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  Preface




“They flew like ghosts in the night—silent, fearless, and deadly. The Nazis feared them, their comrades admired them, and history nearly forgot them. But their courage endures forever.”




During World War II, a group of young Soviet women took to the skies in fragile, wooden planes to strike fear into the hearts of the German army. They were known as the Nachthexen- Night Witches—a nickname given to them by the terrified Nazi soldiers who could hear the eerie whistle of their silent gliders before bombs rained down.

They flew in total darkness, navigating by the moon and stars, braving gunfire with no parachutes, and enduring relentless exhaustion as they completed mission after mission. Despite their extraordinary contributions, they were often dismissed, underestimated, and even forgotten by history.

This book is an attempt to honor them—to tell the full, story of the 588th Night Bomber Regiment, their triumphs and tragedies, their moments of heroism and heartbreak. Through historical accounts, personal letters, and survivor testimonies, we will relive their battles, feel their struggles, and celebrate their unwavering spirit.

These women were not just soldiers. They were pioneers.

Their story deserves to be remembered.
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The Night the Witches Came

Eastern Front, Winter 1942

The frozen wind sliced through the blackened sky as Lieutenant Nadezhda Popova gripped the flight stick of her Polikarpov Po-2 biplane. The small wooden aircraft trembled under the weight of its deadly cargo—bombs strapped beneath its fragile wings. Below, the Nazi encampment sprawled like a black stain against the snow-covered earth, unaware that death was approaching from above.

Beside her, her navigator, Yekaterina Ryabova, pointed to the faint outline of a burning village in the distance—a Soviet town left in ruins by the invading German forces. They had seen too many like it. Too many families lost. Too many lives shattered. Tonight, they would strike back.

Popova flicked a switch, cutting the plane’s engine. Instantly, the roar of the aircraft was replaced by an eerie silence. The only sound was the cold wind rushing past their open cockpit as they glided like shadows through the night.

A few moments later—

BOOM!

A series of fiery explosions erupted below as their bombs found their targets. German soldiers scrambled in chaos, shouting, cursing, and pointing to the sky, but by the time they heard the whistle of another attack, the witches had already disappeared back into the night.

The Night Witches had struck again.

This was not an isolated attack. It was one of over 24,000 bombing raids they would complete before the war’s end. This is the story of the Soviet Union’s all-female bomber regiment—a squadron of young women who turned the tide of war and struck fear into one of the most powerful armies in history.

They defied expectations. They defied death. They were heroes of the war, but almost erased from history.
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The Call to Serve

1.1. The Political Climate in the USSR Regarding Women in Combat Roles

By the time World War II reached the Soviet Union in 1941, the government had already embraced the idea of mobilizing its entire population for the war effort. Unlike many Western nations, which still limited women’s participation in the military to auxiliary roles, the Soviet Union had a history of using female soldiers dating back to the Russian Civil War. Even so, there was still a deeply ingrained belief that combat was a man’s duty and that women should serve in supporting capacities, such as nursing, communications, or munitions production.

The devastation caused by Operation Barbarossa changed everything. With German forces advancing rapidly, the Soviet military found itself desperate for personnel. Women, many of whom had already been working in aviation clubs and technical roles, saw an opportunity to take on more active combat positions. However, resistance remained strong within the ranks of the Red Army. Many male officers scoffed at the idea of women in battle, claiming that they lacked the physical endurance, mental fortitude, and technical skills required for war. Marina Raskova’s efforts to create female combat regiments faced bureaucratic hurdles, but she persisted, appealing directly to Stalin. The Soviet leader, who prioritized military necessity over tradition, approved her request, leading to the formation of the first all-female aviation units.

1.2. Soviet Propaganda and the Portrayal of Female Pilots

While the official stance of the Soviet Union promoted equality between men and women, the reality was more complex. State propaganda played a crucial role in shaping public perception, depicting women as both dedicated workers and selfless patriots willing to sacrifice for the Motherland. Soviet newspapers and radio broadcasts highlighted stories of female factory workers, farmers, and medical personnel, often presenting them as essential to the war effort. However, the idea of women as frontline fighters—particularly as pilots—was a more difficult concept for the public to accept.

Initially, Soviet propaganda emphasized the novelty of female aviators rather than their effectiveness. Photographs of smiling young pilots in oversized uniforms were published in state-controlled media, portraying them as enthusiastic yet inexperienced. This was a double-edged sword; while it generated public interest, it also reinforced the perception that women’s involvement in combat was more symbolic than practical. However, as the war progressed and the Night Witches began to prove themselves in battle, their depiction in propaganda shifted. Stories of their daring night raids and their ability to strike fear into the Germans became part of Soviet wartime mythology. By the end of the war, they were no longer seen as mere anomalies but as genuine war heroes.

1.3. Early Resistance from Male Officers and Fellow Pilots

Despite the official approval of female aviation regiments, many male officers were openly skeptical about their capabilities. At training bases and airfields, female recruits were met with dismissive attitudes, condescending remarks, and outright hostility. Some male pilots resented the idea of women flying combat missions, believing it undermined their status. Others doubted that women could handle the physical and emotional toll of war.

This skepticism extended beyond words. Many female pilots were given inadequate equipment, ill-fitting uniforms, and outdated aircraft. Their training schedules were grueling, not just because they needed to master combat flying but also because they had to prove themselves to a military establishment that was waiting for them to fail. Some instructors set impossibly high standards, deliberately making training more difficult in an attempt to weed out those they deemed unfit for combat.

Yet, the women refused to break. They studied relentlessly, trained harder than their male counterparts, and supported each other through every challenge. Slowly, as their skills became undeniable, some of the hostility began to fade. Even the most skeptical officers had to acknowledge that these women were not just filling gaps in the ranks—they were excelling.

1.4. The First Reactions of the Female Recruits to Their New Roles

For many of the young women who signed up, the reality of military life was a shock. Most had come from civilian backgrounds—students, factory workers, and clerks who had never imagined they would one day be piloting bombers in the dead of night. Some had previous flight experience from civilian aviation programs, but war demanded far more than basic piloting skills.

The transition from civilian life to military discipline was immediate and unrelenting. Wake-up calls before dawn, endless drills, and grueling physical training left no time for hesitation or second thoughts. The barracks were cold and sparse, their meals were barely enough to keep them going, and there was no room for complaints. Yet, even in the harshness of training, friendships formed quickly.

Some recruits adapted faster than others. Those with prior flight experience became natural leaders, helping others with their studies and offering encouragement. Those who struggled found solace in the camaraderie of their fellow trainees. In rare moments of downtime, they whispered about their homes, their families, and their fears. But no matter how daunting the challenges ahead seemed, none of them turned back. They had come to fight, and they would not allow doubt or exhaustion to stop them.

1.5. The Technical Aspects of the Polikarpov Po-2 Biplane and Why It Was Chosen

The aircraft assigned to the 588th Night Bomber Regiment was the Polikarpov Po-2, an aging, outdated biplane originally designed for crop dusting and flight training. By the time the war began, it had been largely phased out of front-line military use, replaced by faster, more advanced aircraft. However, for the Night Witches, the Po-2 became an unlikely advantage.

The aircraft was light, simple, and easy to repair. With a top speed of only 94 miles per hour, it was slower than most German fighter planes, but its maneuverability allowed skilled pilots to evade enemy fire in ways more rigid, modern bombers could not. The Po-2’s open cockpit and lack of sophisticated instrumentation forced pilots to rely on intuition and experience, making them highly adaptable flyers.

One of the aircraft’s most important tactical advantages was its ability to fly at extremely low altitudes. By cutting their engines as they approached a target, the pilots could glide silently, dropping their bombs before restarting their engines and escaping into the darkness. This method became a signature tactic of the Night Witches and contributed to their fearsome reputation.

1.6. The Cultural and Social Expectations of Soviet Women Before the War

Before the war, Soviet women were encouraged to work and contribute to society, but traditional gender roles still held significant influence. Women were expected to become mothers and homemakers, even as they took on jobs in factories, education, and science. While the Soviet Union promoted gender equality in theory, in practice, women were often confined to lower-paying jobs and faced societal pressure to prioritize family over personal ambition.

The war disrupted these expectations. Suddenly, women were called upon to take on roles that had previously been reserved for men. For those who enlisted in the aviation regiments, this shift was particularly dramatic. They were not only defying gender norms by serving in combat but also proving that they could excel in one of the most dangerous roles in the military.

This transformation did not happen overnight, nor was it universally accepted. Even as they earned respect through their bravery, the women of the 588th faced continued resistance from both the military and society. Their fight was not only against the Germans but also against deeply entrenched beliefs about what women could and could not do.

For many, joining the Night Witches was not just an act of patriotism but an assertion of their right to exist as equals in a world that had long tried to limit them. They were not just making history; they were rewriting it.

1.7. Women and Aviation in the Soviet Union

The Soviet Union in the early 20th century was an unlikely place for female pilots to emerge. While deeply patriarchal, the nation also championed industrial and military progress, leading to unexpected opportunities for women. The rise of Soviet aviation in the 1920s and 1930s saw the inclusion of female pilots, many of whom set world records in long-distance and endurance flights. Unlike in the West, where aviation was still considered a male-dominated field, the Soviet Union saw women as potential assets, particularly in propaganda.

Among these trailblazers was Marina Raskova, a skilled navigator and pilot who became a national celebrity for her daring flights. She gained fame in 1938 for her role in the Rodina Flight, a record-breaking non-stop journey from Moscow to the Russian Far East. That flight had nearly ended in disaster—Raskova had to parachute out before the aircraft crash-landed—but her survival and quick thinking solidified her reputation as one of the Soviet Union’s most celebrated aviators.

However, despite these achievements, aviation remained largely closed to women when it came to military service. Before World War II, women could train as pilots but were limited to civilian roles. This changed when Operation Barbarossa began in June 1941. As Nazi forces surged into Soviet territory, the Red Army suffered catastrophic losses. Entire divisions were wiped out, and the Soviet Air Force (VVS) was struggling to maintain control of the skies.

Women across the Soviet Union volunteered in droves, eager to defend their homeland. Many were assigned to traditional roles—nurses, factory workers, communications officers. But some, particularly those with flying experience, demanded the chance to fight in the air. Their pleas would soon find an ally in Marina Raskova.


1.8. The Formation of the 588th Night Bomber Regiment

By the summer of 1941, Marina Raskova was using her influence to push for an unprecedented military initiative—the creation of all-female aviation regiments. It was not an easy battle. High-ranking military officials scoffed at the idea, dismissing female pilots as unfit for combat. But Raskova’s persistence paid off. In October 1941, Joseph Stalin personally approved the formation of three all-female aviation units:

The 586th Fighter Aviation Regiment (flying Yak-1 fighters)

The 587th Bomber Aviation Regiment (flying Pe-2 dive bombers)

The 588th Night Bomber Regiment (flying Po-2 biplanes)


The 588th Regiment, later known as the Night Witches, was assigned to night bombing missions, one of the most dangerous and grueling tasks in the war. The recruits, many of whom were barely out of their teens, arrived at Engels Military Aviation School, located near the Volga River.

Their training began immediately. Unlike their male counterparts, who had years of preparation, these women were given just a few months to master combat aviation. They had to adapt to outdated equipment, as the Soviet military was reluctant to give them modern aircraft. Their Po-2 biplanes were rudimentary wooden-framed aircraft with fabric-covered wings, initially designed as training planes and crop dusters. The planes were slow, unarmed, and lacked radios.

Worse still, the recruits received men’s hand-me-down uniforms, often several sizes too large. They had to roll up sleeves, stuff boots with rags to make them fit, and improvise in every way possible. The challenges were immense, but Raskova drove them forward with strict discipline. They were not there to prove themselves as women—they were there to prove themselves as soldiers.


1.9. Training: Blood, Sweat, and Determination

Training at Engels was merciless. The recruits had to prove themselves not only to their instructors but also to the male pilots who doubted their abilities. Some men openly mocked them, calling them “little girls” who would never survive in combat.

The women were pushed to their limits. They learned how to fly without radios, navigating only with maps, compasses, and the night sky. They trained in silent approaches, flying at dangerously low altitudes to drop bombs with pinpoint accuracy. They memorized terrain, perfecting the art of weaving through enemy fire without being detected.

Their missions would be terrifying. Without radio communication, there would be no calling for help if something went wrong. If their aircraft were hit, they had no parachutes—bailing out meant certain death. The Po-2 planes were slow, reaching a maximum speed of just 94 mph (150 km/h), making them easy targets. But this weakness was also their strength—their low speed allowed them to maneuver quickly, and their wooden frames made them nearly invisible to radar and infrared detection.

By the end of training, the women of the 588th Regiment had transformed. They were no longer just volunteers—they were warriors. They had learned to endure relentless exhaustion, physical hardship, and the psychological strain of knowing they would soon fly into deadly enemy territory.

Their bond grew stronger through shared struggle. They ate together, slept in the same crowded barracks, sewed their uniforms to fit, and even cut their hair short to fit under their flight helmets. Some had never held a gun before arriving at Engels; now, they practiced shooting sidearms in case they were forced down behind enemy lines. They knew the risks. If captured, they would not be treated as prisoners of war—they would be executed on sight.

By spring 1942, training was complete. The 588th Night Bomber Regiment was officially assigned to the Southern Front, tasked with disrupting German supply lines. Their mission was clear: fly into enemy territory at night, drop bombs on German positions, and return before dawn.


1.10. The First Combat Mission

On the evening of June 28, 1942, the Night Witches took off for their first mission. The air was thick with the scent of fuel and damp earth as the ground crew loaded the small aircraft with explosives. Each plane could carry only two small bombs at a time, forcing the pilots to fly multiple sorties per night.

As Lieutenant Yevdokiya Bershanskaya, one of the regiment’s commanders, gave the signal, the first wave of Po-2 bombers lifted off the ground. The slow, rattling engines of the biplanes hummed in the night air, carrying the pilots toward the front lines. The mission was simple but dangerous—target a German supply depot near the Don River.

The night was eerily silent. As the Po-2s approached the enemy camp, the pilots killed their engines, allowing the planes to glide silently over their target. The Germans below had no warning. Then, without sound, the bombs began to fall.

Explosions lit up the ground as panic spread among the German troops. Anti-aircraft guns fired into the darkness, but the Night Witches were already gone, having pulled up and vanished into the sky before the enemy could react. The attack had been a success.

When they landed back at their airfield, exhaustion weighed on them, but the thrill of victory was undeniable. That night, and every night after, the legend of the Night Witches began to take shape.


1.11. The Sky Belongs to No One

The wind howled across the open airfield, carrying the scent of engine oil and damp earth. Nadia Morozova pulled her coat tighter around her small frame, but the cold still bit at her skin. The oversized uniform, a hand-me-down from a male pilot, hung off her shoulders. She flexed her fingers against the chill, watching as a group of women huddled nearby, murmuring in low voices.

Behind them, the Polikarpov Po-2 biplanes sat in neat rows, their fabric-covered wings catching the moonlight. The aircraft looked fragile, like something belonging to an era long gone, yet these were the machines they would soon take into combat. Nadia swallowed hard. It didn’t feel real yet.

A sharp voice cut through the night air.

“You are here because you want to fight,” said Captain Marina Raskova, her piercing eyes scanning the line of recruits. The legendary pilot stood with perfect posture, hands clasped behind her back. Even in the dim light, she radiated authority.

Nadia stole a glance at Oksana, the girl beside her. They had met on the train to Engels, two strangers brought together by war. Oksana had been a schoolteacher before enlisting, her hands more used to chalk than flight controls. Now, she clenched them into fists, her jaw set in determination.

Raskova continued, her voice unyielding. “The men will doubt you. They will mock you. They will tell you that war is no place for a woman.” She took a step forward, her boots crunching against the frostbitten ground. “And you will prove them wrong.”

A murmur rippled through the group. They had already heard the whispers, the laughter of male pilots who thought this was a joke. But standing here, in the freezing night air, Nadia felt something stir in her chest. A fire. Small, but steady.

“Tomorrow,” Raskova said, “your training begins. There will be no mercy. You will fly in the dead of night, in silence, with nothing but the stars to guide you.” Her gaze swept over them one last time. “And when the enemy hears you, it will already be too late.”

A shiver ran down Nadia’s spine. She had come here to fly. Now, she realized, she had come here to fight.


1.12. Engels: Where Girls Became Soldiers

The days at Engels Military Aviation School blurred together in an exhausting cycle of drills, briefings, and flight training. The instructors pushed them harder than the male recruits, demanding perfection in every maneuver. If a woman faltered, she wasn’t just failing herself—she was proving the men right.

The worst was the uniforms. The women











1.13. The Fire of Training













1.14. First Combat Mission































