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Chapter 1 

TWO BROTHERS IN THE HEART OF A NEW EUROPE 

From within the old German-speaking Austro-Hungarian Empire, Czecho-
slovakia was created in 1918. 

From the ashes of that dismantled empire, manufacturing wealth advanced 
as Czechoslovakia met demands for planes, trucks, cars, tanks, locomotives, 
turbines and agricultural machinery. By the 1930s, it was one of the world’s 
three biggest exporters of military equipment. 

The Czech Air Force was founded in 1918, only a 
dozen years after the first flight by the Wright 
brothers. Czechoslovakia built up its own military 
strength of 1.5 million and created 47 divisions that 
could be mobilised to defend itself. 

In the tranquil village of Svaty Kriz u Havlickuv 
Brod, Josef Kutlvasr married Kristyna Kerberova.  

She was from a Jewish family and converted to 
Catholicism, so they married in the village church.  

A first son, Jan Josef, was born on 9th May 1912. 
A brother, Karel Miroslav, was born on 24th Sept 
1916. 

Later came brothers Miroslav (24th Aug 1925) 
and Josef (Pepik) (15th May 1929). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The village church 

 

The Kutlvasr family (Jan Josef, 19 March 1916) 
 

 

Jan and Karel as youngsters 
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Peace embraced the country. With a growing sense of adventure, the 
brothers explored their countryside, camping, fishing, horse riding and studying 
railway maps. Their father, Josef Kutlvasr, worked as a carpenter for the Czech 
railways. That gave the family opportunity for travel and the boys learnt how to 
use their father’s tools. 

The brothers learnt the value of how efficient timetables and clocks were 
used to run an expanding railway network. As they stood with the locomotive 
drivers, they watched how a railway engine worked: the coal, the boiler, the 
signals and the brakes. They knew how to read railway maps. They learnt to 
speak German and English as well as their native Czech. One of the first cars Jan 
saw in their village had chains driving the wheels. 

The thrum of propellers drew their young eyes to the skies. Occasional aircraft 
inspired the boys to spread their arms and fly down the slopes pretending to be 
pilots.  

With burgeoning economic strength in Czechoslovakia, their mother Kristyna 
nudged the two older sons towards a career in business. They both studied at 
the Hospodarska Skola and learnt the basics of business administration.   

Jan completed two years followed by one year at an export academy in 
Vienna.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The buildings shown above are from the brothers’ family papers and taken to 
be where they studied. If you recognise the buildings, please contact the author 
whose email is on the inside back cover. 

 

A career in business held no interest for the brothers. Karel convinced his 
father to allow him to apply to join the Czech Air Force.  

When his application was successful, Karel promptly left his office job as a 
clerk and joined the Czech Air Force in 1934. 

 
Likewise, this building? 

 

 

What and where is this building? 
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After the Prostejov Flying College, he became a fighter pilot in the 32nd 
Squadron in Hradec Karlove, developing his fighting skills.  

 

 
Karel at Prostejov Flying College, centre, looking towards camera 

 
After a while in the business environment, 

Jan passed accountancy exams and worked at 
the Moser Glassworks. Dissatisfied with office 
life, he applied to the Police School in Kutna 
Hory and completed his training on 1st April 
1937, going on to serve in Lhenice u Netolic. 

He progressed further. He took his oath of 
allegiance to the Czechoslovak Army on 28th 
October 1934 and started basic military 
training. Passing with merit, he joined the 
signals battery and served as squad leader 

and petty officer. Both 
brothers were now in 
the uniform of their 
beloved homeland.  

With prospects of a 
secure life, Jan 
developed an interest 
in photography and 
bought himself a Zeiss folding camera (pictured) and 
recorded happy times in the Czech army. With his love of 
horses, his skill at riding developed. 

 
Jan is on the right 
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Jan is on the left, in riding breeches 

  

 

Czech soldiers pose in front of an army bowser. Jan is second from the right in both photos 
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Jan (right) pays tribute at a military funeral 

 
 

                 

 
When it came to fixing an engine, everyone had an opinion. Jan is on the left 
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However, information fermenting in London started to leak out that Germany 
was assembling troops at the Czech border in a threatening manner. Word 
spread rapidly that Hitler demanded the annexation of land in Czechoslovakia 
with German-speaking people. 

Russia was willing to help the Czechs defend themselves if support under the 
Mutual Assistance Treaty co-signed by England and France was forthcoming. 
Russian goodwill was ignored; France and England abandoned their agreement. 
The brothers were watching and listening; Czechoslovakia could not defend 
itself alone. Fear of invasion flooded the country. 

After the British Prime Minister’s treacherous meeting with Adolph Hitler, 
Neville Chamberlain was castigated by Winston Churchill: 

“You were given the choice between war and dishonour. You chose dishonour and you 
will have war.” 

The British War Office requested an observer, by telegram, just days before the 
German annexation of the Sudetenland that began on 1st October 1938.  

 

 
 

The occupation of Czechoslovakia started on 15th March 1939. There was no 
time for mobilisation. Thousands of Czechs made plans to leave their homeland. 
On 19th June 1939, Jan and Karel, with fifteen men, jumped onto a freight train 
carrying coal and heading for Poland. It crossed the border at Mor. Ostrava (12 
pilots, Staff Captain of Artillery Valechky and Lieutenant of Artillery Ant. Novak). 

  

 

Post Office Telegram from The War Office, 1938 
 

The telegram reads: 
 

WAR OFFICE OHMS 
 

COMMANDING 1 ST DRAGOON 
GUARDS ALDERSHOT 

 
LIEUTENANT J F H WEAVER WILL 

REPORT TO COLONEL MARTIN MJ 
ROOM 318 WAR OFFICE AS EARLY 
AS POSSIBLE FOR INTERVIEW FOR 

POSSIBLE IMMEDIATE TEMPORARY 
SPECIAL EMPLOYMENT IN EUROPE 

PASSPORT IF IN POSSESSION 
SHOULD BE BROUGHT HOURS 

[BEFORE] INTERVIEW 23 RD SEPT 
[…] TO 5 PM 24 TH SEPT 10 AM TO 

4 PM 26 TH SEPT 3 TO 5 PM 



 11 

Search lights were already in position at the border as the men kept hidden 
in the open trucks, dodging the observing eyes. At Cracow, some the men were 
interrogated by the Polish police as possible German spies. They were then sent 
to the Czechoslovak Consulate where they joined the Czechoslovak Resistance 
on 19th June 1939.  

A camp was being built in M. Bronovice near Cracow where these men were 
then moved to. Jan was appointed second adjutant to the commanding officer 
of the camp, where a core group of Czechoslovak military was being built up as 
more of their compatriots arrived after escaping. 

Anxiety increased as news of the German occupation spread. The men moved 
onwards to the coast where they set sail for France on the boat Chroby and 
arrived on 1st August 1939 in northern France. 

Onwards again to the French Military base in Lille, where they begged to enlist 
to fight Hitler. 

Very reluctantly, an arrangement was finally adopted whereby the French 
agreed to accept the ever-increasing numbers of ‘foreign military’. They were 
perfunctorily offered Indochina or Algeria to serve with the Foreign Legion. The 
brothers agreed to Algeria as it was closer to Europe. The men signed a five-year 
contract with the 6eme J.C. 1st Battalion. 

 
 

After signing the enrolment papers in Lille, the displaced men were recorded: 
pilots, infantry, radio operators, linguists and engineers. The two brothers and 
increasing numbers of others were sent to Marseilles and from there to Oran in 
Algeria on 8th August 1939. Jan captured those days on film.  

  

French Foreign Legion enlistment papers 
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Jan (right) with confident smile 

 

 

The French Foreign Legion parading with “Tête… droite!” towards their commanding officer 
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Jan, his enthusiasm palpable, is third from the rear on this side of the formation 

 

 

Jan, in relaxed mode (left), chats with his comrades 
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The men were dispatched to 
Marseilles where they adopted 
French uniform.  

Taken to the port, they 
boarded the Sidi-Bel-Abbès 
troopship and set sail for Oran, 
on the coast of the French colony 
of Algeria. 

 

 
 

Behind them the vast 
abandoned Czech military 
arsenal was being systematically 
absorbed into German hands.  

The occupation of Europe 
spread, and tanks with Made in 
Czechoslovakia were seen as far 
as Greece during the war. 

The brothers were destined for 
El Aricha in the desert of North 
Africa.  

 

Setting sail for Oran, Algeria 

 
From the heart of Europe via Marseilles, the brothers found themselves in El Aricha, North Africa 
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Chapter 2 

THE HOMELAND THE BROTHERS LEFT BEHIND 

The razor-sharp German administration searched military records for Czech 
airmen and soldiers. The families of these now absent men were identified by 
the Gestapo. 

The Kutlvasr home was visited by the Gestapo. Josef, Kristyna and their 
younger brother Mirek were interrogated, taken away and incarcerated in 
Svatoborice, Moravia and other camps for the duration of the war. Internment 
started for thousands of innocent people considered security risks. Many 
perished in those conditions. 

In Cesky Budejovice, southern Bohemia, 
marching boots on the cobbled streets 
were heard during the night. The nuns in 
the Convent School of Sv. Karel Boromejsky 
ushered the girls to chapel to pray. 

Opening the dormitory curtains in the 
morning, almost every window displayed 
the red, black and white Hakenkreuz flag.   

Shops and factories were closed. 
Possessions were recorded and valuables 
often confiscated. The traditional 
pharmacy on the square had dispensed 
remedies since medieval days. It was attached to the monastery and church and 
was left to continue. The Gestapo took control of leading figures in the 
community; mayors, teachers, journalists and leading priests were targeted. The 
nuns firmly carried on schooling the girls and were left to continue. The 
productive, courtyard kitchen garden was well concealed behind wooden doors 
in the confusing maze of buildings. It was not shown to the invaders. 

Three sisters, Ruzena, Mayka and Milada Nemec, were students at the 
Convent. In the school holidays, the girls left by train to their home villages. 
There were also girl ‘orphans’ at the convent. They joined in rotation to stay with 
their friends. 

The three sisters went home to Velhartice where the village produce had 
been recorded and was now allocated to the German military. Left with meagre 
rations, hiding food was brutally punished. The old wooden village houses were 
a maze of holes and gaps used by birds and villagers alike to conceal their nest 
eggs. Some grander houses were emptied of valuables as their owners were 

 
Cesky Budejovice 
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transported away by the SS never to 
return. The ancient Castle of Velhartice 
had been rapidly abandoned by the 
aristocratic family who fled to Austria. 

The sisters’ brother Vaclav was 
completing his studies at the nearby 
seminary of Svaty Agnes. In July 1939, he 
was ordained in the Cathedral of St 
Nicholas. This community was left to 
continue.  

Young Vaclav was ordered to serve the 
villages of southern   Bohemia. Fr. Vaclav 
initially focused his interest in 
engineering on church maintenance, 
giving work to the men who were too old 
to be conscripted. He discreetly 
established a network of loyal partisans. 
Mindful of the medieval ecclesiastical 
heritage, they concealed valuables out of 
reach of German hands, cementing them 

into the church walls and burying them in the graveyards. Greedy eyes were 
gathering up medieval treasures untouched for centuries. Heritage looting 
occurred. 

As the Gestapo targeted Jews, young Fr. Vaclav was approached. Catholic 
baptismal certificates were requested, and he immediately acted with urgency, 
protecting himself and others by hiding the parish registers so they could not be 
double-checked. Jewish families abandoned everything except what they could 
load in their cars or carry to the railway stations in their efforts to leave. The 
village railway station had been built under the previous empire to bring the 
aristocracy to the Royal Castle in Velhartice. It was now a trainline of last resort 
for many. When passengers were apprehended by officials, these baptismal 
certificates were their only chance of not being arrested. Those who had chosen 
to stay in their valued houses were soon left with no choice but to leave. 

Under occupation, Czechs survived with ever increasing suspicions growing as 
neighbour could no longer trust neighbour. The terror of psychological control 
kept people withdrawn in fear of every stranger, in fear of every knock on the 
door. People disappeared with no explanation. Even the traditional priest’s 
confessional was no longer sacrosanct. 

The factories were kept producing, the farms likewise to feed the occupying 
forces and supply goods to the expanding Third Reich.  

 

Father Vaclav 
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Chapter 3 

THE BROTHERS IN ALGERIA 

In the French colony of Algeria, the garrison fort of El Aricha ‘welcomed’ the 
foreign recruits. As there was no film available, Jan folded his camera  and kept 
it well hidden. The Czech Legionnaires were to be known now by their French 
military number. While on parade, Jan was brutally felled to the ground by an 
officer when he answered using his Czech name. Only French was permitted, 
and this language was quickly mastered. Jan and Karel were now serving with 
the 6eme J.C. 1st battalion of the Foreign Legion. Throughout his life Jan could 
recite his number, “Je suis Legionnaire 85051.” 

The life of a Legionnaire was tough. Relentless exercises and desert marches 
across unstable sand dunes in life-sucking heat. The sun scorched the skin of all, 
and the fair-haired men, such as Jan, suffered the worst. 

Endless harsh, red wine was available, but only one daily cup of water was 
given. Days of locked-in boredom frustrated these men who wanted to fight the 
German invaders of their homeland. 

The priority now was survival as they rapidly lost weight. Stomach ailments 
from rancid food and scorpions sheltering in their shoes and beds took their toll. 
When they learnt they were sleeping between murderers and robbers, Jan and 
Karel slept in rota with one eye shut and one eye open. Crooks and criminals 
could disappear in this uniform. The brothers were trapped, speaking their 
mother tongue with other Czechs only in whispers. Jan and Karel kept their 
French Francs hidden within their tightly bound waist cummerbunds. This piece 
of cloth held up their trousers as they lost weight. Most importantly it held 
protective warmth for their stomachs to avoid chills, which would result in 
endless visits to the unsavoury latrines. 

With only one daily cup of precious water a routine developed. Firstly, dipping 
four fingers into the water they washed the desert grit from their eyes; secondly, 
the same again for the sides of their parched lips and ears before drinking the 
water very slowly, eyeing the other men. 

A shower was unheard of but in desperation the brothers once washed their 
bodies in red wine - never to be repeated as the desert flies bit and sucked their 
skin. Countless flies laid eggs in the latrines and their disease-bearing bodies 
were swatted like enemy invaders. 

In El Aricha, insubordination grew among the young Czechs when they 
discovered how many of their commanding officers were German. Their old 
enemy was in control and showed no mercy. The officers spoke freely in German 
which was easily understood by the multilingual Czechs. They hatched a plot to 
escape, when news came over a crystal radio created by one of the Czechs.  
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They heard the crackling BBC broadcast, “…this country is now at war with 
Germany.” Spirits rose as they hoped they would be needed to fight, so their 
own plans, devised to escape this hell, never materialised. 

Military records received from Prague confirm that on 16th of September Jan 
and his unit of about 400 men left El Aricha for Sidi Bel Abbes. Then further 
onwards to Oran, Marseille and Agde. Here, at the small town of Agde on the 
Mediterranean coast, Jan helped to found the 1st Czechoslovak Battalion and 
then the 2nd Infantry Battalion under the command of Colonel Jan Sartorie on 
23rd September 1939. 

Karel, along with other pilots amongst the Legionnaires, had been scooped 
out and transferred to the French Air Force base at Chartres to train on French 
aircraft and help defend France from 17th May 1940. Records of this addition to 
the French Air Force have been lost amongst the detritus of war. Karel was 
awarded the Croix de Guerre with four Palms for two confirmed ‘kills’, with more 
unconfirmed. 

As platoon commander, Jan and these ‘legionnaire men’ took part in the 
French campaign throughout France for almost a year. In June 1940, Jan was 
involved in the retreat from northern France. During a battle on the river Loire 
near the town of Gien, Jan sustained shock damage to his left eye from a nearby 
bomb blast. He permanently lost sight in that eye but continued to fight under 
Battalion Commander Colonel Vl. Prikryl. In 1942, his commander described Jan 
as “full of optimism, smart and intelligent, hardworking and diligent, very good 
executive sergeant, very good military performance.” The Battalion Commander 
Colonel Seda in 1943 described Jan as, “…very eager in his military duties but 
sometimes not accurate, very good military performance.” 

The overwhelming German war machine resulted in evacuation by ships for 
the retreating allies from France. The Forbin left Bordeaux carrying about 540 
Czechoslovak passengers. Another 500 Czech Soldiers on board the Neuralia was 
said to include The Chief of Staff. From Gibraltar more retreating fighters 
boarded the last transport ship, the Egyptian Rod El Farag sailing to Liverpool 
with a shipment of horses for the British army. The captain welcomed the men 
saying, “Come on board. We need all the help we can get.” That journey to 
Liverpool lasted from 27th May to 12th June 1940, carrying about 800 officers and 
men onboard. 

The Rod El Farag survived the perils of mines and ‘hunter’ submarines at sea 
and the underweight dishevelled men arrived in the safer waters of England. 
Neither brother knew where the other was, or if they were still alive. 

However, Karel had also retreated with the remnants of the surviving French 
Air Force pilots and their route took them to Casablanca in north Africa from 
where they made their way to Great Britain also by boat. 



 19 

Chapter 4 

JAN ARRIVES IN GREAT BRITAIN 

Sailing up the river Mersey into the 
huge port of Liverpool, the men saw 
the alarming lack of any protection. 
Knowing their vast military arsenal in 
Czechoslovakia had been seized by 
Hitler, they arrived with nothing, and 
nothing much was available. The men 
disembarked and made their way to 
military camps set up in the grounds of 
Cholmondeley Castle and Walton Hall. 

Great Britain was transformed. The country was now at war. These two 
English country homes were requisitioned and became the marshalling points 
for displaced military from many occupied European countries.  

Jan, with his compatriots joined those gatherings. Jan now had film for his 
Zeiss and recorded some scenes of those early days. 

Under a new flag the men were wearing the khaki uniform of the British Army. 
A Czechoslovak shoulder label identified their nationality. It was here from these 
men that the choice was being made by the high command, under Churchill, to 
select men for the newly created Special Operations Executive to return to 
Prague and assassinate Reinhard Heydrich, Stellvertretender Reichsprotektor of 
Bohemia and Moravia and a high-ranking German SS official and a principal 
architect of the Holocaust. 

 

How many soldiers does it take to attach a sign? Jan, centre, steps forward to assist 

 

Walton Hall, near Wellesbourne, Warwickshire 
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Jan in his British army uniform 

 

Czech President-in-Exile Beneš thanks a soldier 

 
 Throughout his service, Jan set great store by a spirit of togetherness 
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Jan, with his good organisational head, is tasked with keeping score 

 

Troops spectating at Walton Hall 
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Jan still had his Czech military issued Longines watch, in daily use since he left 
his homeland, and his well-worn binoculars. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

President Edvard Beneš, now in England at the head of the Government in 
Exile, met his displaced countrymen urging unity with Britain. Once in British 
uniform, their Czech ranks were reinstated. 
 

 

  

 

 
 

 

Jan being introduced to Czech President-in-Exile Edvard Beneš (inset) by his commanding officer 
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Unknown to Jan, his brother Karel and other pilots who had fought in the 
Battle for France, were also arriving in England. These remaining pilots had 
thousands of hours of aerial combat to their names. Many of their international 
comrades had been lost over France but the survivors were coming to help Great 
Britain. Their skills would prove crucial in the air protection of this island fortress. 

Thousands of men and women from all 
over occupied Europe, and beyond were 
being assembled. A huge fighting force 
was created using ‘foreign military’. They 
were welcomed and hosted throughout 
the towns and villages of Great Britain. The 
war footing now focused on 
manufacturing the weapons that would be 
needed in the battles ahead. These early 
months were used for building up physical 
and military strength as exceptional skills 
were identified. 

As auxiliary sergeant, Jan assembled men into the 2/2 Armoured Division 
under Jan Sartorie, the Colonel of the Infantry Battalion. They were sent to 
France and prepared for combat action at Dunkirk.  

  

 

 

En route to Dunkirk, the White Cliffs of Dover in the background 
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Jan’s military record states: 

“Good ambition, quick witted, hard-working, sociable, looks after his appearance, disciplined, 
reliable, energetic, proactive, carries out orders with precision, interested in Military service, good 
military knowledge. Did very well in attack and reconnaissance. Took wartime hardship very well.” 
Commanding Officer Sartorie Jan (Colonel of Infantry) 

Their mission was to defend and support the allies at Dunkirk and with their 
French language skills these men settled easily. Gathering intelligence about the 
might of the German military was still needed. Jan with a fellow Czech took the 
challenge and set off towards the enemy. By day they slept in ditches covered 
with plant material. They lay motionless when vehicles were heard. By night 
they moved further inland and came upon the vast German military 
encampment, stretching as far as they could see. The original plan to capture 
one soldier and interrogate him back at their base was abandoned. Jan and his 
compatriot returned to report. 

Jan was praised by his Battalion Commander, Colonel Vl. Prikryl: 

“His administrative skills were good. His manner when dealing with his subordinates was tactful and fair. 
He endeavoured to keep a spirit of togetherness whenever possible and did well on the front line.” 

In June 1940 his regiment started the retreat from northern France down to 
Sète. After an injury to his left eye during fighting near the town of Gien on the 
River Loire he still continued to take part in all action on the western front as 
commanding officer of the 12th Tank Brigade of the Czechoslovak Armoured 
Division. Jan sailed to England with the last transport from Gibraltar on the Rod 
El Farag and was assigned non-combat duties. 

 

Soldiers gather at a watering station 
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Chapter 5 

BOTH BROTHERS IN GREAT BRITAIN 

As Great Britain was subjected to relentless bombing by the Luftwaffe, the 
citizens strengthened their resolve to stand up against the German onslaught. 
Commonwealth and ‘foreign’ military were welcomed. 

 

Against all the odds the brothers were still alive and in the same country. With 
the help of British and Czech military communication, the brothers arranged to 
meet up. The photo shows the depth of their happiness to see each other again. 

 

Somewhere in England – Karel seated 3rd from left in the uniform of The Royal Air Force 

 

The two brothers at Walton Hall. The warmth of their affection for each other is clear 
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Again, they would be parted. On 
3rd October 1940, Karel was assigned 
to Tangmere with the rank of 
Sergeant. This was a frontline 
coastal airfield and home of No 1 
Squadron where other Czech pilots 
were also stationed, flying under the 
tutelage of commissioned officers, 
one of whom was Pilot Officer Tim 
Elkington. 

A new operation named Night Intruder was being developed. Dangerous and 
demanding, few pilots could navigate enemy territory by using moonlight 
reflections on the canals and railway lines of occupied Europe. At the extremes 
of their fuel resources, they searched for Luftwaffe airfields with the aim of 
striking the planes as they prepared to take off fully laden with fuel. 

Attacking trains by aiming for their boilers successfully immobilised the 
transport of military equipment and blocked the line. These few men were nick-
named Kotlari boilermen. Karel’s childhood years spent with locomotives was 
unexpectedly useful. Karel quickly learnt to approach trains from the rear, 
mindful of poles and cables on the railway embankments. 

 

 
Maintaining a safe height together with target alignment was a precision 

operation. A column of steam rising from damaged boilers confirmed the strike, 
immobilised the train and rendered that transport line useless. 

  

 

Pilot Officer Tim Elkington 

 

Karel, standing 2nd from left. Tim Elkington, seated top right 
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Many decades later at his Little Rissington home, Tim Elkington said to Karel’s 
niece, Mimi Kuttelwascherova: 

“I wish I could apologise to them all… I have never seen braver men than those. They nodded their 
heads at everything I told them, then went out and did it their way. They already had hundreds of 
battle hours and I, an 18-year-old who had only flown over local hills near my home, was instructed 
to instruct the foreign pilots.” 

 

Czech airmen, with a French airman centre. Karel is furthest to the right 

 

British, French and Czech airmen. Tim Elkington is second from the right 
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“We really had no idea of what we were doing. Karel even 
re-wrote our timetable of flying schedules. It was much 
more efficient than the one we were issued. It saved 
valuable resources, and lives, and we kept using it during 
the whole war.” 

Karel’s childhood experiences seeing the 
efficient dovetailing of Czech railway time-
tables gave Karel a natural insight. 

Tim continued: 

“Karel never smoked, drank or gambled. He wore dark 
glasses during the day to accustom his eyes for the night 
intruder missions at which he excelled. Karel would tell us 
how he located enemy airfields, waited for an aircraft to 
line up ready for take-off. He knew when a pilot was 
concentrating on his instruments. Karel could bring down 
a fully loaded plane and fly away before being spotted. I 
wish I could see them all to tell them how brave they 
were. The politics of their War in Europe was not even on our radar. We were told they were a ‘ far-
away country’ and not our concern. Now, when we needed help, they came. The night before a pilot 
was logged for a mission, he was fed a steak and chips supper. On the mornings of the battle days, 
we all had the full eggs and bacon breakfast, and mugs of tea that were brewed for six minutes.” 

Karel’s impressive aerial combats earned 
him the DFC and bar and he was there at The 
Battle of Britain. Karel was relentless in 
attacking the enemy in the air, on the land and 
at sea. With his brother alongside, Karel replied 
to a question in an early TV interview, “I do not 
mind what aircraft, as long as it goes down.” 

On 12th February 1942, he took part in the 
combined attack on German destroyers in the 
English Channel known as The Channel Dash. 
His engineer Maurice Fitch at Tangmere 
searched the skies for ‘his’ pilot to return. 

On one occasion when Karel landed and 
came to a standstill, he saw the look of horror 
on his engineer’s face. The tail of his plane 
started to topple over and came to rest on the 
rear wing. A serration of Luftwaffe bullet holes 
in a straight line had almost severed the tail.  

 

Karel and his timetable 

 

Karel with his engineer 
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In October 1942, Karel was withdrawn from combat flying and assigned to the 

Czechoslovak Air Inspectorate in London. In June 1943, he was sent to the USA 
on a six-month mission with other military officers to urge support for War 
Bonds. 

Hollywood greeted the group. Karel gave talks about the need to destroy the 
Nazi regime and urged for more support and help from America. 

 

 

Tim Elkington is third from the right 

 

Hollywood fetes their distinguished visitor 

 

With Hungarian actor, Paul Lukas 
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Hollywood actors listened as Karel explained his tactic of approaching trains 
from the rear and attacking their boilers. 

 

DISTINGUISHED MILITARY MEN VISIT HOLLYWOOD Recent guests of Hal B. Wallis. Warner Bros. 
producer, on the set of his film, PASSAGE TO MARSEILLE, were Captain Karel Kuttelwascher of the 
Czechoslovak wing of the R.A.F., and Commandant P. Villebois, of the Navy of the Fighting French. 
Captain Kuttelwascher has twice been decorated by the British, three times by the Fighting French and 
nine times by the Czechoslovak government in exile. Commandant Villebois, also a World War II hero, 
was decorated once by the British and four times by the Fighting French. Both men are in this country 
on military missions. Pictured left to right on the day of their visit to Warren Bros., September 13, 1943, 
are, Commandant Villebois; Mr Wallis; the French motion picture star now under contract to Warner 
Bros., Victor France; Captain Kuttelwascher and the Hollywood star, Claude Rains. 

  

 

A moment of reflection with Irene Manning 
 

Claude Rains entertains 

 

Karel demonstrates his aerial tactics on the Passage to Marseille set  
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To Capt. Kuttelwascher. Best always and Bless you. 

Ann Sheridan 
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To Capt. Kuttel. Very best wishes. 

Olivia de Havilland 
To Capt “Kuttel”. Kindest regards. 

Errol Flynn 

  
To Capt Kuttel. For Victory. 

John Garfield 
To Karel Kuttelwascher with my good wishes. 

Bette Davis 

  
My very best wishes always to Cap “Kuttel”. 

Irene Manning 
Loads of luck, Captain. 

Joan Leslie 
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Chapter 6 

RETURNING TO A LIBERATED HOMELAND 

After the destruction of the Third Reich, the brothers decided to return home 
to Czechoslovakia. Contacting their abandoned families during those long war 
years would have been too dangerous, so it was a journey into the unknown.  

Parts of Europe were in a state of mass destruction. For most, their hasty 
escapes had left their families in ignorance of where they had gone. Millions had 
perished at Nazi hands. Millions left Europe never to return having lost their 
families and homes. With the prospects of a freed homeland, Jan and Karel’s 
first wish was to look for their parents and siblings. 

Jan returned to his homeland on 14th May 1945 and searched out his old army 
contacts. On 26th June 1945, he was promoted to Lieutenant in Reserve in the 
Czech army. He carried very little with him: his Zeiss camera and rolls of film, his 
artillery binoculars, one French Legionnaire uniform button, his military watch, 
his photographs, his UK bank book where he saved his British army payments, 
his vivid memories… and his forever-bruised heart for the brave comrades lost 
in battle. 

Jan, Legionnaire 85051, was awarded: 
• Czechoslovak war cross 1939 – decree no. 2584 
• Czechoslovak medal for gallantry – decree no. 2097 
• Commemorative medal F-VB – medal no. 2322 
• Czechoslovak medal of merit of 2nd degree 
 
Jan and Karel learnt how their parents, Josef and Kristyna, with their oldest 

son Mirek, had been sent by the Gestapo to the Nazi-operated detention centre 
at Svatoborice in Moravia. Josef and Mirek were both tortured to extract 
information, but they knew nothing. The three were interned along with over 
3,000 relatives of Czech resistance members, airmen and soldiers fighting on the 
western and eastern fronts. In just one year from 1942 to January 1943, 700 
inmates were registered as having died. Their parents spoke of the bad living 
conditions: disease was everywhere due to unsanitary latrines. Inmates were 
shot if they did not obey a command or walked too close to the perimeter.  

For the duration of the war young Mirek was forced to be an orderly in the 
‘hospital operating wards’, hosing down those bloodied rooms. If Kristyna had 
been identified as Jewish, her end would have been swift. All three survived. The 
trauma of those years affected them deeply, mostly in silence for the rest of 
their lives. Physically and psychologically altered, the parents’ lives were 
shortened. 

 
The Legionnaire button 
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The brothers learnt of the hardships endured by their younger sisters and how 
many of the old neighbours removed by the Gestapo never returned. Close 
comrades, killed while fighting to liberate Czechoslovakia, weighed heavily on 
the brothers’ hearts. A few faces in the photos Jan had taken were all that 
remained of some. A forgotten burial ground in a distant land for others. 
Communal memorials of their sacrifice are scattered throughout Europe.   

With his exceptional battle record, Karel wanted to rejoin the Czech Air Force 
where he could help to rebuild the Force. His wife Ruby would not agree. Karel 
returned reluctantly to England with baby Huw. Settling down in Denham, near 
the familiar Northolt airport, Karel applied to and joined the state airline, British 
European Airways. His exceptional wartime achievements being well recorded, 
he was offered the position of a first officer. 

 
As a BEA pilot, Karel’s life was now centred on England.  
  

First reunion with the survivors. From left: Mirek, Karel, Mother and Father 

 

Navigating a route via Paris 

 

BEA offered a more laid-back kind of flying 
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A stopover in a foreign airport 
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On the previous page, Karel is wearing his BEA Wings and WW2 Ribbons. His medals are shown below. 

 

  

 

 

Czechoslovak War Cross and four bars Distinguished Flying Cross and bar 
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Chapter 7 

JAN REMAINED IN HIS HOMELAND 

Back in uniform in Prague with American, French, British and Russian allies, 
Jan put himself into position helping to re-build the country. Again, his Zeiss 
camera recorded some scenes. 

 

 
Jan’s first task was to build his parents a house on 

land above the village, with a second house alongside 
for himself. The money he had hidden before escaping 
was still available and he always hoped Karel might 
return. 

Jan built the two houses, side by side on the hill 
above his home village in Svaty Kriz. 
  

  

  

Jan in Prague with the Allies 
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Back in uniform, Jan was posted to outlying areas and tasked with assessing 
the damage and the state of the country. An early posting was to Kasejovice in 
Sumava, Southern Bohemia. 

Tired of living under 
canvas for so many years and 
in need of accommodation, 
Jan approached the young 
village priest via his military 
pastors.  

Fr Vaclav Nemec found a 
room at his parents’ home in 
nearby Velhartice.  

Vaclav and Amalia welcomed this young officer into their home. It did not go 
unnoticed that a young officer was a rare commodity as so many had perished. 

The Nemec family had their three young adult daughters still with them trying 
to rebuild their lives. Jan’s musical talents charmed his hosts. He was based at 
Kasejovice, gathering reports on every aspect of the liberated country. Every 
evening he returned to Velhartice, carrying bunches of wildflowers and anything 
else he could buy for his hosts. 

Jan became captivated by Milada, with her stunning beauty and gentle 
nature. They shared walks round the village and attended family mass at the 
ancient Romanesque church. Jan’s Zeiss captured those days of happiness. 

 

 
Milada  

 

Velhartice 



 39 

 

A romance was beginning, with picnics and walks in the countryside, including 
exploring the castle and listening to the wind in the ruins and surrounding pine 
forest. 

 

With her parent’s permission, Jan asked Milada to walk with him across the 
fields to the railway station as he had to return to Prague with his reports. Jan 
had already spoken to her brother, who encouraged him to speak to the parents 
about his intentions. 

 

Milada 

 

Jan 

  

Jan and Milada 
 

Velhartice Castle 
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As the train was approaching, and after knowing 
each other only a very short time, Jan proposed. 
Milada, with shy acceptance, agreed to his offer of 
marriage. They formally shook hands. Waiting for 
the last minute, Jan held onto her hands until he had 
to let go and jump onto the departing train.  

As a serving officer, Jan had to ask permission to 
marry. This fist wedding after the war was a huge 
celebration. The village joined the preparations, and 
the 100-year-old family cookbook was brought out. 

Her sister Rusa, a fine pastry chef trained in 
Vienna, started her work, using the Kucharka. Jan 
returned from Prague with provisions. He had, for 
his betrothed, a gold ring with a blue sapphire, 
surrounded by tiny corn flowers and daisies. Pigs and chicken were killed, barrels 
of beer rolled out. The whole village celebrated as new lives were starting.  

 

The old family cookbook 

 
Happy parents with Milada’s brother, Father Nemec 
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Milada’s brother, Fr. Vaclav Nemec, officiated at the marriage. Jan’s fellow 
soldiers were the witnesses and formed the guard of honour with the tanks 
creating an arch from the church doorway. The village children clambered 
onboard for the ride of a lifetime. Good wishes were painted on the tank. 

 

The whole village followed 

 

Guests and witnesses 

 
Jan escorts his new mother-in-law 

 

The bridesmaids and procession 

 

A guard of honour archway with tank barrels 
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A village brass band played, and everyone dressed in their best. Local children 

clambered onto the tank alongside the bride and the groom. The tank driven by 
a colleague gave rides to everyone. 

With his young 
bride, Jan moved to 
the nearby village of 
Kasejovice, renting a 
village house.  

His administration 
duties came to an 
end within a year.  

Now, with a new 
baby son he was 
posted to Karlovy 
Vary.  

While stationed in 
Karlovy Vary, a 
second baby was on 
the way. 

  
 

Jan offers hot spa water to Milada as her mother keeps an eye on the baby 

Local children ride on the tank with Jan and Milada 
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Anna, a young German girl whose mother had died, was enthusiastically 
offered by her widowed father to be the family’s nanny. 

 

Meanwhile, the spoils of war were still being decided between the victors. 
The small countries were about to be sacrificed again.  

The network of returning Czechs created a strong bond. They gathered and 
heard rumours how their own countrymen were supporting Russia. Jan 

 

The daily walk in Karlovy Vary 

 

Anna with the family’s Studebaker 

Anna and baby on their walk through the woodland 
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attended local Communist meetings. The West became labelled the enemy. 
Some of Jan’s colleagues disappeared, regarded as traitors. A trusted colleague 
alerted Jan that an arrest warrant was issued as he had “fought with the West”. 

Jan lost no time. Still in uniform, he told his wife and Anna to pack. A friendly 
doctor injected the children to sleep. Jan hid his passengers under a blanket on 
the rear seat. In the darkness, trying repeatedly to close the door of his 
Studebaker, he saw his little girl’s arm had flopped outwards blocking the door. 
It was now bleeding and swelling. 

Years later Jan would say, “I survived The Foreign Legion, I survived Hitler, I 
survived battles through France, but injuring my little sleeping girl was 
unbearable. We had to go, or risk being rounded up.” 

Jan left his homeland for the second time heading for Regensburg. The Czech 
border guards saw the officer’s uniform and army flag displayed on the car. As 
Jan commanded them to raise the barrier, the guards could not see the rear seat 
hiding his passengers. The boot was filled with possessions: Jan’s black military 
trunk, winter clothes, his camera and photographs, a porcelain miniature of the 
Madonna and child, a small jewellery box, knives and forks, a collapsible pram 
for two toddlers and his English bank account book. 

Regensburg was in the American Zone where, on arrival, the military checked 
Jan’s identity and debriefed him. The Czechoslovak police appeared at the 
border demanding the car and passengers. The Americans refused. The police 
demanded the government car. The keys were handed over. The family were 
put into a hotel.  Jan phoned Karel in Denham who was given permission to fly 
a Dakota and collect his family. They landed at Northolt Airport and took refuge 
in “Green Tiles”, Denham. 

Like other ill-matched war unions, Karel’s marriage was failing. Ruby wanted 
a divorce from Karel as she had another companion. Jan had to find a home 
urgently as the emergency welcome at Green Tiles was cold. His English bank 
account from the war years had built up to £600, enough to buy a semi-detached 
house, which was soon found at 15 Harefield Road, Uxbridge.   

With bare floorboards, the family started to make it a home. Resourceful up-
cycling meant discarded wooden crates were made into furniture by Jan and 
Karel. Hessian sacking was turned into curtains and embroidered with daisies, 
poppies and cornflowers by the ladies of the house. Their garden was organised 
to grow fruits and vegetables. Neighbours offered cuttings and plants to help 
the young family. Miss Gilmore, a spinster neighbour, visited and helped with 
making English stew for the children. As a lover of flowers, she regularly came 
to admire the garden. Produce was shared with Miss Gilmore and as this was 
still a time of rationing, her generosity was unforgettable. She took Milada to 
one of the first Chelsea Flower Shows. They wore gloves, and flowers in their 
lapels. 
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As a Catholic, divorce was extremely difficult and so refused by Karel. One 
day, Karel arrived in desperation at Jan’s home, followed by threatening male 
in-laws demanding agreement to a divorce. Newspapers headlined the drama 
of the war hero. Blame was assigned. Solomon’s Judgment settled the 
acrimonious divorce. Under the direction of the presiding judge, Huw was placed 
into his father’s care, on the understanding that the boy's cousins, who lived 
nearby, would constitute a substitute family and extended household. The twin 
girls were to remain with their mother as they were too young to go with their 
father. There were no visiting rights granted to Karel’s divided children. 

Karel and his young son, Huw, came to live with Jan’s family as an extended 
family. Contact deprivation with their Czech family members behind the Iron 
Curtain lasted all their lives. Phone calls between them were tapped; letters and 
parcels opened; fear was constant of targeted reprisals. 

The words of Churchill sent further chills through exhausted hearts: 

“From Stettin in the Baltic to Trieste in the Adriatic, an iron curtain has descended across 
the continent.” 

Hope of returning to their homes on the hill above their village vanished. In 
August 1959, Karel Miroslav died at the age of 42. Huw died from asthma a few 
years later. In November 1974, Jan Josef died at the age of 62 years. 

The brothers are buried together in Hillingdon Cemetery, a short distance 
from Churchill’s bunker from where the air battles of WW2 were directed. 

In Brookwood Military Cemetery, the Czechoslovakia Monument stands in 
honour of the Czechs and Slovaks who fought for freedom in World War Two. 

 
The brothers together, Forever in Arms 

 
Brookwood Military Cemetery 
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Chapter 8 

EPILOGUE 

One mystery that remains is whether this dynamo torch belonged to Jan or 
Karel. It has Made in Czechoslovakia on it, and it could have been used in a tank 
by Jan or in an aircraft by Karel. What are your thoughts? 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you can throw any light on the faces and places 
 in this tribute to my father Jan and my uncle Karel, 

please contact me, Mimi Kuttelwascherova, at:  
 

mimichanova@gmail.com 
 

 

 

 

 

With grateful thanks to my editor and designer, Gray Elkington 

 

 

Jan Kuttelwascher on horseback and Karel Kuttelwascher in his flying suit 
 


