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CHAPTER 6

 15 – 17 January 1945

The 15th was spent on air to ground firing training, and the next day 
was non-flyable due to weather. 

Four armed recces were attempted on the 17th. The early morning 
one by three Spitfires was abortive due to weather. Two were attempted 
about midday – one by four and the other by two Spitfires – and got as 
far as the Hague, but solid cloud cover made them largely pointless. A 
V2 vapour trail was seen at 11.38 by both sections. Finally the afternoon 
one was successful, strafing the Hook of Holland/Staalduin Bosch site 
with good results seen. 

Flight Lieutenant Kędzierski, tour-expired, was posted to the 
Polish AF Depot at Blackpool. Flight Lieutenant Szelestowski took 
over command of ‘A’ Flight.

 18 – 31 January 1945

An armed recce to Rust en Vreugd was attempted on the 18th, but 
this had to be aborted due to weather. There was no flying for the same 
reason on the 19th, while 20th January saw one armed recce mission 

but solid cloud cover made it impossible to pinpoint the target at Hague/Haagsche Bosch. A V2 
trail was reported at 08.51 a.m. Then weather made any flying impossible for the next fortnight.

Newly commissioned Pilot Officers Górecki and Nowiński were reposted to 303 
Squadron on the 20th. 

A Polish Air Force Film Unit crew visited Coltishall between 23rd and 25th January. They 
shot films and photographs to document the everyday life of 303 Squadron and showed films for 
squadron members. Sports games and other competitions with 603 Squadron were organised 

1 January 1945

For 303 Squadron, 1945 started with a bang. Twelve Spitfires flew 
an armed recce during the early afternoon, led by Squadron Leader 
Drobiński, this being the first bombing operation in the history of 
the unit. Each Spitfire carried a 500 lb. bomb under the fuselage, and 
all these were dropped on Hague/Langenhorst, with ten direct hits 
reported. The News Chronicle reported:

V sites bombed

Polish and R.A.F. Spitfire squadrons, without loss, again hit V weapon 

depots and launching sites yesterday.

At a storage depot pilot saw bombs go down right on the pinpoint and fling 

trees and debris high into the air.

On the way back the squadron landed at Ursel. One might guess 
(although this author has not found official confirmation) that the 
original plan was to land at Ghent, the base of Polish No. 131 Wing, 
but this location was not quite usable that afternoon in the wake of 
the German Operation Bodenplatte which struck numerous Allied 
airfields in northern Europe that morning*. On return from Ursel to 
Coltishall Sergeant Bisanz had an accident, when the tail wheel tore 
off his Spitfire F.IX MA763 RF-I and the tail section was severely damaged. Five days later this 
pilot left 303 Squadron on posting for a course at the Polish cadet officers’ school.

4 January 1945

Following two days of no flying due to fog, the day started with a weather recce sortie by 
two Spitfires, followed by two armed recce operations by sections of four. During the midday 
one Hague/Huis te Werve was strafed and two V2 trails were seen, at 12.31 and 12.51. The 
afternoon involved strafing Haagsche Bosch. Two contrails were seen, too, at 15.31 and 15.51.

Another two armed recces were flown on the 5th, with strafing attacks on Hague/Huis te 
Werve in the morning, when a V2 vapour trail observed at 09.23 and on Hague/Langenhorst 
and Hague/Huis te Werve in the afternoon.

6 – 10 January 1945

Bad weather prevented operational flying for the next eight days, except for an uneventful 
scramble of two Spitfires on the 7th and a weather recce on the 10th which had to turn back 
over the North Sea having made quite sure that the weather was, indeed, very poor.

14 January 1945

An armed recce was then flown on. Haagsche Bosch was strafed, and a V2 trail was seen 
at 14.50. Soon afterwards two Spitfires were scrambled from Coltishall to intercept an enemy 
aircraft, but were recalled before seeing anything of interest.
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Above: Sergeant Leszek 
Bisanz with a Spitfire 
of 303 Squadron. On 1 
January 1945 he had an 
accident in MA763 RF-I 
when the tail wheel was 
torn off upon return from 
Ursel to Coltishall.

*Notably, the Polish wing at Ghent was not caught by the Luftwaffe on the ground like other Allied outfits. The three Polish squadrons departed at dawn 
to bomb targets behind German lines according to a similar assumption to that on which ‘Bodenplatte’ was founded: that the enemy would be recovering 
from last night’s heavy drinking. In effect, the Polish Spitfires arrived back over their home airfield just as the Germans were finishing their attack, and the 
Poles swiftly downed nearly twenty Luftwaffe fighters for the loss of just two Spitfires.

Above: Flight Lieutenant 
Mirosław Szelestowski 
replaced Flight Lieutenant 
Kędzierski at the head of 
‘A’ Flight on 17 January. 
He had first joined 303 
Squadron in February 
1942 and served almost 
continuously with the 
unit, either as a pilot or 
Ops Room controller, ever 
since.

Below: The Polish Air Force Film Unit crew visited RAF Coltishall 
between 23 and 25 January, to document everyday life of 303 
Squadron. The winter was bitter, reminding the Poles of their 
home country where frost and snow are essential at this time of 
the year.
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Right: Warrant Officer Bartkowiak means real business 
with this snowball size!

Above: The heavy snowfall was not all fun! 303 Squadron ground crews hard at work around Spitfire F.IX MH674 RF-A.

Below: Warrant Officer Bartkowiak in the cockpit of MH694.
Here Spitfire F.IXs MA420 RF-N and MH674 RF-A provide 
backdrop to (left to right) Sergeant Sztuka, Warrant Officer 
Bartkowiak and Flying Officer Krok playing snowballs.
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at the end of January, as well as a lecture about the war with Japan, keeping the pilots occupied 
when no flying was possible. At the same time the 3rd Polish wing got a new commander, 
namely Wing Commander Falkowski, no stranger to 303 Squadron pilots, a number of whom 
still remembered the time when he led the unit.

 3 – 5 February 1945

Several operations were flown on the 3rd. In the morning two Spitfires escorted two Mustangs 
on a photo-recce sortie to photograph V2 launch sites at the Hague. Flight Lieutenant Bartys 
reported engine trouble in his Spitfire F.IX EN526 and the pair landed at Ghent (the Polish Spitfire 
wing of the 2nd TAF was no longer based there), but EN526 was further damaged on landing there. 
The starboard tyre burst and the flaps were damaged by mud and water thrown up from the airfield. 
Sergeant Kmiecik returned to Coltishall in his Spitfire in the afternoon, but EN526 was eventually 
left behind, never returning to 303 Squadron service. 

Between 11.45 and 17.30 three sections took turns in escorting a Halifax, presumably 
on a Big Ben patrol. Weather then prevented any flying over the next two days.

6 – 7 February 1945

Just after midday two Spitfires again escorted two Mustangs that photographed V2 launch 
sites at the Hague. Later in the afternoon a pair of Spitfires was scrambled to escort a B-17 in 
distress, but they were recalled when the bomber landed safely. Weather made flying impossible 
on the 7th, but the next few days were busy.

8 February 1945

An armed recce was flown on early in the morning and a V2 site in the Hague was strafed. 
Between 11.30 and 14.45 a Halifax was escorted by two sections in sequence. A V2 vapour trail 

Opposite page: Another 
view of Warrant Officer 
Bartkowiak in the cockpit 
of MH694 RF-F. Spitfire F.IX 
EN182 RF-Y is discernible 
in the background.

Above: Spitfire F.IX 
MA528 RF-E running its 
engine and raising a cloud 
of snow dust. This was 
probably done just for the 
benefit of the film crew 
as the squadron did no 
flying during their visit at 
Coltishall.
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Below: Flight Lieutenants Stanisław Socha (right) and 
Mirosław Szelestowski

Top left: A few international pilots of 603 Squadron 
RAF, also based at Coltishall, were photographed 
with the Poles. Here Flying Officer Stanisław 
Zdanowski lights a cigarette for Pilot Officer 
Balakumaren Manivelu (India).

Left: Warrant Officer Zenon Bartkowiak and Pilot 
Officer Jorgen K. Kjeldbak (Denmark)
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Left: The film unit also 
took photographs of the 
squadron personnel, here 
is Squadron Adjutant Flight 
Lieutenant Julian Jasiński 
(left) and Flying Officer 
Stanisław Zdanowski.

Below: Flying Officer 
Zenon Krzeptowski

was seen at 12.00. Sergeant Magdziak suffered a burst tyre on take off in MH666 RF-Z and 
during landing the Spitfire was damaged seriously, but without injury to the pilot. The same day 
Flying Officers Tadeusz Sikorski and Bronisław Zborowski were posted in.

9 – 10 February 1945

The squadron flew another Halifax patrol escort by eleven Spitfires taking turns in pairs, 
threes and fours. Sergeant Sztuka was forced to land at Antwerp with serious engine problems 
in Spitfire F.IX MH694 RF-F. Another similar mission was performed on 10th February 
between 11.45 and 17.10, when pairs of Spitfires took turns at escorting a Halifax. Sections 
landed at B.67 (Ursel) to refuel but Warrant Officer Sznapka damaged the propeller in Spitfire 
F.IX MA422 RF-H on landing. The same afternoon three Spitfires flew armed recce to Hague/
Woorde where a V2 site was successfully strafed.

Above: Warrant Officer Colin ‘Snowy’ Wheatley 
(Australia). Spitfires MA528 RF-E and MH694 RF-F 
can be seen behind him.
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During an armed recce on 25 February Flying 
Officer Julian Krok recovered so violently from 
a dive in Spitfire F.IX MH692 RF-K that the rear 
fuselage skin was badly wrinkled. The damage 
was so serious that the aircraft had to be sent 
away for repairs. 

14 February 1945

Following another spell of bad weather, twelve Spitfires flew a dive bombing mission to 
Hague/Rust en Vreugd, where the target was believed to have been hit accurately. The same 
afternoon Sergeant Kmiecik ferried in Spitfire XVI SM339. It was hoped that this was a portent 
of a forthcoming re-equipment, but this was not true. The squadron would never receive any 
more aircraft of this variant, and would continue flying the worn out Spitfire IXs plus a handful 
of Mk Vs for training purposes, until the end of March.

15 – 21 February 1945

A patrolling Halifax was escorted in the afternoon on the 15th and a V2 contrail was seen 
at 14.45 p.m. Bad weather then closed in for another three days, before Halifax patrol escorts 
were resumed on 19th February in the early afternoon, a V2 trail being seen at 13.53 The next 
day (16th) these escort sorties were flown between midday and late afternoon, and a V2 trail 
was seen at 15.52. On the 21st a Halifax was escorted again during afternoon. Six Spitfires flew 
on armed recce to bomb a site at Ockenburg, and landed at Ursel. Joined there by one of the 
Halifax escorting pairs, the eight aircraft then flew back, attacking a lorry with trailer en route.

24 February 1945

No operations were flown for the next two days, and then on the 24th three sections 
attempted an attack on the Haagsche Bosch site, but all failed due to solid cloud cover. During 
this last mission Squadron Leader Drobiński flew the sole Spitfire XVI, SM339, marking its 
operational debut with 303 Squadron 

25 – 26 February 1945

This was a very busy day for the squadron. Four armed recce 
operations were flown to attack Haagsche Bosch and Ockenburg 
sites. During the second of these the section leader, Flight 
Lieutenant Szpakowicz in EN367 RF-R, suffered a Flak hit in the 
radiator. He attempted to reach allied-controlled territory but 
did not manage to and had to ditch in Zijpe canal. The Spitfire 
tipped onto its nose and the pilot failed to leave the cockpit. At 
the time of his death Flight Lieutenant Szpakowicz had been with 
303 Squadron for about five months, having earlier completed a 
tour with 306. This was not the end of the bad luck, although 
further incidents did not have such tragic consequences. At 
midday Sergeant Janicki in BS463 RF-D suffered a burst tyre 
and consequently the aircraft was badly damaged, but the pilot 
was unhurt. During the third armed recce that day Flying Officer 
Krok recovered so violently from a dive in Spitfire F.IX MH692 
RF-K that the rear fuselage skin was badly wrinkled and some rivets popped out of the wing skin. 
After the fourth armed recce mission three pairs of Spitfires were despatched on a patrol in search 
of German midget submarines, but none were seen. A similar anti-submarine patrol was flown 
by three pairs at dawn on the 26th. In the afternoon four Spitfires flew armed recce to Hague/
Haagsche Bosch, strafing it successfully.
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Flight Lieutenant Sergiusz 
Szpakowicz was lost with 
Spitfire F.IX EN367 RF-R on 
25 February. Hit by Flak, he 
attempted to reach allied-
controlled territory but 
was forced to ditch in Zijpe 
canal and failed to leave 
the cockpit of the sinking 
aircraft.
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Above: Pilots of 303 Squadron are decorated by Air Vice Marshal 
Mateusz Iżycki, AOC Polish Air Force, during the latter’s visit at 
RAF Coltishall on 3 March 1945. Standing in the line, left to right: 
Flight Lieutenant Tomasz Rzyski (who had just received a bar to 
his Cross of Valour), Flight Sergeant Marian Michalak (Cross of 
Valour and bar), Flying Officer Mieczysław Maksymowicz (Cross 
of Valour), Flying Officer Zygfryd Nowiński (receiving his Cross 
of Valour), Flying Officer Edward Bartys, Flying Officer Zenon 
Krzeptowski, Sergeant Jerzy Kmiecik (all three wait to receive 
the Cross of Valour).

 1 – 2 March 1945

The month commenced with eight Spitfires bombing 
Haagsche Bosch site in the afternoon of the 1st. A Big Ben vapour 
trail was seen at 15.20. Five section-strength missions were flown 
to Haagsche Bosch throughout 2nd March, four of these successful 
(during one operation the target was covered by clouds). A V2 
contrail was seen at 09.25. 

 3 – 4 March 1945

Staalduine Bosch was strafed during armed recce in the 
morning of the 3rd. 

Air Vice Marshal Iżycki, commanding the Polish 
Air Force, accompanied by Group Captain Bajan, Wing 
Commander Falkowski and other officers visited RAF 
Coltishall, and decorated squadron members. 

The next day (4th) 303 Squadron was visited by Lady 
Fay Sibyl Marie Carmichael-Anstruther, Chairwoman of 
the Scottish-Polish Society which ‘adopted’ the squadron, 
so Lady Anstruther was, naturally, appointed the new 
‘Squadron Mother’. 
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 27 February 1945

There was no operational flying, but Sergeant Prusak was killed in a flying 
accident at Harrington airfield operated by the USAAF. He had flown there 
the day before in Spitfire IX MA814 RF-Q and as he took off before midday, 
he performed some unauthorised aerobatics at low level, eventually hitting a 
40-foot tree with one wing and crashing. This loss, a second pilot killed within 
three days, was badly felt by squadron pilots. Unknown at the time, he was the 
last pilot of 303 to be killed in World War Two.

 28 February 1945

Three operations were flown. Two sections were sent on an armed recce in 
the morning. The first one was briefed to attack a V2 site in the Hague, but as 
both element leaders were unable to jettison their external fuel tanks (this being 
a requirement before a strafing attack), the section turned back without carrying 
out its duty. The second one was unable to locate its intended target in The Hague, and strafed 
some targets of opportunity instead. During early afternoon a section escorted two Mustangs on 
an uneventful photographic sortie to the Hague.

Sergeant Klemens Prusak 
was the last pilot of 303 
Squadron killed in World 
War II. On 27 February 
1945, taking off from 
Harrington, he crashed 
during unauthorised 
aerobatics at low level.

The blazing wreckage of Prusak’s Spitfire F.IX MA814 RF-Q.

Opposite full page: 
Mechanic Sergeant Stefan 
Jerzy Suwiński receives his 
Bronze Cross of Merit from 
Air Vice Marshal Iżycki on 3 
March 1945.
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Yalta

Between the 4th and 11th February 1945 the US President Franklin D. Roosevelt, 
British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, and the Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin 
met at Yalta, a resort in the Crimean Peninsula, to discuss post-war arrangements.  
Although the main subject was the future of Germany after the final defeat of Hitler’s Third 
Reich, the question of Poland was also an important topic of the conference. The three 
leaders decided that the Soviet Union would keep the territory of eastern Poland that it had 
originally annexed in September 1939, when they acted in alliance with Hitler’s Germany! To 
compensate the loss (about 50% of the total pre-war area of the Polish Republic) the western 
borders of Poland were to be shifted at the expense of Germany. Stalin refused recognition 
of the Polish Government in Exile, the only legal representation of Polish people at the 
time, favouring instead a puppet regime installed in Polish territory under the protection 
of the Red Army. He agreed, though, to ‘expand’ this ‘provisional government’ with exiled 
politicians if they wished to join it. He also guaranteed free and democratic elections in 
Poland after the war ended. 

Most Poles, especially those who had experienced Soviet rule in eastern Poland during 
the occupation of 1939-1941, had little doubt that Stalin never intended to keep any political 
promises regarding free elections, democratic government etc. They were astonished to 
learn that Roosevelt and Churchill, both experienced politicians and leaders of the greatest 
powers among free democratic nations, took Stalin’s declarations at face value. The news 
that the eastern half of Poland, including the cities of Wilno and Lwów, has been ceded to 
the Soviets, leaving many Poles virtually homeless, was a terrible blow for the servicemen. 
Many of them hailed from those territories, and for them this meant that their own war had 
just been lost as they would not be able to return to their homes.

Opposite page: In the background of this scene shot at Coltishall during the photo session on 24 
January is Spitfire F.IX BS281 RF-C. On 9 March 1945 Wing Commander Jan Falkowski flew it on a Jim 
Crow operation over Holland when it was hit by flak and caught fire. He baled out south of the Hague, 
and subsequently stayed in hiding among the Dutch until the war ended.
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9 March 1945

Group Captain Arthur Hay Donaldson, the station commander at RAF Coltishall, was 
awarded the squadron memorial badge. He wrote in the squadron diary on the occasion:

Having looked through this book & having seen some of the illustrious names of persons who have 

written in it I feel more than honoured to be given the opportunity of contributing to this book.

My knowledge of the Poles goes back to just before the war when 4 Polish officers came over from 

Poland & were attached to the Central Flying School at Upavon, Wiltshire. Of those four I remember two 

in particular: Vlodarkivitsh (forgive please my attempt at spelling
1

), who was later killed in the French 

Air Force, & Orlinski, then a test pilot but now I believe in a Polish Bomber Squadron
2

.  I remember 

too on that fateful day September 3, 1939 at 11AM listening to Mr Neville Chamberlain when he spoke 

those historic words which told us that we were with you at war with Germany. We struck up a great 

friendship with those four Poles, a friendship which I have been proud to continue ever since.

Why is it that I have such a soft spot in my heart for you Poles? Because I admire firstly your sense 

of honour, your desire to kill every Hun that you meet, your valour, which shows in the unsurpassed 

record of 303 Squadron, your loyalty to Great Britain. But above all I admire your will to fight on at 

our side in spite of the fact that cruel things have happened to you & your country. I will not enter into 

political discussions but suffice it to say that I come of a fighting family. I had two brothers in Fighter 

Command, one was killed when commanding 263 Sqdn
3

 which I then commanded myself, the other is 

alive & is a Group Captain commanding Colerne 
4

, & I can only tell you my sympathies are entirely 

with you & if there is anything I can do to make your stay at Coltishall a happy one I shall strive to 

do it. Good luck to 303 Polish Squadron.

A. H. Donaldson, Group Captain
5

 

Commanding Coltishall 11.12.43-?

9.3.45

The closing words of this entry were obviously connected with the prevailing mood of 
Polish personnel following the announcement of Yalta agreements in mid-February, and the 
political discussions that followed.

1Andrzej Włodarkiewicz (prononuced ‘Vlodarkyevich’), killed in a flying accident in France on 10 August 1939, while 
test flying a Morane MS.406 fighter for the Polish purchasing mission.
2Wing Commander Bolesław Orliński commanded No. 305 Squadron on Mosquitoes from August 1944 until February 1945.
3Squadron Leader John William Donaldson, killed with many other members of No. 263 Squadron aboard HMS 
‘Glorious’ when she was sank during British evacuation from Norway
4Group Captain Edward Mortlock Donaldson commanded RAF Colerne when it was home to first operational Gloster 
Meteor jets.
5A noteworthy coincidence is worth mentioning here. Group Captain Arthur Hay Donaldson was the last high ranking 
RAF officer to sign the 303 Squadron diary. Nearly half a century later, in September 1993, Air Vice Marshal Michael 
Phillips Donaldson, Commandant of the RAF Staff College Bracknell, was the first senior RAF officer to sign the 
history book of the 1st Fighter Regiment City of Warsaw after it officially revived the Kościuszko Squadron traditions. 
Regrettably, my efforts to find out if there was any family connection between the two officers proved vain.


