anger and regular clashes on the streets between supporters of
Hitler’s now flourishing National Socialist Party and organized communist activists. By
the end of the year Paul von Hindenburg, the elected president of Germany, would be
negotiating the formation of another new government, this time with Hitler. The older



Stauffenberg and Schiller generations were more interested in the ‘cultural tides’ than the
sordid details of the fight for political power on the streets. ‘“The swelling of the ranks of
support for the “Brown” and “Red” masses was registered and discussed as a distasteful

product of the times,” Melitta’s sister Jutta later wrote.®” Like many right-wing
intellectuals, they felt that the communists presented the greatest threat. The Nazis’
methods might be unpleasant, but their rhetoric appealed to deep-seated feelings of
nationalism — and were not all new regimes beset by teething troubles? Meanwhile, for

Melitta, Alexander and their wealthy, well-connected friends, focused on their careers,

their weekends and each other, these were, Paul said, “‘wonderful, happy times’.68

Melitta was now in possession of almost every licence for motorized planes, and
qualified in aerobatics, instrument flying and radio. Having helped the DVL staff flying
club to win first prize in the German reliability flight contests that year, she returned to
gliding, in many ways the purest form of flight. Her instructor was Peter Riedel, the head
of the gliding research institute at Darmstadt, who would shoot to fame in 1933 when he
won both the national gliding championships and the Hindenburg trophy.

Peter was about Melitta’s own age and could not help but assess his new female student
romantically, although she did not return his interest. She was an ‘attractive woman’, he

wrote, ‘but extremely reserved’.%? They connected better discussing flight, and later,
cautiously, the rise of Hitler. ‘It was obvious the so-called democratic government had
failed,” Peter later recalled. ‘The country was going to hell, people starving ... huge
unemployment, lists every day in the papers of people who had killed themselves in

despair.’’? The communist talk was of revolution. The Nazis, he felt, stood for strong

leadership, patriotism and the performance of one’s duty. ‘That sounded good.’”*
Nevertheless, Peter was concerned about the increasingly militaristic nature of the regime
and, yearning for wider horizons, he was considering emigrating to Africa. ‘In a way, she

agreed with me,” he later claimed.”> Melitta may have concurred about the threat of
communism but, deeply patriotic, she would never have forsaken Germany or her work,
which she saw as a form of national service as well as a source of personal pride.
Freedom, for her, meant flying for her country, not flight from it. In any case, she was in
love with Alexander.

‘In the end’, Peter decided, Melitta ‘was too serious for me’.”® Within a couple of years
he would be sailing not to Africa but to South America, in the company of another female
pilot. Hanna Reitsch’s sympathies were rather different to Melitta’s, and she and Peter
would enjoy a more dramatic friendship. By then Melitta would have an unofficial
agreement with Alexander von Stauffenberg, and Hitler, as the appointed chancellor of
Germany, would have proclaimed the arrival of the Third Reich.



2
SEARCHING FOR THE FABULOUS
1912-1933

In 1920, while the teenage Melitta was sizing up gliders on the slopes near her boarding
school, in a different suburb of the same town a spirited seven-year-old Hanna Reitsch
was also turning her face to the sky. Pretty, petite, blonde and blue-eyed, Hanna lived in
Hirschberg with her parents, her elder brother Kurt, her younger sister Heidi and a
succession of maids, but she was already convinced she was destined for broader horizons.
Family legend has it that Hanna first experimented with gravity when she was four years
old, aiming to leap, with arms outstretched, from a first-floor balcony. Although frustrated
on this occasion she never lost her fascination with flight, nor her desire to take to the
skies. ‘The longing grew ...’ she wrote, ‘with every bird I saw go flying across the azure
summer sky, with every cloud that sailed past on the wind, till it turned into a deep,
insistent homesickness, a yearning that went with me everywhere and could never be

stilled.” Despite fracturing her skull after one particularly ambitious jump from the
branch of a fir tree and literally being grounded by her parents, Hanna never doubted that,
one day, she would fly. “What child is there that lives, as I did, midway between Reality
and Fairyland,’ she would later ask at the beginning of her memoirs, ‘who does not long
sometimes to leave altogether the familiar world and set off in search of new and fabulous

realms?’? Unlike Melitta, Hanna longed for more than freedom. In many ways she would
achieve her dreams but she would, perhaps, never manage to live fully in reality, and
somewhere during her all-consuming search for the fabulous she would lose the ability to
distinguish between the two.

Born on 29 March 1912, Hanna was two years old at the start of the First World War,
seven at its close. Just old enough, perhaps, to absorb something of her nation’s mood of
hope, before the hardship and humiliation of the defeat. Most of her childhood memories,
however, were not of the drama and despair of war, but of growing up during the
depression that followed. It was the issues and impact of reparations, inflation and
unemployment, civil unrest and anxiety, that coloured the Germany of Hanna’s youth.
Hers was a patriotic middle-class family, moderately well off, and all for God and
Germany. Her parents felt that the Polish annexation of the eastern part of Upper Silesia,
and the Allies’ harsh war reparations under the Treaty of Versailles, were deep injustices.
The violent rise of communism at home and abroad confirmed their patriotic, nationalistic
world view. Besides ‘respect for human dignity and a sense of honour’, Hanna listed a

love of ‘the Fatherland’ as the key moral value and principle instilled in her as a child.?
She was brought up to believe that German national honour, and with it her family’s pride,
had been compromised, and that the integrity of her country was still somehow under
threat. What seemed to be missing, under the Weimar Republic, was leadership strong
enough to discipline, unite and rally the country.



Hanna’s father, the strict and rather taciturn Dr Willy Reitsch, was a Protestant, a

Prussian and a Freemason, who exercised ‘uncontested authority’ over his family.* He was
also an eye specialist and the head of a private clinic. Hanna adored, but rarely impressed,
him. An accomplished amateur cellist, at his most sociable Willy Reitsch would arrange
musical soirées at their home. His standards were high, however, and although they were
dutifully learning violin and piano, and singing traditional three-part Austrian yodelling
songs, his children were rarely invited to perform. Medicine provided another opportunity
for the children to bond with their father, and sometimes Willy would bring home pig or
sheep eyes from the butcher, on which to demonstrate operations. On occasion Kurt and
Hanna were even allowed to accompany him on his rounds, during which they gained a
great respect for his dedication to his patients, but little enthusiasm for his daily routine.
Not that this mattered to Hanna. ‘In our family,’ she later wrote, ‘it was accepted as a
principle, so obvious as to be unspoken, that a girl could only have one task in life, namely

to marry and become a good mother to her children.’>

Hanna’s own mother, Emy, was the eldest daughter of a widowed Austrian aristocrat.
She quietly tried to imbue a sense of Catholic piety in her children while officially
bringing them up in the faith of their father. Like her husband, Emy was a passionate
patriot. Generally welcoming and tolerant, she nevertheless launched into occasional
tirades blaming the government, various foreign nations or ‘the Jews’ for anything she felt
was wrong with Germany. Deeply loving, but not deeply questioning, Emy was the rather
unreliable moral compass upon whom Hanna relied. ‘My mother and I lived in each
other,” Hanna later wrote, ‘each sensing the other’s thoughts without need to confess or

conceal.’® Emy saw her daughter’s deep longing for something more than faith,
motherhood and a gentle life contained in a pleasant country town, and it worried her. She
cautioned Hanna not to give in to vanity or ambition.

Willy Reitsch was less empathetic than his wife. He found his daughter’s school results
disappointing and her high spirits trying. Her obsession with flight was to him not only
unacceptable, but completely inexplicable. Hanna liked to spend hours watching larks
hovering over the fields, buzzards circling in the summer air, and occasionally a glider
crossing the skies. Sometimes, as Melitta once had, she insisted on doing her homework
up a tree, and she regularly still spread her arms to leap from various windowsills. But
Hanna’s main problem seemed to be, as one of her school friends put it, that she was

‘difficult to overlook’.” Bursting with energy and rather full of herself, Hanna was
confident, loud and cheeky. With her wonky twin braids tied with broad ribbons and her
wide, impish smile dimpling her cheeks, she laughed a lot and often inappropriately, was

easily bored and ‘always talked in superlatives’, much like many young girls.® Her
schooling was limited. History stopped at 1848, and discipline was deemed more
important than debate. Although not ashamed to cheat in class, Hanna was highly sensitive
to criticism and quick to perceive injustices. A natural extrovert, when she felt her
personal honour had been besmirched she would plunge into overt misery, from which she
often later appeared to emerge quite refreshed and reinvigorated.

At a time when many families faced crippling hardship, Willy Reitsch was fortunate



that his livelihood was secure, and Hanna’s early childhood was generally a happy one.
Outside school, life was enlivened by family hikes, picnics in the mountains and tomboy
escapades with her brother Kurt, as often as not with both of them dressed in lederhosen.
But as Hanna grew up she felt increasingly restricted. Although never tall, with her blonde
plaits now pinned up, her huge clear-blue eyes and brilliant smile, she was the very image
of pretty, healthy ‘Aryan’ maidenhood. If Hanna yearned for more it was not just in
reaction to forever having to make do and mend; she was quite happy in a plain corduroy
dress and had never felt the despair of utter poverty. It was not material luxury she craved,
but the luxuries of status, endeavour and aspiration. In winter she took pleasure in skiing
and skating, in summer walking and cycling, but other sports were discouraged as
unfeminine. Concerts and dances provided some entertainment, but trips to the cinema
were vetted for the film’s suitability and she was not allowed out at all without a
chaperone. Not that Hanna was particularly interested in boys; it was the activities open to
them that appealed to her. She now took a tram or cycled over to the gliding clubs outside
the town almost every day, to lie in the grass at various vantage points and watch other
people’s dreams take flight.

As a teenager Hanna came up with a strategic plan: she would, she announced to her
parents, become a doctor, ‘not an ordinary one, but a missionary doctor ... and above all, a

flying missionary doctor’.? Her father was sceptical; her grades so far had failed to
support such ambition, and he doubted whether she would have the sticking power.
Meeting with unexpected persistence, however, Willy offered Hanna a deal: if she could
refrain from mentioning flying at all for the two or three years until she passed her school-
leaving examination, the dreaded Abitur, her reward would be a gliding course. Two years
later Hanna’s father marked her school graduation by presenting her with an antique gold
watch. She had kept her side of the bargain so well that he had forgotten all about their
pact. Hanna had not. She watched her father turn pale as she reminded him of his promise
and, a man of his word, he agreed to honour it.

Hanna’s parents hoped that medicine and flying would prove to be only a brief interlude
before marriage and children. To prepare her for her domestic future, be it at home or
abroad, Emy insisted that Hanna spend a year at the Colonial School for Women in
Rendsburg before taking any gliding course. Germany’s formal ties with African
territories had been ended by the Treaty of Versailles, but a revanchist movement hoped to
encourage ongoing connections. No doubt the colonial aspect of the school appealed to
Hanna’s parents, along with the presence of a naval training college not far away, ensuring
an abundance of young men in the neighbourhood. Hanna was taught to cook and clean,
keep animals, fix shoes, locks and windows, and to speak English, Spanish and one West
African language. Her ‘only notable success’, she later wrote drily, was a private
experiment with the sanitary training of pigs.

Hanna was nineteen, ‘full of confidence and hope, shivering with excitement’, when she
finally cycled over for her course at the increasingly famous Griinau Gliding School. Like
Melitta before her, she was the only girl among the boys, and she was set to soar above the
same green slopes, but it was now a clear and cloudless day in 1931, eleven years after
Melitta’s first flight. “With thumping heart’, Hanna ignored the jeers of the young men



around her and climbed into the open cockpit of her glider. First she had to learn to
balance as it rested on the grass, quivering at the slightest movement, she felt, ‘like a

frightened bird’.!° Then a bungee cord was attached to the nose of her machine, which
was stretched out by one team of students while others held the tail. She was meant simply
to let the glider slide forward along the ground, but on release she could not resist pulling
on the stick a little. The next moment she ‘could see nothing but sky, and then, sky

again’.! Still only just over five feet tall and weighing less than seven stone, Hanna was
too light for the team’s powerful start, and with her nudge on the stick the glider had
launched steeply upwards. ‘For the first time in my life I felt invisible forces lifting and
carrying me, higher and higher, until I was over the ridge and it receded away beneath

me,’ she later reported, her eyes shining. ‘It felt like a fairy tale; wondrous.’'? But there
was no fairy-tale ending. The glider quickly fell back down to earth, ripping the safety
straps and throwing Hanna from her seat. Miraculously, neither she nor the machine was
seriously harmed; she could easily have been killed.

Hanna’s recklessness was a disciplinary offence but she earned the nickname
‘Stratosphere’ from her fellow students, showing that they, at least, were grudgingly
impressed. From one among them, the compliment was particularly meaningful. Wernher
von Braun, the future pioneering rocket scientist, was less than a week older than Hanna.
Inspired by the genius of Jules Verne and Georges Mélies, and encouraged by his parents’
gift of a telescope to mark his confirmation, Braun’s ambition was always to invade space.
‘Don’t tell me man doesn’t belong out there,” he once commented. ‘Man belongs wherever

he wants to go.’'® As a boy growing up in Berlin he had pressurized a prototype rocket
with a bicycle pump, and was later cautioned by police after launching the world’s first
rocket-powered go-kart in the middle of the fashionable Tiergartenstrasse. Supremely
confident, Braun was both brilliant and charming. He was ‘handsome enough to be a film
star, and he knows it’, one reporter later noted, while female friends compared him to ‘the
famous photograph of Lord Alfred Douglas’, better known as Bosie, the aristocratic young

lover of Oscar Wilde.'* Sadly, Hanna’s impression of her fellow gliding student was not
recorded, but he admired her courage and vivaciousness. ‘Hanna has an unusually

intriguing personality ...’ he later wrote warmly, ‘she did all kinds of crazy things.’!® Like
Hanna, Braun would later claim to have had little interest in politics; what brought them
together was their shared obsession with flight. ‘Our minds were always far out in space,’

one friend wrote.!6

On the evening of Hanna’s first flight and crash, Wolf Hirth, the head of the gliding
school, was forced to consider expelling this apparently dangerous student for her own
safety. Instead she was grounded for three days, for disobedience. She spent those days
watching attentively as her peers did their exercises. In the evenings she practised
manoeuvres in bed, with a walking stick to serve as her control column. On the fourth day
the students were to take their ‘A’ test. When the most experienced among them went first,
and failed to leave the slopes, Hanna was put forward next for her anticipated humiliation.
As she was launched down the slope she noted her speed and balance, and directed the
glider to lift. It was a perfect flight, nine seconds over the requirement, followed by a



perfect landing. ‘I did not stir,” Hanna wrote, as her classmates came whooping down the
slope to meet her, ‘but simply sat there in my beloved glider, caught in a blissful trance.’!”
When the course assessor put her achievement down to luck, Hanna happily flew again,
passing with flying colours.

Wolf Hirth visited the school the next morning to assess this girl who had so
spectacularly snatched victory from defeat. Hirth was one of the great pioneers of German
flight. Having earned his pilot’s licence in 1920, he and other enthusiasts founded the first
Academic Flying Club — the society that would later refuse to accept Melitta among their
ranks. Despite losing a leg in a motorcycle accident in 1924, Hirth went on to study
engineering, toured the world to promote and demonstrate gliding, and designed and
manufactured his own machines. A heavy smoker, his trademark cigarette holder was

carved from the fibula of his lost leg. To Hanna, Hirth was ‘a demigod’.'® From his
perspective, Hanna was pretty impressive too — a natural pilot, woman or not. After
observing her faultless gliding, he arranged for her to fly every day under his personal
supervision. Over the next few months she learned to turn and catch upwinds, sailing
through her ‘B’ and ‘C’ tests.

In early 1932 Hanna was invited to try out the new glider design usually reserved for
instructors. For once allowed to fly to her heart’s content, she sang ‘the loveliest songs I
could remember’ while in the air: the joyful response to flying that she would keep up all
her life. Hardly noticing the rain and snow, Hanna returned to earth only five hours later
when the wind dropped. As she touched down she was surprised to be met by an excited
crowd; she had achieved a new world record for women’s gliding endurance. That evening
Hanna’s name was broadcast on the radio, and flowers and congratulations arrived from
around the country. ‘I found it wonderful — I was young and overjoyed,’ she wrote with

winning honesty.

Adolf Hitler was also back in the cockpit in 1932. His biplane flight to Berlin for the
Kapp Putsch in 1920 had opened his eyes to the potential of flight, and over the next
twelve years the Nazi Party had made good use of the symbolism of aviation, as well as
the more practical opportunities it presented. Posters with illustrations of Zeppelins
branded NSDAP helped to spread the word about growing Party membership and, during
the 1932 election campaign, planes circling the main regional cities had sent leaflets
drifting down with the message, Unity, solidarity, peace, order and work, and below this,

Give Adolf Hitler your vote and he will give you work and bread and freedom.?® Now
Hitler was touring the country on his airborne hustings campaign known as ‘“The German
Flight’; he was the first political leader to reach out to his electorate in this way.

The election tour was strenuous. Always the first up at this point in his life, Hitler
discussed the precise programme for each day over morning porridge and a glass of milk.

Coffee had been strictly prohibited, ‘because of its revolting effect in the air’.?! Once the
itinerary was set, few changes were permitted. Hitler’s personal pilot, Hans Baur, a
veteran of the past war and early member of the Party, sometimes flew between five
different mass rallies in one day. Confident in his destiny, Hitler would watch with
excitement as Baur flew blind above heavy clouds — sometimes running low on petrol —



and once through a hailstorm that had grounded all Luft Hansa flights.” ‘We became
“flying humans”,’ the journalist Otto Dietrich wrote, thoroughly enjoying his implicit
membership of the super-race team. At every stop the plane would be met by crowds of
enthusiastic followers shouting ‘Heil!’ before Hitler was driven into the city in a
motorcade. Then, after a speech and a short ceremony, they would set off again, ‘the
incredible exultation of the crowd ... vibrating in us still’.??

Above all, Hitler liked to fly by night. A master of stage management, he would address
the largest crowds at dusk so that they would be lit by a sea of torches, and would then
rush back to the airfield where Baur would have the engines running and ready for take-
off. As their plane curved around over the dwindling assembly below, Hitler would order
the cabin to be lit up. ‘At this moment, the crowd recognizes the glowing fireship up in the
air which carries the Fiihrer,” Dietrich powered on in elation. ‘A deafening cheer starts up

from hundreds of thousands of throats, so loud that it even drowns out the roaring of our

motors, while the people wave their torches in salute.’?* Hitler would look down over the

spectacle in silence, ‘while we experience something new, almost cosmic up here. It is

beyond words.”%*

It was in this electric political atmosphere, and as a qualified glider pilot, that Hanna
dutifully started her first term at medical school in Berlin. Frustrated, and quickly bored in

lectures, she immediately knew that she ‘had only one desire — to fly again!’?> With the
money allowed by her parents for college expenses, she enrolled on a training course to
fly engine-powered aircraft at Berlin-Staaken airfield.

Like Melitta, who had studied at Staaken two years earlier, Hanna had to rise early,
setting off at five in the morning to get to the airfield in time. Once again, she was the only
woman on the course, although there were now several other women flying from Staaken,
including Elly Beinhorn who had just returned from her circumnavigation of the world,
and with whom Hanna now also struck up a friendship. For Hanna flying itself was simple
enough, and she quickly overcame the concerns of the men around her through her skill
and dedication. More challenging was trying to understand the mechanics of the machines.
At one point she dismantled an old engine under the supervision of the ground mechanics
in the airfield workshops, and earned some respect by working through the night to
reassemble it.

Turning to other engines, Hanna befriended the workmen responsible for the airfield
vehicles. Soon she was not only learning to drive, she was learning about the men’s war
service, the bitterness that met them when they returned after defeat, and their periods of
unemployment. Impressed by their stoicism, she promised to get them eye ointment from
her father and, from her mother, dresses for their wives. ‘But as soon as the men began to

talk politics,” Hanna sighed, their fragile comradeship fell apart.?® Few of the men
belonged to the same party, and each wanted to win her round to his own viewpoint,
arguing their case with such passion that they almost came to blows. Hanna was ill-
equipped to follow the debates, ‘for though naturally I had been brought up to be a
patriot,” she wrote with youthful naivety, ‘there had never been any question of political

divisions in my home’.?” Having automatically accepted her parents’ conservative,



nationalistic, racially conscious and casually anti-Semitic standpoint as the natural and
neutral one, she did not consider that she already had a political position, or that politics
might have any bearing on her own life. What horrified her now was not any particular
belief or argument, but the dissent that politics, as a whole, brought to the group; ‘how
people who otherwise get on well together can become bitter and fanatical opponents as
soon as politics are mentioned’. ‘Depressed and thoughtful’, she walked away not just
from the men but, ironically, from the opportunity for learning from and engaging with the
arguments.

If Hanna was apolitical, as she later claimed, it was through choice. Despite her
fascination with everything to do with aviation, her memoirs mention nothing of Hitler’s
‘German Flight’ campaign or the elections that took place that July, making the National
Socialists the largest party in the Reichstag. And while she often visited her parents, she
never commented on the growing anti-Semitism in their part of the country. Breslau, with
its large Jewish community, was a stronghold of Nazi support less than two hours from
Hirschberg. Here Jewish shops were already being boycotted, their owners legally
restricted and socially ostracized. Later, Hanna would say only that she had been
completely absorbed in learning to fly that summer.

Hanna’s training plane was an open Mercedes-Klemm with dual controls, one of the
few low-powered civil aircraft allowed under the terms of Versailles. Photos show her at
the controls in a dark leather flying cap, her whole face lit up by a brilliant smile. After a
few weeks she had progressed to an altitude of 6,500 feet, still in the Klemm but now in a
fur-lined suit, with her face greased for protection against the sun and cold. Altitude
removes a pilot from the world. Even during the group briefing before she took off, Hanna

developed ‘the strange feeling that I was no longer one of them’.?® As she flew over the
airfield workmen, she briefly wondered whether they were still arguing about politics, but
checked herself: ‘I had little time to think of that, for my ear was concentrated on the

engine ... soon the earth below dwindles into insignificance.’? For Hanna, flying at high

altitude was a sublime experience, where ‘the airman feels close to God’ and ‘all that

hitherto seemed important falls away’.>°

If Hanna had ever attached importance to her medical studies, it had only been as a
means to escape. Now that flight was at hand, she rarely attended lectures and never
opened the textbooks she had strapped to her bicycle when she first rode over to Staaken.
In the summer recess of 1932, she returned home to resume her gliding training under
Wolf Hirth. As an assistant in his workshop, she learnt to build and repair gliders. In the
evenings she joined him and his wife at home, studying flight theory, including Hirth’s
pioneering work on thermals: the sun-warmed air above heat-absorbing terrain such as
heath and roads, which rises naturally, creating currents in which a glider can circle
upwards. Hirth had become Hanna’s ‘flying father’: the first in a series of older male
mentors to whom she turned for recognition and advancement. In September, Hanna’s
own father arranged for her to continue her medical studies at Kiel, a city that offered
fewer distractions and had the added advantage of bringing Hanna close to her brother
Kurt, now a midshipman in the Kriegsmarine stationed at the city. But Hanna had either
lost interest in, or later chose not to comment on, anything but flight, and her memoirs



pick up again only on her return to Hirschberg in May 1933.

By the start of 1933, with six million Germans out of work, people were losing faith in
the entire political system. Three chancellors had come and gone within a year, and the
simultaneous rise of Nazism and communism led to regular violent clashes on the streets,
often deliberately provoked by the Brownshirts of the SA (Sturmabteilung). Along with
many others, Hanna’s parents were delighted by Hitler’s nationalist platform, which
promised the creation of jobs and the restoration of a sense of security and national pride.
In January, after considerable backstage manoeuvring, Hitler was appointed Reich
chancellor and immediately set about consolidating his authority. He was backed
financially by key industrialists, and diplomatically by President von Hindenburg and the
statesman and former chancellor Franz von Papen, who mistakenly believed they could
manipulate this popular leader. The next month the Reichstag fire provided the Nazis with
the opportunity to trade on the Bolshevik threat while imprisoning many communists, as
well as the leaders of other parties and the independent press. On 5 May the Nazis won 44
per cent of the votes, providing enough seats to pass the Enabling Act that gave Hitler
absolute power to set laws, abolish trade unions, make opposition political parties illegal,
and effectively start a rule of terror enforced by the Gestapo.

Back home from Kiel that month, Hanna’s thoughts were far from the appointment or
policies of her country’s latest chancellor. Dressed in sandals and a light cotton frock, she
was strolling through the sun-drenched streets of Hirschberg one day, yearning only to be
gliding across the clear blue sky, when she ran into Wolf Hirth. Hirth was also full of the
joys of spring — he had invested in a Grunau Baby, the very latest type of sleek, single-seat
training glider that he had helped to design. The Grunau Baby came with a rudimentary
‘blind-flying’ control panel: a pioneering set of six instruments to indicate airspeed,
horizon, direction, climb or descent, turn or slip. Theoretically such tools could enable a
pilot to fly safely through clouds or fog when visibility was limited. He wondered whether
Hanna might like to take his impressive new glider up.

Within an hour Hanna was sitting in the enclosed cabin of the Grunau Baby without
goggles or helmet, the parachute harness buckled straight over her frock. Hirth, in his
engine-powered plane, towed her up to 1,200 feet before signalling to her to cast off. With
not a breath of wind in the sky, Hanna began the gentle drift back down to earth. At 250
feet she was looking for a place to land when she felt the glider quiver. A moment later she
was circling back up, swapping warm air currents until she coiled faster and faster to
several thousand feet. Now she saw a huge black cloud overhead, formed by the rapid
condensation of the thermals she was riding. ‘The sight of this dark monster,” she wrote,

‘filled me with glee.’3!

Before Hanna had learned to fly, she had gazed up at glorious fluffy white clouds and
longed to play among them. Now she knew that she could not reach such clouds without
passing through them; they were spectral. Thunderclouds offered more tangible potential
for enjoyment. Never one to err on the side of caution, Hanna saw this as the perfect
opportunity for her first ‘blind flight’ through heavy cloud. Moments later her glider was
completely wrapped in the grey mass and she had zero visibility. With all the confidence



of the amateur, she watched her instruments, climbed to 5,500 feet — safely above the level
of the nearest mountain peak — and relaxed. Later she spoke of feeling disconnected from
the ground, ‘humble and grateful in her heart’, as this was ‘when she knew there existed
something, someone, greater, in whom she could trust, who guided and watched over

her’.32 It was then that the storm broke.

The first Hanna knew of the danger she was in was the ‘frenzied staccato, an ear-
splitting hellish tattoo’ of rain and hail, drumming on the wings of the glider. With a
cracking noise, the cabin windows began to ice over, and she focused again on her control
panel. She was still climbing, and rapidly. At nearly 10,000 feet above the earth the
instruments began to stick. Soon they were frozen solid. Hanna now had no direct
visibility and no functioning instruments to guide her. She tried to hold the control column
in the normal position, but without bearings this was impossible to judge. Then there was
‘a new sound, a kind of high-pitched whistle’, and she was pitched forward in her harness,

the blood rushing to her head.?? Caught in a downdraught in the turbulent centre of the
storm, the glider was now diving vertically. Heaving on the stick, Hanna found herself

momentarily hanging from her harness straps; she was soon performing a series of

involuntary loops ‘while the glider arrows down, shrieking’.3*

Unable to see anything through the frosted mica of the cabin window, Hanna punched it
out, but she was still enclosed by cloud, and now shivering all over, her hands turning blue
as she sat in her summer frock, drenched in rain, hail and snow. Hoping that the Grunau
Baby might retain some inherent stability, she abandoned the controls, ‘no longer the pilot

... but a passenger’, and for the first time acknowledged the growing fear inside her.3°
Then the lightly built glider was carried up again, rising up through the towering pillar of
cloud like a piece of paper sucked up a chimney. Fearing that she might lose
consciousness, Hanna repeatedly screamed out her own name to keep her focus. Suddenly
she was spewed down and out into the light, flying upside down but safely above the
white peaks of the Riesengebirge mountains. Grateful still to be alive, she righted her
machine and glided down until eventually she could make out the tiny dots of skiers
returning home at the end of the day, and a safe place to land on the slopes beside a hotel
restaurant.

Bedraggled and soaking wet, Hanna hauled herself out of the glider, its fuselage now
perforated with holes punched by hailstones, and into the hotel to put a call through to
Hirth. It was he who first realized that she had inadvertently entered the neutral zone,
close to the Czechoslovakian border. Like Melitta landing without a permit in France,
Hanna had committed a major offence that might result in the loss of her licence. Given
the time and place, she might even have caused an international incident. Hirth told her to
collect as many people as possible to help, and wait until he flew over — risking his own
licence — to drop her a starting rope. Half an hour later two teams of hotel guests launched
Hanna back into the darkening sky. Hirth, flying above, guided her down to the valley
where a landing site had been floodlit for them with car headlamps.

Back on the ground again, for a while Hanna sat silently in her glider, letting her
romantic mind reframe her adventure in the terms of the fabulous that she so loved. ‘Earth



and sky seem wrapped in sleep,’ she wrote. ‘My glider-bird slumbers too, gleaming softly
against the stars. Beautiful bird, that outflew the four winds, braved the tempest, shot

heavenward, searching out the sky.’3® She would soon find even more to celebrate in her
storm-cloud flight, when she learnt that she had unintentionally soared higher than any
glider previously. Although not officially verified, her new world record was widely
reported on German radio and in the national papers and, despite her discussions with her
mother about humility, Hanna was soon giving a series of effusive talks and interviews.

‘Gliding is a victory of the soul,’ she gushed.?” Hanna claimed not to fly from ambition,
but simply for ‘the immense pleasure it gave me’, but hers was now a soul that yearned
not only for the pleasure of flight, but for the adrenaline, recognition and honours that

seemed to go with it.38



3
PUBLIC RELATIONS
1933-1936

“Women have always been among my staunchest supporters,’ Hitler told the New York

Times in July 1933. ‘They feel my victory is their victory.”! While working to return
women to their rightful and respected role, as he saw it, of hausfrau, Hitler had been keen
to exploit any support for his National Socialist Party. At times this required rising above a
tide of female fan mail and enduring more than one public display of adoration. ‘He was
often embarrassed’ by such women, his friend and official photographer Heinrich

Hoffmann later remembered, but he ‘had no option but to accept their veneration’.? Hitler,
Hoffmann felt, had ‘a lovely appreciation of women as a political influence’, and before
the election he ‘was convinced that feminine enthusiasm, tenacity and fanaticism would be

the deciding factor’3 In fact, most women who supported the Nazis did so not for love of
the leader or a desire to return to the home, but for the same reasons as men: the prospect
of a strong government that could deal with the ‘menace of communism’, wipe out the
shame of Versailles, and provide employment and a just redistribution of the nation’s
wealth. Nevertheless, appealing to women and harnessing their propaganda value were
significant parts of Hitler’s campaign before and after he assumed power. Hanna and
Melitta would both soon duly play their part, and come to appreciate the vital importance
of public relations under the new regime.

As Hanna spread her wings, the mood of the country seemed to lift with her. She had
turned twenty-one in March 1933 and, for her, the last few years had been a wonderful
adventure: leaving home, learning to fly, and setting new world records almost
effortlessly. In Hirschberg, as across Germany, there were frequent patriotic marches and
torch-lit parades with speeches, singing, and copious flags and bunting. Hitler’s speeches
tended to deal with grievances that were familiar to many working people, and had a sort
of evangelical simplicity that made them easy to follow. He promised a higher standard of
living with a car for everyone, beautiful homes, affordable holidays, marriage loans,
respect for mothers and a defence against Bolshevism. People seemed electrified, and

everywhere there was talk of ‘the unity of the German people’ and the ‘national uprising’*
With little interest in party politics or current affairs, to Hanna it seemed simply patriotic
to support Hitler and his dynamic new regime. At last, the future looked promising, and
she was keen to seize every opportunity. When the Fiihrer called on the German people to
‘awake to a realization of your own importance’ in his May Day speech of 1933, Hanna

might have been forgiven for imagining that he was talking directly to her®

Melitta followed the consolidation of Nazi power in Germany from a more sober and
critical perspective. She welcomed the prospect of stable government, the pledges for
greater safety on the streets, job creation and the proposed investment in technological
research, as well as the restoration of German pride and the countering of communism on



the international stage. However, her doubts about the legitimacy and principles of the
regime were growing. Where Hanna saw parades and bunting, Melitta saw Germany’s
constitution under attack. Hate-filled posters were pasted onto walls, newspapers were
thick with propaganda, and trucks full of SA and SS troops were roaring through the major
cities, recruiting, collecting names, and occasionally breaking into houses and apartments
to arrest and remove not only communists, who Melitta saw as a serious threat, but also
social democrats, union leaders and liberal intellectuals. The Nazi plan was to preclude
any attempt at organized opposition by removing potential leaders and quietly intimidating
the mass of the population. Like many others, Melitta hoped such tactics would soon be
replaced by more benign policies. Then, in late May, personal tragedy overwhelmed her.

Melitta’s closest female pilot friend, Marga von Etzdorf, had been attempting a record
flight to Australia when her Klemm aeroplane was damaged in gales, forcing her to land at
an airfield in Aleppo, in what was then the French mandate of Syria. Having asked for a
quiet room in which to rest, Marga took out a gun and shot herself. She died instantly. It
would later emerge that the French authorities had found leaflets for a German weapons
manufacturer along with a model machine gun stowed on her plane. It seemed that Marga
had been trying to supplement her sponsorship earnings by ferrying arms, in direct breach
of the terms of the Treaty of Versailles. On hearing of their friend’s death, the DVL
engineer Georg Wollé immediately sought out Melitta. He found her in her office, ‘in

floods of tears’® Marga’s death ‘hit her very hard’, Melitta’s sister Jutta recalled, adding
that ‘later, she had to mourn her colleagues all too often’”

Hanna had also had to cope with personal tragedy. In the spring of 1933 she was
working as an instructor at Wolf Hirth’s gliding school when one of her students was
killed in a crash landing. It was Hanna’s first experience of losing a colleague, as it had
been for Melitta. Although deeply shocked, she insisted on informing the man’s family
herself. His mother met her at the door, anticipating bad news. She told Hanna that the
night before her son had dreamt that he would die. Whether it was a premonition, or just
that a sleepless night had affected his concentration, Hanna felt a sense of relief; a little
helpful distancing from the tragedy. A few days later she was due to compete in the annual
Rhon-Rossitten gliding contests, and she wanted to be focused and show the world what
she could do.

Organized by the meteorologist Walter Georgii, the first Rhon gliding competitions had
been held on the Wasserkuppe mountain in 1920. Every summer since, thousands of
sightseers had journeyed by train and foot up to the annual rallies held on the bare summit
of the Wasserkuppe, the Rhon valley’s highest point. According to contemporary German
flight magazines, by the late 1920s the highest slopes of the mountain hosted a glider
camp with its own water and electricity supply, hotels, bars and restaurants, a post office
with special-edition stamps, and indeed everything, ‘like in the big cities. Even dancing.

Even bobbed hair!’8 Perhaps their reporters had spotted Melitta up there among the
crowds. Once a regular spectator, she had applied for a gliding course at Wasserkuppe in
1924 and, although not able to take up her place because of work commitments, she still
visited when she could.



By the 1930s, over 20,000 people regularly travelled to the Rhon valley at weekends.
On the day of the 1932 Reichstag elections, a temporary voting station had even been set
up on the mountain, and Walter Georgii called on the people of Germany to ‘do as the
gliders have’. His message was clear — it was time to recognize the forces of nature and
embrace a brave new future characterized by technical prowess, a love of freedom and a
deep sense of national pride. With the Nazis securing over 50 per cent of the mountaintop
vote, the Wasserkuppe fraternity’s support for Hitler was considerably above the national

average.” Here, with Wolf Hirth at her side, Hanna enjoyed feeling not only a part of the
gliding community, but part of a brave, idealistic, almost moral endeavour, far removed
from the partisan politics pursued in the valleys.

The Wasserkuppe rises 1,300 feet above the plains, and the air currents hitting it are
swept forcefully upwards. Here there was ‘wind in plenty’, Hanna noted, and yet on her
first competitive flight she failed to find an updraught strong enough to carry her now

comparatively heavy and outclassed glider® Forced to flop straight back down to earth, she
had to wait, ‘sitting in the ditch’ as she put it, while the other contestants, including Hirth,
continued to soar above her. A second attempt brought the same result and, whether it was
the design of her glider, grief for her lost student, tiredness or just bad luck, so it continued
throughout the day, and every day of the event. At some point Hanna lost heart, although
not the resolve to keep plugging away. Before long she was seen as the comedy contestant,
a subject for ridicule, and eventually she was unable completely to fight back her tears. It
was with some surprise, then, that Hanna found her name on the rostrum for the final
prize-giving. A sponsor had donated a meat-mincer and a pair of kitchen scales — what
better to use as a booby prize, not only provoking ‘uproarious laughter’, Hanna noted
ruefully, but also serving ‘as a warning to any other forward little girls who might set their

hearts on flying!’1°

Melitta’s former gliding instructor, Peter Riedel, was also at the Rhén contests that year,
as every year. Peter, who had now applied for Nazi Party membership, was working with

Walter Georgii at his gliding research institute,” experimenting with upcurrents and cloud-
hopping to achieve spectacular heights and distances. As Hanna was presented with her
kitchen scales, he was collecting the Hindenburg Cup, having established a new distance
world record of 142 miles. Peter appreciated that Hanna’s award was ‘a crude sort of

message that women should stay in the kitchen’ and he was not impressed!! Already
astonished by Melitta’s skill in the air, he now openly admired Hanna’s determination and
refusal, as he saw it, to let ‘this humiliation divert her from her dedication to flying ... to

her beloved Germany ... and to Hitler’!? Peter was not alone in this assessment. In his
final speech, Oskar Ursinus, gliding pioneer and the founder of the Rhén contests,
pointedly declared that ‘in soaring, it is not success but the spirit which counts’.

Walter Georgii noticed all the attention that Hanna had attracted. He was planning a
research trip to study the powerful thermals in South America, and had already recruited
Wolf Hirth, Peter Riedel and another of the Wasserkuppe competitors, a boyishly
handsome pilot a year older than Hanna called Heini Dittmar, who was flying a glider he
had built himself. Now Georgii invited Hanna to join the team as an extra pilot and, he



quietly hoped, as a potential publicity hook for the institute and for Germany’s reputation
overseas. Hanna was thrilled — the only catch was that she would have to pay her own,
considerable, travel expenses.

As a courageous pilot, with her vivacious personality, fashionable looks and brilliant
smile, the truth was that Hanna had been attracting plenty of attention ever since she first
stepped into a glider. After her record-setting storm cloud flight, the nationalist film
studio, UFA, had invited her to act as a stunt double in a film about gliding. Now Hanna
accepted the offer, on the proviso that they paid the 3,000 Reichsmarks required for her
South American passage.

Rivals of the Air" was an early Nazi propaganda film designed to inspire young men to
become pilots, and was produced by Karl Ritter, a Great War veteran pilot and committed
Nazi himself. The plot revolved around a young gliding enthusiast, played by Heini
Dittmar, who persuades a female college friend to learn to soar with him. Failing the
course, the female student is disqualified from entering the Rhon contests. However,
‘being a small and rather energetic person’, in Hanna’s words, ‘she has some ideas of her

own’!3 The young friulein, clearly modelled on Hanna, borrows a glider and sets off in
pursuit of the men, only to be rescued from storm cloud disaster by her older gliding
instructor, in the form of Wolf Hirth. After much talk of courage, spirit and virility, the
older instructor gets the girl, and the younger man wins national honours in the contest:
everyone is happy — particularly Hanna who, apparently unconcerned by the politics
behind the film, thoroughly enjoyed the chance to repeatedly ‘crash’ her glider into a lake,
while getting paid for the privilege.

Hanna set sail for South America, her first venture out of Germany, in early January
1934. With four leading lights of the gliding scene — Walter Georgii, Wolf Hirth, Peter
Riedel and Heini Dittmar — at her side, it was another dream come true. Perhaps
encouraged by their on-screen romance, Heini flirted with Hanna, but she was not
interested, and only complained to the tall, more brotherly Peter that their colleague was
rather a nuisance. Perhaps bitterly, Heini later told a mutual friend that he was ‘quite sure’

that Hanna was a lesbian!4 Peter had found romance elsewhere. He never found Hanna
sexually attractive, ‘too small, for one thing’, he joked, but he considered her, like Melitta,

‘a great friend’! In any case Hanna had no desire for a passionate romance that would
inevitably curtail her freedom. Like her film double, her real admiration would always be
reserved for older men, father figures like Wolf Hirth.

Everything else about the voyage, however, charmed her: the lights on the water; the
captain’s permission to climb the mast; ‘the driving ice floes which broke up on the bow
with a sharp tinkle like a toast from a thousand glasses’; and later dolphins, flying fish,
and ‘half-naked black boys, supple as fish’, who dived for the coins they threw from the

ship’s rails'® Hanna, like many of her contemporaries, had absorbed — and helped to
perpetuate — the casual racism of her times, often admiring from afar but at closer range

finding the black men of the Spanish Canary Islands ‘dark and sinister-looking, sending an

involuntary shudder down the spine’!”



As soon as the expedition team arrived at Rio de Janeiro they embarked on a PR
campaign, with a series of press conferences, dinners and speeches. Walter Georgii had
been astute: pretty and petite, and typically dressed entirely in white from flying cap down
to tights and shoes, Hanna made a striking figure and was soon generating considerable
publicity. She was not just the only woman, but also the most junior member of the team.
“The presence of a girl ...’ she now realized, with rather mixed feelings, ‘naturally

increased ... interest and curiosity.’!® Every day ‘hundreds and thousands’ of spectators
trekked over to the airfield to watch Hanna perform aerobatics, while the men took the
lead in the cross-country flights that were the official raison d’étre of their visit.

After a few weeks they moved on to Sdo Paulo where Hanna had more opportunity to
take part in the long-distance flights, guided by the cumulus clouds formed by warm rising

air, or following the black vultures that soared the thermal upwinds.” One Sunday morning
she mistook a single ‘thermal bubble’, a small pocket of warm air, for a stronger rising
column capable of taking a glider up and, with her usual mix of confidence and
impatience, she cast off prematurely from her motorized tow-plane. To her dismay, she
quickly found herself circling back downwards, forced to search for an emergency landing
site. As she approached the only obvious field in the densely populated city below, she
was horrified to see it was a football pitch with a match in progress, surrounded by crowds
of spectators. In Hanna’s account, it was only as she ‘swooped clean through a
goalmouth’, screaming warnings in Spanish, that the players realized she was not able to
pull up and ran or flung themselves to the ground. Fortunately no one was hit. Once down,
her glider was mobbed by the crowd and she was only saved, she reported, by ‘a German’
who called the mounted police. Several people were injured, ‘trampled beneath the horses’
hooves’, but instead of Hanna being reprimanded, the event turned out to be the most
successful PR coup of the expedition, with many local newspapers covering the ‘Strange

and Marvellous Case of the Girl who Fell from the Sky!’1?

Hanna spent several weeks in Brazil, and then soaring over the grassy plains of
Argentina, where she landed twenty metres from the war minister after her opening
display. ‘Of course’ the locals asked about Hitler, Peter wrote, as their planes ‘bore the

swastika above Argentina’?? By the time the team set off for home, in mid-April 1934,
Hanna had been guest of honour at numerous events, and landed in several remote
villages. She had stoically rebuffed not only Heini’s advances but also the less unwelcome
ones of a handsome young Spanish pilot, and she had collected the Silver Soaring Medal,
the first woman ever to do so. Peter had set a new record for long-distance soaring, Wolf
had achieved an unprecedented sixty-seven loops in succession, and Heini had broken the
world altitude record. But ‘more importantly’, Hanna noted, ‘we had built a bridge of

friendship’?!

During their absence Germany had become increasingly unpopular overseas and,
although their trip had not been an official goodwill mission, Hanna was delighted to have
served as a voluntary ambassador for her country. At home, meanwhile, ‘Hitler seemed to
be carrying everyone along with him,’ Peter wrote on his return. “The economy was
booming, the unemployment problem had almost disappeared, the country was becoming



strong again after all those years of hopelessness.” Any earlier doubts he had harboured
about the regime began to ebb away. ‘I thought Hitler must be the right man for Germany,’

he said?> Hanna emphatically agreed.

While Hanna had been away, courting publicity both for herself and for the Nazi
regime, Melitta had been deliberately keeping a low profile at DVL, the German Research
Institute for Aeronautics. A few years earlier, as a ‘new woman’ studying engineering,
sitting astride a motorbike, or even just smoking a cigarette, she had been very visible in
the Weimar Republic. But despite her unusual choice of career for a woman in 1930s
Germany, as the Nazis gained support Melitta seemed discreetly to fade from view.

Melitta had always been a traditionalist at heart. Admittedly she still needed to fly as
others need to breathe, but at thirty-one she was essentially socially conservative, keen on
heritage, duty, and reward through hard work. She might have friends among working
pilots and engineers, but now she also mixed with the aristocratic Stauffenberg brothers,
rising figures in academia, law and the military, and her own siblings were flourishing in
the very respectable fields of the civil service, medicine and business journalism. Melitta’s
statement bob was long gone, and if she still wore trousers to work they were now part of
a well-cut suit and the look was carefully softened by a silk blouse and string of pearls.
She was dressing to be practical, not provocative, and this seemed to reflect her whole
approach to life. Jutta saw that her sister ‘firmly declined to be dragged into the public
eye’, and Melitta herself declared that she would not be ‘drawn into the shrill world of

advertising in the press or radio’?® She may have been naturally reserved, but now she had
another reason not to make unnecessary waves. While doors everywhere were opening for
Hanna, Melitta had learned some family history that threatened not just her opportunity to
fly, but also her professional life, economic well-being and even her personal
relationships.

As a young man about to set out for university, Melitta’s father, Michael, had been
baptized as a Protestant. It was in this faith that he had been raised, and would later bring
up his own children. Melitta’s grandfather, however, Moses, had been a non-practising
Jew. In the nineteenth century, when Posen had come under Prussian rule, a new
synagogue had been built and the Jewish community developed close links with the
German, mainly Protestant, population. Moses admired German culture, and when
Michael was baptized, both father and son considered their Jewish roots to be behind
them. They were German patriots, and either from a sense of shame, a wish to avoid
discrimination or a belief in its irrelevance, the Schillers’ Jewish ancestry was never
discussed. None of Michael’s friends knew that this young man was anything other than
the model German Protestant that he both appeared, and considered himself, to be.

It is not known when Melitta first learned of her paternal Jewish ancestry: perhaps when
she was confirmed, aged fourteen, or when Hitler came to power in 1933 and the fact
became politically significant. That year the first wave of legislation came into force
limiting Jewish participation in German public life, whether as students, civil servants,
lawyers or doctors. She certainly knew by September 1935 when the Nuremberg Laws
further codified the regime’s anti-Semitism, stripping German Jews of their citizenship,



depriving them of basic political rights and prohibiting them from marrying or having
sexual relations with ‘Aryans’. The Nuremberg Laws effectively ended any realistic hope
the community might still have harboured for a tolerable existence within their country.

Close friends and colleagues knew that Melitta was already critical of Nazi policies.
Perhaps while studying in Munich she had heard some of the early speeches in which
Hitler referred to Jews as ‘vermin’, and insisted that ‘the Jew can never become German

however often he may affirm that he can’?* This “Volkish’ ideology, the belief that blood
rather than faith or legal status determined the race to which any individual belonged, had

been reiterated in the two volumes of Mein Kampf, published in 1925 and 1926.” Along
with many others, at that point Melitta probably still doubted that Hitler would gain
power. By 1933 ‘the Nazis were in the saddle, but no one dreamed that it would be for
long’, a Stauffenberg family friend wrote, before adding that ‘it was amazing to watch the

speed with which the paralysing power of dictatorship and tyranny grew’°> Two years
later Melitta must have paid close attention to Hitler’s introduction to the Nuremberg
Laws, but here the Fiihrer was uncharacteristically vague. In interviews afterwards he

claimed that ‘the legislation is not anti-Jewish, but pro-German. The rights of Germans are

hereby protected against destructive Jewish influence.’?%

Michael Schiller, now seventy-four, responded with a mixture of courage and caution.
At the end of 1935 he submitted a three-page article to Germany’s Nature and Spirit
magazine, making the case for raising children to be ‘fully human’ by the cultivation of

logical thinking and the exclusion of any belief in supernatural powers?>” He was not
making a stand for Jews, or for human rights in general, but simply for his own family. He
could not understand how they could be defined by their ‘blood’ rather than by their
obvious brains and abilities. On publication, he sent the article to his children; it would not
be his last attempt to defend them.

In fact, at first, none of the Schiller family were directly affected by the Nuremberg
Laws. In a painful attempt to discriminate systematically, the regime identified Jews as
those who had three or four ‘racially’ Jewish grandparents, or two if they were practising
Jews. Melitta and her siblings therefore fell outside the scope of the laws. Furthermore,
initial exceptions were made for highly decorated veterans, people over sixty-five or those
married to Aryans, meaning Michael was also exempt. There was no need for an anxious
conversation about whether to register or try to disappear. Nevertheless, it was clear that
the Schiller family were no longer quite the equal German citizens that they had once
been, and now that the principles of racial segregation and discrimination were enshrined
in German law, there could be no guarantee that they would not yet find themselves
subject to persecution.

Before the end of 1935 new legislation further marginalized German Jews: Jewish
officers were expelled from the German army; Jewish students could no longer take
doctorates; German courts could not cite Jewish testimony; and some cities started
prohibiting Jews from municipal hospitals. Soon ‘Aryan certificates’ were required for
college, work and marriage. ‘Luckily, we had all finished our studies,’ Klara later
remembered, but ‘from that time on there was danger hanging over all of us like the



Sword of Damocles.’28 Lili, the eldest sister, had trained as an X-ray assistant in Berlin
but, already married and quietly raising a family, she was unlikely to attract attention. Jutta
was also married, to a senior Nazi official. For her these were peaceful years. However,
Otto, Melitta and Klara all needed certificates for their workplaces. They decided to try to
hide their ancestry. The fact that their father, Michael, was officially a Polish citizen
following the border change helped to delay things. In an attempt to buy some time, ‘we

pretended to get our papers from Odessa,’ Klara continued®® Later, they claimed nothing
could be found. Otto was now an agricultural attaché at the German Embassy in Moscow.
In 1932 he had visited Ukraine to gain an insight into the famine caused by Stalin’s
programme of farm collectivization, giving him unique value for the new regime. For now
his position was secure. Klara had applied for and received German citizenship in 1932.
That year she visited Otto in Russia, and stayed to study nutrition and then work in the
north Caucasus. In 1935, probably in a deliberate strategy to keep her out of Germany,
Otto helped find her work cultivating soya in Spain.

As a patriot Melitta continued to affirm her loyalty to Germany, but unlike Hanna she
now saw a clear distinction between her adored country with its rich cultural heritage and
the so-called Third Reich, from whom she suddenly had to hide her family history.
Knowing that her aviation development work at DVL was of national importance, she
focused on making sure she was regarded as an invaluable member of the team before her
Jewish heritage could be revealed and her job called into question. She now spent long
days on the airfield and in her office, talked a little less about politics, and very rarely
mentioned her family.

Nazi interest in science and aviation had given Melitta’s institute a much-needed boost.
‘Suddenly there seemed to be an abundance of equipment, and plenty of funds for building
up a new army and to carry out new scientific research projects, as well as for flying,” her

friend and colleague Paul von Handel wrote®? Between 1934 and 1936, Melitta embarked
on the first of a series of test flights with clear military significance. Previously, she had
been experimenting with state-of-the-art wind tunnels to assess the impact of wing flaps,
slats and adjustable propellers on aerodynamics, speed and efficiency. Her pioneering
design solutions became standard for commercial airlines. In 1934, however, she focused
on the performance of ‘propellers in a nosedive’; test-flying, analysing and modifying
designs that would later become essential for the Luftwaffe — and she was well aware of
the implications of this work. Later that year when, as a woman, she was barred from
participating in the German touring competition, Melitta flew the event route in an air
ambulance, outside the official contest. She was the only pilot to incur no penalties.
Melitta was not just making a point about her own ability, ‘she simply didn’t take

seriously anything she disagreed with’, one of her sisters commented3! She was also using
the opportunity to gain some practice in case air ambulances should soon be in greater
demand.

That autumn Hans Baur, Hitler’s personal pilot, flew the Fiihrer to the annual
Nuremberg Rally. As his silver plane circled over the ancient city, thousands strained their

eyes to watch him descend ‘from the sky like a Teutonic god’3? In March he had



announced the expansion of the Wehrmacht, the return of universal conscription and the
official creation of the Luftwaffe. Public ceremonies were organized, with impressive
aerial displays above and military parades below. According to Hanna, this was ‘general
peacetime conscription’, but she admitted that the international atmosphere was

‘extremely tense’3 Until this point, Winston Churchill later wrote, air sport and
commercial aviation in Germany had hidden ‘a tremendous organization for the purposes
of air war’. Now, ‘the full terror of this revelation broke ... and Hitler, casting aside
concealment, sprang forward, armed to the teeth, with his munitions factories roaring

night and day, his aeroplane squadrons forming in ceaseless succession.’* Later that year,
the flying ace Ernst Udet, who had served alongside Melitta’s uncle in the Great War,
demonstrated his chubby grey Curtiss Hawk and a Focke-Wulf dive-bomber at the Reich’s
party conference, paving the way for a full aircraft development programme. Melitta was
soon busy not only undertaking blind-flying and radio courses, but also working on the
development and testing of dive-brakes for bombers. With little safety equipment it was
high-risk work; between 1934 and 1937, thirteen of her colleagues were killed in accidents
at DVL.

Despite the growing investment in research for military applications, which Melitta
welcomed, Paul felt that at DVL ‘the influence of Nazi policies was, at first, barely

perceptible’. Even in the army, he believed, ‘there was little political interest’3* His — and
Melitta’s — friend, Claus von Stauffenberg, certainly considered himself an apolitical army
officer in the best tradition of the military, although his family later said he would leave

the room promptly should he hear Jews being insulted®

Inside German universities the situation was quite different. Since the Nazis had
assumed power, education at all levels had become strictly controlled and directed. For
Melitta’s flame, Alexander von Stauffenberg, a professor of ancient history at the
University of Berlin and soon to be appointed both to the University of Giessen and as
extraordinary professor at Wiirzburg, the imposition of a political agenda over academic
history boded very ill. It was this, Paul believed, that made Alexander so ‘much more

critical of the political development of Hitler’s Germany than Litta, Claus and 1’3’
Whether from a dreamy lack of social shrewdness or in deliberate angry defiance,
Alexander repeatedly and publicly criticized the regime and its policies in a way that
already few others would dare. His twin brother, Berthold, now a lawyer in The Hague,
was also disturbed by the changing political climate. As early as July 1933, the Nazis had
been declared the only legal political party in the country, and that October Germany left
the League of Nations, prompting Berthold’s return to Berlin to work at the Kaiser
Wilhelm Institute. The regime’s lack of legal principles and disregard for international law
deeply disturbed him. Nationalist patriotism and even some level of racial distinctions he
could accept, but not political tyranny or institutionalized racial persecution. Unlike many
of their friends and relatives, none of the Stauffenberg brothers joined the NSDAP.

Alexander quietly moved in with Melitta in 1934. Although she did not introduce him
to her family, both of them clearly considered their relationship permanent. The previous
September, Claus had dutifully married Baroness Nina von Lerchenfeld, an ‘extremely



good-looking’ member of the Bavarian aristocracy, ‘with dark slanting eyes and glossy
hair’3®" Berthold was engaged to the Russian-born Mika Classen, whom he would marry
not long after the death of his father in June 1936. Mika’s family had fled Russia during
the revolution, but the old Count had been ‘very much opposed’ to the match because she

did not come from an aristocratic German family>® Only Alexander was still officially
single. It is unlikely that his father knew Melitta had Jewish ancestry, but he still had
reservations about her social status.

Melitta’s family was not immune from prejudice either, considering privilege not earned
by personal merit to be vaguely ridiculous. ‘How often she was teased, with a wink, by her
brother and sisters when her mother joked, every now and then, about the deeds of her
own noble ancestors,’ Jutta later recalled. Noticing Melitta’s discomfort, her father
maintained that coming from the once privileged classes ‘contributed to the establishment

of character based in reason and responsibility’#? Melitta’s response is sadly not recorded
but she had sufficient self-respect to see her prestige as a pilot as equal to that of the
aristocracy. In any case, Alexander’s classical understanding of what it meant to be noble
meant he could never sit idle, resting on the family laurels. In fact he was as enthralled by
his vocation as Melitta was by hers. However, there was another reason for Melitta and
Alexander not to apply to get married — Melitta would have to provide an ‘Aryan
certificate’. Eventually she succumbed and formally applied for Aryan status for herself
and her siblings, on the basis of her parents’ wedding certificate listing both parties as
Protestant. Then she waited.

Hanna had returned from South America in the late spring of 1934. ‘We can’t let you
leave us now ..."” Walter Georgii had told her during the return journey, ‘you belong to

us.”*! That June she joined Peter Riedel and Heini Dittmar at Georgii’s internationally
acclaimed gliding research institute based at Darmstadet, just south of Frankfurt. ‘I could

hardly imagine any greater happiness,’ she wrote*> The timing was good. The Nazis were
investing as much in gliding as in Melitta’s aeronautical research institute, DVL, but
Hanna needed training before she could become an official glider test pilot. Within a few
weeks she established a new women’s world record for long-distance soaring, covering a
distance of over a hundred miles. On the back of this she secured a place at the Civil
Airways Training School at Stettin, which usually took only male trainees.

Stettin was one of a number of thinly disguised military bases where the students’ blue
uniforms would turn out to be remarkably similar to those of the Luftwaffe, revealed the
following year. ‘The school was staffed,” Hanna said, ‘by officers to whom a woman on an

airfield was like a red rag to a bull.”#? Despite causing much hilarity as she joined the
morning drill line-up, her slight, feminine frame inevitably ‘disturbing the splendours of
the masculine silhouette’, as she put it, Hanna quickly proved her capabilities and was
accepted by her peers. Most of the flying suits were too large, and she needed cushions to
boost her height in the cockpit, but she learned to fly loops, turns and rolls in a Focke-
Wulf Fw 44, a two-seat open biplane known as the Stieglitz, or Goldfinch, and carefully
concealed her initial sickness by throwing up neatly into one of her gloves. Back at
Darmstadt, Hanna could now fly one of the six heavier Heinkels. These were military



reconnaissance aircraft that had been stripped of their armaments and issued with civil
registrations for use at flying displays, and for meteorological night flights at the institute.
Since these machines had been issued first to DVL, it is likely that Hanna was now
literally sitting in Melitta’s old seat.

In 1935 Hanna officially became an experimental glider test pilot. The first aircraft she
was required to test was a new glider being built at the institute known as the DFS
Kranich, or Crane. All went well, and next followed the See Adler, or Sea Eagle, the
world’s first waterborne glider, whose gull wings were designed to stay high above the
spray and waves. This didn’t always work. After being dragged right under the surface of
a lake by the weight of her tow rope during an early test, Hanna and the See Adler
eventually lifted off only when pulled into the air by a Dornier flying boat.

Daily letters from her mother brought Hanna considerable comfort during these
dangerous trials, reassuring her that she was in God’s hands, if also slightly irritating her
with constant warnings about ‘the blindness of vanity and overweening pride’. Where they

did see eye to eye was in their shared belief that Hanna’s work was all ‘in the cause of

Germany and the saving of human lives’#*

According to Peter Riedel, Hanna quickly became ‘a quite outstanding pilot’ who, he

could not resist adding, was ‘capable of equalling or surpassing the best men’#> Apart
from Melitta, who was keeping her head down at DVL, Hanna was the only other woman
testing such exciting prototype aircraft. As a result, she started receiving invitations to
represent Germany at flight events overseas. In Finland she performed gliding
demonstrations to engage the country’s young people in the sport. But en route to Portugal
she caused controversy when bad weather forced her to land at a French military airfield
without permission. The discovery of a camera on board led to accusations that Hanna was
a spy. “White with rage’, she vociferously denied the claims, believing that not only she,

but also her country, were being maligned*® Eventually the French Ministry of Aviation
ordered her release. Delighted to leave ‘the tensions of the outside world’ behind her once
again, she flew on to Lisbon, and happily abandoned herself to her ‘one overmastering

desire — to soar in the beauty of flight’#’

‘Hitler wanted the Germans to become a nation of aviators,’ the wife of Hanna’s friend
Karl Baur, a Messerschmitt test pilot, later wrote. ‘If there was some kind of celebration in

a city, an air show was a must.’*® Karl worked with Hanna to develop an aerobatic
programme, and she was soon busy on the demonstration circuit at regional flight days
around Germany, performing aerobatics to entertain the crowds. Although his wife

thought Hanna was ‘a young fragile-looking girl’, Karl was impressed by the energy she

put into her performances, and recognized her as ‘a very talented, enthusiastic pilot’4°

Hanna was now typically flying alongside other stars of the German aviation scene like
Elly Beinhorn with her incredibly fast Me 108 Taifun (Typhoon), and Ernst Udet, who
stunned the crowds with his sensational open biplane act of swooping down low enough to
pick up a handkerchief from the ground with the tip of its wing. Since the Great War, Udet
had made a career out of performing aerobatics and mock air battles with his friend and



fellow veteran Robert Ritter von Greim, who he considered ‘a splendid pilot’*® Having
starred in several films, Udet was now a huge celebrity, ‘but in all of this there was a
secret longing to see the spirit which inspired us become a real power in the nation’, he

wrote in his 1935 memoir. “We were soldiers without a flag’ until 1933, when, he added,

“for old soldiers, life is again worth living’°!

Increasingly in the public eye, Hanna was herself becoming a minor celebrity. In 1934
she went from a few mentions in the gliding news to being the title story, and even the
cover girl of magazines that featured her sitting in her open cockpit, grinning for the
camera, her blonde curls tucked into her close-fitting flying cap, her goggles resting
above. She even appeared, wearing a glamorous fur-collared flying jacket, on a gold-
embossed Gabarty cigarette card for their collectable ‘Modern Beauties’ series, and no
doubt in Germany she and Elly Beinhorn were the women most closely associated with
Caron’s ‘En Avion’ perfume, launched in 1932." Hanna was a natural performer, and silent
film footage from this time shows her looking relaxed and fabulous in her flying kit,
shading her eyes from the sun and laughing as she gamely bats aside the feather duster
being brandished by a handsome young man. With the duster propped in the nose of her
glider, more men arrive to joke around with her. It all looks very jolly. In another scene,
Hanna, now in a pretty white blouse and neck scarf, goofs about for the camera with a
giant cuddly-toy dog dressed in jacket and trousers. Despite the constant sexism, Hanna
can afford to laugh generously because she knows that she can fly all these men out of the
sky. By the time she pulls her goggles down over her eyes and is strapped into her cockpit,
around fifteen men — some in uniform — are gathered to watch her take off. Her elegant
white glider dips out of sight and then rises, magnificently, above them all.

Hanna was publicly associating with the dynamic new regime, and beginning to rise
with them, but she did not completely support all their policies. One of her flying friends,
Dr Joachim Kiittner, had been classified as ‘half Jewish’. Kiittner had joined Hanna on her
official visit to Finland, and now they were both sent to Sweden with Peter Riedel to
perform aerobatic displays. While there, Hanna asked Walter Stender, an aviation
engineering friend, whether he could help Kiittner find work overseas. Stender declined,

commenting only that her desire to help a Jew was a ‘noble and dangerous idea’>? In fact
it is unlikely that Hanna was putting herself in great danger by canvassing for Kiittner at
this time, but her concern does show both that she was aware of growing, state-sanctioned
anti-Semitism, and that it did not sit entirely comfortably with her. Nevertheless, she chose
to make an exception to help a colleague rather than challenge the general rule. ‘She didn’t
see these cases as symptomatic of anything,’ a friend later argued. ‘She saw them as
isolated incidents that could be cleared up by a personal intervention ... she wasn’t able to

see an evil principle in all of this.”>3

In February 1936, Hanna was delighted to join Peter again, performing gliding
aerobatics at the opening of the Winter Olympics held at Garmisch-Partenkirchen, a
couple of small villages in the Bavarian mountains. It was a fun event, taking off and
landing on the frozen lake where the figure skating would soon take place. Udet was also
there, flying alongside Hitler’s personal pilot, Hans Baur, and others, in a rally for engine-



powered planes. Unfortunately for the Olympic competitors, Ga-Pa, as the site was soon
known, had suffered from unseasonably light snowfall, but the towns were almost buried
beneath an avalanche of swastikas on posters, flags and bunting. This new signage
replaced the anti-Jewish notices that had been temporarily removed before the arrival of
the international teams, press and spectators in tacit admission that other nations might not
understand Nazi race policy. The Winter Olympics were being used to give the regime
legitimacy. Despite attracting fewer foreign visitors than expected and some critical press
reports from the likes of William Shirer, the bureau chief of the American Universal News
Service, they would prove extremely effective. Had the games been officially boycotted
internationally, or even had visitors left with a dim impression of the new regime, it is
possible that Hitler might not have risked launching his expansionist foreign policy quite
so soon. As it was, a month after the games opened, German troops marched into the
demilitarized zone of the Rhineland in violation of the Treaty of Versailles.

That spring, back at the Darmstadt Research Centre for Gliding, Hanna started to test
glider air brakes. These could be fitted to prevent a speeding glider from exceeding the
structural limit of its frame, even when diving vertically, before the pilot could regain
control. It was terrifying work as the whole glider would shudder when the prototype air
brakes were used, and Hanna reported wedging herself against the sides of the cockpit in
order to keep control. Modification and eventual success were an important aeronautical
milestone. Perhaps not coincidentally, these air brakes were being developed at the same
time as the Luftwaffe’s research into the possibility of dive-bombing with Stukas was
stepped up.

Here, for the first time, Hanna’s and Melitta’s work began to overlap. Melitta had
already carried out experiments on adjustable propellers and their behaviour in ‘headlong
descent’ — in other words, during dives — and Hanna was now testing dive-brakes. There is
no question that by now these two exceptional women would have known of each other.
Test pilots formed a close and supportive community and Hanna and Melitta were the only
women at their respective institutes: a source of curiosity and gossip for the men, and of
potential support for each other. Furthermore, they had several close friends in common,
from Peter Riedel and Elly Beinhorn to the famous veteran Ernst Udet. However, neither
Hanna nor Melitta made any public reference to the other, as if refusing to recognize
another woman working in the same field.

In March, Hanna successfully demonstrated glider brakes to a number of Luftwaffe
generals including Udet, who would soon be appointed chief of the Luftwaffe’s technical
office. Udet’s friend, Robert Ritter von Greim, was also present. Greim was one of the
very few people to have piloted a plane carrying Hitler. In 1920, he had flown Hitler
through rough weather to Berlin for the Kapp Putsch. When the Luftwaffe was publicly
launched in 1935, Goring named Greim as the first squadron leader and now, at forty-four,
he was rapidly rising through the ranks. Both the new technology and the female test pilot
made a deep impression on Greim and the other men.

Not long after, Hanna was notified that she was to be awarded the honorary title of
Flugkapitdn, or flight captain, the first German woman ever to be accorded such a



distinction. Despite claiming to place ‘no value on decorations’, Hanna was thrilled>*
Before the month was over, Goring had also presented her with a special women’s version
of the Combined Pilot’s and Observer’s Badge in gold with diamonds, along with a signed
photograph of himself dedicated to “The Captain of the Air, Hanna Reitsch’. As if not to
be outdone, two days later, on Hanna’s twenty-fourth birthday, Udet gave her a brooch in
the form of a golden propeller overlaid with a swastika of blue sapphires, with his own
dedication engraved on the reverse. Hanna was clearly the female pilot to know in the
Third Reich, and both she and Melitta were fully aware of it.

The Winter Olympics had been a major date on the 1936 calendar, but the main event of
the year would be the Berlin Olympics that August. The games had been awarded to
Germany in 1931, but because of the severe economic depression nothing had been done
at the Olympic site. Within three years of taking power the Nazis had built a monumental
stadium to showcase their revitalized nation to the world. Sport in Nazi Germany, with its
focus on physically ‘perfect’ young people, was inseparable from nationalism and the idea
of racial superiority. Despite some international protest against Berlin as host city — the
first time in history that an Olympic boycott was discussed — by July 1936 the German
capital was draped not only in scarlet, white and black, but also with Olympic flags.
Above the stadium the Hindenburg airship, its tail fins painted with swastikas, proudly
trailed an Olympic banner from its gondola. New trees were planted along Unter den
Linden, new rail links stretched beneath the city, and the National Socialist architectural
style, designed to impress and inspire, was showcased in the massive new stadium as the
capital geared up for the arrival of nearly 4,500 participants and 150,000 foreign

spectators.” An estimated one million Berliners came out simply to watch Hitler’s journey
to the games. ‘Berlin was ready for the festivities,’ the filmmaker Leni Riefenstahl noted

in her diary, ‘and the town burned with Olympic fever.’>> Although Udet was banned from
flying above the races to take film footage, Riefenstahl planned to get good aerial shots
from cameras attached to hydrogen-filled balloons. Ironically, though, none of her footage
captured the aerial elements of the games.

Germany had petitioned for gliding to be accepted as an Olympic sport but, after

months of deliberation, the International Olympic Committee had rejected the proposal.”
In order still to showcase German capabilities in the sky, an Olympiade Grossflugtag or
‘Olympic Great Flight Day’ was organized at Tempelhof airfield for 31 July, the day
before the official opening of the games. There were to be tethered hot-air balloons;
formation flying by glider pilots; the men’s aerobatics championship finals; and aerial
displays by different models of pre-war planes, light aircraft and other engine-powered
planes; and it was Melitta — not Hanna — who was booked for the programme. Melitta was
to perform a daring stunt flying in a Heinkel He 70 Blitz (Lightning), a plane once used as
a light bomber and for aerial reconnaissance. Her display would follow a group of
parachutists and some daylight fireworks, and come just before Elly Beinhorn was to wow
the crowds in her Messerschmitt Me 108: a plane she had named the Taifun because it

‘sounded international, powerful’g’6 All the aircraft were emblazoned with swastikas; this
was political theatre at its most spectacular.



Melitta’s thoughts on being involved in this huge public relations exercise are not
recorded. However, hosting the games was a long-awaited honour for Germany and few
people saw their country’s impressive preparations in anything other than a positive light.
Since Melitta regarded Germany as far greater than the current regime, she may have felt
proud to have been selected, justifying her participation to herself in these terms rather
than seeing the games for what they had become: a homage to Nazi Germany and the
Fiihrer, deliberately staged with an eye to world opinion. She must also have known that
to refuse any such invitation could be seen as anti-German, and would have been
extremely risky at a time when she was still waiting to hear about her personal legal status.

In the event, the weather was terrible. Heavy clouds hung overhead. It was wet, and an
unseasonably fierce wind whipped summer hats off heads, set banners flapping and sent
clouds of dust into watering eyes. Nevertheless, Hitler, square and stocky in his brown
uniform, accompanied by Umberto II, the last king of Italy, attended the Grossflugtag,
along with crowds in the tens of thousands. Events started badly. Forty of the 150
participating aircraft had to withdraw because of the weather or engine trouble. ‘It was

hell,” one of the pilots commented in an interview>’ Yet Melitta’s performance was
spectacular. Her outstanding aerial acrobatics, control and accuracy generated huge
applause and lasting admiration, as well as drawing considerable new attention to her.

Hanna was also expected to play her part during the Summer Olympics. Gliding had
been accepted as a ‘demonstration sport’, and a display was scheduled for 4 August at
Berlin-Staaken airfield. Although no official contest took place and no prizes were
presented, the weather was better and pilots from seven countries took part, with Hanna a
member of the strong German team. Unfortunately gliding proved to be the only sport that
brought the games a fatality, when an Austrian sailplane crashed after damaging its wing.

Among those watching the displays was a seventeen-year-old Scot. Eric Brown was the
son of one of the British air force veterans invited to the games by Udet and the German
Fighter Pilots’ Association for a ‘shindig’, as Eric put it, with their former enemies®® Udet
would instil in Eric a lifelong love of flying. Taking him up for a spin, he only
nonchalantly checked that Eric was well strapped in before rolling the plane onto its back
as they started their approach to land. Eric, who momentarily thought ‘the silly old fool’s
had a heart attack’, was speechless, but Udet ‘roared with laughter’>® Once back on the
ground, Udet gave the teenager a slap on the back with the old pilots’ greeting, ‘Hals- und
Beinbruch!” — ‘Break a neck and a leg!” He then told him to learn to fly, and to learn
German. He was ‘a good mentor for someone who wanted an adventurous life’, Eric said,
and Hanna no doubt agreed®® Udet introduced them on the airfield. Hanna was a
‘remarkable lady, tiny sort’, Eric commented, adding that she ‘flew a glider like an

angel’®! Twenty minutes later he had her down as ‘an intense, strong-minded woman,

filled with ambition and determination’®? Like many others, however, Eric underestimated
Hanna’s ability. When he learned that she wanted to test-fly engine-powered planes he felt
she had ‘no hope’, as she would never have ‘the physical strength to take on a large

aircraft’®3 Hanna would soon prove him wrong.

It is hard to know which of these Olympic aerial events, the Grossflugtag or the gliding



demonstration, was the more prestigious. Either way, there must have been some awkward
moments at the parties and official receptions during the games, and later at Berlin’s Haus
der Flieger, or House of Aviators, established by Goéring as a meeting place for flight
officials and pilots. Hanna was soon talking derisively about Melitta’s skills as a pilot,
while Melitta, it was said, chose never to speak of Hanna, even refusing to have a cup of
tea with her. It was perhaps inevitable that some gossips would define the relationship
between two such brilliant female pilots as rivalry. But although there is no reason to think
that Hanna knew of Melitta’s Jewish ancestry at this point, there were many other reasons
why the two might not have struck up a friendship. Hanna was vivacious, quick to laugh,
and seemingly refused to take life seriously, and yet she had an eye for opportunity and a
steely determination to succeed in her chosen career, whatever the obstacles. She could
not bear Melitta’s apparent sense of superiority and entitlement. The more considered
Melitta was just as dedicated to her vocation, but believed in the old conservative virtues
of modesty, study and hard work. For her, respect had to be earned, and she could not
consider Hanna, who had no grasp of aeronautical engineering, as her peer. To see such
rapid success go to anyone who had less knowledge and experience must have been
trying, but to see it happen to someone who appeared so closely to represent and reflect
the rise of the new regime must have been a particular challenge.

“This masculine Third Reich owes much of its success to its women athletes,’ the New

York Times reported from the Berlin Olympics® Although the Nazis had initially opposed
women’s participation in competitive sport on the grounds that it was unfeminine and
might damage their reproductive organs, the regime came to appreciate the propaganda
value of female Olympians. Nevertheless, there was far less coverage of the women’s
events than the men’s. As always, race was a very different issue. The selection of one
part-Jewish German woman to compete in fencing, the ‘honorary Aryan’ Helene Mayer,
who had previously fled to America to avoid persecution, was offered as evidence to the
IOC that the regime selected athletes purely on merit. In fact, the only other German
Jewish athlete they acknowledged, the track and field star Gretel Bergmann, was
discreetly removed from the team at the last minute. Many people around the world
cheered Jesse Owens’ historic win as a victory over Nazi ideology, but few, even within
Germany, realized that a woman of partly Jewish heritage had quietly starred in the
opening Flight Day.

The 1936 Olympics proved an enormous success for Germany, both in terms of medal
tally and for international relations. We are ‘the premier nation in the world’, Goebbels
recorded with delight in his diary, while the Olympia-Zeitung asked more presciently,

‘Must we not conclude that the biggest victor of the Olympic Games was Adolf Hitler?’%°
Most overseas commentators were positive. ‘Only a determined deaf-and-blind visitor to
any corner of this land could fail to see and hear the sight, the sound, of Germany’s

forward march,’ the New Yorker reported®® Meanwhile the famous American pilot Charles
Lindbergh, who had been Goéring’s guest at the games, noted that he had ‘come away with
a feeling of great admiration for the German people’. Although he added that, having been
invited to tour the new civil and military air establishments, he still had many reservations
about the Nazis, Lindbergh believed that the rumoured treatment of Jews in Germany must



be exaggerated, and that German Jews must in any case accept some fault for having sided
so much with the communists. “With all the things we criticize,” he continued, Hitler ‘is
undoubtedly a great man, and I believe he has done much for the German people.’®” His
wife, Anne Morrow Lindbergh, the first American woman to earn a first-class glider
pilot’s licence, was even more enthusiastic, describing Hitler as ‘a visionary, who really
wants the best for his country’®® Despite the Nuremberg Laws, and despite the invasion of
the Rhineland, this was a common conclusion.

Carving out careers in the competitive male world of aviation under the Third Reich
had not brought Hanna and Melitta together. Despite her mother’s concerns about pride
and vanity, Hanna loved to perform and regularly demonstrated that she was more than
willing to fly through public relations hoops for the Nazi regime. After one of her overseas
visits, the German Aero Club wrote to thank her for having ‘had an admirable political

effect’®® She was becoming a very useful propaganda tool and, while she may not have
recognized the full implications, if the pay-off was in her favour, Hanna was perfectly
happy to be used in this way. The more publicity she received, the more secure she was in
her role as a pilot in a country that was rapidly becoming militarized and had less and less
need for glamorous female aviators. Melitta was also keen to serve her country but, for
her, in 1935, ‘public relations’ under the Nazis had a very different connotation. The
thought of having to expose her family to public scrutiny was distasteful at best. That they
would eventually be discovered to have ‘Jewish blood’, and that this meant inevitable
censure both socially and professionally, was appalling. From now on all Melitta’s
decisions and actions would be determined by the knowledge of her, and her family’s,
increasing vulnerability.

Hanna and Melitta had both been prepared to play their part in the pageant surrounding
the 1936 Berlin Olympics. Their sensational performances would bring them new levels of
fame and attention, but would also set them on increasingly divergent paths. Soon both
women would again be required to play public roles in support of their country. Like it or
not, their reputations as brilliant female pilots were growing, and the way in which they
positioned themselves in the new Germany was becoming more important than ever.



4
PUBLIC APPOINTMENTS
1936-1937

Just a month after the glamour and excitement of the Berlin Olympics, Melitta abruptly
left the job she loved at DVL, the German Research Institute for Aeronautics. It was a
shocking departure. She had spent the last eight years steadily earning the respect and
friendship of her colleagues in defiance of every expectation of her as a woman. The
pioneering concepts she had developed through theoretical and experimental
investigations into aerodynamics as an engineer and test pilot had been widely adopted for
both commercial and military applications. The official reason for her departure is not
known, but descriptions in DVL’s reference of an ‘enthusiastic’ and ‘skilful’ pilot who
‘always carried out the work entrusted to her to a high standard’ show it was not

dissatisfaction with her work.!

Melitta’s reference also states that ‘she left her position at her own request’.? In a letter
to her former colleague Hermann Blenk, however, she referred to certain ‘difficulties’ she
had encountered at the institute, and talked of her ‘dismissal’. ‘I very much hope that you

will not have any unpleasantness at all on my account,’ she added.? Her sister Jutta felt
that DVL was uncomfortable with what she called Melitta’s ‘independent nature and

thoughtfulness’.* Blenk later admitted that Melitta was more critical of the regime than
either himself or other colleagues. Similarly, another member of the team felt that ‘after
the takeover of power ... she probably sensed Nazi intrigue’ at work and inevitably
‘suffered’ under the regime’s influence. Things came to a head after Melitta made an
unauthorized flight to Budapest. ‘In such a situation, incidents which under other
circumstances have no lasting consequences,’ one colleague commented cautiously, ‘are
enough to produce discord, and if the resentment reaches a certain level, it is only a

question of time before a separation must come about.’® It seems that Melitta’s
‘independent nature’ had been ringing alarm bells at a time when her application for
‘Aryan’ status drew official attention to her. Her unauthorized flight made a convenient
pretext for her removal.

DVL was in effect a state institution, under the de facto control of the Ministry of
Aviation. This was not a place where someone with questionable heritage could now be
employed. Whether it was a pre-emptive resignation or an informal dismissal, Melitta’s
departure had been engineered. Struggling to find an alternative employer, for a while she
turned back to clay sculpture, starting a very fine bust of Alexander. At the same time, her
youngest sister, Klara, had been forced to give up her position at the University of
Giessen, together with her doctorate, and was seeking work overseas. Otto also found
himself no longer eligible for an embassy posting to Peking, and instead went into
industry in Romania. The Schillers were on a list.

Hanna’s career, conversely, had been going from strength to strength since her



performance at the Olympics. Still working as a test pilot at the Darmstadt gliding
research institute, she spent the autumn of 1936 completing a series of nosedives in a
Sperber (Hawk) glider equipped with the air-brake flaps developed by Hans Jacobs along
the lines that Melitta and others used for engine-powered aeroplanes. At the end of the
year Udet arranged for her to give a demonstration to some Luftwaffe generals. They were
so impressed that the Aviation Ministry agreed to confer the title of Flugkapitdn, or flight
captain, on test pilots; a rank previously used only to denote the senior civil pilots of
Lufthansa after they had completed a series of test flights and exams.

Hanna was only twenty-five when she received the distinction of being named
Germany’s first female honorary flight captain in the spring of 1937, and found herself

briefly presented to Hitler.” In private she later claimed to have been unimpressed by the
Fiihrer, who, she noted, sounded uncultured, wore a crumpled suit and repulsed her by

indiscreetly picking his nose.® The German press were equally bemused by Hanna. While
applauding her courage and determination, they clumsily labelled her as ‘a girl’ who

‘acted like a man’.” Hanna was certainly exceptional. Without her considerable skill and
steely determination, as a woman she could never have enjoyed a career as a pilot. Even
so, few male pilots would be considered for such a title before they were thirty, but Hanna
also had more than 2,000 hours in the air, high public recognition and the support of Udet
on her side.

Hanna’s flight captain ceremony took place in one of the large hangars at the Darmstadt
airfield. As symbols of her new rank, she was presented with a captain’s cap and a sabre
sheathed in a section of aeroplane wing. All the men of the research institute then had to
march to her commands. It was a scene that ‘ended in chaos’, she wrote to a friend, and
‘nearly resulted in the loss of my new rank’ as she had no idea how to correctly word the

commands.?® Nevertheless, Hanna was immensely proud of her new honorary title and
insisted on its constant use, much to the irritation of some of her colleagues who believed
she had ‘used her feminine wiles’ to gain the rank, and would later claim that ‘she used

that title to death’.’

That March, Hanna fleetingly visited Hirschberg for her sister Heidi’s wedding, but she
could not stay for long. She was now sufficiently important to have a glider, a Sperber
Junior, tailor-made for her by Hans Jacobs. This machine was so beautifully crafted that
she alone could fit into the pilot’s seat, and once there she felt such a part of it, she

claimed, that ‘the wings seemed to grow out of my shoulders’.!? It was in this Sperber
that, in May 1937, Hanna would make headlines once again.

Salzburg was warm and still, perfect flying conditions, when she set off as one of many
competitors at an international gliding meet aimed at setting some long-distance and high-
altitude records. It was a now familiar sensation when a jerk on her glider forced her
backwards, and her machine swayed as the tow rope tightened and swung the glider in
behind the straining plane ahead. Picking up speed, the noise of the wheels suddenly
ceased as she lifted off, and soon there was only the drumming of the wind on the fuselage
until she cast off her tow completely. Below her the valleys were filled with morning mist;
above were occasional shreds of cloud. After a gentle start she felt the air currents grow



stronger as the sun warmed the slopes, and she headed towards the snow-covered peaks to
the south.

Gliding above the mountains a few hours later, so unexpectedly far from Salzburg that
she had neither the map nor the warm clothes she needed, Hanna once again felt an almost
transcendental connection. ‘Suddenly I was a child again ...” she wrote, ‘weeping to see

the glory of God.”!! Shivering in her seat, she brought her mind back to the business in
hand and turned her Sperber round to catch the upcurrents from the Dolomites. When she
landed, she was over a hundred miles from Salzburg, on the Italian side of the Alps. Four
other German gliders had crossed the Alps that day, a historic first that made the national
papers. Hanna received plenty of attention as the only woman among them. A few weeks
later she and Heini Dittmar took their gliders 220 miles to Hamburg during the
International Gliding Contest at the Wasserkuppe, Hanna setting a new women’s long-
distance record while Heini collected the ‘Hitler Prize’. Her position as one of the Third
Reich’s leading celebrities was confirmed.

Melitta would have been following the gliding news, but she did not have time to dwell
on Hanna’s rising star. Although forced to leave DVL, her skills and experience in
aeronautical engineering were second to none and before 1936 was over she had secured
work at a private company based in Berlin-Friedenau. Askania was one of the most
respected names in aeronautical engineering, producing tools such as navigational and
gyroscopic instruments for Lufthansa. Melitta was employed to work on the development
of their autopilot flight system for transatlantic flights, initially tested on the twin-engine

Dornier Do 18 flying boat, and the four-engine Blohm & Voss Bv 139 ‘float plane’.”

Askania’s corporate mission, as outlined in their in-house magazine, was to work ‘for

peace and uniting peoples for the good of nations on both sides of the ocean’.!? In
experimental aeronautical engineering, however, the boundaries between civil and military
research are porous. In early 1937, Sir Nevile Henderson, the British ambassador to
Germany, reported that ‘the building up of the German air force was ... a striking

achievement’.!3 Then, in late April, the Luftwaffe showed their capability when their dive-
bombers destroyed the Basque town of Guernica, with horrific loss of civilian life, in
support of General Franco’s fascist campaign in Spain. Inevitably, both Melitta and Hanna
would soon be drawn into the development of their nation’s air force.

In June 1937, Udet was appointed to head the Luftwaffe’s technical office. A great
advocate of dive-bombers, one of his first actions on the day he assumed his post was to
renew investment into developing the Junkers Ju 87 Stuka. The Stuka weighed about
7,000 pounds and stood nearly thirteen feet off the ground. To dive from high altitude and
pull out at less than 1,000 feet needed considerable strength. Udet had undertaken four
vertical nosedives in late 1933, and was so physically exhausted afterwards that he could
hardly climb out of his seat. Diving also required great courage. Stuka pilots experiencing
extreme G-forces as they pulled up were at risk of losing consciousness. Nevertheless,
Udet had long been convinced that Stukas were the way forward, and had used ‘cement
bombs’ to demonstrate the accuracy of dive-bombing to the top brass of the Party. Despite
some ongoing opposition, he secured the green light for a development programme.



Askania’s aim was to automate the process as far as possible. There was no question now
that Melitta was employed in defence rather than civil aviation. “You know, we only work
for armament, war is already predetermined,’ she told her fellow test pilot, Richard Perlia.

‘“When I started flying, I only worked with small planes and commercial aeroplanes and

now it is the opposite. It will come to a terrible end.’ '

Despite her concerns, Melitta was still dedicated to her career. An Askania colleague,
Georg Zink, described her ‘inexhaustible patience and reliability’ as they developed the

application of gyroscopes through empirical research.' A series of test flights led to
modifications in the Stuka’s rudder and elevator angles and the recalibration of the
pneumatic automatic course-changing device, until steep turns of up to eighty degrees of
bank could be achieved without any pilot involvement. As flights of increasing duration
were controlled, Udet and Erhard Milch, Goring’s number two at the Reich Aviation
Ministry, were invited to watch. Askania won the contract to develop automatic take-off
and landing technologies as a result, and Melitta was once again part of a development
team and working directly for the Nazi regime. Although she was a test pilot as well as an
engineer, there was no discussion of promoting her to the rank of honorary flight captain,
but at this moment Melitta was more concerned about her other official status.

Following her application for ‘honorary Aryan’ status for herself and her siblings, the
German consulate in Russia had been trying in vain to secure Michael Schiller’s birth
certificate from Odessa. Now another complication emerged. The University of Wiirzburg,
where Alexander lectured, was pursuing the state policy of encouraging single staff to

‘marry someone desirable for the Third Reich’.'® Although Alexander had volunteered
with a cavalry regiment when he was eighteen, and had been a private in the reserves since
1936, he was pointedly not a member of the Party, and he was risking his career with his
uncompromising, critical attitude towards the regime.

Alexander was ‘against the Nazis from the very beginning’, his nephew later wrote,

‘and said so, many times — thoughtlessly, as was his way’.!” He may have spoken
carelessly at times, but his position was very considered. He refused to lend legitimacy to
the Nazis, and when he started to disregard and deny the official line on ancient history,
and to question the ideals of power-seeking emperors, his academic papers were censored.
In July 1937, he used a public lecture to criticize the deliberate Nazi glorification of
ancient Germanic peoples as a means to support their fanciful theories of racial
supremacy. His younger brother Claus, who read the paper while on military leave that
summer, was impressed by his courage at a time when all public comments were
scrutinized, and suspected anti-Nazi sympathies were already dangerous. The essay had
caused quite a flutter, he wrote, and was ‘the best piece of his I have read in a long
time’.'® Alexander was protected to an extent by his family name, but his refusal to marry
might prove all the excuse the university needed to remove him. At best he might be
regarded as unpatriotic; at worst, he was vulnerable to arrest and imprisonment as a
suspected homosexual.

Melitta and Alexander loved and admired one another. They did not share all their
interests, but they understood and appreciated the passion that each brought to their work.



The differences between them were ‘happily complementary’, Paul von Handel wrote.

‘She respected his talents and he respected hers.’! Furthermore, they shared a moral and
political perspective, a sense of patriotism, and a belief that the best values of their country
were under attack. To marry, they decided, would both celebrate their relationship, and be
a quiet stand for decency and humanity. It might also hold more practical benefits. Melitta
would become a member of one of Germany’s oldest and most distinguished families,
affirming both her national identity and her patriotism. Alexander could silence his critics,
and would become eligible for the academic advancement open only to married men. But
Alexander also knew that he was marrying a woman whose father had been born Jewish: a
bold step in Nazi Germany. ‘Of course it was brave for Alex to marry Litta,” Claus’s eldest

son later commented.?® Under the Nuremberg race laws, it was also illegal.”

Melitta and Alexander married quietly on 11 August 1937, in the Berlin Charlottenburg-
Wilmersdorf registry office. The story given to the registrar was that Melitta’s family
papers had been lost in Odessa. Within a year such excuses would no longer be accepted;
the couple had seized the last possible moment for their wedding. Their witnesses were
Melitta’s sister Klara, and Paul von Handel. Klara was astounded to discover that she and
Alexander had worked for a while at the same university, and Melitta had been visiting
him without ever mentioning it. She was mollified, however, by having been asked to act
as a witness. The rest of Melitta’s family would only hear about her wedding some weeks

later. ‘Many thought this odd,’ Klara later admitted, but added with some understanding

that her sister ‘probably just wanted to prevent a fuss’.?!

Later Melitta and Alexander also had a small church ceremony on Reichenau, a

monastic island on the Bodensee connected to the mainland by a causeway.” Although the
island’s ancient estates had long been secularized, three medieval churches decorated with
beautiful wall paintings remained, testament to the importance of the site as an artistic
centre in the tenth and eleventh centuries. Alexander and his brothers had often come here
as young men, as part of the circle around the poet Stefan George. Now Alexander and
Melitta retook their vows in front of what they considered to be the Stauffenberg altar in
the minster. Then they went on to the Haus am See, the ‘house on the lake’, for a quiet

evening celebration, with no photographs.”

Alexander’s father had died in 1936. The rest of the Stauffenberg clan already knew and
liked Melitta. Like Alexander, his mother ‘didn’t keep it a secret that she was absolutely
against the regime’, and she felt a natural empathy with her son’s unconventional new
bride, although she was sometimes surprised by what she considered Melitta’s ‘masculine

logic’.?2 A comment about Melitta ‘at least’ having a ‘classical profile’ made by Claus’s
wife, Nina, was snobbish and may have been subconsciously anti-Semitic, but even these

two strong women soon found much to admire in one another.?> ‘She has the brain of a

man,’ Nina liked to say, ‘and the charm of a woman.’?# But it was the head of the family,
Alexander’s uncle Nikolaus, Count Uxkiill-Gyllenband, who was also opposed to the Nazi
regime, who set the official tone by formally welcoming Melitta as a new member of the
family. ‘One for all, all for one!’ the count closed his toast the night that Alexander
brought home his new bride. ‘“That is, caught together, hanged together!” someone



commented irreverently, compelling Melitta to add, ‘One could say that!’> They would
prove to be poignant words.

Alexander also had to inform his university of his marriage. Among the papers he
signed was one stating that, to the best of his belief, he had no knowledge ‘that my wife

might be descended from Jewish parents or grandparents’.”® He then fudged the
information about Melitta’s grandfather, altering his name, and the date and place of his
birth. As a married man, Alexander was offered a chair at the University of Wiirzburg and
began to earn a salary more than twice the national average.

Although she was now officially ‘Melitta Schenk Countess Stauffenberg’, Melitta
continued to use her maiden name at work. At weekends she lived at her and Alexander’s
apartment in Wiirzburg, where she played the roles of both countess and competent
housewife, donning an apron to cook a meal or writing up Alexander’s academic notes for
him between dealing with her own papers. A photograph, probably taken by Alexander,
shows her working serenely at her desk, light flooding in from a nearby window and vases
of spring flowers set on the tables beside her. ‘It was probably in self-defence’, Nina
wrote, that Alexander ‘emphasized that intellect came before technology, which has to be

subordinated’, a view that Melitta, apparently, ‘accepted ... with a smile’.?” She now
joined in energetically with all her husband’s interests and ‘gave him the appearance of
only incidentally functioning in her own very intensive profession’, Nina continued with
wry admiration. In fact Melitta was happy to defer to Alexander in public because in

private he supported her career with ‘constant, understanding encouragement’.?® In any
case, Paul noted, ‘in their daily married life, Litta took the lead. Not because she wanted to
dominate ... but because she was hoping to relieve him of the worries of daily life, and he

was thankful for this.’?® Each of them felt that, with the other’s support, they could now
relax a little, and focus once again on their demanding careers.

While Melitta’s summer had revolved around her private life, Hanna had been
constantly in the public eye. In July, Peter Riedel won a series of gliding awards at the
Elmira contests in the USA. America, he told Hanna, was a country he was growing to
admire in many ways. Despite rising tensions between Germany and Britain, in August
Hanna flew first to Croydon aerodrome and then around the UK, attending soaring
contests. British pilots generally welcomed their German counterparts, but some of the
local papers were less than enthusiastic to see swastikas on their airfields. Hanna was
surprised and dismayed by their criticism. She also visited Ziirich, with Udet and others,
for a gliding demonstration. While there, Udet got hold of a Swiss pamphlet criticizing
National Socialism and showed it to several pilots including Heini Dittmar’s brother. ‘It
was dangerous,’ Edgar Dittmar later wrote. ‘If one of us glider pilots had said a word in

Germany, it would have cost Udet his head.’3° If Udet showed the leaflet to Hanna, she
wisely never mentioned it.

That September the crowds at the Nuremberg Rally numbered several hundred
thousand. ‘As a display of aggregate strength it was ominous,’ Sir Nevile Henderson
reported. ‘As a triumph of mass organization combined with beauty it was superb.’3! A
few weeks later, Udet ordered ‘Flugkapitan Hanna Reitsch’ to report to the Luftwaffe



testing station at Rechlin near Lake Mecklenburg for duty as a military test pilot. Hanna
was delighted. Her brother, Kurt, was already serving on destroyers in the Kriegsmarine,
and was sent to Spain twice in 1937 to support Franco’s struggle. Now she too could serve
her country.

Karl Franke, the chief test pilot at Rechlin, already knew Hanna and welcomed her to
the team, but she felt many of his colleagues believed her very ‘presence on the airfield

was an outrage’.>? Her insistence that she be addressed with her honorary title did not help
her popularity but she refused to compromise, preferring to call in support from Udet
rather than accept anything less than her due.

This was Hanna'’s first incursion into the military world, and the difference between the
glider airfield at Darmstadt with its ‘slim, silvery birds ... light as swallows’ and Rechlin’s
military bombers and fighters, which to her eyes ‘seemed like lean arrows, straining

towards their mark’, made a deep impression.3? ‘To me, who naturally felt these things
more strongly than a man,’ she sighed, ‘Rechlin had an air of grim and purposeful

menace.’3* Hanna knew that Germany was rearming, but wrote that she ‘saw it with
different eyes than the world’. She insisted that she did not want war, but having witnessed
years of poverty and insecurity she accepted the Nazi rhetoric about the need for a ‘just
peace’, and the ‘right to self-protection’. It was in this patriotic light, she later claimed,
that she considered the military planes she was to test as ‘guardians at the portals of
Peace’. Hanna hoped that ‘through my own caution and thoroughness, the lives of those
who flew them after me would be protected and that, by their existence alone, they would
contribute to the protection of the land I saw beneath me as I flew ... for it was my home.

Was that not worth flying for?’3° In this regard her stated views were similar to those held
by many of her compatriots, including Melitta. The difference was that Melitta no longer
knew how welcome she was as a citizen, rather than a subject, of Germany, or how long
her contribution to her country’s ‘protection’ might be accepted.

Hanna now flew various fighters and bombers at Rechlin, including the Junkers Ju 87
Stuka dive-bomber with which Melitta was also working, and the Dornier Do 17, which
was being fitted with dive-brakes, and which she referred to as her ‘most beloved

bomber’.3® One day, however, Karl Franke asked Hanna to fly him over to the Focke-Wulf
factory at Bremen where he was due to take up one of the world’s first helicopters, the
precarious-looking Focke-Wulf Fw 61, for a test flight. Professor Henrich Focke’s
pioneering machine had overcome the two fundamental problems facing autogyro and
helicopter designers: the asymmetric lift caused by the imbalance of power between the
advancing and retreating ‘air-listing screws’, or rotor blades, and the tendency for the
helicopter’s body to rotate in the opposite direction to its rotors.?” The solution was to use
two three-bladed rotors, turning in opposite directions, which were fixed up on outriggers,
like small scaffolding towers, in place of wings. An open cockpit sat below. It was not an
elegant design; some papers described it as looking ‘like a cross between a windmill and a

bicycle’, but it worked.38

According to Hanna, when she landed at Bremen with Karl Franke, Focke wrongly
assumed that she was there to give him a second opinion. Seeing that she was ‘brimming



with joy’ at the thought of taking the helicopter up, Franke was generous enough not to

disabuse the great designer.>® Franke flew the machine first, as a precaution keeping it
tethered to the ground by a few yards of rope. Unfortunately this also trapped him in
reflected turbulence, buffeting the helicopter about. Such an anchor did not appeal to
Hanna. Before she took her turn she had the rope disconnected and a simple white circle
painted on the ground around the machine to guide her.

As Hanna later recounted the story, with typical lack of false modesty, ‘within three
minutes, I had it’.*° From now on Franke would argue that, in Germany, Hanna and Udet

were the ‘only two people who were divinely gifted flyers’.#! The Fw 61’s vertical ascent
to 300 feet, ‘like an express elevator’, with its noisy mechanical rotors literally pulling the
machine up through the air, was completely different from the long tows needed by

gliders, or even the shorter runs required to generate lift by engine-powered planes.* To
Hanna it was like flying in a new dimension. Despite the heavy vibrations that shook the
whole airframe as she slowly opened the throttle, the revolutionary control of her position
in the airspace at once fascinated and thrilled her, while the machine’s sensitivity and
manoeuvrability was ‘intoxicating!’ ‘I thought of the lark,” she wrote, ‘so light and small
of wing, hovering over the summer fields.’*® Hanna had become the first woman in the
world to fly a helicopter.

Later that year Charles Lindbergh returned to Germany, visiting Bremen, and winning

‘all hearts, wherever he went’, Hanna fawned.** She felt honoured to demonstrate the
helicopter for him, rising vertically, hanging poised in the air, reversing and landing

slowly, “as easy as a bird’.*> Even years later she would glow with pride when recounting
how impressed Lindbergh had been. For his part, Lindbergh would describe shaking hands
with Hanna, while she kept the helicopter hovering beside him, as ‘one of the most

amazing moments’ in his entire career.*® Udet then took him to look round the Luftwaffe’s
Rechlin test centre which, although closed even to foreign attachés, opened its doors for
this American celebrity whose sympathy towards the Nazi regime was well known.

‘Germany is once more a world power in the air,” Lindbergh duly reported.*” Hanna’s
superiors were delighted. Not long afterwards she demonstrated the helicopter for an
audience of Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe generals, after which she was awarded the Military
Flying Medal, once again the first woman to receive such an honour.

Although her race status was still unresolved, Melitta’s name was seemingly sufficiently
cleared by her marriage into the Stauffenberg clan for her to be employed by the state
again. It helped that Hanna had set a precedent, too, being appointed to the Luftwaffe test
centre at Rechlin in September 1937. Melitta was not only a test pilot, she was also a
brilliant aeronautical engineer. In October she was seconded from Askania to the
Luftwaffe’s Technical Academy at Gatow airbase on the edge of Berlin, set beside woods
leading down to Lake Wannsee. Here she was charged with the development of bomb-
aiming devices and dive-sights for Stukas, the planes in which Udet had invested all his
hopes for the Luftwaffe.

German engineers had realized that the best way to achieve accuracy in bombing was



for pilots to aim their whole aircraft at the target, and release their bombs only at the last
moment. The future role of the Luftwaffe, essentially as long-range artillery able to knock
out precise targets such as bridges, railway junctions and airfield hangars ahead of
advancing troops, was beginning to crystallize. Much of the initial work was theoretical,
but Melitta aimed to prove the validity of her extensive mathematical calculations by
undertaking her own test flights. She did not trust any of the other pilots with this work,
feeling that she alone would know each machine’s history, its past repairs or usual
performance, and so be able to ‘notice the very subtle changes in the plane that were

needed to find the solution’ to any given technical problem.*®

Although Melitta had the advantage of having already worked on dive-brakes at DVL,
her determination to conduct nosedives was met with derision by her male colleagues.
When she proved effective, there was reluctant admiration. In true Nazi fashion, Kurt
Wilde, the usually brilliant head of the department, even looked to biology for an
explanation, speculating whether ‘the blood composition of women — perhaps the ratio of
white to red corpuscles ... is more favourable for such dives than that of males, so that

actually women are better fitted for such tests than men’.*? Others, conversely, felt that
Melitta must be a very ‘masculine’ type of woman. One colleague, Dr Franks, even felt
obliged to defend Melitta’s femininity, describing her as ‘a highly strung artist’ in her

private life.>? This was a reference to Melitta’s clay modelling, which she continued with
as a way to relax after work, sculpting head-and-shoulder portraits of the pilots and
engineers she admired. She showed the results to Alexander, and to Paul von Handel when
he visited. ‘They were very impressive,’ Paul felt, ‘of great impact and extremely

lifelike.’>! For Franks, such artistry provided another possible explanation for Melitta’s
success as a military test pilot. ‘Maybe this has given her the sensibility to fly better than
others,” he pondered. ‘Not just the concentration, but a sixth sense for feeling the subtleties

of the plane.’>?

In late October 1937, Melitta was finally awarded the honorary title of flight captain by
Goring, in recognition of her latest work. She was proud of her new rank, and sent the
official photograph to several friends, including Peter Riedel. She looks pleased but rather
modest in the picture, the lace collar of her dark dress and the small bows on her shoes
emphasizing her femininity. A bunch of long-stemmed roses seem forgotten in her hands.
Melitta’s colleague, Richard Perlia, who was also being honoured, understood that the title
came with strings as well as flowers. ‘If one wanted to stay working in the wonderful field
of aviation, one needed the help of the Herr Reichsminister and supreme commander of
the Luftwaffe, Hermann Goring,” Perlia wrote. ‘It was he who awarded the title
Flugkapitdn. Refusal ... would probably have led to immediate punishment with a flight

ban, and no one wanted to risk this. By awarding the title, they kept us in line.”>3 For
Melitta, however, the honour also seemed to show that, finally, she had been accepted by
the new regime.

Melitta now found herself profiled across the German press as ‘no sports girl type, but
indeed a scientist and a lady’.>* Such a blaze of publicity went against her nature, but
according to her sister Jutta, ‘she bore these ordeals ... with humour’.> The story that



must have rankled most was the one carried in Askania’s own in-house magazine. ‘In

Germany, this high recognition has only been awarded to one woman previously,’ the

article opened, referring to Hanna in the first recorded comparison of the two women.>®

“We are delighted to be able to number [Melitta] amongst our staff,’ the article continued,
noting that, as a woman, she was still officially a civilian employee on secondment from
their company. Although now ‘entrusted with carrying out particularly complicated flying

and applied mathematical special duties’, they added, the company hoped that Melitta

would ‘continue to be able to work for us successfully for many years to come’.”’

Richard Perlia now reluctantly recognized that, if he was to continue flying, he had to

join the Luftwaffe, ‘no matter what I got myself into’.”® Melitta and Hanna, conversely,
not only lived to fly but also, as ardent patriots, ached to serve their country — however
differently they perceived it. Yet, as women, they could not become official Luftwaffe
pilots even though they were designated flight captains, and were not entitled to wear
uniform. Melitta usually turned up at Gatow in a dark trouser suit and beret, riding a
bicycle across the airfield to the research buildings or the latest plane she was to test. Her
new title was therefore an important mark of her authority, but although Melitta preferred
to be known as Flight Captain Schiller, rather than Countess von Stauffenberg, she never
insisted that either title be used. Her public endorsement by the regime was reassuring, but
her self-esteem had never been dependent on such outward markers. Hanna, the only other
female pilot working directly with the Luftwaffe, took the opposite approach. She
designed a uniform-like dark-blue skirt suit for herself, and had another made in brown.
Despite having claimed to despise honours just two years earlier, she was still adamant
that she should always be correctly addressed as ‘Flight Captain’.

In the 1930s all pilots were courageous. ‘The planes were not reliable,” Elly Beinhorn’s

son admitted. ‘Bits broke off, there were emergency landings.’® The great risks associated
with flight meant that there was deep comradeship among pilots. Jutta knew that Melitta
did not share the political views of many of her colleagues but understood that, despite
this, ‘she always felt very strongly connected to her fellow pilots’. Since so few women
flew, this rule applied even more to them. ‘She always had a good relationship with other
female pilots, and never saw them as competitors,’ Jutta continued. ‘If she met with the
opposite sentiment from them, she disarmed it with hearty laughter; to do otherwise was

simply not in her nature.”®®

Although based at separate institutes, Melitta and Hanna were both working on the
development of Stukas and their paths inevitably crossed at their respective airfields.
Sharing many close contacts in sporting aviation as well as in the Luftwaffe, they
sometimes also found themselves invited to the same public and private events. Most of
the time they ignored each other or, if pushed, exchanged polite nods or terse work
conversations. In fact, they shared so little small talk that neither was aware they had spent
much of their childhoods in neighbouring parts of Germany and had both gone to school
in Hirschberg.

Hanna hated the fact that Melitta was the better-qualified pilot of the two of them, and a
highly respected engineer to boot, and she bridled at Melitta’s air of intellectual



superiority — something probably not helped by Melitta’s ‘hearty laughter’ when met with
a difference of opinion. As a result, on occasion Hanna was ‘heard to belittle’ Melitta’s
achievements, and later told friends that Melitta ‘developed instruments that were used to
seek and shoot at targets from a flying plane, as she told me ... She tested them by

nosedives [but] she never had the job to test planes, only to test instruments.’®! Hanna also
resented Melitta’s social status as a countess, and disliked the way that she seemed to
prefer being treated as an honorary man at work in her trouser suits, and a countess at
home, rather than carving a space for herself as a new type of professional woman.
Completely missing the fundamental discrimination of the Nazi regime, to Hanna, Melitta
embodied the old values, hierarchies and prejudices that she felt it was time to sweep
away. With nine years between them, Melitta “‘was much older than me, though’, Hanna

reflected more happily.®?

Melitta, meanwhile, rarely mentioned Hanna in conversation, as if refusing to
acknowledge her as in any way an equal. To her mind Hanna might have a good instinct
for flying gliders and a degree of charisma, but she had no apparent scientific or political
understanding. For Melitta, Hanna represented the blithe focus on self-promotion that had
enabled the Nazis to cast aside the conservative traditions of her country. Above all, as
Melitta ‘made no secret of her oppositional views’, Richard Perlia remembered, while
Hanna was an enthusiastic supporter of the Nazi regime, neither woman wanted to spend

much time, or be associated, with the other.%3

At the close of 1937, Hanna celebrated the wonderful year that had seen her promoted
into the previously all-male club of flight captains by presenting her parents with a finely
sculpted bronze eagle with outstretched wings. A plaque on its green marble plinth
informed them that this was a gift in gratitude for their patience and faith in her dreams,

‘presented by their daughter, Flugkapitin Hanna’.5* It must have weighed heavily on Dr
Willy Reitsch’s shelf, given his steady opposition to his daughter’s chosen career, but to
Hanna it was a joyful marker of her evident success. Melitta’s family mantelpieces were
laden with more traditional, and yet more personal, trophies: the handsome busts of
Alexander, Claus, and other friends and relatives that she had sculpted in clay and cast in

bronze.” For Hanna the public was personal, and recognition was the measure of her life;
for Melitta the private was all too public.

On New Year’s Eve 1937, Joseph Goebbels’ propaganda machine produced a film
entitled Deutsche Luftgeltung, meaning (German Air Retribution). Four beautifully shot
reels presented aerobatic displays above military bands in glorious sunshine, and the
sound of soldiers’ formation marching echoing loudly as Hitler inspects his troops. Hanna
appears in several scenes, dressed in a white shirt and pale trench coat, her hairband
failing to control her windswept curls. All smiles, she holds a flight chart while a tanned
young man in shirtsleeves and sunglasses walks beside her. The scene looks like an
aspirational fashion shoot. Then there are gliders taking off in the countryside, their
shadows crossing a lake, pine forests and snowy cloud-wreathed mountain peaks. Noble
music plays. Here is Hanna again, laughing gaily. Hot-air balloons open reel two, which
covers that year’s Nuremberg Rally. Planes flying in formation cast the rippling shadow of



swastikas over the contours of the crowds. ‘Comrades!’ Géring addresses the nation at the
end of the film. ‘The year 1937 was a year of building up our air force. I thank you for
your willing sacrifices, your diligence and your faith, by which we have achieved our
given goal. The year 1938 will bring new requirements of us all. We will fulfil these

through our faith and devotion to the Fiihrer, to our people and to the Fatherland.’%°



5
HOVERING
1938

After years of poverty and uncertainty, at the beginning of 1938 Germany was, in Hanna’s
words, a ‘dynamic and prosperous nation’, at last ‘seeing bread and making progress’.!
Five years into Nazi rule, the country was flourishing. Unemployment was down, exports
were up, national pride had been restored, and Hitler was enjoying the adulation of the
majority of the German people — as well as some rather more apprehensive admiration
from overseas. Although presenting the German Fiihrer as a ‘grim figure’ in his
biographical volume Great Contemporaries, Winston Churchill, then a backbench MP,

conceded that Hitler had ‘succeeded in restoring Germany to the most powerful position in

Europe’.? At the same time, the young John F. Kennedy, then motoring through Germany,
jotted in his diary that ‘the new autostradas ... are the finest roads in the world’, although
rather wasted outside America, he felt. Kennedy went on to visit a ‘terribly interesting’
exhibition on the development of aviation at the Deutsche Museum in Munich, before

exploring the local nightclubs, which were, he recorded cautiously, ‘a bit different’.3
Nightlife in the big German cities was no longer as politically uninhibited as it had been
during the Weimar cabaret years, but was still impressive, with live music, troupes of
dancing girls and an earnest sense of optimism that reflected the mood of the country as a
whole.

Hitler claimed that his country’s economic problems had been solved by motorization.
Germany had not only invested in the autobahns, it was now a world leader in aircraft and
general motor technology. Melitta and her colleagues had been showcasing German
engine-powered aeroplanes overseas for several years. Now German auto-engineering had
also gained a world-class reputation, and in 1938 the country’s car exports, on their own,
would exceed its entire car production levels for 1932. These were the years when
Germany dominated the European Grands Prix with superstar drivers like Bernd
Rosemeyer and Rudolf Caracciola. At the end of January 1938, however, a tragedy on the
autobahn seemed to some like a bad portent. It was also an incident that would bring
Hanna and Melitta together once more.

Three years earlier, Bernd Rosemeyer had met Melitta and Hanna’s mutual friend, the
acclaimed pilot Elly Beinhorn, at the Czechoslovakian Grand Prix. Elly had congratulated
the new world champion, garlanded with a huge wreath of oak leaves, on his victory. They
danced together that night, and were married the following year. Footage shows them
laughing and kissing, him in pale overalls, her in a polka-dot dress, headscarf and
sunglasses. A true celebrity couple, both handsome and talented, although ‘not interested
in glamour’ they were the toast of Nazi Germany, and a reluctant Rosemeyer soon found

himself ordered to join the SS.* ‘He had to be in the Party to get a licence to race,” his son
Bernd later claimed.®> Ten weeks after young Bernd was born, Rosemeyer achieved a new



world land speed record on the autobahn between Frankfurt and Darmstadt. Moments later
he lost control of his beautiful custom-made Auto Union Type C car, which skidded and
became airborne before crashing into a bridge embankment. Thrown from the car,
Rosemeyer died at the roadside. Hanna and Melitta rallied around Elly as condolences
from prominent Nazis, including Hitler himself, poured in. But Elly struggled to grieve for
her husband in private, as Rosemeyer was not granted the simple, non-political funeral
that she had requested. Instead, SS troopers carried his coffin and several Party members

‘came to be seen’, even giving public speeches at the graveside.® According to the
accounts of some of the mourners, Elly walked away in protest.

A week after Rosemeyer’s funeral, Hanna was required to perform another public
relations exercise. That February, Germany was showcasing a range of Mercedes-Benz
sports cars as well as revealing plans for the forthcoming “Volkswagen’ to an international
audience at the prestigious Berlin Motor Show. ‘The story of the Berlin exhibition since
National Socialism came to power,’ the national press fawned, ‘has been an uninterrupted

triumph.’” Hitler wanted to use the 1938 show as more than a trade fair. It was to be a
demonstration of German engineering excellence for unprecedented numbers of visitors.
For this he needed a star attraction. Hanna was booked to head the programme: she was to
be the first person in the world to fly a helicopter inside a building.

The theme of the motor show was Germany’s lost colonies: ‘at that time a much
ventilated grievance’, Hanna noted. In preparation, the great Deutschlandhalle sports
stadium, then the world’s largest arena, had been furnished with palm trees, flamingos, a

carpet of sand and, in Hanna’s words, ‘a Negro village and other exotic paraphernalia’.?
This was the scene she was to rise above in the Focke-Wulf Fw 61 helicopter: a symbol of
German power and control.

At first Hanna was scheduled to make only the inaugural flight, after which the chief
Focke-Wulf pilot, Karl Bode, was to take over. During a demonstration for Luftwaffe
generals, however, knowing that the helicopter’s sensitivity meant any slight
miscalculation could take him sweeping into the audience, Bode refused to risk rising
more than a few feet above the ground. It was safe, but hardly impressive enough for the
crowds who would be looking down from the galleries of steeply tiered seating. Then,
through no fault of Bode’s, one of the propellers broke. ‘It was dreadful,” Hanna told Elly.
‘There were splinters from the rotor blade flying around and the flamingos were all

creating.’® Once the blades had been replaced, Hanna took her turn. With typical
insouciance, she lifted the helicopter well above the recommended height and hovered in
the gods. Goring quickly ordered that she was to make all the motor show flights. Bode
never forgave her.

Hanna’s delight at winning another promotion quickly turned to dismay, however, when
she saw the publicity for the show. Huge, garishly coloured posters presented the list of
attractions as Dancing Girls, Fakirs, Clowns, Blackamoors and — last item — Hanna
Reitsch will fly the helicopter.'® Hanna had no issue with the cultural agenda — even after
she discovered, to her evident surprise, that the ‘negroes’ who sat around the helicopter
reading newspapers between rehearsals spoke perfect German. ‘Most of them had been



born in a circus troupe,’ she commented on this apparent absurdity, ‘and knew less, even,

about the jungle than I!’'" However, although she could never be described as publicity-
shy, Hanna resented the way that such ‘variety hall’-style billing, as she saw it, presented
her as part of some socially dubious sideshow rather than rightly affiliating her with the
main act: the triumphant rise of National Socialism. Hanna felt that both she and the
serious business of flying had been debased. The prospect of the show now ‘appalled’ her,
she told friends bitterly, but with Goéring watching and the reputation of German

technology at stake, there was nothing for it but to give the performance of her life.!?

Everything went well during rehearsals. Hanna circled the banks of empty seating
closely enough to give the audience a good view of her sitting at the controls in her puffy
white shirtsleeves, her fair curls tucked into her leather flying cap. Then, picking up on the
‘atmosphere of almost solemn tension’ as she stepped up to the helicopter on the opening
night, she was struck by the name painted on its silver fuselage, the Deutschland, and her

heart ‘lifted in greeting to my country’.'> But when Hanna revved up the rotors she was
horrified to discover that the machine refused to lift. The reputation of the Reich, her own
career and, Hanna must have realized, possibly even her liberty, hung stuttering in the
spotlights just a few inches above the floor. Surrounding her, watching every manoeuvre
of both machine and pilot through a growing cloud of dirt and sand, were some 8,000
spectators, including many representatives of the international press.

Hanna was certain that the problem was caused by the helicopter’s normally aspirated
engine being starved of air by the breathing of the vast audience. Painful minutes passed
while the technicians debated, but then the great hall’s doors were opened. Hanna and the

Deutschland immediately ‘shot up to about twenty feet’ and slowly rotated on the spot.
At first ‘the audience followed the flight intently’, but such a controlled display held little

drama and the applause grew desultory.™ At the end of the demonstration Hanna neatly
lowered the machine with her head held high, executed a perfectly timed, stiff-armed Nazi
salute, and landed safely on her mark. She had practised this countless times for Udet
while he sat comfortably ensconced in an armchair, puffing at a cigar.

Hanna was vindicated, but the helicopter performance was still not the outstanding
success that Udet had promised, and that both Goéring and Hitler had expected. Hanna
herself felt that the audience had grown bored. Among the seated crowd was Eric Brown,
the son of the British Great War pilot who had first met Hanna at the 1936 Olympics.
Since then, the two of them had exchanged a few letters. Now the young Scotsman was
studying in Germany and was one of Udet’s guests at the motor show. Eric felt that Hanna
‘did extraordinarily well’ and claimed that her ‘very mediocre reception’ was chiefly
‘because she had blown all the ladies’ hats off and disturbed everyone’s hair’.'® Whatever
the cause, Hanna was quick to distance herself from the event, claiming that Udet had
‘grossly overestimated the capacity of the general public to appreciate a purely technical
achievement’.!” For a pilot and showman of Udet’s experience it was damning criticism
from his rather nontechnical young starlet.

That evening Hanna renewed her acquaintance with Eric at a lavish party in Udet’s
small but well-appointed apartment in the most fashionable part of Berlin. Since the



Olympics, the Great War ace had taken Eric under his wing, often inviting him over for a
glass of wine and to meet some of the Luftwaffe people who constantly seemed to drift
through in a fug of tobacco smoke. Udet was a ‘cigar-smoking, champagne-drinking sort
of chap’, Eric noted with evident admiration. He ‘had many lady friends’, and indeed,

‘regarded the whole world as his friend’.'® But watching the German hero with his petite
young protégée, Eric saw that Udet was ‘quite overcome’ by Hanna.' To Eric, Hanna was

‘pretty, but not beautiful’.?? He decided that Udet was not so much romantically struck by
her, more that he simply admired a kindred spirit, ‘someone like himself, who was born to

fly’.>! Hanna, however, Eric increasingly came to believe, was very ambitious,

calculating, even pushy, deliberately manipulating Udet, and ‘“wrapping him round her

little finger’ to further her own career.??

Eric later admitted that he had been superficially drawn to the Nazi Party. He admired
Udet and found Nazi Germany exciting, with its passion for aviation, dynamic leaders and

mass rallies.?3 Picking up on his apparent sympathy, when Hanna talked with Eric it was
constantly about her support for National Socialism. ‘She felt strongly that the Treaty of
Versailles had stripped Germany of pride as a nation,’ Eric recalled, ‘and that the only way

to get this back was to support Hitler.”>* While Eric greatly respected Hanna’s skills and
courage, he began to realize that he ‘did not care for her particularly as a personality, and

certainly not for her politics’.2> As he steered their conversations round to safer subjects,
he noticed that Hanna never spoke about other women, and ‘only cared for men as a tool

to achieve her objectives’.?® Although they would stay in touch, Eric would later coolly

characterize his relationship with Hanna as ‘a semi-professional friendship’.?”

That night, however, Eric and Hanna shared sympathetic glances at the after-show
party, when Udet announced his favourite party game: inviting guests to fire a small .22
calibre pistol over their shoulders at a round target fixed to the wall behind them, seen
only through a mirror. According to Eric, ‘Hanna regarded it all as a superfluous

sideshow,’ but she went along with it anyhow.?® They both did; there was little else to be
done with good grace. To add to the challenge, neither Eric nor Hanna was tall enough to
make use of the mirror on the wall, so they had to take their turns using a hand-held
shaving mirror. Udet, naturally, was a ‘terribly good’ shot, but both Hanna and Eric also
managed to hit the fringes of the target. Several of the other guests were not so fortunate,
plugging their bullets into the wall, laughing as if they were simply playing Pin the Tail on
the Donkey. It was turning into a ‘riotous evening’ but there would be no complaints from

the neighbours of a leading — and very popular — Nazi general.?® ‘Heady stuff’, Eric

remembered, but ‘typical of the mood pervading Nazi Berlin’.3°

That mood was no respecter of boundaries. On 12 March, Hitler announced the
Anschluss: the unification of Austria and Germany, or the German annexation of its
neighbour. Austria’s chancellor, Kurt Schuschnigg, had been planning a referendum,
expecting the people to support Austrian independence, but before this could take place
the Austrian Nazi Party orchestrated a coup d’état. Wehrmacht troops entered the country
as power was officially transferred to Germany.



The German public response was mainly positive, encouraged by press reports of
‘rapturous’ Austrians greeting the German troops with flowers, and of a people hoping that
the Fiihrer would bring his economic ‘miracle’ to Austria. This was also the picture
painted by Hanna’s Austrian uncle, Richard Heuberger, in his letters to his sister Emy.
Richard had joined the Nazi Party in 1934 and supported the annexation. His son, Helmut,
was a keen member of the Hitler Youth and had spent the day among the cheering crowds.
A plebiscite held the following month officially ratified the Anschluss, with an incredible
99.7 per cent of voters declared to be in favour. ‘Although not achieved by those methods
in which I believe, the Anschluss is now complete,’ the first Austrian Federal President,

Karl Renner, announced. It was, he added, ‘true redress for the humiliations of 1918 and

1919°, and as such to be greeted with ‘a joyful heart’.3! The unification of Germany and

Austria had been specifically prohibited under the Treaty of Versailles, and yet Hitler’s
first step towards the creation of a greater German Reich was accepted with only mild
statements of protest from foreign governments.

After the Anschluss, the situation for German and Austrian Jews, and others out of
political favour, became increasingly difficult. It was now clear that Jews were no longer
welcome in their country, but international borders were already closing against them. ‘By
the thousands, citizens of the civilized world ... voiced sincere indignation at the

persecution,’ one Jewish resident of Berlin later wrote. ‘But with few honourable

exceptions, they fell silent when it came to rescuing the victims.’3? In Germany itself there

was a deeper silence still. Hitler had always faced some dissent, but after his leading
opponents were arrested or killed, such voices had been largely hushed. That March, Fey
von Hassell, the aristocratic daughter of the German ambassador to Rome, was struck by
how visiting German friends would now always look over their shoulder before saying
anything critical about the Nazis. It had become an automatic gesture, and even had a
nickname, der deutsche Blick: the German glance. ‘Only the people arrested are

considered decent these days,’ Fey learned.3® Quietly, however, some members of the
conservative opposition to the Nazi regime were already beginning to organize, and Fey’s
father, Ulrich von Hassell, was among them.

Hanna shut her eyes to what was happening to her neighbours who were Jewish or
communist, or otherwise inferior Untermenschen. Brought up to accept both anti-
Semitism and political disengagement as the norm, she felt that politics had nothing to do
with her. Instead, she focused on her gliding, setting several records for altitude, speed and

flight duration during May and June, which added to her international reputation.3*

Melitta could not afford to be so cavalier, but neither did she wish to raise her public
profile. Like thousands of others, Alexander was now enrolled in the volunteer reserves.
Although honoured as a flight captain and working again for her country, Melitta’s legal
status was still uncertain. It is little wonder that fellow female pilots now referred to her

‘excessive modesty’. Given her aviation skills, ‘she is far too little known to the public’,

one friend wrote, ‘as she likes to remain in the background as far as possible’.3°

But Melitta could not stay out of the headlines altogether. In early July 1938, while
Alexander was taking part in military exercises as a reserve, Melitta was nominated to



participate in the German coastal reliability engine-powered flight competition, designed
to test a pilot’s ability to fly along coastal routes and deal with challenging wind
conditions. It was the first time women had been allowed to compete in this event, albeit
in a separate category from the men. Melitta was to fly a Klemm 25, a type of light leisure

and training aircraft that Udet thought ‘looked like a seabird’ against the cliffs.3® It was
fun to fly but not very sturdy. Unlike many pilots Melitta was not superstitious, and she
‘laughed heartily’ when she saw her given competition number, 13, marked out on the

nose of her plane, and even more at its call sign, E-HIN, which in the Austrian dialect

means ‘kaput’.”

When poor visibility delayed take-off, Melitta and her fellow competitors took refuge in
black humour as they sat chatting around a half-empty coffee pot in the clubhouse. As it
was humid as well as overcast, they even managed a quick swim in the lake beyond the

airfield. When they were finally given clearance, Melitta and her navigator were the last to

start, and saw the “‘whole flight of pretty yellow aircraft swarming in front of us’.3

Nevertheless, fuelled largely on coffee, cake and acid drops, the crew of 13 came in first at

every stage. ‘Victory was ours!’ Melitta wrote triumphantly for the Askania magazine.>”

Like Hanna’s, Melitta’s heart was more in flying than politics, and in the event she
could not resist the chance to shine. After dinner that evening the leader of the National
Socialist Flying Corps ‘spoke about the higher purpose of this type of national
competition’, but Melitta admitted only to being ‘very proud’ as she received her roses and

the winner’s silver plaque.*? Flying was her raison d’étre, but she still had no wish to draw
any more attention to herself than was necessary.

The following month, the Nazis announced that residency permits for all foreign
nationals in Germany, including German Jews of foreign origin, were being cancelled,
subject to reissue. More than 250,000 German Jews had already left Germany and Austria,
and a further 300,000 were actively seeking asylum, causing an immigration crisis across
Europe. The Nazi state, meanwhile, was profiting from the seizure of Jewish property and
businesses. Hitler had helped millions of Germans back into work, but while miraculous
economic growth was being celebrated, German Jews were struggling to survive. ‘What
everybody is striving for, in despair and often beyond that ...” a typical letter stated starkly

in one of the last issues of the German-Jewish journal Der Morgen, was just ‘to be able to

continue living’.4!

As 1938 progressed, international opinion turned further against Germany. Peter Riedel
found a tense atmosphere when he represented his country at the Elmira gliding
championships in New York that July. He had been the darling of the USA the year before
when, sponsored by the International Soaring Society of America, he became the world
gliding champion. But in 1938 he was sponsored by the German Aero Club and his glider
sported the ‘national markings’, a red and black swastika, on either side of its vertical tail

stabilizer.** It was rather a shock for Peter, now serving as assistant air attaché in

Washington, to discover that he was regarded by many as ‘a dedicated Nazi’.*

Peter had joined the Party in 1933, arguing that he could see no alternative. ‘The



Republic seemed so weak and helpless,’ he contended. ‘It was obvious that the democratic

government had failed ... the country was going to hell, people were starving.’#* Despite
his conversations with Melitta, when what he perceived as national duty had gone hand in
hand with personal promotion it had been enough to win his backing for the Nazis,
regardless of their less than palatable policies.

Hanna had also found duty and career conveniently aligned, and was keen to see the
best in the regime that was rewarding her so well. ‘Never before had the welfare of the
masses been so effectively catered for, nor the working man made to feel such a vital part
of his country,’ she wrote, apparently unaware or unconcerned that working German Jews,

Roma and others were specifically excluded from such care.*> The 1938 Nuremberg Rally
showed how many of her compatriots had reached a similar conclusion; a powerful
mixture of enthusiasm and fear seemed to coexist in the Fatherland. ‘I saw the spirit of
Nazi Germany flowing through the ancient streets of Nuremberg like a river that had burst
its dams,’ the American journalist Virginia Cowles reported. ‘A million red, white and
black swastikas fluttered from the window ledges, and the town, swollen to three times its
normal size, resounded to the ring of leather boots and blazed with a bewildering array of
uniforms.’ In a stadium packed with 200,000 spectators, Cowles watched as the crowd
responded to their Fiihrer, ‘swaying back and forth, chanting “Sieg Heil” in a frenzy of
delirium ... tears streaming down people’s cheeks’. It was only when she heard the
‘sudden whine of a silver-winged fighter’ that she found herself ‘jerked back to the grim

reality of 1938’46

Like Peter before her, Hanna soon found that overseas perspectives on National
Socialism were very different. It was September when she travelled to the USA, to give an
aerobatics demonstration at the famous Cleveland Air Races in the new German Habicht,
or Hawk: a glider designed by Hans Jacobs. If the name of her glider seemed ominous,
Hanna refused to see it, claiming it was more ‘like the true dove of peace, rather than the

hawk after which it was named’.%” Representing Germany at this event some years earlier,
Udet had been photographed shaking hands with Colonel Rickenbacker, the most
successful American pilot of the Great War, showing the world that ‘honourable

opponents can be honourable friends’.*® Now, Hanna was disconcerted to find what she
called ‘strong anti-German feeling’ in the United States.*’

Peter came to meet Hanna when her ship docked at New York. ‘She was like a sister to
me,’ he wrote, and he wanted to be there to discuss the changing political atmosphere and

lend his support.®® Used to being féted, Hanna did not like her cool reception, but she was

now an experienced ambassador, friendly, enthusiastic and ‘full of sparkling energy’.>!

Her wonderful gliding performances and warm impromptu speeches soon won her
American audience round. ‘Tiny, blonde, blue-eyed and addicted to tea at breakfast’, the
New York Times reported, Hanna had gesticulated towards a skyscraper with a piece of
toast as she promised, in her best English, ‘I am come over here next year with a machine
and land on a building.’>* Hanna was impressed by American directness and good
humour, their appreciation of effort rather than just results, the elegance of the women and
the chivalry of the men, as well as the general level of gender equality she found.



Nevertheless, although she favourably compared the USA to a Europe ‘intellectually

overburdened with centuries-old cultural legacy’, she still had some reservations.>> “The
American’s uncomplicated acceptance of life-as-it-comes,’ she decided, ‘exposes him to

the dangers of absorbing uncritically the opinions served up to him by press and radio.”>*
Her own thoughts, she claimed, without apparent irony, belonged to ‘the wind, the clouds

and the stars, where the game of political intrigue is unknown’.>> Hanna may have
believed herself above politics, but the Cleveland Air Races ended ‘amid disturbing news
from Czechoslovakia’, as she put it, when a telegram ordered the gliding team to return

without delay.>®

While Hanna was competing in the USA, Neville Chamberlain was flying to the
Bavarian Alps to hear Hitler’s concerns about the security of the German minority in the
Czech Sudetenland. Although Chamberlain considered Hitler’s attitude ‘unreasonable’,

the British prime minister was still hoping to prevent conflict in Europe.®” ‘It might be
possible ... to write up Hitler as an apostle of Peace,’ Britain’s ambassador Nevile
Henderson had written the week before, cautioning that “We make a great mistake when

our press persists in abusing him.’>® Despite some hostility in the papers, there were many
more appeasing editorials, however, and the Fiihrer was not unaware of potential British
sympathy. Even among those opposed to fascism, many people could not bear to
contemplate the possibility of another conflict just twenty years after the horror of the
Great War, in which nearly every family had lost a husband, a brother or a son. A week
later Chamberlain and his entourage returned for a second meeting. On arrival at Cologne
aerodrome, a band greeted them with ‘God Save the King’, and at their beautiful hotel on
the banks of the Rhine the bedrooms and bathrooms had been filled with the products of

Cologne: ‘scent and soap, bath salts and shaving requisites’.>® But although Hitler came to
meet Chamberlain personally, it quickly became clear that he was in ‘an uncompromising

mood’.%° Once the British leader had confirmed that he would negotiate the peaceful
transfer of Sudetenland to Germany, Hitler extended his claim to Hungarian and Polish

territory and “declined flatly’ to consider alternative proposals.®!

While Chamberlain was soaking in a cologne-scented bath, Melitta was facing her own
small diplomatic crisis. Some days earlier, at next to no notice, the National Socialist
Flying Corps had suddenly nominated Melitta and Elly to be the two German
representatives at the ‘grand opening’ of Chigwell aerodrome, in Essex. They packed that
evening and prepared to fly out. Melitta would later sardonically call her report on the

event ‘Flight to England, with Incidents’.5?

Chigwell airfield was being placed at the disposal of the British Women’s Air Reserve.
That July the British air minister, Sir Kingsley Wood, had invited the country’s thousands
of amateur flying clubs to join the newly created Civil Air Guard, and so form Britain’s
third line of air defence in the event of war. Within a month over 20,000 would-be pilots
had enrolled for courses, and women were encouraged to sign up on equal terms with
men. ‘The menace is the woman who thinks she ought to be flying a high-speed bomber,
when she really has not the intelligence to scrub the floor of a hospital,” one critic wrote

indignantly in the Aeroplane magazine.%® Even when the publicity was positive, it was still



steeped in the casual sexism of the day. ‘Beauty Queen joins Civil Air Guard’ was the
headline that followed the sign-up of Veronica Volkersz, who admittedly always flew with
her powder compact to hand but was also a highly skilled pilot and became the first

British woman to ferry a jet.% The following year these women would be among the first
female pilots of Britain’s Air Transport Auxiliary, or ATA, delivering RAF and Fleet Air
Arm aircraft between factories and airfields.

Keen to show off both German planes and German female pilots, Goring selected
Melitta and Elly for their skills as aviators as well as their evident attractiveness, to take
part in the celebratory Chigwell aerial displays. Melitta was to fly over in a Klemm 35
open sports monoplane, which she considered a ‘nice little touring aircraft’, and Elly in
her Messerschmitt 108 Taifun, both emblazoned with a swastika on the tail. Their mission
was officially to extend the hand of friendship among the international community of

aviators and, unofficially, to show British women how it was done.®® Tired of her latest
studies, Melitta was pleased to exchange her exams at the ministry for an opportunity to

fly overseas but, fully aware of what she described as ‘the highly charged political

situation’, she also steeled herself for ‘unpleasant surprises’.%

Things started badly when Melitta’s plane was reported overdue. She had left Berlin
punctually, ‘like a shot out of a gun’, she claimed, stopping at Diisseldorf and Brussels,
and by noon the next day she had landed in Romford. Unfortunately she had failed to
complete the required customs formalities at Croydon or Heston en route. ‘One only gets
to understand a foreign country gradually,’ she later wrote, ‘especially if everything goes

wrong at first.”®” It took five hours to sort out the necessary papers, by which time the
press had had a field day with facetious reports that Melitta might be swimming the
Channel, and of signals sent to passing shipping to search for ‘a small German plane with

swastika markings’ and fish her out.®® “There must be some people who like to read about
themselves in the newspapers. Yet others feel particularly at ease in the company of

reporters,” Melitta continued drily, perhaps thinking of Hanna. ‘Both these pleasures had

been prepared for me this afternoon. It is an effort to smile in spite of this.”®°

Later Melitta considered how selflessly event organizer Gabrielle Patterson had waited
all afternoon for her arrival, despite not being able to contact her husband. Did this show
her ‘remarkable spirit’, Melitta mused, or, thinking of Alexander, ‘are English husbands so

much more patient than others?’”" She was relieved when she finally found Elly, who
helped her to see the funny side of things. But Elly had caught sight of Chamberlain at
Heston airport, on his way to Germany, and had noticed how restrained the public
applause for him had been. Both women knew that good relations between their country
and Britain were crucial at this moment, and Melitta, with her mind on the noble Junker
ideals and traditions, was determined to bring honour to a Germany she still saw as greater
than the Nazi Reich.

The next day the crowds and press alike were hugely impressed by the German
performances. Melitta included several loops in her routine, despite the fact that her plane
was not designed for aerobatics, and Elly gave ‘an excellent display’, particularly
impressing the British female pilots, who ‘had never seen a woman fly such a powerful



aircraft before’.”! On landing, both women answered questions about ‘every detail’ of
their planes, and then posed for photographs, carefully leaning against the flank of the
Taifun, where the huge ‘D’ for Deutsche was painted, rather than beside the swastika on
the tail. ‘It is no exaggeration to say that the world is awaiting with anxiety the message

which Hitler has to deliver,” ambassador Henderson had written earlier that month.”2 In
the absence of any news from the British PM’s latest meeting with the German Fiihrer,
however, what better photo opportunity could there be than Mrs Gabrielle Patterson in a
floral dress, founder of the British Women’s National Air Reserve, chatting away to two
pretty young German pilots in cotton skirts and light woollen cardigans, Melitta still
wearing her trademark leather flying cap.

What followed next was ‘an interesting example of how rumours get about’, the British

press later reported.”? Stories were circulating that Melitta and Elly had been ordered to
call their embassy and, should they not be able to get through, to report there in person
immediately. The telephone having been cut off since that morning, the two German
aviatrixes quickly prepared to leave for London, giving rise to enormous press speculation
about the international situation. Might the women’s recall be symptomatic of
degenerating relations between the two nations, and the disconnected telephone line
symbolic of a wider breakdown in communications? Nervous excitement grew around the
possibility of being the first to hear the news, and break the story, that the whole country
was dreading. Reporters rang their offices ahead in anticipation of further updates.

In fact, it was Alexander’s eagerness to arrange a date with his wife before she flew
home that had inadvertently almost caused an international incident. He had been
temporarily seconded to London on academic work and had been surprised to read about
Melitta’s unexpected visit to Chigwell in the British papers, whose subsequent reports

wryly concluded, ‘We trust that the dinner went off satisfactorily.””* Melitta bit her tongue
and spent a long day with Alexander touring London architecture and art galleries. He
‘spares me nothing’, she wrote, betraying her desperation to satisfy what she called her

‘natural need for tranquillity’ after the press storm surrounding her visit.”® It was with
some relief that she left Britain for what she called ‘the borderless sea of the air’ the

following day.”®

Less than a week after Melitta flew back to Germany, the British, Italian and French
heads of government formally agreed to Nazi Germany’s annexation of the Czech
Sudetenland, under what became known as the Munich Agreement. Chamberlain
famously declared that the arrangement guaranteed ‘peace for our time’. The following
day, 1 October 1938, German troops marched into their new territory. Claus von
Stauffenberg was among them. An imminent war seemed to have been averted, but at the
cost of Czechoslovakian national security, Soviet faith in the Western powers, and the
potential overthrow of Hitler by rebellious senior German army officers who had been
relying on a broader European show of strength. Five days later Winston Churchill told
the House of Commons that the settlement was ‘a total and unmitigated defeat’. ‘You were
given the choice between war and dishonour,” he continued prophetically. “You chose
dishonour, and you will have war.’
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Within a fortnight of the Munich Agreement, it became clear that Hitler wished not only to
embrace those ethnic Germans living abroad within the expanding borders of the Third
Reich, but also to exclude anyone insufficiently ‘Aryan’. Melitta was still waiting for
confirmation of her legal status and that of her family, and it was clear that the rules were
getting tighter following Germany’s declaration that Jews deemed to be of foreign descent
were to have their residency permits revoked. Many countries were already panicking
about the mass influx of Jewish refugees, and Poland’s government announced that after
the end of the month they would no longer accept German Jews of Polish descent as
citizens. As a result, on 26 October 1938, 12,000 such Jews were arrested across Germany,
stripped of their property, and herded onto trains for the border. Poland refused to admit
them and, although the Polish Red Cross provided some humanitarian aid, conditions in
the makeshift camps were soon squalid. Among the deportees were the parents of
Herschel Grynszpan, a young German Jew who was living in France without papers. A
few days later, distraught at this latest persecution of his family and community,
Grynszpan bought a gun. Asking to speak to an official in the German Embassy in Paris,

he shot dead the third secretary, Ernst vom Rath.” Grynszpan’s act provided the pretext
Hitler had been waiting for to encourage a massive pogrom against Jews across Germany
and Austria.

On 9 November, out-of-uniform SA paramilitary thugs started to smash and loot Jewish
homes and shops, identifiable by the white-painted names on their windows. The police
and fire authorities stood by, making no attempt to intervene unless non-Jewish properties
were threatened. More than a thousand synagogues were set on fire and 7,000 businesses
attacked. The smashed glass that littered the streets led to the event becoming known as
Kristallnacht. By evening Jewish families were being dragged from their homes. Between
90 and 150 people were killed, with many others badly beaten, threatened and spat on.

Hanna was on the annual Darmstadt Institute work outing that day, and she witnessed
an elderly couple ‘protesting and struggling’ as they were forced out of their home, still in
their nightclothes. She was shocked. ‘People were jeering at them,’ she recalled. A
moment later she witnessed shop windows being smashed, and then ‘some children
coming noisily down the street, dragging behind them a Jewish hearse’, which they

‘chopped to bits with an axe, and then pushed into the river’.! Hanna’s immediate thought
was that this must be a ‘Bolshevik uprising’ and she shouted for the police. When she
realized the truth, she called for restraint, asking the children’s parents to stop the
destruction, and loudly declaring that ‘the Fiihrer would weep if he knew such things were

being done in his name’.? One of her more sympathetic colleagues, the glider designer
Hans Jacobs, bundled Hanna away through the smell of burning, the ashes and rubble,



before the growing crowd could turn against them. Later, she told friends that she had

been attacked and ‘could hardly escape’.? She had been with over a hundred Darmstadt
employees that evening, but only half a dozen had shown any distress and some, Jacobs

noted with disgust, ‘were even excited and approved of the violence’.*

Hanna was appalled by the events she had witnessed. Soon afterwards she and Jacobs
were taken before a committee of local Party officials to explain their apparent sympathy
for the Jews. Risking their careers, both refused to retract their condemnation of the
violence, but they were released nevertheless. Aircraft designers and test pilots of their
skill and status were not easy to replace. It was a relief for Hanna when her ‘adored’ uncle,
Friedrich von Cochenhausen, a lieutenant general in the Luftwaffe, assured her that the

horror of Kristallnacht had not been planned.> An order by Goebbels for an isolated and
discreet attack on one subversive synagogue had been misunderstood, he told her, and the
violence had escalated as the German people spontaneously vented their anger against
their Jewish neighbours. As the country’s leader, Hitler was reported to be quietly
shouldering the blame.

Hanna’s sympathetic support of her Jewish friend, Joachim Kiittner, shows that she was
not ignorant of the Nazi state’s growing anti-Semitism, but she was happy to accept her
uncle’s defence of the regime despite having witnessed the worst pogrom in Germany’s
history. Her refusal to retract her condemnation of the Kristallnacht violence was brave,
but it was also a testament to how secure she felt personally in the Third Reich. She
simply refused to believe that Hitler or other Party leaders had known about or condoned —
let alone incited — such mob violence, and she chose not to question too far. Hanna had
aligned her honour with the Fiihrer, and she could not countenance the idea that he was
unworthy. Fortunately for her, life offered pleasant distractions such as the Paris Air Show,
and a reception held in her honour by the American—German Gliding Association later
that month. A visit to Libya, then still under Italian colonial rule, followed. It was easier to

study thermal wind currents in North Africa than disquieting political trends at home.” For
Hanna, life continued much as it had before but, from this point on, her belief in the moral
authority of the Nazi regime was a matter of active choice against a growing body of
evidence.

For many others, Kristallnacht would prove a turning point, opening their eyes to the
true nature of National Socialism. In early 1938 many German Jews had chosen to hope
that the worst persecution was over. Jewish contributions to popular culture, the press, the
law and much business had been eliminated. Jews knew they were no longer equal
citizens, but beyond that, one Berliner later recorded: ‘Hitler’s threats were so utterly
implausible that we regarded them as unreliable guides to future conduct. They were
literally incredible.’® After 9 November, however, the situation for Jews inside Germany
became much worse. An estimated 30,000 Jewish citizens were arrested and sent to the
concentration camps of Sachsenhausen, Dachau and Buchenwald where, one survivor
later testified, they were ‘frozen, starved, humiliated’.” Release was conditional on
emigration. Over 2,000 would die while still interned. The Jewish community as a whole,
meanwhile, was required to pay a collective fine of one billion Reichsmarks to cover the



costs of the Kristallnacht damage: damage which had been inflicted upon them. Not long
after, Jews were forbidden access to the theatre, cinema and cultural events, and were
segregated on trains; they were being isolated and dehumanized. Some later asserted that
‘the violence of [Kristallnacht] conditioned the German people to condone brutality’,

leading directly to the Holocaust.?

Melitta had never considered herself to be Jewish but she knew that the state might, and
Kristallnacht had shown that it was not only her career or even her citizenship that was at
stake; she and her family faced the risk of being deported and possibly murdered. Melitta
never considered leaving her country; that would have gone against her deep patriotic
belief in a Germany greater than the Third Reich, a Germany to which she felt she owed
allegiance. Unlike Hanna, however, she knew she was in no position to publicly express
her horror about the pogrom.

Alexander and his younger brother, Claus, did not feel so constrained. Alexander felt
that the patriotism and sense of personal honour he held dear were being misused to create
a climate that encouraged division, hatred and violence, while any dissent was interpreted
as potentially treasonous criticism of the regime. Above all, he was disgusted at being
surrounded by people who perpetuated Nazi lies, either through their own warped
convictions or from fear of speaking out and the very real risk of indefinite detention.
Determined to resist such intimidation and coercion, he again began to voice his
opposition, particularly in regard to the Nazis’ view of history and their racial doctrine.
‘He was not careless,’ his daughter later stated, but rather deliberately committed to

affirming his resistance wherever possible.’

Claus took a different approach. He had never approved of the democratic Weimar
Republic and, not in principle opposed to dictatorship, he had welcomed Hitler’s strong
leadership. He also supported many early Nazi policies, such as the reintroduction of
conscription and the fight against communism. Casually anti-Semitic, he had not objected
to limiting Jewish control of the arts and publishing, or the expulsion of non-German
Jews. Yet he had doubts about the regime, too. Claus did not believe in what he considered
to be ‘the lie that all men are equal’, and felt that natural hierarchies should be respected.
In his opinion, the jumped-up ‘petty bourgeois’ Hitler had ‘exceeded all bounds of

hubris’.'® Knowing that the sort of ‘so-called society people’ typified by Claus presented a
potential conservative resistance, at the 1938 Nuremberg Rally Hitler had described them
as having ‘old and decadent blood’. “These people are sometimes called, by those who
don’t understand, “the upper classes”,” he continued. ‘In fact, they are simply the result of
a sort of miscarriage, of bad breeding. They are infected by cosmopolitan thoughts and

have no backbone.”! Now Claus defied Hitler, condemning the Kristallnacht violations of

law and decency that had ‘shocked and disgusted him’.!? He felt his doubts about the
regime and its leader had been confirmed.

The responses of the wider world to Kristallnacht were mixed. Having witnessed
‘frenzied Nazis’ destroying much of Jewish Berlin, the American journalist Louis P.
Lochner attended a Propaganda Ministry press conference the next morning. There he was
incensed to hear Goebbels announce that ‘all the accounts that have come to your ears



about alleged looting and destruction of Jewish property are a stinking lie. Not a hair of a
Jew was disturbed.’'? Few people believed such statements. Britain’s ambassador, Nevile
Henderson, felt that the ‘disgusting exhibition’ had ‘shocked all decent Germans as much
as it did the outside world’.* In the USA, a horrified Peter Riedel wrote that ‘the reaction
of Heinrich Himmler and Joseph Goebbels made me ashamed for the first time of being

German ... I hated them and their brutal, organized bullies.’ > Ulrich von Hassell, the
German ambassador in Italy, also recorded his disgust at the ‘vile persecution’, noting in
his diary that ‘there is no doubt that we are dealing with an officially organized anti-
Jewish riot ... truly a disgrace!’'® His daughter, Fey, called the attacks ‘true barbarism!’!”
Hassell would spend the next six months scurrying between Henderson, who was pro-
appeasement, and various Nazi chiefs, trying to prevent war. The brutality of Kristallnacht
had changed the political climate but few could predict the horrors that lay ahead. It is
‘unimaginable’ that Jews in Germany ‘will all be lined up against the wall one day ... or
that they will be locked up in giant concentration camps’, the Italian Embassy in Berlin
reported, tacitly recognizing the violence of Nazi German anti-Semitism.'® Yet not one
country broke off diplomatic relations with Germany, opened its borders to refugees, or
imposed sanctions. While peace was still a possibility, no country wanted to provoke a
political crisis.

That autumn Winston Churchill famously argued that ‘the prime factor of uncertainty in

the world today is the menace from the air’.!® Germany was now so confident in its
renewed air power that a 1938 Berlin music-hall joke claimed, ‘the English may have so
many planes that the sky is black with them, and the French ones are so numerous that you
can’t see the sun for them; but when Hermann Goring presses the button, the birds

themselves have got to walk.’?? But the skies were also a source of vital intelligence. It
was a German, General Werner von Fritsch, then commander-in-chief of the Wehrmacht,
who predicted that ‘the military organization with the best aerial reconnaissance will win
the next war’ — which was ironic, given that it was the British who would lead the field.

The British chief of air intelligence at MI6, responsible for gathering information from
overseas, was the charmingly named yet ‘superbly anonymous’ Frederick Winterbotham,

better known to his colleagues as ‘Cloak and Dagger Fred’.?! A regular visitor to Germany
throughout the 1930s, where he posed as a Nazi sympathizer, Winterbotham had been
secretly monitoring the country’s rearmament programme. In November 1938, a week
after Kristallnacht, he appointed a tall, “‘wolfish’, middle-aged Australian pilot called
Sidney Cotton to his team. After the First World War, Cotton had answered an
advertisement in the Aeroplane magazine for pilots to fly over Newfoundland, spotting

seals for culling.” Later he took aerial photographs for a map-making firm, using his legs
to hold the stick steady while pointing a large plate camera over the side of his open
cockpit. Over the next few years he and his photographer girlfriend, Patricia Martin,
improved the technique until they were expert.

Winterbotham and MI6 now set Cotton up as an entrepreneur, providing him with a
beautiful, state-of-the-art Lockheed aircraft in ‘exquisite duck-egg green’. The colour was
unusual in an era when most private aircraft were silver, but it ensured that the plane was



practically invisible against the sky from below.?? After some practice flights over France
and North Africa, it was in this plane that Cotton started regular visits to Berlin, ostensibly
on behalf of his aeronautical and colour film businesses. Having caused quite a stir with
his elegant plane, he was introduced to some senior Nazis, leading to an invitation to
photograph Goring at his country house. Cotton wrote that Goring was dressed like Robin
Hood with his ‘velvet knickerbockers, shoes with gold buckles and a sleeveless leather

hunting jacket’.?> He bit his tongue, however, as Goring showed him round his house and
art treasures, even demonstrating his enormous model railway, which, Cotton noticed, had
small Stuka aeroplanes on a track overhead, able to release wooden bombs at the flick of a

switch.” Disappointingly, however, they did not dive.

In January 1939, a Party memorandum was issued, stating that Nazi policy towards the
Jews was one of emigration. Less than a week later Hitler’s so-called ‘prophecy speech’ to
the Reichstag directly proposed the ‘annihilation’ of European Jewry. Still without news
about her ‘Aryan’ status application for herself and her siblings, Melitta was keeping her
head down at work while throwing herself into the enjoyment of every spare moment with
Alexander. ‘Due to the bleak backdrop,’ her sister Jutta later wrote, these months were

‘lived more intensely and as a result were happy.’?*

Melitta usually made her weekly commute from her work in Berlin to see Alexander in
Wiirzburg by plane, but now she also bought a car: a beautiful two-seater, four-cylinder-
engine Fiat 500 Topolino, or Little Mouse. It was not exactly a convertible but it had a
folding canvas top. Sometimes she and Alexander would drive to the Stauffenberg family
residence at Lautlingen in the beautiful Swabian Alps for weekends of field sports and
country walks in the richly wooded hills. Whenever possible they tried to coincide their
visits with Claus and Nina, Berthold and Mika and their growing families. Claus and Nina
already had three sons, the eldest of whom, another Berthold named after his uncle, was
six years old. Melitta loved giving him exhilarating rides in the back of her Topolino,
‘sitting on nothing’, as he remembered it, while she tore round the country roads at speeds

‘typical for a pilot’.?> The young Berthold dutifully loved his uncle Alexander who was
‘remarkably cordial’ and ‘of a poetic nature’, but he adored his rather wilder aunt. Melitta
did not just have a car, unusual though this was for a woman: she was also a pilot and an

artist, she went hunting, sailing and could fire a gun. She was, her nephew felt, ‘a woman

who could do just about anything!’ and he ‘admired her completely’.>®

All the children loved Melitta, not only because she was exciting to be around, but also
because ‘she treated children like people and not like babies’, one of her nieces would

later say.?” But when Nina asked Melitta whether she and Alexander were planning a
family of their own, Melitta blushed, lowered her face and said softly only that that was
the plan. There was already enormous state pressure on ‘Aryan’ women in Nazi Germany
to have babies. The first Mutterkreuz (Mother’s Cross of Honour) for a woman who had
raised four or more children was awarded that May, and Hitler would later become official
godfather to every tenth child in such families. Still in legal limbo, Melitta and Alexander
may not have wished to start a family, or they may not have been able to. In any case,
Melitta was committed to her flying career and could not countenance giving it up. ‘I just



can’t stop flying,’ she told friends. ‘I can’t help it.”?® This was something Hanna
understood. ‘Hanna was a fanatical aviatrix,” a fellow female pilot recorded, ‘and could

not bear to spend a day without flying.’?® Melitta and Hanna were both exceptional
women, and children were just not on their radar. When male pilots took out their wallets
and showed her photographs of their wives and children, Hanna would tell them ‘it was

hard, very hard, to deny myself this fortune’, but stoically explained that she ‘had to do it,

to completely dedicate myself to flying’.3°

Alexander was also absolutely dedicated to his career, and increasingly obsessed by the
poems of late antiquity. In March, while the Wehrmacht marched further into
Czechoslovakia, in pursuit, it was said, of justice rather than war, Alexander’s Wiirzburg
University exempted him from military service, and sent him to Greece on a study trip.
With his crisp white shirts and pale trousers, windswept hair and earnest face, Alexander
was the epitome of a classics lecturer removed from the action and set down among
ancient ruins. Although anxiously following events with the Luftwaffe, when Melitta
could secure some leave she joined her husband on the Greek mainland. Unlike
Germany’s desperate Jews, she had no problem securing her travel documents to leave the
country. A photograph taken by Alexander shows her smiling brightly in the spring
sunshine but well wrapped up in tights and scarf, her short chestnut hair now curled and
set — it must have felt strange not to have to force it under a flying cap every day. Perched
on top of a stony outcrop in the mountains, she seems to be surveying the landscape
below, map in hand, like a true navigator.

Melitta must have spent many hours studying maps that spring. Back at home, the state-
controlled news was once again portraying the invasion of a neighbouring country, this
time Czechoslovakia rather than Austria, as a welcomed intervention. Soon there was talk
of restoring parts of Poland to the Fatherland, including the areas of Silesia where Melitta
had grown up and which had been ceded to Poland in 1921. Danzig, where Melitta’s
parents, Michael and Margarete Schiller, were now living as part of the German majority

in the city, was also being considered.” For once Melitta fully approved of Nazi policy,
welcoming what she hoped would be the restoration of her childhood home to German
governance. Few outside Germany saw such expansionist ambitions in such a positive
light.

At the end of June, Sidney Cotton and his British co-pilot descended into Berlin’s
Tempelhof airport to find it bedecked with black and crimson Nazi flags, and the airfield
surrounded by anti-aircraft guns. Watching a dozen armed soldiers running across the
tarmac towards them, Cotton thought, ‘Christ, we’ve had it,” but they were merely being

greeted by a guard of honour.3! The next month they flew to the international Frankfurt
Air Rally, which was packed with Luftwaffe officers in their grey dress uniforms,
including Udet, Erhard Milch, the deputy head of the Luftwaffe, and his chief of
administration, Albert Kesselring, a friend of Hanna’s popularly known as ‘Smiling
Albert’.3? Despite his nickname, Kesselring had a taciturn, almost rude manner, and
bluntly asked Cotton for a flight in the magnificent Lockheed with its painted, all-metal
fuselage and heated cabin. Cotton, professionally charming, was delighted to oblige, even



offering Kesselring the controls. Once up, he reached beneath his seat and activated the
hidden German Leica cameras, the best on the market, focused down on the land below.
When Kesselring asked about the unfamiliar green light flashing on the control panel,
Cotton explained that it showed the petrol flow to the engines. Soon Cotton was taking a
series of generals and colonels on joy-flights a couple of thousand feet ‘above airfields

and ammunition dumps, factories and fortifications’, while his hidden cameras clicked

away, taking some of the first aerial reconnaissance photographs of the coming war.33

By the time that Cotton was flying over Frankfurt, neither he, Melitta nor Hanna were
in any doubt as to where their countries were heading. Even while signing the Munich
Agreement the year before, Chamberlain had agreed to a huge increase in British
armament spending, and production levels in German aircraft manufacturing had soared.
Britain and France had guaranteed Poland’s independence in March 1939. In August the
Greater German Reich and the Soviet Union agreed a mutual non-aggression pact, Nazi
German foreign minister Joachim von Ribbentrop flying to Moscow with Hitler’s personal
photographer to record the historic moment. Europe was dividing.

As the prospect of war looked ever more likely, Germany was gripped by a renewed
sense of patriotism. By now both Alexander and Claus had taken part in military
exercises, in different capacities. Despite his political dissent, Alexander had been brought
up to value the honourable fulfilment of his duty to people and state above all else. As a
result, although he considered himself ‘unsuited to being a soldier’, he had served

voluntarily in a cavalry regiment as early as 1923, becoming a keen horseman.3* Until
March 1934 Alexander had even been a member of the SA, the paramilitary wing of the
Nazi Party, although he was never a Party member. In 1936 he became a corporal in the
Reserve, and it was as such that he participated in military exercises over the summer of
1938. Unlike his brother, Claus was a passionate soldier. Having already seen service in
Czechoslovakia, he was now awaiting new orders. Nevertheless, ‘the mass of German

people ...” Nevile Henderson wrote, ‘were horror-struck at the whole idea of the war

which was thus being thrust upon them’.3

Sidney Cotton finally returned to Britain with the dubious honour of being the last
civilian to fly out of Berlin in late August 1939. He carefully photographed the German
fleet congregating at Wilhelmshaven as he went over, with Hitler’s personal yacht, the
Grille — ‘the cricket’ in English — clearly distinct as a white fleck among the grey. Days
later, although officially still a civilian, Cotton flew back to film the fleet again for the
British Admiralty, showing which vessels had departed. Soon he was busy establishing a
special unit to pioneer military aerial reconnaissance during the coming conflict,

eventually accepting a commission with the RAF.”

Inside Germany, it seems that only the young and then politically naive British pilot
Eric Brown, who had partied with Hanna at Udet’s apartment after the Berlin Motor Show,
was not anticipating the coming conflict. On the morning of Sunday 3 September 1939, he
was ‘shaken’ to be arrested by the SS at the small Munich inn where he was staying.3%
Although he had been studying in Germany for several months, Eric had ‘never once felt

any real likelihood of war’, he later claimed.3” After an interrogation that lasted three



days, he was pushed into a car and driven away. Thinking he was bound for a Gestapo cell
or the firing squad, he was surprised to see his own beautiful MG Magnette sports car
being driven behind, with the entire head of the large SS sergeant who was behind the
wheel sticking up above the windscreen. To his astonishment, both he and the Magnette
were deposited at the Swiss border, where he was told to drive on. His arresting officer
‘was standing with a ... hand machine gun pointing at my back, and the Swiss were
standing with one pointing at my front,’ Eric later recounted. ‘I wasn’t feeling too

confident at this stage.’38 Within a few hours, however, he was racing across Switzerland
for France, his immediate fears of a bullet having been replaced by a nagging worry that
everything would be over ‘before I could get into uniform’.3° He was lucky not to have
been interned. Britain and Germany were officially at war.



7
WOMEN AT WAR
1939-1941

The invasion of Poland in September 1939 was known within Germany as the ‘Defensive
Campaign’, and accepted by most of the population in this light. As directed by Goebbels’
Ministry for Propaganda, the press had been railing against territorial losses for years,
while the early critics of military intervention had long been silenced. Deeply patriotic,
and keenly confident in their own abilities, both Melitta and Hanna volunteered for their
country the moment war was declared. Hanna’s brother, Kurt, was already serving with
the Kriegsmarine. Otto, Melitta’s brother, was an agricultural expert in the Foreign
Service. Although still at the University of Wiirzburg, Alexander reported for duty as a
non-commissioned officer in a reserve battery at Ansbach, but was soon released. Claus
was on active service during the invasion, as an officer with the 6th Panzer Division. Had
they been men, there is no doubt that both Hanna and Melitta would have enlisted with the
Luftwaffe, but the only roles for women in the service were in office administration,
releasing men for combat duty.

Undeterred, Hanna immediately petitioned General von Richthofen, whose Luftwaffe
commands included the Glider Unit, to be accepted for direct military service. Her request
was rejected. Instead, she was retained as a test pilot at the Glider Research Institute at
Darmstadt. Melitta’s first instinct was to request a transfer from research and development
for the Air War Ministry to flying air ambulances with the German Red Cross, a ‘more

helpful and healing role’, as she saw it.! She had been inspired both by her mother’s and
her elder sister’s work as volunteer nurses in the First World War, and later by learning of
the role played by Alexander’s aunt, Countess Alexandrine Uxkiill-Gyllenband, who was
one of the few women to visit German POWs in Russia under the banner of the
International Red Cross. As a result, Melitta had been practising air ambulance flights
since at least 1935. At the outbreak of hostilities, however, ‘the only thing that counted’,

her niece later commented, ‘was her qualifications’.? Melitta’s request was also declined.
She was seconded instead as an engineer-pilot to develop targeted dive-bombing at the
Luftwaffe testing centre at Rechlin, the remote airfield near Lake Mecklenburg that served
as the German equivalent of Farnborough. Although not assigned active combat roles,
both women would spend the war risking their lives on a daily basis in the service of their
country, and sometimes at the same airfields.

Albert Speer, Hitler’s architect and, as such, responsible for erecting military buildings,
later recalled that, from the start of the war, ‘the most pressing task was the Ju 88
programme for the Luftwaffe, which was to turn out the new two-motored medium-range
Junkers 88 dive-bombers’.? The Luftwaffe bombing strategy called for pinpoint targeting
rather than area bombing, but hitting precision targets from the air was difficult. Dive-
bomber pilots were expected to aim their whole plane at a target and they had only a few



seconds’ margin in which to release their load before turning. Existing guides included
such handy advice as ‘Fly onto target exactly,” and ‘If there is a strong headwind ... dive

more deeply!’#

Melitta’s new assignment was to perfect the aircraft technically, to eliminate as much
risk as possible. The main task was to evaluate and improve the targeting devices, and in
particular the dive-sights for the two-man Junkers Ju 87 Stuka, with its distinctive gull-
wing shape, and the popular four-man Ju 88 dive-bomber developed for larger-scale
strategic air war. This involved registering the continuously changing angle of the dive,
speed and dropping altitude, all without modern instruments. She also worked on
developing dive-visors, ensuring that the autopilot levelled off the aircraft automatically
when a bomb had left its cradle so as not to put too much strain on the machine’s airframe,
and that the automatic pullout sequence functioned at 6G — the point at which most pilots
suffered G-force-induced loss of consciousness. As well as Junkers, Melitta flew a range
of Messerschmitt and Focke-Wulf planes, and the lighter Fieseler Storch, or Stork. These
aircraft were designed to support military invasion but Melitta enjoyed piloting them, she
said, ‘quite simply because they are particularly interesting from a flying point of view’.>
She was constantly striving to attain peak performance from herself as a pilot, as well as
from the machines she flew.

Testing dive-bombers was work that required not only patience, precision and
considerable physical strength, but also great courage. Every morning Melitta cycled
across the airfield from her dorm on her heavy-framed pushbike, before swapping her
beret for her leather flying cap, donning her overalls and clambering into a Junkers’
cockpit. She would take her machine up to 4,000 metres before rolling sideways and
tearing down again at speeds of up to 350 mph, the engines howling and the surfaces of
the plane whistling as the dive angle steepened until it was at least seventy-five to eighty
degrees — not far from vertical. As Melitta plunged towards earth, her gloved hands tightly
gripping the steering column, the whole frame of her plane would be shaking with the
mounting pressure. The vibrations made it difficult to read her instruments accurately, so
many of her dives were filmed to provide the detailed information required to enable
incremental improvements to the targeting devices. Sometimes she would also release
between four and ten cylindrical cement bombs to test her work. At between 150 and 200
metres, just as correction seemed impossible, Melitta would lift her plane’s nose and skim
low across the fields before circling back to land.

After several such tests over the course of a morning, her colleagues would heave her
from her cockpit, unclip her parachute harness and help her out of her flying suit, so that
she could return to her engineering role. Over desk and drawing board she would now
conduct a precise evaluation of the dives, often working late into the night ‘without
making any fuss about it’, her colleagues noted, to calculate the alterations required before

testing could begin again.® Undertaking a few such dives without any of the engineering
work had been enough to exhaust Udet some years earlier. Even with automatic dive-
brakes, trainee Stuka pilots were often sick, and sometimes plunged into the sea. Yet
Melitta might complete fifteen such test dives in one day: a performance unmatched by
any pilot in history.



This punishing routine was, Melitta admitted, ‘completely inadmissible from a medical

point of view’.” Not only was she mentally exhausted by the intense concentration
required, but enormous physical stresses were also being placed on her body. By 1940,
Allied pilots would have the benefit of an ‘anti-gravity flying suit” which used fluid
pumped through tubes and pads to squeeze their legs and abdomen in a kind of auto-

tourniquet, preventing their blood from dispersing to their extremities under G-force.”
Melitta had no such pressure suit. When she turned her plane into a fast dive, her blood
was forced up into her head. As a result, her vision would turn pink, a phenomenon known
as ‘red-out’, and the pressure was sometimes enough to cause blood vessels in her eyes to
rupture. As air closer to the ground is denser, aircraft will automatically slow as they
approach the earth. Combined with the use of automatic dive-brakes, this would allow
Melitta’s blood flow to normalize, enabling her to reassert control in time to pull out of a
dive. But pulling up too quickly would cause the blood to rush away from her head,
towards her legs and feet. With her brain temporarily starved of oxygen, she regularly lost
her vision, literally ‘blacking out’, and may even have temporarily lost consciousness on
occasion.

Like most pilots, Melitta was extremely fit, exercising daily and avoiding alcohol.
Already physically suspect as a woman, she was not prepared to risk any doubts about her
ability, and she repeatedly denied that she was much affected by G-forces. ‘In me, the
disturbance of vision occurs only at very high acceleration,’ she claimed, before
suggesting, optimistically, that her ‘intense concentration’ might help to prevent the flow

of blood away from her brain.® More perilous work was hard to imagine, but Melitta
refused to let other pilots conduct her tests. Not only did she want to feel every nuance of
the aircraft’s performance for herself but ‘above all’, she said, ‘it seems to me simply more

decent not to pass the dangerous part of one’s work on to other people’.”

Dive-bombing proved extremely effective in the campaign for Poland, becoming
synonymous with the Blitzkrieg in the process. Some of the Polish air force was
effectively destroyed on the ground before it could be mobilized, but Polish fighters based
in secondary airfields later shot down over 170 German planes. It was not enough. Having
gained air superiority, the Stuka then acted in effect as long-range precision artillery. The
planes’ chilling screams, produced by sirens fitted to the wheel covers, would create terror
among the infantry and tanks below before they were even within firing range. Perhaps
Melitta sometimes thought of Claus with his panzer unit on the ground, supported by the
planes she had helped to develop. Perhaps she also thought about the Polish neighbours
from her childhood. Once it was safe, Hitler made a flying visit to the front, escorted by
several fighters. En route he ‘gazed from the windows without emotion’, his pilot Hans
Baur noted, as they flew over ‘still-smoking villages, shattered bridges, and other evidence

of the destruction of war’.'? ‘Our air victory is the Fiihrer’s great joy,” Goebbels wrote the
following month. '

Claus, like Melitta, found satisfaction in doing his job well. With traditional military
detachment he saw this as distinct from supporting the Nazi regime, but during his six
weeks on active duty in Poland he also came to respect Hitler’s then highly effective



military strategy. Like many German nationalists, Claus believed that the invasion of
Poland, like that of the Czech Sudetenland, was justified by the need to protect German
populations from discrimination. Nor was he without racial prejudice. He described the
Poles as ‘an unbelievable rabble’ of ‘Jews and mongrels’, who were ‘only comfortable

under the knout’ — a vicious type of whip.!? It is not known how much Claus knew about
the murders being committed behind the advancing front line by the Einsatzgruppen — SS
task forces specifically charged with killing Jews or other ‘undesirable’ people, as well as
‘eliminating’ the Polish intelligentsia as a preventative strike against resistance. By the end
of 1939, an estimated 65,000 civilians had been killed, and few German officers could

have been completely unaware of the policy. By November, even the American journalist

William Shirer was reporting that ‘Nazi policy is simply to exterminate the Polish Jews’.!3

Not surprisingly, however, Claus’s letters home, which his wife Nina dutifully typed up

and circulated among the family, made no reference to such horrors.

By the following spring, stories of atrocities were widely circulating within diplomatic
circles. “The SS had taken 1,500 Polish Jews, including many women and children, and
shuttled them back and forth in open freight cars until they were all dead,’ Fey von Hassell
wrote. ‘Then about 200 peasants were forced to dig immense graves. Afterwards, all those

who had taken part were shot and buried in the same place.’'® Fey’s father, Ulrich von
Hassell, the former German ambassador to Italy, had been working in vain to keep
unofficial diplomatic channels open with Britain, and was already secretly involved in
plans to overthrow Hitler. When Claus returned to Germany, Nina asked him whether he

too was ‘playing conspirator’.'® He told her he was. Since late 1938 Claus had stopped

writing to Nina about what she called ‘his inner conflicts’.!” Instead he kept a notebook in
which he scribbled down his thoughts to share with her whenever they met. Meanwhile he
and his brother Berthold both tried to keep their mother and Alexander from being too
open about their antipathy towards the regime. Claus also continued to serve in the
military.

Hanna’s hunger to see action alongside the men could not have been more different
from Melitta’s initial desire to place her skill as a pilot at the service of the German Red
Cross, but their motivations were similar. “When the war finally came ...” Hanna’s uncle
later testified, ‘she felt the moral duty not to forsake her Fatherland ... it wasn’t possible

for her to see that the war had been started by Germany in the first place.’!8

For some time before the war Hanna had been test-flying large prototype gliders at the
Research Institute at Darmstadt. These had been designed to gather meteorological data
and transport mail, and she had tested their viable load by methodically adding sacks of
sand over a series of flights. It was not long before Ernst Udet recognized the potential
military applications for such a glider to bring supplies to the front line, or reinforcements
to a unit that had been surrounded. Furthermore, as Hanna put it, ‘being noiseless in flight
and able to dive at steep angles’, the gliders seemed to ‘offer an excellent means of
landing bodies of infantry by surprise behind an enemy’s lines’.'® The institute had soon

received a military contract to design a troop-carrying glider, able to transport ten fully
equipped infantrymen, plus their commander. The resulting DFS 230 would become the



war'’s first ‘assault glider’, with a wingspan of seventy-two feet and a top speed of 130

mph under tow.?"

In the autumn of 1939 Hanna was selected to demonstrate the fully loaded glider to an
audience of high-ranking officers including Udet, Robert Ritter von Greim, ‘Smiling’
Albert Kesselring and Erhard Milch. Once above 30,000 feet she cast off the cable to the
transport Junkers Ju 52 that had towed them up, and put the glider into a steep dive. She
landed just a few yards from the officers on the ground and within seconds the troops had
tumbled out and dispersed, conclusively proving the military potential of the machine.
“The speed and precision of the whole manoeuvre so fired the Generals’ enthusiasm’,
Hanna recorded proudly, that a repeat performance was requested — only with the generals

as passengers.’! It was a daunting request for any pilot, but the enthusiastic Hanna claimed
she nearly fainted at the ‘truly awe-inspiring responsibility that had been thrust upon
me’ >

Hans Jacobs, the glider’s designer, was equally unnerved. After Hanna had landed her
‘precious passengers’ safely back on earth, she caught Jacobs prising himself out from the

glider’s tail space. Knowing that, should disaster strike, ‘I might as well be finished too’,

he had been unable to resist joining the historic flight.?3 It was a ruse that Hanna would
remember later in the war. For now, her successful demonstrations further confirmed her
standing with the senior military men of the Third Reich.

A German glider assault unit was formed almost immediately, which was intended to
support an invasion of France in November 1939. However, the officers in charge of the
operation had no gliding experience and while Germany’s leading glider pilots had been
recruited, they had no military status or training. Once briefed, these pilots were kept in
strict isolation. Hanna pressed General von Richthofen to allow her to join the team, or at
least arrange training, but as a woman she was flatly refused. When the invasion of France
was postponed to later winter, she and Jacobs again worked together as designer and test
pilot, developing brakes to enable the gliders to land on ice. Hanna then demonstrated the
solution — lever-operated ploughshares — to the glider unit. It was only when she and the
pilot Otto Brautigam, an impressive man in Hanna’s eyes, ‘radiating with confidence,
courage and humour’, made a concerted appeal for better training that Greim consented to

the request.?*

Hanna had admired the highly decorated Greim, a friend of Udet’s from the Great War,
for several years. At nearly fifty, he might not have Brautigam’s physical magnetism, but
he had gravitas, was an excellent pilot and officer, and was greatly admired by his men.
Having served in the invasion of Poland, Greim now commanded the Luftwaffe research
department. Hanna took the opportunity to secure a private meeting. Her enthusiasm for
both the Nazi cause and for flying had made her extremely popular with the Propaganda
Ministry and senior generals, but some of her younger colleagues still found her presence
at the airfield offensive. Hanna wanted Greim’s support to help her challenge ‘those
officers to whom the maintenance of masculine privilege’, as she put it angrily, ‘was more

important than the needs of the hour’.>> Greim was not concerned about gender equality
but he was interested in Hanna and he supported her requests. Her need to be at once equal



and special, however, along with her increasing tendency to appeal to Udet or Greim ‘to

smooth my path’, as she put it, would do little to endear her to her less well connected

colleagues.?®

It was not until May 1940 that glider assault troops were eventually deployed, and then
it was not in France but Belgium, in an attack on the reputedly impregnable fort of Eben-
Emael near the Dutch border. Swooping down in a silent dawn raid, eleven gliders
delivered sufficient paratroopers, Brautigam among them, to destroy the fort’s defensive
armaments before any counter-attack could be launched. They had defeated a force ten
times their own number. This decisive action cleared the way for German ground forces to
enter Belgium. Rumour had it that it was Hanna who had planted the seed for the
spectacular operation in Hitler’s mind when, at an event in 1935, she had commented on
how noiseless gliders were. Whatever the truth, Hanna’s personal stock now rose to new
heights, and features on her began to appear in everything from the national papers to The
Colourful Young Girls’ League Book, where she was somehow presented as a role model
for German womanhood between articles on child-rearing and handicrafts.

Hanna was posted to Rechlin, where Melitta was based, in the spring of 1940, but the
intensity of the two women’s work schedules left little time for frosty meetings or even
reconciliation between them in the busy canteen or corridors, and they chose not to
actively seek each other out. Despite her equally important and dangerous work, Melitta
was not considered suitable role-model material. Her father, Michael, had already been
informed of his designation as a ‘Jewish half-breed’ when, on 23 May 1940, Melitta
received her own letter from the Reich’s German Genealogical Research Board. Their
report, dated 7 May, classified her as a ‘half-Jew’ with ‘two racially full-blooded Jewish

grandparents’.?” Melitta had known that the letter was coming. One week earlier the
Ministry for Education and Culture had informed Alexander’s university that his
appointment as professor should be deferred until it was clear “whether he would hold on

to his marriage ... or annul it’.?® As he had married after the introduction of the
Nuremberg Laws, the ministry had assumed Alexander must have been unaware of
Melitta’s Jewish ancestry. He was in effect being given an escape route, on condition that
he divorce and disown his wife. Instead he bravely stated that it was the Genealogical
Research Board who must have made a mistake.

Over the following months Melitta appealed to Udet for support. Udet’s friendship with
her uncle during the First World War had led him to support her when she first started
flying, and he had helped to dig her out of trouble when she had briefly landed on the
wrong side of the border in 1929. Now she told him about the vital importance to the war
of her current work. Alexander applied directly to Géring himself. When his university
pressed him, he informed them that ‘the Reich Ministry of Aviation (Colonel-General
Udet) sent an appeal to the Reich Minister of the Interior, concerning the indispensability

of my wife for the Luftwaffe’s war-important Stuka testing, to order the Bavarian State

Ministry of Education and Culture to refrain from taking any further steps at this point’.?

Three months later, in December 1940, Alexander curtly informed the head of the
university that ‘the matter is considered closed’.3? With no official paperwork, however,



they did not see it that way.

All Melitta could do was keep her head down, and continue working to the highest
standard in the hope that this would help her case. Colleagues now noted that ‘she worked

quietly and modestly’, the section head even commenting on her ‘aura of

unapproachability’.3! Inevitably stories were already circulating about what Hanna

referred to as Melitta’s ‘racial burden’.32 Melitta, Hanna felt, had ‘some kind of inner

despair ... which she meant to keep hidden from work, and in general from everyone’.33

Hanna reluctantly recognized Melitta’s achievements but, irritated, she chose to attribute
these to an ‘unhealthy ambition’ caused by concern about her ancestry.>*

Not surprisingly, Melitta actively avoided Hanna at Rechlin. When they met by chance,
Melitta ‘didn’t want to be included in any conversation’, Hanna wrote with apparent
pique, and seemed intent on ‘harshly declining every well-intended offer of help from my

side’.3> Above all, Hanna thought it highly suspicious that Melitta ‘avoided the company
of certain colleagues’, while ‘on the other hand, she was frequently seen with such
colleagues who meant to spoil the atmosphere by constantly teasing and complaining

about the government’.® It seems that Melitta was still critical of the regime among close
friends. Hanna, with her dogged loyalty to the state and her vivid imagination, could not
help but wonder among her own circle whether there was ‘something wrong’. ‘Does she

have a foot in both camps,” Hanna mused, ‘or does she work for the enerny?’37 Such
insinuations were the last thing Melitta needed, and she threw herself ever more furiously
into her test flights and engineering work.

France fell in June 1940. “We had marvellous support from the Luftwaffe,” one
Wehrmacht officer recalled. ‘Our Ju 87 Stukas terrified the French just as they had

terrified the Poles ... Many soldiers simply ran away as if the banshees were after them.’3
In the German popular imagination, Stukas now symbolized both the technical and the
tactical superiority of the Luftwaffe; their pilots had a particular air of glamour and were
lauded as heroes in the Third Reich. When Hitler returned from his victory tour of Paris,
crowds lined the streets of Berlin to welcome him, troops paraded through the
Brandenburg Gate and church bells pealed across the country. It was now clear that
Melitta and Hanna had already made significant contributions to their nation’s victories.

8

The year had begun well for Hanna. While she was still working on troop-carrying
gliders in February, her elder brother Kurt’s wedding had provided an opportunity for the
Reitsch family to get together. In April, however, Kurt was posted to the campaign for the
north Norwegian port of Narvik, to safeguard the supply of iron ore to Germany. Within
weeks Norway had fallen, but Kurt’s ship had been sunk and he was reported missing.

Hanna, like Melitta, now threw herself into her work with ever greater intensity. The
success of the glider attack on Eben-Emael had convinced the German Air Ministry to
consider a similar stealth approach for the invasion of Britain. For this operation, however,
not just men but considerable quantities of arms, ammunition, vehicles, including 200
tanks, would need to be transported across the Channel to form a bridgehead. The
proposed solution came in the form of a new wood-and-steel Messerschmitt Me 321 high-



wing monoplane glider, appropriately named the Gigant, or Giant.” The wheels alone on
the disposable undercarriage of this monster were almost as tall as Hanna, and the cockpit
was fully sixty feet above the ground. With doped fabric stretched over its steel-tubing
frame, it looked unhealthily bloated compared to the tiny, almost skeletal early gliders in
which Hanna had learned to fly.

The Gigant needed three engine-powered planes working in perfect formation to tow it
into the air, in addition to eight liquid-fuelled rockets attached to its own wings. ‘What a
spectacular affair it was!’ Isolde Baur, the wife of Messerschmitt’s chief test pilot Karl
Baur later wrote. ‘Three tow planes in front and a cloud of smoke from the rockets trailing

behind.’3° On landing, the Gigant’s clamshell doors would burst open, and 200 armed men
could emerge, or a fully equipped tank juddering into action.

Although Hanna was increasingly being selected for the sort of prestige projects that
would showcase her talents, it was never expected that she should fly such an enormous
glider. Just a few days after the initial test flight, however, she began lobbying to take her
turn. Baur resisted. He was ‘immensely worried’ that, with her ‘fragile build’, she would

not have the strength for the heavy controls.*® Eventually, however, orders came through
to make the necessary adjustments for Hanna to take the Gigant up.

When Hanna finally sat perched in the Gigant’s narrow cockpit, her feet rested on
wooden blocks installed to raise the rudder pedal height for her, and a cushion was
sandwiched between her and the pilot’s seat. As an extra precaution, the crew flying with
her were briefed to keep a close watch. According to the slightly jealous Isolde Baur, ‘sure
enough, after she had handled the controls with great difficulty in flight, she yelled for

help to the engineers when they approached the field for landing’.#! Hanna did not later
mention it, but reportedly one of the tallest men reached over, took the controls, and
landed the massive glider for her.

Hanna was not impressed. She knew the Gigant was designed to be expendable, but to
her mind it was ‘primitively built’, as she claimed damningly in the Nazi-influenced

language she was increasingly adopting.*> Many of Hanna’s criticisms were valid. Above
all, the manual controls were so stiff that they were almost impossible to manoeuvre.
Willy Messerschmitt dismissed her feedback because it came from ‘too small a little girl,

not a strong man fit for fighting’, Hanna later paraphrased him angrily.*> ‘What is hard for
me in a five-minute flight,” she retorted, ‘is too hard for a strong man in a one-hour

flight’ .44 Later twin pilot seats would be installed, so that two people could wrestle the
controls together.

Hanna faced more problems on her next test. Two of the three tow-planes released their
cables early, but the Gigant’s rocket engines could not be shut down, leaving her ‘hanging

on one bomber, that was like a little fly compared to my giant!’#> Having dropped the
remaining tow she managed to coast back down, her heavy landing not only kicking up a
cloud of dirt, but also breaking both legs of one passenger and sending another into shock.
Few pilots were keen to let her have another attempt. She missed two more opportunities
when Otto Brautigam flew the Gigant without her, unwilling, she thought crossly, to share



his experience. On the second occasion she was so furious, frustrated and humiliated that
she burst into tears. A few moments later the Gigant crashed, killing the pilots of all three
tow-planes along with its own six-man crew, including Brautigam. Not long afterwards
another test ended in disaster when the rocket assists on one side of the Gigant failed to
fire, throwing it off balance. Again all the pilots were killed, along with the 110 troops
being carried.

The Gigant would never be deployed as originally conceived, nor at all against Britain.”
From July 1940, Luftwaffe bombers started to attack British shipping, and over the
summer RAF airfields, aircraft factories and general infrastructure were targeted, in an
attempt to gain air superiority over the south of England. British bombers were also
penetrating German airspace, mainly by night, as earlier daylight raids had suffered too
many losses. Aerial reconnaissance showed that their bombing was far from accurate.
Hitler, incensed, ordered Goring to take countermeasures. On 7 September London was
bombed for the first of fifty-seven consecutive nights. Despite the deaths and devastation,
towards the end of a ‘grim week’ in that first month of what became known as the Blitz, a
‘numb laugh’ was caused when the storerooms of Madame Tussauds were hit. ‘Heads,
arms and legs were strewn around,’ the Daily Express reported. ‘Flying glass had stuck

into some of the models’ faces ... Hitler’s nose was chipped and Goéring’s magnificent

white uniform was covered in black dust.’#6

As the Blitz continued, the Luftwaffe began to suffer heavy losses. Their bombers had
inadequate defensive armament and their fighter escorts did not have the range to remain
long over Britain, and were frequently intercepted by the RAF using radar. The Stuka’s
great strength now became its vulnerability. ‘Once the pilot had started coming down, he
was committed to his dive,” one RAF officer explained. ‘You could see where he was

going ... they were sitting ducks.’4’

Distraught at the mounting losses among Luftwaffe pilots, Melitta became yet more
committed to her work. ‘She was hoping that with the development and testing of these
weapons ...°, her sister Jutta explained, she might ‘restrict the war to military targets’, and

so reduce civilian casualties as well as the need for repeat raids by German pilots.*3
Furthermore, she was in no doubt of German victory and hoped that more effective
precision bombing might help to hasten the end of the conflict and so ‘shorten the

slaughter’ altogether.*’

Melitta now regularly undertook ten or more nosedives a day, as well as watching trials,
talking with mechanics, considering the worst scenario and possible chain reactions,
before calculating potential performances and going back to prove the theory with another
test. One afternoon, her old friend and colleague Georg Wollé, whose motorbike she used
to ride before the war, bumped into her unexpectedly near the Aviation Ministry in Berlin.
He was in uniform and hurrying to an appointment so they only had a few moments, but

Georg was ‘appalled to see how the extreme physical and mental efforts of aeroplane test

flights had dug deep furrows into her once pretty, smooth and regular features’.>

Although Melitta was almost permanently exhausted, it was a comment that perhaps spoke
more about Georg than Melitta herself.



Melitta’s reputation within aviation circles continued to grow. Despite her wish for a
low profile, she was increasingly photographed on the airfield, cycling across the grass or
in discussion with her observer, gloves in one hand, the arc of an anticipated flight traced
with the other. She annotated the back of one picture with the simple possessive, ‘My Ju
88’. More photographs show her working at her drawing board, checking the film of her
latest test flight or calculating the adjustments needed, a female assistant hovering behind.
As word about her work spread, even Goring came to admire ‘the precise evaluation of the

measured nosedives [that] were led by Countess Stauffenberg herself’.>!

After the Gigant, Hanna was employed in testing a series of different prototypes. A
pilotless glider had been developed for use as a petrol tanker, to enable refuelling in mid-
air. Sitting with the controls locked, her function was to observe the glider’s inherent
stability as it was towed behind its parent plane. It had very little. Rocked around violently
with no means of control, Hanna found herself subject to ‘the most primitive and hateful

fear’, she said.”” The tanker was abandoned. She then tested warship deck landings,
descending into a dangerous mesh of cables. Again the Luftwaffe would eventually

abandon the idea, but only after Hanna had narrowly avoided decapitation.”

Her next role was no less dangerous. She was required to fly a Dornier Do 17 bomber,
‘my most beloved bomber’, as she called it, and later a Heinkel He 111, directly into

deadly anti-aircraft barrage balloon cables.”® The iconic silver hydrogen-filled balloons
now formed an airborne barricade of ‘grey silhouettes or silver blobs, depending where
the sun was’, over Southampton, parts of London and other cities, and sections of the

English countryside.>* Trailing lethal steel cables like industrial Portuguese men-of-war,
these floating blockades had to be navigated by returning RAF planes and British ATA
ferry pilots — all flying in radio silence — as well as by enemy aircraft. If forced to fly
above the balloons, German bombers had no hope of accuracy, and crashing into one

might cause a plane to be ‘tipped up’, even knocking the bombs back into their bays.?®
Below the balloons, however, the heavy steel cables that tethered them to the ground were
hard to spot at speed, and invisible at night. They could easily, and often did, shear
through propeller blades, or even slice the wing from a fast-moving plane, sending it
spiralling down to earth.

To combat this threat, Hans Jacobs designed heavy fenders that were riveted onto the
nose section of the bombers, and secured with straps to their wing spar. His plan was to

deflect any cables down to the wing tips where sharp steel blades would cut them.” It was
Hanna’s job to test the prototype cutting devices against cables of various widths.
Sometimes these were British cables. When the wind was strong, an unmanned barrage
balloon could float to 2,000 metres and occasionally one would find its way to enemy
territory where it might be ‘captured’, as Goebbels put it smugly in his diary, and

redeployed for test purposes.®® Instruments on board Hanna’s plane would record the
results of the impact, so that improvements could be developed. If the fenders did not
work, it was feared that broken fragments of propeller might be hurled through the cabin,
so a second set of controls was built into the rear gun turret, near to the escape hatch.
Although Hanna could neither take off nor land using these supplementary controls, once



in the air she could maintain her course with them, and parachute out with her co-pilot if
necessary.

Flying deliberately into a balloon cable required considerable courage but, typically,
once in the air on her first test run, Hanna’s imagination was caught by the beauty of the

lethal lines ‘gleaming silver in the sunlight against a backdrop of blue sky’.>” She then
swung her aircraft round, staggered down to the rear cockpit, felt the calm of intense
concentration descend upon her, aimed, and flew directly towards her target. There was a
sudden jerk as the cable hit the fender, and then the Dornier swept on. Although the design
needed improvement, these first trials were encouraging. Greim asked for all the planes
fitted with the fender to be transferred to his command, and pilots whose aircraft had been
saved began to send back their thanks. Hanna would later present the aim of her work as

‘the saving of human lives’.>® Each test ‘brought us a step nearer to overcoming some of
those perils which pilots and aircrews had daily to face in operations against the enemy’,

she wrote with pride.>

Hanna was so committed to her work that she continued flying even when she
developed a raging temperature towards the end of 1940. Diagnosed with scarlet fever,
then a potentially lethal disease, she was forced to spend three months in a darkened
hospital isolation ward, seething with frustration at her enforced inaction. By Christmas,
Luftwaffe losses had risen significantly, and production levels were scarcely enough to
maintain the fleet. Hitler’s priority was now the Wehrmacht and he blithely accepted
Goring’s unsupported promises that such weaknesses would be overcome.

Hanna returned to work immediately after her discharge from hospital in the spring of
1941. Jacobs’ fender design had now been replaced by a lighter strip of razor-sharp steel,
fixed to the leading edge of the test plane’s wings. Udet was en route to a conference with
Hitler when he stopped off to watch the tests. That day Hanna was due to fly into a short
length of cable attached to a balloon that had drifted over from England. To connect with
this cable she had to fly at low level — too low to bail out should anything go wrong — so
this time she flew alone. It was a blustery day, and the balloon was twisting on its
moorings, dragging the straining cable at an awkward angle. Had Udet not been watching,
the test might have been aborted. As it was, nobody wanted to disappoint a general.

When Hanna’s bomber hit it, the cable simply ripped apart, whipping through the air
and slicing the edges from two of her propeller blades. Metal splinters shot through the
cockpit, and the starboard engine began to race, threatening to tear itself loose from the
wing. ‘Hearing the crack of the parting cable and seeing the air filled with metal
fragments’, Udet watched as the crippled plane disappeared behind the treetops, and

waited for the inevitable and all-too-familiar sound of exploding fuel tanks.%® Nothing
happened. Incredibly, Hanna, who was uninjured, had managed to switch off the crippled
engine and perform an emergency landing. When Udet reached the scene he stood
transfixed while she climbed out of the damaged plane and even managed a weak smile.
Having flown on to his conference, Udet described the incident in vivid detail to Hitler.

A few weeks later, on 27 March 1941, Hanna found herself invited to visit Goring at his
lavish Berlin home. Dressed in his famous white uniform, replete with gold braid, buttons



and medals, the commander-in-chief of the Luftwaffe was all set to present Hanna with a
special women’s version of the Military Flight Badge in gold with diamonds, for her
courage and service. This was the first time that Géring had given much consideration to
Hanna’s person, and when she entered the room he continued to stare over her head
towards the doorway. After a few moments Udet drew his attention to the fact that the
guest of honour had already arrived. ‘Goring’s amazement was great,” Hanna laughed in
her memoir. ‘He planted his bulk squarely in front of me, his hands resting on his hips,
and demanded, “What! Is this supposed to be our famous Flugkapitin? Where’s the rest of
her? How can this little person manage to fly at all?””’ Insulted, but evidently quite
comfortable in the company of the senior Nazi leadership, Hanna made a sweep of her
hand roughly corresponding to Goring’s girth and asked the Great War ace and Nazi

Reichsmarschall, ‘Do you have to look like that to fly?’®! Fortunately for her, Géring and
his entourage laughed. Hanna proudly wore the golden wreath, through which a diamond-
encrusted eagle carries a swastika, on her tunic for the rest of her life.

The following day, 28 March, Hitler himself was to receive Hanna in the Reich
Chancellery, to confer on her the Iron Cross, Second Class, in recognition of her act of
valour beyond the normal fulfilment of her duty. She was the first woman to be so

honoured during the Second World War.” An adjutant led her down the long marble hall,

‘polished like a mirror’, towards the Fiihrer’s study.®? Hitler’s ‘manner of walking was
always measured, almost ceremonial’, his secretary Christa Schroeder reported, knowing

that he used such personal restraint, like the length of the hall, to intimidate.®® But Hanna
wrote that ‘Hitler greeted me with friendly warmth’, while Géring stood beside him,

‘beaming’, she felt, ‘like a father permitted to introduce a prettily mannered child’.®* She
was then invited to sit between the two Nazi leaders at a large round table, the surreal
nature of the moment enhanced by the vase of early sweet peas set in front of them.

Technical subjects were known to ‘enthral’ Hitler and, with little preamble, he began to

question Hanna about her work.®® It seems the Fiihrer was in a cordial mood that day. At
such times his eyes were often described as expressive and searching, and his conversation
as animated. ‘Undoubtedly he knew how to charm a person under his spell during
conversation,” Schroeder wrote. ‘He could expound even the most complicated subjects

clearly and simply ... he fascinated his listeners.”®® Hanna was pretty charming herself.
When she talked about planes her eyes lit up and she bubbled with enthusiasm, waving her
arms around to illustrate her anecdotes. Later she cautiously wrote that ‘it was impossible
to gain any deeper insight into Hitler’s personality and character’, as they only discussed

aircraft, but his technical knowledge and ‘the searching pointedness of his questions’

struck her as ‘remarkable for a layman’.%”

Over the next few weeks Hanna was delighted to find herself the subject of numerous
articles in the German and international press.®® She received so many congratulatory
letters that she was assigned a part-time secretary to help manage her correspondence. She
would grumble rather proudly about her ‘mountains, mountains, mountains’ of post ever
afterwards.®® At the start of April she returned to her home town of Hirschberg to be
welcomed as a heroine, and as a rather unlikely role model for German womanhood under



the Nazi regime. ‘As soon as we reached the Silesian border, the villages were decked
with flags, people at the roadside threw flowers or waved ...’ she wrote triumphantly. “We
had to stop several times while the schoolchildren sang songs, shook hands ... and

presented me with gifts.’”? At the town hall she was presented with a Scroll of Honorary
Citizenship, a distinction previously only bestowed on the poet and playwright Gerhart
Hauptmann, a founder member of the 1905 German Society for Racial Hygiene. That
afternoon, at her old school, she was amused also to be given a bound volume of those
pages from the school class book that recorded the ‘rich harvest of black marks’ against
her own name — at one stroke these had been neatly removed from the school’s own

records.”! Above all, Hanna wrote, she was touched to look into ‘the sparkling, eager eyes

of the girls’ in which she seemed ‘to catch a reflection of my own youth’.”? That evening
she received another gift, a Grunau Baby glider, which she named ‘after the unforgettable

Otto Bréutigam’ and donated to the local gliding school.”?

Although she could not visit often, Hanna felt deeply connected to Hirschberg. Her
mother, Emy, wrote almost every day, encouraging Hanna in her patriotic duty to her
country while optimistically exhorting her to remain humble, and finally, lovingly,
entrusting her to God. Emy prayed constantly for Germany, and for protection for those
advancing the German cause, as she saw it. Like her mother’s, Hanna’s belief in God and
the Fatherland was absolute. ‘She herself thought she was a Nazi,” her uncle later testified,
but she never joined the Party, perhaps because, as a Freemason, her father would not have

been admitted.”4

Hanna now saw how much her parents had aged. Emy’s hair was grey and twisted back
into a bun at the nape of her neck, and they both looked exhausted by worry. Hanna’s
brother, Kurt, had survived the sinking of his ship but was already back on active duty.
Emy and Willy must have known that the odds of both, or even either, Kurt or Hanna
surviving the rest of the conflict were slim. They found strength in their belief in the
honour of their country, and the cause for which their children were fighting. It was their
younger daughter, Heidi, who was their greatest source of comfort, however. The summer
before, Heidi had given birth to twins, a boy and a girl, to keep their three-year-old brother
company. Now she was pregnant again. Hanna loved playing with the children, often
singing the Austrian songs that her mother had taught her and Heidi as children.

While Emy and Willy Reitsch were enjoying a rare family moment with both of their
daughters at home, Melitta’s equally proud and patriotic parents, like hundreds of
thousands of German Jews, were facing the very real prospect of transportation to an
unknown land or camp in the east. The first deportation of German Jews had taken place
in January 1941. Initially Michael and Margarete were protected by the fact that Margarete
was not Jewish, along with the influence of a close friend with the right connections, but
they knew they could not rely on such support. In March, Goebbels noted that ‘Vienna

will soon be entirely Jew-free ... now it is to be Berlin’s turn.’”> As their situation grew
yet more precarious, ironically it was the suggestion that Melitta should be dismissed from
Rechlin that would provide her entire family with a lifeline.

Melitta’s extraordinary work with dive-bombers had not only proved her worth; she was



increasingly considered to be irreplaceable. ‘This woman’s achievements ...” Dr Georg
Pasewaldt from the Aviation Ministry later testified, could ‘scarcely have been performed

by anyone else’.”® Although officially her racial heritage was never discussed at Rechlin,
not only the ministry but Goring himself now personally intervened to ensure Melitta’s
work was defined as ‘war-essential’, and her position was secure. As a result, on 25 June
1941, less than a month after Hanna had received her Iron Cross, Second Class, Melitta
received something even more valuable — her Reichssippenamt, a certificate from the
‘Reich Kinship Bureau’, to confirm both her ‘German blood’ and her official status as
‘equal to Aryan’.

“This special position saved her life,” Melitta’s niece, Konstanze, later asserted, but

Melitta was not satisfied.”” Reasoning that if her work was considered war-essential, her
requirements should be as well, she immediately risked everything she had gained by
applying for ‘equal to Aryan’ status for her father and siblings. Lili was still fairly safe at
this point, being married to a high-ranking Party official. Otto, an expert on Soviet
agriculture, had gained almost unique value to the regime after the invasion of the Soviet
Union a week earlier, although now rumours about massacres of Russian Jews began to
filter back to Germany. Michael Schiller, and Melitta’s younger sisters, Jutta and Klara,
were all still extremely vulnerable.

Between 1935 and 1941, some 10,000 German descendants of Jewish families applied
for ‘equal to Aryan’ status. Fewer than 300 would be successful, and all knew that their

status could be revoked at any time.”8 In 1942, Martin Bormann, Hitler’s fanatically racist
personal secretary and head of the Party Chancellery, decided that only exceptional new
applications would even be considered. None of the family could feel ‘completely secure’,

Klara wrote, ‘until the decision was made’.”? Melitta’s timely application may well not
only have saved her family from deportation but, although she did not yet know it,
ultimately prevented their murders. From this point on, Melitta knew that her Rechlin
work was of vital importance not just for her fellow pilots, or even her country, but
directly for the safety of her own family. She could not afford to take any unnecessary
risks, but neither could she afford to be anything less than exceptional.

Among the pilots serving on the Eastern Front was Dietrich Piitter, a lieutenant in a
long-distance reconnaissance unit based at the historic city of Berdichev in northern
Ukraine. Piitter flew a Ju 88, ‘a pilot’s aircraft’, as he described it, ‘the best in the world at
the time’, high above the Caucasus Mountains, providing aerial photographs of the passes

in preparation for the German advance.8’ On a morning when he was the highest-ranking
officer at the base, he spotted the Fiihrer’s sleek four-engine Condor approaching to land.
Hitler had arranged to meet Mussolini at Berdichev and sat on Piitter’s desk waiting for
his guest, swinging his legs while the young lieutenant answered his questions about
injection pumps, and the best routes through the mountains.” ‘Hitler was impressive ... he
was so normal ... and relaxed in the presence of his soldiers,’ Piitter later recalled. And
‘his political view was not so wrong’.8! Berdichev had only been occupied since 7 July. At
that point about a third of the Jewish population, including many Polish Jewish refugees,
had managed to get out. Within a few months a ghetto had been established for the rest.



Four hundred male ‘specialists’ were removed to provide labour. Between the summer of
1941 and June 1942 the remaining Jewish population was massacred.

In August 1941, Piitter returned to Berlin to deliver a box of Black Sea caviar to
Goring, who he knew quite well, having trained with his nephew. Piitter was staying at the
luxurious five-storey Adlon Hotel at the top of Unter den Linden, then the hotel in

Germany and just round the corner from the Ministry of Aviation.” At breakfast, to his
great delight, he found himself sharing a table with the now famous Hanna Reitsch. Hanna
was dressed in one of the outfits she had designed for herself, and which reflected her

position so appositely: ‘like a kind of uniform, but not a uniform’, as Piitter saw it.8? Both
of them also wore their Iron Crosses. At nearly six foot, Piitter towered over the tiny
Hanna, and the two of them were soon laughing at how she sometimes had to take a

cushion into the cockpit.” ‘She was very charming ... with a winning smile,” he later
remembered, but when he mentioned his coming appointment Hanna was suddenly
appalled. ‘Give me your jacket,” she said urgently, ‘you can’t go like that to the
Reichsmarschall!” One button was hanging loose. Hanna searched in her handbag and
found needle and thread. Then she deftly sewed the button on, still sitting at the breakfast

table. It was ‘very motherly’, Piitter laughed.?3

Back with his squadron a few days later, ‘we all talked about Hanna’, Piitter admitted.
‘She was a hero, of that there’s no doubt. She was very, very well known and we all

admired her hugely.’* A few weeks later he was shot down over Russia and taken

prisoner of war.” As his colleagues helped the front move east, the killing of Russian Jews
became a large-scale enterprise with more Einsatzgruppen murder squads sent in behind
the front-line troops, specifically to annihilate the Jewish populations in newly conquered
territories. Tens of thousands would be executed. ‘Intoxicated by their victories in Europe
...” Clementine Churchill, wife of the British prime minister, wrote, ‘the calculated cruelty

and barbarism of the Nazis were carried to new excesses in the invasion of Russia.’®> At
the same time, in a villa on Berlin’s Lake Wannsee, plans for the ‘Final Solution’ for all
Europe’s Jews were quietly being finalized.

By the autumn of 1941, Udet saw that Germany was no longer winning the war. The
Stuka dive-bombers he had championed, which had been so effective during the blitzkrieg,
had never been a strategic weapon and ultimately proved all too vulnerable to enemy
attack. After the Battle of Britain had exposed the Luftwaffe’s weaknesses that September,
Udet had repeatedly emptied his revolver into his apartment wall in a sad echo of the party
games he had held before the war. A year later the Luftwaffe was suffering heavy losses
on the Eastern Front and there was still no satisfactory four-engined bomber able to reach
the Soviet production centres in the Urals. Under-resourced and poorly directed, Nazi
German mass aircraft production was now far behind that of the Allies. Udet was ill and
exhausted. His relationships with both Goéring and his deputy, Erhard Milch, whom he had
once taught to fly, were in crisis. He had also heard about the mass killings of Jews in the
east. Above all, Udet knew that the Luftwaffe would face overwhelming odds within a few
months, and he could see no viable way forward.

On the morning of 14 November, Udet woke and put on his red dressing gown, the



same type he had worn ever since the Great War. He loaded his revolver, poured himself a
brandy and returned to bed. Lying very still, he aimed the gun not at the wall, but against
his own head. Then he pulled the trigger.

Hitler was ‘much affected’ by the news of Udet’s death, his valet recorded. ‘Pity,” the
Fiihrer said after some reflection. ‘That was not the correct thing. Udet should not have

given in, but fought for his ideas.’8 Three days later, the tragic death of Colonel-General

Udet ‘while testing a new weapon’ was announced.?” Géring gave a tearful eulogy at the
state funeral, but commented privately that he was glad ‘that Udet dealt personally with

his own case’.88 Goebbels felt similarly. ‘Far and away the greatest blame for [the failure
of the Luftwaffe] falls on Udet,” he later noted in his diary. ‘He tried to atone for this by

committing suicide, but of course that didn’t change things ...’%° Hanna had a more
balanced view on the death of her former friend and mentor. It was Udet’s ‘inevitable
failure’ in his appointed role, along with ‘Hitler’s evident disgust with that failure, and the

personal denunciation of Goring’ that drove him to kill himself, she later wrote.?® It was
not long before the truth about Udet’s death leaked out, causing a minor crisis in morale
within the Luftwaffe, where the Great War hero had been immensely popular.

Hanna and Melitta had both admired Udet, and each had turned to him in confidence
when they needed an ally. His willingness to support both women perhaps reflected the
ambivalence Udet had felt towards the regime and its policies. Neither Hanna nor Melitta
would talk about his death, however, ‘which was puzzling’, Peter Riedel wrote. ‘As a rule,
any serious accident is talked about and the details gone over again and again ...
especially when a close friend has been killed. Here was a complete blank. Ernst, I

thought, must have been flying some very secret aircraft.” Yet Peter could not help but

notice that ‘there was something odd about Hanna’s manner’.!

The next month the Wehrmacht reached the outskirts of Moscow, but they were
exhausted and ill-equipped for winter warfare. Their rapid advance meant they had outrun
their own supply lines, and they were now expected to live off the land in the middle of
winter, while the local population starved. In mid-December, following the Japanese
attack on Pearl Harbor, Hitler declared war on the USA, naming himself commander-in-
chief of the Wehrmacht a week later.

Few women in Germany had risked their lives more regularly for the Third Reich than
Melitta von Stauffenberg and Hanna Reitsch. Yet few better represent the different and
sometimes conflicting motivations behind support for the regime’s war effort. Melitta was
no reactionary. At a time of war she wanted to support her country, just as her father had
twenty years earlier. There is no question that her contribution was significant. By the end
of 1941 she had completed more than 900 almost vertical precision dives, testing various
new sighting devices and other equipment. Melitta, however, was under no illusions about
the moral authority of the regime she served, or about her family’s precarious place within
the country they called their own. Making herself indispensable to the regime gave her a
way to protect her family. However naively, she also hoped that her work might help
minimize losses among young Luftwaffe pilots, and civilians overseas. Hanna may not
have fully appreciated the darker side of Nazi policy, but she had witnessed Kristallnacht



and the cover-up around Udet’s death, and she could hardly have failed to understand the
general ethos of the super-race. Yet with her world records, diamond badges and Iron
Cross, this was a ‘race’ to which she felt she belonged. Thrilled by her country’s early
military successes, and delighted to be part of the elite, at the close of 1941 Hanna was
proudly signing photographs of herself wearing her Iron Cross to hand out as Christmas
gifts.



8
DEFYING GRAVITY
1942-1943

‘Flying ladies ...” Colonel Dr Georg Pasewaldt at the Ministry of Aviation wrote
dismissively, ‘generally used the profession more or less to further their own publicity.’!

As arule, he ‘paid no particular attention’ to them.? At the end of 1941, however,
Pasewaldt was undertaking an inspection at Rechlin when he spotted a Junkers Ju 88 twin-
engine bomber streaking down out of the sky, straight towards the earth. The colonel
demanded to know the name of the pilot at the controls, and what purpose was served by
this high-risk manoeuvre, ‘which appeared to me to far exceed the limits of the

permissible, even at a test centre’.? It was just ‘Melitta, doing her dive trials’, he was told

by the ground crew, who were amused by his surprise at what was to them so familiar.*
Pasewaldt stared in disbelief as the bomber straightened out. Then he drove to the hangar
to wait for Melitta.

A veteran of the First World War, and squadron commander of two Bomber Wings in
the Second, Pasewaldt knew that taking a plane into even a moderate nosedive was
‘something many male pilots already regarded as an act of heroism’. Melitta’s work,
repeatedly flying ‘in the most extreme dive configurations’ to develop equipment herself,

was absolutely astounding.®> From the moment Pasewaldt watched her ‘climb out of her
aircraft, fresh and light-hearted’, he was captivated by Melitta’s ‘almost unique outlook on

life ... far removed from even the slightest hint of egotism’.® That day he ‘firmly resolved

to make sure that this exceptional woman should receive special distinction’.” Pasewaldt
as yet ‘knew nothing’ about Hanna’s flight trials. Before 1942 was out, however, he would
find himself discussing ‘what special, exceptional honour’ could be awarded for her

service as well.8

Melitta and Hanna were both transferred away from Rechlin at the beginning of 1942.
Hanna left in January, returning to the glider research institute at Darmstadt. There she
faced a terrible start to the new year. Within a month of Udet’s death, the husband of her
sister, Heidi, was killed in action, leaving his widow with three small children and heavily
pregnant with their fourth. Two weeks later Kurt was reported missing for a second time.
Heidi’s baby died within a few months of birth, and Hanna’s father, Willy Reitsch, slipped
inexorably into depression. Hanna’s work was going badly, too. At Darmstadt she was
testing more of Hans Jacobs’ designs, but these gliders no longer inspired her. With Udet
gone, she needed a new mentor. An instinctive hero-worshipper, Hanna had adopted Wolf
Hirth as her first ‘flying father’ until Walter Georgii and then Udet had taken over the role,
easing her career path and generally promoting her to the Nazi leadership. Now she
appealed again to Udet’s fighter ace friend from the First World War, Robert Ritter von
Greim.



Greim was an enthusiastic Nazi who had joined the Party early. It was he who had taken
Hitler on his first flight, in an open biplane, to the Berlin Kapp Putsch of 1920. When the
coup failed, Greim had performed aerobatics for a living, before accepting work with
Chiang Kai-Shek’s government helping to build a Chinese air force. Bluntly racist, he did
not expect much from his Chinese students, and was pleased to return to Germany and
lend his support to Hitler’s Munich Beer Hall Putsch in 1923. Ten years later he was a key
figure working with Goring to secretly rebuild the Luftwaffe. By 1942 he had supported
the invasion of Poland, the Battle for Norway, the Battle of Britain and Operation
Barbarossa, the surprise German invasion of the Soviet Union. His only son, Hubert, not
far off Hanna’s own age, was a Luftwaffe pilot. To Hanna, Greim embodied all the virtues
she most admired: a love of flight, patriotism, honour, authority and absolute loyalty to the
Third Reich. Now she began to lobby him for more exciting test work. Greim helped when
he could. When he could not, Hanna started to claim that the Fiihrer had given her licence
to fly the best and most challenging aircraft the Third Reich had to offer. Not everyone
believed her, but few wanted to get on the wrong side of Hanna Reitsch.

In February it was Melitta’s turn to leave Rechlin. Pasewaldt’s endorsement had helped
secure her transfer to the Luftwaffe Technical Academy at Gatow, where some of the most
advanced research in Germany was being carried out. Gatow was also the site of the
Luftwaffe’s most prestigious training school and, being on the outskirts of Berlin, it was
the airport most often used by Hitler for his personal journeys. Set in beautiful deciduous
woodland that ran down to the Wannsee, it was a surprisingly tranquil environment at the
heart of Nazi air war operations. Melitta was allocated a room on the first floor of a
guesthouse on the academy campus. From here she had fine views over the lake and the
wooded shore beyond. Every morning she woke to birdsong, and she even befriended a
squirrel, which allowed her to feed it from her window. In the evenings wild pigs would
venture out, leaving tracks in the mud and, when it was cold, sometimes scavenging right
up to the airfield hangars.

As time went on, ‘the number of friends in her circle however diminished’, Jutta
realized, noticing that ‘an increasing number of pictures of crashed, fallen and missing

friends were hung on the wall’.? Melitta felt no allegiance to the Nazis, but these young
pilots had been friends and colleagues, fighting and dying, she believed, for the honour
and security of their country. Knowing that her work could reduce some of their risk,
Melitta exploited every moment of good weather, walking or cycling over to the airfield
early in the mornings and often managing twelve or more test-flight dives with Ju 88s and
Ju 87s every day.

As an engineer—pilot, Melitta already had all the qualifications needed for a technical
general staff officer so she now started work on a PhD. Her new work was focused on the
development of a special night-landing device for single-engined night fighters. She was
‘testing landings with fighter planes for unlit, improvised emergency airfields’, and ‘blind-

flying’ without any electrical landing systems, Jutta explained.'® She also had to respond
to various spontaneous demands and requests from the academy. Once, testing a powerful
Ju 52 on a cross-country flight, her co-pilots were ‘astonished by how precisely’ she held

the ‘powerful central engine’ even in squally weather.!' ‘During the flight, Countess



Stauffenberg wore a grey or blue-grey suit and a hat with a broad brim which she did not
remove during the whole flight,” one remembered noticing, before he was distracted when
‘the frequent and full rudder movement due to the bumpy weather meant that she had to

continually struggle with the skirt of her suit which tended to ride up’.'?> When, arriving
back at the airfield, he expressed his amazement at the ability of this most feminine pilot,
he discovered that ‘the Countess’s precise flying and holding of an exact course’ were

already well known and respected.!3

The RAF and the Luftwaffe were now engaged in a sustained air war, with regular
bombing raids on both sides. Although Britain was not yet undertaking saturation
bombing, which was initially used to support ground operations, many residential areas in
Germany were badly damaged and civilian casualties were high. The same was true in
Britain. In May the House of Commons and Westminster Abbey received a direct hit
during what the Nazi press called retaliatory action. ‘The debating chamber of the House
was wrecked ...” The Times reported. ‘Big Ben fell silent, its face blackened and

scarred.”™ ‘Our ability to produce more and more [bombers] in spite of the air raids must
have been one of the reasons that Hitler did not really take the air battle over Germany

seriously,” Albert Speer later wrote.!> But in 1941 Hitler had overextended his resources
by embarking on the Russian offensive. As a result, he rejected Speer and Milch’s
proposals ‘that the manufacture of bombers be radically reduced in favour of increased

fighter-plane production’, until it was too late.!®

As the Allies invaded the airspace above Gatow, Melitta faced jeopardy not only from
her own inherently dangerous work, but also from enemy engagement. Despite several
attacks by Allied planes, which also strafed the airfield, Melitta’s test rate never slowed.
She would complete over 2,000 nosedives and patent many innovative equipment designs

during her time at Gatow." ‘I believe I can say this much with satisfaction,’ she later told
an audience when required to speak about her work. ‘My efforts have not been in vain.’!”

As Gatow was on the edge of Berlin, Melitta often travelled in to buy black tea and
biscuits, or to meet friends for supper at the Aero Club. She also relaxed by sailing on the
beautiful Wannsee, or sculpting fine busts of Alexander, his dissident uncle Nikolaus von
Uxkiill-Gyllenband — now better known to her as Uncle Niix — and several of her

colleagues.” Paul von Handel admired her ability to catch a likeness and thought the
portraits ‘very impressive and powerful’, but he wondered how she could find the time for

such work.!8

Melitta was also trying to see more of her own side of the family. Once she even
managed to travel to Danzig for a party. Photographs show her standing on the steps of her
parents’ house in a fashionable satin summer dress, surrounded by Lili, Jutta, Otto and
various children. Most get-togethers were in Berlin, however. Otto’s wife, Ilse, was now
living near Tempelhof airport at Manfred von Richthofen Strasse, named after the Great
War fighter ace, and her house became a hub for visiting family. Otto would sometimes
arrive in his long leather coat, with presents of clothes and hats from Russia and Romania,
or Delftware brought from the Netherlands. No one asked how he had acquired them.



Melitta brought gifts too. Arriving for tea in one of her elegant trouser suits, she always
carried an incongruously large handbag. Ilse and Otto’s two young daughters, Ingrid and
Hannalore, and their cousin, Heidimarie, would pounce on the bag, knowing that their
“Tante Litta’ brought something more precious than textiles or ceramics. Melitta saved up
her rations of pilot’s issue Scho-ka-kola chocolate for the children. The round blue and
white tins, featuring a swastika-laden eagle within a starburst, had become iconic when the
brand was launched at the 1936 Olympics. Among other active ingredients, the chocolate
contained Pervitin, a strong nervous-system stimulant that helped to keep pilots and other
servicemen alert. No wonder the children loved it and would afterwards bounce around,
particularly Heidimarie who, being the eldest, would always take ‘the lion’s share’ of the

chocolate when it was divided up."

In February, Alexander was drafted into Artillery Regiment 389, known as the Rhine

Gold Division, and sent to a former Czechoslovakian training garrison at Milowice.”
Melitta missed him and worried about him terribly. Pulling a few strings, she managed to
secure a work trip to nearby Prague, and Alexander took leave and travelled over to meet
her with a close friend, Max Escher. Melitta was staying at the prestigious Hotel
Ambassador and the men revelled in the chance to enjoy a bath and some good food
before they all headed out for the evening. This was the first time Escher had met Melitta,
and he was surprised to find a ‘fine-limbed, delicate woman’, who ‘did not give the

impression of a bold and daring pilot’.?° Furthermore, Escher wrote, ‘this objective
woman with her incisive mind provided the greatest contrast to the imaginative, silent poet

and academic, but also his best complement.’?! Together, he felt, they were ‘a quite

amusing pair’.%?

Melitta knew how much Alexander enjoyed a glass of really good wine but, having
learnt that his camp was ‘dry’, she had been frustrated to discover that bottles of decent
wine in Prague were impossible to buy. Instead, she made it her business to visit ‘a string

of wine bars’ before he arrived.?? At each venue, after sipping modestly at her drink, she
covertly poured the rest of her glass into bottles hidden in her capacious handbag. When
Escher feigned outrage at her duplicity, she laughed, telling him ‘at first I wanted to wean

[Alexander] off drinking — and in doing so I learnt to drink myself!’?*

For a couple of days the three friends roamed through old Prague, exploring the
cathedral, castle and palace like any pre-war tourists. They also visited the city’s
synagogue and Jewish cemetery. Melitta might not have considered herself Jewish, but her
appreciation of culture was not so narrow that she was uninterested. At the sixteenth-
century grave of Rabbi Low, Escher told the story of the Golem, which, he felt, ‘suited our
evening stroll through the crooked, narrow lanes of the former ghetto quarter’. Legend
tells that Low, a sculptor like Melitta, had created the Golem of Prague from clay to
defend the ghetto from the anti-Semitic pogroms of the Holy Roman Emperor. When his
work was done, the Golem’s body was stored in the attic of the old synagogue, in case he
should ever be needed again.

It is not hard to imagine Melitta and Alexander’s thoughts as they listened to this story
in the Prague of 1942. The first transports of Jews from the city to £1.0dz had taken place in



November 1939. In 1941 Reinhard Heydrich had been appointed ‘Protector’ of annexed,
occupied Czechoslovakia, and that October he attended a meeting in Prague to discuss the
deportation of a further 50,000 members of the Jewish community. Heydrich had been one
of the minds behind Kristallnacht, and was directly responsible for organizing the
Einsatzgruppen, the task forces that travelled behind the advancing Nazi German front
line, murdering Jews and others deemed undesirable. His round-up of Czechoslovakian
Jews and the appalling reprisals exacted for any domestic resistance had led him to be
known as the Butcher of Prague. The following January Heydrich chaired the secret
Wannsee Conference, to discuss implementing the Nazi plan for the extermination of the
Jews through systematic genocide. Melitta, Alexander and Escher would have known little
of these events, but it must have been notable how few Jews they encountered as they
wandered through old Prague, while any they had met would have been wearing a yellow
star and awaiting deportation to Theresienstadt concentration camp, where 33,000 people

would eventually die.” ‘We warmed ourselves in a low dive off a gloomy lane,” Escher
continued. ‘A blind harpist sang Czech folk melodies. It almost confirmed the Yiddish

romance of the place.’?®> He also commented that Alexander and Melitta sit together and

cuddle a lot’, but he did not say whether they clung together for romance, blithely unaware

of the attacks on the community around them, or for consolation.?®

Alexander came from an aristocratic conservative elite that had a history of anti-
Semitism, and his brother Claus had certainly absorbed a good deal of racism — and
displayed it. Yet Alexander was vehemently opposed to Nazi discrimination. Melitta had
found herself aligned with a people she had never much considered previously, and with
whom she now feared sharing an identity. Alexander once told Escher that ‘in flying

clothes and crash helmet’, Melitta ‘looked like the Archangel Michael himself’.?” He had

chosen an interesting simile. Michael is an archangel not only in Christian theology, but in
Islam and Judaism, too, and he is widely considered a protector, a healer, and an advocate

of the Jews, as well as the patron saint of the airborne.

The friends then found a bar and settled down to discuss their own likely futures.
Escher wondered whether he and Alexander might volunteer for the Norwegian coastal
artillery, but Alexander believed they would be sent to the Eastern Front. Although aware
of the hardships there, he tried to keep their spirits up, laughing that ‘we will have to see

where the ancient Goths wandered about!’?8 Melitta said nothing to dissuade her husband
from ‘the Russian adventure’, as Escher put it, but he noted that ‘her anxiety showed itself

3

as we parted: “Please keep an eye on Alexander”,” she exhorted him; ‘““he is totally
unmilitary!”’?°

In early March, shortly before the men’s transport left, Melitta managed to meet them
again, this time at their camp in Milowice. Alexander had arranged for her to stay at a
local guesthouse; he was so unworldly he did not realize that it also served as the troops’
brothel. Word quickly spread about his faux pas, and new rooms were found at a
farmhouse. It was clean but cold, so Escher arranged for two sacks of coal to be brought
over from their own stocks. He and Alexander also liberated a heavy case of French
sparkling wine, which they dragged across the snow to the farmhouse.



The moon was already up when Alexander, Escher and Melitta met for a last night
together before the men left for the front. In honour of the occasion, Melitta wore an
evening dress with some old family jewellery. The farmhouse stove was glowing, and the
painted furniture, woven chair covers and red-checked bedding made the room feel warm,
safe and snug, but thoughts of death could not completely be chased away. Alexander read
out some of his most recent poems, which were personal but also full of portent:

‘Whoever thinks about the worst, about death, attracts it,” he had written.3° Eventually,
though, warmed and wearied by wine, they found themselves gripped by a ‘lasting

peasant-type jollity’.3! Admiring Melitta’s ‘remarkable inner reserve’, Escher decided that
‘true serenity is the best protection for the soul, and the nerves’.3? For all her ‘robust
attitude’, however, it was clear to Escher that Melitta was struggling to ‘overcome and
forget the conflict between her gruelling service under a tyrant ... and her growing insight

into the criminality of his regime’.33 Despite her ‘shy smile’, he wrote, ‘she could not hide

a slight, latent melancholy’.3*

That spring was hard for Melitta. Alexander and the 389th Infantry Division saw action
almost immediately after her return to Berlin. Casualty figures were high. Yet Melitta’s
work and day-to-day life had to continue much as before. Sometimes Claus’s beautiful
wife, Nina, would visit Melitta with her children in tow, and the two women would talk
about their husbands away on active duty, the letters they sent back, and the direction of
the war. As a distraction, Melitta also took Nina out sailing on the Wannsee, as was her
habit with close friends. Once, a lady beside them on the same jetty dropped her handbag,
which fell into the lake. Without a second thought, Melitta pulled off her jacket and dived
in after it. Moments later she returned the bag to its owner, deeply impressing Nina’s six-
year-old son, Heimeran von Stauffenberg. It was typical of the spontaneous and slightly
daring nature that made Melitta so popular with the children.

With Alexander now deployed, Melitta also started spending more of her free time at
Lautlingen, the Stauffenberg country home where Nina also liked to escape the air raids of
Berlin. Melitta loved the grand old house and the surrounding hills, thick with forest,
where she would go shooting with Alexander’s uncle Niix. She arrived not just with Scho-
ka-kola for Nina’s children but also model Junkers aircraft made from cast metal, precious
gifts during wartime when chocolate and new toys were rare. Her nephews and nieces
adored her and sat entranced by her flying stories, just as she had with her uncle Ernst
during the previous conflict. They all found her much warmer than their academic uncle
Alexander. When they were with Alexander, ‘he was always writing poems which we
children didn’t read,’ Claus’s eldest son, Berthold, remembered. ‘We liked him very much,

but he was a bit unworldly.’> Not quite eight, but clever and mature for his years,
Berthold had always enjoyed watching the adults and felt that, although they clearly loved

one another, Melitta had tended to ‘mother’ Alexander.>® His admiration for his aunt,
however, was boundless.

On the rare occasions when Claus was home on leave, he and Melitta would also have
long conversations at Lautlingen. Claus was serving in Vinnytsia, in Ukraine, where the
mass graves of 10,000 men murdered by the Soviets just before the war had been



uncovered in 1941. Later Nazi atrocities committed in the area included the murder of
around 28,000 people, almost the entire Jewish population of the town. “These crimes
must not be allowed to continue,” Claus had reportedly sworn to officers at the General

Staff headquarters.3” Such words were worthless. Although seven-year-old Berthold did
not know what his father and Melitta were discussing, he saw that ‘they were close

friends’, and he understood that all was not right.>8

While Melitta was developing aircraft technology at Gatow, and Alexander and Claus
were on active service, Hanna was seconded from her glider research institute to work
with the pioneering rocket-powered fighter plane, the Messerschmitt Me 163. Hanna had
already tested several of Willy Messerschmitt’s prototype gliders, including the Me 321
Gigant. Now Messerschmitt and his design team were focused almost exclusively on
developing engineless jet-powered aircraft. Their designs were revolutionary. The Me 262
Schwalbe, or Swallow, would become the world’s first operational jet fighter.” The stubby
Me 163b Komet, a small egg-shaped machine with wings designed by Alexander

Lippisch, would be the only operational rocket-powered aircraft.” Lippisch was also a
veteran of the glider research institute, and had joined Messerschmitt at his base in
Augsburg in 1939. His designs naturally reflected his experience. The Me 163 was made
of fabric-covered wood, and while it flew at near sonic speeds under rocket propulsion,
once its fuel was burned it coasted back down to earth as a glider.

From the summer of 1941 tests on prototypes of these incredible aircraft had been
carried out both at Augsburg and at the top-secret proving ground at Peenemiinde on the
Baltic coast. Messerschmitt’s chief test pilot was Heini Dittmar, the gliding champion who
had travelled to South America with Hanna before the war to study thermal winds.
Unfortunately he and Hanna had since fallen out. Hanna now had a reputation for
demanding access to whichever aircraft she chose, sometimes delaying desperately needed
trials. Furthermore, when she undertook test flights her reports were not always
conclusive. ‘She flies with her heart and not with her brains,’ one pilot complained, or ‘at

least without critical understanding of her work’.3? More than once, deficiencies were
found in aircraft that Hanna had signed off. This ‘was a little humiliating for her’, noted

Wolfgang Spiite, the head of the operational test unit.*? Although ‘not a very talkative

person’, Heini happily shared his blunt opinion of Hanna.*! ‘There are women who just
can’t stand it when there is a new man in town, and they haven’t got him into bed yet,’ he
claimed. ‘With Hanna it’s the same, but about planes. Whenever there is a new prototype

she becomes obsessed with it, and is not satisfied until she has flown it.’#¢ Heini even
threatened to leave the team, should Hanna be invited to join them. The other test pilots,
including Rudy Opitz, a veteran of the Eben-Emael attack, supported him.

Spéte was ‘a dedicated Nazi’, who had a reputation for arrogance.** He had known
Hanna since their glider competition days when she had often outperformed him. Now he
agreed that Hanna could be difficult. ‘Her pride would neither tolerate accepting us as
equal colleagues, nor even asking for our professional advice,’” he wrote. ‘She was number

one, and she knew it!’#* But Spéte and Lippisch also recognized that Hanna had the
support of Greim and other senior Nazis, and they hoped that her connections might draw



extra funding to the project. Since Udet’s death, the Me 163 had had to compete with rival
super-weapon projects, such as the V-1 and V-2 rockets. ‘Now and again, human nature
and personal feelings tended to play a role,” Spéte argued, ‘and arousing the emotions of

people in decision-making positions was one of Hanna’s strong points.’> Spéte negotiated
a compromise. Heini and the team would continue their work at Augsburg, developing the
aircraft as an interceptor to split up enemy bomber formations before attacking them
individually. Hanna was sent to the Messerschmitt aircraft factory at Regensburg. Here she
became the first woman to fly the rocket plane, undertaking at least four flights to test
alternative landing equipment. To her intense frustration, however, none of her work
required the use of rocket power; she was simply towed into the air and released to glide
back down.

None of Hanna’s colleagues at Regensburg doubted her courage or skill as a pilot, but a
female flier was still a novelty. Although far from being the youngest test pilot at the base,
Hanna had to work hard to maintain respect and generally keep the men in line. ‘She was
not an unattractive woman,’ the pilot Hein Gering decided, but he understood that she was
‘the girlfriend’ of the Waffen SS’s Otto Skorzeny.*® Hanna did not yet know Skorzeny,
although she would later work with him, and this may have been one ruse of several she
adopted to keep men at bay.” Another was her habit of wearing a white angora sweater, ‘so
you could never put your arm around her because your uniform would be covered in white
goat hair, and then everyone would know’, Gering admitted.*” But Hanna was not above
appealing to the men for help when occasion demanded. ‘There was one thing she was
scared of,” Gering discovered, and it was not the Komet plane, the SS, or even the

enemy.*®

One evening a few of the pilots were sitting around in the officers’ mess, chatting, when

Hanna said she was hungry and headed to the kitchen to ‘scrounge some food’.*® ‘All of a
sudden we heard the most ear-splitting scream,’ Gering remembered. The men
immediately rushed into action, expecting to find someone trying to murder Hanna.
‘Instead we saw her standing on the table in a state of great agitation, screeching at us to
do something. Each of us looked at the other, not quite sure what to do ...” Eventually they
found the source of the commotion: ‘a little mouse quivering in fear under the table’.
Although it was quickly removed, ‘no amount of reassurance would settle Hanna, and we
had to make a bridge of chairs so poor Hanna could step from one to another before

bolting through the door and into the darkness.’>°

When the USA had entered the war in December 1941, Melitta and Hanna’s gliding-
champion-turned-air-attaché friend, Peter Riedel, was first interned, and then sent back to
Germany via Lisbon. Arriving in Berlin with his American wife in May 1942, Peter feared

he might be transferred to active service with the Luftwaffe.” In the hope that Melitta
might be able to help him secure alternative work as an aeronautical engineer, he sought
out ‘the young Countess Stauffenberg’, as he respectfully referred to her, and they

arranged to meet at Gatow.”!

To Peter, Melitta seemed unchanged from 1932, when he had first taught her to fly



gliders. ‘The title of Flugkapitdn, or similar honour, didn’t seem to have gone to her head

at all,” he noted with admiration.>? Melitta had changed, however. She had learned to be
suspicious of her colleagues, and to completely distrust the state she had been raised to
feel so dutiful towards. Peter was bursting to talk. Having been based in Washington for
some years, he felt he appreciated the extent of American air armament ‘basically better
than anyone else in Germany’, and he had no doubt about the impending ‘disastrous

outcome of the war’.>3 Before he could say much more, however, Melitta suggested they
take a boat out on the lake; it was only a short walk through the woods at the edge of the
airfields, and the weather was too good to miss. Only when they were on the water and

‘away from unwelcome witnesses’ did Melitta start to ask questions.”* This ‘seemed to be

the habit’, Peter quickly realized, ‘so that we could talk without fear of microphones’.>>

Melitta and Peter talked for some hours. ‘As I knew her and trusted her, I told her freely

that I was very pessimistic about the outcome of the war,” he later recalled.”® Melitta gave
Peter a few work contacts but there was no obvious job for him at Gatow, so that very
afternoon he and his wife visited another old friend doing well in the sector. Hanna ‘had
been like a sister to me in the past’, Peter felt, not just on their ‘wonderful soaring

expedition to South America’ in 1934, but also on her pre-war visit to the USA.>’ She had
even helped to clear the way for Peter’s marriage to Helen the year before, pulling a few

strings with Udet and others.”® Hanna now had a modest apartment in the Aero Club
building, next to the impressive Ministry of Aviation in Berlin’s Prinz Albrecht Strasse,
which had once been home to Germany’s upper house of parliament. Rather than meeting
in one of the two beautifully furnished lounges at the Aero Club, under lifesize oil
paintings of Hitler and Goring, however, Hanna kept their meeting to the privacy of her
own small flat. Like Melitta, ‘she was much more conscious of security than others I had

met’, Peter noted.”

‘As usual, Hanna was full of energy,” he later wrote, and she was delighted to meet
Helen. After the initial warm greetings, Peter mentioned that he had just come from seeing

Melitta. To his shock, Hanna ‘made an extremely rude remark’.5Y When he tried to
interject, she carried on, using ‘a very crude term’, and even ‘alleged that the Countess

had made some sort of pass at her’.% Stepping back, Peter could hardly believe what he
was hearing. Homosexuality was classed as a ‘degenerate form of behaviour’ in Nazi
Germany, and lesbians were seen as ‘antisocial’ as well as being deemed ‘non-Aryan’.
Anyone found guilty of an ‘unnatural sex act’ was likely to be sent to a concentration
camp, and trumped-up charges had been used to remove many people who had upset the

Party hierarchy. But Hanna continued furiously, telling Peter that she had ‘already

rejected’ Melitta twice and ‘wanted nothing more to do with her’.%?

It is unlikely that Melitta was attracted to Hanna. If she considered her at all, it would
have been rather condescendingly as ill-educated, uncultured and politically naive — not
the sort of person she would have invited sailing on the Wannsee, nor risked any close
association with. Hanna may have felt patronized by Melitta, disdainful of her old-school
conservatism and irritated by her cool lack of regard. She was certainly jealous of the
respect generated by her work, and ‘obviously furious’, Peter realized, at her invasion of



Hanna’s space as the female pilot of note in the Third Reich.®® Perhaps she did even feel
rejected personally. Whatever the reasons, Hanna had taken offence, and the anger that
stemmed from her keen sense of injustice and moral outrage at any perceived slight — a
trait that had coloured her character from childhood — was now directed at Melitta.

Hanna did not stop there, however. According to Peter, she now used Melitta’s Jewish

ancestry ‘as an opportunity to insult her in the nastiest way’.%* “This was the first time that
Hanna Reitsch disappointed me as a person,’ he later recalled. ‘She spoke of Melitta in

such a sharp and ugly way.’®> Although Hanna’s family had accepted and adopted the
casual anti-Semitism prevalent in pre-war Germany, she herself had been horrified by the
violence of Kristallnacht. But Hanna had not let this experience effectively challenge the
fundamental racism with which she had grown up. Thoroughly attached to the Nazi
regime that was providing her with both opportunities and honours, Hanna had willingly
accepted both its propaganda and its policies, and allowed these to colour both her
judgements and her friendships.

Neither Hanna nor Melitta knew about Nazi extermination camps, nor that the gas
chambers quietly built and tested at Auschwitz, in annexed Polish territory, became fully
operational that same month. The Third Reich now started to murder Jews, communists,
Roma, homosexuals and other ‘enemies of the state’ on an industrial scale. While Heinrich
Himmler, chief of the SS, spent part of his summer visiting Auschwitz to ensure that the
system was running efficiently, Hanna and Melitta, like most German civilians, still felt
that theirs was essentially a just war. The increasingly heavy bombardments of cities such
as Berlin and Cologne reinforced the public mood of resistance and resolve.

That summer, Alexander’s 389th Division joined the German offensive on the Eastern
Front. Operation Blau (blue) aimed to capture Stalingrad on the Volga River supply route,
and press on towards the Caucasus oilfields. The battle for Stalingrad was launched in late
August, but the Soviet counteroffensive prevented the clean sweep round to encircle
enemy troops that the commander of the 6th Army, Lieutenant-General Paulus, had
planned. Alexander was serving in the middle of one of the bloodiest and strategically
most decisive battles of the war. Within months he was seriously wounded and sent back
to Berlin. He had been fortunate. His injuries were not life-threatening, but required some
time to heal. Melitta joined him in Wiirzburg whenever she could, cooking him the best
meals she could muster on their ration cards. Knowing these weeks were just a reprieve,
they savoured every moment together. As he recovered, Alexander was even permitted to
return to his academic work, and was appointed Chair of Ancient History at the University

of Strasbourg, although he was not strong enough to take up the post.”

The incompetence of the military leadership, and the evident hopelessness of the
situation that autumn, finally convinced Claus that Hitler had to be removed. From this
point on, he worked actively towards the overthrow of what he now considered a criminal
regime. At great personal risk, while he was stationed at Military High Command in
Ukraine Claus contacted his brother Berthold, then advising Naval Command on the
conventions of war and international law, as well as other trusted friends such as Helmut
James von Moltke, Peter Yorck von Wartenburg, and even Paulus on the Eastern Front.



‘[Claus] was always keenly opposed to the [Nazi Party] business,” General Ritter von

Thoma later remarked.%® Now Claus drove around, urging officers to consider alternative
ways forward. ‘He opened his heart to us straight away,’ one later admitted, at once

impressed and shocked by Claus’s courage, while another agreed, ‘he was incredibly

indiscreet’.5”

In late October Melitta’s father, Michael Schiller, now eighty-one, also rebelled, if on a
more modest scale. Without consulting his daughter, he sent a handwritten plea to Géring,
arguing that while Melitta’s mathematical modelling and engineering work ‘must
definitely continue to be used in the interests of the Fatherland’, she should be relieved of
the nosedive test flights. ‘According to medical opinion’, he contended, these could
‘prevent the possibility of issue’.%%” With astounding audacity, he then suggested that a

‘well-earned further honour for her services’ might overcome any resistance from Melitta
to the plan.

If Michael had any concept of how Melitta was using the value of her work to protect
herself and her family, he clearly felt it was not worth the daily risk to her life that came
with the test flights. Melitta’s mother, Margarete, however, was horrified when she
discovered her husband was not only interfering in Melitta’s affairs, but writing to the
commander-in-chief of the Luftwaffe about their daughter’s fertility. ‘Reichsmarschall,’
Margarete opened her own letter to Goéring, ‘As a result of his advanced age [my husband]
overlooks the fact that parents should not involve themselves in the personal matters of
their adult children ...’ Furthermore, she added, his belief that Melitta’s work could have

‘adverse effects, or even problems, in respect to children, I cannot understand at all’.”°
Having requested ‘with the agreement of my husband’ that Goéring destroy and ignore the

previous letter, she quickly signed off, ‘Heil Hitler!’”!

But the following year, Michael again petitioned Goring against Melitta’s continued test
flights. ‘I submit ... the most humble plea,” he wrote, prompted by his ‘concern for her

life’.”% A pathetic last line begs Goring not to inform Melitta about this second letter.
Presumably she had not been pleased to learn of his first. No doubt Michael hoped that
Margarete might remain oblivious too. There is no record of any reply from Goring, but if
neither Melitta’s gender nor her ‘Jewish blood’ was enough to prevent her work for the
Luftwaffe, then her father’s letters stood no chance. Michael was only lucky that there
were not greater repercussions.

While Michael was attempting to stop Melitta’s test flights, Hanna continued her work
without interference. Over the summer a military version of the Me 163 had been built. It
was larger than its predecessor, and one test pilot felt it had ‘the beauty of a muscular

wrestler’.”3 This aircraft, the famous Me 163b Komet, was powered by extremely
combustible twin fuels kept in tanks behind, and on either side of, the pilot’s seat. The
fuels were a mixture of methanol alcohol, known as C-Stoff, and a hydrogen peroxide
mixture, or T-Stoff. Just a few drops together could cause a violent reaction, so they were
automatically injected into the plane’s combustion chamber through nozzles, where they
ignited spontaneously producing a temperature of 1,800°C. Several test planes with



unspent fuel blew up on touchdown. ‘If it had as much as half a cup of fuel left in its tank,’

one pilot reported, ‘it would blow itself into confetti, and the pilot with it.’’# Several
simply exploded in the air. Hydrogen peroxide alone was capable of spontaneous
combustion when it came into contact with any organic material such as clothing, or a
pilot. To protect themselves, test pilots wore specially developed white suits made from
acid-resistant material, along with fur-lined boots, gauntlets and a helmet. Nevertheless, at
least one pilot would be dissolved alive, after the T-Stoff feed-line became dislodged and
the murderous fuels leaked into the cockpit where they seeped through the seams of his
protective overalls. ‘His entire right arm had been dissolved by T-Agent. It just simply
wasn’t there. There was nothing more left in the sleeve,’ the chief flight engineer reported.

“The other arm, as well as the head, was nothing more than a mass of soft jelly.””>"

On 2 October 1942, Heini Dittmar became the first person to fly faster than 625 mph in
the Komet, reaching the edge of what was later called ‘the sound barrier’. Although he
was privately honoured for his achievement, because of its military significance the record
was not made public. Hanna was impressed. She knew the Komet was a prestige project
and, despite witnessing what she described as two pilots being ‘blown to pieces when their

plane exploded’, she was itching to take her turn.”® In fact, “at least half of the test
command is pushing to fly it’, Heini laughed drily to Wolfgang Spéte. ‘And perhaps end

up disintegrating in an explosion of T-agent!””” Later that month, after another Komet test,
ground crew found Heini sitting in his cockpit paralysed with pain. His landing skid had
not extended and the shock of impact had been transmitted through his seat. With a badly
injured spine, Heini would be out of action for eighteen months. Hanna’s opportunity had
arrived.

“To fly the rocket plane, Me 163, was to live through a fantasy,” Hanna later wrote. ‘One

took off with a roar and a sheet of flame, then shot steeply upwards ...””¢ Shortly after
leaving the ground, the Komet reached a speed of 220-250 mph, blasting out what another

pilot described as ‘a violet-black cloud’ behind it.”” The undercarriage, a wheeled dolly,
then had to be jettisoned, as it could not be retracted and would otherwise create drag. The
plane could then accelerate to 500 mph in the space of a few seconds, disappearing from
sight as it reached an altitude of 30,000 feet in less than two minutes. ‘It was like
thundering through the skies, sitting on a cannonball,” Hanna raved, thinking of the
cartoon of Baron Miinchhausen riding on a cannonball that was the emblem of the test

team. ‘Like being intoxicated by speed ... an overwhelming impression.’8% After five or
six minutes the fuel was spent, silence descended and the pilot had the momentary
sensation of swinging, suspended in mid-air, before sinking forward into their harness.
The momentum of the aircraft carried it forward for a few more hundred metres, and then
the speed started to fall away. The Komet glided back down to earth, landing on its
retractable skid at a terrifying speed of between 100 and 150 mph.

‘Bubbling with enthusiasm’ even years later, Hanna would throw her head back and

gesticulate expressively with her arms when describing the almost vertical ascent of the

Komet, and once, in her eagerness, ‘she slipped off the sofa and onto the floor’."8!



Spate still felt that Hanna was a liability. ‘In my nightly prayers,’ he confessed, ‘I

always include a little request that she doesn’t show up again soon.’®?> Hanna, however,
was nothing if not committed. Her fifth flight, on 30 October 1942, was again unpowered.
Her Me 163b V5, carrying water ballast in place of fuel, was towed into the air behind a
heavy twin-engined Me 110 fighter. But when Hanna came to release the undercarriage,
the whole plane started to shudder violently. To make matters worse, her radio connection

was also ‘kaput’.83 Red Very lights curving up towards her from below warned her
something was seriously wrong. Unable to contact her tow-plane, she saw the observer
signalling urgently with a white cloth, and noticed the pilot repeatedly dropping and
raising his machine’s undercarriage. Clearly her own undercarriage had failed to jettison.

Down below, Hanna could see ambulances and fire engines rushing across the airfield.
In such circumstances pilots were expected to bail out, but she was not prepared to
abandon such a valuable machine should there remain any chance of bringing it safely
back to earth. In any case, the stubby fuselage of the Komet meant that the fin was very
close to the cockpit, so there was a high chance of her hitting it should she jump. Instead,
her tow-plane circled her up to 10,500 feet. Then she cast off. Pulling out sharply, Hanna
first attempted to shake the undercarriage free, but it would not move. Instead, with the
plane still shuddering violently and time running out, she curved round and down to the
airfield from a greater altitude than normal, aiming to side-slip the last few hundred yards
to the edge of the field. As she did so, the plane dropped. ‘I was struggling to bring the
machine under control when the earth reared up before my eyes,’ she later reported. As
she hunched herself tightly together, ‘we plunged, striking the earth, then, rending and

cracking, the machine somersaulted over.’8 The Komet had hit a ploughed field just short
of the runway. It bounced violently, lost a wheel and slid to a halt after a 180-degree turn.
Had she been carrying rocket fuel, Hanna would have been killed instantly.

To her surprise, the first thing she noticed when the Komet came to a stop was that she
was not hanging in her harness, so she was probably right side up. She opened the rounded
Plexiglas canopy. Feeling no pain, she cautiously ran her hand over her arms, chest and
legs but found no injuries; it seemed miraculous. Then she noticed a stream of blood
coursing down from her head, and moved her hand up to her face. ‘At the place where my
nose had been was now nothing but an open cleft,” she later recalled. ‘Each time I
breathed, bubbles of air and blood formed along its edge.’> Reaching for pencil and
paper, Hanna managed to sketch the course of events leading to the crash before tying a
handkerchief around her broken face to save the rescue party the sight of her shocking
injury. Only then did she lose consciousness. Seeing her notes, even Spate was impressed.

‘What a woman!’ he commented.86

Hanna had fractured her skull in four places, broken both cheekbones, split her upper
jaw, severely bruised her brain and, as one pilot put it, ‘completely wiped her nose off her

face’.8” She had also broken several vertebrae. She was rushed to surgery but, knowing
her arrival would cause a sensation, she insisted on travelling by car rather than
ambulance, and on walking into the hospital through the quieter back entrance and up a
flight of stairs before any members of staff were alerted.



After the operation, Hanna woke to find her head thickly bandaged, with just her

swollen lips and ‘the blue, bruised rims’ of her eyes visible.? It still seemed unlikely that
she would survive. Her mother joined her the following day, but her close friend Edelgard
von Berg, who rushed to visit her, was killed in a car crash en route. It was another
devastating blow, but as Hanna’s condition remained serious there was nothing she could
do but try to blank out her thoughts, for fear she would despair. ‘I lay in pillowed

stillness’, she recorded, trying to cope with a ‘new and passionless world’. &

‘Our Me 163 had again attacked, like a stalking animal,” Spate wrote.’® He conducted a
thorough investigation, but was unwilling to take personal responsibility. His report
emphasized that he had been 800 kilometres away at Peenemiinde at the time of the
accident and stressed that, despite the jamming of the landing mechanism, Hanna should
have been able to manage a safe landing. Her injuries were largely her own fault, he
implied, because she had not removed the gunsight that had smashed into her nose, while
‘because of her short stature she had used a thick cushion behind her’ and ‘did not have

her shoulder harness tight enough’.”!

Hanna had needed the cushion and the loose straps to enable her to reach the controls in
a cockpit designed for larger men. Spate had thought that wooden blocks to help her feet
reach the rudder pedals would be ample modification. ‘She must be able to do it in her

sleep!” he had told himself. ‘It would almost be an insult to give her advice.”? But the
blocks had not been ready, and Hanna would brook no delay. “You can’t accomplish much

against her will,” one of the ground staff reported. ‘She decided she would fly without the

blocks. That was it. No discussion.’?>

Letters, cards and gifts now poured in from around the Reich for the popular heroine.
Spéte was among many who arrived with flowers, but Emy Reitsch would not let him see
her daughter. Even Himmler sent a bar of chocolate and some fruit juice, precious items in
war-torn Germany, with his best wishes for Hanna’s recovery. When Goring heard that
Hanna had been critically injured during the course of her duty he felt that a public gesture
should be made.

Georg Pasewaldt, from the Aviation Ministry, was with Erhard Milch when Milch
decided to award Hanna the Iron Cross, First Class. Pasewaldt ‘immediately expressed
[his] strongest reservations’, arguing that this was a military honour, to be earned in
combat rather than through reckless misadventure.% He thought the War Service Cross, a
decoration he already had in mind for Melitta, was more appropriate. His suggestion was
quickly overruled. Milch wanted a ‘special, exceptional honour’ for Hanna Reitsch. Milch
then placed a direct call to Hitler, described Hanna’s accident and submitted his
suggestion, pressing for an early announcement ‘because of her imminent death’.%
Reportedly ‘deeply stricken and shocked’, Hitler agreed at once.”®

A few days later, in early November 1942, Hanna was officially awarded her second
Iron Cross. She was the first woman to receive the First Class honour. It remained to be
seen whether she would collect the medal in person or whether it would be presented
posthumously, but her position as the great flying heroine of Nazi Germany was now



unassailable.

While still in his meeting with Milch, however, Pasewaldt had taken the opportunity to
request an honour for Melitta; something he had been wondering how to take forward for
the best part of a year. Hanna’s unexpected award had provided the perfect precedent.
‘Countess Stauffenberg, with hundreds, more than a thousand experimental flights,

beyond anything so far achieved in our special field, is most deserving,” he told Milch. She

should, he said, ‘be decorated with the Iron Cross, Second Class, at the same time’.%”

Milch had never heard of Melitta von Stauffenberg, but he knew of a modest aeronautical
engineer called Melitta Schiller. His curiosity was piqued and he asked Pasewaldt for
more details. ‘This woman has sacrificed herself beyond description with her tireless
practical trials for research in the service of the Luftwaffe,” Pasewaldt obliged. ‘She has
made technical and scientific evaluations and produced a complete report on each of her
flights which include innumerable dives and night flights. This data is unobtainable by

other means, and of unique value.’®® Milch was suitably impressed.

On the morning of 22 January 1943 Melitta received a telegram from Goring. ‘The

Fiihrer awarded you today with the Iron Cross 2, it read.”® Six days later she received

another, which had been delayed. ‘I will present you with the Iron Cross, awarded by the

Fiihrer to you, personally, on January 29.’ 1%

Goring presented Melitta with her Iron Cross, Second Class, at his villa in Berlin’s
Leipziger Strasse, just along from the Ministry of Aviation. On arrival she was shown into
a huge parlour, hung with tapestries and old-master paintings that the Reichsmarschall had
collected. Presumably in deference to her gender, Goring’s beautiful second wife, Emmy,
her sister, niece and the female head of a theatre school joined Melitta first. Hitler was
notably absent. Finally Géring arrived. Melitta was shown into his private office, where
they talked for a while about her work. He ‘absolutely can’t believe that I fly heavy
bombers, like the Ju 88, and even do nosedives with them’, Melitta later reported to her
family. ‘He is also surprised by the number of my dives,’ but he confirmed it all with his
files.!%T Once satisfied, Goring led Melitta to his desk and pinned her medal on her. It had
been intended that she should receive the Military Flight Badge in gold with diamonds and
rubies as well, but the jeweller needed another eight weeks to complete it. Goéring then
expressed his ‘deep, sincere admiration’ for Melitta and her work, and joked with her that
it would be easier to list the planes she could not fly, than the ones she could.!?? “The
thing was clearly fun for him,” Melitta wrote, %3

At one point, Goring asked Melitta why she did not work directly for the Reich, rather
than through a company secondment. ‘After some thought, I answered that would be
convenient in a way, because the other companies wouldn’t see me as competition any
more, as they sometimes do, even though I’ve been seconded from Askania since the

beginning of the war.’'%* Scandalized that commercial interests were apparently still
considered during wartime, Goring told her he would personally make arrangements for
her release and transfer.

They then rejoined the other guests for a lunch of fish pancakes and wine. The talk was



light-hearted, despite covering anticipated British air raids, and finally Goring asked about
Melitta’s ‘strange husband, who let me fly like this’, practically offering to promote

Alexander to professor had he not already held the position.'% It was only after ‘coffee
with cream and liqueur or brandy’, that Melitta was finally offered a lift home. Even then,
Emmy Goring held her back for a moment, forcing a package of coffee and tea on her, and
inviting her and Alexander to use their box at the theatre, and to stay at their guesthouse
whenever they wished. All in all, ‘it was really cosy’, Melitta told her family with some
astonishment. ‘The tone was pleasant and good-humoured, and you got the impression of

an honest and touching heartiness.’1%® Géring even noted the event in his diary that

evening: ‘Grifin Schenk (von Stauffenberg) awarded Iron Cross IT’.1%7 It was an
extraordinary moment for a woman who the previous year had been under investigation as
a ‘Jewish Mischling’ (half-blood).

The press covered the story over the next couple of days. ‘Brave Woman Receives the
Iron Cross’ ran the typical headline, before summaries of Melitta’s service for the
Luftwaffe, the fact that the award was ‘rare for a woman’ and, sometimes, mention of her

‘feminine grace’.'® One piece even reported how her “artistic sensibility’ as an amateur

sculptor served her well as a pilot, by providing an ‘unerring sensitivity to the aircraft’.!0°

‘Her name was on everyone’s lips,’ Jutta would later recall proudly."'® Melitta’s
commemorative radio interview ‘was a disappointment’ to her superiors, however, ‘as she

was far too modest and spoke of simply carrying out her duty’.''! As the news from

Stalingrad continued to worry the population, her story was meant to be inspiring, but

Melitta ‘didn’t want to be involved in propaganda such as this’, Jutta wrote.'?

Hanna Reitsch and Melitta von Stauffenberg were now the two most highly honoured
women in Nazi Germany. But although officially both heroines of the Third Reich, and

with their names prominently linked in the press, according to Peter Riedel, Melitta’s

award came ‘much to the disappointment of Hanna’.!3"

Hanna was still in hospital facing a series of operations, but off the critical list by the
time Melitta received her award. Already livid at this further challenge to her status,
Hanna believed that Melitta’s part-Jewish heritage made the situation even more insulting.
Even years later she would argue that Melitta’s Iron Cross ‘was not valid’, but only
something Melitta had bullied her superiors into agreeing to, and which was never

correctly awarded.''# It was probably a fear that her ‘racial burden’ might limit her career,
Hanna claimed, that had led Melitta to call Professor Georgii in Darmstadt after Hanna
had been promoted to Flugkapitdn, ‘not to congratulate me, there was not a word about
that, but in order to ask Georgii, who was embarrassed by this, how to obtain such a

rank’.'’> ‘Even more embarrassingly’, Hanna continued, after the award of her, Hanna’s,
Iron Cross, First Class, Melitta had visited Darmstadt to again lobby for her own honour.
Udet had reported it to Georgii and herself, ‘very excitedly’, Hanna wrote, saying ‘he had
done something stupid. He had let himself be persuaded by Melitta’s constant nagging to

award her the Iron Cross, Second Class ... to get rid of her.’!'® The head of Women’s
Affairs in the Reich, Frau Scholtz-Klink, had telephoned Udet ‘scandalized’, Hanna



continued. ‘She had been informed at Hitler’s headquarters that the award had never been

authorized. From then on everyone stayed silent, in embarrassment.’ '’

These were embarrassing claims indeed. Udet had been dead for over a year before
Melitta’s award was even considered. Even had Hanna accidentally named Udet when she
meant to refer to Milch or another general, there were other witnesses to Melitta’s award
proving its validity, as well as the reference made by Géring in his diary that confirmed
the honour in writing. Furthermore, contemporary newspapers could not have published
their reports, nor could Melitta have publicly worn her Iron Cross ribbon as she did, had
the award not been legitimate. Ironically, while Hanna was intensely jealous of Melitta’s
honour, Melitta herself was ambivalent. ‘She liked to wear the decoration,” Professor
Herrmann, head of the Technical Academy at Gatow, wrote. It was reassuring for her to
know she was valued, and she was proud of her work and that it should be recognized. But

she wore it, Herrmann stipulated, ‘in spite of her reservations which were becoming

increasingly clear to those who were initiated into her personal thoughts’.!8



9
UNDER ATTACK
1943

The Red Army launched a counteroffensive on the Eastern Front in November 1942. Since
the Luftwaffe still had no fleets of long-range bombers capable of attacking Soviet
factories or supply lines, the Russian advance seemed unstoppable. That winter, the
German 6th Army in Stalingrad sat in their holes, anxiously listening for the drone of
aircraft engines while trying to anticipate what limited supplies might be sent forward to
them. They were in severe need of food, clothing, boots, artillery and fuel — indeed all
essential supplies. With the December snows, conditions became unbearable. As the
temperature dropped to 20° or 30° below freezing, it became increasingly difficult for any
aircraft to fly. With the army unable to evacuate the wounded or those suffering from
frostbite, mortality rates rose exponentially. Struggling on starvation rations, the men now
supplemented their watery soup, one general recorded, with ‘bones obtained from horses

we dug up’.! ‘Condition of the men is unfortunately shit,” another reported. The moment is
coming ‘when the individual says, “It’s all the shit same to me whether I live or die” and

simply allows himself to freeze to death or let the Russians overrun us.’> When Hitler’s
Luftwaffe adjutant, Nicolaus von Below, read out such ‘pertinent extracts’ from reports
and letters, he noticed that the Fiihrer only remarked on the ‘profound duty in the struggle

for the freedom of our people’. Hitler preferred to lose the entire army in the fight, it
seemed, than have them return defeated.

On 2 February 1943, Field Marshal Paulus, commanding the 6th Army in Stalingrad,
surrendered to the Soviets in defiance of Hitler’s orders. Hundreds of thousands of soldiers
had died on both sides, and some 90,000 German survivors were now taken as Soviet

prisoners of war.” It was the greatest defeat in the history of the Wehrmacht and a turning
point in the conflict. Germany was now on the defensive, no longer fighting to promote a
political aim but rather to salvage some remnant of victory. Two weeks later Goebbels
proclaimed the advent of ‘total war’, but as one pilot put it, ‘after Stalingrad, the
excitement in the Luftwaffe was over. The criticism, especially of Géring, became

louder.’*

Melitta followed events from Gatow, desperately glad that Alexander had been injured
and sent home before he could be killed or captured at Stalingrad. She regularly faced
sleepless nights as Allied raids increased, and sometimes even came across British
bombers when testing night-flying equipment above Berlin. Although ‘tired and nervous’,
the ‘destruction doesn’t touch me’, she wrote.> Melitta felt passionately that her own work
‘could never be compared to the immeasurable suffering of the troops’; another reason she
was so unwilling to blow her own trumpet in interviews when her Iron Cross, Second
Class, was publicized.® Hanna heard the air-raid sirens from her hospital bed. Unable to do
much more than listen to the radio, she noticed a faltering in what had once seemed to be



the continual announcements of German victories, accompanied by fanfares and martial
music. “When the disaster of Stalingrad was announced ...’ she wrote, ‘the shadows began
visibly to descend over Germany, and in spite of official propaganda, which was still

turned to victory, the feeling grew that the end was inexorably approaching.’”

Two weeks after Goring had presented Melitta with her Iron Cross, he ordered that she

be given a ‘government contract’ with the Ballistics Institute.® As a woman, Melitta could
never become military personnel, but over a series of lunches at the Aero Club she
negotiated a remarkable arrangement with the Ministry of Aviation. She would be
appointed as a professor, on a good salary, to an academic aeronautical institute. From
there she could be seconded to the Technical Academy at Gatow for the rest of the war.
The Nazi Party in Wiirzburg testified to her ‘political reliability’, and official photographs

were taken. All that remained was for her to complete her PhD.” She promptly suggested
this be awarded on the strength of two aeronautics projects that she had already
completed, and the doctoral thesis she was currently working on.

Melitta was now keeping a small appointments diary to help her manage her hectic
schedule. Her many brief but evocative notes, scribbled in blunt pencil, hint at the strains
that now characterized her official duties as well as her private life. Alongside references
to her dissertation and talks given for the Red Cross, testing with Junkers continued. Her
main focus was still Stuka nosedives, but she was also working on adaptations for the Ju
88 to serve as a night bomber, and on cross-country flights over huge distances between
Berlin and, among other cities, Kénigsberg, Dresden and Paris. Her test flights were not
wholly without incident. Undercarriage doors got stuck, a canopy blew off during a dive,
there were problems with instruments and cameras, and a crash while rolling to take-off.
On one test she had to bail out when her plane caught fire and on another, she noted

simply, ‘windscreen exploded’.'® Once these might have been major incidents, but now
they were almost lost among the broader dramas of Melitta’s life.

In addition to her own work, as Alexander recovered Melitta was becoming ever more
worried about his return to the front. Surreptitiously listening to British and American
radio to follow the progress of the war — a crime now punishable by death — added to her
anxieties. The British public had first learned about Nazi extermination camps from the
BBC in December 1942, and rumours about atrocities were now widespread within
Germany. Melitta was soon suffering from exhaustion, skin rashes and depression. When
possible, she tried to unwind by taking Alexander to leafy Lautlingen, and occasionally
she took his mother to the theatre. If she was stuck at Gatow, then Klara, Otto and other
family members would visit for tea — the Luftwaffe not only had their own branded
teacups and spoons but better rations than civilians. But mainly Melitta went sailing on the
Wannsee; a pilot’s privilege to which few could aspire during the war.

Sailing also gave Melitta the chance to talk with Alexander, his brother Berthold, Paul
von Handel and other trusted friends without risk of being overheard. All of them had
learned to be cautious. Full names are rarely given in Melitta’s diaries and there are no
comments on the aims or direction of the war. She did not even mention events such as the
much-publicized arrest and execution of Munich’s “White Rose’ students, Hans and



Sophie Scholl, who had distributed anti-war leaflets stating that 300,000 Jews had been
killed in annexed Poland. The round-up and deportation of Berlin’s Jews, even the
extraordinary Rosenstrasse protest in February and March, which seemed to have secured
the release from detention of the Jewish partners, mainly husbands, of ‘Aryan’ citizens —
men in the same position as her own father — all passed without comment, although

Melitta could hardly have failed to hear about and reflect on such events.”

In mid-March 1943 Melitta learned that Alexander was being sent on a training course
in historic Jiiterbog, in north-eastern Germany. Seizing this opportunity to avoid giving a
Propaganda Ministry lecture in Sweden, she set out to visit her husband instead. Arriving
late, in the dark Melitta stumbled on some filthy stairs, badly bruising her shin. ‘Fainted,
terrible, sick, crying fit,” she noted in her diary. ‘Schn. very concerned.”™ Schn. was
shorthand for her pet name for Alexander, Schnepfchen or ‘little snipe’, although
sometimes, she noted ruefully, with his dark army cape he now looked more like a black
woodpecker. Melitta and Alexander managed to meet several times, heading out to bars
and casinos. Once they even made use of Goring’s box at the opera. Often Alexander was
‘moody’ when they met, but shared evenings made them both ‘radiant with happiness’,
Melitta scribbled in her diary, before adding later, ‘Schn. not that radiant any more, due to

alcohol’.!? At about the same time, news that not everyone at the barracks would be

moving out caused elation: ‘maybe some people will be spared!” Melitta wrote.
Alexander, however, received new orders before the end of the month.

Hanna spent five long months in hospital. After her condition stabilized, a series of
pioneering operations included surgery to give her a new nose. Although she would
always have a faint scar, and people who met her noted it was ‘evident something had

happened there’, the reconstruction work was excellent.'* Hanna was only ever matter-of-
fact when mentioning her facial reconstruction, simply waving her hand towards her nose
when words ran out, which took another kind of bravery. What she found harder to accept
was the assumption, by both doctors and former colleagues, that her flying days were over.

In March, Hanna was discharged for a long period of convalescence. Although offered
her choice of sanatorium, she chose instead to stay at a friend’s isolated summerhouse,
high up in the Riesengebirge mountains where she had hiked as a child, and above which
she had often glided. ‘She withdrew into a nutshell,” her colleague Wolfgang Spéte wrote,

‘and shut herself off from the rest of the world.”™ But after a few days of ‘timeless
peacefulness’, interrupted only by her mother bringing meals, Hanna set about planning

her return.1®

Still suffering from headaches and severe giddiness, her first priority was to recover her
sense of balance, without which she knew she could not fly. The summerhouse had a flight
of narrow steps running from the ground up to the steep, gabled roof. Hanna climbed them
cautiously until she could sit astride the ridge of the roof with her arms firmly clinging to
the chimneystack, and look around without losing her balance. After a few weeks her
vertigo began to ebb and she risked letting go of the chimney. Within a month, through
pure determination, she could ease herself along the entire length of the ridge without
feeling giddy. She built up her strength by walking, then hiking, through the forest.



Despite setbacks and some despondency, in time she began to climb the pines, branch by
branch, ruefully recalling the days of her childhood when ‘no tree had been too high’.'”

Hanna’s perseverance paid off. After a couple of months, the head of a local military
flying school unofficially agreed to let her take up a plane. After managing a glider in a
towed flight, she progressed to powered aircraft. Diving down on each flight from a
greater height, she tested how much her head could tolerate. In time she practised steep
turns, spins and, eventually, aerobatics. When she finally had a full medical check-up, the

doctors were astounded at her recovery, ‘but to me,’ she wrote, ‘all that mattered was — I

was fit to fly again.’!®

Hanna reported back for duty that spring. At first she was given public relations work.
A 1943 propaganda film, Hirschberger Fliegerjugend, shows her glider arriving at her
home town, where she is met by a froth of pretty girls, all blonde plaits and ankle socks,
and strapping young lads who help her jump down. It was not long before she was back in
the cockpit of an Me 163, however, testing the gliding descents. Hanna’s fellow test pilots
were much affected by her ‘keenness and courage’, but they knew that her safety was now

a national concern.'® Collectively, the pilots had an illicit store of eighty litres of brandy,
which they kept in an enormous glass balloon protected by a wickerwork basket, hidden in
Hanna’s dorm cellar. When one of the team was killed or injured, they decanted a few
bottles to give to the family with the bad news, as well as toasting them themselves.
Hanna would help, sometimes laughing and joking with the men as brandy fumes
gradually filled the small room. But everyone knew that it would take more than brandy to
ease the news of any further accident that might befall Hanna. ‘She was the one and only

Hanna Reitsch,’ as her colleague Mano Ziegler put it, ‘a symbol of German womanhood

and the idol of German aviation.’2°

Given two theatre tickets one evening, Ziegler decided to offer one to Hanna but found

her in her room, ‘crying her eyes out’.?! Wolfgang Spite had cancelled her first rocket-
powered test flight. ‘It’s all so mean!” Hanna told Ziegler petulantly, in his account. ‘He
knows very well that I have longed for this take-off ever since my accident. And now he

slams the door in front of my nose. It is so unfair!’>> Hanna accused Spite of sexism,
which was almost certainly true, but the fact still remained that she now held a unique
position in the Reich. Spate was simply not prepared to take responsibility for her safety.
According to Ziegler, Hanna’s response was to stop her tears and start packing. ‘I shall go

straight away to see Goring — today, now!” she declared, and Ziegler believed her.?3 ‘She
had a will of iron and was not beaten yet,” he commented, ‘even if she had to appeal to the

highest in the land.’%*

Whether by coincidence or design, Hanna soon received an invitation to join Goring
and his wife, Emmy, at their Obersalzberg house in the Bavarian Alps near Hitler’s own
home, the Berghof. Over lunch they talked about her crash. To her horror, Hanna suddenly
realized that Goring believed the Me 163 was already in mass production. ‘I was
astounded,’ she later reported. ‘I knew that at that very moment we did not have a single
163 ready for combat and, at the very best, we could not expect a single craft to be ready



before the end of the year.’?®> Uncertain whether Goring was joking, or perhaps trying to
reassure his wife, Hanna managed a half-laugh as she chipped in, “That would be fine, if it

were true.’?% Géring demanded to know what she meant.

With ‘stupefied amazement’, Hanna started to give some realistic production figures to
the commander-in-chief of the Luftwaffe. But ‘Géring flew into a rage and, viciously
pounding his fist upon the table, screamed that I didn’t have the slightest idea ... and

strode angrily out of the room.’?” Although Emmy eventually succeeded in calming him,

it was clear that ‘Goring did not want his comforting illusions to be disturbed.’?8 Now
Hanna knew why no one dared to tell him the truth. Further attempts only confirmed that
she had fallen from grace. She was, she later said angrily, ‘never again called to see him or

consulted on aeronautical matters’.2°

Hanna was appalled and insulted by Goéring’s behaviour. She knew he was a morphine
addict and now, with typical Nazi disgust at social deviance, she identified what she called
his ‘abnormal physical condition’ as the source of his problems.>? ‘His feminine manner’,
she felt, was in stark contrast to his ‘apparently iron commands’, and ‘his manner of dress,
his use of cosmetics, his personal vanity, his perfume-drenched person and clothing, all
created an actually decadent impression’.>! A year earlier, Goebbels had been more
forgiving. Goring’s dress is ‘somewhat baroque’ and could strike one as ‘laughable’,
Goebbels had written, but ‘one must put up with his idiosyncrasies; they sometimes even
have a charm about them’.32 By 1943, however, with defeats in the east and the continued
destruction of German cities from the air, Goring’s star was on the wane. Milch argued
that he had “fallen asleep on the laurels won by the Luftwaffe in 1939 and 1940°.33 Even
Hitler was ‘exceedingly angry’ about the state of the Luftwaffe, expressing himself in the
‘most furious and unrestrained language before the generals’, and ‘not even sparing the
Reichsmarschall’, Goebbels noted.>* ‘It appears that the Luftwaffe has lost much of its

popularity,” he added with some relish.3> Yet when confronted with uncomfortable truths,
Goring ‘would rant and fume’, Hanna wrote, while continuing to delude Hitler with ‘an

entirely erroneous picture of his air strength’.

For Hanna, Goring now became the scapegoat for all of the regime’s misfortunes.
Unable to contain herself, she rashly told her family about the parlous state of the
Luftwaffe under the Reichsmarschall. Her Austrian cousin, Helmut Heuberger, had been
invalided out of the army after being seriously wounded at Stalingrad. Once an
enthusiastic member of the Hitler Youth, he was now the proud holder of the Iron Cross,

Second Class.” Hanna’s revelations forced him to take a long look at the Party leadership.
Slowly he reached the difficult conclusion that his oath of loyalty should be towards the
German Reich, rather than the Fiihrer and his deputies. Not long after, Heuberger lent his
support to the Austrian resistance through a distant relative. More discreet than his cousin,

he never discussed his changing views with Hanna, who remained blindly loyal to Hitler."

Goring’s ‘gross incompetence’, as Hanna put it bluntly, was certainly a key factor in the

crisis facing the Luftwaffe, but Hitler’s interventions had not helped.?” Other factors
included British air-warfare strategy and tactics. At the start of the war Sidney Cotton had



been recruited into the RAF and given a team of specially modified Spitfires with which to
conduct aerial reconnaissance. Two years later, this pioneering work had been
significantly developed. RAF Medmenham, home of the British aerial intelligence ‘central
interpretation unit’, had officially opened for business on 1 April 1941, at the ‘hideous’
former country home of ‘a pickle millionaire’, as one of the team, the future film star Dirk

Bogarde, described it.>® Humorists enjoyed the fact that this vital base for military
intelligence was inaugurated on April Fools’ Day, but ultimately the unit would prove as
important to the British war effort as Bletchley Park. An estimated 80 per cent of British
intelligence came from photographic reconnaissance and interpretation. ‘At 30,000 feet

you could take pictures of a man on a bicycle,’ one pilot recalled.? Thirty-six million
photographs were taken over the course of the war. Such a resource required a
considerable team of interpreters, most of whom were WA AFs. ‘Looking through a
magnifying glass at minute objects in a photograph,’ Cotton said, defending the

recruitment of women, ‘required the patience of Job and the skill of a darner of socks.’*°

Photoanalysts were trained to recognize objects such as planes, roads or buildings from
above, from their size, shape and features such as shadows. A small brass stand holding a
pair of lenses, called a stereoscope, enabled analysts to obtain 3D images by
simultaneously viewing two pictures taken from slightly different positions. ‘Puzzling and
tedious as it often was,’ wrote the photo-interpreter Sarah Oliver, daughter of British PM

Winston Churchill, ‘there were moments of terrific excitement and discovery.’!”

Photoanalyst Flight Officer Constance Babington Smith, a former journalist for both
Vogue and the Aeroplane magazine, particularly enjoyed observing Rechlin. ‘One never
knew what one was going to find there,’ she said, proving her point when she spotted an

American B17 Flying Fortress on the enemy airfield, apparently being used for research.*?
Having been tasked with setting up the unit’s dedicated aircraft section, then a unique
appointment for a woman, Babington Smith identified the first image of a German jet

aircraft by scorch marks on the grass airfield.” As her team hunched over their
stereoscopes, it is highly likely that some of the dots emerging in 3D from the photos on
their desks were Hanna and Melitta, walking to work across different airfields.

Appalled by Hitler’s reckless military strategy at Stalingrad, when the battle was clearly
lost Claus von Stauffenberg applied for a transfer. He was posted as a senior staff officer
to the 10th Panzer Division in Tunisia. Here again, the situation for Germany was bleak.
General Rommel had asked permission to retreat in November 1942, but had been ordered
to hold out to the last man. Claus arrived to join the final days of the fierce battle for the
Kasserine Pass through the Atlas Mountains. As he drove between units to supervise a
tactical withdrawal, his car was strafed by enemy aircraft. Claus’s head, back and arms
were pitted with shrapnel as he dived for cover. His left eye was destroyed, and was later
removed at the war hospital in Sfax. His right hand was amputated at the wrist, and he lost
two fingers from his left. Evacuated to Munich, he underwent further surgery to remove
shrapnel from his knee. Claus was determined not to be personally defeated, however, and
kept up his spirits by discussing a possible Bavarian—Austrian post-war solution with the
operating surgeon.



Nina visited Claus immediately. In spite of his wounds, she found her husband full of
vigour. At thirty-six, Claus, the quintessential soldier, could no longer use a gun, but
friends noted that he was far from beaten, ‘still handsome ... [and] radiating a strong inner

force and courage’.*> Claus had a devoted wife, four young children and a strong sense of
honour. ‘In Africa they threw away my hand, even with my ring on it!” he told visitors

with a wry smile.** His loyalty to his family and his country could not be tossed aside so
easily. When his uncle Niix visited, they talked about the limited German domestic
resistance. ‘If the generals won’t do anything,” Claus told Niix, ‘then it’s up to us colonels

to take action.’* Later Claus whispered to his wife, ‘It is time I saved the German Reich.’

“You are in the right condition for that now,” Nina laughed, assuming he was joking.*®
Later she would come to believe that this was ‘the moment when he made the decision to

actively involve himself’.#

Claus would not be discharged from hospital until early July. When he returned to
Lautlingen, photographs show that he cut a gallant figure in his crisp white shirts and
black eye-patch, playing with his children under the trees. ‘He was essentially a brave
man,’ Nina felt, ‘except when it came to wasps.” Whenever a wasp flew near him, ‘he

immediately disappeared under the table!’*3 His children remembered their father as
‘absolutely wonderful’ and ‘extremely good-looking’, but also very determined. He firmly
refused any help with his bandages, joking that he was so dextrous, he did not know what
he had done with ten fingers when he had had the full set.

Melitta greatly admired Claus, but she knew that her beloved Alexander was made from
different metal. That spring, he had been transferred from Jiiterbog for further training in
northern France. Despite her hectic schedule, Melitta wrote every few days and flew over
to visit every week. When planes weren’t available she put on her thick coat decorated
with her ribbon of the Iron Cross, and her standard look of implacable determination, and
took overnight trains. By now the Allies had shown they could send bombers to Berlin,
and there was a marked increase in the number of air raids. ‘The English at present are
making a sport out of driving as large sections of our population as possible out of their

beds by air raid warnings ...’ Goebbels wrote irritably in his diary.*® Melitta’s journeys
were often delayed by air strikes, and more than once she had to leave her train to take
refuge in a trench. Coming back, if she couldn’t make it to Gatow, she would stay
overnight at Berthold’s Berlin flat in Tristanstrasse. She was also lobbying friends, hoping
to prevent Alexander’s return to the front. When Claus heard of her efforts he wrote to her,

‘shakily with the three fingers of his left hand’, saying that neither she, nor their friends,

should support such ‘protective manipulations’.>°

The next month, Melitta was assigned to supervise a twenty-four-year-old colonel,
Friedrich Franz Amsinck, who had received the Iron Cross, First Class, and the Golden
Wound Badge, having been injured in action. Franz had lost his right hand, like Claus, and
had his left arm badly damaged, while serving on the Eastern Front. He had been lucky
not to lose his life and was not expected to return to the front line, but he was still
determined to serve his country. Having learned to glide as a boy, Franz was assigned to
study mechanical engineering and aircraft construction, and slowly earned his pilot’s



licence. Melitta, now forty, was commissioned to train him, and directed all her frustrated
protectiveness towards the injured but determined young man. That summer they worked
together every day. Melitta taught Franz to fly a specially modified plane, eventually
observing his nosedives and collaborating with him on technical problems.

Melitta and Franz also went sailing together, and often ate at the Aero Club in Berlin
where she introduced him to friends like Paul von Handel, and in turn met his family.
Occasionally the relationship hinted at something more than just comradeship. In July
Franz gave her a copy of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s Wind, Sand and Stars, a lyrical
account of the celebrated French pilot’s musings on heroism, camaraderie and life’s
meaning during his pre-war flights over Africa and South America. It was a poignant gift,

and a rather daring one; Saint-Exupéry’s books were already banned in Vichy France.” Not
long afterwards, Franz flew aerobatics ‘in front of my window’, Melitta recorded in her
diary, before repeatedly telephoning her. ‘Says he wants to do something,’ she scribbled

cryptically. “Think he can try to make someone else believe this.’>! The next day, as if
suddenly self-conscious, Melitta made her first diary reference to her clothes. “Very bad

mood, in old lady’s suit in office, suddenly Franz ... changed, ate together.”>?> She clearly
enjoyed the young pilot’s company, and cared about him and his good opinion.

A few days afterwards, the official photographs to mark the award of Melitta’s Iron
Cross were taken, rather late, at the studios of Hitler’s personal photographer, Heinrich
Hoffmann. For her equivalent portraits in 1941, Hanna had turned to the camera and
smiled radiantly above her medal, delighted at the whole proceedings. Melitta chose to be
pictured almost in profile, against a dark background. A pearl necklace emphasizes her
aristocratic appearance, and the only view of the award itself is the official ribbon on her
lapel, fashioned into a small ornamental bow as commissioned by Alexander. There is no
visible swastika. This is a very considered portrait, in which Melitta wears her pride at her
honour with great restraint.

That evening she attended a small party with work colleagues, including Franz. They
drank sparkling wine and, after dinner, lit candles by which to keep talking. ‘Very jolly,’

she wrote before going to bed. ‘Danced a lot.’> The following night Franz was round
again, for a modest meal. ‘Violent, almost unashamed,” Melitta wrote. They talked until

the early hours, after which she wanted to lock her door.>* It is not clear on which side of
the door Franz was standing. Melitta saw him almost daily throughout the rest of July and
August 1943, but now she more often sailed alone, or invited Paul and other friends to join
her. She continued to visit Alexander in France, and during his leave at Lautlingen they

hunted fallow deer, but her diary mentions some anxiety before seeing him.> Perhaps
Franz had simply mistaken Melitta’s protective feelings towards him for something more,
or maybe Melitta felt genuinely drawn to him. Either way, the two of them managed to
maintain their friendship, but Melitta soon had more important concerns to occupy her.

That summer, British Bomber Command shifted its focus from the industrial Ruhr to
German cities. The carpet-bombing of Hamburg near the end of July killed over 40,000
civilians and destroyed almost the entire city, including the radar defence system. Franz
witnessed the attack and, appalled, determined to return to operational duties in the



defence of his country. At the same time, Melitta’s work developing ‘blind-flying’
techniques, to enable pilots to intercept without radar or directions from ground control,
suddenly became a priority. The highly decorated Luftwaffe pilot Hans-Joachim ‘Hajo’
Herrmann had been working with Melitta since the spring, developing systems for his
Wilde Sau (Wild Boar) unit of single-seater Me 109 fighters tasked with intercepting RAF
bombers. Hajo and Melitta worked well together, both at the airfield and when discussing
technical problems while out sailing. Impressed by her knowledge and ideas, Hajo kept
copies of many of her reports as souvenirs. Their innovations were first tested during an
RAF attack on Cologne, but the Wilde Sau had more success in August, when they
brought down fifty-seven bombers during the biggest raid to date on Berlin.

Hanna was also making some important new contacts. Among the flowers and gifts she
had received after her accident had been some chocolate accompanied by a personal note
from Heinrich Himmler, exhorting her to deny herself nothing that might aid her speedy

recovery.”® It seemed that Himmler, a chief architect of the Holocaust and one of the most
feared men in Germany, was an admirer. Over the next few months, more gifts appeared at
regular intervals, always with a similar handwritten missive. Hanna found it slightly
disconcerting. Himmler’s atheism, his interest in the occult and his persecution of the
traditional church had led her mother, Emy, to regard him as an enemy of Christianity. Yet
his notes to Hanna were ‘so simple and unaffectedly worded’, Emy felt, that she began to

doubt herself.>” With Hanna’s relationship with Goring now in tatters, Emy urged her
daughter to thank Himmler for his kindness in person. Opportunity came in the form of an
invitation to dine with him and his officers at his East Prussian headquarters one evening
in July.

Apart from his black SS uniform, Himmler’s appearance was unremarkable. Only his
round glasses lent some definition to his face, sandwiched between an expanse of pale
forehead and a weak double chin. Hanna’s old gliding friend, now the respected aerospace
engineer Wernher von Braun, thought Himmler looked more like ‘a country grammar-

school teacher than that horrible man who was said to wade knee-deep in blood’.”8
Disarmed by his mild appearance and good manners, and having enjoyed the camaraderie
around the dinner table, Hanna happily joined Himmler in the privacy of his study. Here

she confessed that his name ‘had always aroused trepidation’ in her family.>® Himmler
listened calmly before asking her whether she always formed her judgements so hastily.
Pulling up an armchair for her opposite his own, he then ‘delivered a sharp attack on the

plausibility of the Christian doctrine, showing an intimate knowledge of the Bible’.%° Only
then, it seemed, did Hanna realize ‘I would not be able to persuade Himmler to change his

attitude,’ but she urged him, nevertheless, to respect the views of others.®!

Hanna then turned to another issue about which she felt strongly: not Nazi racism but
Himmler’s apparent attitude to women and the sanctity of marriage. Himmler supported
Nazi ‘bride schools’, established to mould young women into suitable wives, and he also
encouraged the fathering of both legitimate and illegitimate ‘Aryan’ children with the
promise of support through the Lebensborn programme. Disconcerted by his ‘purely racial
and biological standpoint, considering woman only as a bearer of children’, Hanna berated



the head of the SS in a way few others would have dared.®? She was clearly not
intimidated either by the man or by the regime he represented. Himmler, she later

reported, assured her that ‘he shared my views entirely’.%3 His policy, he told her, had
been ‘misrepresented or misinterpreted ... either unintentionally or from deliberate

malice’.%* At a time when Himmler was hoping to introduce a supplementary women’s
organization to the SS, he trusted that Hanna would challenge any such misconceptions in
the future.

Although she ‘did not fail to point out that, in spite of what he had said, appearances
were in general against him’, Hanna seemed satisfied and directed the rest of her attention
towards Himmler’s furnishings which were, she felt, in ‘the utmost good taste’.%> Her
satisfaction that here, at least, Himmler bowed to her views, shines through when she
noted that, after her criticism of the design of a Christmas platter, Himmler ‘pursed his

lips’ and announced he would cancel the order for its manufacture.®® Without apparently
noticing, she had been diverted from women’s rights campaigner to trusted adviser on
tableware. She probably did not know that the porcelain factory, Allach, was exploiting
slave labour from Dachau. Himmler then deftly thanked Hanna for her outspokenness,
‘which he assured me was something new to him’, and invited her to raise any future

criticisms she might have, directly with him.%” The next day she returned to work, rather
relieved that Himmler had turned out to be so reasonable. Himmler went to Peenemiinde,
the Nazi secret weapons development and testing centre that Hanna now knew well from
the Me 163 programme.

The Peenemiinde facility had been established in the 1930s by Wernher von Braun. A
political conformist brought up with right-wing, nationalist values, Braun had joined the
Party in 1937, and the SS three years later. After graduating with degrees in mechanical
engineering and applied physics, he persuaded the military to fund a development centre
at Peenemiinde: a location his mother had recommended, knowing it from her husband’s

duck-shooting holidays.”

Working with Braun was the older and somewhat paternalistic Major General Walter
Dornberger, a leading proponent of the Nazis’ V-weapon programme. The ‘V’ stood for
Vergeltung, or ‘vengeance’. It was ‘an appellation’, Braun wrote, ‘that already betrayed an
unspoken assumption, that their moral purpose was greater than their military

effectiveness could ever be’.%8 These were Hitler’s much-anticipated weapons of reprisal
for the Allied bombing of Germany: rocket planes, like the Me 163; the V-1 flying bombs
better known as the ‘buzz bomb’ or ‘doodlebug’ in Britain; and the V-2 rocket, the world’s
first long-range guided ballistic missile. These early ‘weapons of mass destruction’ were
years ahead of Allied technology, but were needed because the Luftwaffe had never
developed bomber capacity with range, payload and numbers similar to RAF Bomber

Command and the US Eighth Air Force.”

Situated on the northernmost tip of Usedom Island on the Baltic coast, the once small
fishing village of Peenemiinde proved to be the perfect location for weapon research and
development. Not only was the area relatively isolated; the 250 miles of open sea to the



east provided a missile range, and thick forests supplied cover to hide power plants,
workshops, test stands, housing and other facilities. Some of the technicians felt lucky to
be posted to such an idyllic location, with its long stretches of sandy coastline. The more
apprehensive, however, felt they were in a ‘kind of ghetto for scientists’, as one

Peenemiinde mathematician put it.®

At the end of 1942, Britain had dismissed Norwegian reports of enemy missiles as a
hoax. Later these reports were corroborated by the secretly recorded conversations of
captured German generals quartered in a British stately home, and intelligence reports
from the Polish resistance. Peenemiinde had been photographed earlier that year but,
although the first ballistic missile had been tested there in October, the significance of the

site was not at first appreciated.” By April 1943 the threat of V-weapons had been

prioritized, and the ‘Bodyline’ organization was convened to develop a response.”
Peenemiinde was now identified as the principal research facility. Working in shifts
around the clock, and largely sustained by Spam sandwiches and coffee, Constance
Babington Smith’s team was on alert to look out for anything ‘queer’ that might be a long-
range gun, a remotely controlled rocket aircraft, or ‘some sort of tube ... out of which a

rocket could be squirted’.”® Analysing photographs taken in June, Babington Smith found
“four little tailless aeroplanes ... taking the air’, which ‘looked queer enough to satisfy

anybody’.”! They were prototype Me 163s, ‘little white butterflies’ that showed up

relatively well on aerial pictures until the Luftwaffe painted them grey.”> Among other
equipment, two V-2 rockets were also spotted lying horizontally on transport vehicles near
some elliptical launch sites. The operational importance of Peenemiinde had been
exposed.

Tuesday 17 August 1943 was long and hot. Walter Dornberger and Wernher von Braun
were stuck in a meeting for most of the afternoon, arguing about the latest deadlines for V-
2 production. Having won Hitler’s enthusiasm for their work by screening the colour film
footage of a successful test, the pressure was now on to deliver. Hitler was convinced that

the V-2 was ‘the decisive weapon of the war’, and wanted 900 produced monthly.”® The
men were in mid-discussion when Hanna arrived at Peenemiinde, ahead of some Me 163
test flights scheduled for the following day. Pleased not to be needed straight away, she
took some time to stroll around the site, enjoying the breeze blowing in from the coast.

After dinner that evening, Hanna relaxed over drinks with the men, sitting around a
glass-topped table in the panelled Hearth Room, which was lit by chandeliers. This was
the same room in which Braun and Dornberger had entertained Himmler on his visit two
months earlier, discussing Nazi racial policy towards the occupied Slavs until late into the
night. On this August evening, however, they and Hanna were joined by one of
Peenemiinde’s leading scientists, Dr Ernst Steinhoff, and Braun’s younger brother,
Magnus, a keen glider pilot who had been drafted into the Luftwaffe but managed to
secure a transfer to Peenemiinde. Hanna had dressed to impress, with her usual dark-blue
unofficial uniform decorated with her Iron Cross, First Class, as well as the glittering
diamonds of her Military Flight Badge. After a while, however, she curled herself up in a
comfortable armchair, happily swapping old gliding stories as well as discussing more



recent test work and new ambitions. ‘Whenever anything brought her to Peenemiinde, we

were always glad to see her,” Dornberger wrote.”* For him, ‘listening to the laughter of
these young people, who cheerfully took all the surprises of technology in their stride,

with their eyes on the future, I felt less oppressed by the serious worries of the

afternoon’.”®

At some point during the evening Hanna slipped away, escorted by Braun to the car that
was to take her to her dormitory for the night. Braun then strolled over to his own rooms.
Dornberger was the last to leave, at about half eleven. All the facility’s lights were already
long out. Exhausted by the heat and excitement of the day, Dornberger was slowly
walking the few steps that led to one of the residential houses when the air-raid siren
sounded, as it quite often did. It was a full moon, but knowing that the RAF often flew
over the Baltic en route to bomb elsewhere, he continued on his way and was quickly
asleep in bed.

It was not long before Dornberger was woken by the sound of his windows rattling and
gunfire outside. While cursing the anti-aircraft battery who were apparently disturbing his
sleep with their tests, he slowly noticed the ‘roaring, hissing double reports’ of the heavy
batteries firing along the edge of the airfield and down by the water, joined by the more
muffled detonations of the posts on the opposite bank. More anti-aircraft guns barked from
the roofs of the higher buildings. Braun had also been woken, but having quickly looked
outside he assumed the bombers were headed straight over towards Berlin. Confident that
it was not ‘our night’, he ‘strolled back’ to his quarters, but stopped short when he saw a

targeting flare dropped by a British pathfinder.”®

Peenemiinde was soon being raided with wave after wave of bombers passing over the
site without any aerial counter-attack. Leaping from his bed, Dornberger ‘had breeches
and socks on in record time’. He grabbed his tunic, trench coat, cap and gloves, even his
cigar case, but his boots had been taken for cleaning so he made do with ‘soft slippers’ as

he dashed outside.”” At that moment a huge blast wrecked the building. As the doors were
torn away, flying glass slashed through the air. Dornberger stood transfixed. ‘The scene
that met my gaze had a sinister and appalling beauty of its own’, he later recalled.
Through veils of ‘fragile, cottony clouds’ like a ‘rosy curtain of gauze’, he watched the
moon light up the pine plantations, the road and bushes, the offices, works and canteen.

Everything was covered in fine white sand, and much was already burning.”® Above, the
sky was now criss-crossed with the beams of searchlights, while waves of bombers
smudged the black bursts of flak cloud that hung in the air. From all around, Dornberger
continued, came ‘the continual barking and cracking of the AA guns, the reports of the
bursting shells, the thunderous impact of the bombs and the monotonous drone of the four-

engined enemy bombers’.”® ‘My beautiful Peenemiinde!” he was heard to moan.8°

British Bomber Command had sent a massive assault force of 597 aircraft to drop
between 1,500 and 2,000 tons of high explosives on Peenemiinde in Operation Hydra.
This was almost the entire bomber fleet — an enormous risk for one mission. Surprise was
paramount to mitigate that risk. Once fed and briefed, the RAF pilots had been sworn to
secrecy and locked into their hangars. Regular bombing raids on Berlin had been



undertaken in the weeks before, in the hope that the Germans would assume this was still
the target. A ‘spoof attack’ on the capital by British Mosquitoes was also planned; and fine

strips of metal “‘window’ were dropped to blind the German radar.8! Flying by the light of
the full moon, many of the crew still felt ‘pretty well naked’ as they approached the

German coast, but the preparations paid off.2? “They certainly weren’t expecting us,’
recalled Jack Pragnell, a Wellington observer in the first wave. “The guns opened up only

after we started work. Then we saw the searchlights come on in abundance.’®3 Paul Bland,
the navigator inside a chilly Lancaster, agreed that ‘they thought we were going to

Berlin’.%* Instead, the RAF’s heavy bombs fell in ordered rows over Peenemiinde, the
smaller ones dropping together in groups, some waggling slightly on release. Pragnell was

relieved to ‘see the bombs hitting home’.%> Smashing into the sandy earth from high
above, they looked like boiled sweets dropping into a bowl of flour, but the crews all knew
the importance of their mission and had been told that if the target was not destroyed they
would be sent back repeatedly to finish the job.

Coincidentally, this was the first night that Hajo Herrmann’s Wilde Sau unit was
operating in force above Berlin, using the blind-flying techniques that he and Melitta had
developed. One hundred and forty-eight twin-engined and 55 single-engined Luftwaffe
fighters searched the night sky in vain for the anticipated bombers, exposing themselves to
their own anti-aircraft guns below. It was only after the first wave of bombs had fallen on
Peenemdiinde that the mystery became clear. The Messerschmitts raced north. At half past
one they caught the last wave of RAF bombers, shooting down many of those that were
still silhouetted against the flames and smoke from the burning buildings below.
Altogether the British lost forty aircraft; 243 British aircrew died, and a further 45, who

had bailed out, were captured. Those who made it home remembered how ‘the fires of

burning Peenemiinde made an impressive view behind us’.%%

‘I am terribly ashamed to say that I slept through the whole night,” was Hanna’s main

comment on the raid.8” She had been allocated a room in the officers’ block in
Peenemiinde West, some distance away from both the scientists’ and technicians’
dormitories and the test facilities where the attacks had been focused. Even so, she could
hardly have ‘slept so deeply’ as to have been undisturbed by the sirens, the sound and
vibrations of more than 600 planes, or the ‘thunderous impact’, as Dornberger described it,
of the bombing itself, which sent shock waves through the ground.®® ‘Unless she had
consumed a good double whisky and was wearing earmuffs, she must have heard the
crump of the bombs,” RAF pilot Pragnell later argued, before describing Hanna’s claims as
‘somewhat romantic’.89 Nevertheless, according to her own account, on waking the next
morning Hanna was rather surprised to find a heavy mist in the air, and only realized later
that this was smoke.

When Luftwaffe chief of staff Hans Jeschonnek heard news of the destruction, he shot
himself in the head with his service pistol. ‘I can no longer work with the

Reichsmarschall,” his last note read. ‘Long live the Fiihrer.”®° ‘Géring, grief-stricken,

attended the funeral ... with tears in his eyes,” Hanna later reported scornfully.”! For many,
Jeschonnek’s suicide represented an admission of the Luftwaffe’s defeat. Erhard Milch



succeeded him, employing ever more draconian measures to grow aircraft production,
including the increased use of slave labour.

In fact, although ‘detailed plans of the experimental camp grounds’ had been dispatched

to London by Polish agents, the bomb damage was not as well targeted as first believed.%?
Several buildings that had been belching out smoke as the pathfinders arrived had made
aiming difficult and some pilots had mistakenly dropped their markers two miles south.
Later, as ‘the target became a veritable inferno’, according to one British officer, ‘it

became increasingly difficult to identify the various features’.”> As a result, a number of
the test fields and laboratories, the guidance control buildings and pioneering wind tunnel,
were almost untouched while, tragically, many bombs hit the Trassenheide forced
labourers’ camp. Trapped behind barbed wire and with no shelters, an estimated 500—600
prisoners and forced foreign labourers were killed, including several Allied agents who

had infiltrated the camp with workers from Luxembourg.”

An aerial reconnaissance sortie the next morning, however, showed that a substantial
part of the main site had been damaged, including the experimental works, head office and
design block. German casualties included the facility’s chief engineer, Dr Walter Thiel,
who died in a shelter with his family while their house remained undamaged. The use of
delayed fuses meant that bombs continued to detonate for some days, hindering the
German salvage operation. It was, one British pilot concluded, a ‘major disaster’ for the

Nazis.”* ‘Nothing remained,” a German colonel of the V-1 launching regiment reported,
‘other than a desert.”> “The loss was irreparable,” Dornberger conceded, having inspected
the damage while still covered in dust the next morning.”®

Operation Hydra was not only a shock but an embarrassment to the Nazis. The net
result was the enforced relocation of the rocket development facilities, causing a critical
delay to the delivery of operational weapons. Rocket production moved underground, and
some testing moved west — out of the reach of Allied bombers. ‘If the Germans had
succeeded in perfecting and using their new weapons six months earlier ...” Eisenhower
later wrote, ‘our invasion of Europe would have proved exceedingly difficult, perhaps

impossible.”” Certainly the Allied advance through Normandy would not have been
possible in early June 1944 had it not been for the bombing of Peenemiinde, and the war
might have dragged on long enough to give the Nazis time to expand their development of
jets and rocket technology even further.

Melitta had been in her room at Gatow, working late on her PhD dissertation, the night
that Peenemiinde was bombed. Before she turned out the light, she noted the Berlin air
raid in her diary, perhaps wondering whether Hajo or Franz were engaged in intercepting
the bombers. She subsequently added that she was late to work the next day, having
overslept because of the sirens. Hanna had been present throughout the Peenemiinde raid,
but effectively dismissed it as almost insignificant in her memoirs. There is no evidence
that either of them referred to the episode again, but as the aerial bombing of Germany
intensified, civilian morale plummeted and the regime had to apply increasing oppression
and compulsion to maintain order. Over the course of 1943, the German courts passed
more than a hundred death sentences every week on citizens deemed guilty of defeatism



or sabotage. Melitta and Hanna were deeply affected by a growing sense that it was not
just the Nazi regime, but their country as a whole, their colleagues, loved ones, and indeed
themselves, that were under mortal attack. Both women now began to consider radical
new ways to defend the different Germanys to which they had pledged allegiance. But
while Hanna strove to find a significant new way to help win the war, Melitta’s focus was
increasingly turning to how she could help to end it.



10
OPERATION SELF-SACRIFICE
1943-1944

‘Time,” Hanna decided a few days after the Peenemiinde bombing, ‘was not on Germany’s

side.”! With large parts of the Baltic proving ground now under rubble, ash and sand,
Hanna returned to Berlin as soon as possible. She might have slept through Operation
Hydra, but the implications of the raid weighed heavily on her mind. Domestic papers
covering the bombing on ‘the north German coast’ focused on the number of planes shot
down, but the foreign press reported that Himmler was investigating the operation

personally to discover ‘who had betrayed the position of the Peenemiinde plant’.? British
papers even claimed that Goebbels was ‘feeding the wildest lies about Allied defeats to
German listeners’, while ‘trying to hearten his own folks and scare ours with tales of

terrible new Axis weapons now being mass-produced’.® ‘There is no doubt that Hitler has
been vehemently calling upon his scientific research experts to bring forth some salvation
miracle,’ they continued, slightly smugly, ‘but the RAF raid on Peenemiinde can not have

helped that appeal much.’*

Unlike Melitta, Hanna had never doubted the aims of the Nazi regime. Even she,
however, had now lost faith in the promised certain victory. ‘One after another, towns and
cities were crumpling under the Allied air attacks,’ she wrote. ‘The transport system and
the production centres were being systematically destroyed ... the death toll continually

mounted.’® In late August, over lunch at the Berlin Aero Club, Hanna quietly discussed
the adverse turn of events with two trusted friends, Captain Heinrich Lange of the special
operations Luftwaffe squadron KG200, and the head of Rechlin’s institute of aeronautical
medicine, Dr Theo Benzinger. Some radical new action was needed, they agreed, and
Hanna believed that she might be the person to lead it.

Hanna reasoned that her Fatherland could only be ‘saved from disaster’ if the conflict

could be brought to a rapid conclusion through a negotiated peace.® But Nazi Germany
would not be able to secure favourable terms unless the military strength of the Allies
could be considerably weakened first. ‘This could only be done from the air,” Hanna,

Lange and Benzinger agreed.” Together they sketched out secret plans for ‘a rapid
succession of devastating blows’ at factories, power plants, water facilities and other

infrastructure.® Crucially, naval and merchant shipping was also to be targeted should the
Allies move to invade the European continent.

Hanna knew that the precision of these air attacks was critical to the success of her plan.
Melitta’s work with dive-sights and dive-bombing techniques had greatly improved
accuracy, but Hanna had something more radical in mind. She wanted pilots, potentially
including herself, to guide their missiles right down to the point of impact — without
pulling out. With shipping targets, one paper outlined, ‘the plane was expected to shatter



upon impact with the water, killing the pilot instantly and allowing the bomb to tear loose
from the plane to continue under the keel of the vessel, where it would explode’.’
Although the pilots ‘would be volunteering for certain death’, Hanna added, ‘it would be
no task for mere dare-devils ... nor for blind fanatics, nor for the disenchanted and the
life-weary who might see here a chance to make a theatrical exit ...” What was needed,
she felt, were measured and honourable men, ‘ready to sacrifice themselves in the

conviction that only by this means could their country be saved’.!? She named the

fledgling plan ‘Operation Suicide’.” Melitta was also having lunch with friends at the
Berlin Aero Club a few days after the Peenemiinde raid. She too was ‘very pessimistic’

about the war, she confided rashly to her diary.™ Despite her work with Hajo Herrmann
and his Wilde Sau group of interceptor fighters, Allied bombers were increasingly seen in
the skies above Berlin. In September Melitta gave Franz Amsinck an excellent reference
to start night-fighter training. With so many close friends now deployed, she also began to
record the details of those who had been killed in action. In early September she noted that

‘bombs are close’, and then ‘bombs on the runway’ at Gatow.'? The raids deprived her of
sleep, but were never enough to prevent her work. As a result she was permanently
exhausted. Her allowance of pilot’s chocolate, and the coffee that she found as ‘welcome,

as after a flight round the world’, kept her going until she could collapse.'? ‘Slept like the
dead,’ she scrawled in blunt pencil.'#

Like so many wives in wartime, Melitta was also suffering constant anxiety about the
fate of her husband. Alexander was still on his artillery course in northern France, but
expecting a new posting to the front at any time. Melitta’s stress was soon manifested in
stomach problems, renewed skin rashes and persistent headaches. She was also ‘lonely’,

she recorded tersely.!® The Aero Club was a good place to meet Franz, as well as old
friends like Paul, and Alexander’s brothers, Claus and Berthold, when they were in Berlin.
‘I often talked to Litta about the conflict ...’ Paul later wrote. ‘Should the individual carry
on ... to save the country from losing the war,” he asked her, ‘or by contrast, was the
possibility that Hitler could win a victory over Europe not the greatest evil that could
happen — and in that case, was the fall of the Reich not a far lesser evil? In other words ...
shouldn’t one contemplate the removal of the rulers of Germany and feel around for others

who might think along similar lines?’1® Such conversations were treasonous, punishable
by death.

While Hanna and Melitta were quietly considering these questions at the Berlin Aero
Club, work on Hitler’s vengeance weapons continued. After the Peenemiinde raid, the
development and production of the V-2 rocket, the world’s first guided ballistic missile,
was transferred to Mittelwerk, a factory complex hidden inside the Harz mountains. Here
slave labourers were set to work from the nearby Mittelbau-Dora concentration camp,
established by the SS as a sub-camp of Buchenwald. This not only kept production costs
down, but also helped to maintain secrecy about the site. By October there were 4,000
prisoners, mainly Russian, Polish and French, labouring at Mittelwerk. By the end of
November the number had doubled. There were no sanitary facilities and little drinking
water. Overcrowded sleeping quarters were contaminated with excrement, lice and fleas.



The dimly lit tunnels were cold and damp, and the workers’ thin uniforms quickly
disintegrated. Within months, epidemics of pneumonia, dysentery and typhus broke out,
exacerbated by the prisoners’ exhaustion and starvation. ‘It was a pretty hellish
environment,” Wernher von Braun later admitted, but he denied having witnessed any
brutality and argued that ‘war is war, and ... I did not have the right to bring further moral

viewpoints to bear.’!” In total, up to 60,000 people forced to work on V-2 production died
of disease, starvation and maltreatment, giving the weapon the dubious distinction of

having killed more people during its production than in its application.”

Hanna would have seen the forced labour camps at Peenemiinde, but if she was
concerned, or heard rumours about the appalling conditions at Mittelwerk from Braun,
Dornberger or anyone else, she did not record it. For a while she was busy touring airfields
to demonstrate the Me 109 to trainee pilots. “The impression of this new aircraft was

really huge,’ one recalled, but Hanna’s heart was not in the work.'® The testing of Me 163
Messerschmitt rocket planes had been moved west to Bad Zwischenahn, not far from the
North Sea, and Hanna hoped that there she might still fly a prototype under full power.
‘She intimated that the Fiihrer and commander-in-chief of the armed forces had

authorized, and if need be, ordered her to fly any plane in Germany that she wanted to,’

Wolfgang Spite was informed on her arrival.'® Spite did not believe a word of it but

Hanna had set to work anyhow. ‘Out on the runway, she’s actually quite friendly and
modest,” one of the ground crew reported, apparently ‘shaking his head, somewhat

surprised’.? Recognizing that his men ‘were proud to be on the same footing as this

famous female pilot’, Spéte sensed defeat.”! Having secured authorization from Berlin, he
finally gave her permission to fly whatever she chose, but whether she flew the Me 163
under power is not verifiably recorded. Her energies were increasingly directed towards
promoting Operation Suicide.

At first Hanna had kept her discussions completely secret. Despite her talk of honour,
the concept of suicide missions went against all European military tradition, and smacked
of desperation, even defeatism. In the autumn of 1943, any talk that might be construed as
undermining the morale of the people was already a serious crime. It would not be long
before defeatist talk became punishable by death. Nevertheless, as word of Hanna’s
proposed suicide squadron spread, she began to receive discreet enquiries from other
zealous pilots, enthused by the thought of sacrificing their lives for Hitler’s Germany.
Encouraged, Hanna sought out more volunteers. “We found them everywhere,’ she wrote
with satisfaction. Most ‘were married and fathers of families and were robust,
uncomplicated individuals. As they saw it, the sacrifice of their lives would be as nothing
compared with the millions, both soldiers and civilians, who would die if the war was

allowed to continue.’?2

As the number of people initiated into Hanna’s plans grew, however, she also began to
face objections. ‘That we were often misunderstood is only to be expected,’ she
commented, before adding grandly, ‘here was required nothing less than the complete

conquest of the self’.23 Nevertheless, it seemed wise to gain official sanction for the
proposed operation before the criticisms grew more vocal. As Hanna was still persona non



grata with Goring, and had in any case lost all respect for the Reichsmarschall, she
approached his deputy, Field Marshall Erhard Milch. Milch knew that the Luftwaffe was
already facing criticism for ‘too much experimenting’ instead of focusing resources on

producing the planes and pilots that were desperately needed.?* No doubt mindful of his
personal position, as well as the potential waste of good pilots, he ‘refused point blank’ to

consider the idea.?” Bitterly disappointed, Hanna scornfully waved aside his moral
objections, suggesting he leave these ‘to the conscience of the individual volunteers,

whom, after all, it primarily concerned’.?® Milch was unimpressed, and curtly prohibited
the use of any Luftwaffe aircraft or personnel for developing the project.

As Hanna wrestled with official rejection, Melitta was facing her own, more personal,
heartache: Alexander had been sent back to Russia in mid-September. ‘Grievous blow,’

she confided to her diary.?” Melitta begged Claus to discover her husband’s route east, so
that she might fly out and meet him on the way, but this time her efforts were in vain.

‘Mentally very fragile,” she scribbled the next day, ‘aching heart ... all hope dashed.’?®
She knew that a posting to the Eastern Front was tantamount to a death sentence and, as
the weeks passed with very few letters, she again became sick with worry. To distract
herself, she took up sketching, went swimming, sailed a dinghy on the Wannsee with
Claus and Berthold when they were around, drank lots more coffee and went on moonlit
walks, picking mushrooms and shooting rabbits to supplement her wartime rations.
Mostly, however, she just threw herself into her work. Despite occasionally snatching
afternoon naps on a sofa, by mid-October she was ‘very tired, depressed’ and

‘exhausted’.?” By the end of the month she had tonsillitis and a fever, her rash was back
and she was taking morphine. Soon her work was suffering, too. She was arguing with
colleagues including Milch, and even found Franz irritating. He ‘stretched it a little too

far’, she wrote tensely.? One ‘black day’, when she couldn’t find her sunglasses, she had

to brave going out with her eyes still puffy from crying.3! Melitta was far from the typical
hausfrau of the time but, as for so many women across the world, with her husband at the
front and her home city under attack, daily life was becoming almost unbearable.

In November, Hanna was asked to undertake a morale-boosting visit to the men on the
Eastern Front. Robert Ritter von Greim was commanding the air fleet in the central sector,
but without sufficient aircraft he knew that the Wehrmacht had lost all initiative and there
was little hope of them holding their positions, let alone advancing. Hanna was not only a
national heroine, but also a symbol of courage and commitment above the call of duty.
Attractive, highly decorated and seemingly unstoppable, she was still naturally light-
hearted and Greim could think of no one better to rally the troops. Flattered, and inspired
by the knowledge that Greim was ‘engaged in a struggle of almost superhuman

proportions’, despite the great danger Hanna agreed at once.3?

It was icy-cold when she reached Greim’s headquarters in a forested area near the

ancient city of Orsha, now in Belarus.” Although under Nazi-German occupation since
July 1941, resistance in the area was infamous and several concentration camps had been
established in response. An estimated 19,000 people would be killed in these camps.
Hitler had given his soldiers free rein to act without restraint in the war in the east, and



Jews, communists and other civilians were being murdered on a large scale. Greim would
have been aware of these criminal developments, but it is unlikely that he discussed them
with Hanna. If she saw any evidence of atrocities, or of the enforced movement of
thousands of civilians by rail while she was travelling in the region, she chose not to
record it. Six months earlier Greim had received the distinction of ‘Oak Leaves’ for his
Knight’s Cross, awarded for his service in Russia. Now morale was faltering but Hanna
noted only that Greim was still greatly respected by his men, and indeed regarded almost
as a father figure with his clipped white hair, furrowed brow and slightly sad, knowing
eyes. ‘I cannot convey to you the pleasure of the soldiers when the General appears,’ she
wrote enthusiastically to her parents and sister. “They love and honour him greatly — and

no wonder!’33 As a mark of her personal respect, she never mentioned Greim without
using his title and he, likewise, always referred to her as Flugkapitan.

Even the Berlin air raids had not prepared Hanna for the sense of unremitting threat she
now experienced. ‘Throughout the night, even in my sleep,’ she later wrote, ‘I could hear

the ceaseless roll and thunder of the guns from the nearby front.’3* At dawn, she and
Greim set off in a small Fieseler Fi 156 Storch liaison and reconnaissance plane, flying
low to avoid detection, towards the advanced anti-aircraft artillery positions. Although its
cockpit was enclosed, the small, leggy aircraft was draughty and uninsulated, and Hanna
was soon shivering despite her coat, thick gloves and fur-lined trapper hat. Once within
sight of the front, they swapped the plane for an armoured car. The last stretch had to be
undertaken on foot, ‘working our way forward in short, crouching runs’, Hanna tightly

clutching the handbag she had brought from Berlin and carefully fastened to her sleeve

with a safety chain and bracelet.?”

No sooner had she reached the first German ack-ack position than the Russians started a
heavy bombardment. ‘Automatically everyone vanished into the ground, while all around
us the air whistled and shuddered and crashed,’ she wrote. After their own guns had
pounded out their reply, a formation of enemy planes began to bomb the Wehrmacht
position. ‘I felt, in my terror, as though I wanted to creep right in on myself,” Hanna
continued. “When finally to this inferno were added the most horrible sounds of all, the
yells of the wounded, I felt certain that not one of us would emerge alive. Cowering in a
hole in the ground, it was in vain that I tried to stop the persistent knocking of my

knees.’36

When the bombardment was over, Hanna emerged from her foxhole to help tend the
wounded. Believing that ‘the men’s eyes light up at the sight of me’, she insisted on
visiting the forward gun sites.3” ‘Their astonishment and delight ...’ she later told her
family with typical exuberance, ‘was overwhelming.’3® Over the next three weeks Hanna
flew the Storch to most of the isolated Luftwaffe units in the area. From the cover of tanks
and trenches, she watched as ‘the earth heaved into the air’ from exploding shells, and
learned to distinguish between the sounds of German and Soviet fire. Meeting the men,
and sometimes sharing a tin of sardines with them, she answered their questions as best
she could. ‘I tried hard not to raise false hopes,’ she made a point of recording.?® But
whispering, so that the more senior officers would not hear, she also spoke about the secret



‘wonder weapons’, the V-1, V-2 and Me 163. ‘She actually glowed with optimism and
encouragement,’ one young soldier later reported.*’

Hanna’s visit to the front was certainly appreciated, but it was no substitute for the
supplies or reinforcements that were desperately needed. For Hanna herself, the
experience hardened her resolve to serve. ‘I should like to stay out here, and be allowed to

fight,” she wrote to her family.*! She was being romantic. She knew her greatest
contribution would not be made in the east, but the emotion behind her declaration was
honestly felt. ‘Flying beneath grey skies over measureless expanses of open country
occupied by partisans, talking with weary and anxious men in huts and holes in the
ground, the hand-claps of those from my own homeland, the agony, the endurance — and

the cold,’ she wrote, “all this will not fade from my mind.’#> A few weeks later, visiting
her Austrian Heuberger cousins, she told Helmut that ‘Stalingrad had been a disaster’, and
as the Luftwaffe was no longer in any state to defend Germany, ‘more disasters were on

the way’.*3 She then insisted on the family singing folk songs down a priority telephone
line to Greim, who was still at the front. When the operator interrupted, questioning the
importance of the call, the general insisted it was vital for morale.

Although also on the Eastern Front, Alexander was hundreds of miles from Orsha,
serving as a front-line artillery observer on, ‘or rather in,” Melitta wrote wryly, the Dnieper

River, near Novo Lipovo, now in Ukraine.** At the end of October, she learned that he had
taken part in a series of assaults against the encroaching Soviets. Touchingly, she spent
that evening reading his essay on ‘Virgil and the Augustinian state’, as if his words could

bring him closer. ‘The losses were generally high,’ she later wrote sparingly to her sister.*®
Indeed, the Germans were estimated to have lost at least 500,000 men and significant
territory over the four-month operation. A week later a telegram arrived from Lublin.
Alexander had been seriously wounded, his back ripped open by shrapnel from a grenade.

Despite his injuries, Alexander did not want to leave his unit and had to be forcibly
moved back from the clearing station for transfer. Eventually he was sent to ‘a very nice

military hospital’ in Wiirzburg, with Melitta calling in favours all the way.*® As soon as
she had leave, she cycled over early to the train station to visit him. It was dark by the time
she returned, and with blackout in operation there were no lights to guide her way. When
her bike hit a rut she was thrown from the saddle, hitting the ground hard and staying
there, cursing the world while she caught her breath. ‘All a bit much,’ she later

commented.*” Alexander’s injury ‘was a grenade splinter which went deep into his back

and is still there,” she wrote in anguish to her sister Lili a few days later.*® But Alexander
had again been lucky. The shrapnel had missed his ribs and lungs. Doctors agreed it could
be safely left inside him, and the wound was healing well. As the hospital was near their
apartment, soon he could even go home in the afternoons. Melitta joined him whenever
possible; the rooms that she had found ‘bleak’ and ‘depressing’ without him were once

again her home.*® The only heating came from the stove and they no longer had a maid,

but ‘although we have come down a peg’, she wrote, this had ‘the comforting advantage

of not always having a stranger in the limited space’.>



Occasionally Franz visited Melitta at the apartment for tea or dinner when Alexander
was there, and sometimes he stayed until the early hours. She had now given her young
admirer the pet name Spdtzchen, or ‘little sparrow’, rather as she secretly called Alexander
her Schnepfchen, or ‘little snipe’. She clearly loved them both, although they occupied
different places in her heart. Franz was certainly Melitta’s friend, rather than Alexander’s,
but Alexander was ‘okay with it’, Melitta noted briefly, before grumbling about his

occasional ‘wallows’.°" Whatever arrangement the three of them had come to, Alexander
knew that his wife loved him deeply and, so long as her husband was out of danger,
Melitta felt that everything else was somehow manageable.

Melitta yearned to stay longer with Alexander, but she was needed in Berlin. As well as
her work at Gatow, she was due to be presented with the Military Flight Badge that Goring
should have given her with her Iron Cross ten months earlier and which was finally back
from the jewellers. The presentation was set for 19 November. Just before first light that
morning, Melitta was woken by the deafening rumble of 440 four-engined Avro
Lancasters flying in from the west. The RAF had arrived on their first major bombing
offensive of the German capital. With the city hidden under heavy cloud, damage was
limited, but the threat of further action was clear. Nevertheless, ‘on the very afternoon of
the first big attack’, Melitta wrote to Lili, a private room was made available at the Gatow

airfield mess and the commanding officer presented her with her honour.>?> A bottle of
sparkling wine and a box of cigarettes were then passed around. When Melitta asked
whether she might save her cigarette for her wounded husband, the whole box was quickly
pushed her way. ‘The cigarettes please me far more than the diamonds,’ she whispered to

the adjutant who had brought them.>> A moment later the siren sounded again; the ‘little
celebration’ was over and they headed to the cellar.>*

A few days later the RAF made their most effective raid on Berlin, causing huge
destruction to the inner city, including several residential areas. Many bombs also fell on
the city zoo. One afternoon there were six female elephants and one calf doing tricks with
their keeper; a few hours later all seven had been burned alive. Polar bears, camels and
ostriches were all killed, while the snakes, whose enclosure was damaged, reportedly

‘froze in the cold November air’.>> The only comfort for the zoo’s stricken staff was that
at least these bombs had not fallen on housing. Between January 1943 and May 1945
350,000 Germans were killed by Allied bombing, as well as tens of thousands of forced

foreign workers and POWs.” “The longer the war lasted and the more fearful the air raids
on the Fatherland became,’ Hitler’s photographer Heinrich Hoffmann recorded, ‘the more
intolerable grew the atmosphere in Fiihrer headquarters, where the deepest pessimism

reigned supreme.’® For Melitta, the scale of the terror and devastation was unbearable,
and she was proud of her part in developing the planes, equipment and techniques needed

to intercept the bombers. She often showed her new decoration to friends like Claus’s

wife, Nina, who would hold it up for her ‘very impressed’ children to admire.°’

Melitta spent the next few months commuting between Alexander, slowly recovering in
Wiirzburg, and her work at Gatow. Her new employment contract with the Reich had
finally come through, but she was not happy with the terms. Her salary had been pegged



to Hanna’s but she felt that any comparison of their duties or performance was misleading.
‘Hanna Reitsch has not studied ... [and] could only offer flying knowledge,’ she told the

ministry curtly.®® She herself, being an aeronautical engineer as well as a test pilot,
provided vital technical direction and should therefore be paid the same as ‘officials or

male employees of the Reich with equivalent previous knowledge for similar work’.>® She
was clearly feeling more secure personally, yet she still added the caveat that ‘the work to

be done is ... so extensive that it will be years before it ends’.?? Melitta’s salary was
eventually agreed at an initial 1,400 Reichsmarks, almost a third more than Hanna
received, even given danger allowance, and three times Alexander’s university salary. She
was also promised a swift pay review, along with a research institute of her own the
following year with a 100,000 Reichsmark start-up budget, plus the same again for
running costs including salary for eight employees.

Claus and Nina’s eldest son, Berthold, remembers overhearing a conversation between
Melitta and his great-aunt Alexandrine, at around this time. Although just nine years old,
Berthold was already ‘a regular newspaper reader’ and had often seen Hanna celebrated in

the press as a heroine of the Reich, so his ears pricked up at the mention of her name.%! It
was with some surprise, then, that he realized ‘it was obvious that [Melitta] did not like

her’.%? Melitta and his aunt then started caustically referring to Hanna by her nickname,
Heilige Johanna — Saint Joan. The implication was not that Hanna was Germany’s self-
sacrificing saviour, but rather, Berthold thought, that Hanna ‘thought herself to be so

perfect’.%3 The conversation also suggests that Melitta had now heard of Hanna’s suicide-
bomber plans.

Despite Milch’s insistence that she drop the idea of suicide squadrons, after witnessing
the situation at the front Hanna was more convinced than ever that this was the only way
forward. Since her return to Berlin she had raised the idea with colleagues at the
aeronautical research institute, and her persistence won unofficial support. That winter a
group of naval and aeronautical designers, engineers and technical experts unofficially
joined representatives from Luftwaffe fighter and bomber squadrons and medical
specialists, to explore the feasibility of the idea.

Milch had expressly forbidden the experimental adaptation of existing Luftwaffe fighter
planes, all of which were needed to intercept the growing numbers of Allied bombers. As
a result, the informal project team proposed adapting a V-1 missile, soon to be known in
Britain as the buzz bomb or doodlebug, for manned flight. But the Messerschmitt Me 328,
a single-seater plane originally designed as a long-range fighter or light bomber, proved
too appealing. Although it would still require considerable modification to avoid, as
Hanna put it, ‘entailing a frivolous and senseless destruction of life’, it was both more

suitable than the V-1 and, crucially, it was already in production.®* The next challenge was
to secure official approval for the production of a number of test Me 328s and the launch
of a pilot training programme. With Goéring already ruled out, and Milch unequivocally
against the idea, the one authority to whom Hanna felt she could still turn was Hitler. Her
Fiihrer, however, was preoccupied.

According to his secretary, Hitler was ‘full of enthusiasm for the V-1s and V-2s’. ‘Panic



will break out in England ...” he told her. ‘I’ll pay the barbarians back for shooting women

and children and destroying German culture.’®> The bombing of Peenemiinde had set the
vengeance programme back several months, but since production had been transferred to
underground sites like Mittelwerk, it was now protected from air attack. No longer able to
destroy V-2 rockets at source, British aerial intelligence focused on finding the launch
sites. They quickly had their first success. The concrete for the reinforced dome above a
huge bunker had just been poured at Watten, in northern France, when the heavy bombers
of the US Air Force attacked on 27 August. Ten days later the ruins had set hard in the

concrete.” Many more sites were under development, however.

In October, all Nazi-held land within a 130-mile range of London was photographed
and studied. The next month Constance Babington Smith spotted a tiny cruciform blur on
a photograph. At less than one millimetre across, the image was hardly visible to the
naked eye but Babington Smith had her pre-war German jeweller’s magnifying glass. The
V-1 was ‘an absurd little object’, she wrote, ‘sitting in a corner of a small enclosure’, but
nevertheless ‘a whisper went round the whole station. We were all very well aware that

this was something fantastically important.’®® British researchers now knew what they
were looking for, and ninety-six V-1 launch sites were eventually identified in France,
many with ramps pointing towards London. Estimates were that Germany would soon
have the capacity to launch around 2,000 flying bombs every day. ‘It seemed that the V-1
attacks, when they came, would be of appalling magnitude’, Babington Smith continued.

The sites ‘had obviously got to be bombed’.%”

While the Allies were photographing occupied northern France, Goebbels’ Propaganda
Ministry sent Melitta on a public relations mission to neutral Sweden. Apart from a few
radio interviews, Melitta had largely avoided being used for Nazi PR. She had already
won reprieves from visiting Stockholm on the pretexts that her husband needed her, and
that she did not wish to look as though she were leaving Berlin from cowardice during the
air raids. Now, however, Swedish students were demonstrating in support of their
conscripted Norwegian counterparts. Needing someone to rally the Swedish

establishment, the Reich pressed Melitta, who reluctantly accepted that some public

relations work had ‘become unavoidable’.58

Her journey to Stockholm was an adventure in itself. Engine troubles prevented her
flying from Wiirzburg, and the train to Berlin was delayed by three hours of air-raid
warnings. In the capital, the Foreign Office had been bomb-damaged and the Swedish
Embassy completely destroyed, making visas unobtainable. In any case, as a woman, she
was told, she was ineligible for the reserved government seats on the only flight out. The
official responsible for this decision ‘gave way of course, within a minute, when he got a
reprimand from on high’, Melitta later reported with some satisfaction, but another air raid
made her miss the flight anyhow.%® Her phone calls to the Foreign Office went
unanswered. ‘“The operators simply let me hang on,’ she wrote, ‘and, if I complained,
snapped my head off because they took me for a secretary.’’? Eventually she caught a
flight to Copenhagen, in occupied Denmark, where she alighted without money or onward
papers. ‘Just as | was thinking that at last I had a night before me which would be



undisturbed by air-raid warnings,’ she wrote drily, ‘there was a shooting a few steps away
from me.””! A German sergeant had been killed by the Danish resistance: ‘shot by an

assassin’, as Melitta reported it.”> A moment later, she heard ‘two big explosions’ caused
by sabotage inside nearby factories. Although well used to feeling under siege herself, she
was shocked to witness such resistance to Nazi occupation.

Melitta eventually arrived in Stockholm by train the next day. She was received ‘with
an audible sigh of relief’ by a representative from her embassy, along with a crowd of

reporters, whom she tried to avoid.”® Her phone did not stop ringing, however, until she
walked out that evening in an elegant gown, quickly mended and ironed, to address an
audience of almost 700 diplomats, Luftwaffe and Wehrmacht generals, scientists,
academics and other dignitaries. Among them was her and Hanna’s pilot friend Peter
Riedel, who had managed to stay in diplomacy and been appointed air attaché to the
German Embassy in Sweden a month earlier, as well as the two sisters of Carin Goring,
the first wife of the Reichsmarschall.

Entitled ‘A Woman in Test-Flying’, Melitta’s lecture provided a fascinating picture of
her life and career, without going into the details of her current war work which was, she

said, ‘naturally of a secret nature’.”# Although she was expected to champion the regime,
at a time of great rhetorical flourish her carefully chosen words were telling in their
modesty. ‘I have tried to serve my country in both war and peace,’ she began, framing
herself as a patriot rather than a Nazi. Throughout the lecture, she avoided mentioning
Hitler and the National Socialist Party, and when she talked of her work as being ‘a
commitment to the Reich’ she added the corollary that this commitment was one shared by
all fighters and workers, men and women, ‘and, therefore, I am not speaking to you in my

own name ...’”° Rather, she said, she felt herself ‘to be a representative of the thousands
and thousands of German women who, today, are involved in fighting and danger, and ...
an ambassador of my “people in arms”.” While Melitta did not overtly criticize the Nazi
leadership or its policies, this was not the usual language of a proud spokesperson for the
regime.

Perhaps the strongest rhetoric in Melitta’s speech, however, was reserved for her
thoughts on gender. Female pilots had long been a topic of press and public interest.
Naturally conservative, Melitta knew she could speak from the heart on this subject
without causing controversy at home. ‘I believe I am able to say this in the name of all
German female pilots,” she announced rather sweepingly. “The values characteristic of all
womankind have not been altered; for us flying has never been a matter of causing a

sensation, or even of emancipation. We women pilots are not suffragettes.’”® Although she
had had to fight for her own opportunities and equal pay, and never hid her irritation when
she encountered sexism personally, Melitta saw herself not as an agent of change, but
rather as the exception to the gender rule. Her argument that “‘woman is no stranger at all
to the most masculine activity and harshest self-denial in the service of higher values,
while still safeguarding womanly worth and charm’, was quite sincere, and borne out by

her own experience.”” She had volunteered for a more feminine ‘helpful and healing’ role
with the German Red Cross, she said, and been rejected. Now she spoke of her ‘soldierly



effort’ in aircraft development, and test flights undertaken even if they involved

‘sacrificing my life’.”8

Melitta’s most poignant words, about the ‘whirlwind’ of war, came as she wound up her

talk.” “War in our time has long outgrown the historical, initially incomprehensible,
seeming futility of its origins, and outgrown the question of guilt or cause — so that it
develops as if independent of every influence of the individual ...’ she argued.
‘Imperceptibly it has received its terrible objective meaning, which we do not give it, but
which towers threateningly before us.” For Melitta, the horrors of the war, the injuries and
deaths of those fighting at the front or in the skies, and the bombing of civilians in their
homes, had given the conflict an awful meaning and momentum of its own. Whatever the
causes, she was not unaffected and could not stand passively by. ‘Let me end,’ she said
after a breath, ‘not with such a pathetic picture, but with the conviction that ... we shall

survive.’8® Whether it was the Third Reich in which she placed her faith, or simply ‘the
innermost substance of the people’, as she put it, she did not clarify.?!

‘My lecture was exceptionally well received,” Melitta reported boldly a few days later.5
But despite the warm applause in the room, there was little coverage in the Swedish press.
A few days of formal lunches, dinners and entertainment followed, hosted by groups such
as the Swedish Aero Club and the Women’s Association. ‘The Swedes were all extremely
kind,” Melitta added, although ‘those who are friendly towards Germany lay themselves

open to attack’.83 Before she left, one of Goring’s sisters-in-law sent Melitta ‘a very
touching letter’ along with a woollen shawl and two blocks of chocolate for her return

journey.?* A few days later she arrived home exhausted, and headed straight back to work.

In mid-December Alexander was discharged from hospital for two weeks’ rest before
redeployment. Melitta’s sisters in the countryside sent them parcels of the food it was now
impossible to buy in Berlin: cake, vegetables and eggs, some of which survived the
journey to Wiirzburg in their cardboard trays. Not all the post was so cheering. There were
funerals to attend, and one morning the shocking news came that Franz’s plane had caught
fire after its undercarriage failed to retract. Somehow he survived without serious injury,
and Melitta breathed again. The approach of Christmas brought parties and presents to
plan. In the evenings Alexander would sing in the kitchen, or recite poems to his wife. At
work Melitta was surrounded by engineers and pilots, in front of whom she had to prove
her worth. Alexander was different. Their time together gave her the safe space she needed
to relax and express her own artistic side, and for this she loved him deeply.

Five days before Christmas, the US Eighth Air Force started to bomb the V-1 launch
sites in northern France, to prevent a winter attack. Eventually they would obliterate every
one. “The first round of the battle against the flying bomb was an overwhelming victory

for the Allies,” Babington Smith wrote with some flourish.?> The bombing of the German
capital also continued. Hanna was feeling under siege, but Melitta returned to Wiirzburg
for the holiday. On Christmas Eve she put on a good brocade dress, and she and Alexander
decorated a tree together before roasting potatoes for supper. Late that evening Franz
knocked on the door. He ended up staying the night, and was still with them for a late



breakfast the next day. After he left, Melitta and Alexander cooked a goose and enjoyed a
‘cosy Christmas evening’.8® The next few days were less snug. ‘Freezing cold room,’

Melitta recorded, but they still sang and laughed, and lit the candles on the tree.?” Their
best present arrived the next day, when Alexander learned his orders had not yet come

through. “Won some time together,” Melitta wrote happily.%

Despite Alexander’s temporary reprieve, he and Melitta do not seem to have spent New
Year’s Eve together. Melitta drank sweet sparkling wine alone beside her Christmas tree
that evening, and spent much of the next day in bed with a cold. She then headed back to

work at various airfields. ‘She was always very busy,” her sister Klara remembered.?’
Klara sometimes visited at weekends for a brief walk or sail on the lake, adding that ‘as

soon as we got back to her place she had to get back into urgent work’.°® She would then

help with the domestic chores that Melitta ‘hated spending precious time on’.9" This
included preparing the rabbits that Melitta shot near the airfield. Klara found her sister’s
passion for hunting strange. ‘She would not harm a fly — yet in Gatow she went rabbit

shooting,” she remarked, adding that ‘of course she always felt sorry for the rabbits, but

her sporting ambition to hit a moving object would take precedence over sensitivity.’%

Perhaps, Klara thought, this detachment was how Melitta managed to continue her work

developing bombsights, while ‘any thoughts about the target and the consequences of

dropping a bomb’ were ‘pushed away’.%

Melitta was in fact now working more on the development of night interception
technology and techniques — priority work, given the Allied bombing campaigns. ‘One
pitch-black night the Countess Stauffenberg ... landed in a Ju 88 on the small airfield at
Doberitz to explain her new night-landing technique to me,” Hajo Herrmann later

recalled.”* Night landing without ground guidance was still hazardous. Hajo’s Wilde Sau
group of interceptors were proving increasingly effective, but Hitler, he noted ruefully, did
not like the name, ‘preferring the beautiful word chosen by the Japanese for their fighter

pilots: “Kamikaze” — the Divine Wind’.> Nevertheless, Géring rapidly promoted Hajo. At
the start of 1944 he was a captain; he would end the year a colonel. Goring also ‘put me
up for a higher decoration, which I was then awarded by Hitler’, Hajo later recounted

proudly.”® Much of his success and promotion was down to Melitta, and he knew it.

Over New Year Alexander visited his friend Rudolf Fahrner, a fellow academic and
head of the German Research Institute in Athens. Fahrner had an isolated house by the
Bodensee, where Alexander and Melitta had stayed after their wedding. This had once
been the meeting house of the Stefan George circle, and it now proved the perfect setting

for Alexander to finish his paean to the great poet, ‘Death of the Master’.” George’s
seminal work, Das Neue Reich (The New Empire), had been published in 1928 and was in
part dedicated to Alexander’s twin brother, Berthold. In it George had proposed a future
Germany ruled by its aristocracy. This was no democratic vision, more a benevolent
system of noblesse oblige that appealed to all three of the rather superior Stauffenberg

brothers.” As a result, although many Party members claimed to have been inspired by the
poet, by 1943 a significant number in the developing German resistance were also drawn



from George’s old circle, including Fahrner, and Claus and Berthold Stauffenberg.
Alexander was back at the house again a week later discussing strategies for survival, and
the possibility of resistance.

Less than two weeks into the new year, the commanding officer of the Gatow
academies, Dr Robert Knauss, officially proposed Melitta for the Iron Cross, First Class.
His paper cited her ‘sublime achievements’ and devotion to duty, specifying her 2,200
nosedives and other test flights to evaluate of the impact of wind, speed, height, angle and

distance in the development of dive-sights and other innovations.®” The proposal had
already been discussed with Milch, who lent his full support.

On the day of her nomination, Melitta was testing a Ju 87 at Schleissheim airfield near
Munich, the home of a night interceptor squadron. Unable to cope with the stresses she put
it through, the armoured glass cockpit shuddered and cracked during her flight. ‘Ju 87

window broken,’ she noted prosaically. ‘Organized repair, tea, toast, migraine.’% Melitta
spent the next six days at Schleissheim, mainly working with Junkers. In the evenings she
ate at the smartest local hotel. She was almost certainly with Franz, whose squadron was
based at the airfield. She then flew to Lautlingen, where she met Alexander at the family
schloss. Here there were still luxuries to be enjoyed; morning walks in the sunshine,
afternoon teas, sparkling wine and cosy evenings with her husband, but her visit was not
entirely peaceful. ‘A lot of fuss about Stockholm talk,’ she noted irritably, and later

‘evening tiff with Mika’, Berthold’s wife.%? It seems that many in the family were not
happy that she had eventually given way and let the Nazis exploit her for propaganda.

On arriving back at Wiirzburg with Alexander, Melitta telephoned the Schleissheim
airfield to speak with Franz. His plane had crashed a few nights earlier, she was told. He
had been killed immediately. ‘Sp. dead, numb and no tears,” was all she wrote before

taking the next train to Munich to learn more from the squadron commander.'%’ ‘Sp.’ was
short for Spdtzchen; her ‘little sparrow’. Melitta was devastated. Two days later she started
taking prescription sleeping pills. Then her sisters Klara and Lili came to stay with her,
taking care of the housework while Melitta worked, mourned, sheltered from air raids,
swept up broken glass from her windows, watched a burning bomber crash, and still failed
to sleep.

Franz’s funeral was arranged for 3 February 1944. His family invited Melitta to visit a
few days before and Anny, his sister, collected her from the station. They stayed up late
that night, talking about Franz. His mother was calm, but his stepfather could not speak
without choking up. He had started collecting letters and papers relating to his son, and
Melitta transcribed some to keep for herself. As well as bringing a wreath with a stencilled
ribbon, she had written a poem for the funeral. The second verse ran:

It is the wholeness within you that touched me,

Your heart-rending courage, the love of your personal destiny; an unGermanic
tradition,

Gloriously reborn in you.'!



Melitta did not attend Franz’s funeral, however. Perhaps it was not deemed appropriate
that such a well-known woman, whose own husband was still on convalescent leave,
should be seen there. Early the day before, she ate breakfast with the family and then
quietly took the train back to Wiirzburg. The following morning she put on a black suit,
noted the funeral in her diary, and tried to apply herself to finishing a flight logbook. But
her work, and later a film at the cinema, failed to distract her. ‘Useless,’ she commented

bluntly.'%? Alexander read out Franz’s obituary to her two days later. That afternoon she
started a new sculpture, a bust of Franz. She now rarely commented on her test flights in
her diary, giving space instead to more personal details. She noted that a friend’s son was
missing in action, that an evening gown had arrived by post, and that she would wake up
on a wet pillow to find she had been weeping in her sleep. One week later Alexander was
posted back to the front. Melitta’s world had fallen apart.

On 28 February 1944, Hanna was summoned to the Berghof, Hitler’s chalet in the
Bavarian Alps. She was due to be presented with a certificate by the Fiihrer, to mark the
award, over a year earlier, of her Iron Cross, First Class. Hitler was tired. There were
already reports that he could no longer raise his arm to salute the people as he had always

done.” His temper was short and his charisma waning. After the formalities were over, he
invited Hanna to take tea in the large lounge that offered magnificent views over the
Austrian scenery down towards Salzburg. The only other person present was his Luftwaffe

adjutant, Colonel Nicolaus von Below.” Ignoring friends’ warnings that any outspokenness
could risk her life, ‘I did not hesitate to take this opportunity of putting forward our plan,’

Hanna later recounted. The conversation, however, ‘took a somewhat unexpected

course’.103

Recent developments with the war were not so serious as to justify such drastic
measures as suicide missions, Hitler told Hanna. There was no precedent in German
history and the German public would not stand for it. To her rising impatience, he then
‘expounded his views on the subject in a series of lengthy monologues, supporting his

arguments with numerous illustrations from the pages of history’.'* This was one of
Hitler’s standard tactics. ‘The victim found himself muzzled,’ one of his adjutants
recalled. ‘Hitler saw to it that he could not open his mouth, launching into long

monologues which gave full rein to his own opinions.’'%> His stories ‘were certainly
recounted in compelling and memorable phraseology’, Hanna noted politely, ‘but on

reflection I could see that, while superficially appropriate, they were, in reality,

irrelevant’. 106

Hanna had never been fond of lectures. Nor was she particularly good at controlling her
temper. She knew there was no higher authority to which she could appeal, however, and
that she had just this one chance to make her case. Intervening as politely as she could, she
argued that Germany faced a situation ‘without historical precedent’, which ‘could only be

remedied by new and extraordinary methods’.!?” Sensing resistance from this brave
woman, whose broken face now looked up at him, Hitler diverted onto the subject of jet
aircraft, one of ‘his favourite digressions’.'%® Hanna had been here before, with Géring,
and the conversation had not gone well then. She knew better than anyone how premature



Hitler was to pin his hopes on jets, which still needed many months of development, at the

least. She had reached the end of her tether.” ‘Hitler’, she could see, ‘was living in some
remote and nebulous world of his own.” Momentarily forgetting to whom she was talking
or the respect due to his position, Hanna cut him off in mid-sentence, loudly exclaiming;:

‘Mein Fiihrer, you are speaking of the grandchild of an embryo!’109

In the ‘painful silence’ that followed, Hanna caught sight of Below’s face, ‘glazed with

horror’ at this unexpected exchange.''” While secretly pleased that the Fiihrer had heard of
production delays from another source, his adjutant knew Hitler was ‘convinced he was

infallible’ in military matters.''! Moreover not even his most senior advisers spoke to him
as Hanna had just done, and women were never ‘allowed to hold forth or to contradict

Hitler’.112

Almost in panic, a moment later Hanna launched in again. It took a while before she
realized that although he retained a conventional politeness, she had ‘quite destroyed

Hitler’s good humour’."3 The Fiihrer had no more appetite for the facts than Géring had
before him. ‘His face wore a disgruntled expression’, Hanna now saw, ‘and his voice

sounded peevish’ as he told her she was ill-informed."* ‘Totally distraught’ that her
interview was evidently at an end, she chanced one last request for permission to at least
start experimental work so that, when Hitler decided the moment was right, suicide attacks

could be launched without delay.'' Wearily, Hitler gave what Below described as his

‘grudging consent’.''® His only proviso was that he should not be troubled with any issues
that might arise during development.

Ten minutes later Hanna was on her way back to the aeronautical research institute.

‘She left behind a long shadow,” Below commented."” Although Hitler refused to accept
her word about Luftwaffe production delays, he ‘set very great store by her personal

devotion to duty’.''8 This was fortunate for Hanna. Had her ideas been ‘expressed by a
civilian on a Berlin tram’, they could easily have led to denouncement, investigation and

‘resettlement’ in the east.'™ As it was, she returned to work beaming. Hitler had approved
her plan in principle, and development work could start in earnest under the more
acceptable code name of Operation Selbstopfer, or Self-Sacrifice.

Hanna was motivated partly by patriotism but, despite her misgivings about certain
Nazi leaders, she also had an unshakeable faith in National Socialism. In proposing
military strategy and engaging others to sacrifice their lives for the defence of the Third
Reich, she became an active accomplice of the regime. Yet Milch, Goring, Goebbels,
Himmler — and Hitler himself — had not shared her great passion for Operation Self-
Sacrifice. According to Below, despite his apparent acquiescence, privately ‘Hitler was

completely opposed to the idea of self-sacrifice’.!?? On learning of Hanna’s plan,

Goebbels felt that she had ‘lost her nerve’.!?! Hanna was ‘a very energetic and feisty
lady’, he wrote, but in general, ‘you shouldn’t let women be the lead advocate dealing
with such important questions. Even with all their efforts, their sense of intelligence will
fail, and men, especially of high calibre, would have difficulties allowing themselves to

follow the lead of a woman.’!?? For Himmler it was the waste of good pilots that rankled,



when the country had so few left. To Hanna’s horror, at one point he suggested recruiting
her pilots from ‘among the incurably diseased, the neurotics, the criminals’.'?® Géring,
conversely, would later try to redeploy the volunteers she had recruited, for Focke-Wulf
suicide missions for which they had no training.'>* For Hanna, without the perfect men,
equipment or training, the idea of sacrifice became ‘repugnant’.!® If, however, the act
was ‘noble’ rather than pragmatic, she was certain it was justified. “We’re no lunatics,
throwing our lives away for fun,’ she told a friend, in what he called ‘her emotional way’.
“We’re Germans with a passionate love of our country, and our own safety is nothing to us
when its welfare and happiness are at stake.’?% Ironically, this last sentiment was one that
Melitta might have appreciated.
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OPERATION VALKYRIE
1944

‘Early call, Claus, Berthold, Haeften, finally came to an agreement,” Melitta scribbled in

her little appointments diary on Sunday evening, 21 May 1944." Her hair was wet, it was
late and she was tired. She knew she had a busy week ahead and should get some sleep,
but she wanted to record the moment. Melitta had spent a long day with Alexander’s two
brothers and their close friend Werner von Haeften, sailing a dinghy on the Wannsee at
midday, sharing a bottle of wine in the afternoon, and then returning with more wine to
wash down a rabbit picnic. That evening they had swum together in the dark waters of the
lake before heading their separate ways, Melitta walking up through the woods to Gatow,
Claus and the others heading back to Berlin on the other side of the Wannsee. Melitta did
not expand on their conversation in her diary, but she later confided in Paul. ‘Claus had
spoken to her about his intention, and had asked her whether she would be prepared to

make herself available to fly him to Hitler’s headquarters,’ he later reported.” There she
was to ‘fake an emergency landing’, perhaps due to low fuel, and ‘then wait for him until

the deed had been done, and fly him back to Berlin’.? ‘The deed’ was Claus’s proposed
assassination of Adolf Hitler, and the rapid flight back to Berlin was crucial to the plotters’
hopes of success. Although there were numerous potential problems with the plan, and
failure would certainly mean the execution of the conspirators, Melitta did not hesitate.
‘She had, of course, agreed to this,” Paul attested, sighing deeply before adding that he had

tried every argument to dissuade her.>

By the spring of 1944, Claus, Berthold and Werner von Haeften were all key members
of the clandestine German anti-Nazi resistance, Widerstand. Claus had first been
approached to join a loose network of conspirators in late 1939 by his uncle Niix. He had
declined then, but did not report the incident. Six years earlier he had welcomed Hitler’s
appointment as chancellor. He had admired the Fiihrer’s strong leadership if not his
middle-class roots, and supported many policies from investment in the military and the
annexation of disputed territories, to the restoration of German national pride, as he saw it.
A firm believer in ‘natural hierarchies’, Claus was willing to accept some racial prejudice
and casual anti-Semitism, but he drew the line at state-sanctioned violence. The brutality
of both the R6hm putsch in 1934, when Hitler had consolidated his power by organizing
the extrajudicial execution of several SA leaders, and Kristallnacht four years later, had
shocked him into questioning the legitimacy of the regime. Over the next year, while
counselling Alexander and their mother, Karoline, to keep their criticisms to themselves,
Claus had often found himself in sympathy with his brother’s perspective. With the war,
however, Nazi Germany’s rapid victories in Poland, France and the Low Countries,
combined with Claus’s sense of military duty and oath of allegiance to Hitler, ensured his
loyalty to the regime.



It was 1942 before Claus began to seriously question Hitler’s military leadership, and
with it his leadership of the country. The conduct of the campaign in the east had left
German forces overstretched, under-resourced and vulnerable to both the enemy and the
elements. By 1943 it was clear that the offensive was a disaster and the German position
unsustainable. Slowly Claus realized that military strategy had been subordinated to
ideology. Only a military coup, he now believed, could bring the leadership change
needed to save Germany from the humiliating prospect of unconditional surrender. Claus
had also witnessed mass executions, both of captured combatants and of Jewish and other
civilians in the villages and densely wooded hillsides of Russia and Ukraine. Fellow

officers would later testify that he had protested against these orders, but to no avail.*
Claus was appalled by Hitler’s seemingly insatiable appetite for conflict, his military
incompetence, the atrocities being committed and the dishonour brought to himself, the
Wehrmacht and the Reich. He finally lost faith in Hitler, and his loyalty to the regime was
superseded by his sense of duty to his country. The enforced period of rest that followed
his injuries in Tunisia had given him time to reflect. Claus had been in earnest when he
had looked up at his wife, Nina, from his hospital bed, his head and hands still bandaged

following surgery, and told her with a wry smile, ‘It is time I saved the German Reich.’>

Able, energetic and charismatic, once Claus had made his decision he became a leading
figure in the conservative military resistance. To commit high treason during the last phase
of a struggle for what was widely perceived as national survival demanded great moral
courage and mental fortitude. At first Claus hoped that a new German leadership would be

able to agree peace terms with the west, while keeping their territorial gains in the east.”
This required Hitler’s removal but, as a Catholic, Claus clashed repeatedly with those who
advocated assassination. ‘Does not the thought torment you, that murder was not our

destiny?’ Alexander later imagined his noble-minded brothers asking one another.® But
over time Claus’s position hardened. Tentative discussions showed that many soldiers
would feel released from their oath of loyalty only after Hitler’s death. Simply arresting
Hitler was not an option; they had to decapitate the Nazi regime.

Claus never considered advocating a return to complete parliamentary democracy.
‘Leadership should be according to natural ranks (as there is inequality by nature)’, was

the way Alexander later summarized his brother’s position.” But unless there was to be
military dictatorship, the Widerstand needed to supply suitable men to take civil office in a
transitional administration. Berthold was advising on legal issues to ensure legitimacy;
others were trying to create consensus and momentum. In September 1943 Claus was
appointed chief of staff of the Reserve Army under General Friedrich Olbricht. Together
with Ludwig Beck, Carl Goerdeler and Henning von Tresckow, Olbricht had been
developing plans to exploit the existing policy, code-named “Valkyrie’, for the Reserve
Army to seize control of the state in the event of a civil emergency, such as Hitler’s death.”
Under the conspirators’ direction, these reserve forces would not only arrest certain SS
officers and other criminal elements in the Nazi elite across the Reich and occupied
territories; they would also provide the stability required to push through a full revolution.

In October, Nina visited Berlin to attend a wedding. When she returned to Bamberg, the



picturesque Bavarian town to which she had moved with her young family in order to be
with Claus’s mother, she brought a rucksack stuffed full of resistance papers that needed to

be burned.” Understanding that the less she knew, the better, Nina did no more than glance
at the documents, but one she later remembered was a leaflet by the ‘National Committee

for a Free Germany’.? She now knew that Claus was involved in a major conspiracy
against the regime. Later they talked about ‘the necessary assassination’, but Claus never

discussed the details.” Nina understood that Melitta also ‘knew about the plan’.'® “The

members of the resistance needed support from strong women,’ Claus’s daughter later

wrote; women ‘who stood behind them, no matter what’.!1

On 23 December 1943, Claus travelled for the first time to the Wolfsschanze, or “Wolf’s
Lair’, the windowless mass of concrete that served as Hitler’s military headquarters in the

forests of Rastenburg, East Prussia.” His visit provided him with a clear picture of the size
of the site, its layout, meeting rooms and existing security measures. Then he travelled to
Bamberg to join his family for Christmas. From now on, Nina felt the planned coup

‘always hung over me, like the sword of Damocles’.!? She was almost relieved when her
father died at the start of January, as she felt it would have been terrible for him ‘to

discover that his son-in-law was at the centre of a conspiracy’.!> Some weeks later, she
decided to get rid of the 1938 notebook Claus had written for her, full of his early
misgivings about the regime. ‘This notebook seemed to me so explosive’, she later related,
that she gave it to a friend to hide, ‘together with the post-revolution plans’ that had been

prepared.'*" Except for Melitta, Berthold and his wife, Mika, there was no one to whom
Nina could speak openly, and she was feeling increasingly insecure and isolated.

How far Alexander was aware of his brothers’ involvement in the resistance is not
known. There had never been much doubt about his political views. ‘He was always
openly against the regime and had to be cooled down a bit by his brothers,’ Nina later
recalled.’® He may even have encouraged Claus and Berthold to resist, but Nina believed
that they considered Alexander ‘too much of a security risk’ to include him in their
plans.'® In any case Alexander had few useful contacts, so there was little reason to
endanger him or others through his involvement. “‘When an overthrow is planned ...’ Paul
later explained, ‘it is a basic rule that nobody should speak, not even a brother to his
brother, a son to his father, a husband to his wife, if these people are not active
participants.’!” Nina seems to have been an exception, as she had to burn key papers. It
was better to get Alexander safely out of the way.

Melitta had been talking to Rudolf Fahrner, the head of the German Research Institute
in Athens, since late 1943, to see if he could secure a position for Alexander, away from

the front. Now she also involved the other Stauffenbergs. ‘Conversation about Sch.’,” she
had noted in early March 1944, after sailing with Claus, Niix and other close friends on
the Wannsee, now their standard rendezvous for discreet discussions. ‘Decided on next
steps.’18 The following day she met Berthold at the Aero Club. An Athens posting for
Alexander was now definitely on the cards but causing ‘a lot of fuss’, she wrote.'® Claus
was far from happy about what he called Melitta’s ‘protective machinations’ on behalf of



her husband.?® Perhaps it was a question of family honour, but he may also have been
concerned about drawing any undue attention to the family; within the week an attempt

was due to be made on Hitler’s life by one of his circle.”

Eventually, halfway through April, Fahrner managed to secure Alexander a temporary
position lecturing in Athens with immediate effect. The occupied city felt very different
from the proud capital that Alexander and Melitta had visited in the spring of 1939.
Greece was suffering terribly as the Nazis requisitioned food and other resources. Forty
thousand civilians starved to death. Tens of thousands more were killed in brutal reprisals
for acts of resistance. Lecturing on “Tragedy and State in the development of Athens’,
Alexander could hardly have failed to reflect on the cycles of conflict and the fierce
patriotism of the Greek people, as well as the commitment of his friends that had brought

him there, so far from the Eastern Front.2!

Melitta, still in Berlin, was now less safe than her husband, but she had stopped rushing
to the cellars every time an air-raid siren sounded. Sometimes she even sat out raids in a
friend’s suburban garden. Once, her sisters reported, they stayed on a balcony, counting

twenty-eight planes above the capital before watching ‘the downings’.?> With Alexander
out of immediate danger, Melitta felt able to breathe again. She kept up her all-important
night-fighter development work with Hajo Herrmann, sat sadly with friends talking about
Franz, went to the cinema, darned socks, smoked, and waited for Alexander to return to
her.

On Hitler’s birthday, 20 April 1944, German cinema newsreels broadcast uplifting
footage to the nation, opening with a handsome member of the Hitler Youth raising the
Nazi flag by the Brandenburg Gate. Military bands march past, smiling women cheer, and
huge banners and bunting are strung across the damaged buildings. Hitler, apparently in
jovial mood, greets the crowds from his car. Later he meets Goring, inspects some troops
and shakes hands with the injured. He is wearing his greatcoat, gloves in his hand, and his
own salute is low and fast. A map then shows progress with the war in Russia. There are
smiling, well-equipped troops; trucks; cattle and horses with a foal. Steam trains puff
ahead, laden with arms and equipment; paratroops descend; men with binoculars nod
sagely. In one scene, an injured Luftwaffe pilot bravely climbs into his plane, the propeller
purrs and he lifts off to join a formation in the sky. The pilots all have beautifully sewn
gloves, and their machines have handsome black dials in the cockpit. The triumphant
music starts to crescendo as an Allied plane is hit, and finally the German Eagle fills the
screen.

The war-weary citizens of Berlin must have known this was, at the least, an optimistic
impression of the state of the country and the conflict in which they were still engaged.
Perhaps to cheer or distract them further, a report on the concert to mark the Fiihrer’s
special day was broadcast later. A row of highly polished Nazi top brass sit in a theatre
box, their swastika armbands running like a single red ribbon woven through their bulk.
The camera then pans down to the handsome young military heroes and celebrities in the
audience below. There is no sign of Melitta, but Hanna is there, her pseudo-uniform
decorated with the Iron Cross, First Class, her diamond Military Flight Badge catching the



light. Hanna’s hair is tightly curled, each strand commanded into place. Her face is soft
and rounded, almost fat now, and her eyes look tired. She sits absolutely still as Goebbels
gives his speech, which, we are told, is ‘greeted with loud applause’ including from ‘a

visibly moved Hanna Reitsch’.?3

Once Hitler had given his approval in principle for Operation Self-Sacrifice,
responsibility for development had been handed to the commander of the Luftwaffe’s
special duties combat squadron. Seventy pilots were required to sign the declaration: ‘I

hereby voluntarily apply to be enrolled in the suicide group as a pilot of a human glider-

bomb. I fully understand that employment in this capacity will entail my own death.’?*

‘We were all crazy,” one later admitted. ‘We would have done anything at all to do our part

for German victory and prevent defeat. That included sacrificing ourselves.’?> Hanna was

among the first to sign, but ‘was persuaded’ by friends to delay her actual enrolment.?®

Not only did she lack combat experience, but remaining outside the Luftwaffe command
structure protected her useful ability to appeal to any authority.

Technical preparations were placed under the control of the Reich Air Ministry, and
Hanna was appointed as a test pilot for the prototype planes. She started with a small one-
seater Me 328 at Horsching, near Linz in Austria. At first, jet engines were added as
power units, but this idea was soon abandoned in favour of an engineless version, to be
delivered to the target zone on the back of a Dornier Do 217 bomber. The Me 328 pilot
would then detach in mid-air, and glide down into the target. Tests were completed in
April, and an aircraft factory in Thuringia was awarded the production contract. Not a
single plane would be delivered. Despite ever longer working hours and the use of forced
labour at many factories, production facilities were struggling to cope with existing
Luftwaffe orders. ‘International law cannot be observed here,” Milch announced grimly, as
he approved the execution of foreign workers who were found to have committed

sabotage, or who simply refused to work at aircraft factories.?” Hanna’s project was not a
priority, and she came to believe that some sort of ‘official sabotage’ was also taking

place, to delay or prevent the Me 328s from being delivered.’® When the Thuringia factory
suffered a direct hit, the project was postponed indefinitely. Hanna, however, did not give

up.
Alexander’s Greek lecture tour ended in April, and Melitta flew to Vienna to join him as
he travelled back. For two days they walked around the old city, visiting the castle, cafes

and theatre, and dining under the arches in the cellar of the famous Stadtkrug restaurant.
Alexander had brought her presents of silk and other ‘fabulous things’, she scribbled in

her diary, her writing now tiny so that she could fit more in.?® When they were alone he

read Homer to her, but mostly, she recorded, he ‘speaks a lot about Athens’.3? From
Vienna, they flew back to Berlin together. Alexander’s call-up papers had arrived before
them. He was being sent back east. As soon as he left, Melitta collapsed. Her brother Otto
and sister Klara rushed over to be with her. Litta is ‘completely crushed ...’ Klara wrote to

Lili, their eldest sister. ‘She can’t find any escape in her work, or in the little joys of spring

any more ... worries sap all her energy [and] she always has the darkest thoughts.’3!



Melitta was depressed, but Hanna was angry. For some weeks now she had ‘bitterly
regretted’ not having tested prototypes of a manned V-1 buzz bomb for Operation Self-

Sacrifice.3? The V-1 programme had its own budget line and production facilities, and its
potential was now attracting the attention of several other committed Nazis. Towards the
end of April, Hanna received a call from the notorious SS-Obersturmbannfiihrer Otto
Skorzeny.

An early recruit to the Austrian Nazi Party, Skorzeny had volunteered for the Luftwaffe
soon after the Anschluss but, at thirty-one, found he was too old. Instead he joined the
Waffen SS, forming his own special operations unit, Jagdverbdnde (Hunting Unit) 502, in
April 1943. After the surrender of Italy, Hitler had personally selected him to rescue
Mussolini from Allied custody in an isolated hotel in the Apennine Mountains. In a
brilliant operation, Skorzeny led a surprise attack by glider-borne paratroopers who
overwhelmed the defenders without a shot being fired. Keen to deliver the Italian dictator
to Hitler personally, Skorzeny flew him out in a small Fieseler Storch observation plane —
the same type that Melitta and Hanna often flew. The flare of publicity that greeted their
arrival in Berlin won Skorzeny instant fame, decoration and promotion. Even Winston
Churchill praised the mission for its ‘great daring’.

Six months later Skorzeny was assigned to work on the development of special
weapons. It was while he was admiring V-1 tests at Peenemiinde that he heard of Hanna’s
proposals for a manned version of the missile. Innovative, and extremely dangerous, the
idea immediately appealed to him. Hanna, he laughed, was ‘as brave as a man’, and he

wasted no time in calling her to arrange a meeting.3> Although rather surprised, Hanna
invited the commando hero round to her Berlin flat.

Unlike most of the senior Nazis whom Hanna had met previously, Skorzeny was
physically very powerful. His dark hair was swept back from a handsome face not only
well weathered, but bisected from ear to chin by a duelling scar. At over six feet tall, in his
black SS uniform and with the Knight’s Cross at his throat, he cut an impressive figure.
Hanna was not intimidated. She hated bravado and expected the famous man to be, in her

words, a ‘blind, ambitious political fighter’.34 When he arrived at Hanna’s flat, ‘she
surveyed me critically with her big, flashing blue eyes,” Skorzeny wrote, and ‘gave me her

views quite frankly.’3> Skorzeny went out of his way to be accommodating and Hanna
was soon won round, developing an almost unique perspective on the Nazi hero. He was,
she said, ‘an individual whose deeply warm-hearted soul and whose altruistic, kind

helpfulness stood in strong contrast to his personal appearance’.>® Skorzeny’s tough, dark
looks made a good foil for Hanna’s fair slightness but, as the scars on both their faces
testified, they had much in common beneath the surface. Both were immensely brave,
impatient and determined, and they shared a passionate and unconventional approach to
getting the job done. ‘Otto was the male Hanna Reitsch ...’ the Scottish pilot Eric Brown,

who had attended Udet’s wild parties with Hanna before the war, later pronounced. ‘Brash

and brave’, and both were ‘dyed-in-the-wool Nazis’.>’

Skorzeny and Hanna soon formed a deep and lasting friendship, and Skorzeny lent his
considerable energy and influence to Operation Self-Sacrifice. Like Hanna, he had little



respect for the protocols of the command structure. He glibly swept aside all objections to
a manned V-1 test programme on the pretext that, as Hanna paraphrased it, ‘Hitler had
vested him with full powers and had expressly called for a daily progress report.’3® Hanna
did not mention that Hitler had explicitly told her not to trouble him with updates.
Skorzeny’s words, gender and status quickly had the desired effect. Within a week, a team
of engineers had secretly converted a V-1 into a manned prototype with a single-seat
cockpit, no engine but ailerons controlled by joysticks and foot pedals, and cushioned
metal landing skids. It was designated the Fieseler Fi 103-R, the ‘R’ standing for its code

name, Reichenberg. Hanna, Skorzeny recorded proudly, was ‘overjoyed at my victory

over bureaucracy’.3°

Hanna’s operation was back on track, but it was Melitta’s work, developing the
techniques and equipment to intercept Allied bombers, that had won the support of Géring
and the Reich Air Ministry. Melitta had completed her PhD at the beginning of the year,
and had since been working with Hajo Herrmann, Helmut Lent and several younger pilots

to develop her ideas.” After she introduced her new night-landing procedures, the
Luftwaffe was able to use single-engined night fighters as bomber-interceptors. Although
they never had sufficient aircraft available, the results spoke for themselves. It may have
been the greatest practical contribution either woman made to the German war effort.

In May, Melitta was appointed the technical director of a new Berlin-based
‘Experimental Centre for Special Flight Equipment’, with ten staff and a significant
budget, as well as considerable equipment and vehicles. Her mandate was to further
develop night fighters, with visual night-landing procedures, dive-sights, blind bomb
releases and aiming devices for attacking large enemy bomber formations, among other

‘pressing probl