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From The Editor:   

 In early April 1945, the United States was 

responsible for 313,000 prisoners in Europe; by 

month’s end this total had shot up to 2.1 million. 

After the fall of the Third Reich, the number rose to 

a staggering 5 million German and Axis POWs. Of 

those, an estimated 56,000, or about 1 percent, 

died—roughly equal to the mortality rate American 

POWs suffered in German hands. 

 Those held in Soviet-occupied territory 

fared far worse. Officially, the Soviet Union took 

2,388,000 Germans and 1,097,000 combatants from 

other European nations as prisoners during and 

just after the war. More than a million of the 

German captives died. The immense suffering 

Germany and her Axis partners had caused surely 

played a key role in the treatment of enemy POWs. 

“In 1945, in Soviet eyes it was time to pay,” wrote 

British military historian Max Arthur. “For most 

Russian soldiers, any instinct for pity or mercy had 

died somewhere on a hundred battlefields 

between Moscow and Warsaw.” 

 Josef Stalin’s regime was ill equipped to 

deal with prisoners: In 1943 as more enemy units 

fell into Soviet hands, death rates among POWs 

lingered around 60 percent. Roughly 570,000 

German and Axis prisoners had already died in 

captivity. By March 1944, conditions began to 

improve, but for economic reasons: As its 

manpower was swallowed up in the war effort, the 

USSR turned to POWs as a surrogate work force. 

While POWs were not technically part of the gulag 

system, the lines were often blurred. Camps and 

detainment centers often comprised poorly 

constructed huts that offered scant protection from 

bitter Russian winter winds. The Soviet Union 

repatriated prisoners at irregular intervals, 

sometimes in large numbers. As late as 1953, 

however, at least 20,000 German POWs remained 

in Russia. After Stalin’s death, those men were 

finally sent home.  

 This month’s featured story is about one of 

those German POW’s - Erich Hartmann. Hartmann 

took pride in his skills as a fighter pilot for the 

German Luftwaffe in World War II. He was so 

feared on the Eastern Front that Soviet planes 

would turn around and retreat rather than face him 

in his formidable Messerschmitt Bf 109. 

 His story begins on page 6. 
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about any material presented in 

this newsletter, please contact 

the publisher at : 

TheMissionEditor@cfl.rr.com. 

A Note From The President: 

I would like to thank everyone who made our 

January meeting, it felt like 2020 was over and 

chapter 1 was ready for a new year of doing 

what we do best. That is POW- MIA 

Issues. I look forward to working with our five 

teams on raising a POW-MIA FLAG at every 

school  

Located in Brevard county  

Florida. We plan to have this mission finished by 

the end of May. 

With Bike week, trip to Buchanan, Virginia, 

Memorial Day run here in Florida we plan to be 

busy. 

I would like maximum  

Participation if at all possible. Remember we are 

a family not a motorcycle club. 

Everyone be safe. 

Rolling Thunder® Inc.  

Florida Chapter 1 

825 Lakewood Circle 

Merritt Island, FL 32952--5887 

(321) 720-5032 

 Do you have something you’d like to share with our world-wide readers? If so, just send a note to the 

editor  (TheMissionEditor@cfl.rr.com) along with a picture or two, and we’ll be happy to include it in an 

upcoming issue. 

https://www.RollingThunderFlorida1.org 

https://facebook.com/RollingThunderFL1 

mailto:TheMissionEditor@cfl.rr.com
mailto:TheMissionEditor@cfl.rr.com
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https://RollingThunderFlorida1.org
https://facebook.com/RollingThunderFL1
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Best wishes to the 

following members who 

have birthday’s this month: 

Diane Davison 02/01 

Rich Bolognini 02/04 

Dan Sheline 02/05 

Nancy Dahlke 02/12 

Theresa Camp 02/15 

Alison Fields 02/15 

Bobbie Keith 02/21 

From the Chaplin: 

 
INSIDE THE CHAPTER  (Continued) February 2021 

  It is ok to be a conservative Republican, it is 

ok to be a liberal Democrat.  

 Two hundred forty-five years ago, our 

forefathers started an experiment in Democracy. 

Where a group of folks are chosen by the legal 

population, get together and make decisions to 

improve life for all Americans. When we evolved 

into a two-party system, we still got together, and 

after a civil debate and discussion, made decisions, 

that benefitted all Americans.  

 My question is, what has happened. Our 

Country is so angry, that in the last year, out of 

control mobs have destroyed large parts of our 

greatest cities, we have caused harm and even 

killed our fellow Americans including those brave 

men and women of law endorsement. My heart 

broke when I witnessed an unruly mob of 

Americans break into our Capital (the very symbol 

of freedom) and make a mockery of our society.  

 Recently we had a peaceful transition of 

leadership at different levels of our government. As 

citizens of the greatest Nation in the world we must 

except without violence this change. In two years, 

we can again cast our votes for the candidates of 

our choice, in four years we can again cast our vote 

for the President of the United States. Until then we 

can let our needs be known by contacting our 

Representatives. And making our voices heard thru 

social media, letters to the newspapers, T V stations 

and radio. This is the way to present your argument 

for the change that you feel is needed in our 

country, not through threats and violence.       

Ephesians 4:32  

“Be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving 

one another, as God in Christ forgave you.” 

GOD BLESS AMERICA 

Chaplain Chip Hanson 

Congratulations to our newly patched members: 

L-R: Shirley Hager, Kitty Collins, Lisa Price, Larry Horne 



4 

  In June 1942, 13 B-24 Liberators of 

the "Halverson project" (HALPRO) attacked the oil 

refineries around Ploiești, Romania. Although 

damage was relatively small, Germany and 

Romania responded by putting strong anti-aircraft 

defenses around Ploiești. Luftwaffe General Alfred 

Gerstenberg built one of the heaviest and best-

integrated air defense networks in Europe. The 

defenses included several hundred large-caliber 

88mm guns and 10.5 cm FlaK 38 anti-aircraft guns, 

and many more small-caliber guns, concealed in 

haystacks, railroad cars, and mock buildings.  

 The Axis also had about 52 fighters within 

flight range of Ploiești  - Bf 109 fighters and Bf 110 

night fighters, plus assorted types of Romanian IAR 

80 fighters. These defenses made Ploiești the third 

or fourth most heavily defended target in Axis 

Europe, after Berlin and Vienna, and thus the most 

heavily defended Axis target outside the Third 

Reich. 

 On August 1, 1943, a squadron of B-24 

Liberators of the 345th Bombardment Squadron, 

98th Bombardment Group (Heavy), 9th Air Force, 

participated in an operation called “Tidal Wave” - a 

low-level, tree-top raid on oil refineries at Ploiești, 

north of Bucharest, Romania. The operation 

consisted of 178 bombers, with a total of 1,751 

aircrew - one of the largest commitments of 

American heavy bombers and crewmen up to that 

time.  

 Alerted to the vulnerability of the Ploiești 

refineries by the June 1942 raid by the HALPRO 

project, the area around Ploiești had become one 

of the most heavily defended targets in Europe. 

 The planes were to fly from airfields near 

Benghazi, Libya; cross the Mediterranean and the 

Adriatic Sea, pass near the island of Corfu, cross 

over the Pindus Mountains in Albania, cross 

southern Yugoslavia, enter southwestern Romania, 

and turn east toward Ploiești.  

 The squadron pressed on through smoke 

and AA flak to it’s target - the Asta Romana 

Refinery. U.S. Army Air Forces Tech. Sgt. Frank A. 

Norris, 23 was serving as an engineer on one of 

those B-24’s when it was hit by enemy anti-aircraft 

fire and crashed.  

 His remains were not identified following 

the war. All remains that could not be identified 

were buried as Unknowns in the Hero Section of 

the Civilian and Military Cemetery of Bolovan, 

Ploiesti, Prahova, Romania.  

 However, the Defense POW/MIA 

Accounting Agency (DPAA) announced that U.S. 

Army Air Forces Tech. Sgt. Frank A. Norris, was 

accounted for on January 19, 2021.  

 Welcome Home Tech. Sgt. Norris. 

When one American is not worth the effort to be found, we as Americans have lost. 

OR text to 838255 

 
WELCOME HOME 
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 February was added to the Roman calendar in 713 BC. The length of the month changed over 

time and, at one time, it had as few as 23 days. When Julius Caesar remade the Roman calendar, the 

month was assigned 28 days during normal years and 29 days during leap years which occurred every 

four years. 

February 2, 1887, Groundhog Day, featuring a rodent meteorologist, is 

celebrated for the first time at Gobbler's Knob in Punxsutawney, 

Pennsylvania.  

February 2, 1848 - The war between the U.S. and Mexico ended with the 

signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. In exchange for $15 million, 

the U.S. acquired the areas encompassing parts or all of present-day 

California, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, New Mexico, Colorado, Wyoming, and 

Texas. The treaty was ratified on March 10, 1848. 

February 3, 1913 - The 16th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution was ratified, granting Congress the 

authority to collect income taxes. Democrats controlled the 63rd Congress (1913–1915) after sweeping 

the 1912 elections. 

February 6, 1933 - The 20th Amendment to the U.S. Constitution was adopted. It set the date for the 

Presidential Inauguration as January 20th, instead of the old date of March 4th. It also sets January 3rd as 

the official opening date of Congress. Democrats won the White House and the Senate, and added to 

their House majority after the landslide 1932 election. 

February 12, 1999 - The impeachment trial of President Bill Clinton in the U.S. Senate ended. With the 

whole world watching via television, Senators stood up one by one during the final roll call to vote 

"guilty" or "not guilty." On Article 1 (charging Clinton with perjury) 55 senators, including 10 Republicans 

and all 45 Democrats voted not guilty. On Article 2 (charging Clinton with 

obstruction of justice) the Senate split evenly, 50 for and 50 against the President. 

With the necessary two-thirds majority not having been achieved, President Clinton 

was thus acquitted on both charges and served out the remainder of his term of 

office lasting through January 20, 2001. 

February 14, 1849 - Photographer Mathew Brady took the first photograph of a 

U.S. President in office, James Polk. 

February 15, 1933 - An assassination attempt on newly elected U.S. President 

Franklin D. Roosevelt occurred in Miami, Florida. A spectator deflected the gunman's 

aim. As a result, Chicago Mayor Anton Cermak was shot and killed instead. The 

gunman, an Italian immigrant, was captured and later sentenced to death. 

February 21, 1994 - CIA agent Aldrich Ames was arrested on charges he spied for 

the Soviet Union from 1985 to 1991. 

February 27, 1827 -  The French speaking people of New Orleans Louisiana were 

able to celebrate Mardi Gras, or Fat Tuesday, for the first time after it became a state.  

February 28, 1844 - During a demonstration of naval fire power, one of the guns 

aboard the USS Princeton exploded, killing several top U.S. government officials on 

the steamer ship, and narrowly missed killing President John Tyler. 

 

THIS MONTH IN HISTORY   February 2021 

Mexican / American War 

Mathew Brady 

President James Polk 
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 Erich Hartmann 

was born in Weissach, 

Wurttemberg on April 

19, 1922, to Doctor 

Alfred and Elisabeth 

Hartmann. The family 

moved to China during 

the 1920s to avoid the 

economic calamity that 

struck Europe. But by 

1928, the idyllic life of 

the Hartmann’s had 

come to an end as 

they fled back to Germany to escape the Chinese 

Civil War. 

 Back in Germany, Elisabeth Hartmann 

became one of the country’s first female glider 

pilots. It’s from his mother that young Erich began 

his passion for flight. His mother was an excellent 

teacher, and young Erich received his glider pilot’s 

license in 1936 at just 15-years-old. His brother 

Alfred became a Stuka (Junkers Ju 87) gunner, and 

was captured in Tunisia. Hartmann’s father was not 

pleased that Erich he wanted to be a pilot because 

he wanted his sons to follow him in medicine.  

 But, by 1939, Erich Hartmann, then 18, 

received a pilot’s license to fly a powered aircraft 

and had started military flight training in October 

1940 in East Prussia.  

 From October 1940 to October 1942, 

Hartmann trained on Messerschmitt Bf 109, (or ME 

109), aircraft. These planes were the workhorses of 

the Luftwaffe and were some of the most reliable 

and powerful fighter aircraft in the world at the 

time. He graduated as a Lieutenant, and was 

transferred to Zerbst-Anhalt in March 1942. He 

Later went to an advanced aerial gunnery school, 

where his ‘showing off’ got him confined to his 

quarters. Ironically, his roommate flew the same 

trainer aircraft, and was killed in a crash. Erich was 

transferred to Russia shortly after this roommate’s 

accident. 

 Hartmann served on the Eastern Front and 

his base of operations was in Maykop, Russia, near 

the northeastern shore of the Black Sea. His 

reputation as a marksman with excellent eyesight, 

lightning-fast reflexes, great flying instincts, and an 

uncanny ability to stay cool in combat put him in 

harm’s way time and again. But it was worth it: 

Hartmann proved to be a formidable flyer. 

 Hartmann’s fearless tactics were simple: 

“When the enemy fills the entire windscreen you 

can’t miss,” Hartmann claimed. The Ace was so 

successful because he allowed himself to get close 

enough to an enemy aircraft and then maneuver, 

tactfully, away very quickly before the crippled 

enemy could crash into his plane. 

 Hartmann’s first combat mission was on 

October14,1942 – and through a series of technical  

 

FEATURED STORY 

One of Hartmann’s last Bf-109’s   

Luftwaffe Pilot Training 

Erich Hartmann - 1943 
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mistakes, he found himself surrounded by Soviet 

aircraft. Out of ammunition and fuel, he returned to 

base and landed his aircraft on its belly – 

destroying the plane. He was grounded for two 

weeks, but took to the air again on November 5th. 

This time he successfully shot down an Ilyushin Il-2 

Shturmovik, a Soviet ground attack aircraft.  

Hartmann once remarked that the IL-2 was the 

toughest aircraft to bring down because of the 

heavy armor plating. “You had to shoot out the oil 

cooler underneath, otherwise, it would not go 

down”. That was also the day of his second forced 

landing. 

 It was August 1943 when Hartmann was 

given a mission to support German Stukas on the 

Russian front.  The Red Air Force was bombing 

German ground positions in support of their 

offensive, so his flight of eight Messerschmitt Bf 

109 fighters located and attacked the soviet aircraft 

- about forty Lavochkin-Gorbunov-Gudkov LaGG-

3’s and Yakovlev Yak-9’s with another forty or so 

Shturmovik ground attack aircraft. 

 Hartmann was heavily engaged, and after 

his second ‘kill’, some debris from that plane hit his 

Bf-109, forcing him to make another forced landing 

- this time behind enemy lines. He was quickly 

captured by Soviet soldiers. Faking an injury as 

they approached his crashed plane, a group of 

soldiers took him to their HQ and he was examined 

by a doctor, who also believed he had been 

injured. While on a stretcher, they put him in the 

back of a captured German truck. German Stukas 

were now making another attack, and Hartmann 

rushed the only guard in the truck, managing to 

escape into a field of very tall sunflowers, while 

being chased by Soviet soldiers firing wildly in his 

direction.  

 Following a patrol of Russian soldiers, 

Hartman finally made it back to the German line, 

but was challenged by a German sentry who fired 

at him, ripping a hole in his trouser leg. Hartmann 

convinced the sentry who he was, and after an 

interrogation, he was welcomed back into German 

territory. 

 Hartmann continued flying and racking up 

an impressive number of kills. On another mission 

 
FEATURED STORY (continued)   February 2021 

Soviet Ilyushin Il-2 Shturmovik, 

Soviet Lavochkin-Gorbunov-Gudkov LaGG-3  

(Лавочкин-Горбунов-Гудков ЛаГГ-3)  

Soviet Yakovlev Yak-9 - (Яковлев Як-9)  

Douglas A-20 Havoc/Boston in Soviet Service  
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to intercept bombers attacking Prague, he counted 

many American made aircraft with Red Stars, which 

were part of the American Lend & Lease Act. But 

he also noticed several American fighters nearby 

that seemed to be busy examining the Soviets, and 

were unaware that that the German fighters were 

even around. Hartmann then dropped down 

through the P-51 Mustangs, then the Russian 

fighters, and through the Soviet bombers in just 

one hit and run attack. Hartmann claimed to have 

shot down two P-51s quickly in his dive, and then 

fired on a Boston bomber (Douglas DB-7/A-20 

Havoc – Called Boston by the British Royal AF) 

where he scored many hits, but it was not 

considered a kill.  

 He had become an Ace with 11 kills by April 

of 1943, and by that October, he had shot down 

148 Soviet aircraft, and was awarded the Knight’s 

Cross. No wonder the Soviets nicknamed Hartmann 

“The Black Devil.” In fact, by this time, the Soviet 

pilots were familiar with Hartmann's radio call sign 

of Karaya 1, and the Soviet Command had put a 

price of 10,000 rubles on the German pilot's head.  

 Between April and August of 1943, 

Hartmann downed another 40 Soviet planes. His 

skill with the ground crew was just as good as in 

the air. By the end of year, Hartmann amassed 

some 159 aerial kills. He wasn’t even halfway to his 

final kill total.  

Hartmann received numerous 

awards and citations for his kills. 

He received the Iron Cross, the 

Knight’s Cross with Oak Leaves, 

Swords & Diamonds, which were 

reserved for those of military 

valor and outstanding leadership. 

He also worked up to the rank of 

major and eventually became the 

top ace of Germany in World 

War II when he surpassed the 

previous record of 272 kills held 

by Gunther Rall. 

 On June 23, 1944, American B-17s were 

attacking a railroad junction in Bucharest when 

Hartmann was ordered to attack the bombers. He 

didn’t see the Mustang escorts at first and 

prepared to attack the bombers. Suddenly 4 P-51s 

flew across and below Hartmann, and he engaged 

in an extraordinary dog-fight. When it was over, 

Hartmann was out of ammunition and was headed 

for his base so German defensive guns could help 

him, but he ran out of fuel and had to bail out. He 

was certain that a P-51 pilot was lining up for a 

strafe, but he banked away and looked at 

Hartmann, waving! Hartmann landed within a few 

miles of his base. 

 Hartmann's last aerial victory occurred over 

Bruenn, Czechoslovakia, on May 8th, 1945, the last 

day of the war in Europe. Early that morning, he 

was ordered to fly a reconnaissance mission and 

report the position of Soviet forces. Hartmann took 

off with his wingman at 08:30 and spotted the first 

Soviet units just 25 miles away. Passing over the 

area, Hartmann saw several Petlyakov Pe-2 

bombers and a Yak-7 directly beneath him. He 

ambushed the Yak-7 from his vantage point at 

12,000 feet, and shot it down in front of stunned 

Soviet infantry onlookers. 

 When he landed, Hartmann was told that 

the Soviet forces were within artillery range of the  

 
FEATURED STORY (continued)   February 2021 

Luftwaffe Ace 

Gunter Rall  

U.S. Army Air Corps P-51s in formation over Italy 
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airfield, so he ordered the destruction of “Karaya 

One”, and 24 other ME 109s, together with large 

quantities of ammunition. Hartmann and his wing 

man were ordered to fly to the British sector to 

avoid capture by Soviet forces, while the remainder 

of his unit was ordered to surrender to the 

approaching Soviet army. However, as 

“Gruppenkommandeur” of I/JG-52, Hartmann 

chose to surrender his unit to members of the U.S. 

90th Infantry Division instead.  

 After his surrender, the U.S. Army handed 

Hartmann, his pilots, and ground crew over to the 

Soviet Union, in accordance with the Yalta 

Agreements, which stated that airmen and soldiers 

fighting Soviet forces had to surrender directly to 

them.  

 Hartmann and his unit were led by the 

Americans to a large open-air lot to await the 

transfer. They were placed in a make-shift barbed 

wire camp that already was nearly full with civilian 

prisoners. The conditions there were terrible. Many 

of the German prisoners decided to escape, and 

some were even assisted by the American guards. 

They went eight straight days without any food, 

and were constantly told they would be moved. 

Finally, transfer trucks arrived and they were 

greeted by Soviet troops.  

 The Russians then separated the women 

and girls from the men, and that’s when the 

Russians began their gang rapes, and the male 

prisoners could do nothing to stop it. A couple of 

girls managed to run to an American truck and 

were pulled inside, but the Russians, whom most 

were visibly drunk, pointed their weapons at the 

Americans and fired a few shots. At that point, the 

Americans began leaving.  

 Hartmann recalled that some of the women 

were shot after the rapes. Others were not so lucky. 

He remembers a twelve-year-old girl being raped 

by several soldiers, and whose mother had also 

been raped, and then shot. Soon, more Russians 

came, and the mayhem started all over again and 

lasted through the night, during which time entire 

families committed suicide; men killing their wives 

and daughters, then themselves. Hartmann had 

remarked that “many will never believe this story, 

but it is true”.  

 After that horrific first day, a Russian 

general came to the rescue, and issued orders for 

all of it to stop. He was serious too - because some 

of the Russian troops who did not stay away were 

executed on the spot by their own men.  

 Hartmann was a POW in Russia for over 10  

 
FEATURED STORY (continued) 

Yalta Conference in Soviet Russia 

(code-named Argonaut) February 4–11, 1945  

L-R Britain's Churchill, U.S.’s Roosevelt, USSR’s Stalin 

Soviet Petlyakov Pe-2  dive bomber (Петляков Пе-2) 

Inset: Soviet pilot Mariya Dolina posing in front  

of a Pe-2 bomber, circa 1944  
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years. The first thing they did was give the 

Germans physical exams to determine how fit they 

were for hard labor. They were then put on a train 

to the Carpathians in Romania. They were then 

placed in another barbed-wired prison with 

Romanian Communist guards. They were interred 

there for about a week before boarding another 

train bound for Kirov, where they disembarked in a 

swamp. Of the 1,500 POWs who were sent there, 

only about 200 lived through the first winter. 

 However, the Soviets were very interested 

in Hartmann. The former enemies of Germany 

wanted to show the world that they captured the 

greatest aerial ace of all-time. The Soviets 

attempted to convince him to cooperate with 

them. He was asked to spy on fellow officers, but 

refused and was given ten days' solitary 

confinement in a four-by-nine-by-six-foot cell. He 

slept on a concrete floor and was given only bread 

and water. On another occasion, according to 

Hartmann, the Soviets threatened to kidnap and 

murder his wife.  

 During similar interrogations about his 

knowledge of the Me-262 (Germany’s Jet Fighter), 

Hartmann was struck by a Soviet officer using a 

cane, prompting Hartmann to hit the guard with a 

chair, knocking him out. Expecting to be shot, he 

instead was transferred back to his cell. 

 Hartmann was then transferred to several 

other camps; Shakhty, then Novocherkassk, where 

he was kept in solitary confinement; and Diaterka. 

Ironically, he also spent time in a POW camp at 

Kuteynikovo where his flight squadron had been 

based in 1943. 

 At Diaterka, there was a high fence, a dead 

zone with a walkway for guards and dogs, then 

another fence with watchtowers with more guards 

and machine guns. There were long rows of 

barracks which were not insulated against the cold. 

Each barrack held between 200 and 400 prisoners 

depending on its size, and there were rows of 

wooden bunks in tiers of three to four. The camp 

was divided into maximum, and minimum security 

sections, with the Germans in the most secure 

section. The ultra maximum  security section 

housed elite members of the Third Reich and 

special Soviet political prisoners. This was where 

Hitler’s SS adjutant Otto Gunsche and Count von 

der Schulenburg were held. Hartmann remained a 

prisoner at Diaterka until 1954 when he was sent 

back to Novocherkassk.  

 During his captivity Hartmann was first 

arrested on 24 December 1949, and three days 

later, he was sentenced to 20 years in prison. He 

was condemned for atrocities against Soviet 

citizens, the attack on military objects and the 

destruction of Soviet aircraft and thus having 

significantly damaged the Soviet economy.  

 Hartmann protested multiple times against 

this judgement. In June 1951, he was charged for a 

second time as an alleged member of an anti-

Soviet group. This tribunal was carried out under 

military authority in the military district of Rostov-

on-Don. Hartmann was charged with war crimes, 

specifically the "deliberate shooting of 780 Soviet 

civilians" in the village of Briansk, attacking a bread 

factory on 23 May 1943, and destroying 345 

"expensive" Soviet aircraft. He refused to confess to 

these charges and conducted his own defense, 

which, according to Hartmann, the presiding judge 

denounced as a "waste of time". 

 Now sentenced to 25 years of hard labor 

Hartmann refused to work, and was put into 

solitary confinement, which led to a riot by some of 

his fellow detainees, who overpowered the guards, 

and temporarily freed him. After that, he was 

transferred to a camp in Novocherkassk, where he 

spent five more months in solitary confinement. He 

was later put before a new tribunal, which upheld 

the original sentence. He was subsequently sent to 

another camp, this time at Diaterka in the Ural 

Mountains. Hartmann was allowed only twenty-five 

words on a postcard to send out, and sometimes a 

lot less. He was however, able  to smuggle out 

letters with returning POWs. He received about fifty 

letters from his wife Ushi during his ten and a half  
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years as a POW, but she had written over 400. His 

father and son Peter died while he was a POW, and 

he was never told about it. 

 German Chancellor Konrad Adenauer 

played a crucial role in Hartmann’s release. After 

receiving a letter from Hartmann’s mother, he 

replied that he was personally working on the 

problem. Then in October 1955, he arranged for 

Hartmann’s release. The Soviets had wanted a 

trade agreement with the west, especially West 

Germany, and part of this deal was the release of 

all the POWs held in the USSR.  

 Hartmann knew something was going on 

when the POW’s were allowed to go to the movie 

theater and then issued new clothes. They boarded 

a bus to Rostov where they got on a train bound 

for  Herleshausen, where Hartmann was  able to 

send a telegram to his wife Ushi, telling her of his 

release.  

 When Hartmann returned to West 

Germany, he reentered the German  

Bundesluftwaffe, and rose to the rank of colonel. 

The world’s most prolific flying ace was in charge 

of West Germany’s first all-jet fighter squadron, a 

group of Canadair F-86 Sabers from June 6, 1959 

to May 29,1962.  

 By the 1960s, West Germany purchased 

Lockheed F-104 Starfighters as the air force’s main 

jet. However, Hartmann disapproved of the choice. 

He felt the planes were unsafe - and he was right! 

 The Starfighter eventually flew with fifteen 

air forces around the world, but its poor safety 

record, especially in Luftwaffe service, brought it 

substantial criticism. The Germans lost 292 of 916 

aircraft and 116 pilots from 1961 to 1989 due to 

non-combat accidents. Its high accident rate 

earning it the nickname "the widow maker" from 

the German public. 

 Hartmann considered the F-104 a 

fundamentally flawed and unsafe aircraft and 

strongly opposed its adoption. Although 

subsequent events validated his low opinion of the 

aircraft, along with allegations of bribes 

culminating in a Lockheed scandal, Hartmann's 

outspoken criticism proved unpopular with his 

superiors, and he was put into early retirement in 

1970. 

 Erich Hartmann continued to fly until 1980 

as a trainer and flight instructor in Bonn. Of his 

accomplishments, Hartmann said he crash-landed 

16 times but he was never shot down. All of his 

crashes were due to mechanical failures or debris  
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from aircraft shot while in flight. 

 In his last interview before his death, Erich 

Hartmann explained the tactics employed by 

German pilots. He said that he and his wingmen 

amassed so many kills because they would fly at 

higher elevations than enemy squadrons and fly 

out of the sun. The bright sun would then shield 

German planes from the sights of enemy pilots. 

 In all, Hartmann amassed 352 kills over 30 

months, and flew 1,404 combat missions. 

 In his last recorded interview, Hartmann 

said that learning that his son Peter Erich and his 

father had died while he was in prison, was a hard 

thing for him to overcome. But he recalls that his 

mother and wife Ushi were there waiting for him. 

“They never gave up hope, and I think that my 

belief in their strength was what got me through 

the most terrible torture or starvation”. Hartmann 

later had a daughter, Ursula Isabel, born on 

February 23, 1957. 

 Asked if he had any hatred for the Russians 

he replied: “One thing I learned is this: Never allow 

yourself to hate people because of the actions of a 

few. Hatred and bigotry destroyed my nation, and 

millions died. I would hope that most people did 

not hate Germans because of the Nazis, or 

Americans because of slaves. Never hate, it only 

eats you alive. Keep an open mind and always look 

for the good in people. You may be surprised at 

what you find”. 

 Erich Hartmann died at the age of 71 in 

Weil im Schönbuch, on September 20, 1993. 

 In January 1997, more than three years after 

his death, Hartmann's case was reviewed by the 

Chief Military Prosecutor in Moscow of the Russian 

Federation, after the dissolution of the Soviet 

Union, and he was acquitted of all historical 

charges against him in Russian Law. The 

government agency stated that he had been 

wrongly convicted. 

 But no matter how history looks at 

Hartmann’s numbers, he was one of the most 

feared fighter pilots of World War II. His record will 

likely never be broken. 
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