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Nachthexen
By: Hannah Kirkhart
(Author’s Note: These three snapshots of history are based on real people and actual events of World War II.)

Eastern Front, 1942
Night fell. The sounds of war faded into silence. Darkness invited men to sleep and rest from the stresses of battle. 
No one took the invitation. Eyes remained open, ears strained, and shoulders tensed. No man slept. They all waited anxiously and hoped the night would pass without any interruption.
Only the eerie sound of wind whistling broke the stillness.
“Nachthexen!” someone shouted, just before the ground exploded around the Nazi soldiers. Panic and confusion reigned as the men scrambled for cover. 
“Attention, attention. The ladies are in the air. Stay at your shelter.” 
The lieutenant heard the radio announcement and sat up with his teeth clenched. 
“Curse those Night Witches! It’s been weeks since I have had any sleep. Sergeant!” His voice actually managed to carry across the area despite deafening explosions every few minutes. A thin man ran up to the lieutenant.
“Jawohl…”
The lieutenant cut him off. “Get men on the anti-aircraft now. Schnell!”
The sergeant sprinted away issuing orders and directing soldiers. 
The lieutenant scraped his fingers through the hair he had left. The sound of gunfire aimed at the attacking Soviet Polikarpov Po-2 biplanes somewhat soothed his troubled mind. His nerves had been fraying since the continuous night bombing started almost as soon as he had arrived to this post.
He strode into the center of the bridgehead as the night sky lit with bursts of flame and probing searchlights. “An Iron Cross to the man who shoots down a Nachthexe!” he shouted.
He cursed loudly, as if the foul words would bring him comfort, until he reached the safety of the bunker. Half an hour passed until the sergeant returned; his uniform covered in dirt and ash. 
“Sir, the attack is over, and the bridge remains intact.”
“Were any Soviets shot down?” the lieutenant asked tersely.
The room was silent. “No, sir.”
“Then explain to me how those miserable planes can wreck such havoc,” he growled angrily. “They are made of canvas and wood!”
The sergeant’s face remained impassive. “The planes are hardy, sir...”
“They should be no match for our anti-aircraft assault.”
“Sir, we cannot pick them up on our radar. Their one hundred horsepower engines do not generate enough heat.”
“Then send out our Messzers and Fw 190s. Destroy those witches!” he yelled. The veins in his face bulged.
“Sir, even the Fw 190s have difficulties.”
The lieutenant laughed humorlessly. “Do you mean to tell me that a one hundred horsepower engine can out-fly our night fighters?”
 “Sir, the Witches maneuver too quickly for our pilots to keep them in range. They have to make a wide circle before they can go in for another pass.”
“Sergeant,” the lieutenant said with a low voice, “I do not care if you have to consort with the devil himself. Get rid of them.”
The sergeant saluted crisply and exited the safety of the bunker. The Night Witches would return that night. They always did. 
				---
 Senior Lieutenant Yevgeniya “Zhenya” Rudneva of the 588th Night Bomber Regiment reached her Polikarpov Po-2 biplane before any of the other Soviet pilots. Thanks to her long legs, she was always able to start her plane’s engine and take off first. No sooner had she settled in the front cockpit, than her navigator jumped into the cockpit directly behind her.
“Ready, Nina?” Zhenya asked.
“Da.”
This curt dialogue was all they needed. Both sank into a deep level of concentration, summoning courage where the supply was low and affecting an outward appearance of calm. Destroying a Nazi bridge near the front lines was not the most dangerous assignment they had ever done, but it required energy. Energy, taken from the two to four hours of sleep they attained per day, was also in short supply.
The plane glided up into the nighttime darkness, staying level with the treetops. The bridge would be coming up soon. Zhenya quickly glanced to her right and saw the outline of another Po-2 next to them. One more flew behind them, completing the formation. They had a certain amount of time to drop their bombs before another formation would take their place, allowing them to refuel and ready for their next flight.
Together the three biplanes rose slightly for the final approach, but the third biplane cut off her engine and stayed back. Zhenya took a deep breath, but her whole body remained tight. They were about to enter the searchlight zone.
“I am a woman, and I am proud of that,” she breathed the regiment’s slogan like a prayer.
Suddenly, a piercing beam of light blinded Zhenya just before she heard the faint sounds of a Nazi siren. The air erupted into chaos as antiaircraft guns fired. Shells exploded around the two visible biplanes as they weaved, rolled, and dodged the enemy fire. 
Sweat drenched Zhenya during this dance of death. She was half-blind from the light and half-deaf from the deafening barrage directed against them. But she held on and continued to draw half of the searchlights and antiaircraft guns away from the bridge, just as her fellow pilot did the same from the other side.
The combat tactic was dangerous, but one that had continued to serve them well. Two biplanes distracted the Nazis while the third biplane silently glided to the target undetected and dropped two bombs on one side of the bridge. 
Zhenya heard the ground explosion confirming their success. The bridge had not yet collapsed, but their formation would regroup for another pass. This time she would be the third biplane.
She hung back behind the front Po-2s and cut off her engine at the final approach. She remained enveloped in darkness, only slightly higher than the trees. The first two biplanes separated and left a clear path for her to the bridge. The wind whistled through her wings’ bracing-wires as she glided over the target. She released the bombs and started the engine.
“Zhenya! One of the bombs didn’t drop!” Nina shouted during the explosion. “It must be stuck!”
“Oh dear God,” Zhenya muttered, knowing what must be done. She shouted, “I’ll take control!”
They were now flying in an arc around the Nazi encampment. Searchlights illuminated them as a ripe target. The Po-2 shook as Nina stood up in her cockpit. 
Zhenya could sense Nina’s movement as the young woman climbed onto the left wing, a precariously dangerous position. She flew as low as she dared in an effort to remain steady and flat. Thank God the Nazis had not bothered to send out night fighters.
The explosions slackened near their biplane as the other two Po-2s played a dangerous game with the flak guns. Zhenya risked a quick glance over at Nina who crouched low on the wing, using her hands to finally push the bomb loose. 
They were flying only a few feet above the trees as Nina slowly crept back across the turbulent wing and stepped into her cockpit. Only then did Zhenya release some of the breath she had been holding. 
Nina squeezed Zhenya’s shoulder hard just once, signaling her readiness to return to the battle’s fray. The gesture gave Zhenya enough strength to angle the plane back towards their fellow patriots. They would regroup again switching places, allowing the remaining biplane to eject its bombs over the bridge. Then another three Po-2s would take their place in a continuous rotation around the clock until the bridge collapsed. The night had just begun.
---
A Polikarpov Po-2 biplane took off into the night sky. Major Irina Rakobolskaya signaled for the next plane to enter its take-off position. The ground crew had three minutes to attach heavy bombs to the rack underneath the Po-2’s lower wings. The women worked with breathless efficiency crawling on their knees with the bombs in their arms. They finished their work quickly to allow the plane to speed down the runway.
Irina watched with a twinge of envy as the plane soared into air, while she stayed behind at the temporary airfield. As the deputy commander, she was responsible for coordinating the flights. Tonight, her orders were to conduct harassment bombing of German field headquarters only a few miles away. 
The front lines were so close that she could see the planes as they flew in a straight line over the target and released their bombs. The resulting explosion brightened the darkness for a few brief moments, and illuminated the Po-2 as it arced back toward the airfield to rearm for another flight.
Usually her regiment’s attacks were of little strategic importance, but this constant bombardment was designed to keep the Nazis on alert all night and stressed during the day. 
A biplane landed and its ground crew rushed to it for refueling and rearmament. Like clockwork, its pilot and navigator would be sent back out into the dangerous battlefield again and again, sometimes eighteen times a night. 
Irina wished she were one of them, flying over enemy lines in defense of her Motherland. Instead she played the mother, watching her little children fulfill their duties in hopes that they would return again. She felt powerless to help her fellow Soviets, without even radio contact to communicate. Only God knew which of these brave women would not make it back alive.
[bookmark: _GoBack]Another Po-2 took off after receiving the go ahead. Irina checked her map to see who piloted the plane. It was a dear friend and fellow poet Yevgeniya Rudneva.
The name conjured a sweet memory. Yevgeniya loved fairytales and often gathered a group of women together on the airfield to share her favorites. Those days without any missions were days for dreams. Some women of the regiment dreamed of a small village house, a piece of rye bread, and a glass of clear river water. Others dreamed of future husbands and families with lots of children, but everyone dreamed of the end of the war.
Irina wanted the war to end, but never more so than when her friends and fellow Soviets were risking their lives flying over the front lines. By now the Nazis had figured out the precisely timed schedule and were making preparations to end the harassment bombing. Searchlights lit up but had no need to probe the sky; the line of Po-2s were obvious targets. Antiaircraft guns fired into the darkness with increased chance of accuracy. 
 Fear, which Irina usually hid behind a mask of calm authority, tightened its hold on her. Planes landed and took off with continuous rapidity, more coming back with increased need of repair. Irina’s eyes focused on the attack point; her body tight with anxiety. 
A Po-2 flying over the target suddenly burst into flames and made a rapid decent into the enemy’s camp. Irina shut her eyes for an instant of paralyzing grief. 
She did not want to look at her map to see who had been flying over the target at that particular time. Which of her friends would she lose now? Natalya, Vera, or Polina? Nadezhda or Evgeniya? 
The map shook slightly in her hands as she scanned the names and times they flew over the target. Her eyes stopped at one name. Yevgeniya.
The sounds of antiaircraft guns, exploding bombs, and biplanes ceased for a moment. She looked up and helplessly watched the burning wreckage. She could do nothing to save her dearest friend, and that was the cruelest torture to bear. 
Each time she must bear it, like she had before. As deputy commander, she had to force herself to breathe through clenched teeth, blink away the tears, and focus on the living women of the regiment that needed her, despite the twisting pain in her chest. A numbness settled over her as if in an effort to shield her from further pain, but the night was far from over. Only the faded painted words on the fuselage of a nearby biplane gave her a small measure of comfort. 
Revenge to the Enemy for the Death of our Friends.
Yes, she thought, watching the young pilot ready for combat. Remind them who we are. We are Night Witches. We are Women. And we are proud of that.
