
The Semi-Secret Birth of 
the Luftwaffe

Germany was disarmed after World War I, but nevertheless 
found ways to rebuild its combat airpower.

By John T. Correll

AIR FORCE Magazine / June 20145 4



P
h

o
to

 v
ia

 B
e

tt
m

a
n

n
/C

o
rb

is

The Semi-Secret Birth of 
the Luftwaffe

T
he terms of surrender at the end 
of World War I were hard on the 
German armed forces, especially 
on the Imperial German Air 
Service. The Treaty of Versailles 

in 1919 imposed a limit of 100,000 on 
Army strength and reduced the Navy 
to 36 ships.

T he a ir f orc e,  howev er,  wa s d emob i-
l iz ed  c ompl etel y ,  stripped  of  its a irpl a nes 
a nd  f orb id d en to ob ta in or possess a ny  
more.  E v en the ha ng a rs were torn d own.  

A ir M inister H erma nn G oering  b oa st-
ed  to the press tha t his L uf twa f f e a ir 
fl eet had parity with ritain s oyal Air 
Force. t wasn t so, but it upset the rit-
ish. rime Minister amsay MacDonald 
sa id  the a ir streng th of  the home f orc e 
woul d  b e b uil t up to the G erma n l ev el .  
A s G oering  spok e,  4 0 0  a irc ra f t,  inc l ud ing  
bombers and fi ghters, fl ew over the Air 
Ministry in central erlin. 

A t the b eg inning  of  1 9 3 5 ,  the L uf t-
wa f f e c onsisted  of  2 0  sta f f el n ( the 
a pprox ima te eq uiv a l ent of  sq ua d rons)  
with 1 1 , 0 0 0  memb ers a nd  1 , 8 0 0  a irc ra f t 
including 370 bombers, 250 fi ghters, 

a nd  5 9 0  rec onna issa nc e a irc ra f t) .  T he 
numb ers g rew stea d il y .

F rom 1 9 3 6  to 1 9 3 9 ,  the L uf twa f f e wa s 
eng a g ed  in the S pa nish C iv il  W a r,  thinl y  
d isg uised  a s the “ C ond or L eg ion”  a nd  
fl ying such world-class combat aircraft 
as the f 0  fi ghter and the u 87 Stu a 
dive bomber.  y 3 , the uftwaffe 
wa s rea d y  to l ea d  the b l itz k rieg  tha t 
opened  W orl d  W a r I I .

O b v iousl y ,  the d isa rma ment of  G er-
ma ny  a nd  the a b ol ition of  the G erma n 
a ir f orc e ha d  not work ed  out a s ex pec ted  
b y  the A l l ies.  T hroug h a  c omb ina tion of  
d ec eption,  ev a sion,  a nd  enterprise,  the 
G erma ns ha d  l a id  the wa y  to rea rma ment 
whil e the rest of  the worl d  l ook ed  on.  
T heir a d v ersa ries in E urope were more 
shoc k ed  tha n they  ha d  a ny  rea l  rig ht to b e.

V er s ail l es
I n the f a l l  of  1 9 1 8 ,  a f ter f our y ea rs of  

war, ermany s military position had 
b ec ome hopel ess.  T he K a iser wa s f orc ed  
into ex il e a nd  a n interim pa rl ia menta ry  
g ov ernment a sk ed  f or a n a rmistic e,  
whic h went into ef f ec t on Nov .  1 1 .  T he 
v ic torious A l l ies d ic ta ted  the terms,  no 
q uestions permitted .

T he a rmistic e req uired  the G erma n 
army to retreat beyond the hine while 
the l ea d ers of  the A l l ied  na tions met 
in Pa ris to d etermine the d eta il s of  the 
surrend er.  C uriousl y ,  the G erma ns were 
not d isa rmed  rig ht a wa y .  T ha t d id  not 
b eg in until  1 9 2 0 .  F or more tha n a  y ea r,  
G erma ny  c ontinued  to prod uc e a nd  ex -
port munitions a nd  wa r ma teriel .  A mong  
its princ ipa l  tra d ing  pa rtners were the 

etherlands and ussia.
T he Pa ris Pea c e c onf erenc e wa s d om-

inated by the ig hree French 
remier eorges lemenceau, ritish 
rime Minister David loyd eorge, and 
S resident oodrow ilson who 

d ec id ed  persona l l y  on the terms to b e 
imposed .

T wenty - sev en na tions sent d el eg a tes 
to Pa ris,  b ut most of  them onl y  a ttend ed  

n 22, Allied inspectors certifi ed the 
G erma n a ir f orc e a s d isa rmed .  A s l a te 
as 32, hancellor einrich ruen-
ing  c ompl a ined  tha t G erma ny  wa s stil l  
d ef ensel ess in the a ir.  

A l l  the more wond er tha t when,  in 
M a rc h 1 9 3 5 ,  C ha nc el l or A d ol f  H itl er 
a nnounc ed  tha t G erma ny  wa s rea rm-
ing ,  he a l so rev ea l ed  tha t a  sub sta ntia l  

eichsluftwaffe  already existed. he 
fi rst part of the new name did not last 
f or l ong . )

German C hancellor Adolf Hitler ( front,  left)  and Air M inister Hermann Goering 
( front,  right)  inspect a new  sq uadron at D oeberitz  in 1 9 3 5 . T he pilots had trained 
earlier in i ilian  ying lu s
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a  week l y  “ pl ena ry  c onf erenc e”  tha t d is-
c ussed  the issues b ut ma d e no d ec isions.  
R ussia  ha d  d ropped  out of  the wa r when 
the B ol shev ik s ma d e a  sepa ra te pea c e 
with G erma ny  a f ter the 1 9 1 7  rev ol ution.  
T heref ore,  R ussia  wa s not a  pa rty  to the 
c onf erenc e in Pa ris.

T he T rea ty  of  V ersa il l es wa s presented  
a s a n ul tima tum a nd  the G erma ns sig ned  
it with g ritted  teeth on J une 2 8 ,  1 9 1 9 .  
A mong  other thing s,  they  were req uired  
to a c k nowl ed g e “ the responsib il ity  of  
G erma ny  a nd  her A l l ies f or c a using  a l l  
the l oss a nd  d a ma g e”  of  the wa r,  whic h 
ha d  b een c a used  “ b y  the a g g ression of  
G erma ny  a nd  her a l l ies. ”

T he “ g uil t c l a use”  went d own ha rd .  
G erma ns of  ev ery  sta tion b el iev ed  tha t 
the treaty was un ustified and unfair, 
tha t the wa r ha d  b een f orc ed  upon them.  
M il ita ry  l ea d ers a nd  ha rd l iners c ul tiv a ted  
the f a b l e tha t G erma ny  ha d  not b een trul y  
d ef ea ted ,  tha t the a rmy  ha d  b een sol d  
out b y  the pa rl ia menta ry  g ov ernment.   

rominent promoters of this fiction 
inc l ud ed  G en.  E ric h F .  W .  L ud end orf f  
a nd  l a ter,  A d ol f  H itl er.

A l l ied  f orc es oc c upied  a l l  of  the G er-
ma n territory  west of  the R hine,  pl us 
sev era l  b rid g ehea d s on the other sid e of  
the riv er.  I n a d d ition,  a  d emil ita riz ed  z one 
wa s esta b l ished  on the ea st b a nk  of  the 
R hine,  3 0  mil es d eep a nd  running  f rom 
the Netherl a nd s south to S witz erl a nd .

D espite this,  the A l l ies ha d  b een c a re-
l ess in d ra wing  up the trea ty  a nd  the 
c l a mps on G erma ny  were not a s tig ht 
a s they  l ook ed .  E x c ept f or oc c upa tion of  
the R hinel a nd ,  there were no ef f ec tiv e 
mea ns to enf orc e c ompl ia nc e.  T here wa s 

no oc c upa tion of  G erma ny  a t l a rg e.  T he 
A l l ied  inspec tion tea ms monitoring  the 
d isa rma ment were sma l l  a nd  l imited  in 
their a uthority .  T he G erma ns ev a d ed  
them with ea se.

T he A l l ies d if f ered  g rea tl y  in their 
postwa r priorities f or E urope.   T he F renc h 
wa nted  to k eep the G erma ns a s mil ita ril y  
wea k  a s possib l e.  T he B ritish,  interested  
in ma inta ining  a  b a l a nc e of  power,  d id  not 
wa nt the F renc h to b ec ome too d omina nt.  
T he ma in issue f or the U nited  S ta tes— or 
f or W ood row W il son,  a ny wa y — wa s 
c rea ting  the L ea g ue of  Na tions.

W o o d r o w  W il s o n’ s  Ob s es s io n
At ilson s insistence, the very first 

thing  in the T rea ty  of  V ersa il l es— a hea d  
of  the surrend er terms— wa s the “ C ov -
ena nt of  the L ea g ue of  Na tions. ”  I n 
somewha t a wk wa rd  l a ng ua g e,  A rtic l e 1 0  
of  the trea ty  v ested  the L ea g ue with the 
d ec ision on when a nd  how to respond  to 
interna tiona l  a g g ression.

W il son wa s pl a y ing  a  l one ha nd .  H e 
ha d  not c onsul ted  C ong ress a b out the 
neg otia tions in Pa ris a nd  he ig nored  the 
a d v ic e of  his own sec reta ry  of  sta te.  H e 
ex pec ted  C ong ress to ra tif y  the trea ty  
without a rg ument.

A l so a t W il son’ s instig a tion,  the mil i-
ta ry  prov isions of  the trea ty  l ed  of f  with 
a  sta tement of  g enera l  d isa rma ment:  “ I n 
ord er to rend er possib l e the initia tion of  
a  g enera l  l imita tion of  the a rma ments of  
a l l  na tions,  G erma ny  und erta k es stric tl y  
to ob serv e the mil ita ry ,  na v a l ,  a nd  a ir 
c l a uses whic h f ol l ow. ”  

W il son c ra f ted  this a stound ing  pa s-
sa g e a s a  g esture to ma k e the trea ty  more 

a mena b l e to G erma ny .  H owev er,  it a l so 
reflected his famous Fourteen oints,  
proc l a imed  in 1 9 1 8 .  Point No.  4  ha d  c a l l ed  
f or “ na tiona l  a rma ments red uc ed  to the 
l owest point c onsistent with d omestic  
sa f ety , ”  a nd  the c l osing  l ines a f ter the 
numb ered  points sa id  tha t,  “ W e ha v e no 
j ea l ousy  of  G erma n g rea tness.  . . .  W e d o 
not wish to inj ure her or to b l oc k  in a ny  
way her legitimate influence or power. 
. . .  W e wish her onl y  to a c c ept a  pl a c e 
a mong  the peopl es of  the worl d — the 
worl d  in whic h we now l iv e— instea d  
of  a  pl a c e of  ma stery . ”

W il son d isc l osed  the prov isions of  the 
trea ty  to the press b ef ore d isc ussing  them 
with c ong ressiona l  l ea d ers a nd  then,  to 
W il son’ s surprise,  C ong ress ref used  to 
ra tif y  the trea ty .  T he prima ry  ob j ec tion 
wa s the L ea g ue of  Na tions c ommitting  
U S  f orc es to wa r without a  v ote b y  the U S  
C ong ress.  H owev er,  W il son’ s a rrog a nt 
sty l e wa s a  f a c tor a s wel l .

T he U nited  S ta tes withd rew its mem-
b ers f rom the A l l ied  inspec tion tea ms 
a nd  ha d  no f urther pa rt in ov erseeing  the 
d isa rma ment.   H owev er,  the notions a nd  
sta tements W il son ha d  emb ed d ed  in the 
T rea ty  of  V ersa il l es woul d  l oom l a rg e 
in ermany s declared ustification for 
rea rma ment.  

T h e Al l ies  B am b o o zl ed
T he U S  d epa rture l ef t enf orc ement 

of  the trea ty  essentia l l y  up to the B rit-
ish a nd  the F renc h.  A nx ious to a d d ress 
l ong - neg l ec ted  d omestic  prob l ems a t 
home,  they  put onl y  l imited  ef f ort into 
monitoring  G erma n d isa rma ment.  T here 
were three “ c ontrol  c ommissions”  with 
1 , 2 0 0  inspec tors f or l a nd  f orc es,  4 5 0  
f or a ir f orc es,  a nd  2 0 0  f or na v a l  f orc es.  
T he a erona utic a l  c ommission went out 
of  b usiness in 1 9 2 2 ,  c ertif y ing  tha t d is-
a rma ment of  the G erma n a ir f orc e wa s 
c ompl ete.

T he l a nd  f orc e inspec tors,  poorl y  
supported  b y  their g ov ernments,  were 
ha mpered  b y  G erma n ob struc tionism 
a nd  ref usa l  to c oopera te.  Phy sic a l  a t-
ta c k s on the inspec tors l ed  to nothing  
more sev ere tha n a  d ema nd  f or a pol og y  
and fines for those guilty of the assault. 
T he J a pa nese na v a l  a ir a tta c hé  in B erl in 
wa rned  the G erma ns when a  pl a nt inspec -
tion wa s sc hed ul ed .  I n 1 9 2 5 ,  the A l l ies 
g a v e up a l tog ether on inspec tions a nd  
turned  responsib il ity  f or v iol a tions of  
the V ersa il l es T rea ty  ov er to the toothl ess 
L ea g ue of  Na tions.  A l l ied  oc c upa tion 
f orc es withd rew f rom the R hinel a nd  in 
1 9 3 0 ,  a hea d  of  sc hed ul e.

G erma ny  ha d  entered  W orl d  W a r 
I  with a  l a rg e mil ita ry  reserv e,  b uil t 

T he decisions at V ersailles w ere made personally by the “ big three” — B ritish P rime 
M I nister D av id L loyd George ( l) ;  F rench P remier Georges C lemenceau ( second 
from right)  and US P resident W oodrow  W ilson ( r) . O ther Allied leaders also attend-
ed,  such as I talian P remier V ittorio O rlando ( second from left) ,  but had little imput. 
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up b y  the reg ul a r inf usion of  d ra f tees 
who rema ined  in the mob il iz a tion b a se 
a f ter c ompl eting  their initia l  tra ining  
a nd  serv ic e.  T o prev ent this ha ppening  
a g a in,  the trea ty  set the minimum period  
of  enl istment f or priv a tes a nd  NC O s a t 

2 years. fficers had to underta e  to 
serv e a t l ea st 2 5  y ea rs.  

Ma . en. ans von Seec t, com -
mander of the eichswehr State Se -
curity , managed to use this restriction 
a nd  the a rmy  streng th l imit of  1 0 0 , 0 0 0  to 
his a d v a nta g e.  H e weed ed  out a l l  ex c ept 
the best ualified, who became the cadre 
f or a  l a rg er f orc e.  E a c h ma n wa s rea d y  
to a ssume the d uties of  hig her g ra d es 
whenev er the opportunity  c a me f or the 
force to expand. on Seec t called it a 
fuhrerheer  or an army of leaders.  

T ra ining  sta nd a rd s were the toug hest 
in the worl d .

I n sig ning  the f orc e d isb a nd ment ord er 
in 20, on Seec t vowed, e shall 
not a b a nd on hope one d a y  of  seeing  the 
flying corps come to life again.  ver 
the ob ection of the personnel office, he 

ept 80 former flying officers in his 
officer corps of 4,000. e also assigned 
an air officer special duty consultant  
to ea c h of  the sev en inf a ntry  d iv isions.  

B ec a use of  a  g a ping  l oophol e in the 
trea ty ,  G erma ny  wa s not f orb id d en to 
prod uc e wa r ma teriel  outsid e of  G er-
many.  rupp, ein el, un ers, Dornier, 
and other firms soon set up factories 
a nd  sub sid ia ries a b roa d  in S wed en,  
F inl a nd ,  the Netherl a nd s,  a nd  R ussia .  
nside ermany, rupp made agricul -

tural tractors,  which in actuality were 
experimental tan s.

G erma ny  wa s a l l owed  to ma nuf a c ture 
c iv il ia n a irc ra f t a f ter 1 9 2 2 ,  b ut with tig ht 
c onstra ints on siz e,  speed ,  a nd  pa y l oa d .  
T hese l imits were resc ind ed  in 1 9 2 6  
after the ermans, invo ing a clause of 
the a g reement tha t imposed  the sa me 
sta nd a rd s on a l l  a irc ra f t opera ting  in the 
c ountry ,  threa tened  to a ppl y  the rul e to 
B ritish a nd  F renc h a irl iners.  G erma ny ’ s 
own a irl ine,  L uf tha nsa ,  esta b l ished  in 
1 9 2 6 ,  ef f ec tiv el y  opera ted  a s a  f ul l  pa rtner 
of  the R eic hswehr.   

Air p o w er  in t h e S h ad o w s
n 24, the ermans opened a secret 

air base in ussia at ipets , some 300 
mil es southea st of  M osc ow.  T he R ussia ns,  
shut out of  the T rea ty  of  V ersa il l es,  f el t 
no ob l ig a tion to their f ormer A l l ies in the 

est who now treated them as hostile. 
B esid es,  R ussia  need ed  the tec hnic a l  
and financial aid that ermany offered.

Fifty Dutch-built Fo er D.  fight -
ers,  b oug ht b y  the G erma n a rmy  on a n 

ord er routed  throug h A rg entina ,  were 
based at ipets . he erman airmen 
rec eiv ed  their ma il  b y  wa y  of  a  posta l  
b ox  in B erl in a nd  g ot their suppl ies in 
unmar ed containers. Eventually some 

50 fighter pilots were trained at ipets . 
T he G erma ns a l so tested  prototy pes 
a nd  c ond uc ted  ta c tic a l  ex periments a t 
the b a se,  whic h rema ined  in opera tion 
until 33.

T he G erma ns were permitted  to b uil d  
and fly gliders. Sports flying was also 
allowed after 23. he eichswehr 
promptly funded the first 0 sports fly -
ing  sc hool s f rom its sec ret b ud g et a nd  
enthusiastic young ermans floc ed to 
oin private paramilitary flying clubs. 
here were 300 such clubs with 30,000 

members in 35 when oering merged 
them into the G erma n A ir S ports A ssoc ia -
tion with himsel f  a s c ha irma n.

G l i d er f l y ing ,  ostensib l y  a  sport,  
sharpened erman thin ing in aerody -

na mic s,  struc tura l  d esig n,  a nd  meteorol -
ogy,  said historian Edward . om e. 

illy Messerschmitt began by building 
g l id ers a nd  sa il pl a nes a nd  mov ed  up to 
sports planes. e wor ed out the ey ele -
ments of his fabled f 0  fighter in the 
earlier f 08 sports and touring aircraft.

T he G erma ns g rew stea d il y  b ol d er.  B y  
1 9 2 9 ,  eig ht a irc ra f t pl a nts were opera t-
ing  in the c ountry .   T here were pl enty  
of customers. ein el, for example, 
sold floatplanes in apan and the nited 
States. ased on specifications from the 

eichswehr rdnance office, ein el, 
Dornier, and other companies were devel-
oping bomber and fighter prototypes and 
testing them at ipets  and at a remote 

orld ar  airfield in Mec lenburg in 
northern G erma ny .  

y 32, the erman air force in 
the shadows had 550 pilots and 228 
airplanes, of which 3  could be classi -
f ied  a s mil ita ry  a irc ra f t.  I ts f irst f ig hter,  
the e 5 , appeared in 32. t was an 
open-coc pit biplane, supposedly a 
tra iner,  b ut it wa s used  ef f ec tiv el y  f or 
ground attac  in the Spanish civil war.

D em and  f o r  Rear m am ent
F iel d  M a rsha l  Pa ul  v on H ind enb urg ,  

78, chief of the general staff during 
orld ar , was elected president 

of ermany s eimar epublic in 
25. indenburg pointed to ilson s 

F ourteen Points a nd  to the g enera l  
d isa rma ment c l a use in the T rea ty  of  
V ersa il l es a nd  c ompl a ined  tha t none 
ex c ept G erma ny  ha d  g i v en up their 
a rms.

T he G erma n pub l ic ,  resenting  the 
restric tions imposed  a t V ersa il l es,  sup-
ported  the ong oing  b ut il l eg a l  rea rma -
ment.  T he 1 0 th a nniv ersa ry  of  the trea ty  
in 2  was observed as a national Day 
of Mourning,  with protests against the 
untruths  of erman guilt and calls 

f or a n end  to the pena l ties.  
n September 30, a i leader Adolf 

H itl er pred ic ted  tha t his pa rty  woul d  
g a in a  ma j ority  of  the v ote in three or 
f our y ea rs a nd  woul d  then tea r up the 
V ersa il l es T rea ty .  T he G erma n press 
sa id  tha t G erma ny  ha d  b een misl ed  into 
signing the treaty by oodrow ilson 
a nd  his F ourteen Points.

C ha nc el l or H einric h B ruening  a s-
serted in 32 that disarmament had led 
to an impossible situation,  leaving 

ermany defenseless. eavily armed 
nations  had the advantage, he said 
especially in air arms.   

M aj . Gen. Hans v on Seeckt ( front)  conv erted restrictions into adv antages,  using 
the personnel ceiling to w eed out all but the best performers and building a strong 
cadre from w hich the force could ex pand.
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G erma ny  sent a n “ A rms E q ua l ity  
M emora nd um”  to F ra nc e,  d ec l a ring  tha t 
“ a l l  c a teg ories of  a rms whic h a re not 
g enera l l y  b a nned  throug h c onv ention 
must b e permitted  f or G erma ny ,  too. ”  

W estern a nimosity  d iminished  with 
the pa ssa g e of  time.  I t b ec a me popul a r 
to b el iev e the wa r ha d  b een c a used  b y  
a  c onv erg enc e of  c ompl ex  interna tiona l  
c ond itions a nd  tha t no na tion shoul d  ha v e 
b een sing l ed  out f or b l a me.  G erma ny ’ s 
d esire f or the c a pa b il ity  to d ef end  itsel f  
seemed  rea sona b l e.  

G en.  D oug l a s A .  M a c A rthur,  U S  A rmy  
C hief  of  S ta f f ,  wa s not a l one in his opinion 
in 1 9 3 4  tha t the V ersa il l es T rea ty  wa s a  
“ g ross inj ustic e”  a nd  tha t G erma ny  ha d  
the rig ht to reb uil d  its mil ita ry  f orc e.

B r eak o u t
R ea rma ment shif ted  into hig h g ea r in 

J a nua ry  1 9 3 3  when H itl er wa s a ppointed  
c ha nc el l or b y  H ind enb urg .  H itl er na med  
a  G erma n wa r hero,  H erma nn G oering ,  
a s R eic h c ommissioner of  a v ia tion.  A s a  
W orl d  W a r I  a v ia tor with 2 2  a eria l  v ic -
tories,  G oering  won b oth the I ron C ross 
F irst C l a ss a nd  Prussia ’ s hig hest mil ita ry  
decoration, the lue Max.  n the final 
months of  the wa r,  he suc c eed ed  the 
“ R ed  B a ron, ”  M a nf red  v on R ic hthof en,  
a s c omma nd er of  J a g d g esc hwa d er 1 ,  the 
“ F l y ing  C irc us. ”  

I n M a rc h 1 9 3 5 ,  H itl er a nnounc ed  tha t 
ermany was rearming, with sufficient 

instruments of  power not onl y  to ma inta in 
the integ rity  of  the G erma n R eic h b ut a l so 
to c omma nd  interna tiona l  respec t a nd  
v a l ue a s c o- g ua ra ntor of  g enera l  pea c e. ”  
H e sa id  tha t G erma ny  ha d  “ g round ed  
a rms”  unil a tera l l y  in 1 9 1 8  b ec a use of  
a  trea ty  tha t wa s “ one- sid ed l y  imposed  
a nd  ex ec uted . ”  H e a l so c ited  mispl a c ed  
trust in the promises of  W ood row W il son.

T he R eic hswehr wa s red esig na ted  the 
W ehrma c ht.  T he G erma n a rmy  woul d  
ha v e 3 6  d iv isions—  a b out 5 0 0 , 0 0 0  men—  
ma k ing  it the f ourth l a rg est in the worl d .

itler confirmed the existence of the 
L uf twa f f e,  rev ea l ed  a s a n ind epend ent 
a ir a rm on a  pa r with the G erma n a rmy  
a nd  na v y .  H e tol d  E ng l ish v isitors tha t 
the L uf twa f f e wa s a l rea d y  the siz e of  the 
R A F ,  b ut he wa s c ounting  una rmed  tra in-
ers a s c omb a t a irc ra f t.  T he propa g a nd a  
ministry  proc l a imed  tha t the L uf twa f f e 
woul d  put “ a  steel  roof  ov er G erma ny ”  
tha t woul d  “ d a rk en the sun. ”  A t the 
b eg inning  of  1 9 3 5 ,  it ha d  a b out 1 , 8 0 0  
a irc ra f t in serv ic e.  T he L uf twa f f e wa s 
emerging as an air force of significance, 
b ut it wa s not y et the powerhouse the 
Na z is c l a imed .

G oering  wa s promoted  to R eic h a ir 
minister a nd  c omma nd er of  the L uf t-
wa f f e.  “ T he L uf twa f f e wa s f a v ored  a t 
its b irth b y  the f a c t tha t its pa tron a nd  
f irst l ea d er,  H erma nn G oering ,  wa s 
H itl er’ s rig ht- ha nd  ma n, ”  sa id  historia n 
W il l ia mson M urra y .

G erma n a irc ra f t prod uc tion soa red  
f rom a  tota l  of  3 6  in 1 9 3 2  to 5 , 6 0 6  in 1 9 3 7 .  

T he output inc l ud ed  mod ern c omb a t 
a irc ra f t:  T he H e 1 1 1  med ium b omb er 
ha d  b een d isg uised  a s a n a irl iner when 
it wa s d esig ned  in the ea rl y  1 9 3 0 s;  the 
M essersc hmitt B f  1 0 9  wa s the worl d ’ s 
most advanced fighter when it first flew 
in 1 9 3 5 ;  the f ea rsome J u 8 7  S tuk a  d iv e 
b omb er a l so ma d e its d eb ut in 1 9 3 5 .

W hen G erma ny  reoc c upied  the R hine-
l a nd — whic h ha d  b een d emil ita riz ed  
b y  the V ersa il l es T rea ty — in 1 9 3 6 ,  the 
L uf twa f f e sent two sq ua d rons of  H e 
5  fighters. hey flew from airfield to 
airfield, changing their mar ings at 
ea c h stop,  to g iv e impression of  g rea ter 
numb ers.  H itl er used  the perc eption of  

a  l a rg e a nd  ind omita b l e L uf twa f f e to 
intimid a te the rest of  E urope into g iv ing  
him the c onc essions he wa nted .

Cl im b  t o  P o w er
A meric a n a v ia tor C ha rl es A .  L ind -

b erg h,  who ha d  v isited  L uf twa f f e b a ses 
sev era l  times,  reported  in 1 9 3 8  tha t 
without doubt the erman air fleet is now 

strong er tha n tha t of  a ny  other c ountry  
in the worl d . ”   I t wa s a l so unma tc hed  
in the d epth of  its c omb a t ex perienc e.

I n J ul y  1 9 3 6 ,  H itl er sent mil ita ry  hel p 
to G en.  F ra nc isc o F ra nc o,  l ea d er of  the 
f a sc ist rev ol utiona ries in S pa in.  T wenty  
L uf tha nsa  J u 5 2  a irl iners,  repa inted  to 
c onc ea l  their orig in,  a irl if ted  F ra nc o’ s 
forces from north Africa to the fighting 
f ront in S pa in.  T he J u 5 2 s were then 
reconfigured as bombers.

T he G erma ns soon upg ra d ed  their 
inv ol v ement to the “ C ond or L eg ion, ”  
whic h c onsisted  prima ril y  of  a irc ra f t,  
a irc rews,  a nd  g round  c rews f rom the 
L uf twa f f e.  O v er the nex t three y ea rs,  
a b out 1 9 , 0 0 0  G erma n mil ita ry  memb ers 
sa w d uty  in S pa in,  serv ing  one- y ea r ro-
ta tiona l  tours.  T hey  wore k ha k i- b rown 
unif orms with S pa nish ra nk  insig nia ,  
whic h f ool ed  nob od y .

S pa in wa s the c omb a t d eb ut f or three 
aircraft the Messerschmitt f 0  fight-
er,  the H e 1 1 1  med ium b omb er,  a nd  the 
J u 8 7  S tuk a  d iv e b omb er— whic h woul d  
l a ter pl a y  importa nt rol es in W orl d  W a r 
I I .  F or the L uf twa f f e,  it wa s a  d ress 
rehea rsa l  f or a  l a rg er wa r.

B y  1 9 3 9 ,  the L uf twa f f e ha d  a b out 
3,500 aircraft and 20,000 flying person -
nel. t was especially strong in fighters 
a nd  its ma in wea k ness wa s the l a c k  of  
l ong - ra ng e hea v y  b omb ers.  

T he C ond or L eg ion returned  f rom 
S pa in M a y  2 8 ,  1 9 3 9 ,  a nd  wa s rev iewed  
b y  H itl er in a  ma ssiv e v ic tory  pa ra d e 
in B erl in J une 6 .  F our months l a ter,  on 
S ept.  1 ,  1 9 3 9 ,  H itl er inv a d ed  Pol a nd  to 
b eg in W orl d  W a r I I .   T he inv a sion,  whic h 
introd uc ed  the opera tiona l  c onc ept of  
b l itz k rieg  or “ l ig htning  wa r, ”  wa s l ed  b y  
wa v es of  L uf twa f f e J u 8 7  S tuk a s.

A s the B a ttl e of  B rita in in 1 9 4 0  a nd  
subse uent conflict over the European 
c ontinent d emonstra ted ,  the inv inc ib il ity  
of  the L uf twa f f e wa s ex a g g era ted .  Nev -
erthel ess,  it wa s a  powerf ul  f orc e,  b uil t 
up in ama ing time and under difficult 
c irc umsta nc es. �

Jo hn T . Correll w as editor in chief of 
A i r  F o r ce  M a g a zi ne for 1 8  years and 
is now  a contributor. His most recent 
article, “Fear of Fallout,” appeared in 
the April issue.

D esigner W illy M esserschmitt began w ith gliders,  sailplanes,  and sports planes. He 
worked out key details for his Bf 109 fighters in the earlier Bf 108 “sports and tour-
ing”  aircraft,  such as the one show n here after making a belly landing in C z echo-
slov akia in 1 9 41 . 
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