The Airmen

By Roger Horky


The first aerial victory of the Polish campaign—and thus the first overall of World War Two—was scored by an unlikely candidate for such an honor: a Stuka pilot. Frank Neubert belonged to I/StG2, which early in the morning of 1 September 1939 was assigned to bomb the airfield at Rakowice. While en route, however, he got separated from his flight. After joining up with another lost Ju87, he spotted an airfield (coincidentally, his original target) and dropped his bombs. While flying back to his base, he and the other Stuka overflew the airfield at Balice. A pair of PZL P.11s appeared right in front of him (he thought they were landing, but they had actually just taken off). Neubert slid in behind one and shot it down. His victim was Mieczyslaw Medwecki, commander of the III/2 (City of Krakow) Fighter Regiment.


The first allied victories of World War Two occurred just a few moments later. Medwecki’s wingman, Władisław Gnys, fired at the Stuka Neubert had joined up with. It started smoking and slowed down. Gnys nearly stalled trying to avoid running into it and pulled away. While recovering his airspeed, Gnys lost contact with his target (both Ju87s were able to return to their bases).  He then began flying westwards. Over the village of Zaruda he encountered a pair of Dornier Do17s returning from a raid on Krakow. Diving on them, he fired, incapacitating the rear gunner and damaging the port engine of the lead aircraft. He gained some altitude and started another dive, this time targeting the other Dornier, behind and to the right of the first, and scoring several hits in the cockpit area. Gnys saw that the two bombers were on a collision course with one another but became distracted as he recovered from his dive, losing sight of them. It was not until he returned to his base that he learned that they had both crashed into a farmyard. 


Only one fighter pilot achieved ace status during the September campaign (and so became the first-ever ace of World War Two). Major Hannes Gentzen, commander of Jagdgruppe 102, scored seven victories in his Bf109D. He shot down an additional eleven aircraft (most after JGr 102 had converted to Bf110s) before being killed over France in late May, 1940. 


A handful of airmen on both sides came within one victory of becoming aces, however. Depending on which aerial victories list one refers to, these include Poles Wladyslaw Gnys and Hieronim Dudwal and Germans Werner Methfessel, Alfred Warrelmann, and Karl Schuch (all three were Zerstörer pilots— after Gentzen, the best German single-engined fighter pilot was Georg Schneider, who scored just two victories). All (including Schneider) got their fifth kills in later campaigns.


A significant number of future Luftwaffe aces served in Poland. Among them were Gordon Mc Gollob (150 total victories),
  Helmut Lent (110), Hannes Trautloft (58), and Werner Mölders (101). All claimed at least one victory over Polish aircraft. Two who went scoreless in September 1939 were Adolf Galland, who was assigned to an attack unit flying the Henschel Hs123 (he had 103 victories after transferring to fighters), and Dietrich Hrabek, who was shot down on his very first mission and spent the next three days evading capture (he did not score his first kill until France, but made up for his late start by scoring 125 total kills in his career).


Many Polish airmen saw action after the Fall of Poland as well. As the September campaign wound down, several thousand Polish fighter pilots and bomber crewmen escaped to Romania and Hungary after the capitulation (a few went to Lithuania). From there they made their way west to France, where most of them joined the Armee de l’Air. When the Germans invaded in May, 1940, these airmen fought with the same savage ferocity they had displayed in Poland, eager to spare their adopted country the same fate as their homeland. However, their efforts were not enough to prevent a French collapse (the French air arm suffering many of the same problems the Lotnictwo Wojskowe did), and they retreated yet again, this time to Britain.
 Enough escaped for the RAF to create several Polish fighter and bomber squadrons, most of which became operational by the end of the summer. The fighter pilots were particularly welcome— the Battle of Britain had begun in July and RAF Fighter Command needed pilots to replace its considerable losses. The Poles’ experience and passion inspired Air Chief Marshall Sir Hugh Dowding, who led Fighter Command during the Battle, to say “had it not been for the magnificent material contributed by the Polish squadrons and their unsurpassed gallantry, I hesitate to say that the outcome of the battle would have been the same.” Once invasion no longer threatened, the Polish fighter pilots in the RAF took part in fighter sweeps and air strikes over the North Sea and occupied Europe. After D-Day, many of them were transferred to bases in France from which they could fly in support of the allied forces liberating the continent. 


The experience of Witold Lokuciewski was typical. He scored 1.5 kills in Poland, one in France, four during the Battle of Britain, and three in 1941. Other notable Polish fighter pilots whose careers began in September 1939 include Marian Pisarek (17.5 career kills/1.5 in Poland), Mieczyslaw Mümler (9/3), and Henryk Szczesny
 (9.5/2). Skalski and Gnys, both mentioned earlier, also added to their scores after the Polish campaign. The former was credited with 18 victories while with the RAF, the latter having three for the Adl’A.


Bomber crews do not get the attention fighter aces do, although they play an equally vital role in aerial warfare. Many of the German bomber crewmen who served in Poland would later earn the Ritterkreuz (Knight’s Cross), their nation’s highest award.
 These include Hans-Georg Bätcher and Joachim Helbig, both He111 observers; Werner Baumbach, Hans-Joachim “Hajo” Herrmann,
 and Hermann Hogeback, He111 pilots; Alfred Kindler, a Do17 pilot; Alwin Boerst, Oskar Dinort, Walter Enneccerus, Karl Henze, Paul-Werner Hozzel, Friedrich “Fritz” Lang, and  Walter Sigel, Ju87 pilots; Boerst’s rear-seater Ernst Filius; and Otto Weiss, who flew the Hs123. Hans Ulrich Rudel, who later achieved fame as a Stuka pilot, flew his first combat mission in Poland at the controls of a Do17 belonging to the long-range squadron of Aufklärungsgruppe (Reconnaissance Group) 121.
 


The conquest of Poland meant that the achievements of Polish bomber crews in the September campaign went unrecognized in their native land. However, a considerable number of Polish bomber pilots and gunners were decorated for their service in the RAF. Noteworthy Polish bomber crewmen (who served in both Bomber and Coastal Command) included Teofil Pozyczka, one of eight Poles in the RAF to be awarded the Distinguished Service Order. He also won the Distinguished Flying Cross (DFC), as did Jerzy Iszkowski, Josef Krasinski, Edmund Ladro, Boleslaw Orlinski, Witold Piotrowski, and Stanislaw Targowski, among others. Jan Cholewa, Jan Jacewicz, Stanislaw Jensen, Stanislaw Klosowski, Henryk Kwiatkowski, Tadeusz Ruman, and the ironically named Alfred Niemiec
 were among those who earned the equivalent honor for enlisted men, the Distinguished Flying Medal. Most served in one of Bomber Command’s all-Polish squadrons. However, after two years of continuous operations, attrition sapped the strength and morale of Polish airmen. Combat losses were hard to replace because few Poles reached Britain after 1940, while issues of language and pride prevented the Poles from accepting personnel from other units. Several squadrons were eventually consolidated. Another was reassigned to Coastal Command in 1942.
 




Several Poles flew both and flew both fighters and bombers in their careers. Michal Cwynar had been a fighter pilot in the Lotnictwo Wojskowe, but flew Fairey Battle light bombers for the RAF for a short time before transferring to a fighter unit. He was awarded the DFC and ended the war with 5.5 victories (scoring the first in Poland). Tadeusz Nowierski had flown the Karaś in Poland but was given a fighter when he arrived in Britain, becoming the first Polish Spitfire ace. Although he served throughout the war, he scored only five victories during his career, the last in early 1941.


The end of the war proved to be a bitter disappointment for the Polish aircrews in Britain. They had fought since the very beginning of the conflict, spending most of the war in exile, trying to destroy from afar the enemy that had conquered their homeland. Yet they were denied taking direct part in the liberation of Poland, save for a handful of missions—far too few—to supply the resistance during the 1944 Warsaw Rebellion, the failure of which disheartened the already frustrated airmen. It was the Soviet army that expelled the Germans from Poland, after which the USSR installed a puppet government in Warsaw. Those Poles who returned to communist Poland (many chose to remain in exile) were treated with contempt and suspicion by the new regime fearful of anything or anybody associated with the west. Some were shot. Many more—including Stanislaw Skalski—were imprisoned for their so-called offenses.  

� The Poles, too, had a bomber claim a victory in aerial combat during the campaign. On 7 September a Heinkel He111 blundered too near the PZL 37 Łos commanded by Wladislaw Dukstzo. His gunners quickly knocked it out of the sky. Dukszto survived the campaign, escaped to Britain, and eventually rose to command the RAF’s 300 Squadron. 





� Gollob was an Austrian. His unusual middle name was his parents’ way to honor one of their friends—a Scotsman.





� There is at least one flier who wandered longer and further than even the Poles. When the Germans annexed Czechoslovakia in May, 1939, Josef Frantisek and a handful of other Czech aircrew escaped to Poland. Most continued on to France right away but Frantisek joined the Lotnictwo Wojskowe and flew an RWD-8 trainer during the September campaign. Afterwards, he went to Romania, France (where he served with the Poles rather than the Czechs and is alleged to have scored some uncredited victories), and Britain. The RAF had two Czech units but assigned him to fly Hurricanes with 303 (Polish) Squadron. An undisciplined pilot, Frantisek preferred flying alone. His superiors indulged him because he shot down 17 aircraft in just four weeks, becoming the highest-scoring ace of the Battle of Britain. He was awarded the Distinguished Flying Medal in late September, 1940. Killed in a flying accident the next month, Frantisek was buried in a Polish military cemetery in Britain and was awarded a bar to his DFM posthumously.





� The British had trouble pronouncing Szczesny’s last name correctly and so just called him “Henry Sneezy” (sometimes “Henry the Pole”).  His squadronmate, Stanislaw Brzezina, became “Breezy.”  For reference, they’re pronounced “Shchesnyi” and “Bzhezina.”





� For various reasons, future aces Boleslaw Gladych (18 career victories), Eugeniusz Horbaczewski (16.5), and Witold Urbanowicz (17) missed out on the fighting in Poland but had distinguished careers in the RAF, the USAAF, or both.





� All ranks in all services were eligible for the Ritterkreuz. Unlike western awards, it was usually presented for long-term achievements rather than a single action. The men listed above all had long productive combat careers. With the exceptions of Sigel, Boerst, and Filius, all survived the war (although Kindler became a prisoner)—additional evidence, if any is needed, of their skills. Few of the fliers who fought in the first campaign of the war lasted until VE-Day. Because Germany had no sanctuaries for resting old crews and training new ones, Luftwaffe personnel had no expectation of rotation. They served until they died, or the war ended, whichever came first. 


Because the Knight’s Cross could not be awarded more than once, a system of grades was instituted to recognize continuing accomplishments: Eichenlaub (Oak Leaves), Schwerten (Swords), und Brillanten (Diamonds).  Kindler, Enneccerus, and Filius were only ones listed who did not receive the Oak Leaves; Baumbach, Helbig, Herrmann, and Lang all won Swords as well.





	� Herrmann led a particularly interesting life. On the second day of the September campaign a Polish fighter knocked out one of the engines of his He111 but he was able to get back to his base safely. He flew a total of eighteen missions in Poland, followed by 300 more in virtually every other theatre German bombers operated. During the Battle of Britain he commanded a Ju88 unit. On a night raid on Plymouth in July, 1940, he stalled while trying to evade a barrage balloon. His bomber landed on the balloon, then slid off of it upside-down. Amazingly, Hermann was able to recover control and finish the mission—his Junkers was carrying its payload through the whole adventure. The next year, while on a low-level attack against the Greek port of Piraeus, he bombed an ammunition ship, which exploded, severely damaging his airplane. He was able to nurse the crippled bomber home. He also served in the Arctic. During his bombing career he sank 12 ships. He then became a night fighter pilot and shot down nine allied aircraft. Later, as commander of the Luftwaffe’s aerial defenses, he played an instrumental role in the development of the Wilde Sau (“Wild Boar”) tactic for night combat and the creation of the Rammkommando Elbe for daytime interceptions. He survived the war, spending ten years in a Soviet prison. After returning to Germany he earned a law degree.  He has written two books about his wartime experiences. At the time of writing he is still alive.





� “Achieved fame” is an understatement. Rudel was one of the best known pilots the Luftwaffe ever produced. Josef Stalin allegedly put a bounty of 100,000 rubles on his head. Including his missions in Poland, he flew 2530 sorties, a world’s record. During his career, most of it spent on the eastern front, Rudel claimed 519 tanks, 1400 other ground targets, 70 barges and four warships (including the battleship Marat), and 19 aircraft. He was shot down over thirty times and eventually lost a leg. He kept flying, however, and had a special award created just for him: the Knight’s Cross with Golden Oakleaves, Swords, and Diamonds, which he received in January 1945. He died in 1982. 





� “Niemiec” means “German” in Polish.





	� That unit, 304 Squadron, saw just as much action after the transfer as before. Solitary patrol aircraft made tempting targets for German fighters. At least eight Polish Wellingtons on antisubmarine patrol off of the west coast of France were lost to enemy airplanes during the war. Not all such encounters ended badly for the Poles, however. Edmund Ladro held off a group of Ju88 interceptors for almost an hour, leading his attackers into an ambush by a formation of Beaufighters. Jan Bakanacz, Waclaw Chomka, and Stanislaw Targowski had similar experiences but needed no assistance, their crews claiming the destruction of at least one fighter each. The Poles’ main purpose, of course, was to strike at the Kriegsmarine, not the Luftwaffe. In its three years of patrol operations, 304 Squadron attacked some thirty U-Boats in the Bay of Biscay. Leopold Antoniewicz and his crew were credited with a sinking in June, 1944. Rudolf Marczak’s crew sank another ten months later.  
































Note that this is the draft counter roster for the Poland campaign published in C3i issue 18.





POLAND CAMPAIGN counters roster (11 total) �
�
Data on Counter�
Information not on counter�
�
name�
aircraft�
skills�
#�
notes�
Victories (Poland/career)�
�
Dilley�
Ju87�
BM D�
1o�
�
-�
�
Lion�
Ju87�
BU BM�
1r�
�
0/5�
�
Gentzen�
Bf109�
D�
2o�
KIA France �
7/18�
�
Molders�
Bf109�
P H A�
2r�
* KIFA�
1/101�
�
Hrabek�
Bf109�
BU P �
3o�
�
0/125�
�
Trautloft�
Bf109�
CV BU�
3r�
�
1/58�
�
Falck�
Bf110�
H�
4o�
�
3/7�
�
Spiess�
Bf110�
P D�
4r�
KIA ’42�
2/20�
�
Weiss�
Hs123�
D S�
5o�
�
-�
�
Dinort�
Ju87�
BM S�
5r�
�
-�
�
Hogeback�
He111�
AC�
6o�
�
-�
�
Kindler �
Do17�
BD�
6r�
POW�
-�
�
Skalski�
PZL P.11�
H A�
7o�
*�
4/21�
�
Dudwal�
PZL P.11�
P �
7r�
KIA France�
4/6�
�
Gnys�
PZL P.11�
BU�
8o�
�
2/5�
�
Szczesny�
PZL P.11�
D�
8r�
POW ’43�
2/9.5�
�
Słowinski�
PZL P.23�
NS�
9o�
KIA�
-�
�
Dukszto �
PZL P.37�
TS �
9r�
�
-�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
�
* indicates pilot/crew represented in RotL—ratings not changed. �
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