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Flight Lieutenant Prchal had already
telephoned the Convent announcing his desire
to take off at 11.00 p.m. The total compliment
of the Liberator would now be seventeen
including the Polish courier. Let us continue s
the story in General Mason-Macfarlane’s own
words:

‘We all set out for the aerodrome in very
good spirits at about 10.00 p.m., and found
Sikorski's Liberator all ready for him, with
engines nicely warmed up. We saw the whole
party on board, including Brigadier Whiteley,
MP, and Colonel Victor Cazalet, MP. The last
to board was Sikorski's daughter looking
extremely attractive in battledress with a
Polish cap.

‘I knew the pilot — a Czech named Prchal
— quite well, having flown with him on two or
three previous occasions and, while the second
pilot was finishing warming up the engines
and doing preliminary cockpit checks, I had
at least five minutes talk with him outside the
aircraft. He was absolutely normal and, in
fact, the best type of pre-war civilian airline
pilot, which we had always known him to be.

‘Finally, he climbed aboard and while he
taxied to the western end of the runway,
Simpson, my AOC and I walked down to the
edge of the runway to give them a parting
wave as they went by. Having turned his
aircraft at the end of the runway, the pilot
again revved up each of his engines in turn
and then started his take-off run. The runway
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Left: North Front airfield photographed by the RAF looking east
five months after the accident (Crown Copyright).

Above: The runway today showing the post-war extension at the
western end. The round island on the left is the radar mole.




The Controversy / R

By the evening of Monday, July S, 1943,
German radio was broadcasting throughout
Europe the first allegation that the British
Secret Service had murdered General
Sikorski. The General’s death was im-
mediately coupled to the assassination of
Admiral Darlan six months previously in
North Africa and, it was claimed by the
German propaganda machine, that both men
had policies which had proved troublesome to
the British Government. However easily one
can dismiss these early allegations as sheer
mischief-making, the first seeds had been
sown in a controversy which has lasted to the
present day.

The Court of Inquiry to establish the cause
of the crash was opened at Air Headquarters,
Gibraltar, on July 7, 1943 and was presided
over by Group Captain J. G. Elton DFC,
AFC. Altogether 28 witnesses were called
including the pilot who had recovered from his
injuries. The fact that the pilot was the only
one to survive the crash has led many arm-
chair investigators to suggest that Flight
Lieutenant Prchal crashed the Liberator
deliberately with the intention of killing the
General. To back up this theory, the
description of events by General Mason-
Macfarlane (from which we have already
quoted) is often used:

‘There was one very extraordinary fact. The
pilot, like nearly all pilots, had his idiosyn-
cracies, and he never, under any circum-
stances, wore his Mae West either taking off
or landing. He had his Mae West hung over
the back of his seat where it would be handy if
required. He stoutly maintained in evidence
that he had not departed from his usual
practice, and that when he started his take-off
run, he was not wearing his Mae West. The
fact remains that when he was picked up out
of the water he was found to be not only
wearing his Mae West, but every tape and
fastening had been properly put on and done
up.’

However, the General goes on to qualify this
statement with his personal explanation of the
crash:

‘Personally, I am reasonably convinced that
the accident was definitely one which falls into
the category of the human element. Although
when 1 said ‘‘goodbye’’ to Prchal just before
he climbed aboard he appeared absolutely
normal, I think that he must have had some
form of mental aberration which led him, for
the first time in years, to put on his Mae West.
I think that this mental abberation ceased
while he was actually taking off, but that it
came on again almost at once, that in the
darkness he lost his horizon, and that, in fact,
he flew the aircraft inexorably straight into the
sea without realising what he was doing until
the very last second when it was too late to do
anything except switch off his engines. All this
is further corroborated by the fact that, when
the aircraft hit the water, the undercarriage
was still down and locked in the ‘“‘down’’
position whereas, normally, any pilot would
pull up his undercarriage within a matter of
seconds of becoming airborne. Many of us on
the Rock indulged in a great deal of thought
and speculation regarding how such an
inexplicable crash should have occurred, and
all those whose judgement I value, including
my AOC, finally agreed with me that the
disaster was clearly due either to an error of
judgement or, more likely, a temporary
blackout on the part of the pilot.

‘The question of sabotage was also raised’
wrote General Mason-Macfarlane ‘but
rejected as the machine had a Commando and
RAF guard on her during the whole stay on
Gibraltar aerodrome while Sikorski was on
the Rock’.
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Rank Name ”"““(iy' Ll Rank Tioos Unit (if civilian
G/Cipte |Guie. Dolland. ReioFe i L&G. H.D. Tisdale. 179 Sqdn.
| North Front LAC. E.R. Howes. S.E.P.N/Front
Cantain, ! JuLoWilliams. King's Regty Flt.Liout, A.l. Posgate. 71 ASR Unit.
Ser-eant. | NoJdeloore. 511 Sqgdn. ETt.Liouty I.P. Fraser. IRAF 1i/Front.
Corporals |V.A. lavis, 511 Sqgdn. | Corporal K.J.Alexander. 511 Sqdu,
Corporal. |F.T. Hopgood. 511 Sgdn. LAC. JoF. Miles. 511 Sqdn.
s H.D. Gibbs. 511 Sqdn. | Pilot Off.| H.V. Briggs. 27 A.D.R.Us
1t.%ieut. |R.B. Capes. AJM.Q. Giby Flt.Lieut.| R.S. Coleman, 7 AJD.R.U.
A/Cdr. {S.P. Simpson. AH.Q. Giby Flt.Lieut.| A.J. Perry. JH.Q. Gib. }
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i 1"'&°'33?3"‘ e e g Rl
|
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i | 3.11092/ | 2631564 s
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s Y i S R s Qcupant
P. sbuohaly P/t {511 Sqens LapteE st HIot ALy st Pilot ot |Seriously.
§. Herring. B/ tde l Y. » | 2nd Pilot 623, ‘fnd " " | Missing,
L,. Zelsherg. .0, oo Navigator. " Normal. Fatally.
Fo Kolly. Sgte b Flt. Fn(;inen. RN o i
C.B.Gerrie. /gt | * " \IOP/AG. » i . if
D. Iluntor. [T T SR I [ " N Missing.
| . Sikorski. |GeneraliPolish Fcs.| Passenger. ;! - Fa
ng tally.
| Klinecki. 1a j-Gen " ® L n " w
]‘ iarecki,. ‘Col vl R 1 { " » n
\ {Col, Britiirny. | " " " n
1 o Brig. ¢ wo = " " "
Porilk iowcki Lieut, |Polish F‘cs.: b J L " n
|
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INVESTIGATION opened on (date) .

| \ All' I'eadquarters, Gibrultia
AL (place) Alr Baroial Sir J.C.olo:‘.:oz‘.

by order of G .
! lorth Front B HeuRoned
at (place)

*Here insert any
special terms of

refarence. ught desirable, to make recommendations.

(i) To U\Qulrt specially into®

COMPOSITION OF THE COURT (OR NAME OF INVESTIGATING OFFICER)

ROYAL AIR FORC‘ i .A.F. Form 4I2\

I"ROCEEDINGS OF COURT OF

to nqgire i into the FLYING ACCIDENT on (dm)“h Julv‘“

and (i) To establish the facts called for in the Findings set out below.
(4) To siv an otinion aaen the cause of the sccidenc, the degres of responsibility of any person concerned (see K.R. & A.CL, pars. 1319 (3)), and

INQUIRY

7th July 1943.

bemltar.
_.(nearest town).... o

| Rank

Name Unit

TWW
President

Viing Corrannder A, Kay.
Members (a) ‘ Squadron Leader
] (.,ins Conrander

§ (Wing Comaander
In attendance (a) i

J.G. EI%on. D.F.C., A.F.C.

D.l. Wellings. D.F.C.

N.lM.S. Russell.
S. Dudginski.

.K.F, Stn.Turnberry.

.Q. Coastal Command.
A.H.Q. Gibraltar.

1.3+ Transport Cormand.
Inspectorate General.
Polish Air Force.

LIST OF WITNESSES

L 1

The first page of the report on the proceedings of the Court of Inquiry held at Gibraltar.
There were nine additional witnesses and five other occupants who are listed on a
continuation sheet. (From Public Record Office file AIR 2/9234 Crown Copyright).

Flight Lieutenant Prchal’s own explanation
was given during his cross-examination when
called as the first witness at the Court of
Inquiry:

‘I am a pilot in No. S11 Squadron, and on
July 4th 1943 I was captain of Liberator
aircraft No. ALS23. On 3rd July 1943 I landed
at Gibraltar at approximately 1630 hours
having flown from Cairo West. The aircraft
was in every way serviceable. After landing the
aircraft was ‘‘D.Ied’’ by my Flight Engineer,
and also by the ground staff of 511 Squadron
at Gibraltar. On 4th July 1943, at ap-
proximately 2240 I went aboard the aircraft
and was satisfied everything was in order. I
did not see where the passengers were seated,
but before we started the engines the Flight
Engineer reported to me that all the
passengers were properly seated. There were
eleven passengers, five of whom were in the
bomb bay and six in the fuselage. This was
one more than when we took off from Cairo,
the extra passenger being seated in the bomb
bay. The all up weight was approximately
52,000 1bs. I was quite satisfied with the

disposal of the load. I started my engines and
warmed them up, and then proceeded to the
end of the runway where I ran them up and
did the normal cockpit check. Everything was
satisfactory. I received the ‘‘green’’ signal at
2310 hours and commenced to take off. At
about 130 m.p.h. I was airborne. When I was
at about 150 feet I eased the control column
forward to gather speed. My speed built up to
165 m.p.h. I wanted to climb again so at-
tempted to pull back the control column but I
could not do so. The control column was
definitely locked. I told my second pilot over
the inter-communication to check over the
controls quickly. At this time the under-
carriage was fully up and the flaps half-down,
that is normal take off position. When I found
I was unable to move the control column I put
on trim in an endeavour to gain height, but
nothing happened. All this time I was pulling
back on the control column but could not
move it backwards. I got no reply from the
second pilot over the inter-communication
and the aircraft was rapidly approaching the
water. I then shouted out ‘‘crash landing’’ to




