
It’s a Bird, It’s a Plane,
It’s a Night Witch

Sr. Group Exhibit
Kamden Victory and Tylea Underwood

Exhibit Word Account: 500 words
500 Word Exhibit word count: 500 words



This year's theme, “Communication in History, Key to Understanding,” fits the
Night Witches’ story in many ways. The brave women communicated their desire to
fight for their country and gained permission. Unfortunately, when they were handed
their missions, they realized how little their country’s Air Force appreciated their
contributions. The Air Force gave them ill-fitting uniforms, unsafe equipment, and no
communication devices. These women completed 23,000 missions without radio or
radar. They used old techniques, but when these techniques failed the last communique
between the fellow flyers was often seeing a plane descending in flames. The 588th
regiment lost many lives and made many sacrifices during the war, then received little
appreciation.  They climbed out of their planes and went home. History wouldn’t exist
without communication. The Night Witches' history was carved into stone when they
communicated their stories to family, friends, and interviewers. We feel our subject fits
the theme because of the many facets of communication within the Night Witches’ story.

As we created our team, we realized we had different interests. Kamden liked
aircraft, and Tylea was drawn to World War ll. When we partnered up we weren’t sure
what subject we would choose. The Night Witches’ story was the perfect combination. It
demonstrated that women made an impact and more importantly, it touched our heart.
The more we researched, the harder it was to believe these young girls’ journeys. We
knew instantly the Night Witches would not only be a great fit for the theme but also a
great fit for us.

In the past, we both enjoyed creating exhibits. This year was no different. An
exhibit is an outstanding way to spotlight photos, quotes, and important information.
Artifacts can be neatly exhibited as well. We decided that the Night Witches would be
best displayed by a board, and with certain techniques, we could bring their story to life.
Many details were incorporated into our board. We felt they would’ve been overlooked
in a play or documentary.

Our process after districts began with the evaluation of our exhibit and the
judge's critiques. We began to recompose a storyline that incorporated communication.
While writing our script, we decided that we wanted to show the many perspectives of
communication in the Night Witches story, but not overuse the word. We used
synonyms and different phrases. Our favorite part of composing the exhibit was
selecting the backgrounds and the border colors for our content. We chose a “starry
night” background to resemble one the Night Witches would have flown through. We
chose colors for the borders that resembled the colors on their uniforms. We gathered
our content and incorporated everything into our exhibit. We used quotes to let the Night
WItches communicate their own stories. Artifacts completed the look while the 500-word
essay and bibliography supported the exhibit. It was stressed at our district competitions
not to inflate our bibliography so we tried to include only sources that we used to gain
information and background about our subject.
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Left Top Panel Photo



Left Top Panel Text

One Mission At  A Time

In 1942, the women regiments began their missions. The goal--disrupt 
Nazi behavior as much as possible and kill while doing so.

“One girl managed to fly seven times to the
 front line and back in her plane. 
She would return, shaking, 
and they would hang new bombs,
 refuel her plane, and she’d go off to bomb the
 target again. This is how we worked, can you imagine?”
-Irina Rakobolskaya.

Forty-two person crews completed eight to eighteen nightly missions---a total 
of 23,000 missions over three years.
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Left Center Panel Text

Communication without Communication

Their skills in the air matched those of the men pilots but they faced 
discrimination on the ground. The women pilots were given ill-fitting clothing 
and their flimsy planes provided little protection from elements. There wasn’t 
even money in the Soviet budget for communication equipment---for the women.

“They had to tear up their bedding and stuff them in their boots to get

                    them to fit.” - Steve Prowse 

Women found other ways to communicate beyond radar and radios. They mapped 
their routes using rulers and protractors. They followed landmarks and stars 

to complete missions,but often relied on instinct.
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Left Bottom Panel Text
With no radio communication, when a plane went down, the 
last communication between flyers was the vision of a 

disintegrating plane. 

There was no way to communicate a distress signal. A downed
 pilot was expected to use the issued pistol 

to commit suicide  to avoid capture.  
The wind scratching across the wooden wings created a swishing noise that the 
Germans associated with the sound of a broom and death. They nicknamed the 

pilots, “The Night Witches,” a communique the pilots were proud to 
acknowledge.

“This sound was the only warning the Germans had. The planes were too small to show 
up on radar or on infrared locators. They never used radios, 
so radio locators couldn’t pick them up either. They were basically ghosts.”
-Steven Prowse
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Center Top Panel Text

It’s A Bird; It’s a Plane; It’s a Night Witch

Operation Barbarossa launched in 1941, was the result of a frantic communique 
from the Soviet Military: Hitler invaded the country and killed millions. The 
Soviets were desperate.

Despite a lack of equipment, including radio communication, the Night Witches 
communicated one key piece of knowledge to its members…“Be proud. Be proud you 

are a soldier. Be proud you are a woman.” ― Kathryn Lasky

“I saw the German aircraft flying along our roads filled with people 
who were leaving their homes, firing at them with their machine guns. 
Seeing this gave me feelings inside that made me want to fight them.” 

     -Nadezhda Popova



Center Center Panel Photo

Source Credit Text:



Center Center Panel Text

Marina Raskova, a highly respected pilot and the first female navigator sent 
out a request for women pilots. Hundreds responded. Raskova took the letters 

to Joseph Stalin.
“They started to write letters. All these letters 
ended up on Marina Raskova’s desk.”
-Rufina Gasheva

“I was amongst those who were 
immediately accepted into the navigator group.”

-Irina Rakobolskaya

Twenty-thousand applications arrived. Only 400 women,some as young as 15 were 
accepted.
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Center Bottom Panel Text

Skepticism followed Roskava’s proposal. But due to Germany’s invasions, Stalin 
was short on men. In October, he gave orders to deploy three all-female air 

force units.
“No one in the armed services 
wanted to give women the freedom to die.” 
-Nadezhda Popova

“Everyone wanted to get to the front lines as rapidly
 as possible to help our nation, to stop the Germans.”

-Rufina Gasheva

The women trained to be pilots,maintenance,ground 
crewmen,and navigators.
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Right Top Panel Text

Telling Their Story

In later years, the remaining Night Witches communicated their stories through 
printed and digitized interviews.

“I sometimes stare into the blackness and close my eyes. 
 I can still imagine myself as a young girl, up there in my little bomber. 
And I ask myself, ‘Nadia, how did you do it?’ ” 
-Nadia Popova 
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Right Center Panel Text

“We didn’t recognize ourselves in 
the mirror-we saw boys there.”
-One Pilot of the Night Witches

"When the wind was strong it would toss the plane. In winter, when you'd
 look out to see your target better, you got frostbite, our feet froze
 in our boots, but we carried on flying.” -Nadia Popova
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Right Bottom Panel Text

“We were students. We were going to be geographers,
 physics, chemists, mathematicians. Who would want people like us, 
we had to fight to defend our motherland. We were born here, brought up here.” 
-Rufina Gasheva

“That night, I flew with a new pilot. Our task was to bomb the searchlights and 
not get in their beams. That’s how we survived.”

-Rufina Gasheva
“Our regiment is a legend.” 
-Nadia Popova

 
Between 1942 and 1945, 400 Soviet women manned ill-equipped and dilapidated 
aircraft to fight for Russia. The key to understanding their contribution is 

to see them as soldiers not women.
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