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ADOLF GALLAND THE FIRST AND
THE LAST: A LEGACY OF
CHIVALRY IN THE SKIES OF WAR

In  the  pantheon  of  military  aviation
history,  few  names  resonate  with  the
same  complex  blend  of  admiration,
tragedy,  and  controversy  as  that  of
General  der  Jagdflieger  Adolf  Galland.
His memoir,  titled Adolf Galland The
First  And The Last,  is  not  merely  a
book;  it  is  a  vital  historical  document
that  offers  an  intimate,  unflinching  look
at  the  rise  and  fall  of  the  German
Luftwaffe from the perspective of one of
its  most  bri l l iant  and  principled
commanders.  For  aviation  enthusiasts,
historians, and anyone fascinated by the
human dimension of World War II,  this
work stands as a cornerstone, providing
a narrative that is both deeply personal
and strategically expansive. This article
delves into the life of the man behind
the legend,  the context  of  his  famous
memoir,  and  the  enduring  lessons
contained  within  its  pages.

Who Was Adolf
Galland? The Ace

Behind the
Memoir
To  fully  appreciate  the  significance  of
Adolf  Galland  The  First  And  The
Last,  one  must  first  understand  the
man.  Born  in  1912  in  Westerholt,
Germany,  Galland  was  captivated  by
flight from a young age. He began flying
gliders  as  a  teenager,  a  passion  that
seamlessly transitioned into formal pilot
training. His early career was marked by
service in the Condor Legion during the
Spanish Civil War, where he flew ground-
attack  missions  in  Heinkel  He  51
biplanes.  This  experience  forged  his
aggressive tactical  thinking,  though he
was initially disappointed to be assigned
to close support  rather  than the more
glamorous  fighter  role.  His  talent,
however,  was  undeniable.  By  the
outbreak of  World War II,  Galland had
already proven himself a natural leader
and a marksman in the sky.

The Early War:
Forging a Legend
Galland’s true rise to fame began during
the Battle of France and, most famously,
the  Batt le  of  Br i ta in.  F ly ing  the
Messerschmitt  Bf  109,  he  quickly
accumulated  victories,  demonstrating
not  only  exceptional  flying  skill  but  also
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a  sharp  eye  for  enemy  aircraft.  His
personal  scoreboard  grew rapidly,  and
he  became  one  of  the  Luftwaffe's  most
celebrated aces. By 1940, he had been
awarded the Knight's Cross of the Iron
Cross.  His  leadership  qualities  were
equally  apparent;  he  commanded
Jagdgeschwader  26  (JG  26),  known as
the  "Sch lage te r "  w ing ,  w i th  a
combination of tactical brilliance and a
hands-on approach that earned him the
fierce  loyalty  of  his  pilots.  It  was  during
this period that Galland began to cement
the  philosophy  that  would  later  define
his memoir: the idea that air combat, at
its best, was a contest of individual skill
and  chivalry,  even  amidst  the  brutal
machinery of total war.

DECODING "THE FIRST AND THE
LAST": A TALE OF TWO ERAS

The title of his memoir, Adolf Galland
The First And The Last, is profoundly
symbolic. It refers to his unique position
in  Luftwaffe  history.  He  was  among  the
very  first  fighter  pilots  to  achieve  fame
and  high  rank  in  the  early,  victorious
campaigns. He was also, arguably, the
last  of  the  great  traditional  fighter
leaders,  fighting a  losing battle  not  only
against  the  Allies  in  the  air  but  also
against  the  flawed  strategic  decisions
and  political  interference  of  the  Nazi
high  command  on  the  ground.  The
"First" represents the period of German
air  superiority,  the  honor  code  of  the
airman, and the tactical innovation that
defined  the  early  war.  The  "Last"
symbolizes  the  desperate,  twilight
struggle  of  1944  and  1945,  where
superior  numbers  and  industrial  might
overwhelmed German skill,  and  where
the romanticized notion of the knight of
the air gave way to the grim reality of
attritional warfare.

The Clash with
Göring: A Central
Conflict
A central and gripping narrative thread
in Adolf Galland The First And The
Last  is  his  increasingly  fraught
relationship  with  Reichsmarschall
Hermann  Göring,  the  commander-in-
chief of the Luftwaffe. As the war turned
against  Germany,  Göring  became
increasingly detached from reality, prone
to issuing unrealistic orders and blaming
the  fighter  pilots  for  failures  that  were
largely due to strategic miscalculations
and  resource  shortages.  Galland,
outspoken  and  principled,  frequently
clashed  with  his  superior.  The  most
famous  incident,  detailed  with  vivid
clarity  in  the  book,  is  the  so-called
"Fighter  Pilots'  Revolt"  of  early  1945.
Galland,  along  with  other  senior  fighter
leaders, presented a list of demands to
Göring,  essentially  arguing  for  a  more
rational use of dwindling resources and a
change in tactical doctrine. This act of
defiance led to Galland being relieved of
his command as General der Jagdflieger.
The  memoir  captures  this  tension
masterfully,  painting  a  picture  of  a
professional  soldier  trapped  within  a
dysfunctional  and increasingly fanatical
command structure.

The "Jabos"
Controversy and
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Tactical Doctrine
Another  key episode in  the memoir  is
Galland's famous dismissal of the threat
posed  by  Allied  fighter-bombers,  which
he dismissively referred to as "Jabos" (a
contraction  of  the  German  word  for
fighter-bomber,  Jagdbomber).  This
seemingly arrogant stance was, in fact, a
calculated  expression  of  his  tactical
philosophy.  Galland  believed  that  the
true role of the fighter was to achieve air
superiority  by  destroying  other  fighters.
He viewed the P-47 Thunderbolts  and,
later, the P-51 Mustangs, as secondary
threats  when  they  were  configured  for
ground  attack.  This  belief,  however,
proved to be a costly miscalculation. The
"Jabos"  and  the  long-range  escort
fighters  crippled  German  ground  forces
and  transportation  networks.  Galland
later  acknowledged this  error  in Adolf
Galland The First And The Last, using
it as a powerful lesson in the evolution of
air  power  and  the  dangers  of  rigid
tactical  thinking  in  a  rapidly  changing
technological and strategic environment.
This self-critical analysis is a hallmark of
the memoir's intellectual honesty.

THE JET AGE: THE LAST HOPE
AND THE FINAL BATTLE

One of the most compelling sections of
Adolf Galland The First And The Last
deals  with  the  Messerschmitt  Me 262,
the  world's  first  operational  jet  fighter.
Galland  was  an  early  and  ardent
advoca te  fo r  the  j e t  p rogram,
recognizing that it was Germany's best,
and  perhaps  only,  hope  to  regain  air
superiority  over  the  massed  Allied
bomber fleets. He famously test-flew the
Me 262 and was immediately captivated
by its potential. The memoir details the
agonizing  bureaucratic  and  political

battles  he  fought  to  prioritize  jet
production and deployment. The delay,
largely caused by Hitler's insistence on
using the Me 262 as a "Blitzbomber" (a
fast  bomber)  rather  than a  pure  fighter,
is  presented by Galland as one of  the
greatest strategic blunders of  the war.
His frustration is palpable. When he was
finally  allowed  to  form  Jagdverband  44
(JV 44), a hand-picked squadron of the
Luftwaffe's  best  remaining  aces  flying
the Me 262, it was a last-ditch effort. The
final  chapters  of  the  memoir,  describing
the aerial duels between the advanced
German jets and the endless waves of
Allied propeller and jet aircraft, are both
thrilling and tragic.

The Chivalric
Code in Total
War
Throughout the pages of Adolf Galland
The First And The Last, a consistent
theme  is  Galland's  adherence  to  a
personal  code  of  chivalry.  He  treated
downed  enemy  airmen  with  respect,
fostered  a  spir i t  of  professional
camaraderie  with  his  adversaries,  and
was  deeply  critical  of  Nazi  atrocities,
from which  he  kept  his  distance.  This
perspective provides a nuanced view of
the war. He was a servant of a criminal
reg ime ,  ye t  he  focused  on  the
professional,  tactical,  and  personal
elements  of  his  role.  He  recounts
encounters with Allied pilots, such as his
famous  meeting  with  Douglas  Bader
after  the  legless  British  ace  was  shot
down, with a sense of  shared respect.
This aspect of the book is what sets it
apart from mere military history; it is a
meditation  on  honor,  duty,  and  the
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human  spirit  operating  under  extreme
pressure. It asks the reader to consider
difficult  questions  about  the  morality  of
service in a bad cause, even when one
tries to maintain personal integrity.

LEGACY AND ENDURING
IMPORTANCE

Why does Adolf Galland The First And
The  Last  remain  a  must-read  over
seventy years after its initial publication?
Its  value  is  threefold.  First,  it  is  an
outstanding primary source. Galland was
a  central  figure  in  the  Luftwaffe's
command  structure,  and  his  insider
account  of  its  decisions,  its  triumphs,
and  i ts  catastrophic  fa i lures  is
invaluable. Second, it is a masterclass in
air combat tactics and strategy, written
by a master practitioner. His analysis of
dogfighting,  fighter  escort,  and  bomber
interception remains studied in military
academies. Third, and most importantly,
it is a deeply human story. It is a story
about a brilliant man struggling with the
impossible  choices  of  a  losing  war,
fighting  for  his  country  while  often
opposing  its  leadership,  and  trying  to
maintain  his  honor  in  a  conflict  that
increasingly  had  no  room  for  it.

Key Takeaways
from the Memoir

Strategic Vision: The book
highlights the critical importance
of strategic industrial planning and
the danger of political interference
in military operations. Galland
argues that the Luftwaffe was lost
not in the skies, but in the
factories and the Führer's
headquarters.
Leadership Lessons: Galland's

leadership style, marked by
leading from the front (he
continued to fly combat missions
even as a general), personal
accountability, and fierce
protection of his pilots, offers
timeless lessons for any leadership
context.
Humanity in War: The memoir is
a powerful reminder that even in
the most dehumanizing of
conflicts, individuals can cling to
principles of decency,
professionalism, and mutual
respect across enemy lines.

CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE:
UNDERSTANDING THE CONTEXT

It  is  important  to  read Adolf  Galland
The First And The Last with a critical
eye .  As  a  memo i r  w r i t t en  by  a
participant, it naturally reflects Galland's
own perspective, biases, and attempts to
shape  his  historical  legacy.  Some
historians  have  criticized  him  for
downplaying his  own early  enthusiasm
for the Nazi regime and for conveniently
distancing himself  from its crimes only
after the war. While he was not a war
criminal,  his  service  helped  sustain  a
genocidal  regime.  The  book  should
therefore  be  read  not  as  a  final,
objective history, but as a powerful and
essential testimony from a key actor. It
is a piece of the puzzle, not the whole
picture.  Understanding  this  nuance
allows  the  reader  to  appreciate  the
book's  immense  value  without  falling
into hagiography.

CONCLUSION: THE FINAL FLIGHT

Adolf Galland The First And The Last
is more than just a war memoir. It is a
poignant  narrative  of  a  golden age of
aviation  that  was  corrupted  by  the
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horrors  of  total  war.  It  is  a  story  of
innovation,  bureaucracy,  heroism,  and
despair.  Galland's  journey  from  the
cocky, cigar-smoking ace of 1940 to the
embattled, disillusioned general of 1945
i s  a  m ic rocosm  o f  t he  Ge rman
experience in World War II.  The "First"
were the triumphs, the camaraderie, and
the belief in invincibility. The "Last" were
the struggles,  the  moral  compromises,

and the bitter realization of defeat. For
any student of history, military tactics, or
the  human  condition,  reading  Adolf
Galland The First And The Last is an
essential  and  deeply  rewarding
experience. It leaves the reader with a
profound sense of  what was achieved,
what was lost,  and the eternal cost of
warfare in the skies.


