Peter Seniawsky’s Black Thursday Escape

Staff Sergeant Peter Seniawsky was the Left Waist Gunner on the Giles Kauffman Crew, which was
assigned to the 547" Bomb Squadron. On 14 October 1943, this crew was assigned to aircraft 42-29870,
a 545" Bomb Squadron ship.

About one-half hour after attacking the ball-bearing factories at Schweinfurt, with the aircraft rapidly
losing altitude, the bailout order was given. The entire crew bailed out successfully, and all became
Prisoners of War — except Seniawsky. This is his story, in his words.

For more about Seniawsky, read the chapter titled “Escape from Black Thursday” in Travis L. Ayres book
“The Bomber Boys (True Stories of B-17 Airmen.”

Note: after the war, Seniawsky legally changed his surname to Scott.



STATEMENY BY T/SGT. STER (NMI) SENTAWSKY, 12060630, FT WAIST GUNNER
MISSION TO SCHNELNFURT, GERMAKY, 14 OCTGBER, 1943, R

As soon as we reeched the coast of France we were attacked by fighters and
our No, 1 engine was hit, However, we cortinued on to the target, went over it
with three engines and dropped our bombs. After we left the target, actually

ebout 1/2 hour after we had passed over it, and being constertly sttacked by

fighters, we began lo: ing altitude rapidly. The pilot then gave us instructions

to bail out, I was the seond meny of crew to bail out, the ball turret cperator

being the first man cut,

I blacked out from lack of oxygen and recovered at sbont 4,000 fest. I then
saw three other ochutes besides my owm. I hit the ground, picked up my parachute
and started runring., I ran sbout 26 feet and found a little diteh about 3' x 3'
and sat dowm to take off my flying shoes and put on my G, I, shoes which I had with
me, 4&bout that time I heard some taling and upon looking I sew scme civilians
out in the field with shotguns. I lay down in the ditch and remained there for
ebout three hours. At sundown I started crawling awey. German soldiers ceme ocut
of the woods end fired mechine guns into the field, apperently trying tc scare me
out, I kept crawling on wmy hands end knees and they kapt searching for me, I
eravled into same gress sbout 3-1/2 feet high and stayed there for e while trying
to decide whether to keep going or to give myself up. I finally decided to con-
timue, I kept ocrawling until I eould not hear any more corversetion dy the
German soldiers. I came to & read and wes abocut to climb over & barbed wire
fonce when a German soldier passed by, I lay down and he passed within about
five (5) feet of me.

I had & heeding on my compass of southwest, I walked all the night until
sun~up the next morning, when I hid myself in e haysteok. I tried to keep warm
but could not because I was wet, I ate the tablets from my escape kit and remain-
ed i.n the haystack all day snd ocontinued on that night,

Thet night I walked down the roed southwest, avolding all vehicles.
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In the morning I coverd myself up with leaves and twigs in a field and

slept there all that day. I continued on that night, after eating something

more from my escepe kit. I had had no water since I hed biled out with

the exception of some moisture from leaves. I went down to a pump on the out-

skirts of a town nearby and filled my water bottle, While [ was filling

my bottle e dog comuencod barking and I ran until [ ceme to & barn outside
of the town. I olimbed into the barn and went o sleep. Eerly in the
morning & man ceme ocut %o repair the roof and I decided to leave. I olimbed
down and found a little piece of apple peel on the ground and ate that, I

ran across e field and laid up in a little patch of woods near the field,

That afternoon I heerd a lot of talking. I looked cut and saw to men stand-

ing outside and pointing toward me. I thought I was caught and ceme out with

my hands up. I tried to make them understend that I was an Americanr airmen
and asked them where I was., They had a hard time understanding me, but they
finally told me thet I was about 5 kilometres east of Metz after three nights
of walking. I asked them for help, They said they would help me, went away
end came back and gave me some sugar and pears. They left me that night, after
telling me the GCermans were looking for me.

I malked down the tracks of a railroad in the viocinity all that night.
I decided to find some shelter because it had begun to rain, The orly thing
I could find was an oek tree, so I lay down under that. The tree did not
provide very much shelter, so I crewled into a little drain under the trecks,
which was sbout 3' x 3', I stayed there all day and that night continued on
down the tracks. I became so thirsty that I decided to pump some water from
@& house beside the tracks. As I finished pumping thewater & woman came out
and I asked her in French if she spoke any French. She replied that she did,
I looked at her clothes end I noticed that she had an oversees cap on which had

a swestika on it, I then asked her if she spoke German. She said that she did,
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80 I said "Auf Widerseher" and left.

I walked up the roed and turned again to the railroed tracks. I con-

tinued walking for & few hours end I found a shelter which I believe had at
one time been a bomb shelter and stayed there for the night, A, nine o'clock
in the morning I looked down the tracks and sew a peasant orossing them, I
decided to try to get some help fom her, because my morale was getting very low
&t this time. I appromched her end asked her "Parlez vous Francais", She re-
plied that she did not speak French but that she spoke Polish, I could speak a
little Polish, so I told her I was an American airman and wanted help. She said
that she could not help me herself, but would try to get some help for me, I
went beck to my hiding spot and about a half hour later she came back with a
man., She introduced us and I told him my story and after about an hour I was
able to convince him that I wes an American airman, He said that he would take
me across the frontier if I would wait there three (3) days, I agreed and he left
me after giving me food. That night he returmed and told me that he could not
take me aocross the fronmtier because the Germans were out looking for me. Ke
then left me. As soon as he left me I hid in the shadows in the bamb shelter
end a young child ebout 11 or 12 years old loocked in and I heard someone say
something to him, Whoever it was left, and after waiting an hour or so I left
and continued walking,

I walked all that night end sbout sun-up I spotted another hiding spot,
a barn, and climbed up into it. I orawled into the hay, pulling it all around
me, and fell asleep. At sundown I took off again and walked along the foad.
I took a wrong road at thistt ime and hed to cut across a field to get back on
the right roed egain., Shortly efterward I found a hiding spot in a haystack,
erewled into it and went to sleep. Just about the time I was dropping off to
sleep I heard a lot of telking outsied and upon lecoking out I saw a Gormen

petrol. I covered myself up well with hey and I heard the Germans walking to-
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wards me, Two Germans oceme up to the haysteck, looked eround » 4id not see
me, and left, The next morning there were two German soldisrs and a police
dog walking up and down in that neighborhood, I did not see them in the eve-
ning, so I started walking southwest, walking all of that night, It begar to
rain, and I found a little shack inside a town end I hid out in the sheok.

However, the rain ceme right through it and I decided to leave and find a

better hiding spot. Just as I came cut a pessant was coming out of a farm~

hourege across the road. I approached him and ssked him if he spoke French.
He seid ro, but that he spoke Polish, I told him that I was of Polish descent
and an American airmen end wated help, He said that he could not help me be-

cause Germen soldiers were sleeping in the next house, 1 finally persuaded

him to let me slesp in his barn, He came up the next afternocon and geve me a

sandwich and some apples and I asked rim where I wes, He tcld me I wes about
3 or 4 kilometres from the frontier. I asked him to take me soross the fron-

tier, but he said that he was afraid beocause of his family. I then asked him

to give me & diagram of the frontier, which he did.

That night about sundown I left my hiding spot, but decided to wait until
about 1 or 2 o'clock in the morning before attempting to cross the frontier,
tecause I felt that the soldiers would want to find a warm spot about that time.
I crossed the frontier on my hands and knees, crawling under two barbed wire
ferces about 150 yerds apart.

I wes then in Frence, so far as I knew, 1 walked all that night and
in the morning hid up in a haystack outside of a town. This was eight (8)
days subsequent to my beiling out. I decided to pull out and look for the
underground. I walked down the rosd in the daytime, approached a peasant and
told him I wes e&n Ameriocan airman and wanted help. He asked me into his house
and gave me some food, permitted me toshave and he gave me a pair of pants and
a coet. He could not give me a shirt, so I ripped the lining from the coat and

made a scar® of it, in order to cover up my O. D. shirt,
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Then I left him and continued on my way, That afternoon I saw a Frenchman

in the road and I teemed up with him. That afternoon I elso found out that he

spoke French and I spoke Polish, and we could not understand esoh other's
langusge, so we used the sigu language. At the cutskirts of one town he asked
& truck driver for & 1ift and while he was talking to the driver I got into
the truck. In the town the Frenolmen left me and I walked along the street,

hoping to get help. The town was full of German soldiers, I heard & man talk-

ing to his child in Polish and I took a chence and ssked him if there was a

place we dould talk privately, He said there was and he took mé into a ocafe,

He did not believe me at first and he was afraid to teke a ohance, but he took
me to another place and began pessing me from one man to another, I finally
told him that what I wanted was a place to sleep. He said that I could sleep
in his house until the early morning and he tock me to his home and I found &
place to sleep there. jpbout 4 o'cloock in the morning he came and woke me up
and +told me that I had to leave,

I left him, and since it was Sunday, I went to church and remained there
from 6 o'oclock in the morning until lo'clock in the afternocon., In the afternoon
i1 went to a theater and after that I went to a cafe, I ordered a glass of
beer, drank it and ordered a second glass, There was a Germen scldler stand-
ing beside me and I did mot feel like taking out a 100-franc note because
peasants do not have 100-frenc notes, but I could not find any small change.
After looking through ell my pockets without finding any change, the German
soldier looked at me and paid for my glass of beer, I thanked him in French
and then went to snother cafe, and remained there for ebout three (3) hours
looking for help. I became disgusted and went down to the railroad station
and watched the people buying tickets, =nd I noticed that the poorer classes

of people bought their tickets at one partioular window. I went to the window
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and bought a third-class tioket to where T wanted +o g0. I had sbout o fiye-
hour wait before the trein came, so I spent thet right in a third-class wait-

ing roon,

1 got on the train early in the morning, and when I got to unoocupied

France the train pulled into a station and stopped, I ran from the train and

bought a ticket to another town end as the train was pulling out I jumped a=-
board. I fell asleep on the train and woke up in Marseilles.

In Merseilles the gendarmes were checking all pepers, Since I had no

papers I did not know what to do., I 'notiaed, however, ‘that some workmen were

walking out through & rear exit. I got right into the oenter of them and went
with them out peet the Germen guard. I walked with them for two or three
blocks and ceme back ard got on the train egain. I bought a ticket to my des=-
tination end boarded the train. On the way to the frontier I took +he wrong
train which I disoovered when the conductor asked me for my ticke:, He start-
ed "squawking™ and I got off at the next station and took snother trsin., Agein
on this train I discovered that I had gotten on the wrong one, I took out a
50-franc note to buy a ticket to the frontier, Before I could get one some
German soldiers came through the train cheoking papers, I decided to jump off
the train, and I hung on to the outside of the train, sterding or these steps.
I was there about a helf hour, when I figured the German soldiers must heve left
the car, I climbed back in again and fimally reached the frontier.

I sterted welking across the Pyrenees, I walked all that day, and on the
15th day after bailing out I was up to the last rgnge of the Pyrenees. I was
practically exhausted and ab ut to codlapse from lack of food and water, I
oclimbed the lest mountain on my hands and knees,

I finally sew & town in Spain and got down off the Pyrenees and walked along
a road when I was stopped by & Spenish frontier guard, He asked me for my

papers, and of course I did not have any, I wes taken to & Spanish prison where
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I was photographed and fingerprinted and had all of the hair shaved off my
head, I was in this prison for a week, but was finally taken out by the
American consul, I was interned for three weeks thersafter and then was

sent on my way to the United Kingdom,




