By Pieter Bos

German war pilot: “Now you can see how pointless war is!”

What I missed yesterday when meeting the german ex war pilot Karl-Georg Genth on the spot just south east of Enschede, where he was shot down by an English Tempest exactly forty years ago, was a machine (although it is probably better never to be inventend) which registrers human feelings flawless. I would have liked to know, what exactly went through him at the moment he was confronted with parts of his aircraft, which local farmers had kept,  and later when he found shreds of the tires of his aircraft in the hole that his crashing plane made in the bank of the nearby flowing Glanerbeek.

Genth confessed to me that he had no words for those feelings. He was deeply impressed, just as both his sons Jurg(36) and Thomas(30) where. For them it was an unreal story, just as it was for me. What in the name of God was the use, that the then 20 year old Karl Georg Genth floated between heaven and earth underneath a parachute, with his arm half severed and barely escaping death?

Genth asked himself the same question, just as the day before, when he stood with both his sons at the military cemetary at Lingen, just over the border, where several of his friends who died in action are burried nameless.

“Now you can see how pointless war is, I told the boys. That is the worst there is: when the politicians reach for the instrument of war”, Genth knows for sure now.

For Karl-Georg Genth the memories of the war have been a forty year long suffering. “I have put the thoughts of those years conciously away, because I couldn’t deal with it”, according to the old war pilot, who explains that both his father and his brother were killed in action and that he found his mother completely burned in the cellar of a bombed house.

What is it then, that makes a young man volunteer for war duty, I want to know?

That was determined by circumstances, he assures me. The political situation under Hitler and the fact that his father already held a high position as an officer in the airforce contributed to this. For that matter, he directly blames Hitler for the death of his father. His father was namely the chief of staff  of  Luftflotte II and directly involved in the planning of the invasion of France, which would go through Belgium and would keep the Netherlands out of the war. When a courier with those plans in his briefcase was by accident dropped in Belgium, which unveiled the operation, Hitler deceided  that heads should roll among the responsable people. Among those was Karl-Georg’s father. This didn’t took place at a official trial, but simply by sending him on a plane to attack England. You knew that such an assignment meant that you would die. During the flight the father was hit in the head.

The young Genth became an operational pilot in ’44. There was no way back. Refusal meant your own death sentence. Several times he was involved in aerial battles. “The first time , when I met an English Spitfire, I was scared to death. I was very nervous en went for the clouds like a hare. But because I was anxious to land at Rheine I shortly afterwards dived out of the clouds and there was the Spitfire again, right in front of me. In a reflex I fired, without seeing if  I had hit anything. When I stepped on the runway shortly afterwards, I was congratulated because I apparently had shot down the Spitfire. The pilot saved himself with his parachute.”

But also in this period Genth already questioned the use of the war. He did this in a discussion with his fellow pilots. Promptly he was arrested by someone of the SD. Only the assurances of his colleges that he didn’t mean it that way, kept him from being convicted by a court martial.

His most frightening experience however, was being shot down over the Dutch border, yesterday exactly forty years ago. The day before yesterday I told about this on this spot. (in the paper SW) The written contact between Genth and Adrie Roding, a researcher from Enschede, led to the decision to follow the trail back together with his two sons. It became a sober meeting.

Genth came to the farm where the cousins Albertus Beun and Ben ten Thij showed him the parts of his kite, a Focke Wulf, which they excavated a few years ago. He hardly could believe his eyes. Also in the party was Roelof Schole, from Enschede, who as a rascal played at the spot where the aircraft crashed and who, together with his friends, confiscated the glass roof of the cockpit, which was turned into souvenirs. During the conversation, it seemed as if  the war drama unfolded itself again. It specially became clear that it might be called a miracle that Genth reached the ground alive, after which he was transported to villa Holterhof, where the Germans had a command post. From there he was transported to a hospital in Enschede where he immediately was operated. Deep scars on his left upper arm bear witness of this.

The most curious of this all is the confrontation with a man, who then was an enemy and for that reason was wished for a lot worse by most, but now by the people he met here was congratulated with his survival. For them the war was history.
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 The party that met the german flyer, together with the remains of the shot down aircraft: from left to right Roelof Schole, son Thomas, farmer Beun, Adri Roding, farmer Ten Thij, ex war pilot Genth and son Jurg.
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On the spot along the Glanerbeek where the aircraft crashed, is still a large hole.
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