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operation Second Lieutenant 
Arsen Cebrzyński crashed 
in P.11a No. 7.2, damaging 
it beyond repair. In October 
of that year Polish aircraft 
were used as a tool of politics 
again during the conflict 
with Czechoslovakia. The 
Kościuszko Eskadra, among 
other units, was deployed 
to southern Poland in 
demonstration of power, but 
eventually the Czechoslovak 
government agreed to cede the 
Zaolzie territory, disputed by 
the two nations since 1918 and 
occupied by Czechoslovakia 
since 1920, to Poland.

In May 1939 the entire Fighter Grouping from Warsaw undertook its annual firing 
practice at a firing range near Brześć. On 22nd May Lance Corporal Michał Andrejek was 
killed there in a PZL P.11 while towing a target for air-to-air firing. When returning to 
Warsaw on 26th May Second Lieutenant Jan Zumbach was injured in a landing accident in 
P.11a No. 7.23, coded ‘1’.

Left: PZL P.11a and P.11c 
aircraft of the ‘Kościuszko 
Eskadra’ during the unit’s 
deployment to southern 
Poland in October 1938 as 
part of a demonstration 
of power that forced the 
Czechoslovak government 
to cede the Zaolzie 
territory (disputed by 
the two nations since 
1918 and occupied by 
Czechoslovakia since 
1920) to Poland.

Below: Pilots of the 111th and 112th Eskadras with PZL P.11c fighters of both units. photographed 
on the same occasion. Standing, left to right: five u/i, Lieutenant Wiktor Strzembosz, Lance Corporal 
Stanisław Karubin, Lieutenant Arsen Cebrzyński, Lieutenant Stefan Okrzeja, Captain Gustaw 
Sidorowicz (commanding the 111th Eskadra), u/i, Lance Corporal Eugeniusz Szaposznikow, Captain 
Zdzisław Krasnodębski (commanding the III/1 Dywizjon), Lance Corporal Jan Kołcon, Captain 
Tadeusz Opulski (commanding the 112th Eskadra), Lance Corporal Ludwik Lech, Lieutenant Wacław 
Łapkowski, u/i, Lieutenant Ludwik Paszkiewicz, u/i, Lieutenant Wojciech Januszewicz, Lance Corporal 
Karol Krawczyński, Second Lieutenant Jerzy Palusiński.
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Below: On 26 May 1939 
Lieutenant Jan Zumbach 
had an accident when 
landing at Warsaw-Okęcie 
airfield on return from the 
annual firing practice at a 
firing range near Brześć 
(now Brest-Litovsk). His 
PZL P.11a 7.13 ‘1’ collided 
with a car parked on 
the perimeter track and 
crashed, overturning. The 
pilot was badly injured, 
with a complicated 
fracture of his left leg, 
which prevented him from 
taking part in fighting 
during September 1939.

Right: Captain Gustaw 
Sidorowicz commanded 
the 111th Eskadra since 
October 1938 and he led 
it during the mobilisation 
in August 1939. Shot 
down and wounded on 
1 September, he had to 
be hospitalised. He then 
failed to leave occupied 
Poland and was engaged 
in the Polish Home Army 
(underground resistance 
movement). Arrested 
by the Gestapo in early 
1942, he managed to 
escape a few months later. 
Resuming his underground 
activity, in 1944 he was 
instrumental in preparing 
operations ‘Wildhorn’ 
II and III: landings of an 
RAF Dakota in occupied 
Poland to pick up agents 
and components of the 
V2 missile captured by the 
Home Army.

Training continued during the next two months 
as international tension grew and a war with 
Germany was more and more imminent.

Mobilisation of the Polish Air Force commenced 
on 23rd August. The Fighter Grouping in Warsaw, 
with addition of 123rd Eskadra transferred from the 
2nd Air Regiment (based in Cracow during peace 
time), was reformed into the Pursuit Brigade under 
Colonel Stefan Pawlikowski, who had commanded 
the original 7th Kościuszko Eskadra between May 
1924 and June 1925. On 29th August the Warsaw-
based fighter units moved to forward landing 
grounds well outside the city. The 111th and 112th 
Eskadras were deployed to Zielonka, north-east of 
Warsaw. This location was the mobilisation airfield 
for the III/1 Dywizjon, commanded by Captain 
Zdzisław Krasnodębski, former commander of 
111th Eskadra, with Lieutenant Arsen Cebrzyński, 
from the 111th, as the tactics officer and Captain Jarosław Giejsztowt as the engineering officer 
and adjutant. All three would later be founder members of 303 Squadron, along with many air 
and ground crew members of the 111th Eskadra. 

Upon its movement to Zielonka the Kościuszko Eskadra had the following pilots in its ranks: 
Captain Gustaw Sidorowicz (commander), Lieutenant Wojciech Januszewicz (deputy commander), 
Second Lieutenants Mirosław Ferić, Janusz Łabicki, Jerzy Palusiński, Władysław Maciej Drecki, 
Zbigniew Janicki, Janusz Maciński and Mieczysław Rozwadowski, Flight Sergeant Jan Kołcon, 
Lance Corporals Stanisław Karubin and Eugeniusz Szaposznikow, Privates 1st Class Bogdan 
Cichocki, Henryk Szope, Stefan Wójtowicz and Kazimierz Wünsche. In fact Drecki, Janicki, 
Maciński and Rozwadowski had just left the Polish Air Force college at Dęblin and were still labelled 
in contemporary documents as ‘cadet officers’. It would only be after the end of the Polish campaign 
that they would receive formal notice of having been commissioned as of August 1939.

During landing at Zielonka on 29th August Janicki damaged his P.11, which had to be sent 
away for repair. This was not a good omen: the Kościuszko Squadron lost its first aircraft in the 
war that had not even started!
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Back in 1932 a popular history of the original Kościuszko Eskadra written by Kenneth 
Murray, one of its American pilots, was published under the title of “Wings over Poland”. He 
dedicated his book 

[…] particularly to the gallant men who may fly ships bearing the red, white and blue ensign of the 

KOŚCIUSZKO SQUADRON, in the hope […] that they may achieve even greater glory in the days to come.

Now the days had come…

1 September 1939

The war started early in the morning. The 111th Eskadra was scrambled with the entire 
III/1 Dywizjon about 7 a.m. to intercept an incoming raid. Second Lieutenant Jerzy Palusiński 
claimed the unit’s first kills, but he also became the first loss, when his P.11a (code ‘3’) was 
damaged by Bf 110s and forced to make an emergency landing, during which it overturned. 
Palusiński, wounded in his arm, was hospitalised in Warsaw. As he was the first pilot 
wounded in defence of the capital city he became a media sensation and a celebrity for a while, 
interviewed and described by the press.

That afternoon Captain Gustaw Sidorowicz, commanding the 111th Eskadra, was shot 
down over Warsaw and crash-landed his P.11 in Gocław suburb of the city. He was injured 

and badly burned and had to be taken to a 
hospital. Lieutenant Wojciech Januszewicz 
assumed command of the unit as Captain 
Sidorowicz’s deputy.

This first day of fighting revealed the main 
problems with painful clarity. 

Problem number one was that Luftwaffe 
aircraft were clearly superior to Polish fighters. 
Even German bombers were able to evade the 
PZL fighters, while Messerschmitt fighters, 
both the single-engined Messerschmitt 109s 
and the twin-engined Bf 110s, were much better 
than the nimble gull-winged monoplanes in all 
respects except manoeuvrability. 

Problem number two was that already at the 
end of the day one of the war the Polish logistics 
system seemed stretched to the limit. There was 
shortage of fuel, spares, tools and thus shortage 
of airworthy aircraft. So far the only commodity 
in copious supply were the pilots. 

the German-poliSh campaiGn. 1939

 Author’s Note: The story of the Kościuszko Squadron operations in the Polish-German campaign of 1939 has not been described in detail in English. 
Surprisingly, there is no Polish monograph of the unit’s operations in 1939 either. Detailed accounts in Polish of its actions can be found in “Polskie 
lotnictwo myśliwskie w boju wrześniowym” (“Polish fighter aviation in the September combat”) by J. B. Cynk, 2000; “PZL P.11” vol. 2 by A. Glass, T. 
Kopański and T. Makowski, 1997, and “Zielonka – zapomniane lotnisko września 1939” (“Zielonka – a forgotten airfield of September 1939”) by M. Rogusz 
and M. R. Sawicki, 2009.

Lieutenant Wojciech 
Januszewicz was 
appointed to command 
the 111th Eskadra after 
Captain Sidorowicz was 
wounded. He led the unit 
until its final dispersal 
in Rumania in late 
September 1939. In 1940 
he was among the founder 
members of 303 Squadron.
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Early in the morning on 1 September Second Lieutenant Jerzy 
Palusiński claimed the unit’s first victory, but he also became the 
first loss. Wounded in his arm, he was hospitalised in Warsaw. As 
he was the first pilot wounded in defence of the capital city he 
became a media sensation and a celebrity for a while, interviewed 
and described by the press.

Below:  Palusiński’s PZL P.11a (coded ‘3’) was 
damaged by Messerschmitt Bf 110s and forced 
to make an emergency landing, during which it 
overturned. Here the damaged aeroplane, 
back in its correct position, is inspected by 
Wehrmacht personnel after the Germans 
captured the area.
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2 September 1939 

Fortunately, 2 September proved relatively uneventful, as cloud cover prevented any 
substantial air activity. This allowed the Polish ground crews to repair most of the aircraft. During 
the early days of September some replacement machines were delivered to make up for the losses.

3 September 1939     

The Polish-German war was expanded into a multi-national one by the British and French 
declaration of hostilities and the day brought the Pursuit Brigade’s most hectic air combats. 
The 111th Eskadra lost four aircraft: Captain Zdzisław Krasnodębski, the III/1 Dywizjon 
commnder, and Second Lieutenant Mirosław Ferić baled out*, while Second Lieutenant Janusz 
Maciński and Private 1st Class. Henryk Szope crash landed. Lieutenant Januszewicz downed a 
Messerschmitt 110, but his P.11 was badly shot-up. Most of the day’s combats took place in the 
vicinity of the airfield at Zielonka and it was feared that the Germans had identified its location. 
To evade their imminent attack, the III/1 Dywizjon moved to Zaborów, due west of Warsaw 
and further away from the city. At the same time the ground warning system was virtually 
disabled due to lack of suitable advanced observation posts caused by the rapid advances of 
German ground troops and the gradual break-up of telephone lines it used for communication. 

4 September 1939

There were further engagements for the 111th Eskadra and the rest of the Pursuit Brigade 
in the Warsaw area. Second Lieutenant Drecki from the Kościuszko Eskadra’ was seriously 
wounded in combat and wrote off his P.11c when he crash-landed semi-conscious at the unit’s 
new airfield – Zaborów was generally much more difficult to operate from than Zielonka. As 
the 111th had lost a number of its pilots, Lieutenant Wiktor Strzembosz was posted to it from 
the 112th Eskadra of the same III/1 Dywizjon. 

 5-7 September 1939

On 5th September Lieutenant Januszewicz’s 
aircraft was badly shot up by Bf 110s and he was 
forced to land in a field not far from Zaborów. 
The same day the 111th Eskadra was joined by 
Second Lieutenant Aleksander Wróblewski 
from the 132nd Eskadra, a unit fighting in the 
western Poland. This was a purely coincidental 
reinforcement: he had brought a wounded 
colleague to Warsaw in a medevac aircraft and 
collected a replacement P.11c in the city, but was 
unable to rejoin his unit, since its whereabouts 
were not known and no communication with it 
could be established. 

Air combats of 5th and 6th September are 
still subject to some confusion among historians, 
as various documents and accounts differ in 

Lieutenant Wiktor 
Strzembosz started the 
war with the 112th Eskadra, 
but on 4 September he 
was reposted to the 111th.
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dating specific events. However, it is certain that on one of these days Lieutenant Strzembosz 
downed the Messerschmitt 110 of I./ZG 1, flown by the commander of the 1. Staffel, Major Karl 
Hammes. Both wingmen of Strzembosz: Second Lieutenant Maciński and Flight Sergeant Kołcoń 
were forced to land at Okęcie due to combat damage. Fortunately, their aircraft could be repaired 
immediately and they rejoined the unit the same evening, the last pilots of the 111th Eskadra 
to take off from the unit’s home base in Warsaw. Second Lieutenant Witold Łokuciewski from 
the sister 112th Eskadra would then land there on the evening of 6 September and depart the 
following morning as the last Polish fighter pilot at Okęcie air base during the campaign.

On 6th September, units of the Pursuit Brigade were ordered to withdraw east as their 
airfields were under direct threat from German ground troops. The III/1 Dywizjon went to 
Kierz near Lublin. The 111th Eskadra air party was led by its acting commander Lieutenant 
Januszewicz, the ground party was commanded by Lieutenant Strzembosz. Two P.11s had to 
be left behind that had been only slightly damaged and could have been easily repaired if more 
time was available. On 7th September eskadras previously attached to individual ground armies 
started to join the brigade, following orders of the high command who decided to concentrate 
the entire fighter force in Lublin area, but the 111th Eskadra flew no operational sorties.

8 September 1939

The 111th Eskadra flew some patrols in Lublin-Dęblin area. One of these patrolling P.11s 
was hit by friendly ground fire. Second Lieutenant Łabicki was seriously injured in a forced 
landing and had to be hospitalised in Lublin. 

Below: Wreckage of the 
Messerschmitt Bf 110C 
2N+IH of I./ZG1 shot down 
by Lieutenant Wiktor 
Strzembosz near Warsaw. 
The Messerschmitt was 
flown by Major Karl 
Hammes, commanding 
the 1. Staffel of the 
Zerstörergeschwader 1, 
who was killed.

*His P.11, code no. 4, crashed at Okuniew, east of Warsaw. The crashsite was excavated on 2 November 2013 and 
some parts of the aircraft were recovered. Mirosław Ferić’s son, Philip Methuen-Ferić was present at the excavation.
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Bird’s eye view of the 1st 
Air Regiment hangars 
at Warsaw-Okęcie in 
September 1939 (note the 
main gate building in the 
upper left corner of the 
photo). The 111th Eskadra 
departed from this base on 
29 August and was destined 
never to return here. 
Second Lieutenant Witold 
Łokuciewski from the 112th 
Eskadra landed there in the 
evening on 6 September 
and departed the following 
morning as the last Polish 
fighter pilot at Okęcie air 
base during the campaign. 
Notably, Łokuciewski was 
among the few pilots of 303 
Squadron who eventually 
returned to Poland after 
the war and served with the 
post-war Polish Air Force.

9 – 16 September

Subsequent days now brought some confusing movements: on 9th September evening the 
Pursuit Brigade was withdrawn to Łuck area, about 200 km east of Lublin, only to be ordered 
back to Lublin area on 11th September. At the time Colonel Pawlikowski believed that this part of 
Poland would not be overrun by the Wehrmacht, so it could be used to reform and reorganise the 
Brigade. However, the German advance was not halted and Polish fighter units had to withdraw 
again. On the 12th the III/1 Dywizjon was deployed to Strzelce near Hrubieszów, about half way 
between Lublin and Łuck. While landing at this location, Second Lieutenant Witold Łokuciewski 
from the 112th Eskadra crashed into two P.11s of the 111th, damaging them heavily. On 13th 
September the III/1 Dywizjon moved further east, to Werba near Włodzimierz Wołyński, 
between Hrubieszów and Łuck. On the following day (14th) it moved again, to Denysów. This 
was about 200 km south, and only some 80 km from the Soviet border. 

No sorties were flown on 15th September, but the reorganisation of the Pursit Brigade was 
finally ordered on the 16th. The badly depleted fighter units formerly of the 1st Regiment (111th, 
112th, 113th and 114th Eskadras) now down to a total strength of 13 P.11s were going to be 
reformed as a single eskadra. By amalgamating other fighter units – nearly all the Polish Air Force 
still had – the Brigade would now have four eskadras with over 50 serviceable aircraft and over 
150 pilots. The units were concentrated in the south-east corner of Poland, near the Rumanian 
border, thus conveniently located to take delivery of British and French fighter aircraft, imminent 
shipments of which were expected to reach Rumanian ports. For that reason all surplus air and 
ground crews were detached to go to Rumania, a country that was expected to offer assistance to 
Poland by allowing free transit of military equipment delivered via the Black Sea.
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Polish pilots enjoy a quick 
meal at an advanced 
airfield in south-eastern 
Poland in mid-September. 
Soon they will learn about 
the Soviet invasion and 
will have to leave their 
country to continue 
fighting abroad. Note how 
Polish national markings 
have been obliterated on 
the bottom surface of the 
wing of the PZL P.11 ‘935 
N’. Both the Poles and 
Germans were plagued 
with friendly-fire incidents 
during September 1939 
and Polish ground forces in 
particular tended to shoot 
at any aeroplane without 
checking identities. 
Evidently it was decided 
that the underwing 
national markings served 
no purpose and just 
attracted attention.

17 September

All plans were shattered by the Soviets in the morning when they invaded Poland from 
the east, in violation of several treaties signed by the two countries, but in accordance with the 
secret pact between Hitler and Stalin. As Polish army struggled to slow down the new invasion, 
Polish Air Force units initially flew reconnaissance sorties over the unexpected second front. 
By the afternoon of 17th September it was clear that the collapse of Polish organised resistance 
in the southeast part of the country was inevitable, so all air units were ordered to evacuate to 
Rumania before they were overrun by the Russians.

The official score of the 111th Eskadra during the Polish campaign was 7 1/3 German 
aircraft destroyed and one probably so. This official figure did not include the Messerschmitt 
110 certainly shot down by Lieutenant Strzembosz. The final loss count of the Kościuszko 
eskadra is not certain. It is known that at least six of its aircraft were lost in combat and that 
seven were damaged, but the extent of damage is not known. The highly mobile nature of the 
unit’s operations meant that even a slight damage could result in a write-off if the aircraft could 
not be repaired for evacuation in time.

Notably, no pilot of the unit was killed during the Polish campaign, either in air combat or 
on the ground. Captain Gustaw Sidorowicz and Second Lieutenant Janusz Łabicki were seriously 
injured/wounded, which prevented them from leaving Poland when evacuation orders came 
on 17th September. Private Cichocki also failed to leave Poland, although his circumstances are 
unknown. All other pilots that fought in the ranks of the 111th Eskadra (Lieutenants Januszewicz 
and Strzembosz, Second Lieutenants Ferić, Palusiński, Drecki, Janicki, Maciński, Rozwadowski 
and Wróblewski, Flight Sergeant Kołcon, Lance Corporals Karubin and Szaposznikow and 
Privates 1st Class Szope, Wójtowicz and Wünsche) made it to Rumania. Second Lieutenant 
Wróblewski crash-landed his P.11 in Soviet-held territory and was captured, but in the confusion 
of the first days of Russian occupation he managed to escape and leave the country.

Evacuation to Rumania marked the end of the 111th Eskadra. But not of the Kościuszko Eskadra. 


