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Luftwaffe Airlift Capability 
1939-1945

by Jonathan Lupton

The Luftwaffe’s airlift capability 
emerged almost by accident. 
Infl uenced by the airpower 

concepts of Giulio Douhet—the 
famous strategic bombing theorist—it 
was believed a country’s bomber force 
could be developed from its fl eet of 
domestic airliners. 

Germany’s Ju 52 became a 
widespread international airliner in 
the 1930s, so it seemed logical to use 
this durable and widely-produced 
aircraft as a bomber. Service in the 

Spanish Civil War revealed the Ju-52s 
limitations in this role, although they 
were handy to have around. 

When World War II began in 
September 1939, the Luftwaffe had 
550 of them. Lufthansa, the Reich’s 
national airline, possessed another 
200. The Luftwaffe would gradually 
acquire these airliners for war duties; 
all were in military service by 1944.

While Ju-52s made poor bombers, 
they introduced the concept of 
military airlift to the world in the 

Spanish Civil War. In 1936, 20 Ju-52s 
transferred several thousand troops 
from Morocco into southern Spain, 
providing vital reinforcements to 
hard-pressed Nationalist forces. 
This experience helped nurture the 
concept of military airlift.

The growth of the Luftwaffe’s 
airlift capability also aided its 
development of parachute infantry 
forces. The Luftwaffe began 
developing the 7th Air Division—its 
first parachute unit. 
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Spanish Civil War. In 1936, 20 Ju-52s 
transferred several thousand troops 
from Morocco into southern Spain, 
providing vital reinforcements to 
hard-pressed Nationalist forces. 
This experience helped nurture the 

German paratroops conducting airborne operations. No major paratroop 
drops were made in the east, but the German air transport fl eet was vital 
in providing aid and material to troops during airlift operations.
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The Luftwaffe used its air transport 
capability for three main roles:

1.  Combat. Dropping paratroopers 
and delivering air-landing troops 
to newly-captured airstrips 
behind enemy lines. Such 
operations occurred in 1940 in 
Norway, France, and the Low 
Countries, and in 1941 on the 
island of Crete. 

2.  Air transport. Transferring 
troops, weapons, and supplies 
to front-line units, or to areas of 
strategic importance. These were 
not missions to isolated units, 
but were carried out when time 
was short and alternative sea and 
ground movement was too slow. 
In many cases, the German army 
relied excessively on air transport, 

taking advantage of its speed 
and versatility, but failing to fully 
understand the strain it put on 
the Luftwaffe.

3.  Air supply. Emergency resupply 
operations to forces which had 
been cut off by enemy operations, 
and could not receive supplies 
from sea or ground transport. 
Classic examples included airlift 
operations to Narvik in the 
Norway campaign, the successful 
Demyansk airlift of early 1942, 
and the disastrous Stalingrad 
airlift a year later.

The Blitzkrieg Period
Germany fi rst used its airlift 

capability during the campaign in 
Norway and Denmark. The Luftwaffe
employed 500 transport planes (about 
450 Ju-52s) to insert paratroopers 
and air landing troops at crucial 
ports and airports. While the forces 
dropped by air were small, their shock 
value—aided by a muddled defensive 
response—allowed them to quickly 
gain the upper hand.

The Luftwaffe promptly withdrew 
most its transport aircraft from 
Denmark and Norway, although for 
several weeks supplies were run to 
isolated forces in Trondheim and 
Narvik. When the Germans attacked 

Ju 52s conducting a paradrop. 

A fl eet of Ju 52s outside Demyansk.
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France and the Low Countries, air 
transport capability was put to use 
dropping paratroopers on “Fortress 
Holland,” combined with a glider 
assault on Ft. Eben Emael in Belgium. 

Both early blitzkrieg campaigns 
were costly in terms of transport 
aircraft. The Scandinavian 
operations cost the Luftwaffe 150 
of its Ju-52s, and losses in the West 
were around 170. Despite losses the 
effect of military air transport had 
been demonstrated.

In May 1941, Germany used 
paratroopers and gliders to invade 
Crete. The operation became a 
classic Pyrrhic victory, so costly that 
Germany abstained from major 
parachute assaults later in the war. 
The 7th Air Division lost nearly half 
its manpower, and the Luftwaffe 
sacrifi ced 250 Ju-52s. No longer 
used for parachute assaults, the air 
transport arm would fi nd itself in 
greater demand during the colossal 
invasion of the Soviet Union.

The Eastern Front
The Germans were not fully 

prepared for the Eastern Front’s 
logistical challenges. Roads were 
poor and the USSRs rail network was 
skeletal compared with the rest of 
Europe. The advancing army found 
itself leaning on air transport for 
items that could not await slow-
moving ground supply, like medical 
supplies, engine lubricants, and 

A Ju 52 near Stalingrad in the winter of 1942-43. 

A German Heinkel He 116.
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