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The “Night witches”
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Fascist Germany invaded the Soviet Union on the 22nd of June 1941. The Great Patriotic War started. Men, women, children fought against Hitler Army. But the Soviet Union was the only country where women could become fighter pilots. Marina Raskova set up three women’s bomber regiments. 
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All the girls in this regiment were volunteers and most of them were about 20 years old. Some of them, like Marina Raskova, had been pilots before the war, but many had to learn from scratch. They flew obsolete Polikarpov Po-2 biplanes known as “kukuruzniks” that were otherwise used as trainers, and which could only carry 2 bombs that weighted less than a ton altogether. They were so successful and deadly the Germans feared them, calling them “Nachthexen”—night witches. Some sources state that they were nicknamed “Night Witches” because it was made up entirely of female pilots and they flew their missions in the wooden Po-2's at night. The girls’ regiments fought at Stalingrad in the winter 1942-1943 and in every battle including the Battle for Berlin in 1945.
The girls would fly to a certain distance of the enemy encapments that were to be the target, and cut their engine. They would then glide silently, silently... When the Fascists started to hear the whistle of the wind against the Po-2's wing bracing wires, they realized in panic that it was too late. The Night Witches would sneak up on them and release their bombs, then restart their engines and fly away home.
Maria Smirnova, one of the “night witches” of the 588th Bomber Regiment, flew 3, 260 missions – that is about two missions for every day of the war! The regiments’ highest-scoring ace, Lilya Litvak was awarded a Gold Star of the Hero of the Soviet Union and nicknamed the White Rose of Stalingrad for her courage and skills as a fighter pilot. Lilya was only 21 but she had already shot down 10 enemy planes. She was so short that she couldn’t reach the pedals in her plane when she first started flying. Nobody knows exactly how she died but, according to witnesses, Lilya was last seen being chased by eight enemy aircrafts. 
Russian people said to the Night Witches, “Even if we were to place at your feet all the flowers of the earth, they would not be a big enough tribute to your valor.” 

Flowers for the valor of the Night Witches. Flowers for the White Rose of Stalingrad, who fought for our country until her last breath and died inhaling the scent of wildflowers carried aloft. 

Twenty-three airwomen of this regiment were awarded the Gold Star of the Hero of the Soviet Union, and it was the most highly decorated regiment in the entire Soviet Air Force: each pilot had flown at least 1,000 missions.

Every year there fewer and fewer of “night witches” left to tell their story. Russian people are sure, it’s important to remember and appreciate what those amazing women did for us. We remembered …
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Informational resources
http://mysite.pratt.edu/~rsilva/witches.htm
http://amyat.narod.ru/memo/rakobolskaya_kravtsova/012.jpg
http://www.flyandrive.com/images/sorcieres/katyanadia02.jpg
http://www.elknet.pl/acestory/raskov/raskov.htm
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