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lthough it could be argued that aeronautics and aviation were 

still in their infancy in Russia when World War 1 commenced 

on 18 July 1914, the nation entered the conflict with the most 

powerful air arm among the belligerent countries, having more than 200 

pilots and nearly as many aeroplanes. And in spite of the difficult 

conditions that prevailed in-theatre throughout the war, the Russian Army 

Aviation Service exerted considerable influence on military operations on 

the Eastern Front. The first Russian AOI (Aviatsionniy Otryad Istrebitelei 

– fighter aviation detachment) appeared at the front in the spring of 1916, 

and by war’s end there were 15 fighter squadrons and four BAGs (Boevaya 

Aviatsionnaya Gruppa – battle aviation group) manned by more than 150 

pilots.

Russian aviators developed many of the tactics used in aerial combat. 

They were also the first to resort to the technique of ramming hostile 

aircraft. They mastered formation flying, whereby fighters could escort 

bombers over enemy territory, as well as conducting long-range 

reconnaissance of the enemy’s rear units. The selfless bravery, courage and 

skill of Russian pilots typically compensated for the often-imperfect 

techniques trialled in combat and then discarded after they had proven 

flawed.

Within the ranks of the Imperial Military Air Fleet were 13 pilots who 

each accounted for five or more aeroplanes destroyed to earn the title of 

ace – Alexander Kozakov (16 victories), Ivan Smirnov (ten victories), 

Vasily Yanchenko (nine victories), Grigory Suk (eight victories), Ivan 

Loiko (six victories) and Vladimir Strzhizhevsky, Evgraf Kruten, 

Konstantin Vakulovsky, Ivan Orlov, Yury Gilsher, Aleksandr Pishvanov, 

Nikolai Kokorin and Donat Makijonek, each with five victories. Pavel 

Argeev claimed three and three shared victories, plus nine while flying 

with the French Aviation Militaire in 1918.

In researching this book, the records in the Russian State Military 

Historical Archive, the Russian State Military Archive, the N E Zhukovsky 

Scientific-Memorial Museum and the M V Frunze Museum of Aviation 

and Cosmonautics have all been consulted. I offer my profound gratitude 

to Frank Dorber of Great Britain for his generous assistance. My thanks 

also go to Svetlana Nadtochy for assistance with the translation and 

Gennady Petrov and Mikhail Maslov for the provision of photographs.

INTRODUCTION

©  O sprey Publishing •  www.ospreypublishing.com



 

F
I
G

H
T

E
R

 
A

V
I
A

T
I
O

N
 
I
N

 
R

U
S

S
I
A

7

T
he idea of fighting for aerial supremacy was discussed within the 

ranks of the Russian Army Aviation Service even before the 

commencement of World War 1. During the military manoeuvres 

of 1911 pilots were tasked with fighting the ‘enemy’s’ air fleet. In 

September of that same year the Warsaw military district troops staged 

their annual manoeuvres, and pilots from the Sevastopol flying school 

took part. On 2 September an ‘air fight’ took place during the manoeuvres 

when an ‘enemy’ dirigible appeared above the ‘Southern’ forces in the 

field. Having noticed it, flying school pilots Dybovsky and Buksgevden 

immediately took off and ‘attacked’ the dirigible, flying above it several 

times. Umpires officiating during the manoeuvres noted that ‘this was the 

first air attack since aeronautics had come into being’. Russian pilots were 

now convinced that it was possible to destroy an aerial enemy if the 

necessary armament was available.

Long before the war, forward-thinking Russian pilots tried to find 

practical ways and means of combating enemy aircraft. In 1913 Poruchik 

(Lieutenant) Poplavko mounted an infantry Maxim machine gun in the 

nose of a Farman XV cockpit, while well-known Russian military pilot 

Peter Nesterov worked out manoeuvres in the horizontal and vertical 

planes – the basis of aerobatics.

Indeed, it was Nesterov who, for the first time in aviation history, 

engaged in aerial combat. This historic event occurred on 26 August 1914 

(this and other dates up to February 1918 are in the Julian calendar, which 

was 12 days behind the Gregorian (Western) calendar in the 19th century, 

and 13 days behind in the 20th century) when he rammed and brought 

down a two-seat Albatros B II of the 11th Flieger Kompanie. This proved 

to be a pyrrhic victory, however, as all the participants in the engagement 

FIGHTER AVIATION 

IN RUSSIA

In 1913 Poruchik Poplavko fitted this 

Farman XV pusher with a Maxim 

machine gun at the Klement’evo 

firing ground. The ex-infantry weapon 

is seen here ready to be fired into 

gun butts. Poruchik V R Poplavko 

(wearing a flying helmet) explains 

how the weapon works to visiting 

senior officers
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Rosental and Shtabs-Kapitan (Staff-Captain) Peter Nesterov of the 11th 

KAO (Korpusnoi Aviatsionniy Otryad – Corps Aviation Detachment).

The urgent problem in Russian aviation during the initial war period 

was the absence of armament. The standard weaponry for its aircraft at 

the time was just two Mauser pistols, which were useless in the air, so 

Russian pilots sought ways of arming their machines. In early August 

1914, when the 11th KAO was located at Dubno, the detachment’s 

commander, Peter Nesterov, fitted a knife to the rear fuselage of his 

Morane-Saulnier Type G, intending to use it to slit the envelope of an 

enemy dirigible. In mid-August he attached a long weighted rope to his 

Nieuport IV, planning to entangle the propeller of an enemy machine by 

flying above and ahead of it. When he first tried to take off with this 

device, on 26 August, the rope broke. That is why, when Nesterov took 

off for the second time to pursue an enemy aeroplane, he decided to  

use the only reliable option available to him when it came to destroying 

the enemy – ramming.

The High Command’s belated understanding of the necessity for 

armament with which to engage the enemy did not improve the situation. 

Only at the end of 1914 did the Russian Army begin to receive armed 

French Voisin biplanes, although the majority of the aircraft supplied 

remained unarmed during 1914-15. Therefore, during this period aerial 

combat rarely took place. At best, when opposing pilots met in the air 

they fired pistols or carbines at each other.

At the beginning of the year Poruchik Alexander Kozakov of the 4th 

KAO equipped his Morane-Saulnier Type G with a sea anchor fitted with 

a slab of gun cotton. He planned to fly above an enemy aeroplane, throw 

out the anchor on a rope, snare the aircraft and then set off the explosive. 

On 18 March 1915, near the village of Guzov, on the right bank of the 

River Vistula, Kozakov tried to use his device, but the rope became tangled 

so he decided to ram the German Albatros, which tumbled down and 

crashed. Kozakov managed to land his damaged aircraft. This was the first 

victory for Russia’s future ranking ace.

In the first half of 1915 two detachments were formed within the 

Russian Army Aviation Service to engage German aircraft – one for the 

air defence of Warsaw and the other to guard the Imperial residence.

Having concentrated a considerable number of aeroplanes on the 

Russian-German front by the end of 1915, the German command arranged 

‘aircraft barriers’ along the frontline with the aim of preventing Russian 

Commander of the 11th KAO, Shtabs-

Kapitan Peter Nesterov rammed an 

Austro-Hungarian Albatros B II with 

his Morane-Saulnier Type G on 26 

August 1914. Both he and the crew of 

the enemy machine perished in the 

collision

Armed with Le Prieur rockets on its 

wing struts, this Nieuport 21 was 

assigned to the Grenadier aviation 

detachment. Vladimir Kaminsky and 

Vladimir Kvasnikov used this aircraft/

rocket combination to shoot down 

three captive enemy balloons 

between June and September 1917
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pilots from conducting aerial reconnaissance. But the Russians still attacked 

enemy aircraft, either destroying them or forcing them to turn back. Thus 

it was reported, ‘At the front sector near Minsk five aeroplanes were shot 

down and captured during October 1915. Two damaged Albatros biplanes 

managed to land on the Russian side, and two Albatros and one “Taube” 

monoplane also landed there but suffered less damage. Five German pilots 

perished and six were captured during these operations’.

The struggle for aerial supremacy on the Russian Front became 

extremely fierce in the spring of 1916. By this time the fighter aviation 

units had already been organisationally detached from the reconnaissance 

units, in the form of special AOIs. Russia set about forming such units in 

March 1916, creating one fighter squadron for each army. This process 

took a whole year to complete owing to the lack of special fighter aircraft 

and trained pilots.

By the summer of 1916 the situation in the air on the Russian-German 

front had become even more complicated. The swift offensive by Russian 

troops on the Southwest Front compelled the German command to 

urgently transfer considerable land and air forces to the east. At the end 

of July the Head of aircraft and aeronautics in the Field Army reported to 

the General Headquarters that ‘the Germans have concentrated on our 

front a great number of high-speed machines, mainly fighters. According 

to the testimony of prisoners, all of the new enemy aviation units have 

arrived from the Western Front, 

particularly out of Verdun’. Owing 

to their numerical and qualitative 

superiority, the German aircraft 

substantially limited the activity of 

Russian pilots on some sectors of 

the front. The struggle for 

supremacy in the air had become an 

important task for Russian pilots.

The shortage of aircraft made it 

impossible to achieve numerical 

superiority over the Germans, so it 

was necessary to find other ways to 

gain aerial supremacy. It was 

therefore proposed to concentrate 

the fighter units at decisive locations 

in the most important front sectors, 

Marked with the ‘Adam’s head’ (skull 

and crossbones), which was the 

Christian symbol of immortality, on 

its fin, this Nieuport 11 was assigned 

to the 1st BAG. It also has an 

Imperial Military Air Fleet roundel on 

its fuselage

A synchronised Colt-Browning 

M1895 machine gun as fitted to a 

Russian Morane-Saulnier Type L 

scout
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fighter squadrons equally distributed 

among the armies could not paralyse 

the activities of enemy aircraft and 

ensure the normal work of Russia’s 

own reconnaissance units. For that 

reason it was decided to form fighter 

aviation groups known as BAGs, 

each of which was comprised of 

several KAOs. Such groups gave 

considerable support to the front 

command, influencing the situation 

in the air and achieving air superiority 

in important locations and sectors.

The 1st BAG was formed within the Russian Army in August 1916. It 

comprised the 2nd, 4th and 19th KAOs, all of which already had 

experience of aerial combat. The detachments retained their old titles and 

staff, but after becoming part of the 1st BAG and being rearmed, they 

became AOIs. Their main task was ‘to engage with enemy pilots appearing 

over our positions, with the aim of safeguarding the latter from enemy 

raids and counteracting enemy reconnaissance’. In addition, the BAG had 

to escort army aeroplanes during reconnaissance of the enemy’s rear 

positions and, in exceptional cases, carry out independent reconnaissance 

deep in the enemy’s rear.

The 1st BAG of the Southwestern Front began operations not far from 

Lutsk in the second half of August 1916. Between 24 and 31 August 

(including three non-flying days due to poor weather) the group’s pilots 

saw air combat 14 times, during which they shot down one enemy 

aeroplane and put several out of action, suffering no losses themselves. 

Consequently, German pilots attempted to operate in formations. Thus 

on 13 September a formation of 16 enemy aeroplanes tried to break 

through to Lutsk, but they were engaged by eight aeroplanes from the 

BAG. After fierce fighting the German aeroplanes, despite outnumbering 

their opponents two-to-one, were scattered and driven back over the 

frontline.

The results of the 1st BAG’s 

intensive activity during this period 

were felt quickly.

The first AOIs had appeared on 

the Russian Front in June 1916, and 

by the end of the year there were 12 

of them in the Russian Army. 

Because of the great extent of the 

frontline and the small number of 

fighters, their work was not very 

effective. The impossibility of 

quickly increasing the number of 

AOIs and the acute shortage of 

fighters to protect the aeroplanes of 

the army and KAOs caused the 

Russian Command to seek other 

Nieuport 23 N3598 was issued to the 

1st BAG’s 19th KAO on 16 August 

1917, and by 1 November it had flown 

27 hours and 45 minutes in combat. 

Much of this was with Poruchik Boris 

Guber at the controls. In November 

1917 the aeroplane was captured by 

Austro-Hungarian troops

Built in France and delivered to 

Moscow in July 1917, Nieuport 23 

N3216 was sent to the front in 

September. It was issued to the 8th 

AOI on 12 October, where it was 

routinely flown by Podporuchik 

Konstantin Krauze (seen here 

standing in the centre of this group). 

This photograph was taken at 

Novolselitse airfield, Chernovtsy, 

southwest Ukraine, in October 1917
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solutions. Order No 1658 of December 1916, issued by the Supreme 

Headquarters Chief of Staff, prescribed ‘start to form fighter and artillery 

sections comprising KAOs’.

The fighter sections of such Aviation Detachments numbered from one 

to three aeroplanes, and their main purpose was to accompany the 

detachment’s aircraft during reconnaissance, photography and aerial 

spotting flights. Such an approach had definite advantages, as the few fighter 

AOIs could not provide sufficient protection for all the aeroplanes belonging 

to corps, army and artillery KAOs. The pilots of the fighter sections assigned 

to the individual detachments coped with these tasks, however.

Detrimentally, this new arrangement forced the Command to scatter 

its sparse fighter aviation forces equally between the detachments, instead 

of creating mobile and strong fighter aviation groups.

In 1917 the fighter aviation units continued to play an important role 

on the Eastern Front. But the insufficient quantity of fighters owing to 

the low output of the Russian aircraft industry and the modest numbers 

delivered from abroad meant that the strength of fighter aviation could 

not be greatly increased. In that year only three more fighter squadrons 

were formed – the 13th, 14th and 15th AOIs. In addition, two more 

BAGs were organised in the spring. The 2nd BAG, formed in April as a 

constituent of the XI Army on the Southwestern Front and comprised of 

the 3rd, 4th and 8th KAOs, was commanded by well-known Russian ace 

Above

Nieuports of the 3rd BAG are 

prepared for their next mission at 

Dubno airfield on the Western Front. 

Nieuport 23 N3626, closest to the 

camera, was from the 22nd KAO

Left

Nieuport 17 N1963 of the 15th AOI of 

the 4th BAG in November 1917

©  O sprey Publishing •  www.ospreypublishing.com
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Kapitan (Captain) Evgraf Kruten. Simultaneously, on the Western Front, 

the 3rd BAG was formed. Consisting of the 1st, 11th and 22nd KAOs, 

it was led by Podpolkovnik (Lieutenant Colonel) Ivan Zemitan.

In June 1917 the 4th BAG was organised as part of the 5th Army on 

the Northern Front, the group consisting of the 5th, 13th, 14th and 15th 

AOIs. In August an attempt was made to create the 5th BAG from the 

2nd, 6th and 7th AOIs, under the command of future ace Kapitan Pavel 

Argeev, but the disintegration of the front that followed the October 

Revolution and the chaos that subsequently gripped the nation during 

the great political changes sweeping across Russia prevented its formation.

Earlier that year the first publications on tactics written by Russian 

fighter pilots had appeared. Material on Air Fighting Tactics by Vyacheslav 

Tkachev, Methods of Conducting Air Fighting by Ivan Orlov (commander 

of the 7th AOI) and Air Fighting by Evgraf Kruten elaborated on the 

constituent elements of air fighting, defined the main steps towards 

achieving a victory, described aerobatic techniques used in air combat and 

made concrete recommendations for flying personnel. Of particular 

interest were Kruten’s suggestions regarding a rational organisational 

structure of fighter aviation, the main characteristics of a successful fighter 

aeroplane and the establishment of a Russian school of air fighting tactics.

Nieuport 17 (N4187) of the 22nd KAO 

was assigned to Starshyi Unter-

Officer Kibasov, who flew it on the 

Western Front from August 1917

This SPAD VII served with the 3rd 

KAO of the 2nd BAG from September 

1917. The pilot standing alongside the 

fighter is Sotnik (Cossack Lieutenant) 

Ya K Filonov
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Progressive Russian fighter pilots laid the foundation for combining 

aerobatics and skilful manoeuvres with firing, and advanced the principle 

of offensive attacks. They formulated and proposed the main objectives 

of fighter aviation – to gain supremacy in the air, to escort ground troops 

and to enable the other aviation arms to work effectively.

S Y N C H R O N I S E D  M A C H I N E  G U N S  I N  R U S S I A

A key factor in the escalation of aerial combat in World War 1 was the 

invention of synchronising gear to allow a machine gun to be fired 

between the rotating blades of a propeller. Like their counterparts in 

western Europe, Russian engineers initially struggled to provide aviators 

in the frontline with such a device. A number of proposals were submitted 

to the Russian Army’s Military-Technical Committee, some of which 

came very close to solving the problem. Success, however, was to ultimately 

be enjoyed by just one man.

In late 1915 Russian Navy Lieutenant Victor Dybovsky of the 20th 

KAO, who had been seconded to the Dux aircraft works, constructed an 

original device for firing a fixed machine gun through the propeller disc. 

The firing of the weapon was regulated by cam plates mounted on the 

engine crankshaft, which transmitted pressure to the machine gun’s trigger 

mechanism at the appropriate moments. At the end of November 1915 

factory tests of a Dybovsky synchronisation system for the Le Rhône rotary 

engine were successfully completed, and serial production was planned.

Morane-Saulnier Type G MS567, fitted with a synchronised Vickers 

gun, was sent from the Dux works to the 30th KAO of the IXth Army 

late in November. Pilot Poruchik Mikhail Shadsky of this detachment 

The attempt made by the 7th KAO to 

change the Morane-Saulnier Type G 

into a fighter by mounting a Madsen 

automatic rifle so that it could shoot 

over the propeller can be clearly seen 

in this photograph. Sat in the cockpit 

of the machine is Praporshchik 

Alexander Sveshnikov, who was 

subsequently sent to France in 

November 1916 to gain combat 

experience over the Western Front
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made the first trial flight of the aircraft on 9 December 1915, but after 

just 20 minutes he had to land at the airfield because frost had caused the 

gun’s lubricating oil to thicken and the weapon would not work. The same 

happened during a flight on 29 December.

Testing of the Type G with its synchronised gun did not resume until 

April 1916, by which time the weather had greatly improved. During 

April and May Shadsky was involved in around ten aerial combats. On 

23 May he attacked an enemy aeroplane and forced it to land in the 

Austrian rear area. The next day Shadsky shot down an enemy aircraft 

that according to eyewitnesses fell behind the lines of Austrian trenches. 

However, Shadsky himself perished during this encounter, having received 

fatal injuries. His aircraft, with its synchronised gun, was destroyed when 

it crashed.

Despite the great necessity for such an effective weapon, Russia failed 

to put Dybovsky’s synchronising system into production. The inventor 

was soon sent on a mission to England by the Navy Department to inspect 

aeroplanes then under construction for the Royal Flying Corps (RFC). 

Whilst there he profitably sold his patent, upon which the highly 

successful Scarff-Dybovsky synchronisation system was subsequently 

based – this equipment was widely fitted to RFC fighters.

By 1 April 1917 Russian aviation had only about two-dozen fighters 

equipped with synchronised machine guns. Because of the acute shortage 

of synchroniser mechanisms, aviators tried to devise simpler devices for 

shooting through the propeller disc.

Pilot Praporshchik (Ensign) Victor Kulebakin of the 3rd KAO 

proposed steel deflectors for bullets, and these were installed on a Mosca 

aircraft works Morane-Saulnier Type G. Special cam-deflectors connected 

to the engine crankshaft appeared from under the bonnet just as the 

blades were passing in front of the muzzle, thus saving the propeller from 

damage. Ground and flight tests carried out in July 1917 at the Khodynka 

range in Moscow showed that Kulebakin’s system worked faultlessly. 

There was no need to make alterations or changes to the engine, machine 

gun or aircraft when installing the deflectors, and the KAOs’ workshops 

could cope with the installation. Unfortunately this invention was not 

widely used.

A far superior weapon to the Type G’s 

Madsen – a Vickers 0.303-in 

synchronised machine gun fitted to a 

Nieuport 21
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Alexander Kozakov

Alexander Kozakov was born on 2 January 1889 into a family of gentry in 

the Kherson region of Russia. He studied at the Military School in Voronezh 

until 1906, and on 30 June that year proceeded to the Cavalry School at 

Elizavethgrad. Exactly two years later, his training completed, he was posted 

to the 12th Uhlan Regiment of Belgorod with the rank of Kornet (Cornet). 

Ironically, this regiment was under the honorary command of the Austrian 

Emperor, Franz Josef. As the year in which Kozakov joined the unit was the 

60th anniversary of the Emperor’s reign, he was awarded a Silver Jubilee 

Medal and an Austrian Sash. Three years later he was promoted to Poruchik 

and began to take an interest in aviation and the new airfields that were 

opening up across the Russian empire.

Kozakov’s official request to be sent to the Aviation Department of the 

Officers’ Aeronautic School (later known as Gatchinskaya Military Flying 

School) at Gatchina to study ‘piloting’ was accepted and he arrived there 

on 23 January 1914. Here, his potential as an aviator was soon recognised, 

and a surviving report on him by the chief of the school at that time states 

that ‘Kozakov is an excellent pilot’.

The war with Germany was already several weeks old when Kozakov 

completed his training as a military pilot at Gatchina on 24 September 

1914. However, he had to wait until the end of November to acquire his 

aeroplane, a Morane-Saulnier Type G. Then, with several other airmen, 

he was ordered to the front. Leaving to join the 4th KAO on 15 December, 

they travelled via Warsaw to their unit, which was tasked with providing 

reconnaissance patrols for the 2nd Siberian and 1st AK (Armeisky Korpus 

– Army Corps) until the end of January 1915.

Kozakov’s first flight with the squadron was quite eventful. As he took 

off on 25 December his engine caught fire and he was forced to land back 

on the airfield. Thankfully the airframe was saved, but his engine was 

ruined and he was forced to wait until a replacement could be fitted. 

Finally, on 6 January 1915, Kozakov took off in his Type G on his first 

offensive patrol, during which he reconnoitred enemy positions in the 

region of Skernevitzy-Bolilov-Mogely.

The next day brought his first aerial encounter when he chased an 

enemy aircraft back across the frontline. However, it slipped safely away 

as Kozakov was unarmed at the time. Perhaps it was this first encounter 

that made Kozakov recognise the need for aircraft to be armed in some 

way, as he realised that air combat would become inevitable in the near 

future – a fact upon which he speculated with other airmen in the officers’ 

mess between duty flights. By the end of January 1915 he had flown seven 

combat sorties.

ACES OF THE 

1st BAG

The ranking Russian ace of World 

War 1, Alexander Alexandrovich 

Kozakov
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Zholkiev on 26 August 1914 had brought down an Austrian aircraft, 

but it had resulted in his own death, and this convinced Kozakov that 

such extreme methods of combat were too dangerous to be practical for 

general employment. At this time the choice of weapons available to 

pilots for use from their aircraft was limited. Lightweight machine guns, 

although in widespread service in western Europe, had not made an 

appearance on the Russian Front, and the heavier guns that were 

available were suitable only for mounting on larger pusher machines 

such as the Farman.

Kozakov, now obsessed with the thought of arming his aircraft so that 

he could bring down an enemy aircraft, considered and dismissed a 

number of ideas before he eventually conceived a solution that was totally 

original, and has since become a part of aviation history.

Thinking of a ship, which, closing to board another, would secure itself 

to its victim with grappling hooks, he decided that ‘ships of the air’ could 

use similar devices. His scheme included a small grappling hook (known 

as a ‘cat’) fitted with a slab of gun cotton. His plan was to fly above the 

enemy aircraft, close with it and then, when within range, fire the gun 

cotton, which would blow the ‘cat’ into the enemy machine’s structure 

and tear a portion away. Any pilot who was prepared to undertake such 

an attack really did have to be experienced, courageous and cool-headed. 

Kozakov, with every intention of testing his device against the enemy, 

practised with it by tying a rope between a group of trees near the airfield 

and making low-level runs over it, firing off his ‘cat’ until he could 

consistently catch the rope with it.

On 18 March 1915, near the village of Guzow on the right bank of the 

River Vistula, Kozakov got his chance to use the ‘cat’ in combat. A 

German aircraft was carrying out a reconnaissance along the Grodisk-

Zhyrardov route, and had dropped three bombs in the rear of a Russian 

observation balloon position. Kozakov had everything prepared. He made 

a short takeoff run in Type G MS316 and climbed away to intercept the 

enemy machine. He found the Albatros and chased it until at last the 

German aircraft manoeuvred under him and into the desired position. 

Kozakov later recalled;

‘The damned drag anchor got caught and was dangling underneath 

the enemy aeroplane, so I decided to strike across the uppersurface of 

the Albatros with the undercarriage of my Morane. Without a moment’s 

Morane-Saulnier Type G MS162. 

Kozakov used sister-aircraft MS316 to 

ram a German Albatros two-seat 

reconnaissance machine on 18 March 

1915, seriously damaging the Type G 

in the process
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thought I pushed the elevator down and collided with the enemy. The 

undercarriage folded up into my fuselage and then something exploded 

with a loud whistling noise. Seconds later a piece of the Morane’s wing 

struck my elbow. The Albatros rolled to one side, then folded its wings 

and dropped like a stone. I had switched off the engine because one 

blade of the propeller was missing. Having lost my bearings, I began 

gliding. It was only owing to the shrapnel bursts that I could guess 

where the Russian front was. At first I went down “parachuting”, and 

even turned upside down, but near the earth I was able to correct my 

flight and land safely. The impact between the aircraft had been so 

strong that the Morane’s undercarriage was curved inwards under the 

wings.’

Reports of this encounter disagree as to whether the German crew flying 

the Albatros perished or survived. German historian von Haenelt lists only 

one airman as having died on this date, Ltn Bodo Krüger serving as an 

observer with Flieger Abteilung 43, based near Soldau.

Nevertheless, Kozakov was awarded the Gold Sword for Bravery, on 28 

July 1915, as a result of this engagement. The accompanying citation 

stated;

‘Although Kozakov did not manage to overthrow the enemy with a 

special anchor, he brought him down, risking his life with the impact of 

his aircraft against the uppersurface of the enemy aeroplane. As a result, 

the reconnaissance and bombing were stopped.’

Kozakov had downed the Albatros despite having to face machine gun 

fire from the enemy observer. He subsequently made several more patrols 

with the anchor device fitted to his Type G, but news of this incident had 

quickly spread amongst German aviation units, and he now found it 

difficult to approach an enemy aircraft in his Morane. Moreover, he had 

still been forced to ram his opponent, rather than rely on the anchor alone. 

Something else was required.

Flown with great success by Kozakov 

(seen here sitting on its left wheel), 

Nieuport 10 N222 was unusual in 

that it was armed with a captured 

German Maxim IMG 08 7.92 mm 

Spandau machine gun. The ace flew 

the aircraft from December 1915 to 

November 1917, amassing 49 hours 

and 20 minutes of combat flying time 

during this period. Kozakov shot 

down five enemy two-seat 

reconnaissance aircraft with N222, 

whilst a sixth possible success went 

unconfirmed. Note the double-

headed eagle emblem of Imperial 

Russia on the fighter’s engine 

cowling
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Kozakov continued to fly reconnaissance and bombing missions and, 

when the opportunity presented itself, he chased enemy aircraft over the 

frontline too. He quickly earned an enviable reputation for his dedication 

to duty, aggression in the air and for continually braving enemy gunfire 

in order to bring back concise and accurate reports. For his courage and 

dedication Kozakov received several further awards during the course of 

that year. They included the Orders of St Anne 3rd and 4th Classes with 

the legend For Bravery and the Order of St Stanislav 3rd Class with 

Swords and Bow.

On 19 December 1915, having by now gained considerable experience 

as an operational pilot, Kozakov was appointed commander of the 19th 

KAO, located near Dvinsk. Soon after his arrival the unit received single-

seat Nieuport 10 biplane scout N222, and he immediately ‘acquired’ it 

for his own use.

At that stage in the war Russian aviators lacked a reliable system 

enabling a machine gun to be fired through the propeller arc. Kiev-based 

aircraft manufacturer V V Jordan had, however, devised a mounting that 

allowed a gun to be fitted to the top wing at an angle of 24 degrees to the 

aircraft’s axis, thus clearing the propeller when fired. Kozakov quickly had 

such a mounting fitted to his Nieuport 10. With his aircraft carrying 700 

rounds of ammunition, Kozakov at last had a machine capable of effective 

aerial combat.

Once familiar with N222 and its weaponry, the veteran pilot changed 

his tactics to the classical direct attack, either from behind or head-on. 

The gun, being aimed off by 24 degrees, was not ideal, and Kozakov 

had to rely on his judgement to bring it to bear on his target. Despite 

these sighting issues, he managed to bring down a pair of Albatros two-

seaters with the Nieuport 10. The first of these fell on 14 June 1916 

near Lake Drisvyaty, while the second came down on 16 July. The latter 

machine was engaged during an aerial battle between 12 enemy and 

12  Russian aircraft, the German aeroplanes having bombed troops 

near Dvinsk. Chasing the Albatros towards Lake Drisvyaty, Kozakov 

eventually managed to force it down near the villages of Skripka  

and Shaukteli.

Kozakov sat in the cockpit of N222. 

The centre section of the upper wing 

leading edge was cut away so that 

the barrel of the fighter’s Maxim 

IMG 08 7.92 mm Spandau machine 

gun could fire cleanly through the 

resulting gap, thus missing the 

propeller. The cut-out was 

upholstered with aluminium so as to 

protect the wing from damage when 

the weapon was fired
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During the course of 1916, in common with the other major powers 

engaged in the war, Russia recognised the need to reorganise its aviation 

service. Until then the fighter detachments of the Russian Army Aviation 

Service had been few in number, ill equipped and had poor operational 

coordination. In order to solve these problems, senior officers within the 

aviation service proposed setting up a BAG. Accordingly, on 9 August the 

2nd, 4th and 19th KAOs were combined to form the first such group.

To supplement their original mixed collection of Moranes, Nieuports 

and Farmans, they acquired a two-seater SPAD A.2 and a Nieuport 10 

and 11 Bébé. Pilots had to familiarise themselves with the use of these 

new machines, as well as developing and practising new group combat 

tactics. Kozakov played a key role in the establishmnent of the group, and 

once it had been formed he spent much of his time instructing his men 

on how the new group would function in combat.

In the third week of August the 1st BAG was ordered to Lutsk to 

provide cover for an important railway junction nearby that was used  

to distribute men and supplies to the various fronts. Until then,  

Austro-German aircraft had met almost no opposition in the air, and had 

carried out reconnaissance and bombing raids at will. The 1st BAG was 

tasked with wresting the initiative from them.

A photograph of the cockpit of 

Kozakov’s N222, clearly showing its 

highly effective machine gun 

mounting
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On 24 August the group carried out its first patrol, and Kozakov, in 

Nieuport 10 N222, accompanied by pilot Poruchik Bashinsky and 

observer Poruchik Guber in the SPAD A.2, engaged a reconnaissance 

aircraft and its escort. Kozakov drew off the latter while Bashinsky and 

Guber attacked the reconnaissance machine (a two-seater from Flieger 

Abteilung 46), bringing it down. Two days later, word reached Lutsk that 

a formation of seven enemy aircraft was flying near the Kovel-Rozhische 

railway line. In spite of the enemy’s numerical superiority, Kozakov took 

off alone in N222 and engaged first one and then another of the enemy 

machines in a running fight that saw his final adversary hit many times. 

The aircraft was last seen heading off in a westerly direction trailing thick 

smoke and losing height. This probable victory was never credited to 

Kozakov, however.

From then until October the group’s pilots were regularly engaged in 

combats and, for the first time during the war, achieved air superiority. 

The High Command of the Southwestern Front particularly appreciated 

their work, with military pilot Esaul V M Tkachev, commander of the 

11th AD (Aviatsionnyi Divizion – Aviation Division), noting that ‘The 

system of squadron air battles yielded excellent results. None of the enemy 

aircraft could penetrate the airspace above our army, while our own pilots 

carried out successful reconnaissance – the valiant actions of the glorious 

group made the enemy forget about Lutsk’.

Under Kozakov’s leadership, the aggressiveness and courage of his men 

compensated in part for the imperfect equipment with which they had 

to operate. Personally, he took an increasing role in the aerial combats, 

and during the period from 22 August to 13 September made 12 combat 

flights totalling 18 hours and 35 minutes, in addition to performing his 

administrative and training duties. On 7 September his tireless efforts to 

make the new group successful resulted in his being awarded the Order 

of St Vladimir 4th Class with Swords and Bow – the foremost class of this 

honour.

After this hectic period, bad weather in the late autumn curtailed the 

activities of all of the air forces. However, as soon as the clear frosty 

weather of early winter came, the Austro-German units resumed their 

attempts to carry out a reconnaissance of Lutsk.

Kozakov (third from left) with 

German PoWs (far left and second 

from right) from Flieger Abteiling 46. 

The enemy reconnaissance aircraft 

had been downed by Poruchik 

Bashinsky and observer Poruchik 

Guber in a SPAD A.2 on 24 August 

1916 after Kozakov had drawn off the 

machine’s escorts

©  O sprey Publishing •  www.ospreypublishing.com



 

21

A
C

E
S

 
O

F
 
T

H
E

 
1

s
t
 
B

A
G

On 8 December a patrol from Flik 10 was approaching the town when 

Kozakov attacked the three machines. Hansa-Brandenburg C I 27.14, 

crewed by pilot Kpl Johann Kölbl and observer Oblt Franz Weigl, was hit 

and went tumbling down. During the descent Kölbl, who was already 

dying, fell out of the cockpit, but Weigl, wounded in the arm, survived 

the crash landing and became Kozakov’s fourth victory. He was also the 

1st BAG’s guest for a brief while, before being interned as a PoW. For this 

action, to the great approval of his comrades, Kozakov was given the 

Order of St George, 4th Class, on 14 January 1917.

The success of the 1st BAG led to three more combat groups being 

created on other fronts in the East during 1917. However, up to war’s 

end, none gained the esteem and fighting qualities of the 1st BAG. For 

his efforts, that New Year, Kozakov was officially recommended for the 

new post of commander of the 1st BAG in preference to the more senior 

pilot, Polkovnik (Colonel) Yakobashvilli. Kozakov’s file stated;

‘An outstanding military pilot and officer. By his selfless bravery and 

resolution he sets an example for his subordinates. Well prepared 

technically, the internal organisation of his group is perfect. Well prepared 

and worthy of being appointed Commander of Aviation.’

There were no obstacles to this recommendation, made in February 

1917, and so by order number 239 of the Commander of the Rumanian 

Front, Kozakov was appointed Acting Commander, 1st BAG, on 19 

March 1917.

By then the 1st BAG had been ordered to move to the Rumanian Front, 

but because of the chaos in the railway system at the rear it did not arrive 

here until the end of March. The group’s new area of operation covered the 

region of Monastryzchesko-Podhaice-Halitch-Brzezany-Svistelniky-Kozovo.

Administrative duties now took up even more of Kozakov’s time, 

but  from mid-April he began to fly operational patrols once again. 

That  month he made ten combat flights totalling 12 hours and 45 

minutes, and again added to his tally. On 23 April, when flying with pilots 

drawn from his three squadrons, he attacked an enemy machine, which 

landed near Brzezany. On 28 April, again with his group, he attacked an 

aircraft that forced-landed to the west of the village of Sarnky, near 

Svistelniky-Kuropatniky.

A photo montage illustrating 

Kozakov’s victory of 8 December over 

Austrian pilot Kpl Johann Kölbl. The 

latter, piloting Hansa-Brandenburg 

C I 27.14, was hit and fell out of the 

cockpit as the two-seater spiralled 

earthward. His observer, Oblt Franz 

Weigl, suffered a wound to his right 

arm but somehow survived the crash 

– he can be seen standing alongside 

Kozakov in the photograph at bottom 

right
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In May Kozakov flew when he could, managing eight patrols for a total 

of 14 hours and 20 minutes flying time. During these sorties he scored 

three more victories, all while flying Nieuport 17 N1910. The first of 

these came on the 4th whilst he was flying with one of his favourite pilots, 

Shtabs-Kapitan Pavel Argeev (who the following year would win fame in 

France flying as Capitane Paul d’Argueff – although a Russian officer, he 

had travelled to France in 1914, where he received flight training, before 

returning home in 1916). They attacked an enemy aircraft over Podhaice 

and forced it to land near the village of Muzchilov. Ltns Witgen and Bode 

from Flieger Abteilung 242 were captured.

On 12 May a Hansa-Brandenburg C I fell victim to Kozakov, landing 

to the northwest of the village of Kobylniki, and at 0800 hrs on 26 May 

Kozakov and Argeev, again flying together, brought down a second Hansa-

Brandenburg west of Kozovo. This aircraft, C I 63.75 from Flik 25, was 

destroyed by its crew, Oblt Paylay and Kpl Kimmel, before they were 

captured.

This proved to be the final success shared by Kozakov and Argeev, who 

fled Russia for France following the October 1917 Revolution. Having 

claimed a number of successes flying with the 19th KAO, he duly served 

with French fighter unit SPA124 until war’s end. Argeev was credited with 

nine enemy aircraft destroyed between May and October 1918.

In June 1917 a great offensive was launched on the Russian Front, with 

large formations of supporting troops on the ground. The 1st BAG was 

involved in the campaign, but 

Kozakov flew only six missions 

during this period. Nevertheless, he 

scored two more victories, the first 

of these being on 7 June when he 

attacked one of two enemy 

machines encountered over 

Mikulintse while flying Nieuport 

10 N222. Rumpler C Ia 4739/16 of 

Flieger Abteilung 24 landed to the 

east of Podhaice. Its pilot, Fw 

Bolweg, was slightly wounded in 

the leg, but his observer, Ltn Deter, 

had been hit by several of the 50 

bullets that had struck the machine.

A line-up of 1st BAG fighters at 

Kovalyuvka airfield in the spring of 

1917. They all feature the group’s 

distinctive ‘Adam’s head’ marking on 

their tails

Members of the 19th KAO pose with 

German observer Ltn Witgen (fourth 

from left) of Flieger Abteilung 242, 

who was shot down by Kozakov 

(fifth from left) and Argeev (third 

from left) on 4 May 1917
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On 14 June Kozakov carried out two combat flights in N1910, the first 

starting at 0500 hrs. One hour later he attacked a Rumpler near Podhaice, 

the two-seater falling between the frontline trenches at Lipitsa-Dolno. 

During the second flight some three hours later Kozakov engaged another 

Rumpler (from Flieger Abteilung 29), but this time things did not go to 

plan. Following a sharp exchange of fire with the observer, the Russian 

ace was wounded in the arm. Losing blood, he was forced to disengage 

and return to base. Praposhchik Leman continued to attack the Rumpler, 

however, and the two-seater eventually made a forced landing at a Russian 

airfield. The two pilots from the 19th KAO had hit the aircraft 62 times, 

wounding the observer in the leg. The pilot escaped unscathed, and both 

men became PoWs.

Kozakov’s considerable experience and illustrious career recommended 

him to the High Command as eminently suitable for the post of Head of 

the School of Air Combat at Evpatoria and, on 25 June 1917, the position 

was made available to him. It was a tempting offer of a high and safe 

posting in the rear, where he could have lived off his reputation and the 

adulation of the press and public, instead of enduring the continual stress 

and risk that came with being a frontline pilot. Kozakov, however, had a 

very deep sense of loyalty and honour to his country and the men he 

commanded. On 2 July he replied courteously, but resolutely;

‘I ask you not to appoint me to the post of Head of the School of Air 

Combat. I prefer to remain with the group. Thank you for your offer.’

He would be staying with his men.

The war on the Russian Front was nearing its end. By this time the 1st 

BAG of the Southwestern Front had become the most famous and 

advanced formation in the Imperial Military Air Fleet, and its leaders were 

the highest-scoring pilots, with every intention of increasing their tallies.

On 14 July Kozakov took off in N1910 to undertake a reconnaissance 

of the Snyatyn-Horodenko-Zaleshchiki-Yagelnitse region. At 1000 hrs he 

met an enemy Albatros and attacked it together with another pilot, 

Pod’esaul (Cossack Staff Captain) Shangin. During the fight the German 

aircraft descended from 2000 m to 200 m (6550 ft to 650 ft), the damaged 

machine being pursued as far as Obertyn village, northwest of Kolomea, 

where it made a forced landing in enemy territory.
A Nieuport 17 flown by the 1st BAG 

during the summer of 1917
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Six days later Rotmistr (Captain of Cavalry) Kozakov, who was again 

flying with Pod’esaul Shangin, attacked an enemy aircraft south of Khotin 

at 1000 hrs. Their victim was Hansa-Brandenburg C I 64.67 of Flik 26, 

which landed near Dolinyany, in Russian-held territory. The observer, Ltn 

Franz Slavik, was wounded and taken prisoner, but the pilot, Kpl Trajan 

Varza, was killed. The aircraft, fitted with Daimler engine wk-nr 2919, 

was captured in good order.

In August 1917 the 1st BAG moved to Gorodok, from where it was to 

control part of the Southwestern Front in the Yarmolintsy-Proskurov-

Skala-Husyatin-Kutkovtse region. During this month Kozakov made only 

eight flights, totalling 14 hours and 35 minutes, yet he still managed to 

claim two more victories. On 16 August he came across an Ago C IV 

two-seater of Flieger Abteilung 24 to the west of Proskurov, and after a 

short exchange of fire it fell between the villages of Danyuki and Lapkovtsy, 

20 km (12 miles) from Proskurov. Both crewmen, pilot Oblt Haushalter 

and observer Ltn Freinzel, were killed.

Thirteen days later Kozakov scored what was to be his 16th, and last, 

confirmed victory when he damaged Hansa-Brandenburg C I 269.18 of 

Flik 18 and forced it to crash-land in Russian-held territory. The pilot, 

Kpl Fritz Weber, and his observer, Oblt Theodor Fischer, became PoWs.

By September 1917 there was very little combat activity on the Russian 

Front, which was disintegrating as the revolutionary fervour began to grip 

troops in the frontline. Despite this the 1st BAG continued to operate, 

and Kozakov flew on seven occasions for a total duration of 14 hours and 

20 minutes. One eventful flight occurred on 10 September when, flying 

alone, he attacked four enemy aircraft near Smotrich. Minutes later 

A line-up of 1st BAG Nieuports and 

SPADs near Dunaevtsy in September 

1917. The four aircraft on the left, 

belonging to the group staff, include 

a Nieuport 10, Nieuport 17 and 

Kozakov’s SPAD VII (the first 

machines on the left). Fourth from 

left is Pod’esaul (Cossack Staff 

Captain) Shangin’s Nieuport 17

SPAD VII S1436 at the airfield of the 

Moscow Aviation Depot in the 

summer of 1917. The 1st BAG 

received this machine on 29 August 

1917, and Kozakov flew it from 14 

October to late November 1917. He 

claimed his last victory with S1436 

on 13 November, when he helped 

fellow ace Ivan Smirnov force down a 

German reconnaissance aircraft in 

enemy territory. This success was 

never officially credited to Kozakov, 

however, being solely awarded to 

Smirnov instead. Later that same 

month S1436 was captured by 

Austro-Hungarian troops
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Alexey Shirinkin of the 7th AOI, flying a SPAD VII, entered the fray. He 

quickly brought down one of the enemy machines near the village of 

Shidlovtsy, but was then set upon by another German fighter, which 

caused him to disengage from the battle and make a forced landing. 

Kozakov, alone once more, remained in the melee and eventually forced 

his three adversaries to retreat to their own lines.

From 25 September, in a welcome diversion from his frustrations at the 

front, Kozakov was called upon to sit on the Council of St George. This 

august body of senior ranking personnel met to determine the merits of 

the conduct of servicemen recommended for the Cross or Order of St 

George – Imperial Russia’s highest military award. Upon his return to the 

front 25 days later, Kozakov found it had collapsed completely, thus 

greatly reducing the 1st BAG’s activities. However, he personally was 

determined to continue to fulfil his duties until ordered otherwise, and 

during October and November he was in the air for a total of 16 hours 

and 40 minutes during ten combat missions. He seldom saw the enemy 

over the lines, however, writing despondently in his despatches ‘I didn’t 

come across enemy aircraft’.

In November Kozakov was promoted to the rank of Polkovnik, and on 

the 21st he was appointed acting commander of the 7th AD and had to 

leave the 1st BAG. He was also ordered to stop making combat flights over 

the front by the ‘Resolution of the Revolutionary Committee’. Thus, his 

last flight against the Central Powers came on 20 November when he 

returned to his airfield without having encountered the enemy. The war 

in the air against the Austro-Germans was over for Kozakov, but a new and 

equally stressful period lay ahead. Soon after the order to cease flying was 

issued, he resigned his command of the 7th AD and requested replacement. 

This done, he returned to the 1st BAG on 4 December 1917.

By this time all officer ranks and combat rewards had been abolished. 

Kozakov was no longer a colonel, but he still commanded the group and 

was held in the utmost esteem by his subordinate pilots. On 9 December 

at a general meeting of soldiers, and after a long discussion, a secret ballot 

was held and a new commander for the 1st BAG was elected. The man 

chosen was former Unter-Officer (NCO) Ul’yan Pavlov, who later rose to 

high rank in the Soviet Air Force of the 1920s and early 1930s. Three days 

later, Kozakov, aware that he was now powerless to influence events, turned 

his duties over to the new man. However, such was the awe in which he 

was held that all of the soldiers of the 19th KAO took a vote of their own 

on 17 December and unanimously elected him to stay and lead them.

Kozakov, his character formed by his strict upbringing, and regimented 

in an attitude of obedience to the Tsar, was a strict disciplinarian. He was 

courageous in the face of adversity but was also sensitive – a facet of his 

character which endeared him to those who served under him. He cared 

about his men and the adversaries whom he had brought down. He always 

looked after the latter’s welfare, supplying them with food and warm 

clothing, before sending them on to prisons in remote areas of the empire.

Kozakov’s own health, however, had suffered terribly during the three 

years of conflict. There had been the strain of serving in an air force that 

was inherently inferior to its enemy. He also had to deal with a revolution 

on the home front where officers were being murdered. Kozakov also bore 

the burden of leadership. Carrying out the routine running of an 
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