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-~ INTRODUCTION

On the movie screen a petite Hanna Reitsch stares up with naive wonder at the ranting man she h
come to adore and idolise. Hitler rages in fury at Himmler’s betrayal before calming himself a
revealing his final (and nonsensical) plan to save Berlin. Eyes wide in admiration, her voice a me
whisper, Hanna looks up. ‘I kneel down to your genius and before the altar of our fatherland,’ sl
says.

This sycophantic, sickening Hanna — cringe-worthy as she worships the man who has destroy
Germany — is very different from the confident, cocky aviatrix who struts across a different mov
screen towards a modified V1 flying bomb. A death trap for previous pilots, the rocket plane stanc
with its cockpit open awaiting her. ‘There’s no point in your taking unnecessary risks.” Hanna is tol
as she strides to the plane, “We’ve lost four pilots already.” ‘I’ve got to find out why these damn crat
won’t fly,” she replies calmly.

The first Hanna appears in a German movie produced in 2004, Der Untergang (Downfall), play
by the actress Anna Thalbach. The second Hanna appears in the British movie Operation Crossbo
produced in 1965, played by the German actress Barbara Riitting. Hanna is central to neither of the
movies, but performs as part of a side-story. In Downfall she barely makes two scenes, in Operatic
Crossbow she features early on and then vanishes once she has tested the V1 successfully (it w
Operation Crossbow that invented the myth that Hanna test flew V1s to find out why they we
missing their targets). Yet the two performances are diametrically opposed to each other. Tt
sycophantic, almost idiotic Hanna against the cool, self-assured, controlled Hanna. More than mc
characters of the Nazi regime she has become parodied to extremes, either viewed as a stupid girl wl
believed in Nazism or as a heroine of female flying. Even her name sparks controversy, far more th:
conversations involving other Nazi followers, such as Hans Baur, Hitler’s pilot. Over and over aga
Hanna is either derided and scorned or discussed in overly sympathetic and apologetic tones. Neith
attitude does her justice, nor do they represent the real Hanna.

Delving through the myths, the propaganda, the hatred and the adoration, the real Hanna surfaces
a pale flicker of light; as a woman who wanted to make her mark at a time when the only people wi
power were Nazis. She has been called politically naive; that is perhaps rather generous. Others ha:
labelled her a hardened Nazi, which is perhaps too harsh.

Time has allowed historians to gain perspective. It has enabled more and more academic analysis
the realities behind the horrors of Nazism. Interest is now being paid to what is sometimes called ‘tl
ordinary Nazi’. The man or woman in the street who believed in National Socialism but not in tl
extermination of the Jews, who recognised the good Hitler had done for Germany — saving it fro
poverty, increasing employment, rejuvenating its cities and towns — and found it hard to level th
with stories of persecution, cruelty and death. Much was hidden; much was not.

Some years ago, a Russian friend explained her own complicated views on Communism. When s]
was a child Communism had seemed the greatest thing imaginable. She was from a poor family, y
Communism enabled her to have ballet lessons, nurtured her potential and gave her hope. Only aft
coming to Britain as an adult did she begin to learn of its dark side. She started to study this ‘othe
Communism and realised that the society she had treasured for the opportunities it had given her w
built on such secret cruelty, misery and corruption — it was almost unbelievable. It was impossible



now turned on its head and exposed as brutal, desperate and barbarous. Culling people’s perceptio
and memories, especially happy ones, is not easy. It is even harder when those people are suffering tl
shock and poverty of post-war Germany. Should it surprise any of us that those people might ha
back to better times, when Hitler first came to power? Germany was torn to shreds, divided I
concrete and guns and left to suffer like a wounded animal after 1945. During Hanna’s lifetime th
suffering seemed unremitting, she did not live to see the destruction of the Berlin Wall or tl
flourishing of modern Germany. She saw only devastation — is it so hard to imagine that bitterness ar
sadness made her think of her glory days when Nazism was young?

In a recent interview the 80-year-old daughter of Rudolph Héss, notorious commandant
Auschwitz, defended her father as ‘the nicest man in the world’ because to her he was, and
comparing that personal image with one paraded to her by the enemy, no matter how true, the reali
was impossible to accept.

Hanna had a similar view of Hitler. Always looking for a father figure in her life, she made Hitl
her ultimate paternal guide. Affectionate and generous to her, kind and ready to promote her dream
he was everything a girl could want. Joining this with his post-war image of villainy and corrupti
was difficult for her. She was disillusioned, hurt and very frightened. She was a girl without a fath
figure to support her (her own father sadly committed suicide, as did her other male mentor, vt
Greim). Yet Hanna did deny Hitler. It hurt her and she wished it to remain quiet, but she did te
Americans of his apparent mental collapse and the horror and the shame she felt after learning wh
had really gone on. She had plans to prevent Nazism resurfacing in Germany, she had hopes to build
brighter future; for this she was smashed down and abused.

Hanna has been harshly treated by many over the years, while her supporters have gone to tl
opposite extreme, glossing over her mistakes and making the matter worse. Somewhere between t
two views lies the real Hanna, the woman who pioneered flying for women, who for many remains t
greatest of test pilots. Who spoke her mind and often suffered for it. Hanna did not want pity; she ju
wanted to fly, that was all she ever wanted. She made bad choices, but no more so than other men ar
women within the Hitler regime who have been treated with generosity by history.

Why has Hanna drawn so much criticism? Why was she laughed at and shunned? What made h
the villain of the piece when her actions within Nazism were very minor? Within Hanna’s story jost
an assortment of characters who had done far more to aid Hitler; from the man who created the \
rocket, to the pilot who never lost his Nazi leanings. Hanna was no Nazi, but she was no innoce
either. The story of the real Hanna is only slowly emerging and must compete with tall tales told abo
her exploits and cruel words spoken by one-time friends. This volume focuses on the person behil
the label of Nazi Aviatrix, and naturally must delve most deeply into her involvement with Hitl:
during the war. This is not an apology for Hanna, nor a character assassination, but an attempt
portray a complicated person impartially. Along the way Hanna’s story exposes what life was real
like for a woman with dreams in the Germany of the 1920s and 1930s.



— Twue HANNA REITSCH WHO’S WHO

Wernher von Braun: 1912—-77

After the war von Braun gave himself up to the Americans and was taken to the United States und
the secret Operation Paperclip. Von Braun worked on the United States Army Intermediate Rang
Ballistic Missile programme until it was incorporated by NASA. He then served as a director at tl
Marshall Space Flight Centre and was chief architect of the Saturn V launch vehicle used on tl
Apollo spacecraft for the moon landing. Despite his former allegiance to the Nazi Party, von Brat
was readily adopted by the Americans, largely because of his skills as a rocket scientist. In 1975 |
was awarded the National Medal of Science. Von Braun died in 1977 aged 65, from pancreatic cance
leaving behind his wife Marie Luise (married 1947), two daughters and a son.

Otto Skorzeny: 1908-75

Skorzeny was born in Vienna and joined the Austrian Nazi Party in 1931. He was known for beir
charismatic and was easily identified by the dramatic duelling scar on his cheek. A bit player in tl
1938 Anschluss (when he prevented the Austrian president from being shot by local Nazis), he w
already a member of the SA (Sturmabteilung) when he tried to join the Luftwaffe in 1939. Deemed t
tall and too old (6ft 4in and aged 31), he instead joined Hitler’s bodyguard regiment, the Leibstandar
SS Adolf Hitler. Skorzeny impressed his superiors not only with his design skills — he had been a civ
engineer pre-war — but with his courage and skill in battles on the Eastern Front. In December 1942 |
was hit by shrapnel in the back of the head, but refused all medical treatment aside from a fe
aspirins, a bandage and a glass of schnapps. The wound quickly worsened and he ended up bei
rushed to Vienna for treatment.

Skorzeny was most famous for his rescue of Mussolini and his part in putting down the rebelli
caused by the July 1944 plot on Hitler’s life. In 1947 he was tried as a war criminal for ordering I
men to dress in discarded American soldiers’ uniforms during the Battle of the Bulge. The tri
descended into farce when former SOE (Special Operations Executive) agent Forest Yeo-Thomas to
the court that he and other operatives had worn German uniform to get behind enemy lines. To convi
Skorzeny would expose the Allies’ own agents to possible court proceedings. He escaped convictio
but was detained in an internment camp awaiting the decision of a denazification court. In 19«
Skorzeny escaped the camp and went into hiding. He was reported in various countries over the ne
few years, sometimes working for their intelligence agencies. He helped countless former SS m
escape Germany.

He died from lung cancer in Madrid in 1975.

Wolf Hirth: 1900-59

Hirth was a renowned glider and sailplane designer; his brother Hellmuth founded the Hirth Aircra
Engine Manufacturing Company. Hirth was born in Stuttgart and took up gliding as a young ma
gaining his licence in 1920. He lost a leg in a motorcycle accident in 1924, but continued to fly with
prosthetic leg. Hirth founded a company with Martin Schempp in 1935, officially becoming a partn



in 1938. They manufactured gliders, their first design intended to rival the famous Grunau Bab
During | T ASSEI M Me 109, along with oth
aircraft. Immediately post-war the company had to switch to making furniture and wood
components for industry, only switching back to gliders in 1951. In 1956 Hirth was elected preside
of the German Aero-Club. Three years later he was flying an aerobatic glider when he suffered a hec
attack. He died in the subsequent crash.
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Heini Dittmar: 1911-60

Dittmar was inspired by his elder brother Edgar to begin gliding and took up an apprenticeship at t
German Institute for Gliding (DFS). He went on to build his own glider, Kondor, which he used duri
the Rhon soaring competitions of 1932. Throughout the 1930s and 1940s he both worked with a
competed against Hanna Reitsch. He had once been besotted with her, but after she spurned h
advances he began to perceive her as a rival. Post-war, Dittmar continued to work as a test pilot. I
died while testing a light aircraft of his own design in 1960, when the plane crashed.

Peter Riedel: 1905-98

Riedel had a troubled childhood; his father, a Lutheran pastor and a theology professor, suffere
frequent bouts of mental illness and his mother committed suicide. He spent some of his childhoc
with his uncle. In 1920 Riedel attended one of the soaring competitions on the Wasserkuppe and toc
part in it in a home-built glider. From then on he always attended the competitions while also actir
as a commercial pilot. In 1936 he began working for an American airline and was approached by tl
German Military Attaché and offered a post in Washington DC. Riedel gathered intelligence on tl
US and forwarded it to Germany.

When America entered the war, Riedel and other Germans were interned and ultimately deporte
back to Germany. Riedel’s American wife went with him. For a time he worked for Heinkel as ¢
engineer, then he was offered a diplomatic posting in Sweden. Once on neutral territory he began
learn the truth about the Nazi regime and was horrified to think he was working for these people. |
tried to strike a deal with the American OSS (Office of Strategic Services), but was denounced by
co-worker and recalled to Berlin. Knowing his fate would be brutal if he returned to his homelan
Riedel went into hiding and remained out of sight until the end of the war.

Post-war, Riedel was arrested as an illegal alien in Sweden. He managed to escape and fled
Venezuela, eventually being joined by his wife Helen. For a few years they lived and worked |
Canada and South Africa, until settling in the US, where Riedel flew for TWA and Pan Am. After hi
retirement Riedel devoted his time to writing the definitive history of gliding in pre-war Germany a:
shortly before his death his biography was published.

Captain Eric Brown: 1919—present

Former Royal Navy officer and test pilot Eric Brown is said to have flown more different types

aircraft than anyone else in history — 487, to be precise. He first flew as a boy with his father a
developed a passion for aircraft. Attending the 1936 Olympics, he met the First World War ace Ern:
Udet, who offered to take him up in a plane. Brown eagerly accepted and during their flight Udet to



him he must learn to fly. Brown was in Germany just before the war and was arrested by the SS at tl
outbreak of hostilitie ouglt fortunately e was merely escorted to the Swedi rder

UK, he joined the Royal Navy Volunteer Reserve as a Fleet Air Arm pilot.

He served on the first escort carrier, HMS Audacity, before spending time as a test pilot. In 1943 |
flew with the Royal Canadian Air Force, as well as with Fighter Command, before returning to te
work. After the war he was employed testing captured German planes, including the infamous Me 16
to gain vital knowledge. He was able to fly a captured Fw 190 and gave his opinion:

The stalling speed of the Fw 190A-4 in clear configuration was 127mph and the stall came suddenly and without warning, the
port wing dropping so violently that the aircraft almost inverted itself. In fact, if the German fighter was pulled in a g-stall in &
tight turn, it would flick out on to the opposite bank and an incipient spin was the inevitable outcome if the pilot did not have his
wits about him.

With his good grasp of the German language, he was also useful for interviewing German pilots suc
as Hanna Reitsch.

During the Korean War, Brown was seconded as an Exchange Officer to the United States Nav
Test Pilot School and flew a variety of US aircraft. In 1957 he returned to Germany as Chief of Briti:
Naval Mission to Germany with the remit of re-establishing German naval flying, separate from tl
Luftwaffe (under which it had fallen during the Nazi years). He retired from the navy in 1970.

Brown has written several books on aviation through the years, as well as numerous articles, and
considered one of the best authorities for the comparison of British and German wartime aircraft.

Mathias Wieman: 1902—-69

Though Wieman wanted to become an aircraft designer as a young man, he found himself inste:
pursuing an acting career. He started on stage in the 1920s as a member of the Holtorf-Truppe theat
group, working alongside other well-known German actors, including Marlene Dietrich. Towards t]
end of the 1920s he moved into silent movies and was most active in the 1930s, performing in T
Man without a Name, Queen of Atlantis, The Countess of Monte Cristo and The Rider of the Whi
Horse.

During the war Wieman fell out of favour with the Nazi regime, with Goebbels in particular, whic
greatly reduced his ability to land acting roles. Though he did star in some films, his glory days we
past. After the 1944 attempt on Hitler’s life, he and his wife helped the family of one of the fails
plotters.

Post-war, Wieman found more work, largely in support roles, but also producing LPs of class
stories accompanied by orchestral music. He moved to Switzerland with his wife, where he died
1969 from lung cancer.

Hugh Trevor-Roper: 1914-2003

English historian and professor of Modern History at Oxford, Hugh Trevor-Roper was born
Northumberland and studied history at Oxford. He is most famous for his bestselling book The Lc
Days of Hitler, which was much inspired by his work as an intelligence officer and designed to refu
the rumours circulating that Hitler had escaped death in the bunker.

During the war Trevor-Roper served as an officer in the Radio Security Service of the Secr



Intelligence Service, and in the interception of messages from the German intelligence service, tl
Abwehr. Trevor-Roper hetd a fow opinion of many of his pre-war commissioned colleague
those agents employed after 1939 were of much better calibre.

Though not his first book, The Last Days of Hitler made his name as a top-rate historian. The bo
was internationally acclaimed (though for a long time it could not be sold legally in Russia) and ev
earned him a death threat. His lively, humorous and intelligent style made the book something of
historical classic.

Trevor-Roper was not opposed to criticising other historians or offering alternative opinions ¢
history, particularly such subjects as the English Civil War and the origins of the Second World Wa:
He successfully discredited the work of Sir Edmund Backhouse on Chinese history, causing tl
history of China as known in the West to be heavily revised. More controversially, he stated th,
Africa did not have a history prior to the Europeans, as there was nothing but darkness in terms
documentation before the arrival of the latter. This has caused great debate as to what actual
constitutes ‘history’ in societies without a literary tradition.

In 1983 Trevor-Roper was notoriously involved in authenticating ‘Hitler’s Diaries’, later shown
be fakes. Though this led to many jokes in the press, it did not ruin his academic career, and |
continued to write and publish. Trevor-Roper died of cancer in 2003. Five previously unpublishe
books and collections were issued posthumously.

Hans Baur: 1897-1993

Hans Baur was born in Bavaria and flew during the First World War. He joined the Nazi Party in 192
and first flew Hitler in 1932 during the general elections. Hitler felt confident in Baur’s hanc
especially as he helped him to avoid airsickness, and wanted to be flown by Baur exclusively. Ba
was given the rank of colonel and sent to command Hitler’s personal squadron. In 1934 he w
promoted to head of the newly formed Regierungsstaffel and was charged with organising flights f
Hitler’s cabinet members and generals. He had eight planes under his command, but Hitler alwa
flew in his personal plane with the tail number D-2600.

Baur became a friend of Hitler, able to talk to him freely and even offer advice. Though Ba
refused to be converted to vegetarianism, Hitler invited him to the Reich Chancellery for his favouri
meal of pork and dumplings on his fortieth birthday. Hitler was also best man at Baur’s marriage
his second wife. In 1939 Baur persuaded Hitler to change his personal plane to a modified Focke-Wu
Condor, but the number D-2600 was retained.

In 1944 Baur was promoted to major-general, and in 1945 to lieutenant general. He was with Hitl
in the bunker and had devised an escape plan for the Fiihrer, which Hitler refused. Baur was n
present at Hitler’s suicide, but witnessed the bodies being burned. He then attempted to flee Berl
with others, but was shot in the leg and captured by the Russians. He spent ten years in Sovi
captivity, ultimately losing his injured leg and enduring torture, starvation and interrogation. F
many years the Soviets wanted to know where he had helped Hitler escape to, much to Baur
frustration. He finally returned to West Germany in 1957 and started work on a book about h
experiences during his time with Hitler. His second wife had died during his imprisonment; he we
on to marry a third time.

Baur managed to skirt most of the controversy that affected other survivors of the Third Reic
possibly because he was absent for so long from his home country. He continued to live in Bavari



where he died in 1993.

Robert Ritter von Greim: 1892—-1945

Son of a police captain, von Greim joined the Imperial German Army in 1911 before transferring -
the German Air Service in 1915. Two months later, he scored his first victory and went on to fly ovt
the Somme. He ended the war with twenty-eight victories and had earned himself the title of Knig
(Ritter). Between the wars, von Greim trained in law and spent time teaching flying in China, befo
joining the Nazi Party and participating in the 1923 putsch. In 1933 he was asked by Géring to he
rebuild the German Air Force and in 1938 he assumed command of the Luftwaffe department
research.

Von Greim was involved in the invasion of Poland, the invasion of Norway, the Battle of Britai
and Operation Barbarossa. In 1942 his only son was listed as missing and thought dead. In fact, he h:
been shot down by a Spitfire and spent the rest of the war a POW in the US.

Von Greim committed suicide in 1945 rather than be used by the Americans as a witness again
other Nazis at the Nuremburg trials.

Jawaharlal Nehru: 1889—-1964

Nehru was the son of a wealthy barrister who was also a key figure in the struggle for Indi
independence. He was sent to study at Trinity College, Cambridge in 1907 and spent a great deal of h
spare time studying politics. He returned to India in 1912 intending to settle down as a barrister, b
the rising tensions in India and the continuing struggle for independence distracted him and he w
soon involved in the movement.

The First World War drew mixed feelings from Nehru. His comrades were celebrating Britain
fall, but he found it hard to side with the Germans. He ended up volunteering for the St John
Ambulance. Nehru was now known for his political motivations and spent much of the next few yea
in and out of prison. He also spent a great deal of time with Gandhi.

During the Second World War he had again mixed feelings, but initially backed the British. Whe
continuing protests at British rule in India were ignored, he started to feel less sympathetic. Thou;
not impeding the war effort, Nehru and Gandhi did not help it with their displays of ciy
disobedience. Strains were placed on their friendship as the latter was adamantly against compromi
with the British, even when Japan was threatening India’s borders. Nehru was less inclined to §
against the Allies, but chose to side with Gandhi. India had become very divided and internal disput
were common, and would affect politics in the country for years to come.

Post-war, the British withdrew from parts of the subcontinent and Nehru became Prime Minister
India. Gandhi was assassinated shortly after. Nehru was a good political leader who promoted peac
but the many tensions within India meant his life was also endangered on more than one occasion. |
survived these attempts, but the toll of power aged him and ravaged his health. Nehru died of a he
attack in 1964.

Indira Gandhi née Nehru: 1917-84

Indira had an unhappy childhood with her mother often ill and her father in prison. The only child



the future Indian prime minister, she retained the family fascination for learning and eventual

studred ory at Oxrord Umniversity. Sie was plagued DY ealth and was being treated
Switzerland in 1940 when the dangerous encroachments on Europe by the Nazis caused her to retre
to India.

Indira married Feroze Gandhi and in the 1950s acted as her father’s personal assistant. After h
death she initially turned down the role of prime minister, but later accepted in 1966. India was st
riven by internal tensions, and Indira had to battle these while raising two sons and enduring t
criticism of US president Richard Nixon. Everything came to a head in 1977, when Indira was arrest
and put on trial for allegedly plotting to kill all the opposition leaders who were at that time in priso
The trial backfired on her accusers and she gained a great deal of sympathy from the Indian people.

She was back in power in 1984 when she was shot by two of her own bodyguards just before sl
was due to give an interview to British actor Peter Ustinov. She died several hours later having be«
riddled with thirty bullets.

Kwame Nkrumah: 1909-72

Born on the Gold Coast, Nkrumah had trained and worked as a teacher before sailing to England a:
subsequently America to study. He read books on politics and became fascinated by Marxism ar
communism.

Nkrumah returned to Africa in 1947 and sought the independence of his country. The Briti:
withdrew from the Gold Coast, now Ghana, in 1951 leaving Nkrumah in charge. As presider
Nkrumah had positive and negative points, the latter outweighing the former and he was regular
vilified in the British press. He became increasingly despotic and paranoid until a military coup w
effected in 1966, while he was on a trip abroad. Persuaded of the futility of returning to Ghan
Nkrumabh lived out his final years in exile writing books on his ideology and ousting from power.

He died of skin cancer in 1972, and is still remembered fondly by some in Africa. In 2000 he w
voted Africa’s man of the millennium and in 2009 a Founders’ Day was created as a statutory holide
to commemorate his birth.



1

BorN 1O FLY

Hanna Reitsch will fly the helicopter! screamed every poster in Berlin as the International Automobi
Exhibition welcomed guests and journalists to the Deutschlandhalle. Within the large hall a peti
woman with swept-back dark hair sat inside a machine that was to make history. No one had flown
helicopter like this before; in fact, no one had flown a viable helicopter before. This was a true fir
and Hanna realised the glory and responsibility placed upon her to fly the machine safely within
confined space.

There was little time to note the circus performers dressed in colourful garb and practising the
somersaults and tricks on the side lines, nor the way the hall had been decked out to look like
African village as Hanna settled herself in the helicopter. With her slightly prominent chin, bulbo
nose and hair hidden by a flying cap, few probably realised the person about to perform a miracle w
a woman. Indeed, Hanna had only been due to fly on the first night, until her fellow male pilot h:
accidentally upset Herr Goring. In any case, no one was really looking; the real interest was not t
pilot but the strange machine with double propellers facing into the air, giving the hybrid appearan
of an aeroplane crossed with an ordinary household fan.

Hanna had practised for hours for this moment. The controls were sensitive and awkward, very litt
was needed to move the helicopter in a given direction and that was a danger: a slight miscalculati
and Hanna could sweep into the audience, decapitating and maiming dozens in the process. The sk
required made her tense, it also irritated her that this gargantuan feat was being performed as part of
spectacle for a mildly curious crowd. But if Germany wished to prove it was the first to build
successful helicopter, then this was how it had to be done. No one would take it seriously otherwise.

Hanna rose slowly, the propellers kicking up the sand and dirt on the floor and blowing off people
hats. She climbed to a safe height, eye-level with the upper spectators, concentrating solely on t
finely balanced controls, her brow lined with effort. Carefully she edged the machine forward, th
gently turned. The helicopter moved with grace, belying the intense strain placed on the pilot to ke
it steady. Moving back across the hall for one last turn, Hanna began her descent with relief. Anoth:
performance over, another crowd going home uninjured and the helicopter had demonstrated itse
perfectly.

By now Hanna knew her display would not bring a standing ovation. The crowd was curious, b
soon bored with the helicopter. What did it do but hover? How could that compare with the swoopir
aeroplanes they had seen before? Or the fast cars they had come to observe? The helicopter was
anti-climax, rather dull in fact: few really understood its potential at that moment.

But Hanna climbed out of her machine beaming her wide, enthusiastic smile. Never happier th:
when in the air, she was rightly proud of her achievements and those of Germany. She was elated to |
standing on the verge of a new era in which Germany would prove itself a nation of invento
engineers and geniuses. In February 1938, in the circus atmosphere of the Deutschlandhalle, anythis
seemed possible. The future looked full of hope. How little Hanna knew. How soon would this wor
of wonder plunge into war, taking her, the helicopter and the German flying community down a pa
of self-destruction from which Hanna would never recover. She beamed at the audience, and dreame



On a stormy night in March 1912, two years before Germany marched itself into the First World Wa
a screaming Hanna was brought into the world in Hirschberg, Silesia. Emy Reitsch stared at t
scrawny bundle in her arms. On other dark nights she had had pangs of foreboding that she would n
survive giving birth to another child, but here she was with her new daughter in her arms, alive a
well. But that foreboding would always linger with her and project itself onto Hanna — Hanna was nc
the one who was always worried about and deemed fragile. Hanna was the one Emy would dre:
dying, as if this tiny baby were as delicate as glass. In contrast, Hanna would throw herself into mo
and more dangerous situations, as if defying over and over again that strange prediction of her mothe

Hanna was born into a reasonably well-off family. Her father was an eye doctor, her mother tl
daughter of a widowed Austrian aristocrat. Hanna was only the second child, her brother Kurt was 2
the time of her birth. She would eventually be followed by a sister, Heidi.

Hirschberg was a beautiful city. Situated in a valley and almost entirely surrounded by mountain
Hirschberg had existed since 1108 and had a population of around 20,000 at the time of Hanna’s birt
The grand C.K. Norwid Theatre with its golden towers had opened ceremoniously in 1904 and t
National History Museum opened to the public in 1909. A tram network opened in 1897 was alreac
an integral part of city life by 1912. One thing in particular would come to delight Hanna: the natur
heights around Hirschberg provided ideal opportunities for gliding, not to mention hiking, a popul
pursuit of the Reitsch family. From a religious perspective, the city had a sixteenth-century chapel ar
a fifteenth-century basilica. Emy Reitsch had Catholic roots, but her husband was Protestant and sl
would raise her daughter on a mixture of the two, endowing Hanna with a complicated spiritu
outlook.

The Reitsch family viewed themselves as German, or technically Prussian, with a deeply patriot
connection to Berlin. But Hirschberg was originally Polish, and there were still many among tl
population who felt more closely connected to Poland than Germany. The tensions between the tv
states did not make for easy living, but a form of harmony existed, even if it was fragile.

The problem was that Silesia had a complex history; originally part of Poland, it had become part
the Habsburg monarchy’s territory in the sixteenth century, effectively making it Austrian, thoug
parts remained in Polish hands. With the renunciation of King Ferdinand I in 1538, Silesia h:
become part of Brandenburg. All these minor border changes paled in comparison with the upheav
caused by Frederick the Great of Prussia in 1742 when he invaded and took control of most of Silesic

His interest was unsurprising; Silesia had thriving iron ore and coal mining industries. State-driv
incentives, including the first modern blast furnace in a German ironworks in 1753, helped industry
flourish. Incentives for migrant workers encouraged them to join Silesia’s linen industry, whic
expanded rapidly under the protection of beneficial tariffs and import bans.

Invading Silesia itself had proved remarkably easy for Frederick (as it would almost 200 years late
when Hitler chose to invade the parts of Silesia that had fallen into Polish hands after the First Wor
War). A long thumb-shaped piece of territory, with the River Oder running its length, starting in th
mountains of Upper Silesia and finishing in the sea at Stettin, bisecting Brandenburg along the wa
Silesia was an awkward piece of land sandwiched between various rivals. Poland sat on one sic
while on the other was the kingdom of Saxony. The Saxon Elector, Frederick Augustus II, we
doubling as King of Poland, so there was a natural incentive to absorb the nuisance expanse of Siles
into his kingdom.

Frederick the Great got there first, in a move some thought rash and impulsive. Whatever the cas
Silesia officially became a part of Prussia. In 1871 the Prussian kingdom became part of the Germ:
Empire and Prussian leadership was supplanted by the new German emperor.



All this jostling of the state naturally tended to give its occupants a complex view of their origi
and Toyalties. Silesia was populated by a mix of Potes, Czechs, Germans, Prussians and those wl
considered themselves natural-born Silesians, not to mention the many immigrants who had be
attracted to Silesia by its various thriving industries. Into this complicated historical blend of cultur
Hanna Reitsch was born.

When Hanna was 6 the First World War ended and Silesia lurched into a new period of uncertaint
First there was debate within the German Republic as to whether Prussia should continue to exist
all. There was talk of boundaries being dissolved and Prussian influence being destroyed. In the e
Prussia survived, though its powers were severely curtailed. Meanwhile, Poland was arguing th
Upper Silesia should become part of the Second Polish Republic and in 1921 this is exactly wh
happened. What remained of the Prussian province of Silesia was redefined as Lower and Upp
Silesia, while the small portion of territory termed Austrian Silesia, which had eluded Frederick tl
Great, was given to Czechoslovakia.

This was a strange time to be living in Silesia, let alone Prussia. That the Reitsch family were ab
to retain a strong sense of identity and a patriotic link to Germany is remarkable in itself, but tl
unpleasant annexing of different parts of their state, though they were unaffected, remained
lingering anxiety in their consciousness.

For Hanna, childhood continued as it had always done; she went to school, where she talked t
much and was known for her larger-than-life presence and exuberance. At home she learned music a
spent time with her mother, forging the close bond they retained until the latter’s death. But in tl
wider German world trouble was rife. Berlin, once ruled by the Prussians, was in turmoil. No one w
certain who was in control and there were plenty of opportunists ready to fill the gap. On 7 Janua
1919 leftists took over a railway administration headquarters and government troops swooped in wi
small arms and machine guns. While the battled raged a train full of commuters calmly travelled
an elevated viaduct over the fighting, apparently oblivious to the chaos. A witness, Harry Kesse
remarked, “The screaming is continuous, the whole of Berlin is a bubbling witches’ cauldron whe
forces and ideas are stirred up together.’

Revenge killings began in earnest. The Communist leaders Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknec
were arrested and beaten to death by members of a cavalry guards division. Fuelled by violent hatre
the Communists launched into all-out civil war: 15,000 armed Communists and supporters tot
control of Berlin’s police stations and rail terminals; 40,000 government and Freikorps troops had
be called in and machine guns, field artillery, mortars, flame-throwers and even aeroplanes, which h:
only months before been pounding Belgium and France, were now turned on the capital. When tl
rebellion came to an end on 16 March the dead numbered 1,200 and trust between the old leadersh
and the people had been destroyed forever.

Anti-Semitism in Prussia during the 1920s was as rife and virulent as anywhere else in Germany;
places it even seemed to go deeper. Branches of the German Church began spouting racist propagand
in 1927 the Union for the German Church announced in one of its publications that Christ wou
‘break the neck of the Jewish-satanic snake with his iron fist’. Hanna’s strong links with the Chur
through her mother would have brought her into contact with diverse views, including those of son
Christian groups who believed that collections for mission work to the Jews should be stopped. At tl
General Synod of the Old Prussian Union in 1930 a vote was taken to exclude the mission to the Jex
from official Church funding. The disheartened president of the Berlin mission wrote letters appealis
to Church leaders to reconsider, noting his horror that so many clergymen had succumbed to ant
Semitism.



The attitudes of their superiors had to have an effect on the personal outlook of the ordina
churchgoers. Hanna wa ill-a rather dreamy youth and the religious controversy around her failed
penetrate her consciousness deeply, but it was there nonetheless and she could hardly have bec
ignorant of the growing resentment towards the Jews, as she later claimed.

For Hanna, life revolved around school and the desire to fly. All she talked about was taking to tl
air. After the war strict limitations had been placed on Germany’s flying capabilities. Powered flig|
was forbidden. To fill the void, aviation enthusiasts took to gliding, soon turning Germany into tl
greatest gliding nation. To Hanna gliding seemed everything. The mountains of Hirschberg offered tl
perfect place for soaring in the air and it was normal enough for Hanna to walk to school or catch
tram and see a glider swooping overhead like a bird. But such dreams were for boys, not girls. Gir
got married and had children. Girls did not aspire.

But Hanna did, and when her father finally grew weary of her constant flying talk he extracted
promise — if Hanna said no more about flying then in two or three years, when she had finished schoc
her father would reward her with lessons at a gliding school in Grunau, not far from Hirschberg. He
Reitsch hardly knew the error he had made. He imagined his daughter flighty, impulsive and unable
control herself. He did not recognise her iron will and determination, especially when it came
flying. Hanna kept her side of the promise, as torturous as it was for a naturally vocal child, and wh
she finally left school it was with her usual, enormous smile that she reminded her father of
promise.

It was now 1931. The rise of National Socialism was like a feverish virus infecting the Germ:
population. In 1928 the NSDAP (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei) had been nothir
more than a chain-rattling splinter party with only 2.6 per cent of the vote. Two years later, with tl
unexpected dissolution of the Reichstag, it made a triumphant rise to 18.3 per cent; 810,000 Na
voters in 1928 had turned into 6.4 million in 1930. National Socialism was now a big threat to t
other political parties and Prussia was particularly uncomfortable at seeing such a controversi
splinter group making the biggest gain of any political party in German history. Nazi apologists ha
made a case for National Socialism seeming very innocuous in its early days, fooling innocent,
gullible, citizens into voting for a party that would later turn out so evil. But this is whitewashi
history; the Prussian authorities recognised the danger in 1930 and made it illegal for any Prussi:
civil servant to join the NSDAP. They considered the Nazi Party anti-constitutional and preparatio:
were even made to have it banned altogether. As history tells us, this never happened.

Instead, the Nazi Party continued to gain popularity, as did its paramilitary branch, the SA — despi
a ban on their activities. Across Silesia membership of the SA had gone from 17,500 in Decemb
1931 to 34,500 in 1932. As sheltered a life as Hanna led, it would be impossible to avoid all signs
the conflict within Germany. It was akin to a small revolution. SA storm troopers, identifiable by the
brown shirts, would rumble into the streets after dark and seek out Communists for a fight. Soon t
police and the Reichsbanner (a half-forgotten republican militia) were absorbed into the fray and al
out brawls turned streets into battlefields, with residents finding evidence of the violence the ne
morning in the blood on the pavements, smashed windows and the odd lost knuckle-duster. Still,
1931 Hanna was lost in her plans to fly.

The School of Gliding in Grunau would have done little to inspire a casual observer; there was a lar;
hangar where the gliders were kept and a small wooden building that served as a canteen and shelt
during bad weather. The rest was open ground. But for Hanna riding up on her bicycle, the scene w
electric. ‘My heart was filled with joy,’ she later recalled.



The instructor at the school was Pit van Husen, a man who would later be remembered as t!
greatest of glider pilots. Van Husenr was strict with his pupils, for good reason. Gliding tooked simpl
even safe, but it was far from it. Glider pilots did die when their flimsy craft were hurled into -
unexpected storm or they misjudged a landing. Hanna rarely knew fear, however, and now she was ¢
the practice field she would not be deterred by talk of accidents. Nor would she be upset by tl
unpleasant stares and comments made by her fellow, all-male, students. Hanna was not welcome. H
presence was resented and openly mocked. She was a petite 5ft 5in among the lean, tall Aryans wl
sidled around the airfield and she endured her fair share of snide remarks that a woman should knc
her place and stay in the kitchen. She later claimed that she ignored these comments, but eviden
from other sources suggests she was more sensitive than she cared to admit. The sneers of her fellc
students stung and they spurred her to become defiant and to be the first to truly fly.

Van Husen started his students slowly, first allowing them to learn to balance the glider on tl
ground while he held one wing-tip, then having them perform short slides on the ground. It was duri
one of these that Hanna decided enough was enough — she would show these obnoxious boys what s|
was made of! She had completed one slide and was restless. ‘Flying does not seem difficult,” sl
thought to herself as she sat in the glider waiting for her last slide. ‘How would it be if I pulled bat
the stick just a fraction, without anyone noticing? Would the “crate” take me a yard or so up into tl
air?’

So the School of Grunau learned what the real Hanna was like. The daredevil within had taken ove
The other students, wanting to spook this frail little girl who had infiltrated their class, hauled ext
hard on the rope to give her a really fast slide. Hanna pulled back the stick just a few inches, and t
combination sent the glider soaring. Hanna was jerked forward then back, for a moment she had 1
sense of what was happening, then she was looking up into blue sky. Hanna was flying!

From below a frantic Pit van Husen was shouting for her to come down. Hanna pushed the sti
forward, the glider’s nose dropped steeply. She didn’t want to land, didn’t want to come out of h
bubble, and she pulled the stick back and climbed again. But then something happened, the airspe
dropped, the glider lost whatever thermal it had found and she plunged downwards. There was a cra
and Hanna found herself thrown from the plane with a gang of whooping boys tearing towards he
The glider was in one piece, so was Hanna, and she stood up and laughed at the oncoming student
who were delighted to see a woman fail so dramatically. Pit van Husen was another matter. ‘What d
you think you were doing?’ the instructor was screaming at her, bellowing in his fury and fear. ‘Yo
are a disobedient, undisciplined girl! I should never have allowed you here, you are completely un:
for flying!”’

Hanna was cowed before the boys who were smirking and enjoying the performance. ‘As
punishment,’ continued van Husen, ‘you will be grounded for three days!” Van Husen spun on his he
and stalked off. Several students followed, but a few remained. They were quietly impressed |
Hanna’s daring. After all, she had been the first to fly. As they helped her haul the glider back to i
start point, they gave her a new nickname — Stratosphere.

Hanna cycled home more dejected than she liked to admit to herself. Her foolhardiness had stripp
her of her dream to fly before she had even begun. Now she would have to ensure she stayed on v:
Husen’s good side to avoid any further bans. It was to be far from the last time Hanna’s tendency
act before she thought landed her in trouble. What Hanna could not know as she rode home, arguis
with herself that she was not completely unfit for flying, was that Pit van Husen was working ¢
removing her from the course altogether. After Hanna had gone, he went to report to Grunau
director, Wolf Hirth, and explained the full problem. A pioneer of gliding, Hirth was something of



god to his young students. He had a round, jovial face which, when he smiled, folded into hapj
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wear both glasses and a prosthetic leg, having lost the original limb in a 1924 motorcycle accident.
anyone spotted him smoking they might have noted his unusual cigarette holder carved from t
fibula of his lost leg.

Hirth had taken up gliding at the same age as Hanna, in the days just after the First World Wa
when gliding was all that remained of Germany’s aviation industry. He had excelled at competitiy
gliding, particularly in annual competitions at Wasserkuppe. Nothing deterred him. Certainly not tl
loss of a leg. Hirth’s brother, Hellmuth, had founded the Hirth Aircraft Engine Manufacturir
Company and this, coupled with having a father who was an engineer, spurred Hirth to explore aircre
construction. In 1928 he attained his diploma in engineering from the Technical University
Stuttgart and over the next decade would promote gliding in almost every country across the world.

The year 1931 had brought another dramatic change in Hirth’s life: he was involved in a serio
crash during a gliding demonstration tour in Hungary. Sustaining major injuries, he was confined
hospital for four months and had not been long back in Germany at his training school when t
reckless, headstrong Hanna landed on his doorstep. Still reeling from the effects of his own crash, v:
Husen’s tales of Hanna’s adventures were enough to make him sweat. The last thing the Grune
School needed was a fatal accident involving a girl. “We must get rid of this girl,” Hirth told ve
Husen. ‘We don’t want any corpses.’

That night Hanna sat on her bed mulling over what she had done. Her temper was dulled |
thoughts of what could have happened, how she could have been seriously hurt or worse. Van Husen
words kept ringing in her ears and it was difficult to contain tears of frustration and humiliation.
would be hard to live down the episode, especially among her fellow students. Worse, Hanna was no
grounded. She had a tendency towards self-pity throughout her life, but as a teenager it was natur
enough and the long hours of winter darkness were not helping. She desperately wanted to pro
herself to van Husen, to everyone.

Finally, at some point in the wee hours of the night an idea struck her; she might be physical
grounded, but no one could ground her mentally. She sat on the bed and wedged a walking sti
between her knees as if it were the steering column in a glider. Then she imagined the finely balanc
plane all around her, and practised keeping the stick perfectly upright so a wing-tip would not dip ar
touch the ground. In her mind the students were clustered around the bungee, she called to ther
‘Heave!” They pulled. ‘Double!” They pulled harder. ‘Away!’ They released her and Hanna was s
engulfed in her fantasy she felt her body jerk as the glider started on a long ground slide. So Han
continued for the next hour, practising ground slide after ground slide, before falling into an exhaust
sleep. Hanna would fly one way or another.

Three days without flying were torture, but Hanna endured them, consoling herself with h
imaginary night-time flying. Van Husen was watching her like a hawk, looking for any reason to |
rid of her for good, but Hanna refused to give him such pleasure. Instead she was the perfect stude
and even began to form friendships with some of the boys on the course. One was a handsome stude
with curly blond hair and a broad smile who seemed like any other enthusiast to Hanna, even if he w
a little dreamy, his mind far away out in the reaches of space. Wernher von Braun was a rocket ma
As a boy in Berlin he had found himself in a police station after attempting to create the first rocke
powered child’s wagon. The experiment, in the middle of fashionable Tiergartenstrasse, had gor
disastrously wrong. The six large skyrockets he had attached to his wagon had quickly gone out
control, shooting the flimsy cart violently back and forth across the street while streaks of flame fle
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out behind. Naturally he had scared a number of people, caused a minor panic and come close
endangering ing ] rsby. : iT ici : e ca

who would be pivotal in the creation of the V2 rocket and jet-propelled aircraft. Sitting quietly on t
grass between gliding flights, Hanna could hardly imagine the role this young, dashing man wou
play in her future. By 19 von Braun had his glider pilot’s licence; by 21 he had a regular pilot
licence. Throughout her life Hanna would remain friends with the boy who dreamed of rockets.

But friendship at Grunau was always tainted with the mockery Hanna ‘Stratosphere’ earned simp
for being female. She had failed and no one would let her forget it. Then luck finally fell in Hanna
favour. Another student had had a disastrous A test flight and van Husen wanted to explain the reasor
why to his students. He told Hanna to sit in the empty glider to ensure it didn’t move while he lectur
the group. Hanna did as she was told; sitting at the controls, she envisaged herself on her bed a:
stared out at the sky as if about to be launched. She was so absorbed in her dreaming it was only tl
laughter of her fellows that roused her. Pit van Husen was amused; he should never have allowed th
undertrained girl into the sky, but an odd, mischievous thought arose in his mind. ‘All right, harne
up!’ he shouted, and before Hanna knew it she was in position to be launched into the air.

Hanna took to the skies; she focused on a spot ahead and concentrated all her energy on keeping tl
glider straight and true. She was in the air for less than forty seconds, but it was enough to convin
her that she must spend her life flying. She landed perfectly, having unexpectedly passed the A test f
gliding. It was pure chance, of course, the boys yelled. Van Husen was similarly unconvinced.
expect that was just luck. I can’t count it for your A test,” he said. Then he paused. ‘You had better t
it again, straight away.’ Naturally, Hanna flew perfectly and passed the test a second time.

Curiosity now overcame Wolf Hirth. Who was this girl who was in danger of fatally crashing or
minute and the next passing her A test without any practical experience? Hirth had to meet her
person. Petite Hanna was neither awe inspiring nor impressive in appearance, but then neither w
Wolf Hirth. He was a little on the plump side and very ordinary looking for someone treated as a g¢
of gliding. He liked Hanna almost instantly: she reminded him of himself. Hirth took Hanna under k
personal tutelage and soon she was flying and passing her B and C tests. She impressed him so mut
that he allowed her the privilege of flying the school’s newest glider, one normally reserved fi
instructors and Hirth. Hanna had permission to stay in the air as long as she pleased; she stayed the
for five hours and landed to learn that she had broken the world record. For the first time Hanna
name was on the radio and Hirth was delighted — he could not have asked for better publicity for I
training school.

Hanna was meant to be training as a medical student, but her head was now, quite literally, in tl
clouds. She could no more concentrate on her studies than she could resist the temptation to fly aga
— this time in a powered aircraft. She was studying medicine in Berlin and it happened that nearby w
a flying school run by the German Air Mails. Based at Staaken, the school ran a course in flying spor
planes and Hanna persuaded her father to pay for yet another set of lessons. By this point Herr Reitst
was despairing of his daughter achieving anything in her studies, but she swore she would stick
medicine if only he would let her learn to fly. In fact, she had plans to become a flying doctor
Africa, so she had to take a flying course, didn’t she?

There were a few more women at Staaken than at Grunau, though female friendships would nev
be a priority for Hanna. In fact, for most of her life she was quite a lonely individual; her relationshi
were professional and often with men, but they rarely developed into anything close. At Staaken sl
came to know Elly Beinhorn, five years her senior, who had recently returned from flying around tl
world. They were friendly enough at the time, though years later Elly did not warrant a mention
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Hanna’s memoirs, The Sky My Kingdom. One person who did, however, was a young actor name
Mathias—Wieman, who had only rtecently appeared as a supporting actor in the German fil
Avalanche, ‘... with whom I soon formed a real flying friendship’, Hanna recalled.

Not all was happiness at Staaken. The years were ticking by towards Hitler’s catastrophic accessir
to power and the reek of politics was often in the air. Hanna was politically ignorant; in fact, politi
was a topic that entirely failed to interest her. She had been raised a good German patriot and this sl
would remain without questioning it unduly. Honour, to her, meant loyalty, even when that loyals
was misplaced. Hanna lived partly in a world of imagination; escaping into the skies was part of th:
When something penetrated that happy sphere she was shaken and uncomfortable, she would tu
away and dig her head into the figurative sand. Hanna did not want to know about the world
politics. It was too complicated, too frightful and it would destroy her brave dreams of loyalty, hono
and hope. These were her exact feelings when she befriended a group of workers near Staaken. Eve
now and then the workers would launch into arguments over politics:

In the whole gang there were hardly two who belonged to the same party and with horror I realised how people who otherwise
get on well together can become bitter and fanatical opponents as soon as politics are mentioned. It was all new to me ... one
day so fierce an argument developed between them that they almost came to blows. Then, depressed and thoughtful, I left them,
for our happy atmosphere seemed now finally to have been destroyed.

This was Hanna’s attitude throughout the war. Politics to her was something distasteful that broug
out the worst in people, but she tried to retain a quiet loyalty to Germany without judgement. Tk
unfortunately meant loyalty to Hitler and all the horrors such misplaced, foolish, honour would bring
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A NEw WORLD

Hanna was determined to ignore German politics because it made her uncomfortable, but politics w
not ignoring Germany: 1932 saw the end of Prussian power as Reich president Paul von Hindenbu
chose to collaborate with the Nazi Party and demolish the old republican system. It all led to tl
carefully orchestrated ‘Bloody Sunday’ of 17 July. The Nazis staged a provocative march in Altona,
busy harbour in the Prussian province of Holstein, riling up tempers in the working-class district wi
the result that eighteen were killed and 100 wounded. It was the culmination of many days of stre
fighting between the SA and the Communists, a bloody turf war that ruined faith in the Prussi:
system of government. The Prussian government was declared to have failed to keep the peace in i
territory and an emergency decree deposed the Prussian minister-president Otto Braun and h
ministers. It might not have been so easy had not the Prussian authorities resigned themselves to the
fate, thus opening the door for Hitler’s period of tyranny.

Hitler came to power in 1933 as Hanna was working with Wolf Hirth on a book concerning tl
theory behind flying in thermals. As much as Hanna chose to distance herself from the reality
politics in her country, she could not change the distance of her hometown from the epicentre of Na
power. Breslau (now Wroclaw, Poland) was only an hour and a half away from Hirschberg by car ar
in 1932 it had become the strongest support base for the Nazis — 44 per cent of the city’s vote w.
National Socialist. Immediately after he came to power Hitler began to persecute the city’s Polish ar
Jewish population. Breslau had the largest Jewish community outside of Berlin, many of whom we
thoroughly integrated into the city’s society — not the stereotypical Eastern European Jew th
propaganda sought to vilify. Fewer than half were even practising their religion, but this would n
save them from the blood lust Hitler had sparked.

Jewish-Marxist books were burned in huge bonfires. Jewish businesses were boycotted and Jex
were forced to give the Nazi salute to passing SA troops. Boys from the Hitler Youth (Hitlerjugenc
flooded the streets, singing ‘Set fire to the synagogues’. Ordinary citizens felt pressure to exclu
Jewish friends from their lives. Already relationships between Jews and non-Jews were banned. Mat
Breslau citizens, who would otherwise have considered themselves good people, cut Jewish tie
quietly expunging Jewish friends from their lives and disowning former relationships.

The Gestapo moved in to seek out ‘undesirables’, and these included Communists, Soci
Democrats and trade unionists, along with the Poles and Jews. It was now illegal to speak Polish
public and anyone who looked Jewish was in constant danger; many were herded together and sent
concentration camps. One of these camps was Gross-Rosen, originally a satellite camp to tl
notorious Sachsenhausen before it became independent in 1941 and started to create its own su
camps. One of these sub-camps was at Hirschberg, Hanna’s hometown.

While specific evidence of anti-Semitism in Hirschberg is mostly unrecorded, we can infer t
atmosphere of the town from examples of what was happening all around it in Silesia. With Bresl:
very close, the Nazi influence in the area was strong and tension was high among the various ethn
groups. Hitler whipped up resentment that had been festering away just beneath the surface. Hanna
mother complained of the Jews, blamed them for the bad that had happened to Germany. She mig
not have resorted to violence against them, but many of her neighbours would have. Mostly it start



with bullying tactics: dead cats and pigeons thrown into Jewish gardens, the beards or hair of Jewi
men being pulted om the street. This was simply an escalation of the vague anti-Semitism that h:
existed before Hitler. Jews had been called ‘Christ killers’ before 1933, only now such abuse w.
authorised by the state.

Name calling was one thing, but the situation was rapidly to get worse. Abuse became more violer
Germany imposed more and more restrictions on Jews and it became noticeable to the public th
there was a widespread persecution of Jewish culture happening under their very noses. Yet neith
Hanna nor her mother discussed the crisis spreading all across Silesia. No mention was made of t
sub-camp to Gross-Rosen being built at Hirschberg. When vast numbers of people vanish, all from t
same population, it has to be noticeable. Businesses were inexplicably closed; the Jewish owne
disappeared. Yet still Hanna noticed nothing. Her home, her country was falling apart, but her onl
priority was a selfish one — getting to fly again. In fact, not even her beloved gliding escaped Hitler
grasp. After the First World War and the ban on powered flight in Germany, the only means an
dictator had of building an air force of new, young pilots was to train them in gliding.

While Hanna was learning of the freedom gliding could bring her, Hitler was using the sport
further his plans for world domination. The Hitler Youth was already bringing military discipline ar
training to the young boys who would be future members of the Wehrmacht or SS. The Fliege
Hitlerjugend or Flying Hitler Youth was training future members of the Luftwaffe. They started t
building and flying model gliders, gaining a basic grounding in the principles of flight. They mowv
on to a short flight in a glider, much the same as Hanna had done in her training, before progressing
longer flights and, eventually, to powered aircraft at secret airfields in Russia. By the time Hitler w
ready to unveil his Luftwaffe to the world he had several units of young pilots trained in this manne
all under the pretext of healthy fun and games. Not only were they ready to fly, but their ear
experiences had instilled a passion and enthusiasm vital for the numerous dangerous missions th
would soon be involved in.

In May 1933 Hanna was busy with the ‘Grunau Baby’, the very latest in training gliders and tl
pride and joy of Wolf Hirth. Hanna was home in Hirschberg, having just scraped through her medic
examinations, by luck rather than judgement — she had spent far more time studying plane physiolo;
than she had human. The invitation to fly the Grunau Baby was both unexpected and exciting. Hir
was interested in filming Hirschberg from the air using the Baby and saw no reason why Hanna mig
not try the glider. Dressed in a light summer frock and without goggles or helmet, Hanna climbs
happily into the glider, little realising this was going to be one of the most frightening flights of h
life. “Try flying her blind,” Hirth said confidently as he set out to tow her into the air.

It was a beautiful day and at 1,200ft Hanna cast off, taking full control of the Baby. Beautiful as tl
sky was, for flying it was disappointing: there was no wind and before long Hanna was heading ba
to the ground. Two hundred and fifty feet above the earth Hanna prepared to land — disappointed at tl
false start — when her wings quivered. Was this an unexpected up-current? Hanna circled and tl
glider climbed a little, then it suddenly dropped. Searching for the frail up-current she had ju
encountered, Hanna instead came across a second, stronger one. She began to climb again, fir
steadily, then faster and faster until, before she knew it, she had risen to around 1,500ft in barely tv
and a half minutes. A more experienced pilot would have been worried by this change. Hanna did n
immediately sense anything was wrong. Instead she was pleased to be rising again. Then her ey
came off the instruments and looked out into a hideous black storm cloud.

It had only formed in the last few minutes, unobserved as Hanna had obeyed Hirth’s instructions
fly blind. Now she looked at it, not with fear, but with glee. ‘Here, at last, was the opportunity of :



experience I had been longing for, to fly through a cloud.” Was Hanna really so blind to danger? Tt
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told me that as long as he has that knowledge [of flying instruments], a pilot can come to no harm.’

Hanna was now 3,600ft up and headed for the storm. She broke into the base of the cloud, catchis
one last glimpse of the world below before she was absorbed into the black mass and a thick layer
cloud blocked out everything. Hanna pinned her eyes to her instruments. She climbed another 20
and for a moment she feared hitting the nearby Riesengebirge mountain, but then she relaxed: h
instruments read 5,500ft and the Riesengebirge peak is only 5,200ft. Still Hanna underestimated t
danger.

Suddenly the storm erupted. Rain pelted her wings and turned into a loud hammering th
overwhelmed every other sound, like an army of drummers pounding on the Baby. Worse, ti
windows were beginning to ice up and just beyond them Hanna could see rain and hail crashing out
the sky. Now she was afraid. Where was she? What would happen? Hanna checked the controls ar
they told her she was still flying true.

As fast as it began, the storm ended, but at once it was replaced by buffeting winds that toss
Hanna about in her cabin, and still she was rising! Her instruments, when she could see them, re
9,750ft! Then they just stopped. They refused to move up or down. Panicking, Hanna thumped
them, but they didn’t move. They had frozen solid ...

With no instruments Hanna was truly blind. Scrabbling at the control stick, she made a despera
effort to maintain normal flight, but what was normal in this dense, hellish cloud? Before she cou
connect her thoughts there was a new noise, a sort of high-pitched whistle, first loud then quiet. F
any pilot it was a terrifying sound — the sound of a plane slipping into a stall. The noise would st
any moment and then Hanna would have a split-second to push the Baby’s nose down before the glid
became completely uncontrollable. The whistling ceased. Hanna thrust forward the control stick a
lurched in her harness, but already it was too late. Helpless, falling forward, the blood rushii
painfully into her head, Hanna was diving vertically, the Grunau Baby flipped over on its back. The
was nothing to do. For an instant the Baby swung forward, but the dive continued, its speed buildil
and building. Hanna pulled frantically at the control stick, heaving it back as hard as she could, tryi
to right the plane and completely unaware she was performing a series of involuntary loops. Still tl
glider shot downwards, Hanna hanging from her harness while the world shrieked by.

The mica windows had frosted over. A sudden claustrophobia enveloped Hanna and she smashe
her fist into the plastic, forcing open a hole, so at least she could get one last look at the world. H
head spun, her brain in agony as the g-forces of the dive pummelled her. She was frozen, the ra
pouring through the hole in the mica drenching her light summer dress. Her hands had turned blu
Hanna had failed the Baby and all she could do now was let go of the controls and hold a vain hope t
natural stability of the plane would counter the dive. Fear had turned into panic, an overwhelmil
sense of terror engulfing Hanna Reitsch. She could not move a muscle. The fierce gale of air caus
by the plummeting glider had forced her mouth open as she tried to clench her teeth.

Then, remarkably, the Baby started to climb again. The violent thrust from one position to anoth
was even worse for Hanna. Her eyes felt as though they were bulging from their sockets and Han
expected blood to spurt from her temples any moment. ‘HANNA-A-’ she screamed to herself, tryir
to get her mind out if its loop of terror. ‘Ya! Ya-a! Coward! Hang on, can’t you, cowa-ar-!” The Bab
flipped again, and now when Hanna dared to look up it was not sky she saw but dark brown eart
Something awoke inside her; she reached automatically for the controls and turned the glider rigkh
side up. She was still very high in the air, ahead were the snow-covered peaks of Riesengebirge ar



even further away the rapldly movmg storm clouds. She had been spat out by the clouds and by son
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Riesengebirge coasted by beneath her Desplte the ear-splitting dlve Hanna was still over 5,000ft up.

Picking a clear spot for a landing, Hanna came down beside a hotel-restaurant serving a ski resc
on the Schneekoppe. It was evening and no one appeared to notice her land. Hanna walked into t
hotel and presented a strange sight to the skiers; not only was she completely inappropriately dresst
for such altitudes, but Hanna was soaked from head to foot, her hair clinging to her head and face
bedraggled dreadlocks. She placed a call to Wolf Hirth from the hotel reception. The Baby would ne¢
a tow to get her airborne again and there was a lot of explaining to do, not least because Hanna h
crash-landed across the Czechoslovak border and come down in a neutral zone without permissio
Germany, or rather Hitler, had been nagging at Czechoslovakian anxieties for a while (they were soc
to discover with good reason). A German glider in the middle of the neutral zone was going to rir
alarm bells.

Hirth could not risk landing his own powered plane on foreign soil to rescue Hanna. The best |
could do was to drop a towrope and leave his student the task of recruiting skiers from the hotel
haul her up into the air. Fortunately, the hotel residents were enjoying the novelty of the unexpecte
plane and a number of them volunteered to pull on the Baby’s starting rope. Hanna took to the air on
more. Darkness was descending as Hanna traced her path back to Hirschberg. She lost sight of Hir
before long and visual landmarks vanished into the gathering night. She landed in a likely looki
field. The glider had lost too much height for anything else, and she resigned herself to wait for Hir
to find her once more. This was to be just the first of many Hanna-esque adventures.

Hanna came close to losing her wings again that day in 1933, both literally (for she had come clo
to crashing) and metaphorically. What would the new German regime make of the daring girl who h:
broken frontier regulations and crash-landed in Czechoslovakia? In fact, the authorities were ecstatic
Hanna had broken a new altitude record. Who cared about a silly border infringement? Once agai
Hanna was mentioned on the radio and discussed in the national press. All this would naturally go to
young woman’s head and Hanna had always been one to crave attention and glory. Emy clucke
around her daughter as she basked in the adulation of a fickle public. ‘Remember that false pride is
sin,” Emy rebuked. Hanna was cross. Throughout her life she would find it difficult not to revel in h
achievements, nor to avoid coming across as boastful when she was really only enthusiastic. If En
was worried about her daughter’s pride, her father was worried about her education. It had become ¢
too plain that medicine did not really appeal to Hanna. Herr Reitsch would not have worried so mut
if there was a prospect of his eldest daughter getting married, but there had been no boyfriend duril
her teenage years and the man she was closest to was the middle-aged and happily married Wo
Hirth. What had become of those handsome young men Wernher von Braun and Mathias Wiem:
whom his daughter had once spoken of? But Hanna was not interested in the burdens of love a
marriage: all she thought about was flying. Boys were very far down her list of priorities.

Throughout her life, speculation followed Hanna concerning her personal relationships. Those wl
dabbled in such rumours included the British test pilot Eric Brown, who once met Hanna a
maintained a postal acquaintance with her, despite war coming between them. He suggested th
Hanna was in a relationship with Field Marshal Ritter von Greim in the last year of the war, this beir
the reason she flew with him to Hitler’s bunker. In reality, this seems as spurious as the suggestic
(also made by Eric Brown) that Hanna committed suicide to join her lover von Greim some thir
years after his death. Brown was disillusioned with the aviatrix he once idolised and his lat
comments have to be taken with a good dose of salt.




Still, Hanna’s life seems rather devoid of the usual love tangles most people experience. Either sl
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trying to achieve her goals as a pilot that any relationship would have got in the way. Besides, Hani
would have hated any suggestion that she had consorted with someone to afford her a better place
the aviation world.

If lovers were missing in Hanna’s life, she did at least form strong bonds with a variety of ms
whom she came to respect and adore. Most of these men were older and Hanna thought of them
father figures, the first of these being Wolf Hirth (to some small extent Hitler too fell into th
category, which was why Hanna felt a strong loyalty to him). Hanna’s relationship with her own fath
was difficult; he was a stern, strict man, not particularly loving, unlike her mother, to whom she w.
especially close. Herr Reitsch was aloof and though he took Hanna with him to visit patients, he w
not a loving father, nor was he good at supporting and promoting Hanna’s dreams. In many wa:
Hanna lacked confidence and needed the constant praise and comfort of men such as Hirth to bolst
her self-esteem. Her father could not give her that, so Hanna found replacements wherever she coul
quite unconsciously. She even sometimes referred to them with the affectionate addition of ‘father’
their name.

Hirth was also very taken with his star pupil — the girl he had once wanted to kick out of his glidis
school. Only two years after she had started gliding, he invited Hanna to be an instructor. This w
both a privilege and a nightmare for Hanna. How was this little slip of a girl (still only 21) supposed
teach male students, many of whom would be much older than her? ‘Men do not like being taught by
girl,” Hanna said to herself. There was no point trying the usual teaching tactics of Hirth or van Huse
Instead Hanna acted as a comrade to her students, turning her lessons into discussion groups whe
they could run through good and bad flights, ways to improve and how to get through that al
important first A test. Hirth was dubious of her methods initially, but Hanna soon proved herself whe
her pupils excelled at gliding. She also earned their respect, which was extremely difficult:
managed to lull my pupils into forgetting that they were being instructed in the manly sport of glidil
by a mere school-girl.’

It was all going so well until the last day of the course. All but one of Hanna’s students had passe
their C test successfully and had gone to a nearby airfield to experience their first towed flight
Hanna was left alone with her last pupil. There seemed no reason to Hanna why this young man shou
not pass his C test with ease: he had proved adept at gliding in his A and B tests and seemed calm ar
self-assured as he sat in the glider. He took off smoothly and soared in the air for a full two and a he
minutes without issue. It was looking as though Hanna had successfully got all her pupils airborne
the student made his first turn according to the outline of the test. The turn was steep, but handl
well. What happened next came completely out of the blue. The glider suddenly nose-dived a:
plunged with a horrendous crash into the ground.

Hanna couldn’t move at first. Then she began to run as fast as she could towards the glider. H
pupil was dead, of course. No one could survive such a fast crash in a flimsy glider. Instead of headir
to the airfield to watch her students flying, Hanna made her way to the boy’s village, his house, whe
a poor old woman ran out crying, ‘Ach, Fraulein, I already know. My son! My son is no longer!’

As the woman wept she explained that her son had had a dream the night before of crashing duri
the test just as he entered the turn. She had begged him not to go that morning, but he had insiste
Hanna didn’t know what to make of all this. Was it premonition or under-confidence in the pur
manifesting as a nightmare? Had the memory of the dream sparked that awkward steep turn, or h;
the turn sparked memories of the dream and caused the fatal crash? Whatever the case, the accide
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