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			To my friends and colleagues 

			who died the lonely death 

			of a fighter pilot, and whose

			graves no mother’s hand will tend,

			I dedicate this memoir.
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			Preface

			I found myself among those who in 1939, the year in which the war broke out, had to face the Luftwaffe. Those first September days showed us how unequal a struggle it would be as our worst fears were confirmed by a tragic course of events.

			At the time, the Luftwaffe was unquestionably the most powerful air force in the world. The forces it used against us were at least eight times as great as ours in number alone. But this was not its greatest advantage. Its decisive advantage lay in the quality of its equipment. We had to fight in obsolescent equipment with only negligible combat value. As fighter pilots we flew in planes that were only half as fast and half as armed as our German counterparts. The speed of the Messerschmitt-109 was more than 200 km/hr faster than any of our ”Jedenastkas”1 In this light we Polish fighter pilots in September 1939 found ourselves in a situation analogous to someone running after a speeding car. In fact, our fighter planes were even slower than the enemy bombers they had to pursue.

			Under such circumstances the results of air combat were already decided in advance. But we tried not to think about this. Instead, we fixed our attention on the struggle, despite our decided disadvantage.

			These were dreadful, cruel days. For us pilots the hardest thing to accept was that our countrymen, our brothers and sisters, looked up to their own skies in fear, skies that from the very first day were increasingly darkened by the ominous black crosses of the Luftwaffe. Every day thousands of planes appeared from three directions, bringing destruction with them. 

			What could we, a handful of pilots, do to stem this flood? Faced with a hopeless situation we could not allow ourselves to retreat. So we joined the fight, although not without apprehension. But we did not charge the enemy out of desperation, in obedience to command, as did the cavalry at Somosierra in November 1808. Such tactics offered nothing, because the laws of air combat are different.

			Today it is hard to recapture the feeling, but we displayed a moral courage that might be called a feeling of honor, a spirit of pride in ourselves, which was instilled in us in the years before the war. This feeling prevented us from retreating before the enemy. At the same time, in the struggle with this—at the time, undefeated—Goliath we were mindful to live to fight another day. The fear of death causes many people to make mistakes, to produce unintended results. We could not allow ourselves to make mistakes, although we had to make split-second decisions. Normal human fear was overcome by a feeling of one’s own responsibility to his country.

			I hope this book will help readers understand what it was like to be a Polish fighter pilot—on the ground and in the air—in the uncertain time at the dawn of World War II. So it includes not only the extraordinary events of air combat, but also the more boring events that we experienced on the ground because these events are also important for the reader to gain a full understanding of what we went through. They sometime set the tone. In either case, though, we fighter pilots still faced death at every turn.

			
				
					1 The front-line fighter plane of the Polish air force, the PZL-11C. “Jedenaście” is the Polish word for the number “11” and forms the basis for the plane’s nickname. It was the 11th plane in the series that included the PZL-7 fighter plane, the PZL-23 reconnaissance bomber, and the PZL-37 medium bomber. These planes made up the entirety of the combat aircraft at the disposal of the Polish military in September 1939.

				

			

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Enemy Appears

			Ominous clouds had been approaching the Polish borders from the west for several months as Nazi Germany extended its boundaries and increased its power with easy conquests. Hardly half a year had passed since Munich and the occupation of the Sudetenland when Germany seized another country: German armed forces overran Czechoslovakia. These new and valuable acquisitions only helped to fuel a German war machine that was already working with unparalleled momentum. The echo of these events had hardly subsided when Hitler announced his plans regarding Poland. Before long, he occupied Kłajpeda [Memel], and the threat of attack on us appeared real. The only question was when; the conciliatory commentaries appearing in the press did not deceive us.

			At this time there was a partial mobilization in Poland, and border detachments were placed on a war footing. All units of the 4th Air Regiment were moved as far north as possible and were put on alert. Planes were partially armed, with three of the fighter groups making the signal flight. 

			In northern Poland spring usually comes earlier than elsewhere in the country. This year the warm breezes from the sea had already dried out the ground after the winter snowfalls, and the soft airfields quickly returned to form. The entire squadron was brought up to readiness, and intensive flight activity was undertaken to make up for the shortcomings that resulted from an unpredictable fall and a harsh, snowy winter. Beginning in early March flights of deadly fighters, graceful bombers, reconnaissance planes, and trainers could be seen everywhere in the skies. 

			Flying activity increased, and life pulsated with the vibrant rhythm of spring.

			In a camouflaged tent at the end of the airfield, the signal-flight commander set up his outpost. Equipped with telephones, a radio station, and maps, it was staffed from dawn to dusk.

			German reconnaissance flights began to fly freely over future areas of operation. And repeated violations of Polish airspace produced constant alarms and pursuits of the swift, elusive foe.

			One day there was a particularly dense drizzle, with dark clouds overhanging the ground, and a low-lying mist shrouding the horizon, limiting visibility to a few thousand meters. I was sitting in the tent passing the time talking with Jan Czapiewski, who was in command of the station. Every now and again the phone would ring and he would pick it up and listen to the news, only to replace the receiver in disappointment.

			“Anything interesting?” I asked him.

			“No, not really. Either they’re testing the line or it’s just boring instructions.”

			“Why don’t you pick up some music on the radio?” I suggested.

			“No use, the weather’s bad, and all you’ll get is annoying static.”

			So he offered me a cigarette.

			Just as I began to smoke, the phone began to ring.

			“Which one is it?”

			“The one on the left,” I said as I pointed.

			Hardly had he raised the receiver to his ear when his complexion changed dramatically. In a subdued voice he said, “To your planes!”

			In no time the tent emptied. Each man ran to his plane: Corporal Klein, Łysek, and I.

			A short time later, while we were sitting in our cockpits, with the engines warming up, Jan showed up too. Trying to talk over the sound of the engines he said quickly: “A twin-engined German plane is circling around the region of Bydgoszcz [Bromberg] and is buzzing its airfield.” 

			I pushed my throttle forward, sped out onto the open field, and up into the air. Once in the air I circled to allow the others to form up, and then we were off in the direction of Bydgoszcz. Flying at treetop level I couldn’t see much. Terrible atmospheric conditions, a low ceiling with rain and limited visibility, made intercepting the enemy planes a long shot. It was only around Bydgoszcz that the weather improved and the rain completely stopped. We circled its airfield but didn’t see anything, so we flew off in a northeasterly direction.

			The ground seemed to be sleepy, shrouded in mist, with smoke wafting from the chimneys of farmsteads as I radioed my comrades and asked them if they could see anything. But both replied negatively. 

			So we returned to the airfield at Bydgoszcz. After we landed the commander of the liaison squadron, which had been stationed at Bydgoszcz for a couple of days as a separate unit, arrived to obtain information about the German plane. 

			Lieutenant Colonel Rudkowski wasn’t able to help me much though. “I was involved with a twin-engined German plane around here,” he said. “But after about a half an hour he took off in the direction of Grudziądz [Graudenz].” 

			I thanked him and took off again in a northeasterly direction. 

			“He probably came from Prussia about half an hour ago,” I thought to myself. “He must be back home by now, in Malbork [Marienburg] or some other airfield, and I’m searching for him like a drunk in a fog.”

			After a fruitless search in the region of Bydgoszcz and its vicinity, I returned to base. 

			“So what happened?” asked Janek Czapiewski as soon as I got back to the tent. 

			“Nothing, as usual! So I flew around for a while. We’ll never catch any Germans this way!”

			“Yeah,” he replied. “We need faster planes, an efficient observational and reporting organization, and good radio communications in order to guide our planes to rendezvous points. But all we ever hear is: It’s coming, it’s coming—but always too late. And when we ask our pilots if they’ve seen an enemy plane, the answer is always the same: Yes sir, I saw one flying around earlier, but we couldn’t catch up with him.” There was an irony in Janek’s words. 

			This was just another example of a brief, typical report describing another futile flight over Pomerania in pursuit of enemy planes. In their modern, faster planes the enemy was able to fly with impunity. Of course, these reports reached Warsaw, but Warsaw never replied, having no effective means of fixing the situation. 

			The Germans, in the meantime, conducted photographic and visual reconnaissance deep into our northeast sector. Our construction of fortified positions along the Prussian border, begun in the spring, was under constant observation from the air by the enemy.

			A second group of pilots arrived to relieve us at dinnertime, after which I dropped by the armorers to make sure that they would have everything ready for the next day’s target practice. The chief armaments mechanic told me, “We’ve got heaps of ammo and aerial targets. There’ll be two tow-planes.” 

			So I told him: “Tomorrow, if the weather improves, we’ll start practice at seven in the morning,” after which I returned to my post, and the monotonous, overcast day slowly slipped away. Only the telephone broke up the boredom with its unnerving ringing.

			The weather did improve the next day, and our commander gave the order to begin target practice. As is customary in such cases, the necessary equipment was brought outside. A schedule for target practice was posted for each pilot, and both squadrons were to take part. 

			“When do you go?” asked Marian Pisarek, who was my closest rival, “I don’t see your name on the list.”

			“I’ll wait until you go,” I answered. 

			“Well, I’ll show you how it’s done, because you’ve gotten a little too sure of yourself lately,” he said.

			“We’ll see! Maybe you’ll beat me, maybe you won’t. But do you want to know a secret?”

			“What?” asked Marian. 

			“I adjusted the sights on my guns to a much closer range. And I think that if everything goes well I’ll be able to bring something back from the hunt.”

			“How close did you adjust your sights?”

			“Eighty meters.”

			“Don’t you think that that’s a little too close?”

			“No, in fact I think it might be even a little too far?” 

			“Now are you so sure of yourself?” I asked him. “I tell you what. Before the actual test let’s have a trial shoot. I have a little extra ammo.”

			“You’re trying to trick me,” Marian exclaimed.

			“Wouldn’t you do the same if you were the gunnery officer and it was your job to decide what to do with the extra ammunition?” I asked. 

			Marian smiled and acknowledged that I was right.

			“Okay, then follow right after me. The planes are ready,” he said and began to put on his flight suit.

			“Wait, I’ll go with you,” I suggested.

			“You want to teach me a lesson?”

			“If you can hit the target once, I’ll eat my hat,” I joked.

			“Get outta here!” replied Marian with some irritation.

			“Would you hand me my strap?”

			When his engine started I had to jump away from the plane because Marian suddenly pulled away.

			Each squadron controlled its own target, which encouraged the pilots to try to achieve the best results. Captain Rolski, Captain Leśniewski, Lieutenant Pisarek, Lieutenant Urban, and Corporal Mielczyński were my closest rivals. With each attempt the score changed, and I had to try very hard not to fall behind. Marian was hot on my heels. 

			A half-hour later, after the first attempts, I was able to examine Marian’s target. It showed exceptional marksmanship.

			“Did you get a load of my shooting?!” he proclaimed with satisfaction. “If you score half as well I’ll buy you a drink.”

			“Yeah, you did a great job . . . the target is full of holes.”

			In order not to make a fool of myself, I decided to go first.

			After I buckled my strap, Marian didn’t miss the chance to cast a few sarcastic remarks in my direction. On this flight I had only half the usual amount of ammunition.

			After my first attempt I returned to base, impatiently waiting to see the results. 

			“How’d it go, deadeye?” Marian taunted. I shrugged my shoulders. 

			The tow-plane released its targets and they fell to the ground. 

			“Are they red ones?!” I asked the mechanic.

			“Yeah, there’re a few of them.”

			After counting the bullet holes, Marian’s face dropped. He stopped taunting me, and impatiently started to inquire how I did.

			I jumped back into my plane, and about ten minutes later I was above the target, approaching the tow-plane that was drawing the target.

			Attacking from the front and above, I pulled back on the throttle a little and went into a shallow dive. I trained my sights on the tow-plane, moving them slowly toward the target so that I would maintain a straight line of fire. The target began to grow in my sights, and at the instant when it seemed large enough I pulled the trigger. I heard the clatter of my machine guns, stifled by the drone of the engine, and kept on firing until I was out of ammunition. At the last moment I pulled back sharply on the joystick to avoid hitting the target, but it was already too late. My plane dipped and I felt a sharp jolt. Before I even realized it, I was crouching in the cockpit. Out of the corner of my eye I could see the inflated target, which had struck the left side of the fuselage of my plane with its steel ring. When it struck, the plane shook and plunged into a spin. 

			In an instant I undid my straps and was ready to bail out. My altimeter read 700 meters, so I still had plenty of time. I leveled out the controls, and using the throttle I tried to pull my plane out of the spin. The plane obeyed the controls, but a strange vibration surged through the fuselage. Still, the plane leveled off nicely. 

			The vibration must not have been anything important . . .

			“What was that?” I thought with some trepidation, as I gained altitude.

			And the more altitude I gained, the more vibrations I felt. I turned around and looked at my tail. The left stabilizer didn’t seem right—twisted and almost loose—it was vibrating a lot. I was seized again by the idea of bailing out. Not knowing the extent of the damage, I expected that at any moment my tail might rip off. And then it wouldn’t be easy to bail out. It was hard to make a decision under these circumstances.

			“You’re shaking like jelly,” I thought to myself, trying to cheer myself up.

			I climbed to 800 meters and began to try out different speeds to check the possibility of landing.

			I pulled back on the throttle and lost speed. The needle on my airspeed indicator fell: 180 . . . 170 . . . 160 . . . 150 . . . suddenly the plane flipped over and began to spin out of control again. After three attempts I finally realized that the plane had to maintain an airspeed of at least 160 km/hr in order to land. “I might overrun the runway, however, if I land at this speed,” I thought to myself. 

			But I decided to try to save the plane and, unbuckling my belts in order to be able to bail out at any moment, I turned my plane in the direction of the airfield. Slowly I descended, not for a moment forgetting about my airspeed. But my approach from over the town complicated the landing a little. So I made a wide turn, a so-called grand tour, and—keeping the plane steady—I reached the edge of the airfield at a speed of 160 km/hr.

			I pushed down on the stick until the wheels hit the ground with a thud and immediately shut off my engine. I rolled on for a couple hundred meters more with my tail in the air. Only after I slowed down did the tail finally come down. Then I began to kick the rudder control furiously to brake the plane because I couldn’t use the brakes. I tried to steer the plane to the farthest corner of the runway. But even this seemed to be too close. I ended up in the rough terrain that was covered with molehills and shrubs beyond the runway where the plane came to a stop in the mud, and I finally felt relieved. 

			I restarted the engine to taxi the plane to the hangar, where Marian smiled and clapped me on the shoulders. 

			“You see, by extending this black line on your plane a little you can get a black cross like the insignia on German planes.” 

			All the rivets and screws that held my plane together were broken off. Only a miracle held the tail in place. In addition, the steel ring of the target mangled the entire left side of my fuselage. The stabilizer was severely damaged too.

			Captain Laskowski, the squadron commander, came by. He calmly listened to my report and then examined the plane. After the examination he blew up at me. To my surprise he wasn’t angry at me for crashing, but for landing in such a damaged plane.

			“In such situations you are ordered to bail out,” he shouted.

			“But Captain sir,” I replied, “I wanted to save the plane. That’s why I didn’t bail out, and . . .”

			“Save the plane! The most important thing is to save yourself, not this old heap! At any moment you could have disintegrated in midair. If that happened in flight there wouldn’t be anything left of you or your plane. And then it would have been too late to bail out!”

			“Save the plane!” I could hear him exclaim in exasperation as he walked away.

			“Listen, I don’t want to upset you, but you still might have some trouble, because they might ask you to pay for the repairs,” added Mirek Leśniewski. “Better that this is taken care of here, and not sent out to be fixed. Because it’ll be an entirely different matter if they have to send it to Warsaw. That’ll only mean trouble.” 

			I turned to the chief mechanic and asked, “Chief, what do you think you can do?”

			He just gestured with his arms as if to say, “What do I know?”

			“Too bad!” I replied.

			Then Captain Laskowski returned and told me, “Lieutenant, please be ready to report to the group commander tomorrow at noon.” And a moment later he added, “Well . . . all’s well that ends well. I’m glad that you were able to get out of this . . . I hope you’ll be just as lucky with the group commander.”

			“Captain, sir!” asked Mirek, “maybe it would be a good idea to find the target for tomorrow’s report?! Because if it has a large tear in it it would be a good argument in Skalski’s defense.”

			“That’s not a bad idea,” he smiled. “But can it be found?”

			“Skalski said that he saw where it fell, and maybe we can find it there. I’ll take some people, and we’ll go looking for it. . . .”

			An hour later I was scurrying about the firing range in a truck. We spent a long time looking along its paths and wooded areas. After “landing” in ditches a couple of times, muddied and frozen, we finally found the target. Torn to bits and pocked with bullet holes, it might actually help in my defense.

			[image: ]

			Night had fallen before we returned from the firing range, heading toward Toruń.

			The next day at noon, in regulation uniform, and with the target under my arm, I reported to the office of the group adjutant. The commander came out of his office and, after the necessary formalities, Colonel Stachoń listened solemnly but sensitively to my description of the accident. 

			“Colonel sir, the target, which I found on the firing range and have left here with the adjutant, clearly shows the effectiveness of firing from close range.”

			“Please show me,” he instructed.

			An excellent flier and former fighter pilot, he examined the distribution of the hits, especially in the first ring. His expression reflected his satisfaction. 

			“From what distance did you fire?”

			At this point I tried to use all my powers of persuasion, trying to fix the colonel’s attention on my story of the attack, and I tried to change the subject whenever possible so as to lessen my responsibility for the accident. I knew some unknown punishment hung over me because I should have tried to save myself. Nonetheless, I noticed that the commander listened carefully to my explanations.

			“Splendid result!” he exclaimed after a little while. “Only the second attack was unsuccessful . . .”

			“I missed by . . . a couple of millimeters . . .”

			I immediately realized that by returning to the accident I had unnecessarily returned to a sore subject. 

			“That’s good enough for me!” he exclaimed. “You just have to keep a respectable distance, meters, then you’ll be safe. Last year, under similar circumstances, we lost one of our junior officers, a very good and experienced pilot. Better to deliver a few less hits than to endanger your life or the plane. You have to learn to resist the temptation to get too close and cross the line of safety.”

			I waited now for the final decision.

			“Since I have not found you to be insubordinate and undisciplined in the performance of your duties, on the contrary, I see that you possess the desire to attain the greatest proficiency in marksmanship, as well as the presence of mind to save your machine, I have decided not to punish you, but I ask you to heed what I as well as your squadron commander have told you. Thank you, you are dismissed.”

			“Yes sir!” I quickly grabbed the target and skipped out of the office as fast as I could.

			“You’re lucky that we have a group commander like that, another commander would have settled things differently,” said Mirek when I told him about the meeting.

			“He’s a good pilot and a nice guy!” added Władek Urban. “If you had to answer to some old fart, he would have reamed your ass.”

			Shortly thereafter the weather improved and spring blossomed in all its charm. The sky cleared and the sun began to warm up.

			The squadron, which maintained itself on alert from dawn to dusk, continued to practice constantly. The intensity of our practice air “battles” increased as never before. In groups of different sizes, sometimes deliberately unequal, our fighters practiced combat in precise, agile formations against the background of the azure sky. The 141st (enemy) Squadron painted its tail surfaces lime green, to make it easier to tell the difference between friendly and “enemy” forces.

			At the same time lectures on German tactics, which familiarized us with their equipment, enabled us to go into the details of possible future battles. No one doubted that war would come. 

			German fighter units employed a close order “attack from above.” Ours was different: flights of three planes in V formation attacking upwards, starting from the lead formation. And within the flight each plane flew at a different altitude and distance, guaranteeing freedom of movement and observation.

			To avoid confusion and the danger of collision, each pilot taking part in these drills matched up with an opponent in the same position in the opposite flight. In this arrangement the flight commanders created one focus of combat, and their wingmen matched up with the wingmen of the opposite commander. Whenever a pilot scored a quick victory, he was required to help out the others. The loser had to give way to the victor and resume combat from an unfavorable position of self-defense.

			We flew in a northerly direction. Our “adversary” in one of the opposing flights arrived from the direction of Bydgoszcz.

			I was part of the squadron commander’s flight, which included Corporal Wieprzkowicz. We had already arrived at the northern end of the airfield when the dark silhouettes of the “enemy” planes appeared in a formation resembling a line of geese. 

			We approached each other at full speed in head-on attacks. The planes steadily grew larger until I could see that they had white tails. A few seconds later we broke up into what seemed like a cauldron of individual dogfights. After a few turns I started to gain an advantage and was able to creep up on my adversary from behind. He then performed a sudden loop, shifting the fight from a horizontal to a vertical one. After a few loops and turns I got even closer to him, and in a better position to fire. Leszek, seeing the desperate situation, tried to flee by diving to ground level. I pulled up and, seeing my commander in trouble, attacked Marian who already had a kill. I approached from the proper distance, dodged him in time, and returned to combat with a new adversary. Enjoying a great advantage in speed, I pulled my plane up after making a tight turn in front of Marian. At this time Mirek, having no one on his tail, joined the attack and we forced the twisting, turning Marian to surrender. I rolled my Jedenastka over and dove for the ground.

			Only three planes now remained above us. I could see the “white” planes glisten as they flew low against the black background of the forest in a V. We broke up to look for targets of opportunity. But this time the “enemy” reappeared with an extra plane.

			When we closed again, the fourth pilot, free of the initial phase of combat, hovered over us waiting to see how the dogfights would turn out in order to attack at the right moment and help any of his comrades in critical situations.

			I had hardly gotten on a white’s tail when I had a plane diving on me. I broke off combat to avoid the attack. But Leszek
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