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Foreword

The Harmon Memorial Lecture is the oldest and longest-running lecture series 
at the United States Air Force Academy, occurring continuously on an annual 
basis since the spring of 1959—before this institution had even graduated its first 
class. It is a fitting tribute to the man many consider to be the “father” of the Air 
Force Academy, its first superintendent, Lt Gen Hubert R. Harmon. General Har-
mon understood that the serious study of military history was an essential ele-
ment of the military profession, and he was a strong supporter of the two main 
goals of the series: stimulating “cadets to develop a lifelong interest in the history 
of the military profession” and promoting the development and dissemination of 
military history for the benefit of all American citizens.

Each year, the Academy’s Department of History selects a leading military his-
torian to present the Harmon Memorial Lecture to all cadets enrolled in the mili-
tary history courses offered that term. For many years, these lectures were printed 
and disseminated individually across the Academy, the Air Force, and throughout 
academia. In 1988, Lt Col Harry Borowski, then a faculty member in the Depart-
ment of History, edited a volume containing the first 30 years of Harmon Lectures. 
This volume picks up where Lieutenant Colonel Borowski left off, presenting the 
next 30 years of Harmon Lectures for the benefit of cadets, faculty and staff, the Air 
Force, scholars throughout academia, and all persons interested in military history 
throughout the world. Each of these volumes includes the work and wisdom of the 
finest military historians of their eras; the contributors represent a veritable Hall of 
Fame of military historians from 1959 to 2017.

General Harmon understood that military history served a special purpose for 
those in the American military profession—encouraging a warrior ethos, devel-
oping a deeper understanding of the profession of arms, and providing the con-
text so absolutely essential for those entrusted with the security of the American 
Republic. I’m confident that readers from a wide variety of backgrounds will agree 
that this volume fully supports its intended purpose.

JAY SILVERIA
Lieutenant General, USAF
Superintendent, USAF Academy

xiii



Lieutenant General Hubert R. Harmon



Lieutenant General Hubert R. Harmon

Lt Gen Hubert R. Harmon was one of several distinguished Army officers to 
come from the Harmon family. His father graduated from the United States Mili-
tary Academy in 1880 and later served as Commandant of Cadets at the Pennsyl-
vania Military Academy. Two older brothers, Kenneth and Millard, were members 
of the West Point classes of 1910 and 1912, respectively. The former served as chief 
of the San Francisco Ordnance District during World War II; the latter reached 
flag rank and was lost over the Pacific during World War II while serving as com-
mander of the Pacific Area Army Air Forces. Hubert Harmon, born on 3 April 
1882, in Chester, Pennsylvania, followed in their footsteps and graduated from 
the United States Military Academy in 1915. Dwight D. Eisenhower also gradu-
ated in this class, and nearly 40 years later the two worked together to create the 
new United States Air Force Academy.

Harmon left West Point with a commission in the Coast Artillery Corps, but he 
was able to enter the new Army air branch the next year. He won his pilot’s wings 
in 1917 at the Army flying school in San Diego. After several training assign-
ments, he went to France in September 1918 as a pursuit pilot. Between World 
Wars I and II, Harmon, who was a major during most of this time, was among that 
small group of Army air officers who urged Americans to develop a modern, 
strong air arm.

At the outbreak of World War II, Brig Gen Hubert Harmon was commanding 
the Gulf Coast Training Center at Randolph Field, Texas. In late 1942 he became 
a major general and head of the 6th Air Force in the Caribbean. The following 
year General Harmon was appointed Deputy Commander for Air in the South 
Pacific under Gen. Douglas MacArthur, and in January 1944 he assumed com-
mand of the 13th Air Force fighting in that theater. After the war General Harmon 
held a series of top positions with the Air Force and was promoted to lieutenant 
general in 1948.

In December 1949 the Air Force established the Office of Special Assistant for 
Air Force Academy Matters and appointed General Harmon its head. For more 
than four years Harmon directed all efforts at securing legislative approval for a 
US. Air Force Academy, planned for its building and operation, and served on two 
commissions that finally selected Colorado Springs, Colorado, as the site for the 
new institution. On 14 August 1954, he was appointed first Superintendent of the 
Air Force Academy.

Upon General Harmon’s retirement on 31 July 1956, the Secretary of the Air 
Force presented him with his third Distinguished Service Medal for work in plan-
ning and launching the new service academy and setting its high standards. In a 
moving, informal talk to the cadets before leaving the Academy, General Harmon 
told the young airmen that the most important requirement for success in their 

xv



military careers was integrity. Next to that, he placed loyalty to subordinates as 
well as superiors. “Take your duties seriously, but not yourself,” he told the cadets.

General Harmon passed away on 22 February 1957, just months before his son 
Kendrick graduated from West Point. The general’s ashes were interred at the Air 
Force Academy cemetery on 28 September 1958. In his memory, the Academy’s 
new administration building was named Harmon Hall at its dedication on 31 
May 1959.

GENERAL HARMON
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Preface to the First Volume

Before acknowledging the many individuals who have made this volume pos-
sible, it is appropriate to present a brief history of the Harmon Memorial Lectures 
in Military History, the oldest lecture series at the Air Force Academy. The lec-
tures originated with Lt Gen Hubert R. Harmon, long a student of history and the 
Academy’s first superintendent (1954–56). Harmon strongly believed that history 
should play a vital role in the new Air Force Academy curriculum. Meeting with 
the Department of History on one occasion, he described Gen George S. Patton 
Jr.’s visit to the West Point Library before departing for the North African cam-
paign. In a flurry of activity Patton and the librarians combed the West Point 
holdings for historical works that might be useful to him in the coming months. 
Impressed by Patton’s regard for history and personally convinced of its great 
value, General Harmon believed cadets should study the subject during each of 
their four years at the Academy.

Harmon fell ill with cancer soon after launching the Air Force Academy at 
Lowry Air Force Base, Denver, Colorado, in 1954, and he passed away in February 
1957. He had completed a monumental task over the preceding decade as the 
chief planner for the new service academy and as its first superintendent. Because 
of his leadership and the developing Cold War, Congress strongly supported the 
development of a first-rate school and gave generous appropriations to build and 
staff the institution. The Academy’s leadership felt greatly indebted to General 
Harmon and sought to memorialize his accomplishments in some way.

Following General Harmon’s death, the Department of History considered 
launching a lecture series to commemorate him. In 1958, Capt Alfred F. Hurley, a 
new faculty member, was tasked with developing the concept and preparing a 
formal proposal. Captain Hurley’s suggestions were forwarded to Brig Gen Rob-
ert F. McDermott, dean of the USAF Academy. The general quickly approved the 
concept early in 1959, and the annual series was named the Harmon Memorial 
Lecture Series in Military History.

Finding a speaker on short notice for that year posed a major problem, but 
Wesley Frank Craven quickly came to mind. He had served in the Army Air 
Forces during World War II and was well known to military historians as coeditor, 
with James Lea Cate, of the official, seven-volume work The Army Air Forces in 
World War II. Craven was also familiar to the Academy community because he 
had served on an early advisory committee for Academy curriculum. He ap-
plauded the idea of the lecture series and delivered the first address in Fairchild 
Hall on April 27, 1959.

Although the Harmon Lectures enjoyed success from the beginning, they al-
most came to an early end. In 1963 discussion arose over the series’ usefulness, 
and a senior department member suggested the lectures be terminated. General 
McDermott, however, judged the Harmon Lectures too important to military his-
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torians and the Academy to suspend, and he insisted they be continued. During 
this time, Col George Fagan, dual hatted as director of Libraries and professor of 
History, assumed principal responsibility for continuing the series. In 1966, when 
Major Hurley was appointed head of the Department of History, principal re-
sponsibility for supervision of the series returned to the Department. Concur-
rently, the library, under Colonel Fagan’s guidance, continued to edit and print the 
Harmon Series until 1975, when the Department assumed those functions as 
well. In summary, the Harmon Lectures became a permanent part of the Acade-
my’s academic curriculum through the efforts of General McDermott, Colonel 
Fagan, and Colonel Hurley.

As the Academy library printed the Harmon Lectures the Department of His-
tory began distributing them to military schools and college libraries throughout 
the United States. Over the years requests for single lectures mounted, and in the 
early 1970s Maj David MacIsaac, deputy for Military History in the Department 
of History, proposed that a commercial or university press publish the first fifteen 
lectures in a single volume for use by cadets and the academic and military com-
munities. Several obstacles put the proposal on the shelf for nearly a decade. In 
early 1982 the idea was revived, although now there were an additional ten lec-
tures involved. The concept was finally put into motion, and the publication effort 
began in 1986 with thirty lectures to be included.

Organizing the volume posed several challenges. Despite the wide variety of 
topics addressed by the authors, arrangement by subject held the greatest prom-
ise. Therefore, the thirty lectures were grouped into six sections prefaced with 
short introductions. (For a chronological listing of the lectures see the Appendix.) 
Each Harmon Lecture is presented as originally printed, with the exception of 
minor stylistic changes, editorial corrections, where necessary, and the condens-
ing of biographical author information (appears at the end of each lecture) to 
satisfy space limitations. The various lectures addressed topics not commonly de-
veloped in contemporary monographs or textbooks. To enhance the lectures’ use-
fulness to cadets, photographs and other illustrations not included in the original 
printed Harmon Lectures appear in this volume.

In summary, a caveat for the reader concerning the historical perspective of 
these lectures is in order. The context in which an author interpreted an event in 
the past is necessarily different than the context in which the author would evalu-
ate the same event today. Although recent scholarship may disconfirm some of 
the historical interpretation in these essays, the kernel of historical fact they con-
tain remains unchanged and should be read with this understanding.

HARRY R. BOROWSKI
Lieutenant Colonel, USAF
Department of History, USAF Academy
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Lt Col Harry R. Borowski was born in Grant, Nebraska, in 1942. After graduating from 
Perkins County High School in Grant and from Kearney State Teachers College, also in 
Nebraska, he taught for a year and a half at Loveland High School, Colorado, and then 
earned a master’s degree in Economic History from the University of Colorado, Boulder. 
In 1966, Harry began his 22-year career as an officer in the United State Air Force. After 
completing training at Mather Air Force Base, California, he served as a navigator on KC-
135 tankers in the Strategic Air Command. He soon participated in missions supporting 
Air Force operations in Vietnam. In 1972, he joined the faculty at the US Air Force Acad-
emy, eventually becoming a full professor and serving as the acting head of the depart-
ment prior to his retirement in 1988. While assigned to the Academy, Harry earned a 
doctorate in Economic History from the University of California, Santa Barbara, and 
completed two books. He wrote and published A Hollow Threat: Strategic Air Power and 
Containment Before Korea (Praeger, 1982), which was the first scholarly assessment of Air 
Force strategic capabilities between World War II and the Korean War. He then edited this 
first volume in this series, The Harmon Memorial Lectures in Military History, 1959–1987 
(Office of Air Force History, 1988). Following his Air Force career, Harry was a realtor for 
more than 20 years in the Colorado Springs area. He also served on the board of directors 
of the Black Forest Fire Rescue Protection District for 14 years. Harry R. Borowski died on 
22 April 2014 in Colorado Springs.





Preface to the Second Volume

Colonel Borowski’s preface to the first volume provides a brief introduction to 
and history of the Harmon Memorial Lectures in Military History, so there is no 
need to re-cover that ground here. However, it is appropriate to explain the ways 
that this second volume compares to the first. The editorial team that has prepared 
this second volume of Harmon Lectures does not know whether or not those in-
volved with the first volume ever expected to have their work emulated and ex-
tended, but that is the approach we have taken. Colonel Borowski and the cast of 
officers, researchers, editors, and publishers, that supported him produced a re-
markable volume in 1988—composed of outstanding chapters, neatly organized 
into discrete sections, cleanly edited, and superbly illustrated. With just a few ex-
ceptions, which will be noted momentarily, the editors of the second volume have 
sought to follow Colonel Borowski’s lead—including an equal number of lectures, 
retaining the same organizational structure, and providing introductions we hope 
to be similarly helpful.

One of the most obvious differences between the two volumes is that while 
Colonel Borowski completed the bulk of the editorial effort by himself, we de-
cided that a team of scholars would be required to accomplish this project with 
the requisite quality and speed. The editorial team decided to retain the basic or-
ganizational structure of the first volume, to include the same number of parts, 
with very similar, but not necessarily identical, section titles. After assigning the 
specific lectures to the various parts, the team decided that some of the section 
titles needed to be adjusted. The first two section subjects are exactly the same, 
with Part I including those lectures that best fit into the general category of “Mili-
tary History,” and Part II comprising those lectures focused on “Leadership and 
Biography.” The third section, originally entitled “Soldiers and Armies,” has be-
come “Airmen and Institutions” to highlight the air service focus of its lectures. 
Part IV, originally entitled “Strategy and Tactics,” has become “Waging War: Strat-
egy, Operations, and Tactics” to better reflect the breadth of coverage across the 
levels of war examined in its lectures. Part V is again entitled “Military Thought 
and Reform.” The final section of the first volume, “The Military and Society,” has 
now become “The Military Professional and Society,” which retains an emphasis 
on the themes of war and society but also captures the special dimension of mili-
tary professionalism, so important not only to the mission of a service academy, 
but to the health of the modern Republic. The editors believe these updated sec-
tion titles retain an important continuity with the organizational scheme of the 
first volume while more accurately capturing the depth and breadth of the sub-
jects covered by the lectures in each part.

As was the case in the first volume, the lecturers of the last 30 years approached 
their assignment with a refreshing diversity of approaches. Some presented pa-
pers researched, written, and delivered according to the most exacting scholarly 
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standards, while others offered stimulating multimedia presentations without any 
reference to a prepared manuscript. In the case of the latter, our editorial team had 
to prepare transcripts from the original video of the event. In other instances, the 
lecturer delivered a completed manuscript but did not incorporate any endnotes. 
In every instance, the editorial team decided that we should maintain the ap-
proach, voice, and integrity of the original lecture to the maximum extent possi-
ble. However, we also believe that these lectures—some presented over two de-
cades before publication—would at various points benefit from editorial 
clarification and occasionally even correction. Many of the lecturers made refer-
ences to contemporary events that were undoubtedly clear to the audience at the 
time but are likely to be troublingly obscure to later readers. In other rare cases, 
subsequent scholarship and the passing of time have called for an update, or even 
an outright correction, to a lecturer’s assertion. In both cases, all editorial com-
mentary has been confined to the footnotes at the bottom of the page. The author’s 
original notes, when present, are maintained as endnotes after the chapter.

One other contribution of the editorial staff has been to update the biographies 
of our distinguished contributors. While a few have passed away, many of the 
lecturers went on to achieve even greater heights of scholarly achievement, and 
we wanted to capture those subsequent accomplishments. Those biographies are 
listed immediately after each chapter.

Finally, the important caveat offered by Colonel Borowski in his original pref-
ace is worth restating here. The editorial team of this volume wholeheartedly 
agrees with him that “the context in which an author interpreted an event in the 
past is necessarily different than the context in which the author would evaluate 
the same event today.” While each lecture in this volume stands alone as a distinct 
piece of historical scholarship, it is also just a single contribution, made at a spe-
cific time and place, to a long and vibrant historiographical discussion that has 
only expanded in the intervening years. History remains a never-ending debate 
with the past, and we hope and trust that the aggregation of hard work, sound 
scholarship, and the continued pursuit of objectivity leads us toward a more com-
plete and increasingly accurate understanding of the human experience. How-
ever, we also believe that much of the scholarship included in this volume will 
stand the test of time and enrich the minds and lives of its readers for many years 
to come.

MARK E. GROTELUESCHEN
Lieutenant Colonel, USAF, Retired 
Department of Military and Strategic Studies, 
USAF Academy



Acknowledgments

The editorial team that completed this volume relied on the support and assis-
tance of numerous friends and colleagues, going back some three decades to the 
lecturers, many Academy faculty and staff members, and generous donors that 
made each Harmon Lecture such a successful event. When the Harmon Lecture 
series began in 1959, nothing like it existed in North America, or perhaps any-
where with the possible exception of the United Kingdom, which made one of its 
two purposes—to encourage an increased interest in military history—an impor-
tant and rather optimistic goal. As of 2019, a number of excellent lecture series, con-
ferences, and symposia on the subject of military history now exist. Beyond this, 
arguably no sub-field of history is better served by the quantity, quality, and vari-
ety of its published work than military history. While it would border on the pre-
posterous to assert that the Harmon Lecture series was exclusively, or even pri-
marily, responsible for this new reality, all those who have contributed to the 
accomplishment of this original goal should be proud of its share in the ultimate 
success.

First, the editorial team thanks the lecturers themselves. We know that each of 
these remarkable scholars was extraordinarily busy with his or her own obliga-
tions and projects, and we are grateful to them for being willing to travel to the 
Academy, present their lectures, and visit with our cadets and faculty. In many 
cases, the lecturers attended or even taught classes while visiting, and most gave a 
special, less-formal “brownbag” talk to the Department of History faculty, which 
often was as insightful as the main event later in the visit.

We also want to thank the Air Force Academy’s leadership for its support of 
this flagship program. Between 1988 and 2018, 10 superintendents, 15 comman-
dants, and five deans as well as numerous unit commanders across the Academy 
installation have provided support and encouragement for the annual Harmon 
Lecture. Without their commitment to the program, it could not be maintained.

The leadership of the Department of History since 1988 deserves special recog-
nition for sustaining the quality of the series. When the first volume was pub-
lished in 1988, Col Carl W. Reddel headed the department. He was succeeded by 
Col Mark K. Wells in 2000, who ran the department until his retirement in 2016, 
when Col Margaret C. Martin became the department’s current Permanent Pro-
fessor and Head. Col Edward Kaplan and Lt Col Vance Skarstedt served as acting 
heads during this period, as well. For the entirety of the last three decades, the 
deputy, director, or chief of the department’s Military History Division (the title 
changed but the duties remained the same) was responsible for managing the ex-
ecution of the lecture series—proposing a list of potential speakers, scheduling 
dates, staffing approval for the event through the Academy chain of command, 
coordinating support from other departments and base agencies, arranging 
the travel and visitation agenda for the lecturer, and making the lecture itself a suc-

xxiii



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

xxiv

cessful event. Many excellent officer-scholars held this position over the past 
three decades, to include John J. Abbatiello, Stephen D. Chiabotti, Mark Clodfel-
ter, John T. Farquhar, Paul Gillespie, Mark Grotelueschen, Bud Jones Jr., Edward 
B. Kaplan, Douglas B. Kennedy, Tony Kern, Phillip S. Meilinger, John Plating, 
Christopher Rein, John Shaw, Jim Tucci, and William J. Williams. Of course, 
much of the heavy lifting was accomplished by other members of the department, 
both officers and civilians, who served as the dedicated Harmon Lecture project 
officer, including John J. Abbatiello, Matthew R. Basler, Scott Bell, John T. Farqu-
har, John Grenier, Donald B. Hondrum, John Jennings, Michael Kennedy, Wolf-
gang K. Kressin, Miguel Lopez, Ryan Menath, John Plating, Christopher Rein, 
Garrett Roberts, John Roche, Chuck Steele, Mike Terry, Derek Varble, Edward B. 
Westermann, and Karl H. Zimmerman. In a few cases, faculty members had the 
additional task of correcting rough papers or transcribing raw video into a work-
able draft. Other members of the Air Force Academy community helped the edi-
torial team sort through obscure, decades-old references, verify information, or 
find suitable illustrations. Especially, we thank Mr. Joe Barry, a truly extraordi-
nary librarian at USAFA’s McDermott Library; Dr. Mary Elizabeth Ruwell, the 
chief of the library’s Special Collections branch; as well as Dr. Charles Dusch and 
Maj Raymond Ng of the Academy’s Command Historian office. This volume 
could not have been completed satisfactorily without their support and contribu-
tions. 

While in the early years the Harmon Lecture was financially sustained with 
institutional funding, in recent decades the Association of Graduates and the USAFA 
Endowment have provided crucial financial support to ensure the quality of the 
program. Special thanks goes to the Hurley family, who, in honor of Brig Gen 
Alfred Hurley, former Permanent Professor and Head of the Department of His-
tory, has generously provided the funds required to bring in leading historians 
from around the world in recent years.

Finally, the editors would like to thank the expert team at Air University Press, 
under the leadership of Lt Col Darin Gregg, for providing such dedicated support 
to this volume. Dr. Ernest Rockwell backed the effort from our very first inquiry 
and personally managed the process for the first few months. Upon his arrival at 
AU Press in mid-2019, Dr. Chris Rein (who knew the Harmon series from the inside 
thanks to his years in the Academy’s Department of History) provided renewed 
initiative to improve the final product and ensure that it was published in print 
form. He also assigned Donna Budjenska as the dedicated project lead. She made 
significant improvements to the volume while shepherding it through the final 
editing and publication stages. Rounding out the AU Press publication team are 
Susan Fair and Daniel Armstrong, who prepped all the photos and designed the 
covers; Nedra Looney and Vivian O’Neal, who put all the words and images to-
gether in a layout that both refers to and respects that of volume I while providing 
a contemporary look for today’s readers; and Diane Clark, who did all the behind-



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

xxv

the-scenes tasks that enabled this work to be printed, released, and distributed. 
Despite changes in leadership and staffing, the professionalism, commitment, col-
legiality, and hard work of the AU Press team were crucial not just to the quality 
of this important piece of scholarship, but to its very completion. 

Despite all this support and assistance, the editorial team accepts responsibility 
for any and all weaknesses and errors.

JOHN J. ABBATIELLO

MARK E. GROTELUESCHEN

DOUGLAS B. KENNEDY

CRAIG F. MORRIS

CHUCK STEELE

ROBERT P. WETTEMANN





Series Introduction

The publication of the second volume of Harmon Memorial Lectures trans-
forms The Harmon Memorial Lectures in Military History, 1959–1987 from a 
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leagues and compile these outstanding reflections on a variety of military themes 
into a companion volume to the first.
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hard copies of the individual lectures. Over the next 30, the Academy published 
very few—if any—of the lectures. Although the advent and widespread use of the 
internet provided a platform for the department to maintain digital copies of 
many of the lectures, the finicky nature of the department’s website led to gaps in 
availability. Furthermore, those digital files rarely received the editorial attention 
that help put them in conversation with past and future lectures. The desire to cre-
ate a holistic collection, to comment on period-specific references a contempo-
rary reader may not understand, and to set the stage for future volumes underpins 
this latest effort.
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of USAFA’s Department of History—past and present—and they deserve our 
heartfelt appreciation. Their insight, persistence, and thoughtful editing have yielded 
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MARGARET C. MARTIN
Colonel, USAF, PhD
Permanent Professor and Head, 
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Part I. Military History





Introduction to Part I

Mark E. Grotelueschen

My purpose has been to suggest that history can give depth to our 
understanding—even of the extraordinary age in which we live.

—Wesley Frank Craven

In the inaugural Harmon Memorial Lecture of 1959, appropriately entitled 
“Why Military History?,” Professor Wesley Frank Craven discussed the un-
precedented interest in military history that had arisen in the United States 
during the two decades since the start of World War II. After noting that pre-
vious generations included “many reputable historians who argued that war-
fare represented no central theme in the story of the American people,” he 
confidently asserted that “we have been inclined in recent years to restore 
warfare to its rightful place in our national history.”1 Craven suspected that 
the previous neglect of military history might have been the result of “a deter-
ministic view of history, a view that encouraged us to see the outcome of any 
battle as something rather largely predetermined by the superior force be-
longing to the victor.” In sum, “the battle might still be the payoff, but it was 
only the payoff.”2

One of the great values of the Harmon Lectures included in this section—
and in the other sections too—is that they force readers to consider the enor-
mous complexities and uncertainties of warfare. Whether we are investigating 
the road to war, success and failure in waging war, or the wide-ranging im-
pacts that war has on individuals, societies, nations, and humanity in general, 
we must remember Craven’s warning that “the battle itself is no more than a 
part of the story.” Craven insisted that “the central part is man’s continuing 
dependence on force as an instrument of policy” and that we must therefore 
recognize “that every aspect of his social, economic, and political order which 
has bearing on the force he can command is pertinent to military history.”3 
We should add that every aspect of the “social, economic, and political order” 
that is in turn affected by warfare also falls within the purview of the military 
historian as well as the military professional. The four lectures that follow 
discuss three different wars and suggest important lessons about the causes of 
war, the waging of war, and the impact of war.

Professor John Edward Wilz’s 1992 lecture opens this section by discussing 
the long, winding, and ultimately unexpected road to war in Korea in 1950. 
His study of a century of American–Korean relations provides a reminder of 
the surprising ways that distant countries and even entire regions of the world 
can vault from apparent insignificance to the very center of the American 
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people’s “collective consciousness.” His discussion of the Korean War’s causes, 
and of the critical importance of clarity both in national security policy and 
in the articulation of that policy, has continued resonance for national secu-
rity professionals who believe that deterrence is one of their key missions. 
Wilz closed with an assertion that rings particularly prescient today. North 
Korean military activities, now involving nuclear warheads and ballistic missiles, 
suggest that, at least for the foreseeable future, Wilz was correct in asserting 
that “Korea will never again recede, or virtually recede, from the collective 
consciousness of Americans—or ever again be perceived by Americans as a 
primitive backwater of little or no importance in terms of the interests, mainly 
political and economic, of the United States.”

In his 1998 Harmon Lecture, Professor Warren Kimball stressed the cru-
cial role of alliances, or perhaps more appropriately “coalitions,” in under-
standing ultimate victory and defeat when waging war. While few coalitions 
or alliances develop to the level of the “special relationship” between the 
United States and Great Britain, his assertions regarding the importance of 
military coalitions in successful war-making and of the importance of meet-
ing the challenges that accompany the proper “care and feeding” of those co-
alitions have been demonstrated by a range of historical examples, from the 
Franco–American alliance that helped secure American independence to the 
coalitions “of the willing” that have recently waged war in Afghanistan and 
Iraq. It appears to be the case that the value of alliances and coalitions have 
only increased in the last 20 years, as they serve not only to share the burden 
of the endeavor but also to demonstrate the legitimacy of the venture at home 
and abroad.

In his 2015 lecture, Professor Gregory Urwin showcased the unpredictabil-
ity of warfare. His discussion of the Revolutionary War displays the despera-
tion of the Patriot cause in 1780–81 to such an extent that as one reads his 
account it almost becomes hard to remember that the American revolution-
aries will somehow emerge victorious. And yet, dramatic changes unfolded in 
mid-1781—a combination of poor British decisions, bold and opportunistic 
American responses, and timely French naval support—allowing the Ameri-
cans to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat. Urwin also points out the un-
fortunate and unexpected results of the military outcome for many black 
Americans, for whom a British victory might have led to freedom; the Ameri-
can victory instead meant a return to slavery. The Republic would have to 
fight and win a much larger and bloodier war, against itself, to free the descen-
dants of the black Americans who had been re-enslaved by Washington’s 
forces and to crush the entire institution of American slavery once and for all.

Professor Gerhard Weinberg’s lecture, offered upon the fiftieth anniversary 
of the end of World War II, expands this theme of the ways that war changes 
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not just individual lives but also whole countries and, in the case of a global 
war, the entire world. He reminds his listeners that along with the horrific 
death toll and unprecedented destruction brought by the war came other im-
portant developments, including some positive ones. War has its losers but 
also its winners. Wars destroy some regimes and weaken others but also pro-
pel some to positions of remarkable power and prosperity. And when wars are 
fought over undeniably crucial moral issues, even some of the defeated should 
in the end be viewed as victors—most notably those Germans whose physical 
and moral lives were saved by defeat. Weinberg also notes that while this most 
destructive of wars led to a world divided, antagonistically, between the victo-
rious powers, it also brought about the end of long-running animosities be-
tween some of the belligerents—such as the United States and Japan and, 
most especially, Germany and France. Wars really do change things, and 
sometimes—though at an admittedly terrible cost—for the better.

For many decades in the second half of the twentieth century, the field of 
military history wrestled with the distinction between traditional approaches 
to the subject—the histories of generals, wars, and battles—and what came to 
be known as “the new military history,” which involved questions and meth-
odologies more closely connected to the fields of social and cultural history. 
In his introduction to the “Military History” section in the first published 
volume of Harmon Lectures, Lt Col Harry Borowski defined these approaches 
this way: “The new military history was less concerned about specific details 
of weaponry or maneuvers—tactics and operations—and more interested in 
grand strategy, the impact of society on the conduct of war, and the influence 
of warfare on societies.”4 The four lectures in this section—and many of the 
lectures in the other sections—suggest that this distinction is no longer par-
ticularly helpful. As demonstrated in Craven’s 1959 Harmon Lecture, the best 
military history has long recognized the connection between society and mili-
tary power, and Wilz, Kimball, Urwin, and Weinberg each show a willingness 
and an ability to discuss the ways in which commonly understood nonmili-
tary factors affect war or the ways that warfare affects supposedly nonmilitary 
dimensions of the human experience.

Craven’s inaugural lecture made a powerful case for the value of military 
history, especially for the military professional. He also included a warning 
against its misuse. He said,

To study the history of a people is somewhat like reading their literature. One can gain 
from the reading knowledge and understanding that may make him wiser, but in his-
tory, as in literature, there is no blueprint to guide him. History has a way of not repeat-
ing itself. Each generation faces a new combination of circumstances governing its need 
and its opportunities. We can draw upon history as a source of courage and of wisdom. 
We can use history to lengthen the experience on which we base our judgment of con-
temporary problems, but the course ahead is our own to chart.
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Whether one is studying the road to war, the factors leading to victory and 
defeat, or the ways that wars and warfare impact the lives of individuals, na-
tions, and all of humanity, Craven’s assertion is as valid today as it was in 1959.5

Mark E. Grotelueschen teaches strategic studies in the Department of Military and 
Strategic Studies at the Air Force Academy. He holds degrees from the Air Force 
Academy, the University of Calgary, and Texas A&M University. He is the author of  
The AEF Way of War: The American Army and Combat in World War I (Cambridge, 
2007), and, most recently, Into the Fight: April–June 1918 (2018) for the US Army 
Center of Military History’s Campaigns of World War I series. He previously served 
as professor of history and chief of academics in the Academy’s Department of History.
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United States Policy vis-à-vis Korea, 1850–1950*

John Edward Wilz

Let me begin by observing that my distinguished colleague at Indiana Uni-
versity, Robert H. Ferrell, used to rattle doctoral candidates who were defend-
ing dissertations by asking, while flashing an impish grin, “What is the thesis 
of your dissertation—assuming it has a thesis?” Well, I shall announce what I 
suppose is the thesis, or unifying theme, of my remarks at the outset. Until 
June 25, 1950, Korea, the ancient “Land of the Morning Calm”—or, as “GIs” 
often referred to it in 1950–53, the “Land that God Forgot”—never loomed 
particularly large in the political or strategic calculations of the makers and 
shakers of United States foreign policy. Rather, those makers and shakers 
tended to view Korea, a ragged peninsula that traces its history as a nation to 
the year 2333 BC, as a Northeast Asian backwater, one that was populated by 
a largely ignorant and hapless people—a people whose development had been 
severely retarded over the centuries as a result of having fallen victim of con-
querors and marauders from China, Mongolia, and Japan.1

At the dawn of the nineteenth century, Korea, a tributary state of the Qing 
dynasty of China, was decrepit and demoralized.† And in its tribulation, it had 
turned inward—had sought to isolate itself from the outer world, save for 
minimal contacts with its suzerain China and with Japan. By the middle of the 
century, indeed, foreign observers were wont to refer to Korea as the “Hermit 
Kingdom”—on the rare occasions when they referred to it at all. As for Amer-
icans, they knew next to nothing about Korea through the first half of the 
nineteenth century. In a volume entitled An Epitome of Modern Geography, 
published in Boston in 1820, the author dismissed the Hermit Kingdom in 
two sentences: “Corea is a small kingdom tributary to China, but is little 
known. King-kitao [Seoul] is the chief town.”2 However deficient his knowl-
edge about the Hermit Kingdom, Zadock Pratt, an obscure congressman 
from New York, in 1845 proposed that the executive branch of the Washing-
ton government effect commercial arrangements with Japan and Korea. His 
proposal generated no apparent support.3 And the historical record offers no 
hint that when Commodore Matthew C. Perry prevailed upon the Japanese to 
accept a commercial treaty with the United States in 1853, leaders in Wash-

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #35. Professor Wilz was unable to travel to Colorado, and in his stead, 
Professor Edward M. Coffman, professor of military history at the University of Wisconsin, presented the 
paper to the Cadet Wing on 14 October 1992.

†Professor Wilz used the Wade-Giles system for Romanizing Mandarin. The editors have taken the lib-
erty of switching to the more commonly accepted Pinyin system. Thanks to Prof. John Jennings, the USAF 
Academy’s senior scholar on East Asian history, for his extensive help in the editing of this chapter.
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ington gave any thought to the possibility of ordering a comparable initiative 
aimed at Korea.

The Washington government’s disinterest in Korea aside, American sea-
men were increasingly active in the waters off the shores of the peninsular 
kingdom. And in 1855, four crewmen of the whaler Two Brothers, weary of 
their abusive captain, jumped ship in a small boat and set a course for Japan. 
But gale winds washed them ashore on the east coast of Korea near Wonsan. 
The four seamen, so far as anybody knows, were the first Americans to set foot 
on Korean soil. Korean villagers treated them hospitably until, on orders from 
authorities in Seoul, the men were trundled overland to China, whence they 
secured passage back to the United States.4 A decade later, in June of 1866, the 
American schooner Surprise foundered in the Yellow Sea off the northwest 
coast of Korea. Like the castaways of the Two Brothers, the shipwrecked crew-
men of the Surprise were accorded hospitable treatment by local Koreans and 
dispatched, again on orders from Seoul, over the Yalu River to China.5

Alas, the outcome for the crewmen of the American schooner General 
Sherman was not so fortunate when their vessel moved into Korean waters at 
the same time the men of the Surprise were en route to China. Chartered by 
a British trading company, the General Sherman sailed across the Yellow Sea 
from China into the rain-swollen Daedong River in August of 1866, then 
moved upriver toward the city of Pyongyang, ostensibly for the purpose of 
exchanging trade goods with Koreans. Ruling out any trading activity, au-
thorities in Seoul issued orders that the General Sherman was to depart Ko-
rea at once. Otherwise, the ship was to be destroyed and its crewmen, most 
of them Chinese and Malays, put to death. Unfortunately, an immediate de-
parture from Korea by the General Sherman was not possible. The Daedong 
had fallen, and the American schooner was hopelessly stuck in the mud of 
the river’s bed. Accordingly, frenzied Koreans attacked and burned the vessel 
and hacked to pieces crewmen who survived the attack and sought to sur-
render.6 To an American naval commander who had sailed into Korean wa-
ters in the spring of 1868 to determine the fate of the General Sherman, au-
thorities in Seoul explained that a local mob, under extreme provocation, 
had attacked the American schooner.* According to the Korean authorities, 
the ensuing battle ended when the heavily armed schooner caught fire and 
exploded.7

*This characterization of the General Sherman incident reflects the common American view of the event at 
the time. The details of the incident, however, are not as clear-cut as this characterization indicates. Some 
Korean accounts, for example, blame the crew of the General Sherman for provoking the attack by kidnap-
ping a Korean official sent to investigate the ship and its crew. Other accounts dispute that the General 
Sherman arrived in Korea for trade and instead suggest that the purpose of the voyage was the loot the 
tombs of the Korean royal family located near Pyongyang. 
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Undaunted by the fate of the General Sherman, Secretary of State Hamilton 
Fish in 1869 instructed the United States minister to China, Frederick F. Low, 
to proceed to Korea for the purpose of negotiating a navigation and trade 
treaty with the Hermit Kingdom.8 Low was ready to carry out Fish’s instruc-
tions thirteen months later. Reflecting on his impending mission, he wrote 
the secretary of state, “I apprehend that all the cunning and sophistry which 
enter so largely into oriental character will be brought to bear to defeat the 
object of our visit.”9

Undaunted by supposed “Oriental” cunning and sophistry, Low boarded 
the USS Colorado in May of 1871 and sailed to the waters adjacent to 
Chemulpo (present-day Inchon). Korean emissaries turned aside Low’s re-
quest that the royal court in Seoul negotiate a treaty with the United States. 
Then, on June 1, 1871, Korean cannoneers fired their batteries (without effect) 
at American gunboats and steam launches* whose officers and crewmen were 
exploring the Yom-ha, the narrow passage that separates the Korean main-
land from Ganghwa Island (a large island that lies to the north of Inchon).10

What was to be done? Low thought it would be a grievous mistake to order 
the squadron to weigh anchors and sail away. “In estimating the effect it may 
exert upon our power and prestige, which will affect the interests of our peo-
ple in the East,” he wrote Fish, “the situation must be viewed from the oriental 
stand-point, rather than the more advanced one of Christian civilization.” 
Should the squadron now sail away, Low reckoned, both the Koreans and 
Chinese would be emboldened to give vent to anti-foreign impulses.11 The 
upshot was a punitive operation against the Koreans that has been described 
as America’s first Korean War.

And so it came to pass, on June 10, 1871, that a flotilla of gunboats and 
steam launches moved up the Yom-ha. In the boats were two companies of 
Marines and an improvised company of Sailors armed with rifles. Moving 
from one Korean fortification to another, the punitive expedition did what 
Low had directed it to do, namely, administer stiff punishment to the hope-
lessly outgunned Koreans. The usual procedure was for the gunboats to bom-
bard fortifications, whereupon the Marines and Sailors, already ashore, would 
move forward, shooting and burning. Before returning to the anchorage on 
June 12, the expedition destroyed five forts and killed about 250 Koreans. 
Three Americans died in the action, three were wounded.12

The dimension of their defeat along the Yom-ha notwithstanding, the Ko-
reans refused to enter negotiations with Low. Accordingly, on July 3, 1871, the 
American flotilla weighed anchors and sailed away; the so-called Low Mis-
sion to Korea ended as a failure.13

*A “steam launch” was an open boat powered by a steam engine that was small enough to be carried by a 
ship.
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However much Koreans wished to stay clear of the outer world, the passing 
of Korea’s splendid isolation was at hand. And so it happened, in 1876, that 
the Japanese, flexing naval muscles in Korean waters after the fashion of Com-
modore Perry in Japanese waters in the 1850s, prevailed on the royal court in 
Seoul to accept a trade treaty, the Treaty of Ganghwa.14 Two years later, Sena-
tor Aaron A. Sargent of California proposed that the United States work out 
an accord with Korea. Such an accord would result in more than just eco-
nomic advantages for both countries. In Sargent’s view, “the blessings of mod-
ern civilization could be conferred on a brave and industrious people (the 
Koreans), now oppressed by political ideas inseparable from semi-barbarism; 
and Christianity might displace Buddhism (in the Hermit Kingdom).”15

Several months after Sargent proposed an accord with Korea, officials in 
Washington directed Commodore Robert W. Shufeldt of the United States 
Navy to negotiate a trade treaty with Korea. Which Shufeldt did—in Beijing, 
the capital of Korea’s suzerain, with the Chinese viceroy, Li Hongzhang. At 
length, the American commodore departed the Chinese port of Chefoo 
aboard the USS Swatara and sailed across the Yellow Sea to Chemulpo. Next, 
on May 22, 1882, Shufeldt and assorted aides, accompanied by a marine 
guard, made their way to a tent that had been pitched on a hillside not far 
from the Swatara’s anchorage. They implanted the Stars and Stripes in front of 
the tent, and with minimal ceremony Shufeldt and Korean emissaries put 
their hands to a treaty of peace, amity, commerce, and navigation. This was 
the Treaty of Chemulpo, the first article of which provided that, “if other pow-
ers deal unjustly or oppressively with either Government, the other will exert 
their good offices, on being informed of the case, to bring about an amicable 
arrangement, thus showing their friendly feelings.” Following a celebratory 
banquet, the commodore returned to his ship and sailed away.16

The first United States minister to Korea, Lucius M. Foote, took up resi-
dence in Seoul in 1883. At the request of the Korean king, Foote offered advice 
to the Seoul government on a variety of matters. He arranged for a delegation 
of Koreans to undertake an embassy to the United States. (Apparently the first 
Koreans to set foot in North America, the members of the delegation were 
received cordially and in Washington were granted an interview with Presi-
dent Chester A. Arthur.17) He prepared the way for two American trading 
companies to set up operations in Korea18 and helped Thomas Alva Edison to 
secure an exclusive franchise to install electric light and telephone systems in 
the country.19 His resident physician (who would subsequently become the 
United States minister to Korea), Horace N. Allen, established a hospital—
and staffed it with medical missionaries. Ignoring laws that forbade Chris-
tians to proselytize Koreans, the missionaries labored with considerable success 
to convert Koreans to Protestant Christianity. They also sought to influence 
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the international competition for supremacy in Korea that dominated the po-
litical life of the onetime Hermit Kingdom during the quarter-century after 
the signing of the Treaty of Chemulpo.20

Question: Was United States policy vis-à-vis Korea during the years fol-
lowing ratification of the Treaty of Chemulpo driven by imperial impulses? 
North Korean and Soviet writers have argued that it was, and respected 
American scholars have been inclined to agree. Donald M. Bishop has argued 
otherwise: “My reading of the American documents found in the Navy’s Asi-
atic Squadron Letters, the post records for Seoul of the Department of State, 
the files of the Department of War, and in the personal collections of dozens 
of ambassadors, diplomats, and army and navy officers . . . convinces me that 
Korea provides scant evidence to support the concept of American ‘imperial-
ism’ or ‘gunboat diplomacy.’ ”21 My distinguished colleague at Indiana Univer-
sity, David M. Pletcher, who recently completed a book-length manuscript on 
the Washington government’s diplomacy of trade and investment during the 
second half of the nineteenth century, agrees with Don Bishop.

Two countries whose imperial ambitions regarding Korea during the clos-
ing years of the nineteenth century are beyond dispute were Japan and Russia. 
Japan advanced its ambition when, after crushing China in the Sino–Japanese 
War of 1894–95 (a war in which the United States maintained strict neutral-
ity22), it compelled the Chinese to abandon all claims to suzerainty over Ko-
rea. The Russians accelerated their activities in Korea in 1895–96, when they 
befriended the Korean monarch as he maneuvered to prevent the Japanese 
from achieving dominance in his country. At length, in 1904, the competition 
between Japan and Russia for supremacy in Korea, and also Manchuria, 
prompted the Japanese to launch a surprise sea attack on the Russian naval 
base at Port Arthur on Manchuria’s Liaodong Peninsula—an attack similar in 
conception to that which they would launch against Pearl Harbor almost 38 
years later. Thus began the Russo–Japanese War of 1904–5.

As for Korea, the Japanese had moved troops to Korea in advance of their 
attack on Port Arthur. Three weeks after the attack on the Russian naval base, 
they compelled the Korean monarch, who in 1897 had proclaimed himself an 
emperor, to accept a protocol that made Korea a virtual vassal of Japan.23 Pres-
ident Theodore Roosevelt of the United States expressed no objection. Little 
wonder. Four years before the outbreak of the Russo–Japanese War, the inim-
itable TR had written a friend, “I should like to see Japan have Korea. She will 
be a check upon Russia, and she deserves it for what she has done.”24 Or as the 
historian Tyler Dennett, a staunch defender of Roosevelt, would write two 
decades later, “It appears to have been evident to the President that Korea, 
long a derelict state, a menace to navigation, must be towed into port and se-
cured.”25 With such views, TR consented to a secret memorandum drawn up 
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in Tokyo, in July of 1905, between the United States secretary of war, William 
Howard Taft, and the Japanese prime minister, Count Taro Katsura. In the 
so-called Taft–Katsura memorandum, the secretary of war acquiesced to Kat-
sura’s outrageous assertion that Korea was to blame for the Russo–Japanese 
War and expressed the view that Korea should be prevented from making 
treaty arrangements without Japan’s consent.26 Roosevelt also approved an ar-
ticle in the Treaty of Portsmouth of September 1905, which terminated the 
Russo–Japanese War that accorded the Japanese carte blanche to take what-
ever measures they wished to secure their interests in Korea.27 And when the 
Korean emperor, in the autumn of 1905, dispatched an emissary to Washing-
ton to appeal to TR, in the name of the “good offices” provision of the Treaty 
of Chemulpo, to act to thwart Japanese plans to establish a protectorate over 
Korea, the president refused to receive said emissary. (In truth, by the time 
the emissary arrived in Washington in November of 1905, the Japanese—at 
bayonet point—had already prevailed upon the Korean emperor to accept 
Japanese “protection.”) Then, at the behest of Japan, the Washington govern-
ment withdrew the American legation from Seoul, a move that prompted 
other governments to do the same. The American vice-consul in Seoul, Wil-
lard D. Straight, likened the resultant exodus of foreign diplomats from the 
Korean capital to a stampede of rats leaving a sinking ship.28

As for the Korean emperor, he would have entertained less hope that the 
American president might intercede on behalf of Korean independence had 
he known of a comment that TR made to the lecturer-writer George Kennan 
(an uncle of the more famous diplomat-historian) in October of 1905.

Covering the Russo–Japanese War for The Outlook, a periodical that com-
manded the interest of Roosevelt and other Americans of like mind, Kennan 
filed several essays on Korea in 1904–5. In one, he wrote, “So far as my lim-
ited observation qualifies me to judge, the average town Korean spends more 
than half his time in idleness, and instead of cleaning up the premises in his 
long intervals of leisure, he sits contentedly on his threshold and smokes, or 
lies on the ground and sleeps, with his nose over an open drain from which a 
turkey-buzzard would fly and a decent pig would turn away in disgust.”29 In 
an essay that appeared in The Outlook in the autumn of 1905, he compared 
“the cleanliness, good order, industry, and general prosperity” of Japan with 
“the filthiness, demoralization, laziness, and general rack and ruin” of Korea. 
And the Korean emperor? Kennan wrote, “He is unconscious as a child, stub-
born as a Boer, ignorant as a Chinaman, and vain as a Hottentot.”*30 Of the 
latter article, Roosevelt wrote to Kennan, “I very much like your . . . article on 
Korea in The Outlook.”31

*The now-outdated term “Hottentot” usually referred to a member of the Khoikhoi ethnic group in south-
ern Africa.
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Question: Did the United States betray Korea in 1904–5? Or, more deli-
cately, did it fail to meet its legal and moral obligations to the Korean nation? 
Korean patriots have certainly believed that it did.32 I agree with the Korean 
patriots. During 1904–5, the administration of Theodore Roosevelt condoned 
and even encouraged the destruction of a nation-state which the United States 
was bound by the Treaty of Chemulpo to assist, if only by exercising good 
offices when said nation-state requested that it do so. To condone and encour-
age the rape of a victim whom one is pledged to assist when the victim re-
quests assistance, if only by proposing that the rapist terminate his attack, can 
scarcely be viewed as anything less than a betrayal of the victim. That the 
Japanese conquest of Korea was inevitable, it seems to me, is beside the point.

Well, the Japanese gradually tightened their grip on Korea and in 1910 
formally annexed the onetime Hermit Kingdom to their empire. They accel-
erated their efforts to revitalize and strengthen the economic foundations of 
their new colony, and the results of their enterprise impressed assorted Amer-
icans and Europeans.33 They also set about to complete the subjugation of 
Korea’s people, subvert its national culture, and transform Koreans into loyal 
subjects of the Japanese emperor. Korean patriots, of course, chafed under 
Japanese rule, and in early 1919, inspired by the famous Fourteen Points of 
President Woodrow Wilson of the United States, which appeared to proclaim 
the right of self-determination for all nations, organized demonstrations in 
which they demanded self-determination for Korea. The demonstrations 
turned into riots that Koreans to the present day celebrate as the Mansei Rev-
olution.* (The word mansei is the Korean equivalent of the Japanese word 
banzai.) From President Wilson came not a word of support for the Korean 
rebels, against whom the Japanese moved with efficiency and dispatch.34

During the 1920s and 1930s, Korea seldom crossed the minds of the men 
who fashioned United States foreign policy, save in 1934–35 when, on behalf 
of the Oriental Mining Company, one of the last American firms that contin-
ued to operate in Korea, the Washington government protested a gold-export 
tax imposed by the Japanese.35 No documents pertaining to Korea may be 
found in the pages of Foreign Relations of the United States for the years 1923 
through 1933 and 1936 through 1940.

Then, on December 7–8, 1941, the Japanese plunged themselves into war 
with the United States by attacking Pearl Harbor and the Philippines. Korean 
patriots were ecstatic, none of them more so than Syngman Rhee, a leader of 
a government in exile, the Korean Provisional Government (KPG), since the 
time of the Mansei Revolution. To Rhee’s chagrin, the Washington govern-
ment turned aside his appeal that it recognize the KPG as the legitimate gov-

* Koreans typically refer to this event as samil (“three/one”), which refers to the outbreak of pro-indepen-
dence demonstrations on 1 March 1919.
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ernment of Korea.36 At length, during the Cairo Conference of autumn 1943, 
leaders of the United States, Great Britain, and China proclaimed that Korea 
should receive independence “in due course.”37 A short time later, during the 
Tehran Conference, the Soviet dictator, Josef Stalin, consented to the Cairo 
Declaration.38 What the Allied leaders had in mind was that, after Japan’s de-
feat, Korea would be under the governance of a trusteeship comprised of rep-
resentatives of the victorious powers for several or even many years until such 
time as it was deemed prepared to assume the responsibility of governing it-
self.39 And how did Korean patriots respond to the “due course” conception? 
They were at once dismayed and incensed.

The patriots wanted Korea to become independent the moment the Allies 
expelled the Japanese from Korean soil.40

In August of 1945, the war in the Pacific moved to a sudden and dramatic 
climax. Although the Soviets, who entered the Pacific War one week before the 
Japanese agreed to surrender, were in a position to sweep over and occupy all 
of Korea before United States forces could make their way from Okinawa to 
the Korean peninsula, Stalin consented to an American operational directive 
whereby the Soviets would accept the surrender of Japanese forces down to 
the thirty-eighth parallel, while the Americans would do likewise to the south 
of that line.41 Why did the dictator in the Kremlin consent to an arrangement 
that would allow Americans to occupy the southern half of Korea? Probably 
because he hoped—in vain, it turned out—that his forthcoming response to 
the Washington government’s proposal regarding Korea would prompt the 
Americans to allow the Soviets to share in the occupation of Japan.42

Question: Should the United States have occupied the southern half of Ko-
rea in 1945? Assorted historians in the United States and elsewhere have ar-
gued that the North American superpower should have stayed clear of the old 
Land of the Morning Calm at the end of the Pacific War. In the view of one 
prominent scholar, a preponderance of the people of Korea in 1945 yearned 
for a sweeping revolution of the sort that communists engineered in North 
Korea during the postwar years and communists and other leftists hoped to 
bring about in South Korea. But Americans, bent on making Korea a citadel 
of anticommunism and an outpost of capitalism, pursued policies that pro-
duced a repressive and reactionary regime in the southern half of the Korean 
peninsula.43 Even if one rejects the foregoing scholar’s idyllic view of North 
Korean communism, he or she must ponder that, if the Washington govern-
ment had acquiesced to a Soviet occupation of all of Korea in 1945, a develop-
ment that would have assured that all of Korea would have become a bastion 
of Marxism-Leninism, the Korean War of 1950–53 would not have come to 
pass—a war that claimed the lives of an estimated two million people, more 
than 50,000 of them Americans. Such a decision by the Washington govern-
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ment in 1945 also would have precluded what for many Americans was the 
embarrassment of their government’s complicity with what even the current 
president of the ROK concedes was several decades of authoritarian rule in 
South Korea.44 One wonders, though, what percentage of the citizenry of the 
pulsating South Korean republic in the early 1990s, whatever that republic’s 
shortcomings, believes the United States should have stood by and allowed 
the Soviets and their client Kim Il-sung to assert authority over all of the Ko-
rean peninsula at the end of the Pacific War.

The foregoing aside, the Washington government elected to resist what it 
believed was the Kremlin’s determination to turn Korea into a bastion of So-
vietism.45 So it occupied the southern half of Korea and insisted that a provi-
sional government to be established by an Allied joint commission—a provi-
sional government that would prepare the way for a permanent government 
for the onetime Hermit Kingdom—must be made up of representatives of a 
wide spectrum of Korean political parties and social organizations. It ex-
pected that such a broadly based provisional government would establish a 
permanent government whose leaders would be chosen by the Korean people 
in free, multiparty elections. A freely elected government, Americans be-
lieved, would be noncommunist, probably anticommunist, for Americans of 
the early postwar era accepted as an article of faith the proposition that, in 
free multiparty elections, voters in any part of the world would reject commu-
nism. Such a government, of course, would be ipso facto sympathetic with the 
interests and ideals of the United States.

Whatever the view of various recent historians that at the end of the Pacific 
War most Koreans shared what one might describe as a Kim Il-sung vision of 
Korea’s future, the Soviets were unwilling to trust the Korean people to opt for 
a Soviet-style regime. Hence they insisted that a Korean provisional govern-
ment must be comprised only of representatives of parties and social organi-
zations that had not denounced the plan of the victorious powers in the late 
war to place Korea under a temporary trusteeship. Korean leaders of the mod-
erate and rightist persuasion, including the irascible Syngman Rhee, had, to 
borrow a present-day expression, gone ballistic when the Allied foreign min-
isters, meeting in Moscow in December of 1945, announced the intention of 
their governments to establish a trusteeship to preside over Korea’s destinies 
during the next half-decade. On orders of the Kremlin, or so American lead-
ers believed, communists and assorted leftist confederates of the communists 
had expressed no opposition to the trusteeship conception. A provisional 
government comprised almost exclusively of communists and other leftists 
would doubtless prepare the way for a Soviet-style permanent government.

Complicating matters from the perspective of the United States during 
1946 and 1947 were intermittent demonstrations, riots, and strikes in South 



16 │ HARMON MEMORIAL LECTURES IN MILITARY HISTORY

Korea. Most of them, in the view of the American military government, were 
instigated and orchestrated by communists and other leftists. In response to 
what was obviously an anti-American campaign, the United States com-
mander in South Korea, Lt Gen John R. Hodge, in September of 1947 ordered 
American military police to raid the offices of leftist newspapers, one of them 
the official organ of South Korea’s Communist Party, and arrest their publish-
ers and editors and many of their writers.46

By late summer of 1947, leaders of the United States, their attention in-
creasingly fixed on the task of containing what they perceived to be the ex-
pansionist ambitions of a manifestly evil Soviet empire in Europe and the 
Middle East, had given up hope that the two halves of Korea might eventually 
be brought together under a freely elected government. And in early Septem-
ber of 1947, policy planners meeting in Washington reached an almost unan-
imous decision that the best course for the United States was to abandon 
South Korea to its fate.47 A few weeks later, the American Joint Chiefs of Staff 
reported to the secretary of defense that “from the standpoint of military se-
curity, the United States has little interest in maintaining the present troops 
and bases in Korea.”48 Following a discussion that involved Secretary of State 
George C. Marshall, on September 29, 1947, George F. Kennan of the State 
Department’s policy planning staff wrote in a memorandum that an aim of 
the United States was “to get the best bargain we can regarding Korea.”49

The Washington government thereupon, in the autumn of 1947, passed to 
the United Nations a Soviet proposal for removing both Soviet and American 
troops from Korea, as well as an American recommendation that a freely 
elected government be established for all of Korea. As anticipated by leaders 
in Washington, the Soviets had no interest in free elections, hence they re-
fused to allow UN election commissioners to enter North Korea. So the com-
missioners arranged elections in South Korea for representatives to a national 
assembly. Boycotted by the communists, the elections, which took place in 
May of 1948, resulted in an overwhelming victory for rightist parties. In sub-
sequent weeks the National Assembly drew up a constitution for the Republic 
of Korea (ROK) and elected Syngman Rhee the ROK’s first president. The new 
South Korean government was inaugurated on August 15, 1948. A few weeks 
later, in Pyongyang, communists established the Democratic People’s Repub-
lic of Korea (DPRK) and designated Kim Il-sung the DPRK’s first premier.

Meanwhile, in the spring of 1948, a paper prepared by the National Security 
Council in Washington, NSC 8, was approved by President Harry S. Truman 
and thus became the basic statement of United States policy vis-à-vis Korea. 
According to NSC 8, the United States should assist the South Koreans in build-
ing up their economy and their armed forces. But it categorically rejected the 
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option that the United States “guarantee the political independence and territo-
rial integrity of South Korea, by force of arms . . . against external aggression.”50

As for Soviet and American troops, they began to withdraw from Korea in 
August and September of 1948. But in the face of a new wave of civil distur-
bances, apparently communist inspired, officials in Washington directed Gen 
Douglas MacArthur, commander of United States forces in the Far East, to 
deploy a regimental combat team of 7,000 men in South Korea for an indefi-
nite period.51 A short time later, in January of 1949, MacArthur, in response 
to a query by superiors in Washington, made clear his view that the South 
Koreans could not turn back an invasion from the north and that the United 
States should commit no military forces to bolster the South Koreans in the 
event of an invasion. He went on to say that the Japanese must be conditioned 
to the prospect of Soviet domination of all of the East Asian mainland.52

Syngman Rhee (center foreground, shown in 1952) was elected the first president of 
the Republic of Korea in 1948. Courtesy of National Archives (no. 74248081).

Then, in March of 1949, President Truman approved NSC 8/2, an updated 
statement of American policy respecting Korea. Reiterating the view of Ameri-
can leaders that the aim of Soviet policy in Korea was an eventual takeover of 
the entire peninsula, NSC 8/2 nonetheless announced that the last American 
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troops, save for a small advisory group that would instruct the ROK army, 
would be withdrawn from South Korea by June 30, 1949. After departure of 
its combat soldiers, the Washington government would continue to provide 
economic, military, and technical assistance to the ROK. Otherwise, or so it 
appeared, the ROK would be on its own.53

Over the anguished protest of President Rhee, the remaining American 
combat troops moved out of South Korea in June of 1949.54 And what should 
the United States do in the event the North Koreans crashed over the thirty- 
eighth parallel? In a paper that was transmitted to the State Department on 
June 27, 1949, officials in the Pentagon made clear their conviction that the 
United States ought to undertake no armed intervention to rescue South Ko-
rea from the clutches of Kim Il-sung.55 Civilian leaders registered no objec-
tion to the views of the military chieftains. A few weeks later, in July of 1949, 
General MacArthur’s Far East Command (FECOM) completed Plan Chow 
Chow, FECOM’s operational plan in the event of a North Korean invasion of 
South Korea. As for the possibility of redeploying United States combat troops 
in Korea, Chow Chow contained no provision whatever. In the event of a 
North Korean invasion of South Korea, FECOM would evacuate to Japan all 
American civilian and military personnel as well as designated foreign nationals.56

A few months later, in December of 
1949, President Truman approved NSC 
48/2, a document that spelled out the 
Washington government’s policy in the 
Far East. To prevent the expansion of 
communist power into the Pacific, the 
document made clear, the United States 
intended to rely on its bastions in the 
Philippines, the Ryukyus, and Japan. As 
for South Korea, mentioned almost in 
passing, the United States should con-
tinue to provide economic, military, 
and technical assistance.57 Then, on Jan-
uary 12, 1950, Secretary of State Dean 
G. Acheson delivered his famous speech 
to the National Press Club in which he 
sketched the American defensive pe-

rimeter in the Far East. The ROK was on the other side of the perimeter. 
Should an “area” lying beyond that perimeter prove incapable of turning back 
an aggressor, it would be up to “the entire civilized world under the Charter 
of the United Nations” to protect the area’s independence.58

President Harry S. Truman. Courtesy 
of National Archives (no. 7865563).
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Acheson’s speech touched off alarm bells in Seoul. The result was anguished 
appeals by the South Korean government that the United States extend its 
defensive line in the Far East to include South Korea.59 Had they known the 
substance of testimony offered by Acheson the day following the National 
Press Club speech to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, meeting in 
executive session, they would have felt even greater anguish. After telling the 
senators that South Korea could not turn back an invasion by North Korea 
that was powerfully supported by China or the Soviet Union, the secretary 
testified, “I do not think that we (the United States) would undertake to resist 
it (an invasion of South Korea by North Korea) by military force.” He also 
conceded that the Soviets probably would veto any resolution introduced in 
the Security Council of the UN mandating a military response by UN members 
to an invasion of South Korea.60 When in April of 1950 the chairman of the 
Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Tom Connally of Texas, rattled leaders 
in Seoul by telling a reporter that abandonment of the ROK by the United 
States was a distinct possibility,61 Acheson issued a statement that the United 
States valued the independence of South Korea—but declined to offer the 
slightest hint that the United States might rally to the defense of the ROK in 
the event it fell victim to an invasion from the north.62 Even the formulation 
by the National Security Council of its renowned paper NSC 68, a bellicose 
document that indicated a renewed determination by the United States to 
stand up to Soviet and Soviet-supported expansion across the entire world, 
brought no apparent change in the thinking of the Washington government 
about Korea.63

Then, on June 25, 1950, the North Korean army swept across the thirty- 
eighth parallel. And when it became clear that the South Koreans could not 
stay the North Korean tide, President Truman, in what in my judgment was a 
180-degree turnabout of United States policy vis-à-vis Korea, ordered Amer-
ican armed forces into combat in support of the ROK. Shortly after the out-
break of the Korean War, it is worth noting, the Soviet diplomat Andrei 
Vyshinsky was quoted as remarking to an American businessman: “Well, we 
don’t know what to think about you Americans. Look at Korea. You did ev-
erything you could to tell us you were not interested in Korea, and when the 
North Koreans went in there [in South Korea], you put your troops in.”64

Question: Did the Truman administration, as critics subsequently charged, 
emit signals indicating that the United States would not make an armed inter-
vention on behalf of South Korea in the event the North Koreans invaded the 
ROK, and in so doing inadvertently invite a North Korean invasion? Like 
Vyshinsky, I believe it did—when it withdrew American combat troops from 
South Korea, when Acheson excluded South Korea from the United States 
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defensive perimeter in the Far East, when Acheson responded as he did to 
publication of the Connally interview.

Question: Did leaders in Washington have any reason to suspect that the 
North Koreans might actually undertake an invasion of South Korea in the 
foreseeable future? I believe they did. The documentary record includes nu-
merous references from 1949 to early 1950 by officials of the American for-
eign policy–military establishment to the possibility of a full-powered drive 
by the North Koreans over the thirty-eighth parallel, some of them doubtless 
inspired by the almost incessant border clashes that took place during 1949 
and early 1950 between the forces of the DPRK and the ROK that were en-
trenched along the parallel. President Truman later recalled in his memoirs 
that “throughout the spring (of 1950) the Central Intelligence reports said 
that the North Koreans might at any time decide to change from isolated raids 
(against South Korea) to a full-scale attack.”65 General MacArthur’s intelli-
gence people surmised in March of 1950 that the North Koreans would be 
prepared to invade South Korea by the following autumn, perhaps in the 
spring, that is, during the next three months.66

Question: Did the Truman administration have reason to believe (or seri-
ously hope) that the South Koreans might prove capable of turning back a 
North Korean invasion? I think it did not. You will recall that Acheson him-
self told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee on the day after his speech 
to the National Press Club that South Korea would fall before an invasion 
from the north that was supported by China or the Soviet Union. As also 
noted in the present paper, General MacArthur did not believe the South Ko-
reans could turn back communist invaders. In March of 1950, Gen William L. 
Roberts, the commander of the United States military advisory group in 
South Korea, concluded that in the event of an invasion from the north the 
ROK “would be gobbled up to be added to the rest of Red Asia.”67 On June 1, 
1950, the intelligence section of America’s Far East Air Force concluded that 
“South Korea will fall before a North Korean invasion.”68 A fortnight later, 11 
days before the actual invasion of South Korea, the United States ambassador 
in Seoul, John J. Muccio, struck a similar note.69

Question: Did the Washington government blunder in the matter of Korea 
in 1949–50? I am inclined to think it did. Now one might argue that the blun-
der took place following the North Korean invasion of the ROK, that is, when 
Truman ordered United States combat forces to rally to the defense of South 
Korea. After all, had the Washington government stood by and, in the lan-
guage of General Roberts, allowed the communists to gobble up South Korea, 
perhaps a couple of million Asians and Occidentals who died in the old Land 
of the Morning Calm in 1950–53 would not have died. Korea would have 
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endured nothing like the devastation that it did endure in those years. Argu-
ments of that sort, of course, may be made against a decision to rally against

1st Lt Donald Longer, 527th Aircraft Control and Warning Group, reviews a wall map of 
Korea in July 1950. Courtesy of the USAF Collection, AFHRA (K-GP-AW-527-HI, IRIS no. 
440755).

endured nothing like the devastation that it did endure in those years. Ar-
guments of that sort, of course, may be made against a decision to rally against 
an invader in any war. Without getting into specifics, I think the reasons for 
the armed intervention in Korea by the United States in the summer of 1950 
were manifestly legitimate. And I find it inconceivable that anybody might 
fashion a persuasive argument that the people of South Korea would be better 
off in 1992 had South Korea fallen under the rule of Kim Il-sung in 1950.*

*It is worth extending this point to the present day, as the difference between the quality of life in South 
Korea and North Korea has only widened since 1992. In 2013, South Korea had the world’s fifteenth-largest 
economy. South Korea’s life expectancy at birth was more than 10 years longer than North Korea’s (79.3 to 
69.2 years), South Korea’s infant mortality rate was 4.08 compared to 26.21 in the North, and the South’s 
per capita GDP was $32,400 compared to the North’s $1,800. South Korea was rated fiftieth in press free-
dom, while the North was ranked 178th. North Korea received $78.8 million in new official development 
assistance, while South Korea donated $69 million for foreign development. Source: “South v North Korea: 
How DO the Two Countries Compare? Visualised,” Datablog (hosted by The Guardian, 8 April 2013, 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/datablog/2013/apr/08/south-korea-v-north-korea 
-compared.
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As mentioned, I am inclined to the view that the Washington government 
blundered in the matter of Korea in 1949–50. Perhaps the word blunder is too 
harsh. After all, the men who fashioned United States foreign policy during 
those years were honorable and capable men. They were the men who inau-
gurated the policy of containment of Soviet power that brought victory to the 
United States and its allies and friends in the Cold War during the 1990s. They 
were men who were rightly and properly preoccupied in 1949 and early 1950 
with the Berlin blockade, the formation of NATO, the Tito revolt against So-
viet hegemony in Yugoslavia, expanding Soviet influence in the oil-rich Mid-
dle East, and the triumph of communism in China. Regarding Korea, those 
men felt compelled to avoid any action or statement that might prompt the 
prickly Syngman Rhee, on the assumption that the United States would rush 
to his support, to provoke full-dress hostilities with the DPRK in the hope 
that the South Koreans, with American support, might drive Kim Il-sung and 
his henchmen from power in North Korea.

Still, one conclusion seems inescapable. If leaders of the United States had 
made the same determination regarding Korea during the six or so months 
(or perhaps the year or two) before June 25, 1950, that they made in the days 
after that date—and if they had made their intentions clear to the Soviets and 
North Koreans and left a contingent of United States combat troops deployed 
along the thirty-eighth parallel, say, in the historic invasion corridor to the 
north of Seoul—they almost certainly would have headed off a horrendous 
tragedy (assuming, of course, that they could have succeeded in keeping Syn-
gman Rhee on a tight leash). Inasmuch as the premises that informed their 
momentous determination of late June of 1950 (to wit, that the global inter-
ests of the United States and the rest of the noncommunist world required the 
containment of communist influence and power at the thirty-eighth parallel 
in Korea) had been no less valid during the months (or even years) before 
June 25, 1950, it is hard to escape the judgment that the failure of the leaders 
of the United States to make it abundantly clear before June 25, 1950, that the 
Washington government would do whatever was required to save the ROK 
from the grasp of Kim Il-sung and his mentor Stalin—also their failure to 
order the deployment and preparation of United States forces in the Far East 
in accord with the foregoing premise—constituted a blunder, or at least a mis-
take, of truly historic proportions.

As stated at the outset of the present paper, during the century or two be-
fore the events of late June of 1950, Korea never loomed particularly large in 
the diplomatic calculations of the United States. The reason why Korea 
claimed minimal attention by Americans down to the time of the Second 
World War is manifest. Korea was a small, poor, and backward country, one 
that lay a third of the way around the world from the United States, one that 
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was of little or no economic, strategic, or political importance in the perspec-
tive of Americans and their leaders.

Nor is it hard to discern why Korea did not rank high on the list of con-
cerns and interests of Americans and their leaders during the pristine years of 
the Cold War. The onetime Hermit Kingdom was little more than a pawn on 
the chessboard of international politics in those years when nearly all Ameri-
cans came to believe that the security of their continental republic, indeed 
their very way of life, was threatened by what they perceived to be the expan-
sionist and rapacious impulses of the Soviet Union and its clients; the rooks 
and knights on the international chessboard were Germany and the demo-
cratic nation-states of Western Europe, Greece and Turkey, Iran and China, 
and Japan. Or so thought most Americans (on the fleeting occasions when 
images of Korea touched their consciousness), including those who com-
manded the levers of power in Washington, at least through the first days of 
the summer of 1950. Evidence in support of the foregoing assertion may be 
found in the aforementioned hearings in which the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, meeting in executive session on January 10 and 13, 1950, re-
viewed “the world situation.” During two days of hearings, in which senators 
interrogated leaders of Washington government’s diplomatic and defense es-
tablishments, including Secretary of State Acheson, Under Secretary of State 
Dean Rusk, Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson, and the chairman of the joint 
chiefs of staff, General Omar N. Bradley, Korea received only random men-
tion, usually in passing references in which it was grouped with such Asian 
countries as Burma and Indonesia, Malaya, and Thailand. During the review, 
indeed, Indochina was obviously much more on the minds of the senators 
and witnesses than was Korea.70

There may be another probable reason why Korea was viewed during the 
years immediately following the Second World War as little more than a pawn 
in the grim struggle that the North American superpower was waging with 
the Soviet Union and what Americans came to refer to as the international 
communist conspiracy: a perception of Korea that was not much changed 
from the perceptions of Theodore Roosevelt and the journalist George Ken-
nan during the first years of the twentieth century and the historian Tyler 
Dennett in the 1920s.71

In a word, Americans of the years 1949–50, to the extent that they knew 
anything at all about Korea, tended to view the onetime Hermit Kingdom as 
a primitive backwater—a largely pastoral country peopled by unsophisticated 
and parochial people and boasting of few physical resources of any conse-
quence.72 Such was the portrait of everyday life in Korea that usually emerged 
from articles that on rare occasions appeared in American periodicals during 
the period.73 And any American military person who served in Korea before 



24 │ HARMON MEMORIAL LECTURES IN MILITARY HISTORY

and during the war of 1950–53 can testify to the contempt with which most 
ordinary GIs and officers alike viewed the “Gooks,” as American service peo-
ple routinely referred to Koreans. GIs often made a point of not saluting offi-
cers of the ROK army. They chuckled at the sight of a leathery-skinned and 
bent-over Korean man or woman transporting an outrageous cargo on an 
A-frame strapped to his or her back. They laughed uproariously at the sight of 
two Koreans digging a ditch with a two-man shovel (that is, one man pushing 
a spade into the earth with his foot and a second man thereupon jerking a 
rope tied to the shank of the spade’s wooden handle, an action that would 
cause a small quantity of earth to scatter in all directions). They bemoaned the 
seemingly pervasive ineptitude of Koreans when confronted with the tasks of 
operating and maintaining the mechanical wonders of the American armed 
forces.74 Certainly no American who served in Korea before or during the 
Korean War, it seems fair to say, envisioned in his or her wildest imagination 
that in less than 40 years the southern half of “the Land that God Forgot” 
would become an economic powerhouse—one that would export, of all 
things, automobiles and television receiving sets for sale in the United States.

To be sure, Americans and their leaders wished Koreans well during the 
years following the Second World War and clearly hoped for the survival of 
South Korea as a noncommunist entity. In the interest of the survival of 
South Korea as a noncommunist entity, the government in Washington pro-
vided South Korea with considerable economic and military assis-
tance—$181.2 million in 1946–48, $498.1 million in 1949–52.75 Still, in the 
perspective of America’s leaders, South Korea was expendable—a pawn. 
America’s leaders reckoned that, in the foreseeable future, South Korea was 
not apt to be anything more than what it appeared to be at the time, that is, a 
primitive backwater. Unlike Western Europe and Japan, it assuredly was not 
worth going to war over.

But then, in the last days of June of 1950, Americans suddenly decided that 
South Korea, after all, was not expendable. Rather, the credibility of America’s 
commitment to contain the Soviet scourge, particularly in Western and 
Southeastern Europe, the Middle East, and the Western Pacific, required that 
the United States rally to the defense of the ROK. And as a result of the deci-
sion by President Truman to dispatch armed forces of the North American 
superpower to rescue the beleaguered South Korean republic from Kim Il-
sung’s onrushing legions, Korea suddenly catapulted to the center of the col-
lective consciousness of the people of the United States. It would remain at or 
near the center of the collective consciousness of Americans for the next three 
years, a period during which approximately a million American military per-
sonnel, at one time or another, were deployed in the defense of South Korea,76 
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more than 33,000 of whom died as a direct result of combat, another 20,000 
as a result of disease and accidents.77

Seldom, if ever, near the center of the popular consciousness, Korea has 
nonetheless remained fixed in the minds of Americans and their national 
leaders ever since that day at the end of July of 1953 when the guns fell silent 
along the battle line in the ancient Land of the Morning Calm. And it seems 
fair to say that so long as the North American republic survives, Korea will 
never again recede, or virtually recede, from the collective consciousness of 
Americans—or ever again be perceived by Americans as a primitive backwa-
ter of little or no importance in terms of the interests, mainly political and 
economic, of the United States.

John Edward Wilz was born in Fairfield, Illinois, and died in Bloomington, Indiana, 
in 1994. He was a soldier in the United States Army from 1951 to 1953 and served in 
Korea during the war. He was later commissioned in the United States Army Reserve, 
in which he served until 1962. He held his bachelor’s, master’s, and doctorate degrees 
from the University of Kentucky and taught history at Indiana University from 1958 
until he retired from ill health in 1991, having been named professor emeritus. He 
also taught at the University of the West Indies, Jamaica; Hamburg Universitaet, 
Germany; and, Graz Universitaet, Austria. He was presented with the Fulbright–Hays 
award several times for his overseas teaching. In addition to numerous articles on US 
diplomatic and military history, Professor Wilz is the author of seven books, includ-
ing In Search of Peace (Louisiana State University Press), From Isolation to War 
(Cromwell), The Search for Identity and The Search for Meaning (both with J. B. 
Lippincott), and Democracy Challenged: The United States since World War II (Harper 
and Row).
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“Fighting with Allies”
The Hand-Care and Feeding 

of the Anglo–American Special Relationship*

Warren F. Kimball

There is only one thing worse than fighting with allies, and that is fight-
ing without them.1

—Winston S. Churchill

Allies of a Kind, Allies at War, An Ocean Apart, Competitive Cooperation, “A 
‘Special Relationship’?” “Special in Relationship to What?” “An Alliance of 
Convenience?” All carefully ambiguous book and essay titles that acknowl-
edge that the Anglo–American alliance during the Second World War may 
well have been what one author from an earlier generation grandiosely called 
The Partnership that Saved the West. At the same time, those phrases raise 
doubts that the Anglo–American alliance was, or has been, anything “special.” 
Even Winston Churchill, who was there at the alliance’s apogee, ruefully ob-
served that the “one thing worse than fighting with allies . . . is fighting with-
out them.”2

The United States and Great Britain have a special relationship by historical 
definition. The colonizer always imprints its culture, institutions, and think-
ing on the colonized to one degree or another; and vice versa. That imprint 
becomes overpowering when the colony is peopled primarily by migrants 
from the colonizer, which quickly became the case with the United States as 
the native American Indians essentially disappeared—either into the West or 
into the ground.†

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #41, 1998.
†While the United Kingdom originally contributed the largest percentage of immigrants to the American 

colonies and the early United States, that percentage decreased significantly over time. As early as the 
1820s, annual Irish immigration was more than double British immigration. And by the 1830s, immigra-
tion from Germany also was greater than from Britain, and these trends continued for the rest of the cen-
tury. The census of 1850 showed that more than 2.24 million immigrants moved to the United States in the 
previous decade, and just 379,000 were from Great Britain, while over 961,000 were from Ireland and 
nearly 584,000 were from Germany. In the census of 1900, 10.34 million immigrants had arrived in the 
previous decade, and Great Britain contributed 1.167 million persons, while Ireland sent 1.615 million, and 
Germany over 2.66 million. The first decade of the twentieth century would see more than a million immi-
grants each from Scandinavia, Italy, and Russia. See “Table 4. Region and Country or Area of Birth of the 
Foreign-Born Population, With Geographic Detail Shown in Decennial Census Publications of 1930 or 
Earlier: 1850 to 1930 and 1960 to 1990,” https://www.census.gov/population/www/documentation/twps 
0029/tab04.html. For annual statistics, see US Department of Commerce, Historical Statistics of the United 
States Colonial Times to the 1970, Part 1, accessed 27 December 2017, https://www.census.gov/history/pdf 
/histstats-colonial-1970.pdf.
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Neither India nor England can ever be what they were before the Raj. Ire-
land and England cannot disentangle the tentacles of their common histories. 
The same is true for the peoples of the Soviet empire, as well with the United 
States’ own colonial world in the Philippines and Puerto Rico. But that colony- 
by-conquest experience produced something different from what grew out of 
the colony-by-development process that created the English settlements in 
North America—Canada and the United States. No one ever referred rou-
tinely to Great Britain as India’s “mother country,” whatever the cultural and 
culinary exchange rate.3 This is not a covert attempt to offer some sort of the-
ory of colonialism; just a way to suggest that the Anglo–American relation-
ship has been “special”—if special means both close and unique.

That is a truism, perhaps even trite. But narrow geopolitical assessments all 
too often dismiss or downplay “special” relationships. Why, for example, has 
Russia recently played what seems to be a dog-in-the-manger role in the for-
mer Yugoslavia except for a “special” relationship based largely on the history 
of the South Balkans?

Why would the United States choose to antagonize the oil-producing na-
tions of the Middle East and, at the same time, open the door to Soviet “ad-
venturism” (to use their term) were it not for a “special relationship” with Is-
rael? What, pray tell, was so geopolitically important to Churchill and the 
British government about Greece in late 1944 that it distracted Britain from 
the matter at hand—defeating Hitler’s Germany? Not the fear of Soviet expan-
sion, for that had been negotiated away when Churchill and Stalin divided 
Eastern Europe into spheres of influence in their sordid “percentages” deal in 
October of that year.*4 Whatever Churchill’s fears of communism and con-
cerns for British interests in the eastern Mediterranean, Greece held a “spe-
cial” place in the British historical imagination. Classical antiquity and the 
mythology of democracy combined to create an image of a Byronesque “spe-
cial relationship,” even if the Greeks did not reciprocate.†

Of course the word “special” is conveniently, or annoyingly, vague. British 
diplomats find the phrase awkward and shy away from the implication that 
Britain does not treat every nation as “special.” But that is a bit of a word game 
since, as one British ambassador, career diplomat Antony Acland, put it, the 
United States and United Kingdom have a “fatter, larger, stronger underwater 

*This refers to agreements made at the Moscow Conference of 1944, often referred to as the Tolstoy 
Talks. Unlike meetings of the “Big Three” at Yalta and Tehran, FDR did not attend this meeting. The United 
States was represented only by the US Ambassador to the USSR, W. Averell Harriman, and by Gen. John 
Dean, the head of the military mission to the USSR, who attended as observers. For a collection of unedited 
documents from this conference, see J. V. Chamberlin, Churchill–Stalin Moscow Conference 1944: Top 
Secret (CreateSpace Independent Publishing, 2012).

†This is a reference to Lord Byron, George Gordon Byron, the 6th Baron Byron, who died in Greece in 
1824 supporting the Greek war for independence from the Ottoman Empire.



MILITARY HISTORY │ 33

cable” than that between Britain and other states. I’m not sure how FDR, 
Churchill, Reagan, and Thatcher would have taken to being labeled part of a 
“fatter, larger cable,” but what Acland means is that institutions are more im-
portant than individuals. That is an understandable if frequently frustrated 
conviction held by career diplomats on both sides of the Atlantic. After all, if 
you had spent a lifetime in the diplomatic service, how would you like to see 
your recommendations rejected by a perfume manufacturer or party hack 
who had literally paid his or her dues and was the ambassador? As Acland 
drily put it, the relationship at the top is only the “very important icing on the 
cake.” A former American ambassador in London, Raymond Seitz, insisted 
that “chemistry between the respective leaders should never be confused with 
what the Anglo–American relationship is all about.”

At the same time, British and American diplomats have been comfortable 
with the concept that the Anglo–American relationship is something special. 
Another British foreign service officer, John Coles, pointed out that, whatever 
the practicalities of political and economic power, the United States and Brit-
ain have had (and have) a “privileged” relationship, unlike that between any 
other two countries in the world. Strong words, indeed, from a career diplo-
mat, even an admitted believer in the “special relationship.” Coles suggested 
that, however much the British Foreign Office avoided the word “special,” 
they liked it when the Americans used it. Henry Kissinger turned that around 
a bit by cautiously inferring that it was the British who felt “a special friend-
ship for us,” while admitting that the relationship had become “a pattern of 
consultation so matter-of-factly intimate that it became psychologically im-
possible to ignore British views.”

On the American side, Ronald Reagan’s Secretary of Defense, Cap (Cas-
par) Weinberger, spoke of the “special relationship” consciously, routinely, 
and proudly; unlike Ray Seitz, who (perhaps facetiously?) claims to have 
taken a vow when he became the ambassador never to use the phrase.

Without delving into deconstruction, that all suggests that the word “spe-
cial” in “special relationship” raises expectations for some of a positive, favor-
able, beneficial association. For others, the connotation is that of a unique 
relationship and close association; one where each country pursues its own 
interests—often noisily—but, when the chips are down, support to the other 
is usually seen as a matter of self-interest. Part of this may well be (again, in 
the phrase of Ambassador Seitz) that “the Americans and British find each 
other just strange enough to be exotic and just familiar enough to be compre-
hensible.” “Exotic” is not usually joined with “British,” but the point is clear.5 
Geopolitics is only part of the equation.

The Anglo–American relationship has shifted since 1776—slowly but 
steadily for the first 125 years as the United States grew in power, size, and 
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influence: then, since 1900, with greater speed. Two world wars, the decline of 
the British Empire, and the class structure of British capitalism (the political 
economy) all played key roles in slowing the rate of British growth, while the 
United States grew dramatically in all directions—trade, commerce, produc-
tion, population, self-confidence—all translating into that imprecise but very 
real term: power.

But throughout that process, even during and shortly after the era of the 
American Revolution, when England fought two wars with the Americans in 
vain attempts to maintain some sort of colonial relationship, British eco-
nomic and political models maintained their hold on the American imagina-
tion. Much of the “Republican” self-image that so many Americans held to 
was, in important ways, inherited from British experience and thought. Al-
though US leaders perceived London more as threat than friend until 1900 
and likewise such actions as the withdrawal of British naval forces from the 
Caribbean, the reality was that prime ministers and foreign secretaries in 
London had firmly resolved, even before the American Civil War, not to con-
front the United States.6

Make no mistake—this was no love-in. Specific issues more than occasion-
ally generated distrust and anger. In 1902, for example, the defense of British 
interests in both East Asia and Europe prompted London to agree to a military 
alliance with Japan. A decade and one-half later, after the First World War, 
Washington found the alliance a vague threat to expanding American inter-
ests in the Pacific. That concern, added to the geopolitical weight of growing 
Japanese militancy, the costs of a naval arms race, and unease on both sides of 
the Atlantic that the Anglo–Japanese Alliance could put the United States and 
Britain in opposite camps, all combined to turn a bilateral military pact into a 
nonthreatening four-power agreement to talk.7 The tendency to work to-
gether—the “special relationship”—was in place.

All the while, even a cursory glance at books, banking, at visas stamped in 
passports and travel statistics, and later at movies and television provides tes-
timony to the array of parallel political, social, and cultural institutions of 
both countries. Any American (or British) university library has a shelf full of 
books on the Anglo–American “special relationship,” a collection not matched 
by any other—not even the myth of the Chinese–American connection. The 
“special relationship” exists, whatever its shifting geopolitical nature. If poli-
tics were all there were to the “special relationship,” it would have collapsed 
long before its “finest hour” during the Second World War.

That Anglo–American wartime alliance was more than just a product of 
time, space, and a common set of worldwide enemies. Ideology, values, and a 
two-centuries-old “special relationship” inclined the two nations toward each 
other. The German ambassador to the United States in the late 1930s, Hans 
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Dieckhoff, warned his superiors in Berlin that “the American Government, 
should it so desire, will encounter no insuperable difficulties in again pushing 
this country into the war . . . just as in the [first] World War.”8

What of that World War II alliance? Historical memory—aided and abet-
ted by Hollywood, television, novelists, and ambitious politicians—initially 
developed an over-romanticized image of the wartime “special relationship.” 
During the past three decades, stimulated by the opening of British and 
American archives for the wartime years, that pastel image has developed 
sharper contrasts. Historians have found clear evidence of quarrels, selfish-
ness, and competition for wartime glory and postwar advantage. Each gov-
ernment pursued its own agenda, from American insistence on liberalized 
trade (what some have argued is the “imperialism of free trade”) to British 
efforts to maintain European empires—and hence their own. On numerous 
occasions, Churchill and Roosevelt bitterly disagreed on key issues, from the 
Normandy invasion to promises of independence for India. Roosevelt’s usual 
reaction was to sweep the matter under the rug. Churchill’s usual response 
was feisty. He would resign, he warned, before he would “yield an inch of the 
territory that was under the British flag.”9 But that resignation never came.

Foreground, from left, British Prime Minister Winston Churchill, US President Franklin 
D. Roosevelt, and Soviet Premier Josef Stalin meet at the Yalta Conference in 1945. 
Courtesy of Joint Chiefs of Staff.
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The pendulum of historical interpretation routinely swings too far. The 
wartime “special relationship” is not an either/or, zero-sum game. The “Grand” 
Anglo–American alliance of World War II was not a case of my-way-or-the-
highway for either Churchill, Roosevelt, or their governments. At no time was 
it a simple case of poor, pathetic, over-the-hill Britain, timid and frightened 
by memories of the bloody killing fields during the First World War, a power 
in decline—versus the United States, an aggressive, expansionist nation rising 
toward dominance.10 Time and again, Churchill, Roosevelt, and their associ-
ates disagreed, argued, squabbled, pointed fingers, and said “hell, no!” Time 
and again they compromised, rationalized, and then realized they could work 
it out. The Americans bought into the British grand strategy of peripheral 
campaigns in North Africa and Italy. Then, the British bought into the Amer-
ican grand strategy of a massive cross-Channel invasion. Roosevelt bought 
into Churchill’s geopolitical deals with Stalin. Churchill bought into Roos-
evelt’s hope that the Grand Alliance (Coalition) could be the foundation of 
postwar “coexistence,” to steal a Cold War phrase.

But what about the full wartime alliance: the Anglo–American–Soviet alli-
ance of World War II? It was, more properly, a coalition—a geopolitical word 
meaning temporary combinations directed at common goals, usually a com-
mon enemy. Coalitions have often included nations that have a particularly 
close relationship, but that is not the essence of a coalition. To better appreci-
ate the coalition aspect of World War II, imagine that conflict as three sepa-
rate but interlinked wars.

The war in the Pacific was an American war, whatever the usefulness of its 
coalition partners. Britain and its empire held the line in the South Pacific and 
South Asia, while the relatively passive vastness of China occupied much of 
Japan’s armies, energies, and supplies. The Soviet Union missed an opportu-
nity to strengthen the coalition by remaining neutral long after mid-1944, 
when victory in Europe had become certain, but the threat of Soviet interven-
tion forced Japan to keep large forces along the border between Manchuria 
and the USSR. Still, the Pacific War was fundamentally won by the United 
States (if you wish to believe the wartime Navy chief, Adm Ernest King, post-
war Navy recruiting posters, and Hollywood, it was the United States Navy 
that won the war).

The war against Hitler’s Germany actually created the massive Anglo–
American–Soviet coalition. But as important as that coalition was, the fight 
against Hitler was Russia’s war. The storied Anglo–American campaigns in 
North Africa, Italy, and Western Europe could not have been successful, in 
fact were hardly possible, without Russia’s war against Germany and its allies. 
Soviet forces faced the overwhelming bulk of Hitler’s military might from the 
USSR’s entry into the war in June 1941 (six months before the Pearl Harbor 



MILITARY HISTORY │ 37

attack allowed the United States to enter), until Germany collapsed four years 
later.11 So massive was the Soviet military role that one wonders not if Private 
Ryan should have been saved, but whether or not he should have been there at 
all.* Bluntly put: to what degree was the Normandy invasion a political as well 
as a military necessity? The point is that the contribution of each of the coali-
tion members to the European war was, as with the Pacific War, unequal. The 
United States, through lend-lease, provided significant military aid. It may 
well be that the Red Army rolled on American tires and treads, although cap-
tured German equipment was equally important. But American and Russian 
historians have agreed that lend-lease supplied only between 7 and 10 percent 
of Soviet military supplies. The remainder came from the Soviet’s own pro-
duction and from captured enemy materiel. Although even ex-Soviet (now 
Russian) historians agree that Russian tactics were unnecessarily bloody,12 it 
was the Red Army that beat the Germans, with the Anglo–Americans playing 
a supporting, often diversionary, role.

But before the Russians and the Americans could win their wars, the Brit-
ish had to win theirs. The first war within the war took place between Septem-
ber 1939 and spring 1941 as Britain struggled to defeat, not Hitler’s Germany, 
but Germany’s ability to invade England. What Churchill, a public relations 
genius, shrewdly labeled The Battle of Britain turned out to be what he later 
proclaimed his nation’s “finest hour.” The successful fight ensured Great Brit-
ain’s survival. The Royal Air Force challenged the enemy but avoided pitched 
battles. The inability of the Luftwaffe to sweep the RAF from the skies made 
the German invasion of Britain, Operation Sealion, impossible. Never “was so 
much owed to so few by so many” was Churchill’s accurate appraisal.13 Amer-
ican aid, particularly lend-lease, made it politically possible for Britain to im-
plement its simple strategy of survival, for it promised that the Americans 
were coming. But Britain survived on its own.

That defensive victory proved indispensable. Not only did it increasingly 
divert German attention and resources from Hitler’s fight against Russia, but 
it provided both the psychological prop that kept the United States in the 
struggle against Germany, and then the physical platform for the invasion of 
German-held Europe. Churchill wrote of the first major British victory at 
arms, the battle of El Alamein in North Africa late in 1942: “Before Alamein 
we never had a victory. After Alamein we never had a defeat.”14 He was wrong 
about the victory. Had Britain not won the battle for survival in 1940, the 

*This is undoubtedly a reference to the 1998 film, “Saving Private Ryan,” directed by Stephen Spielberg, 
written by Robert Rodat, and starring Tom Hanks, Tom Sizemore, and Matt Damon, in which a group of 
US Army Rangers, then in northern France after the landings in Normandy, are ordered by the US Army 
high command to rescue and retrieve a young paratrooper, Private Ryan (Damon), whose brothers have all 
been killed in combat.
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United States could not and would not have confronted Hitler unless and 
until he challenged American security in the Western Hemisphere—a chal-
lenge that would not have come until after Germany took care of the Soviet 
Union. And without the Anglo–Americans, Joseph Stalin would surely have 
sought another accommodation with Hitler. Three wars within the war (no 
ambiguity intended). Three victories by coalition partners of very different 
strengths: the Americans with a powerful navy and an extraordinary indus-
trial capability; the Russians with a massive ground army that could, and did, 
overwhelm the enemy; the British with a remarkable demonstration that a 
shrewd plan and good fighter pilots flying off a safe landing field—in this case 
the island of Britain—could prevent a seaborne invasion by a much stronger 
military power.

But which nation won the Second World War? All of them—the Grand 
Coalition, to use the proper term for Churchill’s “Grand Alliance.” The lesson 
in this somewhat ahistorical tale is simple. Don’t judge the value of coalition 
partners by “realist,” geopolitical standards. Don’t just count tanks, planes, 
ships, and soldiers. What matters is that your partner is there for you with 
what you need, when you need it. “Timing in life is everything.”

But what about the “icing on the cake,” the personal connection between, 
in the case of World War II, Franklin Roosevelt and Winston Churchill? 
Common sense tells us that the Churchill–Roosevelt relationship was im-
portant, however much it was limited by practicality, power, and politics. 
Time and again they intervened to insure that disagreements between their 
subordinates did not become disruptive. From the outset, both leaders in-
sisted that their military chiefs resolve disagreements rather than asking the 
president and prime minister constantly to act as referees.15

Of course the two men had the leadership advantage of a crisis. Leadership 
when things are calm seems easy but is, in fact, more difficult. Gen George C. 
Marshall’s success in World War II can be understood only in the context of 
his prewar efforts to survive and develop professionally in the peacetime ar-
my.16 Great events can help make the person, but the person has to rise to the 
occasion. In the case of Roosevelt and Churchill, both men did just that. So 
did Stalin, in a brutal and destructive way. They were more than just present 
at the crisis.

The issue of personalities versus historical forces is a false, either/or ques-
tion. Oscar Wilde proclaimed that “it is personalities, not principles, that 
move the age.” But, those personalities had principles, ideas, and a frame of 
historical and intellectual reference that meant, in Hegel’s perceptive phrase, 
that “the great figure of the age . . . actualizes that age.”17 The job of historians 
is to assess the relative influence of great forces as deflected and interpreted by 
individuals. What determined the nature of the World War II coalition? Com-
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munism? Capitalism? Nationalism? Industrialism? Welfare State Socialism? 
Certainly those and other forces influenced the alliance. The ominous threat 
of Nazism and the happenchance of the simultaneous challenge of Japanese 
expansionism created the coalition and shaped its immediate goals. But with-
out the grease and glue—the leadership—provided by Roosevelt and Chur-
chill, the Anglo–American alliance could easily have descended into petty 
quarrels over selfish interests and personal jealousies. Yet what that lubricat-
ing grease and glue held together was a “special relationship”—one that was 
there waiting.

An example—one among hundreds. When Churchill proposed that Brit-
ain be the “senior partner” in the occupation of Sicily, the Americans insisted 
on equality. The prime minister could not push the matter further, but his 
frustration showed through when he sardonically told the president that 
“perfect equality” in Sicily would not “prejudice” American primacy in North 
Africa. I will continue “to be your Lieutenant there,” Churchill added self- 
deprecatingly.18 But such strains in the Anglo–American relationship were 
part of a long, peaceful commercial and political rivalry that did not threaten 
to degenerate into confrontation.

The Second World War experience does suggest that, while victory is a 
practical and necessary binding for a continued special relationship, winning 
together does not create the fundamental building blocks that turn a coalition 
into something more enduring. If a master politician like Franklin Roosevelt 
could not make that happen with the Soviet Union, who can?*

Perhaps, argue the skeptics, the Anglo–American special relationship was 
the real thing during the Second World War, and the Churchill–Roosevelt 
connection a crucial part of that alliance, but sentimental memories were all 
that survived. After all, the Cold War era found a Britain in decline, a 
near-bankrupt society that required extensive aid from the United States to 
survive. By the late 1940s, Britain could not even hold up its share of the anti- 
Communist crusade in tiny Greece and had to ask the United States to pick up 
the burden. The United Kingdom seemed to live up to Dean Acheson’s oft-
quoted contemptuous dismissal of it as a nation which had “lost an Empire 
but not yet found a role.”19 Of course Britain had the bomb, but that hardly 
translated into usable power. What had not been an equal relationship during 
World War II became embarrassingly unequal. President Dwight Eisenhower 
found Churchill, serving a final term as prime minister, uncomfortably old 

*FDR passed away on 12 April 1945, nearly a month before Victory in Europe Day on 8 May 1945, and 
more than four months before Victory in Japan Day, 2 September 1945. The burden for turning the war-
time coalition into “something more enduring” fell to FDR’s successor, US president Harry Truman. 
Winston Churchill left office on 26 July 1945, which meant that among the original wartime leaders only 
Joseph Stalin was still in office when World War II ended.
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and out of touch—all too eager to negotiate with Stalin. When Britain and 
France invaded at Suez, Ike angrily condemned British colonialism. President 
John Kennedy used the British to thwart French-led plans for European stra-
tegic autonomy, then embarrassed Prime Minister Harold Macmillan by can-
celing the promised Skybolt missile program. Churchill once told Charles de 
Gaulle that, if forced to choose between the United States and France, he 
would always choose the United States. Macmillan did that and lost out in the 
bargain.

Little wonder, then, that as many Britons began to look more toward Eu-
rope, as the European Community began to emerge as something more than 
just a vision in the mind of Jean Monet, many began to adopt de Gaulle’s de-
mand that Britain choose between the United States and Europe.

But American insensitivity toward Britain’s postwar problems hid an 
awareness in Washington of the value of the “special relationship” during the 
Cold War. Britain’s old empire, aesthetically distasteful as it was to Americans, 
soon took on strategic political and military importance. That quickly 
prompted the United States to support the transformation of the British Em-
pire. Take down the Union Jack flying over Government House, but hold on 
to and upgrade the military bases and intelligence networks.20 Britain proved 
a loyal ally during the Korean War, sending military forces to fight when oth-
ers stood by and either cheered or jeered. Every indication is that Eisenhow-
er’s real anger at Suez was not so much directed at colonialism as at being 
“double-crossed” by the British failure to forewarn him of the invasion—an 
example of Britain failing to nurture the special relationship. Even during the 
Vietnam War, the British uneasily supported the United States, although it 
occasionally took some heavy arm-twisting by President Lyndon Johnson. 
When the United States concluded that Libya’s Mu a̔mmar Gadhafi supported 
terrorism and that a hopefully “surgical” air attack would teach him a lesson, 
the British provided air bases and support when most of Europe feared or 
refused to do so, even though the motive was simply support for an ally, “pe-
riod!,” according to the prime minister’s senior foreign policy advisor.21

But the most obvious recent examples of the “special relationship” came 
during the Falklands Islands/Malvinas War and the US invasion of the tiny 
Caribbean island of Grenada. In each instance, either Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher or President Ronald Reagan put the Anglo–American relationship 
ahead of contrary international and domestic considerations. The full details 
of both episodes remain buried in classified files, but the outlines are clear.*

*Many records from these wars are now available.
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In April 1982, only a few months after Reagan became president,* Argen-
tine military forces tried to occupy the Falkland Islands, which they claimed 
as the Malvinas, located far out and far south in the South Atlantic—nearly a 
thousand miles from the Argentine capital of Buenos Aires. Alexander Haig, 
then US secretary of state, characterized the general American reaction to the 
conflict: “a Gilbert and Sullivan battle over a sheep pasture between a choleric 
old John Bull and a comic dictator in a gaudy uniform.”22 But Thatcher and 
her government took the matter seriously. What was the alternative to con-
fronting the Argentines, she later asked? “That a common or garden variety 
dictator should rule over the Queen’s subjects and prevail by fraud and vio-
lence? Not while I was Prime Minister”—words reminiscent of Churchill’s 
insistence that he had not become the King’s First Minister to preside over the 
liquidation of the British Empire.23 Whatever her domestic motives, Thatch-
er’s cry that aggression—even against less than 2,000 residents—had to be 
resisted resonated with her party and most Britons and eventually with many 
Americans as well.

The American ambassador to the United Nations, Jeane Kirkpatrick, wor-
ried about undermining the staunchly anti-communist Argentine govern-
ment and argued for strict neutrality. She contemptuously referred to Haig’s 
back-and-forth trips between Buenos Aires and London as a “Boys Club vi-
sion of gang loyalty.” Yet those same attempts at mediation seemed to the 
British a portent of another Suez sellout, despite Haig’s reassurances to the 
British ambassador, while Thatcher reportedly fell into an “apoplectic rage” at 
the initial American refusal to stand behind Britain.24 But a short-term Cold 
War coalition with the brutal Argentinian military regime proved no match 
for the long-term special relationship with Britain.

As the British prepared to take military action, the Americans began to 
worry about the effect a lackluster military performance might have on the 
NATO alliance—though in hindsight, worries about Soviet military power 
were grossly exaggerated. More important, any balancing test between An-
glo–American and Argentine–American relations invariably found Britain 
more important.

But the grease and glue that ensured American support for British actions 
came from the “icing on the top.” Thatcher and Reagan had already developed 
a personal relationship, even though Reagan had been president for only 15 
months. In the president’s (or his ghostwriter’s) words: “Not only did Marga-
ret Thatcher and I become personal friends and share a similar philosophy 
about government; the alliance was strengthened by the long special relation-
ship between our countries.”25

*Reagan was inaugurated on 20 January 1981, some 15 months prior to the start of the Falklands War.
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The United States maintained formal neutrality, though not the “genuine” 
neutrality that Reagan later claimed. Rather it was a neutrality that had echoes, 
however small and faint, of 1939–1941, when Britain fought Hitler alone; 
when FDR sent nearly everything but military forces to aid England. Anglo–
American diplomats have repeatedly claimed that, during the Cold War, the 
special relationship was strongest in the arena of military and intelligence co-
operation.26 That was borne out with “Cap” Weinberger as the US Secretary of 
Defense during the Falklands War. The British magazine, The Economist, re-
ported that “the Americans claim 98% of British intelligence of Argentine 
movements came from them.” More than that, Weinberger, initially on his 
own, authorized British use of the American airbase on the island of Ascen-
sion, in the South Atlantic about halfway between Britain and the Falklands. 
The island was a British territory, and the lease agreement permitted Britain 
emergency use of the facility, but landing rights and some 60 million dollars’ 
worth of supplies—particularly weapons systems and spare parts—plus Side-
winder missiles and fuel, were indispensable to the British military campaign. 
Even Thatcher, not given to gushy phrases, wrote that, in Weinberger, “Amer-
ica never had a wiser patriot, nor Britain a truer friend.”27

Something less than 3,000 casualties overall in a battle neither country 
wanted, fought over islands with no value other than those of emotion and 
pride.28 An unnecessary conflict? Probably so. Comic opera? Yes, in the grand 
scheme of world events; though not if you were on the Argentine cruiser Gen-
eral Belgrano, sunk by a British submarine’s torpedoes, or aboard the British 
destroyer Sheffield, sunk by an Exocet missile fired from an Argentine aircraft. 
And not if you were Margaret Thatcher looking to “wag the dog” at home. 
And not if you were Ronald Reagan who, with Mrs. T[hatcher], “believed 
absolutely in the moral rightness of what she was doing” and did not want to 
see her market-economy style government collapse.29 And not if you were 
interested in maintaining the “special relationship.”

A new test of the relationship came quickly, and in the least probable 
place. Only a year and one-half later, the Reagan administration decided to 
intervene in the tiny Caribbean island of Grenada, ostensibly to rescue 
American medical students caught in political turmoil; in reality to eliminate 
a quasi-Marxist government and out of fears that Cuba or the Soviet Union 
would make a military base out of the existing airport.* The problem for the 
Thatcher government was that Grenada was part of the British Common-
wealth. Even worse, the Americans did not take the British into their confi-
dence. In London, Foreign Secretary Geoffrey Howe squirmed with embar-

*For a thorough account of this brief American operation, see Edgar F. Raines Jr., The Rucksack War: U.S. 
Army Operational Logistics in Grenada, 1983 (Washington, DC: US Army Center of Military History, 2010).
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rassment when the Americans launched their invasion after he had told 
Parliament, relying on US assurances, that no such attack was imminent. 
Four hours after Howe’s remarks, word came that Reagan was considering 
military action, a decision that had been made two days earlier but not passed 
on to the British. “The truth is,” wrote Howe, “that the government had been 
humiliated by having its views so plainly disregarded in Washington.” 
Thatcher angrily warned the president that “this action will be seen as inter-
vention by a western country in the internal affairs of a small independent 
nation, however unattractive its regime.”

The Americans had expected fulsome British support and openly pouted 
when that was not forthcoming. Then Secretary of State George Shultz com-
plained that Thatcher was embarrassed by a British colony “going bad” and by 
accusations in Parliament that she was “Reagan’s poodle.” Both he and Reagan 
believed “she was just plain wrong.”30

For the British, the episode was deeply embarrassing. Officially, the 
Thatcher government was supportive, if unenthusiastic. Unofficially, she stri-
dently warned over the BBC that “if you’re going to pronounce a new law that 
wherever communism reigns against the will of the people, even though it’s 
happened internally, there the USA shall enter, we’re going to have really ter-
rible wars in the world.” Her sense of national sovereignty, heightened by the 
Falklands War, made her uneasy about American intervention in Grenada, so 
much so that she asked some foreign office officials to write papers about his-
torical cases where violations of borders were legitimate.31 But Thatcher was 
not consistent. The Falkland Islands crisis was not a time “for a lecture from 
friends,” she had earlier complained, yet that is precisely what she laid on the 
Americans over Grenada.32

But the American “rescue” seemed successful, and success was always one 
of Margaret Thatcher’s tests.33 Other issues, from the Strategic Defense Initia-
tive to nuclear arms reductions to relations with the Soviet Union and its new 
and different leader, Mikhail Gorbachev, came to dominate Anglo–American 
relations. The nasty words and hurt feelings generated by both the Falklands 
and the Grenada crises quickly faded. For British Foreign Secretary Howe, 
this all confirmed and strengthened his (and other Britons’) already pro-
nounced views on Britain in Europe. Quoting a newspaper commentary, 
Howe wrote in his memoirs that “British governments have been living in a 
fool’s paradise in looking to Washington first, and Europe second. In future, it 
should be the other way around.”34

But the reality was that the “special relationship,” the tendency to work to-
gether, carried the day. However rude, insensitive, and arrogant the Ameri-
cans had been; however angry, petulant, and insulted the British had been; 
and vice versa, working together remained more sensible and more comfort-
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able than basing a divorce on a silly intervention in the Caribbean or a curi-
ously unrealist, even unrealistic, military operation on barren South Atlantic 
islands.

Shortly after the Grenada episode, Thatcher received an American diplo-
mat who had come to London to talk about strategic trade. Four times he 
raised the subject of his mission. Four times she reminded him of the US 
failure to inform her about the Grenada invasion. Then, after watching the 
emissary squirm, she went ahead and let him talk about what he came for, 
then quickly agreed that something could be worked out. There was an “un-
official scoreboard,” and the time had come to “bank” the debt.35 Again, the 
moral of the story is straightforward. Alliances and coalitions require the 
partners to back-scratch each other. The difference is that with an alliance, 
with a “special relationship,” you enjoy scratching the other person’s back; 
with a coalition, you scratch it because you decide you have to.

And never ever underestimate the need for friends, for allies, for part-
ners—as the Gulf War quickly demonstrated a few years after the Grenada 
episode. Remember, it is far more comfortable, more fulfilling, more compat-
ible with one’s own ideals, and more lasting, to have as a partner a friend than 
it is an antagonist.
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“Abandoned to the Arts & Arms of the Enemy”
Placing the 1781 Virginia Campaign  

in Its Racial and Political Context*

Gregory J. W. Urwin

On October 25, 1781—just six days after Gen George Washington attained 
the apex of his military career by forcing the surrender of a British army at 
Yorktown, Virginia—he issued an order to his troops that has been scrupu-
lously ignored by historians of the American Revolution. Washington di-
rected his officers and “persons of every denomination concerned” to appre-
hend the “many Negroes and Mulattoes” found in and around Yorktown and 
consign them to guard posts on either side of the York River. There free blacks 
would be separated from runaway slaves who had sought freedom with the 
British and steps taken to return the latter to their masters. In other words, 
Washington chose the moment he achieved the victory that guaranteed 
American independence to convert his faithful Continentals into an army of 
slavecatchers.1

This is not the way Americans like to remember Yorktown. We prefer the 
vision President Ronald Reagan expressed during the festivities marking the 
bicentennial of that celebrated turning point 33 years ago. Reagan described 
Yorktown to a crowd of 60,000 as “a victory for the right of self-determination. 
It was and is the affirmation that freedom will eventually triumph over tyr-
anny.” While white patriots of Washington’s day would have embraced Rea-
gan’s message, most African Americans—who comprised one-fifth of the 
young republic’s population in 1781—would have seen Yorktown’s true legacy 
as the preservation of slavery. And we know that slavery would become the 
cancer that nearly destroyed the experiment in federated self-government cre-
ated by Washington and the other Founders.2

Most Americans consume their history in the form of feel-good myths cal-
culated to reinforce pride in their country and, if they wear a uniform, in their 
respective military branch. While there is nothing wrong with patriotism and 
esprit de corps, history’s true purpose is to help us understand the world as it 
is, complete with uncomfortable truths, and not justify cherished assump-
tions. As future leaders of the most powerful component in the world’s might-
iest military, it is essential that you view the past and the present with eyes 
unclouded by ideological bias. Our political leadership will rely on you for 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #57, 2014.
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realistic strategic assessments, and the Airmen you lead will look to you for 
orders that are appropriate to the tactical situations and cultural environ-
ments that exist wherever they are deployed.3

Feel-good history is especially rife among accounts of the American Revo-
lution because it functions as our country’s founding myth. As far as the York-
town campaign goes, American scholars focus so much on lauding Washing-
ton’s brilliant generalship that they miss how close the British came to 
subduing Virginia.4 They also ignore the dark side to Washington’s triumph, 
which crushed the hopes for freedom entertained by so many Virginia blacks.

John Trumball painted this portrait of George Washington in 1780, also depicting Washing-
ton’s enslaved personal servant, Billy Lee. Courtesy of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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One reason why the British lost the Revolutionary War is that they took 
too long to fathom the nature of that conflict. George III and his advisers ini-
tially regarded the rebellion as a plot hatched by unprincipled demagogues 
who deluded the riffraff of the Thirteen Colonies into overthrowing lawful 
government. The British sincerely believed that most decent Americans re-
mained loyal to their king. A stern show of force would discredit rebel leaders 
and frighten their fickle followers into submitting to royal rule.5 Mindful that 
unrestrained barbarism could cost the crown potential supporters, British 
commanders tried to restrain the levels of violence that they unleashed on 
their American cousins.6

The British set the basic pattern of the War of Independence during the 
1776 campaign in New York and New Jersey. Gen William Howe decided to 
draw George Washington’s nascent Continental Army into battle by seizing 
New York City, a major port. Howe deftly defeated Washington, occupied 
New York, established a network of outlying outposts—and then waited for 
the rebel cause to fall apart. He waited in vain. Washington’s beaten forces 
simply retired beyond easy reach, rebuilt their ranks, and then took positions 
that threatened the enemy’s smaller and more isolated outposts with sudden 
capture. At the same time, inflamed local militia harassed British garrisons 
and foraging parties, giving the occupiers no rest. Forced to concentrate to 
avoid defeat in detail, the British ended up living under virtual siege in a few 
major towns.7

With the rebels controlling most of the countryside, loyalists could not rise 
in decisive numbers. Any Tory who openly declared for the king risked losing 
his property, imprisonment, and possibly death. Rather than brave such per-
ils, many loyalists adopted a wait-and-see attitude. If the king’s regulars were 
victorious, loyal subjects would lose nothing by their silence while the issue 
hung in the balance. Without American help, however, the British did not 
have enough boots on the ground to occupy much territory. It was a no-win 
situation.8

To break the stalemate that came to characterize the American War, royal 
commanders seized more cities, which only gained them additional worthless 
real estate. When a British army tried to divide the colonies by marching 
down the Hudson in 1777, it met with defeat and surrender at Saratoga. That 
stunning reverse brought France into the war on the side of the United States, 
and Spain and the Netherlands soon followed suit. Britain now faced a world 
war, forcing it to redeploy its limited resources as it struggled to hold a far-
flung empire.9

Assured that vast numbers of loyalists inhabited the South, the British 
shifted their operations to Georgia and the Carolinas. In May 1780, Gen Sir 
Henry Clinton, the commander-in-chief of His Majesty’s Forces in North 
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America, captured Charleston, South Carolina, and more than 6,000 Patriot 
troops cornered in the doomed port.10

Clinton soon returned to his main base at New York City, leaving Lt Gen 
Charles, Second Earl Cornwallis, and 8,000 regulars to establish British rule 
in the Carolinas. Cornwallis was a robust 41 years of age when he assumed 
this important command. He carried himself with an easy self-assurance that 
sprang from an aristocratic background and 23 years of military experience. 
The earl had been fighting the American rebels since 1776, and he enjoyed a 
reputation as one of the king’s ablest and most aggressive generals.11

Portrait of Lt Gen Charles, Second Earl Cornwallis. Courtesy of Anne S.K. Brown Military 
Collection, Brown University Library.

At first, Cornwallis’s mission in the Carolinas seemed easy. The elimination 
of an entire Continental army at Charleston left local Patriots demoralized 
and vulnerable. As the British advanced inland, the rebels either fled or 
switched their allegiance to the crown. Magnanimous in victory, Cornwallis 
permitted them to take an oath of loyalty and join his loyalist militia.12

Then in the summer of 1780, the Continental Congress sent a new rebel 
army to reclaim South Carolina. Though badly outnumbered, Cornwallis 
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crushed this threat at the Battle of Camden, August 16, 1780, but this triumph 
left a bittersweet taste. At the approach of the Continental troops, South Car-
olina’s supposedly repentant rebels turned on the British. Whole units of 
“loyal” militia took the arms and equipment drawn from royal magazines and 
defected to the guerrilla bands massing in the swamps outside Charleston.13

Later in the year, Cornwallis confronted a second American army under 
Maj Gen Nathanael Greene, Washington’s favorite lieutenant. Keeping just 
beyond reach, the wily Greene goaded Cornwallis into conducting a ruinous 
mid-winter pursuit across barren North Carolina.14 Greene led the earl on a 
grueling chase for nearly two months, finally turning to fight at Guilford 
Court House on March 15, 1781. Greene’s forces outnumbered the British 
two-to-one, but Cornwallis put his trust in the prowess of the British regular, 
and he prevailed once more. Nevertheless, he failed to destroy Greene’s army 
while coming uncomfortably close to destroying his own. More than a quar-
ter of the 1,900 redcoats, hessians, and loyalists that entered the fray fell killed 
or wounded. The strains of the campaign sickened another 436 of Cornwallis’s 
troops, leaving them unfit for duty.15

Before Cornwallis’s ailing army could recover, Greene marched on South 
Carolina. This time, however, Cornwallis did not oblige Greene with another 
game of cat and mouse. Years of hard campaigning in America had finally 
exposed the flaws in Britain’s fundamental strategy. For the rest of that spring 
and well into the summer—before Cornwallis received orders to entrench at 
Yorktown—he would experiment with a new approach for subduing the 
Rebels.16

Cornwallis’s most significant realization was that most Southern loyalists 
could not be trusted. “Our experience has shown that their numbers are not 
so great as has been represented,” he wrote from North Carolina, “and that 
their friendship was only passive.”17 The crown’s American supporters made 
big promises, but they usually deserted the royal cause at the first sign of trou-
ble.18 When Cornwallis considered the few Southern Tories who joined his 
reduced force, he described them as “so timid and so stupid that I can get no 
intelligence.”19

As for the troublesome Greene, the earl had decided that there were less 
expensive ways to deal with rebel armies than attacking them directly. Corn-
wallis would attempt to counter the threat to the Carolinas by striking at Vir-
ginia, the American general’s logistical base.20

Virginia was the largest, most populous, and richest of the rebellious colo-
nies, its tobacco essential to the survival of America’s staggering economy. 
With Charleston in British hands, Virginia became the mainstay of the rebel 
war effort in the South. It provided the men and materiel Greene needed to 
keep his army in the field. If Virginia could be knocked out of the war, per-
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haps the whole rebel confederation might collapse.21 These considerations 
prompted Cornwallis to write on April 18, 1781:

If therefore it should appear to be the interest of Great Britain to maintain what she al-
ready possesses, and to push the war in the Southern provinces, I take the liberty of 
giving it as my opinion, that a serious attempt upon Virginia would be the most solid 
plan, because successful operations might not only be attended with important conse-
quences there, but would tend to the security of South Carolina, and ultimately to the 
submission of North Carolina.22

Virginia seemed to invite invasion in 1781. Six years of war had left its peo-
ple weary and sick of sacrifice. Almost all their Continental regiments had 
been captured at Charleston, which left only a few half-trained regulars to 
defend the state. In addition, large drafts of the Virginia militia had trekked 
far from home to fight under Greene. Those who survived the arduous cam-
paigns in the Carolinas harbored no desire to face Cornwallis’s redcoats 
again.23

Nature alone favored the earl’s designs. Chesapeake Bay, with its network 
of great tidal rivers and other navigable streams, provided the watery highway 
responsible for Virginia’s prosperity. The Chesapeake also offered the British 
a ready-made invasion route, with a twisting, 8,000-mile shoreline impossible 
to defend. As long as the Royal Navy ruled the waves, there was hardly any-
thing of importance in Virginia east of the Blue Ridge Mountains that could 
not be flattened by British broadsides or menaced by landing parties.24 As 
Cornwallis astutely observed: “The rivers in Virginia are advantageous to an 
invading army.”25

With these facts in mind, Lord Cornwallis marched north for the Old Do-
minion on April 25, 1781. By May 20, he had reached Petersburg, near the 
center of Virginia, where he rendezvoused with a small British army com-
manded by Brig Gen Benedict Arnold. Arnold, the notorious American trai-
tor, had opened operations in Virginia by raiding up the James River in Janu-
ary 1781, and his quick capture of Richmond demonstrated the Old 
Dominion’s vulnerability to amphibious operations. Maj Gen William Phil-
lips joined Arnold a few months later with 2,000 reinforcements and assumed 
command of the combined force, only to die of typhoid fever at Petersburg a 
week before Cornwallis’s arrival. After Cornwallis absorbed Arnold’s expedi-
tion, he had 8,000 seasoned regulars at his disposal, and he proceeded to sub-
ject Virginia to the ravages of war.26 Two weeks after this junction, Virginian 
George Mason, a gentleman lawyer and a leading Virginia rebel, voiced his 
despair:

Our Affairs have been, for some time, growing from bad to worse. The Enemy’s Fleet 
commands our Rivers, & puts it in their Powr to remove their Troops from place to 
place, when and where they please without Opposition; so that we no sooner collect a 
Force sufficient to counteract them in one Part of the Country, but they shift to another, 
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ravaging, plundering, and destroying everything before them. . . . The Enemy’s capital 
Object, at this time, seems to be Virginia.27

For the next four months, Cornwallis terrorized Virginia Patriots with a 
new brand of war. He replaced the mistaken assumptions that had hobbled 
the king’s forces for the past six years with a simple but brutal strategy that 
shook Virginia’s political foundations. Less than a month after Cornwallis en-
tered the Old Dominion, Richard Henry Lee, who had helped lead Americans 
to espouse independence in 1776, sounded like a defeatist: “We shall receive 
all the injury before aid is sent to us—What will become of these .  .  . parts 
heaven knows—We are in the power of the enemy.” To that gloomy assess-
ment, Lee added: “Cornwallis is the Scourge—& a severe one he is—The do-
ings of more than a year in the South are undoing very fast, whilst they rush 
to throw ruin into the other parts.”28

Cornwallis broke most dramatically with the past by ceasing to bank on 
loyalist aid. He no longer wasted his time courting unreliable allies. All he 
asked of white Virginians claiming fidelity to George III was that they keep 
out of his way.29

Unlike other British commanders, Cornwallis kept his army on the move 
almost constantly. He did not just take cities and sit in them. “From the expe-
rience I have had,” the earl reflected, “and the dangers I have undergone, one 
maxim appears to me to be absolutely necessary for the safe and honourable 
conduct of this war, which is—that we should have as few posts as possible, 
and that wherever the King’s troops are, they should be in respectable force.”30 
Cornwallis kept the rebels off balance, with swift, frequent marches—bewil-
dering his foes by moving at night and making them feel they possessed few 
safe places to rally or stockpile arms.31

Cornwallis also ensured Virginia’s civilians paid for their rebellious sympa-
thies by exposing them to the horrors of war. If Virginians wanted to defy 
royal authority, they would not go unpunished. Cornwallis set his far-ranging 
army to destroying anything useful to the Patriot war effort—including pri-
vate property. The following order, which the earl issued to his cavalry, typi-
fied this strategy:

All public stores of corn and provisions are to be burnt, and if there should be a quantity 
of provisions or corn collected at a private house, I would have you destroy it.  .  .  . As 
there is the greatest reason to apprehend that such provisions will be ultimately appro-
priated by the enemy to the use of General Greene’s army, which, . . . must depend on 
this province for its supplies.32

Lt Col Banastre Tarleton, the commander of Cornwallis’s cavalry, believed 
that “to strike terror into the inhabitants” of rebel districts was a “point of 
duty.” He boasted that he would “carry the sword and fire through the Land.” 
Everywhere Cornwallis’s soldiers went, they promised to retaliate against the 
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homes and persons of any Virginians in arms against the king. The property 
of those who figured prominently in the rebellion suffered thorough destruc-
tion.33 This was how Thomas Jefferson, then Virginia’s governor, described 
what Cornwallis did to his estate at Elkhill:

He destroyed all my growing crops of corn and tobacco, he burned all my barns contain-
ing the same articles of the last year, having first taken what corn he wanted, he used . . . 
all my stocks of cattle, sheep and hogs for the sustenance of his army, and carried off all 
the horses capable of service: of those too young for service he cut the throats, and he 
burnt all the fences on the plantation so as to leave it an absolute waste.34

While threatening Virginia rebels with instant impoverishment, Cornwal-
lis insulated his troops from the worst effects of guerrilla warfare by increas-
ing their mobility. The earl’s command was well suited for a war of swift ma-
neuver. According to Sir Henry Clinton, “the chief part” of the royal troops in 
Virginia comprised “the elite of my army.” Most of Cornwallis’s British regi-
ments had been campaigning in North America since 1775 and 1776. Unre-
mitting drill and extensive combat experience left these regulars equally adept 
at the formal European tactics of the day and the open-order woodland skir-
mishing favored by rebel irregulars. Among the most valuable units serving 
with Cornwallis were two green-coated loyalist corps, the British Legion and 
the Queen’s Rangers. The Legion’s light dragoons followed a ruthless young 
Englishman named Banastre Tarleton, arguably the most talented cavalry-
man of the war. As for the Queen’s Rangers, 40 percent of its personnel were 
horse soldiers—hussars and light dragoons—while the rest were superbly 
conditioned light infantry. The Queen’s Rangers served under another ener-
getic young English officer, Lt Col John Graves Simcoe. An avid practitioner 
of partisan warfare, Simcoe excelled at ambushing his adversaries.35

By combining the cavalry from the British Legion and the Queen’s Rang-
ers, Cornwallis could count on the services of roughly 500 hussars and light 
dragoons—the largest number of horsemen ever assembled by the British 
during the war in the South. The size of the earl’s cavalry had a particularly 
intimidating effect on the Virginia militia.36 As the Marquis de Lafayette, the 
young French general commanding the Continental forces charged with Vir-
ginia’s defense, complained to George Washington:

Was I to fight a battle I’ll be cut to pieces, the militia dispersed, and the arms lost. Was I 
to decline fighting the country would think herself given up. I am therefore determined 
to scarmish, but not to engage too far, and particularly to take care against their im-
mense and excellent body of horse whom the militia fears like they would so many 
beasts.37

Even as Lafayette wrote those words, however, Cornwallis took steps that 
prevented the rebels from impeding the progress of British forces in Virginia. 
Since the late seventeenth century, the favorite hobbies of Virginia’s gentry 
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were breeding and racing fine horses. Nearly every plantation contained a 
stable full of thoroughbreds. When Cornwallis invaded Virginia, he seized 
these spirited chargers for his own use. With this inexhaustible supply of re-
mounts, the earl’s 500 light dragoons and hussars could travel 30–70 miles a 
day, which greatly increased the range and unsettling impact of their raids. 
Cornwallis also put 700 to 800 of his infantrymen on horseback, more than 
doubling his mounted strength.38 On June 4, 1781, a worried Richard Henry 
Lee told his brother, “The fine horses on the James river have furnished them 
with a numerous and powerful Cavalry.”39

In this way, Cornwallis created a British army that could outrun its rebel 
opponents for the first time in the American Revolution. Lafayette possessed 
only 4,500 frightened troops, many of them untrained, to counter Cornwal-
lis’s movements. That figure included no more than 300 cavalry. To avoid en-
circlement or surprise by the earl’s larger and faster army, Lafayette kept at 
least 20–30 miles away from the British. At that distance, he could neither 
oppose nor harass the redcoats.40 “The British have so many Dragoons,” La-
fayette informed Governor Jefferson, “that it becomes impossible to stop or 
reconnoitre their movements.”41

All through the spring and summer of 1781, Cornwallis found himself free 
to go where he wanted. He could ravage the Old Dominion unchecked by 
Lafayette. “The fact is,” Richard Henry Lee related, “the enemy by a quick 
collection of their force, & by rapid movements, are now in the center of Vir-
ginia, with an army of regular infantry greater than that of the compounded 
regulars and militia commanded by the Marquis [de Lafayette] & with 5 or 
600 excellent cavalry. . . . This Country is, in the moment of its greatest danger 
. . . abandoned to the Arts & Arms of the Enemy.”42

Although Cornwallis sought to subdue Virginia by shaking its civilian 
population, he did not allow his army to degenerate into a mob of freebooters. 
His war on private property proceeded under strict supervision. From Cole’s 
Plantation, the earl admonished his army on June 5, 1781: “All private forag-
ing is again For bid, and the out posts are not to Suffer any foraging party to 
pass without a Commissioned Officer.” Six days earlier, the commander of the 
43rd Regiment of Foot announced, “Any Soldier absent from Camp without 
leave in writing from the Officer Commanding his Company will be punished 
as a Maroader.”43

Those soldiers defying the earl’s efforts to maintain discipline risked 
prompt and merciless punishment. On June 2, Lieutenant Colonel Simcoe 
informed Cornwallis that two light dragoon privates from the Queen’s Rang-
ers had raped and robbed a woman named Jane Dickinson. An inquiry con-
firmed the two loyalists’ guilt, and the earl had them executed the following 
day. Four days later, Cornwallis required a field officer and a captain from 
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each of his brigades, along with a junior officer and 20 men from each regi-
ment, to witness the evening execution of a deserter from the Royal Welch 
Fusiliers and two others from the 76th Highland Regiment.44

Despite these gestures, Cornwallis unnerved white Virginians by liberating 
their black slaves. Virginia’s 200,000 bondmen made up 40 percent of the 
state’s population. Had Cornwallis been permitted to follow his own instincts, 
these exploited masses might have tipped the balance in favor of his attempted 
conquest of the Old Dominion.45

Today’s US history textbooks take care to mention those African Ameri-
cans who supported the Patriot cause. As Ellen Gibson Wilson has pointed 
out, however, “There has been some reluctance to face the implications of the 
fact that the overwhelming majority of blacks who acted from choice were 
pro-British.” Historian David Waldstreicher put it more objectively when he 
said, “One of the less-well-known facts about the Revolutionary War is that 
African Americans fought on both sides, primarily with their own freedom in 
mind.”46 Many African Americans harbored no loyalty to a movement that 
promised life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness solely to white adult males. 
Of the 500,000 blacks who inhabited the Thirteen Colonies during the War of 
Independence, as many as 80,000 to 100,000 flocked to the King’s forces.47 
Rev. Henry Muhlenburg, a Lutheran minister who worked near Philadelphia, 
confided to his diary that blacks “secretly wished that the British army might 
win, for then all Negro slaves will gain their freedom.”*48

The British did offer freedom of sorts to slaves who reached royal lines—
provided the fugitives’ owners were Rebels. That caveat was forgotten, how-
ever, as the news worked its way through the slave grapevine. Most blacks 
came to equate the sight of a soldier in a red coat with liberty.49 This became 
most evident to the British when they invaded the South, where the over-
whelming number of slaves resided.50 Colonel Tarleton reported “that all the 
negroes, men, women, and children, upon the approach of any detachment of 
the King’s troops, thought themselves absolved from all respect to their Amer-
ican masters, and entirely released from servitude: Influenced by this idea, 
they quitted the plantations, and followed the army.”51

As long as the British sought to win the allegiance of white Americans, they 
discouraged this black exodus. The redcoats even returned runaways to mas-
ters who were reputedly loyal or neutral. By the time Cornwallis entered Vir-

*This was not necessarily going to be the case. Although the British government outlawed the slave trade 
in 1807, it did not begin the process of ending slavery throughout most colonies in the British Empire 
until Parliament passed the Slavery Abolition Act in 1833, which eventually brought freedom to the hun-
dreds of thousands of persons then enslaved in Caribbean, South Africa, and even a few in Canada. Slavery 
continued in other parts of the British Empire, most notably in India and Sri Lanka. The National Archives 
(UK), “Slavery,” n.d., http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/slavery/.
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ginia, however, he no longer worried about the feelings of colonial slave own-
ers, and he permitted black runaways to tag along with his soldiers.52

The response of Virginia’s blacks astounded both the Patriots and the Brit-
ish. “The damage sustained by individuals on this occasion is inconceivable,” 
testified Dr. Robert Honyman, a physician in Hanover County, “especially in 
Negroes; the infatuation of these poor creatures was amazing: they flocked to 
the Enemy from all quarters, even from very remote parts. . . . Many Gentle-
men lost 30, 40, 50, 60 or 70 Negroes beside their stocks of Cattle, Sheep & 
Horses. Some plantations were entirely cleared, & not a single Negro re-
mained. Several endeavoured to bring their Negroes up the Country & some 
succeeded; but from others the slaves went off by the way & went to the Ene-
my.”53 “Your neighbors Col. Taliaferro & Col. Travis lost every slave they had 
in the world,” Richard Henry Lee informed his brother William, “and Mr. 
Paradise has lost all his but one—This has been the genrl case of all those who 
were near the enemy.”54 Other prominent Virginians told similar stories.55

Cornwallis’s soldiers actively encouraged Virginia slaves to follow them. 
Dr. Honyman, who refused to flee his home at the earl’s approach, observed the 
enemy’s recruitment practices. “Where ever they had an opportunity,” Hony-
man confided to his journal, “the soldiers & inferior officers . . . enticed & flat-
tered the Negroes, & prevailed on vast numbers to go along with them, but did 
not compel any.” Capt Johann Ewald, the commander of a crack hessian jäger 
detachment with Cornwallis, explained his comrades’ sudden passion for lib-
erating slaves: “These people were given their freedom by the army because it 
was actually thought this would punish the rich, rebellious-minded inhabitants 
of . . . Virginia.” Richard Henry Lee charged that “force, fraud, intrigue, theft, 
have all in turn been employed to delude these unhappy people [the slaves], and 
defraud their masters!” Despite such anguished assertions, there is abundant 
evidence that those slaves who joined the British did so freely.56

By the middle of June 1781, thousands of runaway slaves were with Corn-
wallis’s army.57 How all this appeared to the British can be glimpsed from 
Captain Ewald’s diary:

Every officer had four to six horses and three or four Negroes, as well as one or two 
Negresses for cook and maid. Every soldier’s woman was mounted and also had a Negro 
and Negress on horseback for her servants. Each squad had one or two horses and Ne-
groes, and every non-commissioned officer had two horses and one Negro.

Yes, indeed, I can testify that every soldier had his Negro, who carried his provisions 
and bundles. This multitude always hunted at a gallop, and behind the baggage followed 
well over four thousand Negroes of both sexes and all ages. Any place this horde ap-
proached was eaten clean, like an acre invaded by a swarm of locusts.58

Virginia’s fugitive slaves did more than serve the earl’s soldiers as porters 
and body servants. The blacks also contributed substantially to Cornwallis’s 
new style of warfare.



60 │ HARMON MEMORIAL LECTURES IN MILITARY HISTORY

By encouraging slaves to leave their masters, Cornwallis threatened Vir-
ginia with economic ruin. Slaves represented the currency whereby the Tide-
water planters calculated their wealth. Slaves also provided the cheap labor 
undergirding the Old Dominion’s agrarian prosperity. Thus, Cornwallis 
robbed Virginia of the very means of production required to replace the vital 
resources his troops destroyed.59

The addition of thousands of African Americans to the British forces vastly 
augmented Cornwallis’s ability to ravage the countryside. Dr. Honyman of 
Hanover County composed this vivid picture of one of Cornwallis’s aban-
doned campsites:

The day after the Enemy left Mrs. Nicholas’s [plantation] I went over to her house, where 
I saw the devastation caused by the Enemy’s encamping there.  .  .  . The fences [were] 
pulled down & much of them burnt; Many cattle, hogs, sheep & poultry of all sorts 
killed; 150 barrels of corn eat up or wasted; & the offal of the cattle &c. with dead horses 
and pieces of flesh all in a putrefying state scattered over the plantation.60

Virginia’s fugitive slaves also advanced Cornwallis’s campaign in other 
ways. Runaways sometimes acted as spies and guides for the British. The 
blacks frequently showed their new friends where fleeing masters had hidden 
their valuables and livestock.61 In fact, the African Americans delivered so 
many horses to Cornwallis that Lafayette exclaimed, “Nothing but a treaty of 
alliance with the negroes can find out dragoon horses, and it is by those means 
the enemy have got a formidable cavalry.”62 At other times, the blacks pro-
vided manual labor for the British army. As one Virginian put it, the fugitives 
“ease the soldiery of the labourer’s work.” A corps of “Negro Pioneers” or mil-
itary laborers, originally formed by General Phillips, buried the offal from 
butchered cattle after Cornwallis’s troops received issues of fresh meat, thus 
eliminating a nauseating stench and also a health hazard. The black pioneers 
and officers’ servants pulled double duty as stevedores whenever Cornwallis 
used ships to transport soldiers, equipment, and supplies. The extensive 
earthworks the British erected first at Portsmouth and then at Yorktown were 
built largely by black muscle. Maj Alexander Ross, Cornwallis’s aide-de-camp, 
testified to the value of this labor force when he explained that “our rule . . . on 
that subject” is “to give up those [blacks] that are willing to return & not be 
conveniently spared from the Publick Service.” Finally, the defection of so 
many slaves spread the fear of servile revolt—the white South’s most dreaded 
nightmare—throughout Virginia.63

Although Cornwallis benefited from the specter of black rebellion, he did 
not intend to unleash a racial reign of terror. The earl posted numerous regu-
lations aimed at ensuring orderly conduct among slaves seeking his protec-
tion. To restore his army’s proper military appearance and free his columns of 
unnecessary encumbrances, Cornwallis restricted the number of horses and 
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blacks employed by his officers.64 To distinguish African Americans autho-
rized to accompany the army’s different units from those who were not, Corn-
wallis decreed on May 21, 1781: “The number or names of Corps to be marked 
in a Conspicuous manner on the Jacket of each negro.” A week later, the earl 
announced, “All Negros who are not marked agreeable to the Orders repeated 
at Petersburg will be taken up and sent away from the Army.”65

Cornwallis’s headquarters frequently reminded unit commanders to purge 
their ranks of surplus horses and blacks.66 Some of Cornwallis’s officers, shar-
ing his sense of military decorum, conscientiously enforced their command-
er’s orders. On June 4, Maj George Hewett, the commander of the 43rd Regi-
ment of Foot, warned his noncommissioned officers and privates: “Any Man 
found Guilty of sending the Negroes of the Regiment plundering or Marod-
ing the smallest Article from the Houses of the Inhabitants will be severely 
punished.”67 Cornwallis kept his black camp followers under control and pre-
vented their eroding his troops’ discipline and the army’s ability to respond to 
threats.68

Although military expedience governed the earl’s treatment of Virginia’s 
slaves, he did betray a glimmer of sympathy for the runaways. In late July 
1781, Thomas Nelson, Virginia’s newly installed governor, sent Cornwallis a 
curious letter. “The frequent Applications that are made to me by the Citizens 
of this Commonwealth,” Nelson wrote, “to grant Flags for the Recovery of 
their Negroes & other Property, taken by the Troops under your Command, 
induce me to address your Lordship for Information, whether Restitution will 
be made at all, what Species of Property will be restored, & who may expect to 
be the Object of such an Indulgence.”69

The earl replied with a de facto emancipation proclamation:
No Negroes have been taken by the British Troops by my orders nor to my knowledge, 
but great numbers have come to us from different parts of the Country. Being desirous 
to grant any indulgence to individuals that I think consistent with my public duty, Any 
proprietor not in Arms against us, or holding an Office of trust under the Authority of 
Congress and willing to give his parole that he will not in future act against His Majesty’s 
interest, will be indulged with permission to search the Camp for his Negroes & take 
them if they are willing to go with him.70

By the summer of 1781, Lord Cornwallis’s new strategy of conquest bore a 
strong resemblance to the hard war policies that another invading army would 
adopt to pacify the American South eight decades later. Cornwallis essentially 
taught the Old Dominion the same lessons that Major Generals William Te-
cumseh Sherman and Philip Henry Sheridan would administer to the Con-
federacy during the Civil War.71

Cornwallis’s version of hard war was steadily forcing Virginia to its knees. 
The startling mobility of the earl’s army denied local Continental forces the 
opportunity to engage in either conventional or guerrilla warfare. Cornwal-
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lis’s policy of property despoliation also neutralized Virginia’s last remaining 
line of defense, the militia. The strength and speed of British forces terrified 
Virginia’s citizen soldiers. Militiamen grew reluctant to take up arms lest they 
provoke the redcoats into destroying their homes.72 They also hesitated to 
leave their families alone with their slaves. As Edmund Randolph, a Virginia 
congressman, explained, “The helpless wives and children were at the mercy 
not only of the males among the slaves but of the very women, who could 
handle deadly weapons; and those could not have been left in safety in the 
absence of all authority of the masters and union among the neighbors.”73

At this critical juncture, the swiftness of Cornwallis’s movements made it 
impossible for Virginia’s state government to function. On June 3, 1781, Brit-
ish cavalry and mounted infantry raided the Virginia Assembly at Charlottes-
ville, capturing seven legislators and forcing Governor Jefferson and the rest 
of the assemblymen to scatter for safety. In addition to Jefferson, many other 
well-known Virginians, such as Richard Henry Lee, Edmund Pendleton, and 
George Mason, fled before the redcoats, depriving the Patriot cause of some 
of its best political leadership.74

Denied relief by an impotent state government, the Continental Congress, 
or America’s French allies, Virginians began to consider making a separate 
peace with Great Britain. The inhabitants of Norfolk, Princess Anne, and 
Nancemond counties placed themselves under British protection. The men of 
Montgomery, Bedford, and Prince Edward counties ignored summonses for 
militia duty. When state officials tried to raise the militia in Accomack, 
Northampton, and Lancaster counties, they encountered opposition from 
armed mobs. Farmers living around the British base at Portsmouth started 
trading with the enemy, sometimes bringing the redcoats military intelli-
gence.75 Defeatist sentiment reached such dangerous levels that Richard 
Henry Lee recommended that General Washington return to Virginia with 
his troops and assume dictatorial powers until the crisis passed.76

Fortunately for the Rebels, British efforts to interdict General Greene’s Vir-
ginia lifeline were short-lived. Interference from above brought a premature 
close to Cornwallis’s campaign to knock the state out of the war. Cornwallis 
had entered Virginia without prior permission from his immediate superior, 
Sir Henry Clinton, who damned that move as “a measure . . . determined upon 
without my approbation, and very contrary to my wishes and intentions.” 
Clinton faulted Cornwallis for exposing the Carolinas and Georgia to recap-
ture by Greene. The British commander-in-chief also still clung to his faith in 
the loyalists. He toyed with recalling a large number of British troops from the 
Chesapeake and using them instead to inspire an uprising in Maryland, Dela-
ware, or southeastern Pennsylvania. Fear of a possible Franco-American siege 
of New York also made Clinton contemplate concentrating his forces there. At 
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the same time, personal insecurity affected Clinton’s strategic thinking. De-
spite the heavy losses the earl suffered at Guilford Court House, his aggressive 
efforts to crush the rebellion contrasted sharply with Clinton’s relative inactiv-
ity at New York. Fearful that the earl’s success might precipitate his own re-
moval, Clinton brought an end to Virginia’s agony. In the middle of the sum-
mer, he ordered Cornwallis to retire to the coast, set up a naval base, and send 
2,000 troops back to New York. An exasperated Cornwallis began entrenching 
at Yorktown on August 2, 1781.77

Now fate turned against the British. At the end of August, a French fleet 
appeared off Chesapeake Bay, denying Cornwallis access to the sea. Seizing 
this opportunity, Washington pulled out of his lines around New York and 
slipped down to Virginia with a strong Franco-American army. By September 
28, 1781, Cornwallis and his 6,000 weary regulars found themselves besieged 
by nearly 17,000 Americans and Frenchmen.78

Cornwallis knew he was in a tight spot. Although he sympathized with the 
black runaways under his protection, he was the king’s servant first. Hoping 
to stretch his army’s provisions until Clinton arrived with a relief expedition, 
the earl ordered all but 2,000 of the slaves sheltering at Yorktown expelled 
from British lines. Besides being terrified at the thought of returning to their 
vengeful masters, many of the cast-off blacks were seriously ill. They had con-
tracted smallpox in the earl’s camps.* Dogged by despair and weakened by 
disease, hundreds of runaways simply lay down in the no-man’s-land between 
the opposing trenches, where they died of exposure, illness, and starvation. 
The remainder took shelter in the woods around Yorktown. Many did not live 
long enough to witness Cornwallis’s surrender on October 19, 1781. Of those 
who survived, some were recaptured, and others returned voluntarily to their 
old homes, where they communicated smallpox to slaves who had lacked the 
desire or courage to run away.79 The full extent of the damage that this small-
pox epidemic did to Virginia’s black population has yet to be calculated.80

For African Americans, the British invasions of Virginia in 1781 set off a 
surge of hope that ended in tragedy. The Old Dominion had undergone the 
most notable slave uprising to occur in the United States prior to the Civil 
War.81 At the Yorktown bicentennial observances in 1981, the visiting French 
president, François Mitterrand, paid those desperate fugitives an unintended 
tribute when he said, “Everywhere one finds the same desire for indepen-
dence, the same need for dignity.”82 The African Americans who flocked to 
Cornwallis registered their hatred for chattel slavery and their desire for lib-
erty—a desire so great they willingly braved the dangers of war to realize it. 

*For more information of the role of disease during the Revolutionary War, see Elizabeth A. Fenn, Pox 
Americana: The Great Smallpox Epidemic of 1775–82 (New York: Hill and Wang, 2001).
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For an all too brief moment, they found freedom under the shelter of a major 
power whose interests coincided with their own. When the war turned against 
the British, however, they ended up abandoning their black allies. It could be 
argued that the United States did something similar in Iraq by withdrawing 
its forces from that country before the system of free government it had prom-
ised could be perfected.*
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The Place of World War II in History*

Gerhard L. Weinberg

When we look back today on the world of 50 years ago,† two facets imme-
diately come into view. In the first place, there are the almost unbelievable 
human losses and physical destruction. Exactly how many lost their lives in 
the war will never be known, but the most reliable estimates suggest a figure 
of over 60 million. And please note, this figure does not include the wounded. 
Added to this staggering loss of life is the vast destruction. Among the capitals 
of the world, Warsaw and Manila were hit worst, but they are mentioned here 
merely to represent the hundreds of cities and towns on all continents from 
Dutch Harbor in Alaska to Darwin in Australia, which were more or less dam-
aged by bombing, shelling, or the deliberate burning down of communities.1

The destructive wake of World War II campaigns is depicted in this aerial view of Rot-
terdam, circa May 1940. Courtesy of National Archives (no. 535916).

The second facet we see is the division of the world into victors and de-
feated: the Allies on one side, and the powers of the Tripartite Pact on the 
other. At the end of almost six years of fighting in Europe, the Middle East, 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #38, 1995.
†This talk was given in 1995, the fiftieth anniversary of the end of World War II in 1945.
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and Africa, and after 14 years of upheaval and fighting in Asia and the Pacific, 
one side had forced the other to capitulate. And in the final months of fighting 
as well as immediately afterwards, population movements, either caused or 
contributed to by the war, continued on a vast scale. The end of the shooting 
by no means brought an end to the suffering.

What did all this mean for the participants, at that time practically all na-
tions on earth? For the defeated, this meant complete occupation for all ex-
cept Finland. But occupation was only the obvious sign of a lost war. For the 
Germans, defeat meant the end of an effort to become the dominant power on 
Earth. The intended demographic revolution, initiated inside Germany in 
1933 with the compulsory sterilization of those with allegedly hereditary de-
fects, and accelerated inside and outside the country with the invasion of Po-
land, which started World War II in 1939, was halted; it could not be extended 
to the rest of the globe.

For millions of Germans, this meant that they would neither be settled 
somewhere in the Ukraine or North Caucasus nor be assigned to guard or 
garrison duty somewhere in Africa, Asia, or the Western Hemisphere. I rather 
doubt that many Germans were greatly disappointed. If the Nazi government 
had called for individuals in Germany’s cities to register for settlement in the 
new defense villages in the East, they would probably not have gotten millions 
to sign up; but people would, of course, not have been asked. There would 
have been prepared lists published in the newspapers, and people could have 
looked for their names and begun life anew. Only the high-ranking leaders of 
the armed forces and the black-shirted SS, who had already been given or 
promised stolen estates, may at times in the postwar years have thought long-
ingly of the vast acres they had lost.

On the other hand, defeat saved the lives of many Germans. Liberation 
from National Socialism meant that the vast numbers of severely wounded 
German veterans would not be murdered by their own government as “lives 
unworthy of life.” Their lives would hardly be easy, but they could live them 
out with their surviving relatives. The same thing would be true of others 
scheduled for so-called euthanasia if Germany won. And the program under 
which 400,000 Germans had been forcibly sterilized by 1945 could not gather 
additional victims.

In the religious, as in the cultural life, defeat freed the Germans from great 
dangers. All religions were supposed to disappear from the country; it is no 
coincidence that all plans for future German cities and residential areas were 
drafted without space for churches.2 And in art and music, literature and ar-
chitecture, there was to be only what might be described as National Socialist 
realism. Even those who might at times prefer to close their eyes or ears to 
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what they can see or hear now will need to recall that their freedom to enjoy 
the music and art that they like requires the freedom of others to create theirs.

For millions of Germans defeat meant the loss of their homes. We can see 
here one of the tragic results of the attacks on and destruction of the peace 
settlement at the end of the First World War. At Versailles an attempt had 
been made to adjust the borders of Europe to the population. Though not 
invariably implemented carefully and justly, this was a significant progressive 
concept which was never appreciated, especially in Germany. The Third Reich 
put forward the opposite principle: the boundaries should be drawn up first, 
and then the population shoved in whatever direction the new borders called 
for. This procedure was applied to the Germans themselves at the end of 
World War II by the victors. The alleged defects of Versailles on Germany’s 
eastern border were corrected, but at a very high price.

One should note in this context that the majority of the Germans who fled 
or were expelled from the former eastern territories and other portions of 
Europe settled in the Western zones of occupation in Germany. In the diffi-
cult and slow but steady development of a democratic parliamentary republic 
with its very substantial economic growth, they would be able to see, perhaps 
later than many but see all the same, the truth of the assertion of that great 
theologian and opponent of Hitler’s, Dietrich Bonhoeffer*, that for the Ger-
mans, like all others, defeat would be better than victory.3

Italy had paid for Mussolini’s thoughtless entrance into the war with the 
loss of its colonial empire and endless destruction. Participation had effec-
tively ended the independence Italy had attained in the nineteenth century, as 
it had to be rescued by its German ally in 1941. Only the victory of the Allies 
could restore the independence of the country, a process that was already 
under way in 1945. Here, too, defeat rather than victory at the side of an over-
bearing Germany was a blessing for the people. The colonies had always been 
a financial burden for a basically poor country, and it was only in the postwar 
era that Italy made dramatic economic progress, especially in the industrial 
field, becoming one of the leading national economies in the world. In the 

*Bonhoeffer was a Lutheran pastor and a leader of the orthodox Confessing Church that resisted Nazi 
encroachment into theological, ecclesiastical, and moral matters. After leading an underground church 
movement, he eventually cooperated with the anti-Hitler forces to the point of supporting at least one as-
sassination attempt. The Gestapo arrested him in April 1943 and executed him on 9 April 1945 at 
Flossenberg concentration camp. Bonhoeffer once wrote to his American friend, Reinhold Niebuhr, ex-
plaining his decision to return to Germany and fight against the Nazis from within his home country, 
“Christians in Germany will face the terrible alternative of either willing the defeat of their nation in order 
that Christian civilization may survive, or willing the victory of their nation and thereby destroying our 
civilization. I know which of these alternatives I must choose; but I cannot make that choice in security.” 
Later, he stated, “I pray for the defeat of my country, for I think that is the only possibility of paying for all 
the suffering that my country has caused in the world.” See Richard Pierard, “Radical Resistance: Bonhoeffer 
Took an Early and Active Stand against the Nazis,” Christianity Today 32 (1991), http://www.christianity-
today.com/history/issues/issue-32/radical-resistance.html.
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years of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, when Italy had attempted to 
play the role of a great power, the economic basis for that role had always been 
lacking; it was only after defeat that Italy’s economy rose to high rank. It may 
serve as an indication of this rank that the basis for the European Common 
Market was laid in the Treaty of Rome.*

Japan, like Italy, lost its prewar conquests. Here too destruction marked the 
land, but on nothing like the scale which would have been produced by a cli-
mactic final campaign in the home islands. Under the impact of the atomic 
bombs and the Soviet declaration of war, the Japanese government had aban-
doned the idea of fighting on to the bitter end and instead capitulated. In 
many ways, Japan’s situation in the Pacific War in 1945 resembled that of Ger-
many in 1918 rather than that in 1945. A large part of Japan’s military appara-
tus, some seven million men in the army and over a million in the navy, was 
still in service, stationed not only in the home islands but in very substantial 
areas Japan had conquered in prior years and which were still under Japanese 
control. But because Japan was obliged to surrender and accept occupation, 
there has been since 1945 nothing like a stab-in-the-back legend in Japan, and 
nobody, or practically nobody, in the country has followed the example of so 
many Germans who after World War I argued that Germany should have 
continued fighting in 1918. It was precisely such notions which the Allies in 
World War II wanted to keep from coming up again, and in this they were 
entirely successful with both the Germans and the Japanese. A few Germans 
did think about a third world war, Field Marshal Ritter von Leeb for one;4 and 
there might have been some equally hopelessly blind individuals in Japan;† 
but for the overwhelming majority of Japanese once—as for most Germans 
twice—was enough.

The Japanese dream of a huge empire was gone. In this case also one can 
raise the question whether there were really that many Japanese who wanted 
to leave their homes and settle in such conquered places as Guadalcanal or the 
jungles of New Guinea—to say nothing of the Aleutian Islands now being 
used as places of exile for misbehaving teenagers.‡ There is also the question 

*The Treaty of Rome, originally known as the Treaty Establishing the European Economic Community, 
was signed in 1957 by by Belgium, France, the Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany), Italy, 
Luxembourg, and the Netherlands.

†In fact, there were some “hopelessly blind” individuals in Japan, who wants to sabotage the peace pro-
cess in August 1945 and keep fighting, to the point of attemping to prevent the emperor from announcing 
his decision.

‡The editorial staff is unsure of what Professor Weinberg is referring to in this comment about teenagers 
in the Aleutians. He might be making a reference to a 1994 incident when two young Alaskan men were 
“banished” to uninhabited islands in the Gulf of Alaska, as part of an “experiment in cross-cultural juris-
prudence” after being convicted of armed robbery and battery. John Balzar, “Two Alaska Indian Youths 
Banished to Islands for Robbery,” Los Angeles Times, 15 July 1994, http://articles.latimes.com/1994-07-15/
news/mn-15840_1_alaska-indians. 
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whether an enlarged Japanese empire, with a colonial system, which to judge 
by the Korean model would have been far worse than any other, could have 
lasted for any length of time without involving Japan in endless guerrilla war-
fare against nationalist uprisings of all sorts.

Before the advocates of a militarily aggressive foreign policy had shot their 
way into power in Japan, there had been elements in the country which had 
pushed for a democratic system at home and a conciliatory policy abroad. The 
foreign policy of Shidehara Kijuro, like that of Gustav Stresemann in Ger-
many, was continually under attack at home, but it pointed in sound direc-
tions and would have served the country far better than the policies adopted 
by the critics of both. After the defeat of Japan, the elements shunted aside 
earlier had a new opportunity to rebuild on the ruins left behind by the mili-
tary adventurers, and the reformist plans of the Americans—with their insis-
tence on land reform, the development of independent trade unions, and the 
political emancipation of women—provided Japanese leaders with excellent 
support for their efforts.

For the victorious powers, victory provided a long-hoped-for relief from 
terrible dangers. Exhausted and exhilarated simultaneously, they now hoped 
for a period of peace. Even though their cooperation had been marked by 
differences and troubles, they had held together. The British and the Ameri-
cans hoped that this could continue after the war, but all indications suggest 
that Stalin never entertained this sentiment. In any case, relations between the 
Allies deteriorated rather rapidly after the war. Aside from the differences be-
tween their systems of government and outlook, two problems were of out-
standing significance in creating difficulties. The first was the question of the 
future of the smaller states of East and Southeast Europe; the other was that of 
the future of Germany.

While in the countries liberated by the Western Powers communist parties 
were (and still are) legal and at times partners in the government, it quickly 
became evident that in the areas of East and Southeast Europe, whether they 
had fought on the Allied or the Axis side, Soviet pressure moved in the direc-
tion of one-party communist dictatorships. The free elections which accord-
ing to the Yalta agreements were supposed to be held in Poland already before 
the end of the war in Europe were put off for over 40 years.* After the events 
of the summer of 1944, when the Soviets made it possible for the Germans to 
crush the Polish uprising in Warsaw, the Polish question had become sym-
bolic for the whole relationship between the eastern and western Allies. Over 
this issue, their relationship deteriorated increasingly rapidly from 1945 on, 
now that the threat from Germany no longer cemented them together.

*The first truly free elections in Poland after World War II occurred in 1989.
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The differences over the German question were also becoming obvious in 
1945. In the last days of fighting in Europe, the Soviets flew in a group of com-
munists, led by Walter Ulbricht, who were to establish a new regime under 
Moscow’s auspices in the Soviet zone of occupation and hopefully all of Ger-
many. The Soviet leadership began building the new structure with a roof and 
would try in subsequent decades to erect underneath this roof a structure that 
could hold it up. This proved to be as impossible in politics as in architecture. 
The Western Powers, from the beginning, followed an entirely different pro-
cedure. They decided to start at the bottom, and slowly at that. They would 
entrust responsibilities to Germans first at the local level, try to get Germans 
accustomed to democratic customs and procedures, and then step-by-step 
establish German authorities at higher levels. As this process went forward, 
political parties, newspapers, and magazines would be licensed to create a 
controlled but still vigorous area of public debate. A roof was put on this de-
veloping structure only in 1949, and with very obvious and substantial Ger-
man participation even if under Allied influence. From the political as from 
the architectural point of view, this would prove to be on the whole a far more 
sensible procedure. I do not want to suggest that all had been planned care-
fully beforehand or was implemented without friction or mistakes; but now 
that the Germans are themselves getting a chance to try their hands at re-
building on the ruins of a dictatorial regime,* both they and observers from 
outside may become a bit more charitable in assessing the performance of the 
western Allies after 1945.

The breakup of the wartime alliance over the issues of the independence of 
the East European countries and the German question together with some 
other issues would mark the postwar era. In this connection, it is essential 
that we note a most significant difference between the way the two world wars 
ended. At the conclusion of World War I, all the major powers of Central and 
Eastern Europe had been defeated: first the Central Powers had defeated Rus-
sia and then the Western Powers had defeated Germany, Austria-Hungary, 
and the Ottoman Empire. The extraordinary situation of 1918–1919 is thrown 
into relief if we compare it with the situation at the end of prior wars in that 
region. In the many wars which the Habsburg, Romanov, and Ottoman em-
pires had fought against each other in preceding centuries, one or the other 
had emerged as winner. The winner had then taken territory or spheres of 
influence from the loser. At the end of World War I, the smaller peoples of this 
part of Europe were able to arrange—or try to arrange—their own affairs as 

*This is a reference to the process of reunification that the German people, and their government, were 
then undergoing after “the fall” of the Berlin Wall in October and November 1989, the collapse of the East 
German government in 1990, and the political and social reunification of the eastern and western regions 
of Germany in the ensuing years.
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they saw fit for the first time in centuries. Even the victors in the war could not 
enforce their concepts in this region because they neither occupied it militar-
ily, nor could they possibly persuade their peoples to maintain and employ 
the military forces necessary to enforce their views.

The Second World War initiated by Germany put an end to the experi-
ments at independence by the peoples of Eastern Europe. At the end of this 
war one could hardly expect the extraordinary situation at the end of World 
War I to recur. Either Germany would win, and then the independence of the 
smaller countries would be terminated, or the Soviet Union would win—and 
then their independence would also be terminated. Only Yugoslavia, Albania, 
and Finland were able to evade this fate because of special circumstances in 
each case. For 40 years the countries from Estonia to Bulgaria disappeared as 
truly independent actors from the international scene. It would turn out that 
it was all not as simple for the Soviet superpower as Stalin may have imagined, 
but for decades, Moscow made all the critical decisions. I would remind you 
of the international conference at which the Soviet representative Andrei 
Gromyko got up during a plenary session and left the hall, much to the aston-
ishment of the representatives of the satellites who had not been tipped off. 
One by one they stood up and followed him. It turned out that Gromyko had 
wanted to go to the toilet; one by one the others returned to their seats, slightly 
embarrassed.

Surely one of the most important results of World War II has been that the 
countries between Germany and Russia have been forced to start over after an 
interval of half a century. They were led into a dead-end alley as further vic-
tims of the great conflict. Under exceedingly difficult circumstances, they must 
now attempt to work out a new and better future for themselves. It has been 
the great good fortune of the Germans that because of the insistence of Presi-
dent Roosevelt and his military and civilian advisors on an invasion of North-
west Europe, the majority of Germany’s population was spared this ordeal. 
Had the western Allies pursued the further operations in the Mediterranean, 
which the British had urged, they might well have reached Bulgaria and Alba-
nia, and perhaps also parts of Yugoslavia and other bits of Southeast Europe; 
but the Iron Curtain would have run East-West instead of North-South with 
all of Germany north of it and hence under Soviet control. Those Germans 
who today complain about the costs and difficulties of reunification ought to 
give some thought to the farsightedness of American leadership in World War 
II, which spared Germany three-quarters of the problem and provided that 
three-quarters with the framework for coping with the new challenge.

The countries of Northern and Western Europe regained the freedom they 
had lost in 1940 due to the strategy of the western Allies during the last year 
of the war. Northwestern Europeans had suffered greatly, but with some 
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American help, they were not only able to reconstruct their democratic sys-
tems but also to begin moving them in new directions. Here the victory of the 
Allies brought with it a movement pointing to Europe’s future. I want to illus-
trate this with one striking example. When Europe was reorganized in 1814–
1815 at the end of the Napoleonic Wars, the three areas of the Netherlands, 
what had been the Austrian Netherlands, and Luxembourg were joined into 
one state under the Dutch crown. In the first nationalist tidal wave of the 
nineteenth century, first Belgium and then Luxembourg broke away from the 
Netherlands. The independence of these states was originally directed, not 
surprisingly, against Holland. One major result of World War II was the for-
mation of Benelux: the furnace of war melted old ways of thinking and pro-
duced new initiatives.* Here, as in the case of Italy, there are geographic sym-
bols: the European authorities in Brussels and the Treaty of Maastricht.

This development brings up what will surely be regarded as one of the most 
significant changes by which the place of World War II in history will be as-
sessed: the end of the Franco–German antagonism. One might very well have 
anticipated just the opposite: on one hand, the terror regime of the Germans 
in France, accompanied by a degree of economic exploitation which makes 
the post–World War I reparations demands look like small change, and on the 
other hand, as a result of this experience, a French policy in post–World War 
II Europe designed to preclude any German unity of whatever variety. But in 
spite of all this, the war brought other perceptions to the fore in both coun-
tries; a process most easily recognizable in the agreement of the French gov-
ernment to the reunion of the Saar territory with the Federal Republic of Ger-
many. I should mention that it was in connection with his Saar policy that 
Konrad Adenauer was called “the Chancellor of the Allies” in a parliamentary 
debate!†

In regard to the change in German–French relations, it can be argued that 
the symbols have been personal, not geographic. No one could accuse Ade-
nauer of opportunism when he advocated close German–French relations; he 
had argued for such a policy in the Germany of the 1920s when that was 
about the least popular line for anyone to take in the country. And no one 
could accuse Charles de Gaulle of being subservient to or a collaborator with 
Germany. He was, as all knew, the man who had personified defiance of and 
resistance to Germany. It is certainly sad that a second world war was needed 

*The Benelux Union is a politico-economic union of Belgium, Netherlands, and Luxembourg, first used 
to name the 1944 customs agreement that initiated the union. The term is now used more generally to refer 
to the geographic, economic, and cultural grouping of the three countries.

†Konrad Adenauer (1876–1967) was the first chancellor of the new, postwar Federal Republic of 
Germany (i.e., West Germany) and served in that capacity 1949–63.
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to bring about this great change, but surely in this case late is far better than 
never.

For Great Britain the war meant that her role as a world power was ended, 
even though not all inside or outside the country recognized it right away. In 
wars against the Dutch colonial empire and against French and Spanish ef-
forts to obtain a dominant role in Europe, England had secured its own posi-
tion as a world power. The two wars against Germany’s attempts to dominate 
the globe destroyed England’s position. How did it come to be that the same 
process which had once created now debilitated the status of England? Simply 
put, it was just too great an effort; the strain was beyond bearing. This reversal 
is most visible in two aspects of the rise and fall of Britain’s position.

One way of looking at this question is to consider the colonial issue. While 
Britain had in prior wars almost invariably increased her colonial possessions, 
primarily at the expense of her European rivals, this situation was reversed by 
the two world wars because of their great difficulty. Instead of utilizing its 
military power to defend its colonies and perhaps add to them, in both world 
wars Britain had to call upon her empire to assist in the defeat of Germany in 
Europe. The colonial accessions resulting from World War I in no way invali-
date this point: in the first place, most of them were allocated to the Domin-
ions, not Britain herself; and secondly, they were all supposed to be headed 
for independence. And this process had by 1939 already moved forward sub-
stantially in the case of Iraq, for example. The members of the Commonwealth 
correctly looked back on their participation in the war as their point of com-
ing out into independence: on the hill in Ottawa in front of the parliament 
building stands the monument to the Canadian soldiers who fought at Vimy 
Ridge, and every April the Australians on ANZAC Day recall the landing of 
their soldiers at Gallipoli.

I shall return to the colonial question in general shortly, but it must first be 
noted that the participation of forces from the Commonwealth and Empire 
was even more important for England in World War II than in World War I. 
Of the many signs of this, only three will be mentioned as illustrations: units 
from the world-wide empire constituted a large proportion of the British 
forces fighting in North Africa; the Canadians took over a major segment of 
the Battle of the Atlantic; and India provided over two million soldiers for the 
largest volunteer army of the war. The postwar situation was far different for 
Britain in 1919 than in 1815, and this was even more the case after 1945.

A second characteristic of the changed status of Britain was a complete 
reversal of the country’s financial role in the war. In prior wars, England had 
almost invariably assisted its allies with subsidies or loans. In addition to cov-
ering its own war costs, it had helped its allies cover theirs. In World War I it 
had still been possible for England to do this. It is true that England obtained 
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credits from the United States, but these were in part taken out to cover the 
expenses of allies of London whose credit was weak, and the rest was more 
than offset by direct credits which England provided its allies. This was en-
tirely different in World War II. As could be—and was—anticipated, Britain’s 
financial situation, not yet recovered from the damage it had suffered in the 
last war, was simply not up to the costs of another great conflict. Only some 
financial assistance from the Commonwealth and extensive aid from the 
United States enabled Great Britain to fight on after late 1940. Victory was 
simply too expensive for the state’s financial resources.

In August 1939 a German diplomat warned a member of the Foreign Of-
fice that only Russia and America would emerge as victors from a new war. 
He asked, “How would England like to be an American Dominion?” The Brit-
ish diplomat replied “that she would infinitely prefer to be an American Do-
minion than a German Gau.*”5 There was never any suggestion in this coun-
try (i.e., the United States) that England be made into a dominion.6 The danger 
of the island kingdom becoming a German Gau was, however, real; the Impe-
rial War Museum in London has recently reprinted both the German military 
government handbook for Great Britain and the voluminous arrest list. There 
is, further, an interesting but rarely noted facet of the notorious Wannsee Pro-
tocol, the record of the German conference of January 1942 in which the ap-
paratus of the German government as a whole was harnessed to the program 
for the murder of Europe’s Jews. Included in the listing of those destined to be 
killed were the Jews of England, estimated at 330,000.7 A number of questions 
were discussed at the conference, but this point was so taken for granted that 
no discussion of it was thought necessary. After all, England, alongside Ire-
land, was to become a German Gau.

The demands of a war, which surpassed the capacity of Great Britain, left it 
in search of a new role in the world in spite of its being one of the Big Three 
victors. This was and remains a difficult process. It would, in my judgment, be 
a serious mistake to pass it by with a slight smile. What the future holds in this 
regard is far more difficult to predict than many assume. Just one illuminating 
example: in the international civil aviation conference held in Chicago during 
the war to work out rules for the postwar era, there was a serious clash be-
tween the British and the American delegations. The details are not of impor-
tance now, but the basis for the controversy is worth noting. The British were 
afraid that if they were not allowed rules which in effect would allow them 
special preferences, they would be hopelessly outmatched in postwar compe-
tition, while the Americans insisted on a more open market. With great—and 
greatly resented—pressure, the Americans pushed through most of their de-

*Gau is the German word for a province or territory within a given country.
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mands. Nevertheless, today British Airways is the largest and most successful 
civilian airline in the world and dominates civil aviation’s most profitable 
route, that across the North Atlantic.*

Mention of the civil aviation conference raises a further aspect of World 
War II which will mark its place in modern history. With the United States 
playing a leading role, and President Franklin Roosevelt and Secretary of State 
Cordell Hull very much personally engaged, preparatory steps were taken 
during the war for the establishment of the United Nations Organization and 
a whole host of other structures like UNESCO and the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the UN.

If one asks, why all this organizational activity and such extensive Ameri-
can participation, one must, of course, first recognize that all hoped that the 
second world war in the century would be followed by a more successful at-
tempt at an international system to protect the peace that had been estab-
lished in 1919. As for the United States’s role in it, we must recall the way in 
which the American leadership of the time saw their own experiences at the 
end and after World War I. Practically all of them had been very much in-
volved in the events of that period. They had seen first how the granting of an 
armistice to Germany at a time when their Republican opponents were calling 
for unconditional surrender had contributed heavily to their loss of the mid-
term Congressional election of 1918. Thereafter, they had struggled in vain 
for the ratification of the peace treaties and American entrance into the League 
of Nations. President Woodrow Wilson had predicted that if the United States 
turned its back on the world, there would be another war in 20 years;† now his 
prophecy had been realized in the most awful way conceivable.

Roosevelt, perhaps more than anyone, was determined that this time it 
would be different. Not everyone recalls that as candidate for vice president in 
1920 he had suffered his only electoral defeat; I can assure you that he remem-
bered. He made sure that this time high-ranking members of the Republican 
Party would be involved in the process of establishing the UN, that the Amer-
ican public came to recognize the importance of such an organization for 
them, and that the preliminary and organizing conferences for it as well as its 
headquarters would all be located in the United States as a means of engaging 

*As of 2019, British Airways is no longer the world’s largest airline, whether measured by revenue, pas-
sengers carried, or fleet size. In each category, American Airlines ranks first, followed closely by Delta 
Airlines.

†In arguing for the League of Nations, Wilson once stated, “For, I tell you, my fellow citizens, I can pre-
dict with absolute certainty that within another generation there will be another world war if the nations of 
the world do not concert the method by which to prevent it.” Many other statesmen, including soldiers 
such as France’s Marshal Ferdinand Foch and the American general Tasker Bliss, said similar things, 
though not necessarily in reference to the League. For Wilson’s quote, see “Appeal for Support of the League 
of Nations,” in The Public Papers of Woodrow Wilson, authorized edition, vol. 1, ed. Ray S. Baker and 
William E. Dodd (New York: Harper, 1924), 30–44, https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/ww40.htm.
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the American public. He himself was dead by the time of the San Francisco 
Conference, but he had set the path. This time around, the people of the 
United States should see themselves as playing an active role in world af-
fairs—to secure their own interests if for no other purposes—and in this en-
deavor he was to be entirely successful. More and more Americans came to 
see the past in this regard the way he did, and they were willing to do things 
differently this time in the hope that such an attitude and the policies de-
signed to implement it would preclude a third world war. Joining the UN was 
approved in the Senate by a vote of 89 to 2.

In a moment I shall return to some further aspects of the United Nations 
Organization, but first a word must be said about the way in which the war 
changed the United States beyond its altered role in international affairs. The 
economy of this country had not only grown massively, but it had changed 
geographically. In addition to expansion in the traditional areas of industrial 
strength, new centers had been developed, especially in the West and North-
west. Furthermore, the need for a rapid build-up of American forces had led 
the government to look for training bases and flying facilities in regions of the 
country where the weather could be expected to facilitate year-round opera-
tions; hence, the tremendous growth of what is now known as the Sunbelt. It 
is too often forgotten today that the demographic, economic, and political 
shift within this country toward a larger role for the South, Southwest, and 
West is the product of decisions made in Washington during World War II.

These shifts carried with them further changes, or at least the beginnings of 
them. Although there has been some argument about this in recent scholar-
ship, I would assert that the war opened up a whole variety of avenues for 
change in both the field of race relations and in the area of opportunities for 
women. The more dramatic alterations would come later, but much of the 
foundation for them was laid during the war. In addition, the passage of the 
GI Bill of Rights, especially its educational provisions, opened up America to 
social mobility in a way nothing else in this century had accomplished.

A word should be said about the fate averted by victory. As early as the 
summer of 1928, Hitler had assumed that Germany would fight the United 
States. While the German government had been working on weapons systems 
for that war, it had not gotten around to preparing either an occupation hand-
book or an arrest list as it had for England. But German occupation policy 
elsewhere provides clear indications of the terrible future awaiting the Amer-
ican people. Let me mention just one feature of German policy which was 
ruthlessly applied everywhere their power could reach: the killing of those in 
mental institutions, in old folks’ homes, and with what they considered phys-
ical defects. The young woman who is this year’s Miss America would have 
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been murdered for being deaf;* surely, here is a point worth contemplating 
among the fiftieth anniversaries of battles that have recently filled our media.

Returning to the UN, I want to comment on two further aspects of that 
organization: the role of China and the increasing number of newly indepen-
dent states. The British and Soviet governments were most reluctant to agree 
to Roosevelt’s insistence on China being treated as a great power during the 
war; in fact, they thought he was crazy to push this issue and China’s being 
allotted a permanent seat in the Security Council. But the president saw a 
future world without colonies and one in which a reconstructed China would 
play a major role in Asia and, as a friend of the United States, restrain any 
other power in Asia—something that could only mean the Soviet Union—
from attaining a dominant role. It is hardly surprising that such concepts did 
not garner applause in London or Moscow. Developments inside China went 
in a different direction from what Roosevelt had hoped for. The long war with 
Japan destroyed the Nationalist regime; Japan’s campaign in China brought 
the Communists to power there. But regardless of who controlled the coun-
try, it would play a new and major role in world affairs. The Germans had lost 
their special treaty rights in China as a result of World War I; the western 
Allies gave up theirs during World War II; the rights and territories extorted 
by the Russian Empire would poison postwar Soviet–Chinese relations even 
as their governments were supposed to be allied. As for internal moderniza-
tion, a comparison between today’s Taiwan and the People’s Republic of China 
suggests that a Nationalist regime might have done at least as well as those 
waving Mao’s Red Book, but that is something the Chinese people will have to 
work out themselves.

The other aspect of the UN in the decades after World War II was the dra-
matic increase in membership. This is the internationally visible manifesta-
tion of the process of decolonization. As Roosevelt had hoped and foreseen, 
the history of colonialism, already affected by World War I, was, with the 
possible exception of Eastern Europe, effectively ended by World War II. The 
United States had decided before the war that we would leave the Philippines; 
in this case, the war actually delayed the process. Similarly, in India, the war 
originally meant postponement rather than acceleration, but that was only 
the initial impact. With the continuation of military operations, everything 
changed: at the bottom, an Indian army made up primarily of Indian soldiers 
led by Indian officers could not be employed against the population; at the top 
it was the Allied commander of the last years of the war, Lord Louis Mount-
batten, who arranged the transfer of power.

*Heather Leigh Whitestone (now Heather Leigh Whitestone McCallum) was crowned Miss America in 
1997, the first deaf woman to achieve that title. 
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The example of India, the most populous of the colonies, may serve as rep-
resentative for the whole process of decolonization. One by one, sometimes 
peacefully, sometimes accompanied by great bloodshed, the remaining colo-
nies of Western Europe became independent, as the colonial powers had for 
the most part lost both the ability and the will to hold empires as a result of 
the war. The French resisted the trend more than others, very much to their 
own and their former colonies’ disadvantage. And decolonization, it should 
be noted, extended to those who had remained neutral in the war: Spain and 
Portugal. A new chapter in the history of what had been the expansion of 
Europe into the world began. Three aspects of this new chapter merit further 
attention: the old-new boundaries of the former colonies, the special situation 
in the Near East, and the colonies of Russia and the Soviet Union.

Let me turn first to the borders. The new states inherited borders designed 
by the Europeans to accommodate their interests and drawn without regard 
for, or much knowledge of, the peoples in the affected areas. That as a result 
there were and still are all sorts of problems involving structure and boundar-
ies in the newly independent states ought not to occasion much surprise. And 
that these have been and remain most difficult in what had been India, as I 
said, the largest and most populous of the former colonies, has to be seen as 
part of this problem.

These difficulties are greatly accentuated in the Middle East as a result of 
Nazi actions. In the winter of 1938–39 the British switched their policies to-
wards the Germans and the Arabs. Up to that time, the London government 
had tried to appease the Germans and to repress the Arab uprising in the 
smaller of the two mandates carved out of the original Palestine mandate. 
Now this scenario was reversed. Britain decided that she would fight Ger-
many the next time it attacked any country that defended itself, but this meant 
that the troops in Palestine had to be brought home, and London would have 
to try to appease the Arabs. Jewish immigration was practically halted, and all 
plans to establish a tiny Jewish state within the mandate were dropped. The 
war turned all this in other directions.

On the one hand, the Jews in Europe who had survived the killing of some 
six million of their number by the Germans were almost all determined to go 
to Palestine; on the other hand, the leadership of the extremist Arab national-
ists had aligned themselves with the Germans—in view of the promise of the 
latter to murder all Jews in the Middle East—and were therefore discredited. 
A new partition of the former mandate followed, with a Jewish state now to be 
larger than that contemplated in the discarded partition plan of 1937. Wars 
and other troubles followed. These would be further complicated by the fact 
that with the vast majority of East European Jews murdered during the war, a 
high proportion of the Jewish immigrants came until 1989 from the newly 
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independent Arab states and hence were resentful of persecution by Arabs 
rather than Germans, Poles, or Russians.

Jewish children from Poland, Latvia, and Hungary on the way to Palestine in June 1945. 
They had been released from the Buchenwald Concentration Camp. Courtesy of Na-
tional Archives (no. 531300).

The third aspect of the decolonization process which must be addressed is 
that of the Soviet and Russian colonial empires. This represents merely a por-
tion of the impact of World War II on Soviet society, but there is an advantage 
to starting with it. Nothing demonstrates more dramatically the false direc-
tion into which Moscow steered than the fact that precisely in the years when 
the other colonial empires in the world were being dismantled, the Soviet 
leadership was erecting a new Soviet colonial empire in Eastern Europe on 
top of the Russian colonial empire built by their Romanov predecessors. In 
the Baltic States, they followed the example of France in Algeria—annexation 
and mass settlement; in the rest of Eastern Europe, they tried to copy the Brit-
ish colonial concept of indirect rule—that is, rule through dependent local 
authorities selected by the imperial power.

Why did the Soviets, who were always so proud of their farseeing scientific 
understanding of historical evolution, so completely miss the real trend of the 
time? In trying to answer this question, we must look at two effects of the war: 
fear of possible new dangers and pride as well as consolidation because of the 
victory. The terrible experience of war should make it easy to understand why 
security concerns merged with ambitious expansionist plans in Stalin’s poli-
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cies. All this had been made possible by German actions. In the First World 
War, the German imperial government had done whatever it could to help the 
Bolsheviks obtain power in Russia. Then, instead of recognizing the advan-
tages of a peace which placed a tier of independent states between Germany 
and Russia, the Germans could not wait to terminate their existence. Having 
once again obtained the dubious blessing of a common border, the Germans 
invaded the Soviet Union. It was this invasion which provided the Soviet re-
gime with its only period of true legitimacy in the eyes of the mass of its pop-
ulation. It was this government which had held together the state in its great 
crisis; had, thereby, averted rule by people who had accomplished the extraor-
dinary feat of making Stalin look benign; and had defeated the supposedly 
invincible German army. Without the consolidation of the Soviet regime as a 
result of this, there would not only never have been such vast expansion of 
Soviet power in Eastern Europe, but the whole system would most likely have 
collapsed even sooner under the burden of its own incompetence as it did in 
the 1980s. The war had inflicted terrible losses on the country—some 25 mil-
lion dead—and immeasurable destruction, but it had given the government 
decades of superpower status in the world and years of added viability at 
home.

A further new development of the war, which attests to its historical signif-
icance, is connected with the fact that this prolongation of Soviet rule in Mos-
cow did not lead to a new world war. The production of nuclear weapons, 
whose use helped end the war more quickly, had, precisely through that use, 
dramatically illuminated the possible costs of any new conflict and had thus 
made all major powers far more cautious. Because the leaders of the Soviet 
Union really did believe that history moved on railroad tracks according to a 
schedule laid down by Marx, Lenin, and Stalin, they saw no need to run un-
necessary risks. Since they knew the direction of the world historical process 
ahead of time, no dangerous push was needed to accomplish the triumph of 
their vision, which was inevitable in any case.

There was here a fundamental difference from the view of Hitler, who was 
always worried about not moving fast enough, who very much regretted not 
having gone to war in 1938, and preferred to have war sooner rather than 
later.8 If someone is absolutely determined to have war, there is really nothing 
other than surrender that one can do to avoid it. But because the Soviets were 
confident of ultimate triumph, the NATO countries could simply wait them 
out. There was always the possibility of a miscalculation—the Berlin crises of 
1948–49 and 1958–61, as well as the Cuban missile crisis, offer particularly 
dangerous examples—but with sufficient self-confidence and deterrent weap-
ons, one could await the future in a Cold Peace. It must be noted that the 
creation of the United States Air Force Academy was one of the steps this 
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country took to implement such a policy.* With caution and good luck, the 
waiting approach worked. The sad thing is that the peoples of the former Rus-
sian Empire now have to start over again; here the war delayed rather than 
accelerated developments.

* * *
From a distance of half a century, we see how the world was altered by the 

greatest war ever. It had shown that modern industrial society has an incred-
ible capacity for destruction. It had also shown that human beings have the 
capacity to deny their own humanity and transmute themselves into some-
thing else: the recently released mass murderer Kurt Franz referred to his 
participation in mass killing at the killing center of Treblinka as “The Good 
Old Days.”9 The victory of the Allies saved the world from the practitioners of 
“The Good Old Days.” That victory brought the defeated as well as the victors 
an opportunity to make a new start: in overcoming the hatreds of the war, in 
new international organizations—whatever their defects—in new forms of 
cooperation in Western and Central Europe, in the freedom of former colo-
nial peoples, in the construction of democratic systems in many countries—
Germany and Japan included. And just as the war demonstrated the destruc-
tive capacity of the modern world, so the postwar years showed that 
humanity’s capacity for rebuilding can also not be overestimated. But recon-
struction cannot be confined to the building of houses and the repair of 
bridges. Physical reconstruction is important, but it cannot stand alone.

A final but especially significant break in history was caused by the war 
through its impact on the religious life of many. After a century in which 
especially, but not only in the Western world, all belief in religious values had 
declined and been replaced by a secularistic way of life and thought, the Sec-
ond World War brought an even more dramatic break. How could human 
beings believe in a gracious God who allowed such things to happen? Is there 
any possibility of rebuilding the concept of humans created in the divine 
image after so deep a descent? I would suggest that this is the central issue in 
the reconstruction of the world after the war. Instead of exclusive preoccupa-
tion with and adulation of themselves, people must once again find ways to 
recognize in the faces of others—whatever their color, religion, or national-
ity—the image of fellow human beings created in God’s image. If we cannot 
do that, the end of World War II shows us what the end of human history will 
look like.

No one can claim that we have not been warned.

*The Air Force Academy was established in 1954, accepted its first cadets in 1955 and graduated its first 
class in 1959.
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Gerhard L. Weinberg was born in Hanover, Germany, in 1928. He attended school 
there but was expelled for being Jewish in 1938 and went to England. In 1940, his 
family moved to the United States. He later served in the US Army in occupied Japan, 
teaching American GIs history and government as well as literacy classes. He earned 
his doctorate degree at the University of Chicago in 1951 and then worked as a re-
search analyst on Columbia University’s war documentation project. He has become 
one of the world’s leading authorities on Soviet–German foreign relations during the 
1930s and on World War II. His book The Foreign Policy of Hitler’s Germany, 1933–
1936 (1970) won the American Historical Association’s George Louis Beer Prize in 
1971. Professor Weinberg served on the Secretary of the Air Force’s advisory board 
on the Air Force History Program and as vice president for research of the American 
Historical Association 1982–84. He was a distinguished visiting professor at the US 
Air Force Academy in 1990–91. He is author of many books including A World at 
Arms: A Global History of World War II (Cambridge University Press); World in the 
Balance: Behind the Scenes of World War II (University Press of New England); 
Germany, Hitler, and World War II: Essays in Modern German and World History 
(Cambridge University Press); Hitler’s Foreign Policy 1933–1939: The Road to World 
War II (Enigma Books); and Visions of Victory: The Hopes of Eight World War II 
Leaders (Cambridge University Press). His career in education spans many decades of 
teaching at the Universities of Chicago, Kentucky, Michigan, and North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill. Weinberg currently serves as the William Rand Kenan, Jr., Professor 
Emeritus of History at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill where he has 
been a member of the history faculty since 1974. He lives with his wife in Efland, 
North Carolina.

Notes

1. This lecture was originally delivered with a somewhat different text in German with the 
title “Der Historische Ort des Zweiten Weltkriegs” at a conference of the Military History Re-
search Office of the Federal Republic of Germany on 10 February 1995 and was to be published 
by that office in its volume, Das Ende des zweiten Weltkrieges in Europa: Die Kampfe an der 
Oder, den Seelower Hohen und urn Berlin im Fruhjahr 1945, ed. Roland G. Foerster (Herford: 
Mittler, 1995).

2. Jost Dulffer, Jochen Thies, and Josef Henke, eds., Hitler’s Stadte: Eine Dokumentation 
(Cologne: Bohlau, 1978), 212.

3. KIemens von Klemperer, German Resistance against Hitler: The Search for Allies Abroad, 
1938–1945 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 273.

4. Georg Meyer, ed., Generalfieldmarschall Ritter von Leeb: Tagebuchaufzeichnungen und 
Lagebetrachtungen aus zwei Weltkriegen (Stuttgart: Deutsche Verlags-Anstalt, 1976), 80n195.

5. Memorandum of Mr. Jebb, 19 August 1939, Documents on British Foreign Policy, 1919–
1939, 3d Series, Vol. VII, 556.

6. There were Americans like Clarence Streit who favored a close tie, but this was to be in a 
federation including the countries of Western Europe and the British Dominions. See Robert 
A. Divine, Second Chance: The Triumph of Internationalism in America during World War II 
(New York: Atheneum, 1971), 38–39.



MILITARY HISTORY │ 93

7. Akten zur deutschen auswartigen Politik, 1918–1945, Series E, Vol. 1, 270.
8. On Hitler’s hurry in 1939, including his refusal to wait even the one day that his own 

timetable allowed before war was to start, see Weinberg, Germany, Hitler, and World War II 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 147–48.

9. Ernst Klee, Willi Dressen, and Volker Riess, eds., “The Good Old Days”: The Holocaust as 
Seen by Its Perpetrators and Bystanders, trans. Deborah Bernstein (New York: Free Press, 1988). 
The original German title of the book, “Schone Zeiten”: Judenmord aus der Sicht der Tater und 
Gaffer (Frankfurt/M: S. Fischer, 1988), is derived from Franz’s photo album.





Part II. Biography and Leadership





Introduction to Part II
John J. Abbatiello

One could argue that every lecture in this prestigious series addresses mil-
itary leadership in some way. Human agency is the key driving force in histor-
ical events. Studying leadership helps us understand past events, and studying 
past events helps us understand effective leadership. Decision making, cul-
ture setting, and process building are key leadership aspects within the study 
of military history, regardless of the purpose of the inquiry or the audience 
targeted. As Harry Borowski, editor of the first volume of published Harmon 
Memorial Lectures, so aptly stated, “It is not surprising that so many Harmon 
lecturers have used the biographical approach to explain the leadership abili-
ties of key historical figures.”1

The Harmon Memorial Lecture series targets cadet audiences and endeav-
ors to inform and inspire these future US Air Force leaders, directly support-
ing the Academy’s mission “to educate, train and inspire men and women to 
become officers of character motivated to lead the United States Air Force in 
service to our Nation.” There are many ways to “teach leadership.” In the cur-
rent iteration of the Academy’s course of instruction, cadets learn about lead-
ership by studying theory in the classroom; by practicing skills in their cadet 
squadrons and athletic, club, and aviation activities; and by learning about 
past leaders in various academic classes and “heritage” focused training activ-
ities. Of course, military biography is a significant part of the latter. For this 
reason, nine of the first 30 Harmon Lectures focused on biography and lead-
ership. In this volume, the editing team decided to include four lectures in 
this section about leadership, but many more—arguably—could have been 
situated here.

Tom Crouch’s 2003 Harmon Lecture on the Wright brothers opens this 
section. Crouch’s role as a career curator and airpower historian for the 
Smithsonian Institution makes him particularly well qualified to lecture on 
such an important pair of aviation innovators. The lecturer describes the 
unique qualities that made Orville and Wilbur successful, including their “in-
tuitive grasp of a process” that was part engineering, part experimentation, 
and part tinkering.

Crouch describes how the brothers dealt with challenges, setbacks, compe-
tition, and legal issues. He skillfully provides the international context sur-
rounding the inventors’ environment, especially with American and Euro-
pean competitors. He closes with a review of the Wright’s legacy: choosing 
“the most difficult technical problem in sight,” investing six years of inventive 
energy and grit, and succeeding in providing the world with a new concept 
for manned heavier-than-air flight.
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Dennis Showalter’s 2005 Harmon Lecture, the second in this section, is 
based on his dual biography entitled Patton and Rommel: Men of War in the 
Twentieth Century.2 The lecturer addresses important issues of leadership and 
command throughout his presentation, noting that their enemies often re-
garded these men more highly than their own armies did. George S. Patton 
and Erwin Rommel both served during World War I and the interwar years, 
with each rapidly climbing the ranks of senior command during World War 
II. Showalter notes that the pair served in the armored forces of their respec-
tive armies.

Showalter skillfully provides a balanced view of both senior leaders. Patton 
was a trainer of soldiers and a military intellectual. Often regarded as a mav-
erick within a conservative officer corps, he demonstrated a strong ability to 
be a team player, especially during the final campaigns of 1944 and 1945. 
Rommel, a strict disciplinarian and former infantry officer, demonstrated his 
keen abilities as a battlefield tactician, having commanded a division in 
France, a corps and army in Africa, and army groups in Italy and France. 
Usually fighting against a more numerous and better supplied foe, Rommel 
used maneuver and personal intervention to win battles. Showalter closes 
with an interesting question: how might history have been different if Patton 
served in the German army and Rommel served for the Allies?

The third lecture in this section addresses the figure for whom this lecture 
series is named: Hubert R. Harmon. Phil Meilinger, himself a former USAF 
Academy faculty member and graduate, provides a thorough biography of the 
Air Force leader charged with establishing the Air Force Academy, who later 
served as its first superintendent. The lecturer spends a significant part of his 
introduction on his subject’s time at West Point, where two older Harmon 
brothers also attended, to highlight the nature of officer preparation in the 
years prior to World War I. Harmon, who had missed combat during the 
Great War due to illness and served in the interwar Air Service, led a number 
of senior but less glamorous commands during World War II. Under the new 
independent US Air Force, he served at the United Nations and Joint Staff and 
then as USAF Chief of Staff Hoyt Vandenberg’s “Special Assistant for Air 
Academy Matters.”

Development of a new Air Force Academy—to parallel the Army’s West 
Point and the Navy’s Annapolis—was slow, due to political opposition and the 
Korean War (1950–52). Dwight D. Eisenhower’s election to the presidency 
added impetus to the effort, and the new president recalled his West Point 
classmate and football teammate to active duty, appointing Harmon to be the 
first superintendent of the Air Force Academy.

Meilinger describes Harmon’s expertise as being a perfect fit for this final 
posting of the subject’s career. Harmon’s skills as an organizer, administrator, 



BIOGRAPHY AND LEADERSHIP │ 99

thinker, and “master of personal relations” made him a superb first USAFA 
superintendent. Indeed, he would require these attributes to face important 
early challenges such as developing the new curriculum, instituting the Cadet 
Honor Code, and deciding the focus of the athletic program. In the end, 
Meilinger concludes that Harmon “was the ideal man for the job.”

Finally, in his 2013 Harmon Lecture, journalist and historian Rick Atkin-
son addresses the leadership ability of Dwight D. Eisenhower. Atkinson opens 
with interesting and valuable observations about the value of military history, 
especially for military professionals. His treatment of Ike is balanced, much 
like his evaluation of the US Army in his “Liberation Trilogy.” Atkinson points 
out key leadership characteristics of Eisenhower’s challenging command of 
Allied forces in the Mediterranean and European theaters during World War 
II. Chief among the general’s leadership traits were his skillful handling of 
personalities to maintain unity within the American–British–French alliance 
and his willingness to shoulder the responsibilities of supreme command.

Eisenhower built a headquarters with extremely able leaders, possessed su-
perb communication skills, cultivated support from the media, and knew 
how to relax when appropriate. Atkinson explains that his subject was not 
without fault, at times holding grudges and occasionally exposing a sensitive 
ego. The lecturer clearly succeeds in his aim of pointing out the essence of 
what made Eisenhower a successful Supreme Allied Commander during 
World War II.

Such lecture topics achieved their aim of inspiring future generations of US 
Air Force officers. Since its first class graduated in 1959, the USAF Academy 
has produced over 40,000 officers and leaders for the Air Force, with a small 
percentage commissioning into the other services. After their military ca-
reers, most have gone on to lead in business, government, academia, and ath-
letics. Over 400 graduates achieved general officer rank, and five became the 
titular head of their service as chief of staff of the US Air Force.3 It is fair to say 
that the Academy has met and continues to meet its mission for the nation.

In closing his biography and leadership introduction for the first Harmon 
Lecture volume, Borowski argued that leaders are “ultimately responsible for 
the successes and failures of society and its institutions, particularly in the 
military. For these reasons, military biography has been and will continue to 
be a vital element of military history.”4 This certainly holds true in 2019 and 
will likely remain a key component in preparing young people to lead military 
institutions. If the Academy’s graduates can innovate and compete like the 
Wrights, train and maneuver like Patton and Rommel, and organize and in-
spire like Harmon and Eisenhower, then our nation should be confident in 
our future Air Force.
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The Wright Brothers and the Birth of the Air Age*

Tom D. Crouch

What an appropriate moment to hold a symposium on the Winged Cru-
sade! The twentieth century is over. We won the Cold War, and it is a safe bet 
that everyone in this room appreciates the role that airpower played in bring-
ing that about. It seems doubly appropriate in this year, when America com-
mands the sky as no other nation ever has, that we should also be celebrating 
the centennial of powered, controlled, heavier-than-air flight, an American 
achievement that shaped the course of the century. Is that a coincidence? Is 
there something in our national character, our spirit that specially suits Amer-
icans for aerospace achievement?

It is a tempting notion. Wilbur and Orville Wright were certainly the quint-
essential middle class Americans. Their story seems to exemplify our national 
strengths and values. They were the boys next door who made good through 
hard work, common sense, perseverance, and native ingenuity. In fact, how-
ever, it is more useful to see the Wrights as especially talented members of an 
international aeronautical community. They began their own work on a foun-
dation laid by their European predecessors. Initially, their achievement had a 
far greater impact in Europe than in America.

Octave Chanute, a Chicago-based civil engineer who was the Wright 
brothers’ closest confidant in aeronautics, had begun to create an informal 
international community of flight researchers in the early 1880s. Having sur-
veyed the history of the subject, he launched a vast correspondence with aero-
nautical experimenters scattered around the globe. He identified flight enthu-
siasts, gathered information from them, offered encouragement, spread news 
of what was going on elsewhere, and provided occasional financial support. 
Chanute wrote an authoritative book, Progress in Flying Machines (1894), 
published articles on flight technology in popular magazines and professional 
journals, lectured widely, and organized sessions of aeronautical papers for 
leading engineering and scientific societies.

Chanute attracted a new generation of enthusiasts into the field. The most 
notable of these was Samuel Pierpont Langley, who, as secretary of the Smith-
sonian Institution after 1887, was effectively the unofficial chief scientist of 
the United States. In the spring of 1896, Langley and his team launched a 
steam-powered model aircraft with a 15-foot wingspan. The craft remained in 
the air for one minute and 20 seconds, climbing to an altitude of 70 feet and 
covering a distance of three-quarters of a mile.

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #46, 2003.
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In May 1900, Chanute received a letter from yet another newcomer. Wil-
bur Wright, a 33-year-old bicycle maker from Dayton, Ohio, admitted to be-
ing “afflicted with the belief that flight is possible to man.”1 It was the first of 
hundreds of letters and telegrams that would pass between the two men over 
the next decade. Chanute would become the best friend and closest confidant 
that Wilbur and Orville Wright had in aeronautics. His work would also pro-
vide them with their basic approach to an aircraft structure. His most signifi-
cant contribution to their success, however, was to introduce the Wrights to 
the technical details of Otto Lilienthal’s work.

Lilienthal provided the essential starting point for Wilbur and Orville 
Wright. They had followed his work in newspapers and magazines for almost 
a decade before their own entry into the field. Their decision to undertake 
experiments with manned gliders was certainly inspired by his example. He 
provided the coefficients for lift and drag and the algebraic equations that 
would enable them to use such information to calculate the amount of wing 
area required to lift a glider and pilot into the air at a given airspeed. Without 
Lilienthal it is difficult to imagine how or where they would have begun.

All of this is to underscore the fact that aeronautical research in the early 
twentieth century was an international enterprise. The achievement of Wilbur 
and Orville Wright was not dependent on the fact that they were quintessen-
tially American. Had they been born with the same talents under similar cir-
cumstances in France, England, or Germany, they might still have been the 
inventors of the airplane. In spite of increasing activity in the US, the airplane 
could as easily have been invented in Europe.

Why Wilbur and Orville? How were these two bicycle makers from Day-
ton, Ohio, able to succeed where so many others had failed? In part, it was a 
result of their upbringing and character. They had grown up in an extraordi-
narily tight-knit family, where children were encouraged to explore, experi-
ment, and think for themselves. Their mother, the daughter of a carriage 
maker, was well educated and good with her hands. Their father, a clergyman 
whose career was punctuated by a long series of disputes with fellow church 
leaders, taught his children to have the courage of their convictions and to put 
their trust and faith in family. Neither Wilbur nor Orville ever married, nor 
did either of them ever find a better friend than his brother. They knew, un-
derstood, and trusted one another. Together as the Wright brothers, the whole 
was much greater than the sum of the parts.

The Wrights obviously brought special gifts and insights to the process of 
invention. Had you lived next to them on the West Side of Dayton, Ohio, in 
the year 1899, you would have regarded them as the most ordinary of men—
friendly small businessmen, honest as the day is long, devoted to their family. 
But you never would have guessed that these two brothers were going to solve 
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the great technical problem of the age and change the course of history in the 
process. There were clues, however, for those who knew where to look. The 
airplane was not their first invention. They had designed and built printing 
presses and self-oiling wheel hubs for the bicycles that they manufactured. In 
both cases, they had approached the problems of design from their own 
unique and unexpected angle, producing a device that sometimes puzzled 
knowledgeable professionals. “Well, it works,” remarked a visiting printer 
who inspected a press that the Wright brothers had constructed, “but I cer-
tainly don’t see how it does the work.”2

Wilbur Wright photographed in 1897 at his bicycle workshop in Dayton, Ohio. Courtesy 
of Library of Congress Prints and Photographs Division.

Wilbur Wright, in his early thirties, was running two small businesses with 
his younger brother and living in his father’s house. “I entirely agree that the 
boys of the Wright family are all lacking in determination and push,” he ad-
mitted to his sister-in-law. “None of us has as yet made particular use of the 
talent in which he excels other men, that is why our success has been very 
moderate.”3 Determined to break that mold, he wrote to the Smithsonian on 
May 30, 1899, announcing his interest in aeronautics and asking for advice on 
useful readings in the field. Over the next eight weeks, Wilbur and his brother 
Orville laid a firm foundation for their future, identifying a few kernels of 
useful information in the work of their predecessors and carefully analyzing 
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the problem. It was clear to them that an airplane would be a complex ma-
chine composed of three systems. It would have to have wings to lift it into the 
air, a propulsion system to move it forward, and a means of controlling it in 
the air.

Lilienthal had built wings capable of carrying him through the air on 2,000 
flights between 1890 and 1896. Langley’s model wings seemed to have worked 
quite well. The Wrights decided that they were safe in combining their own 
common sense with Lilienthal’s data and his approach to calculating the re-
quired wing area. They would be flying gliders, so propulsion would not be an 
immediate problem. In any case, automobile builders were developing ever 
lighter and more powerful engines. If and when the time came for a power 
plant, the technology would be available. That left the problem of control. 
“When this one feature has been worked out the age of flight will have ar-
rived,” Wilbur explained, “for all other difficulties are of minor importance.”4

Aerodynamic control was the element of the total problem that had re-
ceived the least attention. Model builders like Samuel Langley had to design 
inherent stability into their craft, employing wing dihedral and a horizontal 
tail set at a slightly negative angle to keep the model moving forward in a 
straight line. As a result, they learned nothing about flight control. Most glider 
builders had relied on weight shifting control, moving their legs and lower 
torso in an effort to keep the center of gravity of the machine on top of the 
center of pressure of the wing. It was a dangerous technique that limited the 
size of the machine and the extent of control that a pilot could maintain. It 
had killed both Lilienthal and the English experimenter Percy Pilcher, who 
died in an 1899 glider crash. The Wright brothers were determined to develop 
a mechanical system that would enable the pilot, with a few simple move-
ments, to maintain absolute control over an aircraft at all times.

After a false start or two, the brothers came up with the notion of inducing 
a twist across the entire wing, increasing the angle of attack and lift, on one 
side of the machine and reducing the angle and the lift on the other. By ma-
nipulating the geometry of the wing in this fashion, they would control the 
movement of the center of pressure with regard to the center of gravity, main-
taining precise control of the entire machine.

In addition, they were decided on a specific structural design—a biplane 
configuration in which the two wings were linked through a system of struts 
and wires in a standard engineering truss. In this manner, the relatively frail 
single wings were transformed into a very strong-trussed beam structure. The 
basic idea was inspired by a well-engineered trussed biplane glider developed 
by Octave Chanute and his associates in 1896. The Wright brothers added 
their own brilliant twist to the design, however. Like the Chanute original, 
they would rigidly brace their biplane along the leading and trailing edges. 
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They would not truss the ends, however. Rather, the wires that would warp, or 
twist, the wings would be a closed loop, maintaining the strength of the beam 
across the ends, while at the same time allowing for wing warping. It was bril-
liant, elegant engineering.

The creation of a system to provide effective lateral control is an example of 
the extent to which Wilbur and Orville Wright were able to think in nontra-
ditional ways. They had the ability to visualize a machine that had yet to be 
built and to imagine how it would behave with forces operating on it. It was 
only one of a series of gifts that enabled them to succeed where so many oth-
ers had failed.

They had an intuitive grasp of a process that would enable them to move 
forward toward a full solution to the manifold problems of flight. It was some-
thing more sophisticated than the notion of design, test, and incorporate the 
lessons learned in the next design. Had their approach been that simple, they 
would not have been able to isolate and study problems in a specific system. 
Rather, the brothers were able to test specific aspects of their craft. With some 
notable exceptions, they were careful to incorporate changes in a new design 
so that the impact of a single alteration could be evaluated.

Wilbur tested the basic wing-warping system with a kite built and flown in 
Dayton in the summer of 1899. Having satisfied themselves that their system 
of lateral control would work, the next step was to design and build a full scale 
machine. Using Lilienthal’s table of lift and drag coefficients they calculated 
the wing area required to lift the estimated weight of the glider and a pilot in 
a wind of given velocity. The calculations indicated that the craft would either 
have to have enormous wings or be flown in a considerable headwind. Corre-
spondence with the US Weather Service regarding average wind speeds across 
the US led to the selection of Kitty Hawk, NC, as the site for a “scientific vaca-
tion,” during which they could test their new craft.

When testing began, it was immediately apparent that the craft was gener-
ating far less lift than their calculations had predicted. True to their method, 
the brothers tied off the flight control system to simplify matters and focus on 
the central problem at hand. The Wrights devised a means of precisely mea-
suring the forces acting on their machine when being flown as a kite. They 
attached a grocer’s scale to the kite line, which provided a measure of the total 
force operating on the machine. They measured the angle of attack at which 
the kite was flying and determined the wind speed with an anemometer. With 
that information in hand and some simple trigonometry, they could calculate 
the actual lift and “drift,” or drag generated by craft.

Their next machine, the 1901 glider, was both the least satisfactory and 
most instructive of their aircraft. They made the mistake of introducing too 
many variables. Unsure as to the source of the aerodynamic problems en-
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countered in 1900, they increased the wing area of their 1901 glider from 165 
feet to 290 square feet, adopted a much lower aspect ratio, and introduced a 
radically different airfoil. While the larger wing area allowed the Wrights to 
make repeated glides, the aircraft was still delivering 20 percent less lift than 
the calculations predicted. Because of the multiple changes in wing design, 
the brothers had no way of isolating the problem or understanding the impact 
of any one of the variables.

Worse, now that the Wrights were spending more time in the air, they dis-
covered serious and unexpected control problems. When the pilot warped the 
wings to increase the lift on one side of the machine, that wing would often 
slow and drop, rather than rising, sending the aircraft into an incipient spin. 
The Wrights reasoned that addition of a rudder would balance the increased 
drag on a positively warped wing and allow effective lateral control. When 
incorporated into the design of the 1902 glider, the rudder was originally 
fixed. It was almost immediately made movable, however, and linked to the 
wing-warping system to increase its effectiveness in countering adverse yaw 
and allowing for smooth and controlled banks and turns.

At the end of the 1901 season at the Kill Devil Hills, Chanute assured the 
Wrights that they had moved far beyond all previous experimenters. Indeed, 
the Wrights were pleased to have spent some time in the air, to have discov-
ered the problem of adverse yaw, and to have come up with a tentative solu-
tion that they could test on their next machine. At the same time, they knew 
that the continuing gap between their calculations and the actual perfor-
mance of their first two gliders was evidence of a serious underlying problem. 
While they had not suffered any serious injuries in 1901, the fate of Lilienthal 
and Pilcher was never far from their minds. “When we left Kitty Hawk at the 
end of 1901,” Wilbur later recalled, “we doubted that we would ever resume 
our experiments.”5

Instead, they did a courageous thing, discarding all of the Lilienthal data 
on which they had based their performance calculations. It was the great 
turning point in their story. Had they suspected that there were problems 
with the inherited information at the outset, they might never have begun. 
They would not have had a firm starting point. Now they set out to gather 
their own data. They employed a simple airfoil device mounted over the han-
dlebars of a bicycle to confirm that the existing data was flawed. The next step 
was to build a wind tunnel.

Francis Herbert Wenham had built the first such aerodynamic testing de-
vice in the 1870s with a grant from the Aeronautical Society of Great Britain. 
If the Wrights did not invent the wind tunnel, they were certainly the first to 
produce useful balances, the delicate instruments placed in the air stream 
inside the tunnel to measure the minute forces playing across the miniature 
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wings being tested. Small enough to fit in a shoebox, constructed of old hack-
saw blades and bicycle spoke wire, the two balances—one to measure lift, the 
other resistance—were brilliantly conceived mechanical analogs of the alge-
braic equations that the brothers were using to calculate performance. There 
is no clearer example of Wilbur and Orville’s ability to move from the abstract 
to the concrete, from a mathematical formulation to a brilliantly conceived 
machine that would provide the precise bit of data required.

Lilienthal had tested on a single airfoil shape. In less than a month during 
the fall of 1901, the Wrights gathered data on the lift and resistance of over 40 
airfoils through an entire range of angles of attack. In addition, they con-
ducted wind tunnel experiments to determine the best aspect ratio for a wing, 
the efficiency of various wingtip shapes, and the aerodynamic effect of chang-
ing the gap between the wings of a biplane. No longer dependent on bor-
rowed data, the brothers could now move forward with confidence. It was the 
great turning point.

The 1902 Wright glider was the result of two years of experience in the field 
and a few short weeks of pioneering research with the wind tunnel. Unlike its 
predecessors, the new glider performed exactly as calculations predicted. The 
addition of a movable rudder resolved the control problems of 1901. After 
three years of effort, the Wrights had achieved their initial goal—to produce a 
heavier-than-air flying machine operating under the complete control of the 
pilot. Wilbur and Orville completed perhaps 1,000 glides with the machine 
between September 20 and October 24, 1902, and continued to fly the glider 
the following year, while they were assembling and testing their 1903 powered 
machine.

The Wrights did not patent a powered flying machine. They patented their 
1902 glider, reasoning that three axis flight control was a patentable system. 
No one, they were confident, would be able to fly without drawing on ideas 
covered by their patent. Their all-important aerodynamic data, which could 
not be patented, would be kept secret and made available to manufacturers 
who purchased the right to use their patent.

If Wilbur and Orville had overestimated the reliability of the aerodynamic 
data gathered by their predecessors, they had also underestimated the diffi-
culties that they would face in the area of propulsion. The engine was not the 
problem. When a preliminary contract failed to turn up a manufacturer will-
ing to build a power plant to their specifications, they decided to design and 
build it themselves. Charles Taylor, the machinist whom they employed at the 
bike shop, produced an engine that did the job. It was not a particularly pow-
erful engine. The key was that fact that the brothers could calculate the power 
required to fly and estimate a maximum weight for the engine. Once they had 
a power plant that met their specifications, they were satisfied. Any attempt to 
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improve the engine beyond what was required, they realized, would represent 
overengineering and a waste of time and effort.

The Wrights had not anticipated difficulties with propeller design. Their 
original assumption that they could borrow a design approach from marine 
propellers proved incorrect, however. In order to produce propellers whose 
thrust could be accurately calculated, the Wrights developed a theoretical ap-
proach to propeller design that began with a recognition that a propeller was 
a rotary wing, in which the lift was vectored as thrust. The brothers were fa-
miliar with the work of the physicist-engineer W. J. M. Rankine and used a 
form of what engineers call blade element theory to design their propellers. 
Recent wind tunnel tests revealed that first generation Wright propellers are 
almost 80 percent efficient. That is to say, the propellers transform 80 percent 
of the engine horsepower delivered to them into thrust.

A modern wooden propeller for a light airplane is usually only 85 percent 
efficient. No other experimenters of the era came even close to the efficiency 
achieved by the Wright propellers. That is what kind of engineers they were.6

This year we celebrate the centennial of the four powered, sustained, and 
controlled flights that the Wright brothers made from the sand flats at the 
base of the Kill Devil Hills, four miles south of Kitty Hawk, NC, between 
10:35 a.m. and noon on December 17, 1903. Of course that was not the end of 

the process of invention. On 
the best of those four flights, 
Wilbur Wright flew 852 feet 
over the sand in 59 seconds. 
The brothers knew that, with 
practice and an opportunity to 
keep improving the elements 
of their machine, they could 
do much better.

The Wrights decided to 
continue their experiments at 
Huffman Prairie, a 100-acre 
pasture some eight miles east 
of Dayton. By working close to 
home, they could devote full 
time to their experiments 
while keeping an eye on their 
business and avoiding the ex-
pense of living away from 
home. They worked at Huff-
man Prairie for the next two 

Orville Wright’s diary entry from 17 December 
1903 chronicles Wilbur’s 852-foot long flight, 
the longest from that epochal day. Courtesy of 
Library of Congress.
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years, designing and building a new airplane each year. Initially, they found 
that the absence of steady headwinds made it difficult to get into the air. In 
September 1904, they resolved this limitation by using a catapult system and 
began to make real progress. By the fall of 1905, they were covering distances 
of over 20 miles through the air, flying tight circles over their field for over 
half an hour at a time. They had transformed their marginal success of 1903 
into the reality of a practical airplane.

The brothers were never happier than when they were wrestling with a 
difficult technical challenge. “Isn’t it wonderful,” Orville wrote to his friend 
George Spratt, “that all of these secrets have been preserved for so many years 
just so that we could discover them.”7 The process of invention that had begun 
with a wing-warping kite in the summer of 1899 was now complete, but the 
career of the Wright brothers was far from over.

The Wrights grounded themselves from 1905 until 1908, while they strug-
gled to market their invention. By May of 1908, with signed agreements in 
hand for the sale of airplanes to both a French syndicate and the US Army, the 
brothers equipped their 1905 airplane with upright seating for a pilot and 
passenger and a new upright control system. They returned to the Kill Devil 
Hills to brush up their flying skills with the new arrangement. Then Wilbur 
was off to France, where he made his first public flights at the Hunaudières 
racecourse, near Le Mans, on August 8, 1908. Orville followed this first flight 
to demonstrate their machine to the US Army at Fort Myer, Virginia, on Sep-
tember 3, 1908. For five years, the brothers had been shadowy figures, their 
claims widely reported in aeronautical circles—and widely doubted. They 
swept all of the doubts away with these first public flights and emerged as 
great public heroes on both sides of the Atlantic.

Of course, by 1908, the Wrights no longer had the sky to themselves. Al-
berto Santos-Dumont, a wealthy Brazilian living in Paris, had flown his air-
plane, 14-bis, 722 feet through the air in 22.5 seconds on November 12, 1906. 
On October 26, 1907, Henri Farman piloted his Voisin aircraft through a full, 
remaining in the air for 74 seconds. It was the first time that anyone had 
matched the Wright brothers’ 1903 performance. In July 1908, just a month 
before Wilbur made his first flights in France, Farman remained in the air for 
20 minutes, 22 seconds at Ghent, Belgium. There was fresh activity in Amer-
ica, as well. On July 4, 1908, Glenn Hammond Curtiss, from Hammondsport, 
New York, won the Scientific American Trophy for the first flight in the US of 
more than one kilometer.

It is safe to say that none of those individuals would have flown had it not 
been for Wilbur and Orville Wright. The brothers were as important to this 
generation as Lilienthal had been to them. Now they were the starting point. 
They had met Glenn Curtiss and answered his technical questions and those 
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of his colleagues in the Aerial Experiment Association, a group organized by 
Alexander Graham Bell in 1907. In 1900 and 1901, the brothers had pub-
lished three technical articles, complete with photos of their first two gliders.8 
Chanute had described their work to his wide circle of correspondents and 
given a slide-illustrated lecture on the subject to the members of the Aero 
Club de France in April 1903. The substance of the talk, and the illustrations, 
were published within the month.

Virtually all of the French aviators who took to the air in 1907–1908 had 
entered the field as a result of Chanute’s lecture/article. Most of the new gen-
eration of French aeronautical pioneers began by building their own versions 
of a Wright glider. Santos-Dumont’s 14-bis and the early machines designed 
and built by the Voisin brothers and Henri Farman were braced biplanes with 
pusher propellers and an elevator located in front of the leading edge of the 
wing. That is not a natural configuration. The French used it because they 
knew that was what the Wrights had done. None of them understood or ap-
preciated the Wright control system, but they knew what the Wright aircraft 
looked like, and they knew the Wrights had flown. Make no mistake: the sub-
sequent history of aviation begins with the Wright brothers.

The Europeans who began running to catch up with the Wright brothers 
swept past them by 1909 and kept right on going. Having mastered flight con-
trol after Wilbur’s first flights in France, they seized leadership in world aero-
nautics from the land where the airplane had been born. Louis Bleriot’s flight 
across the English Channel on July 25, 1909, followed by the first great inter-
national aviation meet and competition held a month later (August 22–29) on 
the plain of Bethany, three miles north of the cathedral city of Reims, marked 
the beginning of European hegemony in the air. The six years remaining be-
fore the outbreak of war in August 1914 witnessed constant startling improve-
ments in performance, almost all of them the work of Europeans.

New developments in engine technology were of central importance. By 
1914, the four-cylinder, 12.5-horsepower Wright engine of 1903 had given 
way to 100 hp, eight-cylinder, water-cooled in-lines and 90–140 hp rotaries 
like the Gnôme. Louis Bechereau had incorporated the monocoque structure, 
originally developed by the Swiss engineer Eugene Ruchonnet, in the design 
of the Deperdussin racing monoplanes. Hans Reissner experimented with 
corrugated aluminum wings, while Ponche and Primard produced the 
Tubavion monoplane, the first genuinely all-metal aircraft.

Henri Fabre made the first water take-off on 28 March 1910. The Russian 
Igor Sikorsky pioneered very large aircraft with his four-engine Bolshoi of 
1913. The following year, Glenn Hammond Curtiss produced a multi-engine 
flying boat intended to fly the Atlantic. The ocean would have to wait for an-
other five years, but, by August 1914, the North American continent had been 
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flown coast to coast, both ways, and both the Alps and the Mediterranean had 
been traversed by air.

On December 17, 1903, the world’s first airplane had traveled a maximum 
distance of 852 feet in 59 seconds, reaching a speed of 30–35 mph and an 
altitude of 10–15 feet. Ten years later, only six years after the Wrights had 
first flown in public, the records had increased to a speed of 126.67 mph 
(Maurice Prevost in a Deperdussin); a distance of 634.35 miles over a closed 
circuit (A. Seguin in a Farman); and an altitude of 20,079 feet (G. Legagneux 
in a Nieuport).

The American Glenn Curtiss had won the first James Gordon Bennett race, 
staged as part of the Reims meet in 1909. By 1913, the US could not field a 
competitor for the same race. “We could not send an American biplane or 
monoplane over,” Alan Hawley, president of the Aero Club of America, ex-
plained, “because none of our machines are half speedy enough.” The air-
plane, born in America, came of age in Europe.9

How did the nation that had given birth to the airplane fall so far behind so 
quickly? It has often been suggested that the series of patent suits brought by 
Wilbur and Orville Wright were to blame for the retarded growth of aeronau-
tics in the United States. A careful analysis of the situation is an important 
first step in understanding the underlying economic and political forces that 
would drive flight technology for the rest of the century.

The American aviation industry got underway on March 3, 1909, when 
Glenn Curtiss and Augustus M. Herring incorporated the Curtiss-Herring 
Company. They quickly sold one airplane to the Aeronautic Society of New 
York and began entering prize competitions. The Wright Company was in-
corporated under the laws of the State of New York on November 22, 1909. 
Wilbur served as president of the firm and Orville as vice president. The board 
of directors included August Belmont, Cornelius Vanderbilt, Robert Collier, 
and other leading figures in American business and finance. Corporate offices 
were in New York, but the heart of the operation, the factory and flying school, 
were in Dayton, where the brothers could retain personal control.

The new factory began production in November 1910, turning out Wright 
Model B aircraft. Powered by a 40 horsepower engine, it was the first Wright 
production aircraft and the first Wright machine mounted on wheels. When 
operating at full capacity, the workmen could push two airplanes a month out 
the factory door. The company produced 12 distinct aircraft designs between 
1910 and 1915, when Orville Wright sold his interest in the firm. While pre-
cise figures are not available, the Model B and Model C, which sold to the US 
Army, were produced in the largest numbers. Other models included the EX, 
which Calbreath Perry Rodgers flew from coast to coast in 1911; the Model R, 
designed for air racing; and the Model G flying boat.
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Even before the founding of the company, the Wrights and their backers 
had recognized that the basic Wright patent, granted in 1906, was one of their 
most valuable assets. The era of the patent suits began August 18–19, 1909, 
when the Wrights filed a bill of complaint enjoining their principal American 
rival, Glenn H. Curtiss and the Herring-Curtiss Company, from the manufac-
ture, sale, or exhibition of airplanes that infringed on the Wright patent.

The patent litigation spread to Europe in 1910, when the Wright licensees, 
the Compagnie Generale de Navigation Aerienne (CGNA), brought suit 
against six rival aircraft manufacturers (Bleriot, Farman, Esnault-Pelterie, 
Clement-Bayard, Antoinette, and Santos-Dumont) for infringing on the 
Wrights’ French patents. The following year, a consortium of five German 
aircraft builders brought suit against the incorporators of the German Wright 
Company in an effort to overturn the Wright patents in that nation.

The patent suits proved to be difficult, expensive, and time-consuming for 
all parties. In the end, they failed to produce a clear-cut resolution. In Ger-
many, the courts invalidated the Wright patents, arguing that prior disclosure, 
the publication of information on the basic elements of the Wright airplane 
before the approval of their patent, had compromised their claims. The French 
suit, complicated by a very different legal system and the absence of spirited 
prosecution by the CGNA, was still not fully resolved when the Wrights’ 
French patents expired in 1917.

The situation in the US was just as complex. As early as January 3, 1910, 
Judge John R. Hazel of the US Circuit Court at Buffalo, New York, had issued 
an injunction prohibiting Glenn Curtiss from the manufacture or sale of air-
craft. Curtiss posted a $10,000 bond and appealed the decision. He could le-
gally continue flying until the appellate court reached a decision, but he took 
a terrible risk in doing so. If Judge Hazel’s decision was upheld, Curtiss would 
have to negotiate a settlement with the Wrights covering all of the monies 
earned while the injunction was in effect. Curtiss moved forward with the 
prospect of financial ruin staring him in the face.

On January 13, 1914, the judge of the US Circuit court of Appeals of New 
York ruled in favor of the Wrights. Rather than taking immediate financial 
vengeance against Curtiss, the leaders of the Wright Company, sensing the 
opportunity for monopolistic profits, announced the schedule of rates that 
they would charge anyone who wished to exhibit an airplane in the United 
States. Glenn Curtiss, represented by the best lawyers that money could buy, 
announced that he would immediately alter the control systems of his aircraft 
so that they no longer infringed on the Wright patent. Few knowledgeable 
individuals believed that was possible, but it was enough to muddy the waters 
and set the legal process in motion once again.
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Ultimately, Orville did profit from the patent suits. He sold his interest in 
the company to a group of New York financiers in 1915 for an undisclosed 
sum said to have been in the neighborhood of $1.5 million. Certainly, it ap-
peared that the patents might enable the firm to dominate the new industry. 
Orville sold out at the perfect moment, acquiring a personal fortune that 
would enable him to live comfortably for the rest of his life. Two years later, in 
1917, industry leaders, with the support and advice of the federal govern-
ment, brought the era of the patent trials to an end by purchasing the rights to 
all aeronautical patents and creating a pool of leading manufacturers who 
would share access to all patents.

Did the long battle over patents retard the growth of American aeronau-
tics? Evidence to the contrary begins with the fact that the Wright Company 
was much more severely damaged by the patent suits than the Curtiss Aero-
plane and Motor Company. Consider the matter of aircraft sales, the most 
basic measure of corporate success. Between 1909 and 1915 Wilbur and Or-
ville Wright and the various Wright companies operating on the basis of their 
patents sold a total of 14 aircraft to the US Army, their largest single custom-
er.10 Orville Wright estimated the total production of the Dayton factory be-
tween 1910 and 1915 at roughly 100 airplanes.

During the same period, the companies controlled by Glenn H. Curtiss 
sold a grand total of 232 aircraft to the US Army. This number, representing 
24 distinct designs, was almost half of the total number of aircraft purchased 
by the Army prior to US entry into WW I and nearly 10 times the number of 
Wright aircraft purchased during this period.11 In addition, 16 of the first 27 
aircraft purchased by the US Navy were Curtiss machines. The Burgess Cur-
tiss Company, unrelated to Glenn Curtiss, produced four of those original 
naval aircraft. The Wright brothers were in third place with the sale of only 
three machines to the Navy. After 1913, Curtiss sales to the Navy skyrocketed, 
while the Wright Company sales to the Navy were at an end. The precise fig-
ures for civil and foreign aircraft sales are not available, but Curtiss’s success 
in marketing single- and multi-engine flying boats to several Allied nations 
suggests that he was more successful in those categories as well.12

Curtiss prospered during the patent suit era, while the Wrights suffered. At 
the end of the period, Glenn Curtiss was the most successful producer of air-
craft in America. He was the principal supplier of training aircraft to the US 
government and the only American manufacturer producing combat aircraft 
of his own design for the Allies. The Wright brothers were out of the airplane 
business.

Why did the Wright Company suffer as a result of the patent suits? The 
reasons are not so difficult to understand. Wilbur and Orville Wright, the 
engineering geniuses at the heart of the firm, paid far more attention to win-
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ning victory in the patent suit than to the development of new and improved 
products. In truth, the brothers wanted most of all to be recognized as the 
true inventors of the airplane and for the world to appreciate the magnitude 
of their accomplishment. Victory in the patent suits, and any money that re-
sulted, would symbolize the realization of those goals. Glenn Curtiss, on the 
other hand, wanted nothing more than to develop, build, and sell improved 
aircraft. He had bet that good lawyers would see him safely through the patent 
suits. While the patent suits may have frightened some embryonic US aircraft 
firms, the fact that Curtiss won his bet suggests that the patent suits had at 
best a limited impact on the development of aviation in the United States.

If the patent suits do not explain the retarded growth of the industry in 
America, what forces were at work? Before the First World War, the pressure 
of competition was an important factor encouraging technical progress. Ini-
tially, there was little to differentiate the prizes and rewards available to avia-
tors in Europe and America. That began to change by the summer of 1909, as 
the leading European powers sought to showcase the aeronautical achieve-
ments of their citizens. Having served as the site of repeated competitions, 
cities like Blackpool, Hendon, Reims, Milan, Vienna, and Berlin emerged as 
world aviation centers. Between May 1910 and October 1913, Johanisthal, the 
principal Berlin flying field, hosted a total of seven Flugwoche (flying weeks), 
offering a total of 312,900 marks in prize money. In addition, the field served 
as either the starting point or an important stop on a number of famous 
long-distance contests, including the Circuit of Germany (June 12–July 10, 
1910); the Berlin to Vienna Race (June 9, 1912); and the Circuit of Berlin 
(August 31–September 1, 1912).13

The more strenuous competition and richer prizes available in Europe fu-
eled technological change. In the US the leading aviators were members of 
two or three touring exhibition teams who earned salaries for performing 
aerial stunts to thrill crowds of paying customers. There were no better pilots 
in the world than men like Lincoln Beachey and Walter Brookins, but they 
did not face the constant pressure to fly higher, faster, and farther against a 
wide range of competitors, week after week. More important, their technol-
ogy was not tested either. The original configuration of the Wright airplane—a 
pusher biplane with a canard elevator—remained the US standard until 1911, 
when a series of accidents among military aviators led companies like Curtiss 
and Martin to switch to the tractor configuration.

The threat of war was an even more important factor. No one was certain 
what military utility the airplane might have. Faced with rising international 
tensions between 1900 and 1914, however, European leaders could ill afford 
to allow a rival nation to forge ahead with the new technology. “With Russia 
and Austria-Hungary in their present troubled condition, and the German 
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Emperor in a truculent mood,” Wilbur Wright noted, “no government dare 
take the risk of waiting to develop practical flying machines.”14 As a result, 
European governments encouraged the development of a domestic aircraft 
industry through investment and subsidies.

The scale of European investment in flight technology is apparent in a table 
listing national spending for aeronautics prepared by US Army officials in 
1913.

Table 2.1. Total Government Expenditures on Aviation, 1908–1913. (All fig-
ures in US dollars, 1913)

Nation Expenditure

Germany $28,000,000

France $22,000,000

Russia $12,000,000

Italy $8,000,000

Austria $5,000,000

England $3,000,000

Belgium $2,000,000

Japan $1,500,000

Chile $700,000

Bulgaria $600,000

Greece $660,000

Spain $550,000

Brazil $500,000

United States $435,000

Denmark $300,000

Sweden $250,000

China $225,000

Roumania [sic] $200,000

Holland $150,000

Serbia $125,000

Norway $100,000

Turkey $90,000

Mexico $80,000

Argentina $75,000

Cuba $50,000

Montenegro $40,000

(All figures are from House of Representatives, Aeronautics in the Army, Hearing before the Committee on 
Military Affairs, 63rd Cong., 1st sess., USGPO, 1913.)
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In addition to official appropriations, several leading aeronautical powers 
had also established national subscriptions that provided an additional 
$7,100,000 in financial support for their aeronautical industries. Once again, 
Germany led the way with $3,500,000 in private funds, followed by France 
($2,500,000), Italy ($1,000,000), and Russia ($100,000). According to official 
US government estimates, the nations of the world had spent a total of 
$93,620,000 in public and private funds on aviation between 1908 and 1913.15

How was this money spent? England, France, Germany, and Russia invested 
large sums in state-supported, well-equipped aeronautical research facilities. 
Patriotic philanthropists also contributed to the cause. In France, for example, 
industrialist Henri Deutsch de la Meurthe, Gustave Eiffel, and Basil Zaharoff 
pursued aerodynamic research, created aerodynamic institutes at French uni-
versities, and established endowed chairs in aeronautical engineering.16

In addition to government support for flight research, European nations 
nurtured aircraft manufacturers. The impact of this funding was dramatic. 
By 1914, the Farman company employed 1,000 individuals in a series of 
plants scattered around Paris.17 During the years 1909 to 1914, Bleriot Aero-
nautique produced 800 airplanes. The fact that two major firms, Deperdussin 
and Nieuport, prospered in spite of the early loss of very strong founders is 
striking evidence of a growing industrial maturity. European governments at 
least occasionally targeted spending to support a troubled company. In April 
1910, for example, when a flood devastated the Voisin factory, the French 
government ordered 35 aircraft from the firm in a successful effort to prevent 
a collapse.18

The European propulsion industry also prospered during the years leading 
up to the First World War. In 1913 alone, the 650–800 individuals employed 
at the Gnôme factory at Gennevilliers produced a total of 1,400 rotary en-
gines. Renault, the second-largest French producer of aircraft engines, pro-
vided fully one-third of the power plants purchased by the French military. 
The French aeronautical engine industry, the world leader by 1914, combined 
the use of the latest American machine tool technology with the older French 
tradition of handcrafted excellence in the metal trades.19

Without the incentive of war looming on the horizon, the United States did 
not even attempt to keep up. In 1910–1911, a period during which the US 
Army took delivery of 14 airplanes, the French government ordered over 200 
flying machines. In 1912, a committee of wealthy French patriots raised four 
million francs to supplement the national budget for military aviation.20 That 
year the US Secretary of the Navy pointed out that that France had spent 
$7,400,000 on flight to date. Russia had spent $5,000,000; Germany $2,250,000, 
and Great Britain and Italy $2,100,000 each. Even Japan ($600,000) had out-
spent the US ($140,000).21 By 1913, 14 nations—including Belgium, Japan, 
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Chile, Bulgaria, Greece, Spain, and Brazil—were spending more on aviation 
than did the United States.

European nations recaptured the lead in flight technology not because the 
Wright patent suits had retarded American development but because Euro-
pean government investment had fueled the rapid development of aviation. 
The gap grew even wider as the pressure of war further accelerated develop-
ments in Europe. The result was, of course, that American airmen flew off to 
war in 1917 in aircraft that had been almost entirely designed and built in 
Europe.

By that time, of course, the Wright brothers were no longer an active force 
in aeronautics. Wilbur had died of typhoid in 1912. The members of the 
family blamed it on the stresses and strains of the patent suits. Having sold 
the Wright Company in 1915, Orville allowed the Dayton-Wright Company 
to use his name and served as a consulting engineer with the firm during 
World War I. He made his last flight as pilot in command on May 13, 1918. 
He would remain an honored figure, showered with honorary degrees and 
other awards and honored at scores of dinners and ceremonies for the rest of 
his life. The Wright achievement was commemorated by a great national 
monument dedicated in 1932, overlooking the spot where the brothers had 
made their first successful sustained and controlled powered flights. Presi-
dent Wilson appointed him to membership on the National Advisory Com-
mittee for Aeronautics in January 1918, a position he held until his death on 
January 30, 1948.

By then, the US was the world’s dominant airpower. The American aircraft 
industry had finally achieved parity with Europe during the years immedi-
ately following World War I. There things remained until the design revolu-
tion of the mid-1930s. The new generation of streamlined, all-metal aircraft 
that took to the air in those years were not the result of any one breakthrough. 
Rather, they were the end product of a wide range of innovations in struc-
tures, aerodynamics, and propulsion that had occurred over a period of at 
least 15 years.

The process of change began with the development of the first metal air-
craft prior to World War I, continued with the introduction of duralumin, 
and culminated with the appearance of anticorrosive coatings and new ma-
chine tools and production techniques. Variable speed and constant pitch 
propellers enabled the new aircraft to make full use of powerful radial engines 
shrouded in drag-reducing cowlings. Stressed-skin cantilevered wings, 
streamlining, the retractable landing gear, and flush riveting reduced drag, 
while high lift devices enabled the new all-metal, high-performance mono-
planes with their high wing loading to take off and land safely. Each innova-
tion had been significant in its own right. When engineers combined them to 
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create a new generation of aircraft during the years 1933–1935, they added up 
to a revolution in aircraft design and performance.

It was an international revolution. Streamlining, monocoque construction, 
and other structural innovations appeared in France before 1914. Metallurgi-
cal developments, experience in metal aircraft design, and theoretical re-
search in areas from aerodynamics to structures had flowed from Germany to 
other parts of Europe and America. English engineers took the early lead in 
radial engine design and provided such key innovations as the sodium-cooled 
valve and the first drag-reducing cowling. An English aircraft won the Gug-
genheim Fund Safe Airplane Prize by demonstrating the use of the slats and 
flaps that would enable larger, heavier aircraft to take off and land safely.

While the impact of the design revolution was apparent in new aircraft 
produced in many nations, it was obvious that American industry was most 
successful at integrating new technologies into successful aircraft. New Amer-
ican airliners like the Douglas DC-3 set a world standard. The enormous in-
dustrial expansion of the US aircraft industry during World War II completed 
the process begun in the 1930s.

America did not have a monopoly on good ideas or brilliant engineers. The 
European origins of the jet engine and the large ballistic missile were proof of 
that. The strength of the American economy, heavy postwar government 
spending on all aspects of the aerospace enterprise, a strong commercial air-
line system, a thriving military and civil space program, and other factors 
ensured that those ideas would find their fullest expression in the US. The 
success of the US aerospace industry has been a major factor in our success as 
a nation since 1945. Through the end of the 1970s, US manufacturers sup-
plied perhaps 75 percent of the world’s large commercial airliners. By the end 
of the century, as noted at the outset, the success of American airpower en-
abled the nation to control the airspace over any potential battlefield.

As we look forward into the twenty-first century, problems cloud the hori-
zon. American power inspires bitter opposition. Global competition chal-
lenges traditional American mastery of the market for large commercial air-
craft. Analysts point out that our high-tech workforce is aging. And among 
the many things that we learned on September 11, 2001, was the relative ease 
with which adversaries who are weak in traditional military terms can turn 
the most sophisticated products of flight technology against us. The terrorist 
hijackers paid absolutely no attention to the good intentions of the men and 
women who design, build, and operate modern airliners. The words of histo-
rian Melvin Kranzberg ring truer than ever: “Technology is neither good, nor 
bad,” he explained, “nor is it neutral.”22

For better or worse, flight technology is ours to do with what we will. A 
thousand years from now, when our descendants look back on the twentieth 



BIOGRAPHY AND LEADERSHIP │ 119

century, they will surely remember this as the time when human beings first 
took to the sky. Whatever its near-term consequences, flight has had a pro-
found psychological impact on us.

The Wright brothers launched a new era in history—the age of flight. The 
author of this paper works in a museum that is a shrine to the air age. In an 
average year, 9 million people will walk through the doors of the National Air 
and Space Museum (NASM)—14 million in our best year. We welcome more 
visitors than the British Museum, the American Museum of Natural History, 
the Metropolitan, or the Louvre. It is the most visited museum in the world. 
When NASM opened to the public on July 1, 1976, the staff was confident of 
success, but no one expected the enormous number of visitors who arrived 
that first summer or the wave of media enthusiasm that washed over the 
building. President Gerald Ford commented that the museum was “our bi-
centennial birthday present to ourselves.” In fact, those of us who planned the 
museum could take only limited credit for its success.

The quality of the NASM collection is a far more important factor. What 
other museum in the world, covering any subject, can offer such riches? Visi-
tors to the NASM can see the world’s first airplane; the world’s first military 
airplane; the first airplane to fly around the world; the Spirit of St. Louis; the 
Lockheed Vega that Amelia Earhart flew across the Atlantic; Wiley Post’s Win-
nie Mae; Howard Hughes’ classic H-1 racing aircraft; the B-29 Enola Gay; the 
Bell X-1 that Capt. Charles Yeager, he of the right stuff, first flew faster than 
sound; the world’s fastest airplane; the first airplane to fly around the world 
nonstop and unrefueled; the first balloon to circumnavigate the globe; the first 
helicopter to fly around the world; the world’s oldest liquid propellant rocket; 
the spacecraft that carried the first American into orbit; and the Apollo 11 
Command Module, Eagle, that brought the first human beings to walk on the 
surface of another world home again. And that is only the tip of our iceberg.

But the core of the museum’s appeal runs deeper even than the opportunity 
to see the actual aircraft and spacecraft in which intrepid men and women 
wrote the history of the twentieth century in the sky. However one assesses 
the immediate consequences of aviation, flight remains one of the most stun-
ning and magnificent of human achievements. People flock to the NASM 
from around the world because this is a museum that makes them feel proud 
to be human.

That is the legacy of Wilbur and Orville Wright. They were the inventors of 
the airplane in a much truer sense than Thomas Edison can be said to have 
invented the light bulb or Alexander Graham Bell the telephone. The Wrights 
chose the most difficult technical problem in sight. They analyzed the com-
plex and confusing record of previous experiments in the field, focusing their 
attention on flight control. Having selected a starting point, the brothers 
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demonstrated their innate sense of a process of invention. They had to learn 
to fly gliders, risking life and limb, as part of that process. When their gliding 
experiments failed to provide necessary information, they developed a wind 
tunnel balance, an elegant engineering instrument that opened the way to 
success. In six short years, Wilbur and Orville Wright had produced an inven-
tion that would define the course of the twentieth century.

The achievement of heavier-than-air flight involved nothing more nor less 
than the realization of the oldest and most potent of human symbols. To fly is 
to escape restraint, soar over obstacles, and achieve mastery and control of 
our fate. Suddenly, the old dream, which had become the very definition of 
the impossible, was a reality. If human beings could fly, what could they not 
accomplish? The invention of the airplane threw open the doors to unimag-
ined possibility. That, it seems to me, is an achievement worth celebrating.
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Patton and Rommel
Men of War in the Twentieth Century*

Dennis Showalter

The horse cavalry had a song about a place called Fiddler’s Green, where 
the grass is always lush and the beer is always cold. It stands along the road to 
Hell, but no trooper ever reaches that grim destination. Instead, he stops off 
at Fiddler’s Green and stays to drink with his friends. Surely, Fiddler’s Green 
has made room for tanks and those who ride them. And just as surely, two old 
tankers hold court eternally under the trees. For a while, let us join them 
there.

George Patton. Erwin Rommel. Their likenesses are available on prints and 
posters and in varying scales to model-builders and collectors. Their names 
and faces are regularly used to advertise volumes on armored warfare, on 
World War II, on great battles and great captains. Patton and Rommel. Their 
deeds and ideas run like threads through academic monographs and profes-
sional military writing on war. They appear regularly in science fiction and 
alternate history. In Fox at the Front, Douglas Niles and Michael Dobson even 
have them fight side by side to prevent the Soviet overrunning of Germany 
after Hitler’s assassination.† A Google search—that twenty-first-century stan-
dard for measuring significance—turns up over 400,000 references to “Erwin 
Rommel” and almost two million for “George Smith Patton, Jr.”

The generals and their commands remain identified in the same way Rob-
ert E. Lee is synonymous with the Army of Northern Virginia and Napoleon 
with the Grande Armée. Patton molded Third Army in his own likeness, into 
a fighting force his biographer Martin Blumenson compares to those of Han-
nibal, Cromwell, and Napoleon.‡ Rommel’s Afrika Korps developed a legend-
ary identity under its charismatic leader—a mutual understanding one of his 
staff officers described as “a gift from the gods.”

Patton and Rommel were in part their own creations. Each man was his 
personal construction of what a soldier should be. From his days at West 
Point, Patton defined himself as a hero in the making. He spent his life pre-
paring for the opportunity to fulfill his destiny on the battlefield, and when 
opportunity came, however late and truncated, he seized it with both hands. 
Rommel, while he sought and enjoyed the public acclaim that came to him as 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #48, 2005.
†Douglas Niles and Michael Dobson, Fox at the Front (New York: Forge Books, 2003).
‡Martin Blumenson, Patton: The Man behind the Legend, 1885–1945 (New York: William Morrow, 1985).
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the Desert Fox, saw himself as essentially a warrior for the working day, mak-
ing the best of tools that lay to hand and circumstances as they developed.

Patton and Rommel were also constructions of their enemies. In the mid-
dle of the North African campaign, Winston Churchill, the last great roman-
tic, paid tribute to Rommel in the House of Commons. The Desert Fox was so 
admired by British soldiers and officers that “doing a Rommel” came to be a 
synonym for anything executed competently and with flair. American and 
British soldiers and scholars continue to praise Rommel’s grasp of the initia-
tive, his mastery of improvisation, and his ability to maximize the effect of 
inferior numbers and limited resources. In America’s service academies, he 
remains for cadets an archetype of what a leader should be: a general combin-
ing muddy boots and operational genius—what contemporary military ana-
lyst David Hackworth calls a “warrior stud.”*

On the other side of the hill, German military analysts have at best limited 
regard for Rommel as a general. To soldiers trained in the schools of Clause-
witz and Moltke, the qualities Americans admire in Rommel are exactly those 
that merit criticism: acting on impulse, favoring spontaneity over planning, 
trusting to luck for resupply. German interpretations emphasize Rommel’s 
focus on tactics at the expense of logistics, strategy, and ultimately policy. 
Rommel in North Africa is depicted as getting too easily discouraged and for 
blaming his allies and his superiors for defeats better put to his account. He 
gets high marks for quick reactions and for leadership, but the usual evalua-
tion describes him as a superb division commander, adequate or a little better 
at corps level, and miscast in the higher roles he played in 1944.

For German professionals, on the other hand, Patton remains a general 
who understood how to wage modern war and how to use the tools provided 
by American industry. Germans, during the war and afterwards, consistently 
described Patton as the closest thing to a panzer general the Western allies 
produced, unique among British and Americans in his mastery of mobile 
warfare at the operational level. “Patton is your best,” Gerd von Rundstedt 
informed his postwar questioners. Fritz Bayerlein compared Patton to Heinz 
Guderian—Patton was imaginative, aggressive. Patton saw that the tank made 
it possible to paralyze an enemy, then destroy him at low cost. “Patton!” the 
old Wehrmacht hands and their successors of the Bundeswehr reflect. “Had 
he been given a free hand by your Eisenhowers and your Bradleys, the war 
would have been over by November. Shermans would have been rolling down 
Unter den Linden before the Russians ever saw the Oder.”

*Hackworth is the author of About Face: The Odyssey of an American Warrior (New York: Simon and 
Schuster, 1989).
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In the years after 1945, George Patton came to be relegated to the support-
ing cast of America’s World War II experience as a character actor—some-
times almost as comedy relief. His single-minded devotion to war seemed a 
dangerous anomaly in a thermonuclear age. His conscious flamboyance ap-
peared unseemly posturing in an era of gray flannel suits and anonymous 
generals. His achievements as a commander diminished to parochial suc-
cesses in the best-selling memoirs of Omar Bradley and Dwight Eisenhower.

Lt Gen George S. Patton, left, discusses military strategy with Lt Col Lyle Bernard in Sicily, 
1943. Photo courtesy of National Archives (no. 531335).

Aficionados and popular writers have overwhelmingly interpreted Patton 
as the only US senior officer who understood and practiced the concept of 
maneuver based on shock and finesse, as opposed to attrition based on mass. 
They also see in Patton an appealing combination of military intellectual and 
rebellious outsider, a model of professionalized effectiveness as opposed to 
the GI general, everyman at war, images projected by such icons as Eisen-
hower and Bradley. In an age when leaders’ feet of clay are regularly sought 
and exposed, even Patton’s various indiscretions appear less unusual than 
they did in 1943—and Patton at least was no hypocrite. His behavior reflected 
his beliefs, a welcome congruence in an increasing age of spin and mendacity.

Military scholars and academic historians are less comfortable with Patton. 
They usually concede that he was a first-class battle captain, at the top of his 
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form in exploiting victory. But when it came to the hard fighting necessary to 
set up the mobile operations, Patton is frequently described as falling short. A 
quintessential cavalryman, he tended to overlook the practical complexities 
of war making—particularly against the Wehrmacht. In a similar context, 
while Patton may have been denied command above army level because of 
specific personal behavior, a certain subtext lingers regarding his overall emo-
tional and mental staying power in a higher post.

Patton had always been, to put it gently, a man of strong opinions about his 
fellow men. His postwar assignment as military governor of Bavaria ranks 
among the most ill-considered senior appointments since Emperor Caligula 
made his horse a consul of Rome. The experience nurtured an anti-Semitism 
increasingly public, increasingly vitriolic. Patton simultaneously began steep-
ing himself in radical anti-Soviet literature. Had he resigned and spoken out, 
as he talked of doing, his probable themes bade fair to carry him deep into the 
fever swamps of American politics, to a place beyond McCarthyism. Patton’s 
death in a traffic accident, mundane though it was, may have been Bellona’s 
final gift to one of her most fervent devotees. The Goddess of War can be an 
ironist.

Sixty years after his triumphs, Patton remains to his countrymen in good 
part the bad boy become general—a profane, posturing soldier-slapper, a 
loose cannon with an extroverted lack of self-discipline. Patton the general 
stands as an embodied indictment of war’s specious promises of glory and its 
very real indifference to suffering—a necessary evil who America was lucky 
to have in an emergency. In a culture still reluctant to acknowledge the role of 
war in American society, Patton’s ebullient enthusiasm for conflict makes him 
uncomfortable—a figure to respect but not to identify with. He is like an ath-
lete admired for performance but not judgment—a uniformed cross between 
Barry Bonds and Dennis Rodman.

As for Rommel, in 1945, he was another dead general in a Germany whose 
emerging definition of “Zero Hour” (Stunde Null) involved a rejection of war 
and the men who made it. However, an emerging Federal Republic needed 
military exemplars whose shields were as clean as possible. Rommel’s forced 
suicide gave him status as one of Hitler’s victims. Junior officers who had 
served with Rommel in Normandy, particularly Hans Speidel and Friedrich 
Ruge, saw the value of constructing an image of the field marshal as simulta-
neously a heroic leader of Germany’s armies and a principled conspirator 
against Hitler’s Reich. Ruge and Speidel rose to the tops of their respective 
services and make honorable names for themselves in NATO.* West Germany 

*North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Ruge, a veteran of both World Wars, served as head of the German 
Navy from 1955 to 1961. Speidel’s postwar German Army career lasted from 1955 to 1963, and during his 
last assignment, he commanded all NATO ground forces in Central Europe.
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adopted the Rommel mythos with enough enthusiasm to name one of its na-
vy’s major ships after the army general—and to sustain Rommel’s image in the 
English-speaking world as an enduring symbol of the “good” German: the 
man who fought a clean, honorable war, untainted by the ideology or the in-
stitutions of National Socialism and out of place among the thugs and poseurs 
of the Third Reich. Perhaps it is all just as well. A living Rommel, with his 
limited tolerance for fustian and hypocrisy, might have challenged the card-
board characterizations built around his name.

Fate denied soldiers and historians the guilty pleasure of a direct engage-
ment between Patton and Rommel. Direct comparisons are rendered even 
more difficult by the lack of congruence in their professional backgrounds 
and their operational experience. Patton was a son of privilege, a cavalryman 
when that still meant something, not merely a student and scholar of war but 
an insider on issues of doctrine and planning. Rommel was a muddy-boots 
infantryman who owed his place and position in the Reichswehr to his 
achievements as a field soldier. Patton had access to the resources of the 
world’s greatest military-industrial power. Rommel fought his war on a shoe-
string; even 7th Panzer went to battle in looted tanks. Rommel excelled as a 
division and corps commander; Patton led an operational corps for slightly 
over a month. Rommel finished in command of an army group; Patton never 
rose above army level.

When all those points are made, what remains to be said about George 
Patton and Erwin Rommel as men of war? Patton was far more than the sum 
of his public achievements and public performances. He cultivated a com-
plexity of character that defies explanation and developed a personality whose 
force was terrifying. Stronger than the individual or the collective personali-
ties of his soldiers, it tapped into the spectrum of motivations for making war. 
It appealed to bloodlust and vengeance as well as courage and comradeship. 
And it generated rapport with the citizen soldiers of a democracy—to a de-
gree that still makes Patton’s critics uncomfortable.

Patton was a trainer. In the States, he first made his mark at senior levels by 
his successes in developing the Armored Force out of a collection of regi-
ments and battalions. In North Africa, his primary achievement involved 
compelling II Corps, from its staff and division commanders down, to begin 
taking the war seriously. In Europe, perhaps the most outstanding character-
istic of Third Army’s order of battle was the constant accretion of green divi-
sions, with everything to learn at all levels: even the cadres were raw, and few 
commanders had any combat experience in the current war. While all US 
field armies had the same problem, Third Army’s new formations seemed to 
adjust more quickly and suffer fewer casualties relative to their early missions. 
On another level, Patton’s racism did not deter him from being the first army 
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commander to employ, and personally welcome, black tank battalions or to 
integrate black volunteers into Third Army’s replacement-starved rifle pla-
toons surging the Battle of the Bulge.

Patton was both an educated soldier and a military intellectual. A lifetime 
of reading and reflection focused on war developed a mental sophistication 
that enabled him to think ahead, anticipating moves and developing counters, 
forcing the pace of battle to points where neither his enemies, his superiors, 
nor his subordinates could readily keep pace. Patton’s concepts of war led him 
away from conventional approaches towards a nonlinear paradigm whose 
pace and impact compelled the enemy to fight at a disadvantage, to surrender, 
or to flee. Often presented as designed to avoid enemy contact, Patton’s way of 
war accepted combat but sought to make it brief and decisive: the final ele-
ment in throwing the enemy fatally off balance through sophisticated use of 
time, space, and mass.

Patton compensated for his personal and intellectual apartness by being a 
team player. A survey of his military career suggests strongly that the familiar 
image of Patton the outlaw, Patton the rebel, is significantly overdrawn. When 
the fustian is subtracted—and when the distinction is made between public 
behavior and private comments intended to discharge steam—Patton emerges 
as a team player whose superiors had in common a confidence that they could 
handle him. Even his feud with Montgomery has been exaggerated on both 
sides. The admittedly high degree of tensions at SHAEF* during the D-Day 
campaign owed much to wider political factors: the pressures caused by Roo-
sevelt’s bid for a fourth term in the US and the increasing fragility of Chur-
chill’s wartime coalition in Britain generated corresponding pressure on the 
respective generals. It was Eisenhower, not Patton, who was Montgomery’s 
principal bete noir throughout the campaign. Monty, in fact, though well 
aware of Patton’s habit of insulting him in public, seemed to find the Ameri-
can mildly amusing much of the time—like a poorly housebroken dog whose 
messes others clean up.

Compared to Patton, Erwin Rommel spent his early World War II career in 
what the Germans call a “made bed.” The German army had a doctrine for 
mobile war, an organization to implement it, and training methods that pro-
duced officers and men able to execute it. Rommel brought strict discipline, 
high standards, and incandescent energy to his command of 7th Panzer. The 
result was the most spectacular record of the 10 divisions who decided the 
campaign of 1940. Sent to North Africa, Rommel again enjoyed the advan-
tages of commanding in the Afrika Korps a force that knew what it was sup-
posed to do and responded positively to its commander’s hard-driving style. 

*Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Forces
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Rommel offered few second chances to units or commanders—largely be-
cause the Afrika Korps and Panzerarmee Afrika had so little margin for error. 
His German formations might be defeated, but they seldom failed him. In 
time, the Italian mobile divisions as well adapted to Rommel’s methods as far 
as their deficiencies in equipment and command allowed.

Rommel brought to the desert a set of qualities well adapted to that the-
ater’s balance of space, time, and mass. Ultimately the Axis forces were not 
consistently outnumbered and outgunned because the British held Malta, or 
because the Italian navy was ineffective, or any other immediate reasons. 
North Africa was a tertiary theater for Hitler and a secondary theater for 
Mussolini, while it was the primary theater of engagement for Britain. Those 
respective priorities shaped the governments’ respective commitments and 
put Rommel in the position of a short-money player in a table-stakes poker 
game. His only hope of keeping the field against superior British mass, and 
British generalship that was not always as inadequate as Rommel made it 
look, was to use his assets as though they were not wasting assets, to be hus-
banded like a miser’s coins.

Erwin Rommel with the 15th Panzer Division between Tobruk and Sidi Omar, North 
Africa, 1941. Courtesy of National Archives (no. 540147).

Rommel’s boldness in maneuver, his feel for the pace of a battle, his per-
sonal intervention at crucial points, above all his risk-taking, were necessary 
force multipliers at the cutting edge. Because Rommel was constrained consis-
tently to push the envelope, he made mistakes in conceptualization and execu-
tion. Yet in the contexts of policy and strategy, the ambition and the recklessness 
often attributed to Rommel by his critics acquire a different dimension. So 
does his approach to logistics, which was in no way as cavalier as it is fre-
quently described. So does his relationship with his Italian allies and superiors—
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again, on the whole more politic than admitted in most general accounts. If 
Rommel in North Africa was essentially a virtuoso corps commander of mo-
bile forces, it was in good part because such a general was absolutely essential 
to sustaining the Axis position no matter whether it was defined as a spring-
board or an outpost. Subtract that virtuosity for any reason and the result, as 
indicated by the course of events from El Alamein to the surrender in Tunisia, 
was an endgame, likely to be completed sooner than later.

Rommel demonstrated a level of intellectual growth unusual for someone 
under the kinds of pressure he faced in the desert. He continued to emphasize 
tactics and operations because he believed, like the German officer corps as a 
whole, that wars are won by winning battles and that strategic opportunity 
develops as a consequence of tactical and operational success. But even before 
leaving North Africa, Rommel grasped the consequences of a developing Al-
lied air supremacy on future operations. He understood the potential of Al-
lied amphibious operations long before he engaged any landings. In Italy and 
later in northwest Europe, Rommel showed that his approach in North Africa 
had been a matter of tactics rather than principles, that maneuver war as he 
had practiced it was no longer feasible—at least on the German side of the 
line. He wrote his ideas down. He discussed them frequently. He became a 
mentor to the commanders and staff officers of High Command West: some-
one to turn to in the hope that somehow the worst might be averted—if not 
through combat then by means initially barely thinkable.

Heroes in the epic mold are ultimately limited not by external values or 
official codes but by internal standards individually derived and personally 
held. In the modern world, the real world with its complex institutional and 
social organizations, a hero’s virtues are correspondingly likely to seem am-
biguous. He tends to assume the status of a clown or an outlaw. In the context 
of America’s World War II, George Patton was a hero out of his time. But in 
the context of Hitler’s Reich, what might someone with Patton’s heroic stature 
and heroic aspirations have achieved? Correspondingly, where might Rom-
mel’s commonsense approach and his skill at maneuver war have carried him 
on the other side of the line, as part of Eisenhower’s command team and with 
America’s military resources behind him? Erwin Rommel with an endless 
supply of tanks and all the fuel he needed! It’s worth discussing, over another 
drink at Fiddler’s Green.

Dennis Showalter was a retired professor of history who first joined the Colorado 
College faculty in 1969, after receiving his bachelor’s degree from St. John’s University 
and his master’s and doctoral degrees from the University of Minnesota in 1965 and 
1969, respectively. He was also the past president of the Society for Military History 
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150 articles. Recent monographs include The Wars of German Unification (London: 
Arnold, 2004), Patton and Rommel: Men of War in the Twentieth Century (New York: 
Berkeley, 2005), Hitler’s Panzers (New York: Berkeley, 2009), and Instrument of War: 
The German Army 1914–18 (Oxford, UK: Osprey, 2016). Showalter was an award- 
winning educator, having earned the Lloyd E. Worner Teacher of the Year Award 
(2011) and the Gresham Riley Achievement Award (2005) at Colorado College. In 
2011, Showalter was honored with a Festschrift, Arms and the Man: Military History 
Essays in Honor of Dennis Showalter, ed. Michael Neiberg (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2011). 
Dennis Showalter passed away on 30 December 2019 at the age of 77.





Hubert R. Harmon and the Air Force Academy

The Man and the Issues*

Phillip Meilinger

Lt Gen Hubert R. Harmon is a largely forgotten figure, even here. I’d guess 
the average cadet knows little about the man other than that his name graces 
the building where the superintendent’s office is located. My goal is to explain 
why our first superintendent was a great man and officer and why he was so 
vitally important to the Air Force Academy.

Harmon came from a military family. His father had graduated from West 
Point in 1880. Both of his older brothers graduated from Hudson High, and 
both of his sisters married West Point graduates. Hubert decided that he too 
wished for a career in uniform; he initially leaned towards the Naval Acad-
emy. Fortunately, he came to his senses before he could make such a disas-
trous mistake. Even so, getting into the Military Academy proved challenging.

In 1910 he received an appointment and reported to West Point. Only a 
week into basic training, however, he was summoned to the office of the su-
perintendent. I’m sure you can all realize how surprising such a call must have 
been to a basic. The superintendent, Col Hugh Scott, held up a cadet roster 
and noted that there were two other cadets on it named Harmon: were they of 
any relation? Hubert proudly responded yes, they were his brothers. “In that 
case,” said Scott, “you will have to leave; you can’t expect the American tax-
payers to pay the tuition for three boys from the same family.”

Hubert was sent home. He was dumbfounded, and his father was outraged. 
He wrote the Army chief of staff asking him to overturn the superintendent’s 
decision, but got nowhere. Soon after, his parents left for an assignment in the 
Philippines, so Hubert moved into a boarding house in Brooklyn. He told his 
story to his Irish landlady, who was the sympathetic sort. Family lore has it 
that she said they should talk to her husband, who was involved in local pol-
itics, to see what could be done. That night, while the master of the house was 
sitting in his favorite chair, Hubert told his story. The man was moved. He 
had friends. The next day he and Hubert were off to talk to the local ward 
boss. Hands were shook and drinks were drunk; Hubert was told not to 
worry. Sure enough, a few months later Harmon received a second appoint-
ment to the Military Academy. When he reported in June 1911 his oldest 
brother, Kenneth, had just graduated and Colonel Scott had moved on to a 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #52, 2010.
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different assignment. The new superintendent asked no questions of Basic 
Cadet Harmon. He was in to stay.

Regarding West Point in 1911: The Military Academy had not kept up with 
the times. The military training program and academic curriculum were 
mired in the previous century. Military training consisted of a rigid caste sys-
tem emphasizing excruciating attention to detail, endless drill, parades, and 
inspections. There was little discussion of tactics and even less of military 
strategy. Cadets were to be platoon leaders.

Academically, things were even worse. The curriculum was a single list of 
courses that all cadets took. There was no transfer credit for those who had 
attended civilian college. There was no validation credit for those intellectu-
ally ahead of their peers. There were no academic majors and no electives. 
Classes were held six days per week. The classroom environment consisted of 
rote learning with cadets “reciting” their lessons to the instructor. Math and 
engineering courses generally involved the entire period spent at the black-
board working problems. All cadets were graded every day; grades were com-
piled weekly and were then published for all to see. This happened for all four 
years. Outside observers complained that the curriculum was barely advanced 
over the high school level.

As for faculty, instructors were Army officers, and virtually all were Acad-
emy graduates with no additional schooling beyond what they had learned as 
cadets. Most of the texts were written by the department heads, and any 
changes to these texts had to be approved by the Secretary of War.

And yet this system, as out-of-date as it appears, worked. West Point pro-
vided the vast majority of senior commanders in America’s wars, and these 
commanders included virtually all the senior commanders on both sides 
during the Civil War, John Pershing, Douglas MacArthur, George Patton, and 
a host of others. The first crop of leaders of the Army Air Forces and Air Force 
were also West Point grads: “Hap” Arnold, Hoyt Vandenberg, Nate Twining, 
and many others. Clearly, West Point was doing something right. Its emphasis 
on discipline, duty, obedience, and attention to detail had proved its worth.

To his dismay, Hubert was soon recognized as the younger brother of Mil-
lard Harmon. One of the typical hazing activities of the time was to have a 
plebe crawl around on all fours to the amusement of the upperclassmen while 
reciting a ditty: “Doodle Bug, Doodle Bug, your house is on fire!” Millard had 
been quite adept at this questionable skill and had earned the nickname of 
“Doodle.” Hubert was tasked to see if he could do as well as his brother. Alas, 
the skill ran in the family, and he too was good at emulating insects; he was 
given the nickname of “Little Doodle.” Over the years, Millard lost his and 
was always referred to by his colleagues as “Miff.” Hubert would be called 
“Doodle” by his classmates and colleagues for the rest of his life.
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Harmon did poorly in most subjects, save drawing. Militarily, he was al-
ways at the top of his class, or the bottom actually, in the number of demerits 
received. As a consequence, Doodle remained a cadet private and never at-
tained cadet rank during his four years. In cadet parlance, he was a “clean 
sleeve”—he wore no stripes. Coincidentally, perhaps, I should note that the 
commander of the Army Air Forces during World War II and the only five-
star airman in our history, “Hap” Arnold, was also a “clean sleeve” during his 
cadet career. The first chief of the independent Air Force, Gen Carl Spaatz, 
had also been a “clean sleeve” while at West Point. His successor, Hoyt Van-
denberg, was—you guessed it—also a “clean sleeve.” Harmon was in good 
company, although I’m not sure that should comfort us!

Like many cadets, Harmon escaped from the daily drudgery of the cadet 
experience through athletics. Despite his small size—he was barely 5'8" and 
135 lbs.—he played football, baseball, hockey, and tennis. He was the backup 
quarterback on an outstanding, undefeated football team. The story is told 
that in one game he attempted a quarterback sneak on the goal line. He dove 
for the end zone but was grabbed in midair by a burly defensive lineman who 
simply held him there until the referee blew the whistle. He lettered in foot-
ball, a feat for which he was extremely proud—there were only 14 members of 
his class who wore the Army “A” on their sweater.

Harmon (second row, far right) as a player on the West Point football team in 1914. 
Courtesy of USAFA McDermott Library SMS 325.
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Harmon’s class of 1915 was one of the most illustrious in Academy history, 
usually referred to as “the class that stars fell on” because so many eventually 
made general. The list included five-star generals Dwight Eisenhower and 
Omar Bradley—both of whom were football teammates and fellow lettermen; 
four-star generals James Van Fleet and Joseph McNarney; and seven other 
lieutenant generals, one of whom was Hubert Harmon.

I have spent some time on Harmon’s time at West Point because I believe 
that the cadet experience, for all of us, is of tremendous importance in our 
lives.* The values we learn, the experiences we share, the friends we make, will 
to a great extent determine the course of our careers and lives. That was cer-
tainly the case with Hubert Harmon.

Class standing determined graduation assignments. Because Harmon 
graduated 103 out of 164, he had few options. He chose coastal artillery, 
largely because that had been his father’s branch and because it was better 
than the infantry. He went to artillery school and then his first post, but he did 
not find it interesting. He then received a letter from Miff, who was in pilot 
training at the time. The letter advised his younger brother that he too should 
transfer to the only branch of the Army that had a future—the Air Service.

Hubert did transfer and won his wings in May 1917 as the US was set to 
enter the world war. To his chagrin, he was sent to Texas to work in training 
command. Miff went to France, and Hubert pestered him to pull strings to get 
him “over there” as well. Finally, in mid-1918 Hubert received orders for 
France; he was to be a “pursuiter”—a fighter pilot. On the troop ship over, 
however, Harmon contracted the flu and nearly died. He recovered, briefly, 
and then went down again a month later. His oldest brother, Ken, received a 
phone call in France telling him that his little brother was about to die, so he 
hurried to the hospital to be with Hubert at the end. Upon arriving he found 
his brother awake and alert: he wondered what Ken was doing there. Harmon 
was lucky. The influenza epidemic of 1918 was the worst plague in history, 
killing 675,000 Americans and at least 50 million people worldwide.

Today we grow concerned when H1N1 kills several hundred; in compari-
son, with today’s population, the pandemic of 1918 would have killed 3 mil-
lion Americans and perhaps 350 million worldwide. The numbers are stag-
gering. Yes, Hubert Harmon was lucky, although he didn’t think so. The 
near-death experience cost him the chance to fly combat, and he always re-
gretted that.

Harmon remained in Europe for the next two years, spending one year in 
Germany in occupation duties and another year in London disposing of war 
surplus materials. London was eye-opening. He was impressed by the cultural 

*The lecturer graduated from the USAF Academy in 1970.
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breadth of Royal Air Force (RAF) officers. They could discuss not only mili-
tary matters and airpower but could also converse about art, music, literature, 
and political affairs—subjects that Harmon had barely encountered while at 
West Point or in the Army. RAF officers were also great party-goers, and he 
recalled playing a game in the mess called “sink the ship”—what we would 
term “buck, buck.” He would remember this tour.

He returned to Washington in late 1920 to serve as an executive officer to 
the chief of the Air Service. This was an important position, giving him an 
education in organization, administration, finances, maintenance and supply, 
doctrine, and of course, operations. His office was situated between those of 
Maj Gen Mason Patrick, the Air Service chief, and that of Billy Mitchell. Har-
mon must have gotten an earful.

Later he became deputy head of the Information Division. This pivotal di-
vision has no real counterpart today; in the 1920s, it combined the activities 
of intelligence, public affairs, and legislative liaison. Harmon’s boss was “Hap” 
Arnold. Major Harmon learned a great deal and in 1925 even testified for the 
defense at the court-martial of Billy Mitchell.

The most important aspect of Harmon’s six years in Washington involved 
the pursuit of his greatest challenge. Her name was Rosa-Maye Kendrick. 
Rosa-Maye was beautiful, witty, intelligent, cultured, a bit of a tomboy, and 
the daughter of the US senator from Wyoming, John B. Kendrick.

Doodle chased that girl for five years before she finally caught him. He 
wrote her poetry. He sent countless letters telling her how much he adored 
her. When she would go back to the family ranch in Wyoming each summer 
and at Christmas, he was distraught. His frequent letters often included little 
drawings. It was very romantic. Harmon flew out to see her each year, osten-
sibly on official business, but on one occasion, there was a mishap: he at-
tempted to take off from Sheridan too heavily loaded and ended up plowing 
through a fence. The plane was totaled, but Harmon was uninjured. He, and 
the remains of the aircraft, returned to Washington by train.

Despite Harmon’s countless marriage proposals, Rosa-Maye put him off. 
This changed in January 1927 when Hubert told her he had orders for over-
seas—he was going to the Philippines. Would she accompany him as his wife? 
Rosa-Maye immediately burst into tears and refused to answer. Three days 
later, Hubert admitted he had been pulling her leg: yes, he was going overseas, 
but it was as the air attaché to London. Did that make a difference?

They were married a month later. The wedding was a major Washington 
social event given the prestige of Senator Kendrick. Guests included the pres-
ident and Mrs. Harding, vice president and Mrs. Dawes, secretary and Mrs. 
Hoover, and assorted senators, congressmen, and generals. A week later, the 
newlyweds were on their way to London. This was an important tour for Har-
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mon because once again he was exposed to the Royal Air Force officer corps 
that had so impressed him earlier. He remained struck by their educational 
breadth and worldview. He liked the way the RAF educated its officers.

After three years, the Harmons returned to the States and a tour at West 
Point. Major Harmon was a battalion tactical officer—what we would call a 
group AOC.* He saw the Academy from a different perspective but noted how 
little had changed in either the curriculum or the military training system. 
This stood in stark contrast to what he had just seen in Britain. Perhaps the 
most important part of this tour was the birth of daughter Eula, who soon 
became the apple of her father’s eye.

Back to school. The Harmons spent the next year at Maxwell Field at the 
Air Corps Tactical School. This was the golden age of the “Tac School,” when 
the theories of strategic bombardment and the “industrial web” were being 
spun by a faculty of young and eager airpower advocates. From there, the 
Harmons went to Fort Leavenworth for the Command and General Staff 
School, then a two-year program. This prolonged emphasis on tactical land 
warfare, so different from the broad, visionary thinking he had experienced at 
the Tactical School, was a drudge. Harmon therefore focused on other mat-
ters. I came across this notation in his medical records: “wound, contused, 
moderately severe, dorsal surface, right foot; accidentally incurred while 
playing golf, when hit on foot by golf ball knocked by another player.” The 
price of freedom doesn’t come cheap. In addition, in 1934 Kendrick was born. 
The two would become close friends as well as father and son.

In the summer of 1935 Lieutenant Colonel Harmon returned to opera-
tions. He was posted to the 1st Wing at March Field in California, where he 
would serve as the wing exec under the commander, Hap Arnold. After a year 
on staff, he became the commander of the 19th Bomb Group. Then it was 
back to school again, this time to the Army War College.

The War College was pitched at a higher plane than the Staff School, and 
here Harmon learned the intricacies of war planning, mobilization, and 
industrial- base issues. It was a good year, and he was then posted to the War 
Department General Staff. After two years Colonel Harmon returned to the 
Air Corps and was sent to San Antonio, Texas, as the Kelly Field base com-
mander. His immediate boss was his brother Miff. After a year, Hubert re-
ceived his first star and became the commander of the entire Gulf Coast 
Training Center, one of three major training commands that trained the hun-
dreds of thousands of crewmembers needed for the war effort.

*Air Officer Commanding, the commissioned officer that commands a cadet squadron at the Air Force 
Academy.



BIOGRAPHY AND LEADERSHIP │ 139

But Harmon was eager to go to war—recall that influenza had kept him out 
of combat in the First World War. In November 1942, he got his wish, as upon 
receiving a second star he was sent to the Panama Canal Zone to command 
the Sixth Air Force. The Canal was a crucial strategic asset to the US, allowing 
the fleet to travel between the two oceans and fight a world war against Ger-
many and Japan. As it turned out, however, the enemy was never able to seri-
ously threaten the Canal. Instead, the main threat was the German U-boats, 
but they had been driven east beyond Trinidad by the time Harmon arrived. 
He chafed at being in a backwater theater and pushed Washington for a trans-
fer. He got his wish and in November 1943 was sent to the Solomons to take 
command of the Thirteenth Air Force. His boss would again be Miff, who was 
the commander of US Army forces in the South Pacific.

Harmon’s timing remained bad. He arrived in the Solomons when the bat-
tle for Guadalcanal was over and the entire island chain was falling into Allied 
hands. It was soon apparent that the war was moving west into the Southwest 
Pacific Area under Gen Douglas MacArthur and north into the Central Pa-
cific under Admiral Chester Nimitz. As a result, the Thirteenth was moved to 
the Southwest Pacific, but Harmon did not accompany it. The air commander 
there was Gen George Kenney, and although he had known Harmon for 
years, the two were not close. Kenney told Arnold he wanted a new com-
mander. Harmon was sent home after only six months in theater. This was a 
bitter disappointment for him—the biggest setback of his career. He had 
thirsted for a combat command and upon receiving one thought he had done 
a good job, but others thought differently.

It was typical of Harmon’s character that when given a lemon he made 
lemonade. Returning to Washington for a staff job, he threw himself into his 
work. Arnold directed him to form a new command, the Personnel Distribu-
tion Command, whose mission was to handle the hundreds of thousands of 
men and women going overseas, returning from overseas, being retrained or 
reclassified, or in convalescence. Harmon crisscrossed the country setting up 
scores of new facilities to handle the flood of personnel. As the war wound 
down in Europe, this flood increased. Harmon was one of the busiest men in 
the Army Air Forces by the middle of 1945.

When the war ended, Harmon considered retiring—like many he was tired 
of the long hours and separation from family. He was persuaded by old friend 
Ira Eaker, then Arnold’s deputy, to hang in there. In 1946 Harmon was reas-
signed to Panama, largely the job he had held in 1942. But he knew this was 
just temporary, and in early 1948, Harmon was promoted to lieutenant gen-
eral and posted to New York City. He was to be the US air representative to the 
United Nations.
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He thought it would be a significant job. The new UN was slated to have 
major military forces at its disposal. Harmon’s job as a member of the Military 
Staff Committee was to advise the UN leadership on air matters. As it turned 
out, the wartime allies—the US and the Soviet Union—soon fell out and 
could agree on almost nothing. The UN’s military forces were never estab-
lished because the Soviets and the West could not agree on their size, compo-
sition, location, or function. Harmon had been steered into a dead-end job.

After months of meetings that went nowhere, he approached the Joint Staff 
in Washington and said he was willing to do any tasks that they might have in 
the offing—anything to keep him busy. He was soon given a greater challenge 
than he had bargained for.

In 1949 the defense budget was being severely cut, and as often happens at 
such times, the military services began squabbling among themselves. The 
main conflict in this instance was between the Navy and the Air Force. The 
Navy wanted to build aircraft “supercarriers” that could house multi-engine 
bombers capable of delivering atomic weapons. The Air Force objected.

Strategic bombing was its mission, and it wanted more heavy bombers, 
B-36s, to accomplish that mission. Charges flew back and forth, ultimately 
resulting in congressional hearings and the firing of several high-ranking 
Navy officers. While this drama was playing out, the Joint Staff decided to 
look more deeply into an underlying premise. The issue was the US war plan 
that envisioned an atomic air offensive conducted by the Air Force. Could the 
Airmen carry out this mission? The Joint Chiefs appointed a special board, 
chaired by Lieutenant General Hubert Harmon, to look into it.

Harmon’s board consisted of himself and four other high-ranking officers, 
two each from the Navy and Army. After two months of study, the board re-
leased a top-secret report that concluded the Air Force could carry out its 
mission as planned, but this would not defeat the Soviet Union. In fact, Har-
mon’s team concluded that although massive damage would occur to Soviet 
industry and armed forces, they would still overrun most of Europe; more-
over, the atomic strikes would confirm Soviet propaganda and perhaps even 
strengthen the resolve of the Soviet populace. This was not what the Air Force 
wanted to hear, and the chief of staff, Gen Hoyt Vandenberg, was livid. He 
insisted that the report be changed. Although under great pressure, Harmon 
refused to budge and the report stood.

The significance of this incident becomes apparent in December 1949. 
Vandenberg was grappling with the issue of a new Air Force Academy. It was 
a subject that had already consumed much of his time and that of his staff: 
What should be its mission? Should it be four years like West Point and An-
napolis or a two-year finishing school? What about the curriculum and who 
should teach it? Where would it be located? And more practically, how 



BIOGRAPHY AND LEADERSHIP │ 141

would legislation establishing and funding an academy be steered through 
Congress?

Vandenberg needed a senior officer to manage such affairs, someone with 
political astuteness and administrative experience, someone who had a 
demonstrated ability to plan and stand up a large organization from scratch, 
someone of unquestioned integrity who would not be swayed by the political 
currents that would swirl around all decisions regarding an academy. He 
turned to the man who had defied him a few months earlier: Hubert Harmon. 
This decision speaks eloquently and deeply regarding leadership, follower-
ship, and integrity regarding both men.

Let me now say a few words about Harmon the man. In stature, Harmon 
was slight, around 5'8" and 135 pounds. He had hazel eyes and thinning gray 
hair. He smiled often. He smoked prodigiously, even after being diagnosed 
with the lung cancer in 1956 that would soon result in his death. Harmon 
enjoyed a scotch and water and drank an occasional beer—usually after a 
round of golf or while watching a football game. He was never known to drink 
in excess.

Rosa-Maye was the only woman in his life. Throughout their marriage, he 
remained devoted to her. She was always more serious than her husband, but 
they filled each other’s gaps. Rosa-Maye and Hubert remained each other’s 
best friend throughout life.

As a father, Hubert was attentive and affectionate. He loved to play with his 
kids, take them to the park, talk to them, and read to them at night. He taught 
Kendrick to play chess, which they did often. Eula was his princess, and he 
always had enormous affection for her.

He remained a devoted Army football fan, but his great love was golf. He 
was good but not outstanding. While Academy superintendent, he golfed 
with Ben Hogan, Omar Bradley, Governor Dan Thornton, Air Force Secre-
tary Harold Talbott, President Eisenhower, and many others. To be Harmon’s 
aide, an officer had to be an accomplished golfer and card player. He was a 
good poker player and sometimes played for high stakes. During one session 
at the Army-Navy Club, he won enough to buy a new Cadillac.

He liked dogs but not cats. His reading tended towards the likes of Mark 
Twain, Rudyard Kipling, or Jack London. He enjoyed happy movies, espe-
cially when they starred classy ladies. As for music, he preferred classical.

Hubert’s most enjoyable and rewarding hobby was carpentry, and he spent 
many evenings tinkering in his workshop. He much enjoyed making a chair 
or table for friends and family. He continued to doodle, and his many draw-
ings, often humorous, are scattered throughout his papers and letters.

He remained a plainspoken man. He was honest, forthright, and candid. 
He was a man of rigid integrity—he didn’t even cheat on his golf scores! If you 
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asked him for his opinion, you would get it, unvarnished. Yet, it was this sim-
plicity of spirit that was so appealing.

As a boss, he was a dream. His longtime driver commented, “I didn’t work 
for him. He treated me like one of the family.” One aide later said, “I always 
felt that he could do anything, and the reason he could do it was that people 
worked for him and didn’t work because they were scared of him.” He never 
yelled and seldom even got angry. On those occasions when it was necessary 
to discipline a subordinate, he would seek humorous ways to soften a blow. 
For example, Harmon’s aide, Capt Tom Curtis, was a good fighter pilot but a 
poor organizer. On one occasion, the two were headed for the flight line to 
catch a plane, and Harmon asked, “Tommy, did you get the flight lunches?” 
“Oh geez, general, I forgot!” Harmon then reached behind the seat and 
brought out the boxes, showed them to Curtis, and said, “Tommy, I’m the best 
aide you’ve ever had.”

All of Harmon’s talents at interpersonal skills, diplomacy, ingenuity, and 
doggedness would be required for his duties as Vandenberg’s special assistant 
for air academy matters. Neither man anticipated how difficult and lengthy it 
would be to establish an Academy. It would be five years before Harmon could 
push the required legislation through a recalcitrant Congress, find a suitable 
site and architect to build the facilities, hire the faculty and staff, and design a 
first-rate curriculum, military organization, and athletic program.

Why did it take so long? There were several reasons. First, President Harry 
Truman was not a supporter of a new air academy. The reasons for this are 
unclear. He had been a National Guard officer in the First World War, so per-
haps he thought citizen-soldiers were adequate to fight America’s wars. Per-
haps the nasty and public fights between the services, and his even more pub-
lic fight with Gen Douglas MacArthur during the Korean War, had soured 
him on service academy graduates. Perhaps he just thought a new academy 
was too expensive.

It should also be noted that the other services were not overly supportive of 
a new academy either, and their concurrence was necessary for Congressional 
approval. They feared a dilution of their own influence in Congress and a 
drain on their funding. And, of course, the ongoing fights between the Air 
Force and the Navy over bombers and carriers referred to earlier did not leave 
the sea service inclined to help the airmen.

More specifically, there were unforeseen events that periodically cropped 
up to block Harmon’s plans. In June 1950, the Korean War broke out, catching 
America totally by surprise. By the end of that year, the massive Chinese in-
tervention set the US back on its heels. Congress told the Air Force this was 
no time to be distracted by an Academy that it deemed of low priority. In 
1951, the war situation had stabilized, but then a massive cheating scandal 
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occurred at West Point and 90 cadets were expelled. This incident and its ad-
verse publicity put Congress in no mood to discuss a new academy.

The following year the scandal had faded from memory, but 1952 was an 
election year and members of Congress were concerned with how academy 
legislation would play in their states and districts. Both parties were reluctant 
to take action until the smoke cleared. As anticipated, the Republicans won 
in 1952, and Dwight Eisenhower would be the new president. In 1949, he 
had co-chaired a board for the Secretary of Defense that had looked at the 
need for military academies in general and a new Air Force Academy in par-
ticular. He came down strongly for both. It was therefore expected by Har-
mon and the Air Force that things would now move quickly towards the re-
quired legislation.

They did not. The new administration had a necessary period of coming up 
to speed, as did Republican leaders in both the House and Senate—after all, 
they had been out of power for 20 years. An Air Academy was not at the top 
of their priority list.

During this period Harmon retired from active duty—twice. Although he 
had hoped to see the Academy through to completion, the interminable de-
lays caused him to retire in February 1953. He was immediately recalled to 
duty in anticipation of good news from Congress, but when this was not 
forthcoming, he retired again in June and moved to San Antonio. Finally, with 

a strong push from President Ei-
senhower, Congress acted. In an-
ticipation of legislative passage, 
the president himself recalled his 
old friend, classmate, and foot-
ball teammate to active duty in 
November 1953. This time the 
stars were indeed aligned. Con-
gressional hearings were held in 
early 1954, and in April legisla-
tion establishing the United 
States Air Force Academy was 
signed by President Eisenhower. 
Hubert Harmon was named the 
first superintendent.

Hubert Harmon was the ideal 
man for the great challenge given 
to him. He was the perfect choice 
to fight the agonizingly long 
journey from conception to ful-

President Dwight Eisenhower (seated) shakes 
hands with Secretary of the Air Force Harold 
Talbott, 1 April 1954, after signing legislation 
authorizing the establishment of the US Air 
Force Academy. Looking on (from left) are 
Congressman Carl Vinson, of Georgia; Gen Na-
than Twining, Air Force chief of staff; Con-
gressman Dewey Short, chairman of the 
House Armed Services Committee; James 
Douglas, undersecretary of the Air Force, and 
Lt Gen Hubert Harmon, special assistant for 
the Academy. Courtesy US Air Force Academy.
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fillment of the Academy. This was so for several reasons. Harmon was a gifted 
organizer and administrator. From early in his career, it was obvious that his 
strength lay in staff work. He was conscientious, dedicated, tireless, and me-
ticulous. He knew how to budget his time and prioritize so as to get the im-
portant things done first. As he advanced in rank, his duties became more 
complex and demanding, but he continued to excel.

Second, Harmon was a master of personal relations, and this was not an 
affectation. He genuinely liked people and their company. He cared. He lis-
tened. He killed people with kindness. Everyone loved him.

Third, Harmon was intellectually inclined to establish and run the Acad-
emy. He had spent nine years as a student at the college level, with three more 
in educational administration and five years in a training environment. He 
knew what a quality education entailed and what was required to make it 
work. He understood what motivated students and how they learned. He rec-
ognized the requirement for well-qualified teachers and administrators.

In addition, his four years as Vandenberg’s special assistant made him the 
unquestioned expert on the subject of an academy. He had the time to think 
through all aspects of an air academy in great depth—its curriculum, disci-
plinary system, organization, location, personnel requirements, and con-
struction. He was able to dwell on details.

Fourth, Harmon understood the political environment in which he had to 
work. His education began with staff experience in Washington from 1921 to 
1927, where he worked closely with Congress. And then of course there was 
his marriage to Rosa-Maye and the association with her father, Senator John 
Kendrick. Harmon’s political education was further advanced by tours in 
London, command in Texas that involved a great deal of interaction with lo-
cal politicians, and his tours in Panama and at the United Nations. All of these 
assignments gave him a deepening appreciation for the intricacies and com-
plications of the political process.

Once the Academy was authorized, Harmon’s warm relations with Presi-
dent Eisenhower became a factor. This closeness was a function of their hav-
ing been West Point classmates and teammates. By 1954, there were slightly 
over 100 men left from the Class of 1915; they had been through three major 
wars together and had endured the long peace between the world wars when 
the military was neglected. These men knew each other and, in most cases, 
liked and respected one another. The president’s support for Harmon, and by 
extension the Academy, was known and understood by all.

Fifth, Harmon succeeded with the Academy simply because he loved it. He 
loved the idea of an academy, and, most importantly, he loved cadets.

Let me now turn to the challenges that General Harmon faced as the first 
Academy superintendent—challenges that have continued to echo down 
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through the years and that have been endemic to the Academy experience. 
The first of these concerns the curriculum. From early in his career Harmon 
doubted the utility and focus of the West Point curriculum. He was not en-
thused by academics as a cadet—except for drawing—and his grades showed 
it. But this dissatisfaction was not realized until his tour in London in 1920. 
His assignment on the Air Staff further alerted him to the broadness of the 
issues confronting the Air Corps. It was during this period that Harmon at-
tended night school at George Washington University, taking courses in jour-
nalism, architecture, and the arts. He even contemplated resigning his com-
mission and becoming an architect.

Although he changed his mind, seeds were planted. As an aside, when the 
Academy was being built, Harmon took a deep interest in its architecture and 
made numerous suggestions to the builders. Indeed, the beautiful spiral stair-
cases in the library, Mitchell Hall, and Arnold Hall were due to his insis-
tence—he wanted some relief from the relentless lines, angles, and rectangles 
of the buildings in the Cadet Area.

Also influencing Harmon were his experiences in WWII when he served 
in San Antonio and Panama. Both tours were marked more by the need for 
political smoothness than operational ability. His return to Panama after the 
war, when US-Panamanian issues were tense, reinforced his diplomatic skills.

In sum, Harmon’s entire career had convinced him that military officers 
needed a broad education. He wanted greater interest on the social sciences 
and humanities. West Point and Annapolis were heavily focused on math, 
science, and engineering. To Harmon, this was outdated and did not ade-
quately prepare air officers for the strategic thinking necessary for a world 
power. He got his wish. The curriculum in 1955 consisted of 53 percent math 
and sciences and 47 percent humanities and social sciences.

At the same time, Harmon was intrigued by the idea of a faculty composed 
of military and civilian instructors. This too was controversial at the time—
and indeed still is. West Point had an all-military faculty, and the first vice 
dean, Col Robert F. McDermott, himself a West Point graduate who had 
taught in its social sciences department, maintained that an all-military fac-
ulty was essential for the Air Force Academy. He argued that a civilian would 
only be able to teach the academic lesson of that day; an officer could teach 
that but also serve as a professional role model. Harmon continued to pitch 
for having some civilian instructors, but he lost this battle. His faculty and 
staff were almost unanimously opposed to civilians, and when the Academy 
opened, its faculty consisted totally of Air Force officers.

These have been subjects that have resonated throughout the years here. 
The large core curriculum consisting of a balanced mix of academic disci-
plines has remained basic at the Academy to this day—although the exact 
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definition of balance is in the eyes of the beholder. As for civilians on the 
faculty, the Academy held to this policy for nearly four decades. These debates 
continue and probably always will.

The second major issue that Harmon grappled with was the Cadet Honor 
Code. Harmon had lived with such a code as a cadet, but things were far dif-
ferent then. There was no Cadet Honor Committee; indeed, there was not 
even a written statement of an honor code, although cadets nonetheless un-
derstood. Harmon later commented that things were simple back in 1915: if a 
cadet was viewed as having overstepped the bounds, a group of his peers 
would get together and discuss it with him. If the group decided the man had 
violated his honor, he was told to leave. In Harmon’s words, “We took up a 
collection, gave the guy a hundred bucks, and told him to beat it.”

In the 1920s, the Military Academy adopted an honor code that was run 
by the cadets, and Harmon saw this system in action when he served as a 
battalion “tac” in the 1930s. Harmon himself chose the wording for the pro-
posed Air Force Academy Code: “We will not lie, steal, or cheat nor tolerate 
among us anyone who does.” He did not want to impose the Code upon the 
cadets; rather, he hoped that after receiving instruction on the concepts of 
honor and integrity and how they relate to an Air Force career, they would 
accept it voluntarily.

The first step was to educate the faculty and staff, many of whom were not 
academy graduates and were thus unfamiliar with its strictness. The “tolera-
tion clause” caused concern, and it was feared that it would trouble new ca-
dets as well. Many youngsters were taught they should not “rat out” their 
friends or siblings, but the toleration clause required cadets to do precisely 
that: to inform on friends they saw committing an honor violation. Many 
questioned whether such a principle was viable.

To Harmon, the toleration clause was the heart of the Honor Code. It 
made the Code self-policing and countered the “us versus them” syndrome—
officers as enforcers policing cadets who would then close ranks and protect 
each other. Harmon recognized this would be the most difficult idea for ca-
dets to grasp.

Harmon introduced the Honor Code to the new cadets during their basic 
training. He has been seen as the “driving force” behind the Code, but he did 
not have to drive very hard: the first cadet class voted to accept the Honor 
Code in September 1955—just as they were beginning their academic classes.

Problems quickly developed, however, over the scope of the honor system 
and how much it governed cadet activities. In short, would the Code be used 
to enforce regulations? Harmon was leery of this and quoted Mark Twain to 
underline his concern: “Honesty is our most cherished possession and we 
should use it sparingly.” By this Harmon meant that the purpose of the Honor 
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Code was to shape and influence a cadet’s behavior—to make him want to live 
an honorable life. The Code should not exist for “easing the authorities’ ad-
ministrative or policing responsibilities.”

But this was indeed a problem. A concept inherited from West Point called 
the “Five Points” concerned five serious infractions: drinking, gambling, nar-
cotics, hazing, and limits. Our Academy adopted this rule, which stated that 
when a cadet signed in from an off-duty privilege, he was testifying by his 
signature that he had not violated any of the rules regarding the Five Points. 
Cadets found this unfair, especially regarding drinking. It happened. To tie a 
cadet’s honor while on a legitimate off-duty privilege to whether or not, in the 
privacy of a hotel room, he drank a few beers was unfair. If a cadet were caught 
in a bar, then he should be punished accordingly—in the military sphere for 
violating regulations. Such activities should in no way be considered an honor 
violation. This provision was eventually removed from the Honor Code, but 
not until 1960—after the first class had graduated.

Another controversial issue was “discretion.” Two philosophical questions 
surrounding the Code concerned the severity of an offense and the severity of 
punishment. Most criminal or religious codes distinguish between felonies 
and misdemeanors, between mortal and venial sins. The Honor Code did not: 
all lies, cheats, and steals were of equal weight. Similarly, the punishment for 
all transgressions was the same—disenrollment. Thus, a black-and-white 
standard was imposed on a decidedly gray world. West Point came to believe 
this was out of balance, and during the 1950s, cadets there began considering 
such factors as age of the violator, severity of the offense, mitigating circum-
stances, and whether the offense was self-reported. In some cases, the Honor 
Committee would give a cadet a second chance—he would be given “discre-
tion.” This policy was formalized at West Point in 1959. It would provoke 
controversy and vigorous debate at the Air Force Academy as well but would 
not be incorporated into our Code for another decade.

In sum, the Cadet Honor Code was one of the new Academy’s most dis-
tinctive and unique features. Yet, time would reveal that some of the systemic 
problems already noted—the Code’s black-and-white nature regarding de-
grees of dishonor and the severity of punishment, and the issues of toleration, 
discretion, and the enforcement of regulations—would be oft-debated in the 
years ahead.

A third challenge facing Hubert Harmon concerned athletics. All wanted 
the Air Force Academy to have intercollegiate teams, but there was disagree-
ment over the balance between having teams that could compete on the na-
tional level with the emphasis on a challenging academic curriculum that 
would be recognized as the hallmarks of a first-rate university.
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Cadets then were graded on a daily basis and their grades accumulated and 
were published each week. Those on academic probation were prohibited 
from engaging in intercollegiate athletics until their grades improved. The 
athletic director, Col Robert Whitlow, became much exercised over this pol-
icy when he saw his teams being devastated by poor grades. He noted that as 
of 28 September there were already 79 cadets academically deficient—over 
one-quarter of the Cadet Wing. Worse, over 80 percent of them were athletes.

Wrote Whitlow: “I can’t believe a man is automatically less bright merely 
because he wants to play a sport. We need to demonstrate to team members 
that they can participate without being at such a tremendous disadvantage in 
study time with respect to their classmates.” The workload had to be reduced.

The dean, Brig Gen Don Zimmerman, offered little relief: an athlete at any 
institution was always at an academic disadvantage relative to his class-
mates—“it is the price he pays for fame.” There would be no let up. I would 
note that Zimmerman had lettered in three sports at West Point, so he under-
stood the problem.

The issue of cadet academic workload was one of several involving Colonel 
Whitlow. There would soon be missteps that would lead to his removal. It’s 
useful to review the background regarding his selection.

Harmon heard a briefing given by Whitlow in 1950 in which he had ar-
gued, “In the current US national outlook, an educational institution primar-
ily contacts the US public not by means of its superior educational program, 
but by means of its athletic representatives and resulting comment in the 
sports pages of the nation’s newspapers.” He noted that Annapolis, which 
played a tough schedule, received “nothing but praise” for its athletic prowess, 
whereas, West Point “is treated with decided coolness on all sides for its 
pantywaist schedule.” Whitlow wanted the air academy to play serious foot-
ball; his ideal schedule would include every year powerhouses like Alabama, 
Michigan, Southern Cal, Notre Dame, and, of course, Army and Navy. This 
study sold Whitlow to Harmon: he liked his enthusiasm.

Upon arriving at Lowry AFB, Whitlow was a bit more enthusiastic than 
was appropriate.* He sent a letter to ROTC programs around the country hop-
ing to stir up interest in the Air Force Academy among prospective athletes. 
One line caught the attention of several: “The national reputation of an edu-
cational institution is rarely determined by academic achievement, but by 
athletic victories which are highlighted in the public eye by the newspapers, 
radio, and television.” This was the same point he had made in his Air Staff 
briefing in 1950, but now it rang a discordant note. The president of Kansas 

*Lowry Air Force Base, in Denver, Colorado, was the temporary site of the Air Force Academy while the 
main campus north of Colorado Springs was under construction.
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State University sent a strongly worded complaint to Harmon, who responded 
that such a belief was “certainly out of line with our policy.” Whitlow was 
forced to retract his statement.

Whitlow persisted in his aggressive posture, arguing that “unless the Air 
Force Academy is to be relegated to the stature of the Coast Guard Academy 
in the eyes of its officers and the general public, the Air Force must move rap-
idly to have teams capable of competing successfully with the two older ser-
vices.” To assist in grooming athletic prospects, funds from the Academy’s 
Athletic Association were used to set up a program at the New Mexico Mili-
tary Institute for the purpose of boosting test scores for athletes so they could 
get into the Academy. As Whitlow phrased it: “New Mexico is where I put 
boys who needed a few more smarts.”

Harmon’s stance on all of this was, frankly, subject to misinterpretation. 
For example, he wrote that “if we play down athletics and make it appear that 
a coming star will have no chance to glitter in our firmament we will surely 
fail to attract to our Academy many young men of the type we desire.” He then 
added, “No discrimination was to be made for or against a young man simply 
because he was an athlete.”

There was a razor-thin line in Harmon’s reasoning: he wanted quality ath-
letes to choose the Academy, not only because he wanted respectable athletic 
teams but also because his own experiences convinced him that athletics nur-
tured qualities that were highly desirable for future officers. His career had 
taught him this—recall that his most illustrious classmates were fellow ath-
letes Dwight Eisenhower and Omar Bradley. On the other hand, he was reluc-
tant to distort the cadet selection process in favor of athletes.

In 1957, the Air Force Inspector General conducted an investigation of the 
Athletic Department. It faulted Whitlow for his entire attitude towards athlet-
ics at the Academy. Its report stressed that “national standing of the teams will 
be of secondary importance.” The IG also condemned Whitlow’s “cooperative 
program” in New Mexico. The report concluded emphatically, “Consider-
ations of athletic capabilities will not be permitted to compromise an impar-
tial cadet selection and appointment procedure.” Whitlow was fired.

The Academy football team of 1958–59—the first that included seniors—
went undefeated and earned a Cotton Bowl berth, raising eyebrows around 
the country. This entire issue of the role of athletics at the Academy would, 
like the matters of curriculum and the Honor Code, continue to reappear 
over the next 50 years. Were athletics, especially intercollegiate football, over-
emphasized? The honor scandals of 1965 and 1967 largely involved athletes, 
and many have blamed the scandals on such an overemphasis. This is a mul-
tifaceted question that deserves greater exploration.
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The final challenge facing Hubert Harmon, and indeed every officer and 
cadet that has been associated with the Academy ever since, concerns its mis-
sion. As early as August 1948—before he was formally associated with the 
Academy, Harmon wrote that the first and most important goal regarding an 
academy must be the articulation of its mission statement: “upon this all other 
plans and decisions depend.” As superintendent, he focused on this matter. 
The mission statement he devised will sound familiar to all of you; it is not 
dramatically different from the Academy’s mission statement today:

The mission of the United States Air Force Academy is to provide instruction, experi-
ence, and motivation to each cadet so that he will graduate with the qualities of leader-
ship and knowledge required of an officer in the United States Air Force, and with a 
basis for continued development throughout a lifetime of service to his country, leading 
to readiness for responsibilities as a future air commander.

This is important. These words are important, but too often we memorize 
them without internalizing them—without thinking about what they really 
mean. Too often we interpret the mission within the narrow confines of our 
own organization: as faculty members we judge success on how well we fulfill 
our academic responsibilities; as AOCs we view victory in terms of our duties 
as military trainers or airmanship instructors; as coaches we measure prog-
ress by team records. Yes, all of these are valid measures of merit, but for the 
Academy to be successful, much more is necessary. Bluntly, the success of the 
Air Force Academy must be measured by its ability to produce military com-
manders, specifically, combat commanders. That is why we exist, and we must 
never forget that simple truth. Harmon understood that, and indeed, so did 
his entire generation—they had fought three major wars. Leadership had 
been the key to victory then and would be in the future. As a consequence of 
this fundamental priority, everything the Academy does, everything we do as 
members of the Academy community, must be focused on fulfilling that pri-
mary mission of producing military leaders.

When the first cadets arrived at Lowry AFB, Harmon was already 63 years 
old—an age when most men are already grandfathers. He looked the part. It 
is therefore understandable that he was seen as a warm and paternal figure to 
cadets, and this warmth was reciprocated. He drew strength and energy from 
his association with cadets. It was not unusual for him to leave his office and 
walk outside between classes, just so that he might meet and talk to the cadets. 
A wonderful story that epitomizes the relationship between Harmon and 
these young men was later recalled by his wife.

One evening the general returned home from work, and Rosa-Maye no-
ticed the smile on his face and that he was in an unusually upbeat mood. She 
asked him why. Harmon responded that when he left the office and stepped 
out onto the sidewalk he encountered two cadets who were passing by. Upon 
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seeing him, they snapped to attention, saluted smartly, smiled, and exclaimed, 
“Hi, General Harmon!” It made his day. It summed his life.

The combination of respect and affection this incident reveals says much 
about Harmon and his impact on the Academy and its personnel. Hubert 
Harmon, the Father of the Air Force Academy, was the ideal man for the job.

Phillip S. Meilinger served for 30 years in the US Air Force as a pilot, educator, and 
staff officer. A 1970 graduate of the US Air Force Academy, he flew C-130s and HC-
130s, taught history at his alma mater, served on the Air Staff as a doctrine writer and 
planner, and educated officers at the US Naval War College and Air University’s 
School of Advanced Airpower Studies. Meilinger received a master’s degree from the 
University of Colorado and doctorate from the University of Michigan. His first book, 
a biography of Hoyt S. Vandenberg, was published in 1989, and he authored and ed-
ited many more works on airpower history and strategy. After retiring from active 
duty, he served as a defense analyst in the Washington, DC, area and continues to 
publish, having authored 10 books and more than 100 articles. Related to this lecture, 
he authored Hubert R. Harmon: Airman, Officer, Father of the Air Force Academy 
(Golden, CO: Fulcrum, 2009), and he recently published Limiting Risk in America’s 
Wars: Airpower, Asymmetrics, and a New Strategic Paradigm (Annapolis, MD: Naval 
Institute Press, 2017).





Eisenhower Rising
The Ascent of an Uncommon Man*

Rick Atkinson

Good evening. There have been 54 Harmon lecturers before me, but none 
were more humbly appreciative of the opportunity to speak to you than I am. 
The first Harmon Lecture in 1959 was delivered by Wesley Frank Craven, a 
distinguished academic who, as some of you know, was the lead author in the 
seven-volume official history of the US Army Air Forces in World War II. 
Professor Craven titled his talk, “Why Military History?”† I don’t know that I 
can answer that question better than he did more than half a century ago, but 
I would suggest that any inquiry into the past will quickly wander into the 
province of military history. The scholar Will Durant once calculated that in 
three and a half millennia of recorded history there have only been 268 years 
during which there was not a war in progress, somewhere. Not one of those 
268 years has unfolded during the lifetime of anyone in this room or on this 
planet. War is the warp if not also the woof of our society, our culture, and our 
political existence; to understand who we are and how we got here, you have 
to know something about war.

I’m not a theorist of historiography or an academic intellectual. I’m a nar-
rative writer who accepts and, in fact, embraces the ground rules of academic 
rigor. For writers of my ilk, history is best understood, and certainly best con-
veyed, by narrative—by storytelling: even as we ponder the past intellectually, 
we can also respond to it viscerally, through history illuminated by emotion. 
As a narrative historian, I am drawn to characters, much as a novelist would 
be, except that I cannot fabricate mine. And in truth many of the figures I am 
privileged to write about—both those still famous and those now obscure—
are beyond the creative power of any novelist to invent.

We can all profit by knowing something about singular characters who 
have gone before us; we learn from their successes and failures, draw inspira-
tion from their achievements, or find cautionary tales in their stumbles, pro-
fessional and personal. For those of you committed to the profession of arms, 
and perhaps especially to those of you who will soon be commissioned as 
military officers, this pillaging of past lives can be especially rewarding. Not 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #55, 2013.
†Harry R. Borowski, The Harmon Memorial Lectures in Military History, 1959–1987: A Collection of the 

First Thirty Harmon Lectures Given at the United States Air Force Academy (Washington, DC: Office of Air 
Force History, 1988), 9–23.
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least, it can assure you that however dire your predicament, others have faced 
worse; however heavy your burden, others have carried more.

Gen Dwight D. Eisenhower gives the order of the day, “Full victory—nothing else,” to 
paratroopers in England, just before they board their airplanes to participate in the first 
assault in the invasion of the continent of Europe, 5 June 1944. Courtesy of National 
Archives (no. 531217).

Tonight I’ll talk for a few minutes about one of those figures you certainly 
have heard of—Dwight David Eisenhower. I’m going to dwell very little on his 
biography—go read the Wikipedia entry if you want to review his career 
chronologically. Rather let’s try to isolate some of the characteristics that 
made him a successful general, a war-winning general, and a character who, 
though he’s been dead for more than 40 years, seems to have relevance for us 
today, even if you’re not a general officer. A reader once wrote to me and said 
that studying Eisenhower’s life “gives hope to those of us who are still a work 
in progress.”

First, let’s acknowledge the trait Napoleon most prized in his generals: 
luck. George S. Patton secretly grumbled that the initial’s “D.D.” stood not for 
Dwight David but “Divine Destiny.” If our man had been born Manfred Wil-
helm Eisenhauer in Düsseldorf in October 1890, instead of Ike Eisenhower in 
Texas, it’s likely that even had he followed a military calling his career would 
have been considerably less illustrious. As it was, Eisenhower served as a ma-
jor for 16 years in that sad, ignored interwar US Army. He thereafter ascended 
from lieutenant colonel to five-star in 42 months, an average of six months 
between promotions.

He arrived at his first field command, in the caves of Gibraltar in Novem-
ber 1942, on the eve of the invasion of North Africa, having never commanded 
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even a platoon in combat; now suddenly he’s a theater commander. Think of 
it: virtually every lieutenant colonel in the Army today has more combat ex-
perience than Lieutenant General Eisenhower had in 1942, and there are cap-
tains today who have more combat experience than Eisenhower ever accu-
mulated. But of course combat command experience was rare in the Army in 
the early months of World War II; those who’d gained a bit of it in World War 
I, and who were still in the Army in 1942, had been mostly quite junior in 
1917 or 1918.

Not a single officer on duty at the time of Pearl Harbor had commanded a 
unit as large as a division in World War I; what mattered more was to have 
punched your ticket in the Army’s education system, and Eisenhower, who’d 
been a rather indifferent cadet at West Point—which incidentally he attended 
not because he wanted to be Napoleon but because it was free—graduated 
first in his Leavenworth class. He read widely and pondered what he read; 
he’d concluded shortly after the First World War that a second was inevitable; 
his friends called him Alarmist Ike. And he served for six years between the 
wars—in Washington and in the Philippines—on the staff of that American 
Machiavelli, Douglas MacArthur. Theirs was a very complex relationship; at 
the end of their tenure together they were barely on speaking terms. At one 
point Eisenhower asked, “How did that damned fool ever become a gen-
eral?” Some of you in the future may wonder which iron major is asking that 
about you.

What is the context for his ascent? The Army of 1939 numbered just 
190,000, with only 15,000 officers, and that of course included the Army Air 
Forces. The average age of majors was 48; in the National Guard, nearly 
one-quarter of first lieutenants was over 40. That Army would grow to 8.3 
million, a 44-fold increase, within five years. By the fall of 1944, there will be 
1,300 general officers.

The American Army that Eisenhower led in the Mediterranean Theater 
had such shaky senior leadership that three of the first five corps commanders 
in combat against the Germans were relieved and sent home: Lloyd Freden-
dall in Tunisia, Ernest Dawley at Salerno, John Lucas at Anzio. Eisenhower, in 
January 1943, even before the Kasserine Pass debacle in Tunisia, believed he 
was going to be relieved. His aide, Harry Butcher, wrote, “His neck is in a 
noose and he knows it”; Patton talked to him late one night during the strat-
egy conference at Casablanca, in late January 1943, and then wrote in his di-
ary that Eisenhower “thinks his thread is about to be cut.” When things were 
darkest during the Battle of Kasserine Pass, Eisenhower wrote to his son, 
John: “It is possible that a necessity might arise for my relief and consequent 
demotion. . . . It will not break my heart and it should not cause you any mental 
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anguish. . . . Modern war is a very complicated business and governments are 
forced to treat individuals as pawns.”

So how did he evolve, grow, succeed? The American Army as a whole in the 
first couple years of World War II was going through a great sifting out, from 
platoon leaders to corps commanders, of the capable from the incapable, the 
physically and mentally fit from the unfit, of the lucky from the unlucky. Ei-
senhower sifted to the top. Why is that?

Let’s also acknowledge what he was not. He was not a particularly good 
field marshal; he was not a Great Captain. Frankly it gnawed at him; he had a 
lifelong admiration for Hannibal, and he longed to orchestrate a double en-
velopment, like Cannae. But he lacked the gift of seeing a battlefield in depth 
spatially and temporally or of inexorably imposing his operational will on an 
enemy. There are repeated examples where he simply did not grasp the battle. 
For instance: when the Germans and Italians escaped from Sicily across the 
Straits of Messina in August 1943; when he approved a harebrained scheme to 
drop the 82nd Airborne Division on Rome in September 1943, with the near-
est substantial supporting ground force landing at Salerno, 200 miles away; 
when he was with Omar Bradley and various missteps by the high command 
led to part of the German force escaping from the so-called Falaise Gap in 
Normandy in August 1944; and when he failed to heed clear warnings about 
the importance of capturing the estuarial approaches to Antwerp—the River 
Scheldt—in addition to the city itself, so that when Allied forces captured this 
absolutely vital port, intact, in early September 1944, the Germans kept the 
approaches and the port was useless for almost three more months.

When Eisenhower left the Mediterranean Theater in December 1943, to 
command Overlord, the invasion of France, he told reporters that Hitler is 
“going to write off this southern front, and I don’t think he is going to defend 
it long.” That was quite wrong. He had a penchant for underestimating the 
Germans; a year later he would fail to recognize the regenerative powers that 
permitted the enemy to put together the Ardennes offensive, in the Battle of 
the Bulge. On September 5, 1944, he told his diary: “The defeat of the German 
armies is complete.” That too is quite wrong.

He was a man of character, but when we put someone on a pedestal it’s 
easier to see that he has feet of clay, as Eisenhower surely did: he was not 
above subtly looking for scapegoats when things went wrong or occasionally 
taking credit for success that would more properly have been attributed to a 
subordinate.

So what did he have going for him? Of course his job was not to be a field 
marshal; it was to be the theater commander of an extremely complex, sprawl-
ing, rambunctious multinational coalition. He defined his role as a sort of 
chairman of the board—that’s the metaphor he used—chairman of the big-
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gest enterprise on Earth. In a private note in the spring of 1943, he wrote, “It 
is not the man who is so brilliant [who] delivers in time of stress and strain, 
but rather the man who can keep on going indefinitely, doing a good straight-
forward job.” He occasionally quoted Napoleon, whom he claimed defined 
military genius as “the man who can do the average thing when all those 
around him are going crazy.” Here are 10 salient traits that help understand 
Eisenhower’s success in doing at least “the average thing” when those around 
him were often going crazy. Collectively they made this average man into an 
uncommon leader.

Trait no. 1. He passionately preached coalition unity. He knew in his bones 
that in a global war the best team wins. He knew that every alliance is beset 
with centrifugal forces that can pull it apart, from national chauvinism to 
personal vainglory. His preeminent mission is to counter those forces. The 
American Army was infested with Anglophobia, from George Patton and 
Omar Bradley to Mark Clark and Orlando Ward—almost all of them detested 
the British. Eisenhower, the kid who grew up in isolated, small-town Kansas, 
escaped that; he liked the Brits, drank tea, adopted words like “petrol” and 
“tiffin.” He was broad-minded, not arrogant. The Brits were vital allies, both 
in the military coalition and personally. Churchill, Air Marshal Tedder, Ad-
miral Andrew Browne Cunningham very much liked him. He was capable of 
turning the other cheek in the face of impertinence or insolence from the 
likes of Bernard Montgomery, for the sake of Allied unity.

He was a master of the sensible compromise; he said that an Allied com-
mander must lead by considering disparate national viewpoints and, as he 
put it, “solve problems through reasoning rather than by merely issuing 
commands.”

He was perceived as absolutely fair-minded; like Gen George C. Marshall, 
probity and integrity were at the core of his success. Others may have doubted 
Eisenhower’s decisions but never his fair-mindedness. It sometimes irritated 
his American brethren, who grumbled that “Ike is the best general the British 
have got.” But this aura of judicious integrity—that he was, as one admirer 
puts it, “good and right in the moral sense”—was really at the core of his suc-
cess as a coalition commander. Montgomery described him as “the very in-
carnation of sincerity,” with “the power of drawing the hearts of men towards 
him as a magnet attracts bits of metal.”

President Roosevelt chose him as supreme commander for Overlord not 
only because he was a “natural leader,” in the president’s phrase, but also, as 
Roosevelt said, a military man with “exceptional political instincts.” Eisen-
hower did not find that offensive; he said that the US armed forces are the 
biggest political institutions in the country. Roosevelt, the master politician, 
also knew how vital political savvy is in commanding a multiservice, multina-
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tional operation. E. J. Kingston McCloughry, a British air vice marshal who 
worked at SHAEF—Supreme Headquarters Allied Expeditionary Force—said 
that Eisenhower “had a genius of getting along with most people, combining 
the art of persuasion and of inspiring good will.”

Trait no. 2. He liked responsibility and shouldered it comfortably. Before 
each Allied invasion, he privately drafted a press release accepting blame 
should the operation fail. The conditional note he wrote on June 5, 1944, is a 
testament to his character, in which he announced that the Normandy inva-
sion had failed and added, “If any blame or fault attaches to the attempt it is 
mine alone.” He misdated the document—July 5, 1944—indicative of how 
exhausted and stressed he was. MacArthur in his evaluation of Eisenhower in 
1932 wrote that this young officer is “distinguished by force, judgment and 
willingness to accept responsibility. . . . This officer has no superior at this time 
[within his cohort] in the Army.”

On the other hand, he grew more hard-nosed about his subordinates. 
When Lloyd Fredendall failed as the II Corps commander in Tunisia in the 
late winter of 1943, he was given a third star and sent home to command an 
army. That would be the last time Eisenhower was so softhearted; he, and the 
Army, became quite ruthless about perceived command failures. He could cut 
a throat without remorse—sometimes it was unfair, or precipitous—but in his 
mind the stakes were too high to act otherwise.

He also came to realize that a commander must acknowledge the hardest 
of hard truths, which in his war he defined in stark and irrefutable terms: 
“Sometimes it just gets down to the dirty job of killing until one side or the 
other cracks.” Yet he never forfeited his humanity; there was an authenticity 
about him, which subordinates and superiors alike sensed and responded to. 
In the spring of 1944, he wrote his wife, Mamie—the only letters he did not 
dictate—and he mused, “How many youngsters are gone forever. A man must 
develop a veneer of callousness that lets him consider such things dispassion-
ately.” That callous never obscured the sentient human being beneath.

Trait no. 3. He had had a good mentor early in his career, a cerebral officer 
named Fox Conner, and as a general officer he had the best mentor of all: the 
chief, George Marshall. Eisenhower sent Marshall more than a hundred per-
sonal letters during the war—the salutation was always, “Dear General”—
and he relied on Marshall, cultivated him, sometimes flattered him although 
usually not to the point of being smarmy. Marshall in turn kept Eisenhower 
well-apprised of the thinking among the chiefs and in the White House, and 
he helped protect him from the British Chiefs and from Prime Minister 
Churchill.

Trait no. 4. He had one of the greatest chiefs of staff in the Army’s history, 
Walter B. Smith. SHAEF—again, Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expedition-



BIOGRAPHY AND LEADERSHIP │ 159

ary Force—first in England and then in France, grew into an immense, chair-
borne force, just as AFHQ—Allied Forces Headquarters—did before it in Al-
giers. “Beetle” Smith did quite a good job of keeping it functioning and of 
helping the boss focus on issues of preeminent concern. This was important; 
one of Eisenhower’s problems early in his tenure as theater commander was 
an inability to uncouple himself from distracting inessentials, often having to 
do with French political issues in North Africa. He empowered his chief and 
his other senior staff officers.

Eisenhower’s command style was quite decentralized, which is ironic be-
cause he threatened to quit two months before Normandy if control over the 
strategic bomber force was not centralized under his command. But he essen-
tially allowed his army group commanders and senior airmen to run their 
campaigns, sometimes to a fault, and again under the chairman of the board 
concept.

Trait no. 5. Eisenhower became more adept at making his case. Many 
Americans think of him as a syntax-mangling president whose diction at 
times was baffling, if not incoherent. In truth, General Eisenhower was excep-
tionally articulate, both orally and in writing. He spoke and wrote with clarity 
and concision. He was so articulate that Churchill privately noted, suspi-
ciously, “Good generals do not usually have such good powers of expression 
as he has.”

He honed his communication skills as the war went on, much as the Army 
institutionally became more competent at making its case, particularly in de-
bating strategic issues. During the conference at Casablanca in early 1943, 
Eisenhower was asked to brief the Combined Chiefs on an offensive he was 
planning in Tunisia. He was unprepared, unpersuasive, and perhaps a bit in-
timidated. Gen Alan Brooke, chief of the Imperial General Staff and George 
Marshall’s counterpart, ate him alive. Eisenhower was humiliated.

Contrast that to Eisenhower in London at 10 Downing Street in late 1944, 
at a conference with Churchill and the British chiefs, including Brooke. He 
explained the logic behind his broad-front strategy on the Western Front, in 
contrast to the narrow, single-thrust advocated by Field Marshal Montgom-
ery. Brooke, whose nickname was Colonel Shrapnel, used the same phrase in 
December 1944 that he had used two years earlier: “I flatly disagree.” But Ei-
senhower had learned. He was prepared, nimble, and cool. This time he more 
than held his own. 

Trait no. 6. Eisenhower cultivated the press, not because he was a glory- 
hound looking for headlines but because he believed he needed the mega-
phone that only the press could provide to let people back home—including 
people in Washington—understand what he was trying to do.
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For example, in June 1943, shortly before Operation Husky, the invasion of 
Sicily, he summoned the reporters accredited to his headquarters in Algiers; 
told them he was about to disclose his battle plan, which he said must for the 
time being remain secret; then pulled back a wall curtain to reveal a map of 
Sicily that showed Montgomery’s Eighth Army invading from the southeast 
and Patton’s Seventh Army attacking from the south. One reporter later said 
to him, “Don’t ever do that again.” Within the bounds of operational security, 
he contended that “the press has as much right to information as members of 
my own staff.” Eisenhower told Beetle Smith, his chief of staff, “Tell them 
nothing sometimes, but never deliberately mislead them.” Before the invasion 
of Normandy, he told reporters that he considered them “quasi- staff officers”; 
that he and the American Army needed to nurture public opinion “or we’re 
only mercenaries”; and that “I do not believe that a military man in high 
places should protect himself.” The press trusted him; they were a force mul-
tiplier for him.

It’s not that he was without ego. Early in 1944, he complained in his diary 
about how the British press treated him. He wrote, “They dislike to believe 
that I had anything particularly to do with the campaigns. They don’t use the 
words ‘initiative’ and ‘boldness’ in talking of me, but often do in speaking of 
. . . Monty. . . . It wearies me to be thought of as timid, when I’ve had to do 
things that were so risky as to be almost crazy.”

Trait no. 7. He was forceful without rigidity. Montgomery claimed that 
Eisenhower was swayed by whomever spoke to him last, but in fact, he was 
reasonably consistent. He had a vision early in the European theater planning 
of the so-called broad-front attack into Germany in 1944, in contrast to the 
narrow-front advocated by Montgomery, and Eisenhower stuck with it.

Let me add that he could get a fixed, wrong idea. He developed a personal 
antipathy toward Lt Gen Jacob L. Devers, the 6th Army Group commander; 
this bias caused Eisenhower to underestimate Devers and to ignore his advice. 
Eisenhower could also nurse a grudge: when Marshall in early 1945 asked 
Eisenhower to evaluate and rank in order of value all of the senior generals in 
the ETO, he ranked Devers 24th, and Devers was the only general about 
whom Eisenhower says anything really negative. Jake Devers in fact was ex-
ceptionally capable; among senior American generals, he was second only to 
Eisenhower himself in his deft touch with Allied forces.

Eisenhower embodied an Emersonian self-reliance. His son John, who can 
be pretty astute about his old man, once wrote that Ike “appeared not to share 
the metaphysical feeling that God owed him anything specific, such as good 
weather on a given day.” By the way, he was not religious; although his parents 
had read the Bible each morning and evening, Eisenhower, as the historian 
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Jean Edward Smith notes, is the only man who has been elected to the Amer-
ican presidency without belonging to a church.*

He also learned to hate the enemy; early in the war he mouthed the requi-
site bellicose language about killing Huns, but by 1944 and 1945, you sense 
that his depth of feeling had become quite genuine. It became a grudge match 
for him, and that served as a propulsion system. In March 1945, 104 German 
prisoners asphyxiated in a rail boxcar while being transported to a prison 
camp in France. Eisenhower wrote to Marshall, “It is irritating to have such 
things occur because I certainly loathe having to apologize to the Germans. It 
looks as if this time I have no other recourse.” And he did send regrets to the 
German high command, through the Swiss.

Trait no. 8. Eisenhower found diversion and relaxation where he could, 
despite smoking four packs of cigarettes a day. (His blood pressure in July 
1944 was 176 over 110—that’s high-risk, stage 2 hypertension.) On the night 
of June 5, before D-Day, he played checkers; on the night of December 16, 
1944, the first night of the Bulge, he played five rubbers of bridge with Omar 
Bradley over a bottle of Highland Piper Scotch. He was a fine card player, 
both bridge and poker. He went horseback riding in Algiers and in England, 
often with Kay Summersby, his Irish driver. I don’t know if he was sleeping 
with her, nor does anyone else alive today. My guess is not, but the appear-
ance of impropriety was so strong—far more titillating than anything Gen 
John Allen did in Tampa recently—that he probably would not survive to-
day’s hyper-scrutiny.†

By the way, Eisenhower’s wife, Mamie, could be difficult, insecure, and 
self-absorbed. In one cry of the heart, he wrote to her in November 1944, after 
the battles of Aachen and Market Garden and during the Hürtgen Forest, “It 
always depresses me when you talk about . . . what a beating you’ve taken, 
apparently because of me. You’ve always put your own interpretation on every 
act, look, or word of mine, and when you’ve made yourself unhappy, that has, 
in turn, made me the same.”

He also wrote something to her that I find touchingly human and contem-
porary. He told her, “We’ve now been apart for 2½ years and at a time under 

*Interestingly, after the war Eisenhower called himself “the most deeply religious man I know.” In early 
1953 he became the first president to be baptized while in office, and he became a regularly attending 
member of the National Presbyterian Church. Transcript of Press Conference with General Dwight D. 
Eisenhower, 3 May 1948, Columbia University, Box 156, Eisenhower Papers, Pre-Presidential (1916–1952), 
Eisenhower Library, Abilene, KS.

†Gen John Allen, USMC, chose to retire in early 2013, declining an appointment to serve as commander, 
US European Command and NATO. Though cleared of wrongdoing, Allen had been accused of sharing 
inappropriate emails with a Tampa socialite. Rajiv Chandrasekaran, “Gen. John Allen Intends to Retire, 
Decline Military’s Top Post in Europe,” Washington Post, 19 February 2013, https://www.washingtonpost 
.com/world/national-security/gen-john-allen-intends-to-retire-decline-militarys-top-post-in-europe 
/2013/02/19/41cead8e-7aaa-11e2-82e8-61a46c2cde3d_story.html.
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conditions that make separations painful and hard to bear. The load of re-
sponsibility I carry would be intolerable unless I could have the belief that 
there is someone who wants me to come home—for good.”

Trait no. 9. He recognized that world war is a clash of systems. Which 
system can generate the combat power to prevail, whether it’s in the form of 
the 12,000 Allied airplanes on D-Day; the 10-to-1 advantage in artillery am-
munition often enjoyed by the Allies; the mass production of penicillin and 
proximity fuses; the ability to design, build, and detonate an atomic bomb? 
Which system can produce and educate leaders capable of organizing the 
shipping, the rail, and truck transportation, the stupendous logistical de-
mands of global war?

It has often been argued that in a fair fight, mano a mano, that when one 
American infantry battalion fought one German battalion, or a regiment 
fought a regiment, that the Germans were usually better. A fair fight! Who is 
looking for a fair fight? Germany could not muster the wherewithal to cross 
the English Channel, 21 miles wide, to invade Britain. The US projected 
power across the Pacific, the Atlantic, into the Mediterranean, Southeast Asia, 
the seven seas, the infinite skies. Power projection, adaptability, versatility, 
ingenuity, preponderance—these were the salient characteristics of the US 
Army in World War II, and Eisenhower in some measure exploited and em-
bodied those traits.

Trait no. 10. He achieved a certain wisdom, annealed by fire. In December 
1942, a month after the invasion of North Africa, Eisenhower wrote himself a 
note: “Through all of this I am learning many things.” One lesson in particular 
he cited then is “that waiting for other people to produce is one of the hardest 
things a commander has to do.” Through the campaigns in Tunisia, in Sicily, 
in southern Italy, and then through the invasion of Normandy, the drive 
across France, and right on until the surrender of Germany, we see him look-
ing to draw lessons, to learn, to grow. Among other things, at the end of the 
war, he demanded that his victorious armies keep to the moral high ground. 
In July 1945, he ordered all commanders in the European Theater with 
court-martial jurisdiction to conduct a thorough investigation “into whether 
enemy prisoners of war have been killed or otherwise mistreated by members 
of your command.” (SS guards had been murdered by American soldiers at 
Dachau, which provoked this order.) And he explained why: “America’s moral 
position will be undermined and her reputation for fair dealing debased if 
criminal conduct . . . by her own armed forces is condoned and unpunished 
by those of us responsible for defending her honor.”

Some of you may have heard that there’s a quarrel in Washington over how 
best to honor Eisenhower. A four-acre site has been set aside for a memo-
rial—on Independence Avenue, just south of the Air and Space Museum—
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and Frank Gehry, the most prominent architect in America, has designed a 
contemporary memorial that Eisenhower’s grandchildren and some tradi-
tionalists have denounced. One architectural writer has concluded that the 
dispute arises from the fact that it is curiously difficult to adequately memori-
alize competence.*

But I think what Gehry, the architect, is trying to capture is not compe-
tence but character. In closing I’ll offer one final vignette that reveals the man, 
and his character. On the 12th of June, 1945, a month after the war in Europe 
ended, Eisenhower was invited to receive honors in London’s Guildhall, where 
he gave a remarkable speech. That speech included this line, now engraved 
over his tomb in Abilene: “Humility must always be the portion of any man 
who receives acclaim earned in the blood of his followers and the sacrifices of 
his friends.” I suspect he wouldn’t have been able to articulate that sentiment 
with such authenticity in 1942. By 1945, he knew it in his bones.

You are his heirs, his fortunate and accomplished professional grandchil-
dren and great-grandchildren. The ultimate accolade came from George Mar-
shall shortly after the German surrender. He told Eisenhower, “You have 
commanded with outstanding success the most powerful military force that 
has ever been assembled. You have made history, great history for the good of 
all mankind, and you have stood for all we hope for and admire in an officer 
of the United States Army.”

Thank you again for the privilege of speaking to you this evening. I look 
forward to your questions and your comments.

Rick Atkinson is an award-winning journalist and historian, having served as a cor-
respondent and senior editor at the Washington Post for 25 years. He received a bach-
elor’s degree in English from East Carolina University and master’s degree in English 
language and literature at the University of Chicago. He is the author of books on 
West Point, American wars in Iraq, and the US Army in World War II. As a journalist, 
he covered the 101st Airborne Division in Iraq in 2003 and later reported on roadside 
bombs in Iraq and Afghanistan in 2007. The first volume of his “Liberation Trilogy,” 
entitled An Army at Dawn: The War in North Africa, 1942–1943, won a Pulitzer Prize 
in History in 2003. The son of a US Army officer, Atkinson served as a department 
chair and adjunct faculty member at the US Army War College.

*The Eisenhower Memorial is scheduled for completion in summer 2020.





Part III. Airmen and Institutions





Introduction to Part III
Douglas B. Kennedy

In the first Harmon volume, Harry Borowski noted that the discipline of 
military history recently had expanded its range of interpretations “to exam-
ine the life and role of the common soldier or officer” to “better understand 
the ways armies performed.”1 By way of a process that he suggests had oc-
curred over several decades, academic historians were finally joining popular 
writers in describing and interpreting the experiences of the common sol-
dier.2 This scholarly approach draws its inspiration, perhaps, from the same 
conviction captured in the assertion often attributed to Napoleon, “Á la 
Guerre, les hommes ne sont rien; c’est un seul homme qui est tout.”3 No work of 
this type has best exemplified this approach than John Keegan’s The Face of 
Battle (1976), which addresses the military man’s experience in combat during 
the battles of Agincourt (1415), Waterloo (1815), and the Somme (1916). 
Many military historians recognize the contribution of this approach and 
methodology, and it has since remained an important avenue for interpreta-
tion within the discipline. In his introduction to the “Soldiers and Armies” 
section, Colonel Borowski cleverly recognized the opportunity to arrange his 
work by grouping John Keep’s “Soldiering in Tsarist Russia” (1986), Edward 
Coffman’s “The Young Officer in the Old Army” (1976), and Richard Preston’s 
“Perspectives in the History of Military Education and Professionalism” 
(1979) in demonstrating the discipline’s expanded historiography, as these au-
thors discuss the soldier’s context and circumstances in the Russian, Ameri-
can, Prussian, French, and British armies.

This section carries on the spirit that Colonel Borowski acknowledged in 
the first volume. The contributions in this section recognize the value of mil-
itary histories that emphasize the individual experiences in service to a nation 
and to the institutions that they influence—and that influence them. Specifi-
cally, this section concentrates on Airmen, with the final essay dealing with a 
critical aspect of the military service: the chronicling of the combatant’s expe-
rience while a captive during war. Not only do these essays focus directly on 
the features of the Airmen’s service but also on the doctrinal and technologi-
cal developments that Airmen have contributed to the changing character of 
warfare.

The challenge to properly train and effectively educate the military profes-
sional remains a thread of investigation within the academic and professional 
military community. One institution created to accomplish the training and 
education of the officer candidate is the service academy. Significant to this 
examination is the continuing quest at measuring the service academies’ 



168 │ HARMON MEMORIAL LECTURES IN MILITARY HISTORY

worth, which is the topic of Mark Clodfelter’s 2007 Harmon address. This 
continuing evaluation of service academies’ value and ensuring that the insti-
tution is doing its mission right is because, as sociologist Morris Janowitz 
noted in his groundbreaking work, “Although attendance at a service acad-
emy is not universal for generals and admirals, the academies set the stan-
dards of behavior for the whole military profession.”4 In his assessment on 
the value of the United States Air Force Academy (USAFA), Clodfelter ap-
proaches the subject with what he suggests is historian Russell Weigley’s idea 
on the “impact of ‘the relatively remote past’ ”5—in this case, Clodfelter ex-
plores his own graduating class, the USAFA Class of 1977, 30 years after their 
graduation.

In evaluating the institution through the analysis of his class, Clodfelter 
extrapolates his findings to offer a conclusion about whether or not the Air 
Force Academy is successfully accomplishing its mission. He compiles his 
data from information given by the Air Force Personnel Center, statistics from 
USAFA headquarters, and the replies from his classmates to a 40-question 
survey—he received 121 responses out of a graduating class of 867. Among 
the survey questions were inquiries on why one attended the Academy, the 
thoughts of religious activities at the Academy, and the reaction on the accep-
tance of women at the Academy.6 One of the survey questions queried gradu-
ate respondents on their “perceived value of the institution.” Clodfelter’s un-
derstanding, interpretation, and analysis of his classmates’ responses certainly 
offers a novel approach to answering the great question on the Academy’s 
value and provides readers insight on both military individuals and an im-
portant military institution.

In the second essay, Stephen McFarland’s 1997 address discusses the dom-
inance of Allied airpower during the Second World War and one of its ulti-
mate organizational effects—the creation of an independent air force for the 
Americans. McFarland hails those individuals who were farsighted enough to 
develop the new technologies and to create the doctrines that led to that sig-
nificant institutional change. He defends the vision of airpower proponents 
who set the stage for victory in 1945. He argues that three battles, which never 
took place during the war, demonstrated strategic airpower’s revolutionary in-
fluence—validating the doctrine and force structure that the founders had 
established. This interpretation diverges from the standard debate of airpow-
er’s influence, which is conventionally one between the actual employment of 
independent strategic airpower during the Combined Bomber Offensive, or 
the auxiliary operational and tactical employment of airpower to support the 
ground advance—both of which most historians deem crucial to the defeat of 
Germany.
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Instead, McFarland focuses on those battles that never took place as evi-
dence on the effectiveness of strategic airpower doctrine. And the prewar vi-
sion of air force leaders was now equipped with the technology—specifically 
the B-17 Flying Fortress—to implement that doctrine.7 The first battle that the 
Allies did not have to execute was the use of the strategic fleet to deliver some 
of the chemical weapons stockpile that the English were storing on the island. 
This use of chemical warfare was only necessary if Hitler and the Germans, or 
Hirohito and the Japanese, used them first. McFarland highlights the great 
fear in the Western Theater that Hitler would arm V-1 or V-2 rockets with 
chemical warheads. The Allied response was not required—Germany’s first 
use never happened—since the Germans knew that the Allies had the ability 
with their main bomber forces to wreak even greater havoc on German or 
Japanese cities with similar weapons of mass destruction. The second battle 
never fought, again due to the dominance of Allied airpower, was that no air 
battle occurred during the invasion of Fortress Europe—along the Normandy 
coast—since the Army Air Forces and Royal Air Force had already decimated 
the Luftwaffe, which, like a bleeding body, protected the homeland and 
avoided the beaches. The final battle that was not necessary was the invasion 
of Japan, an invasion that planners knew would lead to the greatest loss of life 
yet in a Pacific campaign. The invasion was a battle never fought since, as 
McFarland states, strategic airpower decimated the islands from the start of 
the precision bombing in November 1944 to LeMay’s revised doctrine in 
March 1945 to area bomb to the use of the ultimate weapon in August. Mc-
Farland concludes that this dominance of airpower, specifically leading to 
battles never fought, contributed to a relatively peaceful Cold War conclu-
sion—society did not want to experience the definitive destruction that would 
come with all-out air attacks stemming from World War III. McFarland gives 
great credit to those airpower enthusiasts who were prepared for war and 
drove for an independent service that held the peace.

In a similar vein to McFarland, John Guilmartin praises the contributions 
of airpower during World War II, across all spectrums within the conflict—
from tactical victories to strategic influence. In his Harmon Lecture in 2001, 
he argues that airpower in the generic sense was a decisive element of the 
war—setting aside the argument on the sole decisiveness of the strategic 
bombing campaign in Europe for another discussion—and that aircraft de-
sign efforts “contributed the crucial role in the process.” He compliments the 
airpower advocates, specifically those within the Army Air Corps, the Royal 
Air Force, and the US Navy, as having the strategic vision to advocate for and 
to integrate technologies—and the respective doctrinal developments—that 
led to the ultimate victory through the air.
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Guilmartin advances his argument through a review of what he determines 
were the top-ranked 21 aircraft designs during the war and how those designs 
directly influenced the strategic balance of the war—10 American, four Brit-
ish, four German, two Soviet, and one Japanese. In this review of the strategic 
influence of particular aircraft, Guilmartin approaches his exercise using two 
questions: “How did the aircraft in question strategically affect the conduct 
and outcome of the war?” and, “How would the conduct of the war have 
changed if the aircraft in question had not been developed and produced?” 
This activity encompasses two-thirds of his entire work and will satisfy any 
airpower enthusiast and technology aficionado in its detail and analysis. For 
example, listed eighth in order of strategic relevance is the Grumman F4F 
Wildcat, which was the main US naval fighter aircraft in the Pacific Theater as 
America entered the conflict. Guilmartin notes that the Wildcat’s pilot com-
munity significantly assisted the worth of the aircraft with the prewar devel-
opment of “remarkably innovative tactics,” most notably those developed by 
John “Jimmy” Thach, Edward “Butch” O’Hare, and James “Jimmy” Flatley. 
Guilmartin also highlights the value of two other technologies, 100-octane 
fuel and the turbo supercharger, as also demonstrating the strategic vision 
and persistence of the airpower advocates, particularly in the United States 
and Britain. As Guilmartin concludes, “Technological competence and strate-
gic vision are essential, but only if applied in conjunction with one another. . . . 
Technological cleverness in isolation is not enough.” So as the Wildcat exam-
ple demonstrates, an effective design, at the right time and place, properly 
integrated by some professional individuals, helped lead to strategic control 
and later victory.

In his 2016 address, Jeremy Black, too, salutes Airmen and their institu-
tions that helped advance a revolutionary medium of warfare. Black leads a 
discussion through the decades, concentrating on airpower in the post-1950 
world specifically, with more attention on US airpower, to show how influen-
tial and necessary airpower has been and remains in imposing one state’s will 
upon another. He opens with an anecdote during a 1904 presentation by the 
renowned geopolitician Halford Mackinder8 and the challenge posed to him 
during a discussion after the talk by a young airpower enthusiast, Leo Amery,9 
who recognized the potential geopolitical impact of the aircraft—however 
immature the technology was at the time. According to Black, airpower is 
nearer to warfare’s technological trump card than land or sea power, given its 
flexibility and speed—certainly in the logistical realm if not its kinetic influ-
ence. Black reminds his audience that although the United States had difficul-
ties employing airpower to definite strategic effect in some of the limited wars 
in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, which then led many to 
focus on the limitations of airpower instead of the larger political limitations, 
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all of the period’s conflicts were housed under an umbrella of airpower’s suc-
cessful deterrent mission. Given the context of the Cold War and the awe-
some potential power of nuclear weapons, Black suggests it is inappropriate to 
focus on only the limitations of airpower instead of the larger political limita-
tions that constrained the use of military power in the era.

Black’s intention in his swift survey of airpower’s influence on warfare 
throughout modern history is to educate and inspire the professional Air-
man. He reminds us that change is not linear and therefore requires—espe-
cially given the profession that his audience will matriculate into—great re-
flection and study. As Black states, present and future military members’ 
“ultimate talent” is their “ability to think flexibly about the world in which” 
they “live, and about what force can”—and cannot—“achieve within it.” Given 
Black’s attention on airpower, one continues to be reminded of Col Phil 
Meilinger’s observation, over two decades ago: “Airpower is not widely un-
derstood. Even though it has come to play an increasingly important role in 
both peace and war, the basic concepts that define and govern airpower re-
main obscure to many people, even to professional military officers.”10 Black’s 
essay appeals to the development of the individual as a strategic thinker, in 
warfare generally, and the influence of airpower in warfare, more specifically.

Finally, in his address from 2000, Robert Doyle provides a nearly exhaus-
tive bibliographic essay on sources and meanings about American captives of 
conflict. He suggests that prisoners of war in American conflicts, from the 
sixteenth-century colonial period through the Vietnam War, share a similar 
experience. That is, no matter what the era, each captive has been stripped of 
material comfort and has faced a period of adversity that at once is unique 
and yet transcends time. As he summarizes during his discussion on Bataan 
during World War II, which actually speaks to all the periods that his essay 
covers, “Whether the topic concerns capture, torture, executions, the Death 
March, escapes, Hell Ships, slave labor, or liberation,” the scholars of POW 
narratives “allowed their informants to narrate their experiences in a natural 
way.” Autobiographical accounts, obviously, offer a similar, if even more raw, 
description. This work is a worthy resource for those interested in the topic.

Doyle believes that through these POW personal narratives, as well as the 
investigative collections by historians, we get “to examine what it means to be 
human.” This is the “shared experience” that transcends time. Doyle catego-
rizes all the works that he mentions, as well as the hundreds he has left out, 
into four major categories: “religious redemption, stoic resistance, escape, and 
assimilation.” Doyle addresses a common criticism of POW narratives, that 
memory, especially in such intense situations, is hardly a reliable source. To 
the contrary, Doyle asserts, as many of his interviewees suggest, “One’s mem-
ory is heightened.” And, Doyle notes that while it may be true that “a soldier 
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knows only his own foxhole very well,” it is equally true that “knowledge 
about enough foxholes gives us a pretty good view of the battlefield.” All war-
fare generates captives, and detailing their experiences gives us a special win-
dow into the human condition and resulting behavior.

These five Harmon Lectures contribute to a historiography that focuses on 
the individual and the relationship with the institutions that those individuals 
created. The following examples have an emphasis on Airmen and offer some 
sound insight on both the human and the institutional elements of the mili-
tary experience.

Doug Kennedy is an assistant professor at the Air Force Academy’s Department of 
History. He earned his doctorate in history from Kansas State University. He’s a re-
tired lieutenant colonel in the USAF with 25 years of service.
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Matching Mountains and Fulfilling Missions
One Grad’s Assessment of USAFA’s True Value*

Mark Clodfelter

US Air Force Academy Cadet Chapel, Colorado Springs, Colorado. US Air Force photo.

I must begin my remarks to you by saying that there are a multitude of 
thoughts swirling around in my head right now—and I’ll elaborate on them 
in just a minute. Yet, I’m guessing that for most of you sitting in Arnold Hall, 
you’ve probably got only one thought on your mind, and it goes something 
like this: “Is this guy on stage going to say anything worthwhile, because I’ve 
got a lot of other stuff that I could be doing right now?” Yes, I still remember 
what it was like to sit in this building, some 30 years ago, listening to a guest 
speaker drone on while knowing that if I didn’t get my butt back to the dorm 
to study for a Mech GR† I had the next day, I was a dead man.

But those thoughts, indeed, were 30-odd years ago—and the fact that they 
were is one of the notions that’s now swirling around in my head. This year 
marks my thirtieth class reunion, and I can assure you that 30 years ago I 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #50, 2007.
†Mechanical Engineering Graded Review—an exam for one of the core curriculum classes.
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never thought that I would be giving the Harmon Memorial Lecture at the Air 
Force Academy. Thirty years ago, I rarely thought farther ahead than the next 
weekend, much less what I’d be doing several years down the road. And 
rarely—if ever—did I think about what the value of the Academy experience 
might be to my subsequent “career development”—I wasn’t even sure I was 
going to have a career, especially a career as an Air Force officer. The passage 
of time, however, tends to make you reflective. And 30 years is a significant 
chunk of time in most people’s lives. It’s also a nice “round” figure. As my 
father- in-law pointed out, we Americans tend to focus on those anniversaries 
ending in “zero,” such as a tenth reunion or a fortieth birthday.1 My father-in-
law is David MacIsaac, who was one of my instructors here when I was a ca-
det, and who also presented the Harmon Memorial Lecture, in 1987—20 
years ago this year, and that’s another thought that’s swirling around in my 
head. In his lecture, he noted that in August 1907—now 100 years ago—the 
Army’s Signal Corps created its Aeronautical Division, and that division ulti-
mately evolved into the United States Air Force in September 1947—which 
for us today is an even 60 years ago. He also said that what transpired during 
those first 40 “formative” years laid the groundwork for the “modern” Air 
Force and that the people who played a significant role in the creation of the 
new service—men such as Hap Arnold, Carl Spaatz, and Ira Eaker—were 
profoundly affected by what they did as junior officers. Thus, in his lecture, he 
chose to examine the early careers of Arnold, Spaatz, and Eaker, and he of-
fered this quote from historian Russell Weigley as justification for that focus:

What we believe and what we do today is governed at least as much by the habits of 
mind we formed in the relatively remote past as by what we did and thought [only] 
yesterday. The relatively remote past is apt to constrain our thought and actions more, 
because we understand it less well than we do our recent past, or at least recall it less 
clearly, and it has cut deeper grooves of custom in our minds.2

I agree with Weigley’s assertion regarding the impact of “the relatively re-
mote past,” and I’d like to use it as a focal point in my remarks to you tonight. 
Like my father-in-law, I aim to test it by going back in time, but my focus on 
the past is going to be a bit different than his. First of all, I’m going to restrict 
my examination to only a four-year span in the lives of a particular group of 
young people—the four years spent as an Air Force Academy cadet. Secondly, 
I’m going to focus on the group of cadets that I know best—the members of 
the Class of 1977. My goal is to determine if the Air Force Academy suc-
ceeded in accomplishing its mission for my class—and, by implication, for 
other classes that the Academy has produced. My tentative answer is “yes”; 
however, the “yes” requires a bit of explanation because, as with many aspects 
of the Academy experience, there are a fair amount of “buts” involved (please 
pardon the pun).
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Determining whether the Academy fulfilled its mission first requires a 
definition of it. I’ll provide that by citing the greatest source for Academy 
“knowledge” known to exist: Contrails. Here’s how ’77’s version defined it: 
“The mission of the Air Force Academy is to provide instruction and experi-
ence to each cadet so that he graduates with the knowledge and character es-
sential to leadership and the motivation to become a career officer in the 
United States Air Force.”3 It seems straightforward, doesn’t it? And yet, I won-
der about its validity as the Academy’s driving goal. How do you determine 
success or failure?

The Air Force has often resorted to quantification to evaluate the effective-
ness of many activities—to include the use of airpower—and that approach is 
one way to evaluate USAFA. The stated mission emphasizes the production of 
superb leaders who become career officers, and those elements provide ready 
data points. Focusing on the “leadership” aspect of the mission yields a per-
centage of the Air Force’s general officers who are Academy grads. Focusing 
on the “career” aspect reveals how long the typical Academy graduate stays on 
active duty compared to officers produced by ROTC or OTS.4 The Air Force 
does indeed highlight both of those factors. The service’s personnel center 
notes that 150 of the Air Force’s 290 general officers currently on active duty—
52 percent—are Academy graduates.5 From the year 1977, 2.1 percent of US-
AFA’s graduates with Air Force commissions became generals, compared to 
0.5 percent of ROTC graduates and 0.3 percent from OTS.6 Over time, though, 
an Air Force officer’s commissioning source has not proved a significant de-
terminant of whether the officer will make general. Data from 1980–2002 
show that specific career fields and particular job assignments provide greater 
indicators of making general, with pilots having the highest probability, and 
jobs such as a general’s aide producing a large boost to one’s own chances of 
wearing stars.7 In terms of retention, USAFA’s Class of ’77 compared favorably 
to its ROTC and OTS counterparts, with 37 percent of its graduates still on 
active duty at the 20-year point, compared to 32 percent of 1977 ROTC grad-
uates and 20 percent of those from OTS.8 For the first seven years of the span 
1980–2002, the retention rate of USAFA graduates easily surpassed that of 
ROTC and OTS grads; but from 1987 to 2002 the Academy’s retention advan-
tage slipped considerably, and in several years during that period both ROTC 
and OTS graduates had a higher retention percentage than Academy grads.9

Officer retention would not, however, have appeared at the top of Billy 
Mitchell’s list for evaluating Academy success. For Mitchell, and those who 
followed closely in his footsteps, the vision of an “Air Academy” was an insti-
tution that produced aeronautical engineers and pilots.10 Mitchell saw West 
Point as “largely a waste of time” for Airmen, who had different concerns 
from their counterparts on the ground.11 Indeed, I still recall hearing as a ca-
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det that the real mission of the Air Force was “to fly and fight,” and the cadets 
in ’77 received extensive encouragement to become pilots. Undergraduate pi-
lot training—UPT—became the great goal for many, and I well remember the 
battle cry of “2.0 and Go!” as a warped justification of why we should not take 
academics too seriously. Until 1992, USAFA had unlimited UPT slots for 
medically qualified candidates who had the requisite 2.0 cumulative GPA at 
graduation.12 Since then, the Academy has received a quota of UPT slots each 
year—the same number provided to ROTC graduates.13

Yet to the chagrin of Billy Mitchell—and perhaps to others sitting in Ar-
nold Hall tonight—West Point was the model chosen for the Air Force Acad-
emy, and an emphasis on flying did not appear in the Academy’s mission 
statement. The desire from Hubert Harmon, Dwight Eisenhower, and others 
instrumental in creating USAFA in the aftermath of World War II was an 
Academy that produced the key leadership core of Air Force officers, much 
like West Point did for the Army, through a broad-based educational program 
that stressed not only academics but also military training and athletics.14 
Still, an officer’s aeronautical rating trumps the commissioning source in de-
termining the officer’s likelihood of becoming a general. If the Academy expe-
rience and its current $312,000/copy price tag does not guarantee more gen-
erals—as well as more officers who make the service a career—what, then, is 
the true value of this institution?15 To answer that question, I thought that I’d 
take the “standard” Air Force approach—and gather more data.

This time, I thought that I’d go right to the source for data collection—to 
the graduates of USAFA. Furthermore, I thought that I’d rely on the data 
source that I knew best, given that I am a part of it—the Class of 1977, whose 
graduates are now 30 years removed from the day that we threw our hats into 
the air and are officially old. Hopefully, though, we’re not completely out of 
touch with reality, and the thoughts that we have about USAFA and its value 
to our lives might be useful to you guys, who one day—believe it or not—will 
be gray-haired jokers like us, coming back for football games and reunions, 
discussing your medical conditions, and talking about how your children are 
now flying the latest mach-10 fighters that operate on solar power—or per-
haps about how they’re flying the same B-52s that your grandfathers flew. 
Thus, you might think of what we have to say to you, collectively, as a “preview 
of coming attractions”!

My data come from an internet survey that I designed—with lots of help—
and that many of my classmates completed this past spring.16 Through the 
generous assistance of the Academy’s Association of Graduates (AOG),* 
which sent survey links to the 435 of us who are AOG members, I received 

*The AOG is the alumni organization.
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121 responses, a return rate of almost 28 percent, to 40 questions dealing with 
the perceived importance of the Academy experience.17 I requested anony-
mous responses, though some of my classmates chose to sign their names. 
Most provided “write-in” responses in addition to answering multiple-choice 
questions, and many of those responses were detailed—and quite revealing. 
In reading through them, I had to wonder just how “clueful” I had been during 
my four years here—a trend that my wife would say has continued for 30 
years after graduation.

Before sharing the responses, let me give you some brief background on 
my class and those members of it who completed the survey. We graduated 
867 out of 1,461 who arrived as basic cadets, with 851 receiving Air Force 
commissions. Eighteen remain on active duty as Air Force generals—and 
given that we are now all past the 30-year point, the only ones who can still be 
on active duty are indeed general officers. Twenty-one died while on active 
duty, and, though none were killed in combat, a majority of them died in air-
craft accidents.18 As all USAFA classes are distinctive in some ways, so too 
were we. We were the first class not to have mandatory chapel attendance on 
Sundays; we were the first to receive only 30 days of graduation leave rather 
than the previously granted 60; we were the first to lose the GI Bill benefits 
given to previous classes; we were the first to enter the Academy after Ameri-
ca’s war in Vietnam had ended; and we were “Firsties” when women cadets 
first arrived at the Academy in the summer of 1976. Of the 121 grads com-
pleting the survey, 69 percent were pilots, 9 percent were navigators, 21 per-
cent were non-rated or members of another service, and 2 percent were law-
yers or doctors. These numbers parallel the overall percentages for the Class 
of 1977: 63 percent were pilots; 8 percent were navigators; 28 percent were 
non-rated Air Force officers or members of another service; and 1 percent 
were flight surgeons.19 Thirty-five of the 121 had service in either the Guard 
or Reserves after leaving active duty.

While the bulk of responses reflected favorably on the Academy experi-
ence, many also revealed a contradiction in feelings about the value of the 
institution. For instance, in response to the question—“What impact do you 
think that the Academy had on the collective perspective of your classmates 
at graduation?”—60 percent of those completing the survey answered, “Most 
of my classmates were inclined to see issues as ‘shades of gray’ rather than in 
absolute terms by the time they graduated,” while 34 percent said the oppo-
site—“most of my classmates were inclined to see issues as ‘black and white’ 
absolutes by the time they graduated.” When asked, “How do you think that 
the collective mindset of your classmates evolved during the four-year Acad-
emy experience?,” 44 percent answered that “as a group, my classmates be-
came more conservative in their thinking,” 11 percent said they became more 
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liberal, and 45 percent said they could not be classified “as either more con-
servative or more liberal.” The write-in response of one classmate perhaps 
best sums up the conflicting data: “Perhaps you could describe ‘us’ as rigorous 
liberal thinkers and enthusiastic conservative actors.” Another expressed sur-
prise at such questions for the class that had as its unofficial motto, “Just Pas-
sin’ Through” (we tried to get “JPT” engraved on the outside of our class rings 
and nearly succeeded), noting that the mind-set was “liberal inside the frame-
work of an organization that bombed people for a living, [and] so it had its 
limitations.” Many contended that the military is naturally more conserva-
tive,* and one who did added this quote from Churchill: “If you’re 21 and not 
a liberal, you have no heart. If you’re over 21 and still a liberal, you have no 
brain!”

The disparity of responses continued when my classmates were asked why 
they attended the Academy. The top answer would have made Billy Mitchell 
smile—44 percent of my classmates said, “The desire to pursue a flying ca-
reer,” almost double the 24 percent who listed the mission-oriented goal of 
becoming “a career Air Force officer” as their top choice. The “desire to re-
ceive a superb, ‘cost-free’ college education” garnered the third-highest num-
ber of votes, with 20 percent of my classmates selecting it. While almost 90 
percent of the surveyed grads agreed that the Academy changed the way that 
they thought and their views of the world, with about 58 percent saying that 
it significantly expanded their intellectual horizons and 36 percent saying that 
it gave them more insights about the world at large—disagreement was wide-
spread about what aspects of the Academy experience were responsible for 
their expanded horizons. Somewhat surprisingly, perhaps, for “Just Passin’ 
Through,” the top-rated choice was the academic curriculum, selected by 35 
percent of the survey group. The “views of classmates and other cadets” was 
second at 20 percent; the “military training program” was third at 18 percent; 
“the views of faculty and staff ” fourth at 14 percent; and “participation in 
athletics” was fifth at 5 percent. The remaining 8 percent of my classmates said 
that the Academy failed to expand their world view.

Disparate responses continued for questions about how organized reli-
gious activities and the arrival of women cadets affected the Academy experi-
ence. Thirty-three percent of my classmates commented that religious activi-
ties had a significant impact on their cadet life, while 28 percent said that they 
had no impact, and 37 percent said that they had some impact. Regarding the 
admission of women, 59 percent of my classmates believed at the time that it 

*The two classics that address elements of this idea of a conservative officer corps are Morris Janowitz, 
The Professional Soldier (1960; repr., New York: The Free Press, 1971), 233–56; and Samuel P. Huntington, 
The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-Military Relations (Cambridge, MA: Belknap 
Press of Harvard University, 1957), 55–79, 93–94.
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was the right thing to do, while 41 percent did not. Those attitudes have 
changed a bit in 30 years. Only 2 percent of my classmates who originally 
thought that women should have been admitted now think that it was a mis-
take to do so, while 61 percent of those who thought it was wrong for women 
to be here 30 years ago now think that they should be part of the cadet wing. 
Still, many ’77 grads remain conflicted on whether women should attend US-
AFA. When asked if they would be pleased if they had a daughter or niece 
who attended the Academy, 77 percent said yes, 15 percent said no, and 8 
percent said that they were not sure. At least one graduate revealed that his 
answer was not gender-specific with this write-in response: “If they could get 
in I would be proud, but I would not necessarily want them to go there—that 
goes for sons and nephews, too.”

Despite the disagreement that the survey revealed, it also showed quite a 
bit of consensus regarding the Academy experience and its subsequent value. 
When asked how attending USAFA affected career development, 96 percent 
of my classmates thought that their Academy time improved their career 
prospects, regardless of whether they made the Air Force a career. Fifty-five 
percent of my classmates said that USAFA was invaluable to the success that 
they have had, and 41 percent noted it was, in general, a positive contribution. 
Almost half of my classmates said that the Academy had a significant positive 
effect on the development of their personal standards; 39 percent acknowl-
edged that USAFA had elevated their standards to some extent. Nine percent 
said that their standards were set prior to arriving at the Academy. “I came in 
with high standards,” one of my classmates wrote, “but I left knowing specifi-
cally WHAT I believe, and WHY I believe it. I may have been completely 
different had I attended a ‘normal” university.” No argument here. Many of 
my classmates pointed to the Honor Code as a key factor in shaping their 
personal standards. Twenty-three percent remarked that it was “the dominant 
element that caused cadets to act with integrity,” while 73 percent said that “it 
reinforced notions of honor that most cadets already possessed.” Only 4 per-
cent said that it was “ineffective in establishing a sense of integrity that shaped 
cadet behavior.” My classmates also believed that the Academy played a sub-
stantial role in molding their leadership skills. Ninety-two percent said that it 
had a positive effect, with 57 percent observing that it had a “significant” pos-
itive effect, and 35 percent saying that the effect was positive but less dramatic. 
Of course, learning to be a good leader often means learning what examples 
not to follow. See if any of these write-in comments resonate: “At the Academy 
I did see many examples of behavior I vowed never to allow myself to repeat”; 
“the experience I had with my AOC [air officer commanding]20 taught me 
exactly how NOT to be”; “I learned just as much about what not to do as a 
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leader.” Such responses indicate that the Class of ’77 did not always think 
about USAFA fondly.

When asked to relate their dominant memories of the Academy, and given 
several possible response options, 68 percent answered, “Pride tempered by 
memories of hard times,” while 16 percent said “excitement and enthusiasm.” 
One grad remarked, “It was a struggle, but I’m glad I graduated,” which likely 
sums up the feelings that many of us had. Questions regarding our fondest, 
and most negative, memories of USAFA amplify this view. These questions 
did not have multiple-choice responses—all of the answers were “write-ins,” 
and thus matching answers here have perhaps a greater significance than else-
where in the survey. For 26 percent of my classmates, their fondest memories 
of the Academy were shared experiences with other cadets. “Time spent with 
good friends,” “camaraderie,” and “spirit missions” typified these responses, 
and many classmates placed an emphasis on bonding with “adversity” lurking 
in the background. The second-highest response reflected that mind-set but 
did so more directly: 18 percent listed “graduation” as their fondest memory, 
which one individual phrased as “surviving to graduate.” Participation in air-
manship programs ranked third in terms of fondest memories, written in by 
10 percent of the respondents. One classmate typed simply, “I am not being 
sarcastic here. I don’t have any fond memories”—but all the rest found some-
thing positive to say about their four years at USAFA.

Not that they were unable to find anything derogatory to say—comments 
abounded regarding the most negative Academy memories. Once again, I 
added together similar write-in responses and once more found three domi-
nant answers. Basic Cadet Training and the Fourth Class year topped the list, 
but by only a small margin, with 15 percent of my classmates mentioning 
some aspect of the “doolie” experience.21 “Being written up, chewed out, 
marching tours, or serving confinements” was a close second, with 14 percent 
of my classmates providing that response, one of whom noted that he had 
marched more than 200 tours. Next was “loneliness and the Dark Ages,”22 
which garnered votes from 8 percent. Three different categories tied for fourth 
with 5 percent each, including: a perceived misuse of the Honor Code to en-
force regulations, “jerk instructors,” and “jerk AOCs,” with three of the latter 
zapped for sniffing underwear in laundry bins to guarantee that cadets were 
not placing clean, unfolded clothes in them.

Two other questions that had “write-in only” responses—no multiple- 
choice questions to select from—provided revealing insights about the per-
ceived value of the institution. When asked what part of the Academy experi-
ence for the Class of 1977 should be retained at all costs, the leading response 
from my classmates (19 percent) was the high degree of emphasis placed on 
teamwork, bonding, and esprit de corps. Despite the negative memories pro-
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duced by Basic Cadet Training and the Fourth Class system, 12 percent of my 
classmates said those programs should endure at USAFA, and indeed, they 
received the second-highest number of votes for retention. One grad high-
lighted the confidence that came from completing the Fourth Class year: “I 
learned to work with others under pressure. Even if the situation seems tough, 
I know I can work my way through it.” Third on the list was the Honor Code, 
mentioned by 11 percent. Two facets tied for fourth: a broad academic curric-
ulum and airmanship programs, with each receiving 7 percent of the vote. 
Two also tied for sixth with 6 percent: the Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and 
Escape (SERE) program administered at the Academy for the Class of ’77 and 
which was then a graduation requirement for all cadets, and USAFA’s athletic 
programs. Yet, one of my classmates also said that he would retain everything 
about the Academy experience or, as he put it, “The whole enchilada—nothing 
less. If you shrink parts of the Academy,” he insisted, “you slip back to a civilian 
institution.”

That perspective resonated when my classmates were asked what part of 
their Academy experience they would change instantly if empowered to do 
so. The answers given here were more disparate than those provided about 
what to retain, perhaps indicating that the choice of what to discard was more 
difficult than the choice of what to keep. Nonetheless, a few dominant re-
sponses did emerge, and at the top of the list was the desire by 13 percent to 
eliminate elements of negative motivation such as tours, doolie hazing at 
meals, etc. Next, though, 11 percent of my classmates said that they would 
change nothing. One grad summed up his rationale this way: “I believe that 
AFA was my life shaping event. Once you change history, you change out-
comes and I do not want that. So, I think I learned from the good, the bad and 
the ugly parts. I would not change a thing; they all have gone into who I am.”

For some of my classmates, maintaining the status quo at the Academy 
equated to maintaining a successful institution, and some contended that fac-
tors disrupting stability had an adverse impact on USAFA’s ability to accom-
plish its mission. For some of those grads, the admission of women was one 
such disruptive event, and 7 percent of my classmates recommended remov-
ing women from the cadet wing. Conversely, another 3 percent of my class-
mates thought that women cadets should have been part of the wing but that 
they should have been integrated into it better—women cadets in the Class of 
1980 were originally kept segregated on the top floors of Vandenberg Hall and 
placed in only the first 20 squadrons.23 My classmates further disagreed on the 
amount of cadet leadership opportunities made available to them: 4 percent 
would have added more, and another 4 percent would have provided less. 
Another 4 percent would have placed more “down time” in the Academy’s 
schedule.
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Yet, making USAFA different—or keeping it the same—provided no assur-
ance that the Class of ’77 would ultimately lead the Air Force as general offi-
cers. The USAFA experience often included the unexpected, and the same 
was true following graduation. When asked if they were surprised by any of 
their classmates making general, almost half of those completing the survey 
said yes, but several also couched their response: “Not that they couldn’t,” one 
wrote, while another added, “Almost all grads have the potential.” Others 
stated that they were more surprised by certain officers who did not become 
generals. One grad remarked, “Most general officers were predictable, but 
10–20% were in the category of ‘I never thought they would make it that far!’ ” 
An unnamed classmate who had in fact made general put himself in that lat-
ter camp, stating that he was surprised to be wearing stars and felt that he was 
“a computer glitch in the system.”

Despite an inability to divine future generals, most of my classmates be-
lieved that the Academy experience prepared them well to serve as officers. 
Three out of four rated their Academy background superior to that provided 
by ROTC or OTS. In addition, 88 percent rated the quality of military train-
ing received at USAFA as either “superb” (45 percent) or “adequate” (43 per-
cent) in terms of its preparation for active duty. One grad who cross- 
commissioned into the Army stated, “Although an Army Officer, I felt I was 
better prepared than my West Point peers. Officers there do many things that 
cadets handle at USAFA.” Another grad observed, “I learned how to priori-
tize, accomplish many things in a short time, and how to succeed. . . . The best 
lesson I learned was to trust the mid-level and senior NCOs as essential to 
success as an officer.” Another added, “Although I may not have appreciated 
most of it at the time, in my old age I see the importance of most of what we 
went through. Perhaps it should have even been much harder.” While provid-
ing a grudging acknowledgment that some degree of pain was a necessary 
part of the Academy experience, few of my classmates expressed a desire for 
more of it.

For most, USAFA produced a love-hate relationship that sometimes em-
phasized both emotions simultaneously. More than 90 percent of my class-
mates stated that they had returned to the Academy more than once since 
graduation, and 52 percent had returned more than five times. “The longer I 
live, the more proud I am of having graduated from there,” one classmate re-
vealed, while another confided, “The longer it’s been since graduation the 
more I seem to be drawn back.” Yet 52 percent also stated that they do not 
wish to have visited USAFA any more than they have. “I get an uneasy feeling 
in my gut whenever I see USAFA,” confessed one grad. “Then I calm down 
and can relax.” Another added, “I still feel vaguely uncomfortable walking 
across the terrazzo.” Yet another remarked, “I go to AFA football games when 
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they are nearby and I’ll go to the 30th reunion, but that’s enough.” A few class-
mates rationalized their reluctance to return as the result of a perceived failure 
to live up to the high standards that they deemed a hallmark of the institution 
and its graduates. One commented, “I would hate to have to explain all of the 
ridiculous things I’ve done with my time while others were in NASA or com-
manding officers.” Another offered this assessment: “Took a girlfriend there 
after 15 years away; felt very strange. Did not feel like I belonged there any-
more since my civilian life was nothing special.”

For many, if not most, of my classmates, the notion that we were “special” 
by virtue of USAFA’s unique training experiences and distinctive education 
resonated. We all knew the Academy’s exhortation to “Bring me men to match 
my mountains,” a reference to the first line of the Samuel Walter Foss poem, 
“The Coming American,”24 and 30 years after completing the four-year ordeal 
the belief that we received a special boost on the path to success endured. 
Eighty-eight percent of my classmates described USAFA’s overall impact as 
“definitely positive,” while another 8 percent rated it as “slightly positive.” 
Only 3 percent rated the impact of the USAFA experience as “a wash,” and 
only one person out of the 121 completing the survey said that the Academy’s 
overall impact was negative. One graduate offered a pithy summary of USA-
FA’s value with this comment: “Surviving it gives me a great sense of achieve-
ment and a lot of confidence confronting future challenges—but it sucked 
24/7.” Such sentiments appeared in responses to the question—“If you could 
live that part of your life over again, would you attend the Academy?”—and, 
indeed, those answers may offer the strongest testimony yet to USAFA’s last-
ing impact. More than four out of five of my classmates—81 percent—said 
that they would repeat the Academy experience, even with the benefit of 
20/20 hindsight. Only 6 percent said that they would not, and the remaining 
13 percent were uncertain. Many of those who would do it all over again, 
however, acknowledged the love-hate relationship that for them defined the 
institution. Here’s just one example, but it conveys its central point in unvar-
nished fashion:

The worst day of my life was my first day at USAFA. The worst month of my life was my 
first month at USAFA. The worst year of my life was my first year at USAFA. The worst 
4 years of my life were my 4 years at USAFA. But it got me where I wanted to go. I’m not 
sure how anyone could schlep through 4 years at the Academy without their final goal 
in view.

For all of us who “made it” to throw our hats in the air, the Academy expe-
rience will likely resonate until our dying days. Given the intensity of that 
experience in many cases, it could hardly be otherwise. Almost one in five of 
my classmates reported dreaming that they are back at USAFA as a cadet as 
often as once or twice a month; more than 50 percent reported dreaming that 
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they are back at the Academy at least once or twice a year. Several classmates 
said that the dreams occurred when they were stressed out or overworked, 
and many of the dreams depicted stressful times at the Academy. Apparently, 
the psyche still remembers that USAFA wasn’t a piece of cake.

What, then, does this collection of data show? Well, for one thing it shows 
what a profound impact the Academy experience had on each of our lives. It 
also shows that, despite the angst, the vast bulk of us view that experience in 
a positive light—so much so that most of us would repeat the experience if we 
were somehow given the opportunity to do so. It does not say that we all had 
a fun time here and that we all loved this place—far from it. Yet it does say that 
we thought USAFA was essential to the way that we subsequently turned 
out—and that we’re pretty happy with those results.

I would contend that what you have in the survey are data points that sum 
up the value of the Academy experience for a typical class of graduates. 
Though I’ve been heard to say that ’77 was the greatest Academy class ever, in 
actuality I’m fairly certain that we were “fast, neat, average, friendly, good, 
good.”25 Still, I would also contend that an “average” Academy class is a pretty 
remarkable group of people, given the high degree of selectivity and the com-
petitive nature of Academy appointments. I would maintain that each class 
contains individuals who not only make exceptional contributions to the Air 
Force but also to the nation as a whole. And I say that not just based on the 
survey data but also based on the “data” that I happen to know best—the 19 
guys who graduated with me as a part of the Firstie Class in “Tiger Ten.”

So, then, let me say “Huzzah!” right from the start. We said it all the time, 
but I was never quite sure what it meant, and I still have grave doubts that it 
was the yell given by British commandoes in World War II when they went 
into combat (and if that was the case, how did it end up as the greeting for a 
cadet squadron at the American Air Force Academy?). The 19 guys I gradu-
ated with were typical guys graduating from a typical squadron at USAFA in 
1977. In fact, we even had one of our AOCs describe my classmates in Tiger 
Ten as “mediocre at best” when asked on the eve of June Week to compare us 
to the other two groups of Firsties he had seen up close and personal during 
his tour at the Academy. But now, 30 years later, I maintain that the classmates 
I knew so well in Tiger Ten were anything but “mediocre,” and I wanted to 
highlight for you some of my memories of them and what just a few of them 
have done in the past three decades since graduation.

Here’s a picture of our Tiger Ten’s Firsties on the eve of graduation. Bright, 
eager, and ready to go—well, certainly ready to get away from this place! Yet 
no sooner had we escaped USAFA than tragedy struck—Steve Morris became 
the second member of our class to die “on the job”; he was killed in a T-38 
accident at UPT. For those of us who needed reminding that our profession 
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was very different than most others, that was an instant clue. When I heard of 
Steve’s death, I remembered thinking back to a gregarious cadet who never 
failed to help out a classmate needing assistance, a kind-hearted soul who 
enjoyed playing pranks when he got the chance. And I wonder what he might 
have accomplished had he made it to our thirtieth reunion.

As for the other ’77 grads from Tiger Ten, I haven’t had to wonder. Four of 
them became generals and are all now wearing two stars—a pretty impressive 
achievement for one squadron’s senior class. One of those is Kurt Cichowski, 
who will soon become vice commander of Air Force Special Operations 
Command at Hurlburt Field, Florida. In his previous assignment, he was dep-
uty chief of staff for strategy as a part of the Multi-National Task Force in 
Baghdad; earlier, he had been wing commander of the 49th Fighter Wing and 
its stealth fighters at Holloman. Yet, I remember him best as the most bow-
legged member of the Class of 1977, and it was always a mystery to me as to 
how he could run as fast as he did, much less march in a straight line! Another 
Tiger Ten general is Steve Miller—which some might have said was predict-
able, given that he also served as cadet wing commander his Firstie year. Yet 
Steve was far more “hyper” when he was a cadet about whether he would be 
able to meet his girlfriend (and future wife) Teresa on a weekend pass than he 
was about overseeing drill and ceremonies. Six years after graduation, he got 
the chance to display true grace under pressure when a maintenance problem 
triggered an in-flight emergency in his F-15. He managed to get the crippled 
aircraft on the ground without incident—a nifty bit of flying that won him the 
Aviator’s Valor Award that year. He went on to command the famous 94th 
“Hat in the Ring” Squadron that had produced Eddie Rickenbacker in World 
War I, and he would later command Langley’s 1st Fighter Wing. He currently 
serves as commandant of the Air War College.

The final two members of Tiger Ten to make general from ’77 were perhaps 
the yin and yang of our squadron, academically speaking: “Dutch” Remkes 
and Curt Bedke. Dutch sat on the last row on graduation day, while Curt was 
a distinguished graduate who had only a single “B” for his course work at the 
Academy—the rest of his grades were all “A’s.” It was by the grace of God that 
I had Curt as a roommate for most of my remaining three years at USAFA, for 
only he had the ability to explain math and science courses in terms that I 
could understand—and pass. Dutch, like me, was a history major (yeah!); 
Curt was a double major in Astro and Math.

When we all got our new cars at the end of our “two degree” year, Dutch 
proudly drove up in a red Ford pickup, which he delighted in cleaning by 
driving up to a car wash and “hosing out” the inside of the cab. Curt, mean-
while, got a Toyota Celica that he carefully waxed every few months. Yet, de-
spite the seeming differences in temperament displayed at the Academy, both 
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took from their experiences here and excelled as officers. Dutch flew F-4s, 
F-15s, and F-16s and served for two years in the late 1980s in the demanding 
job of aide to General Robert Russ, the commander of Tactical Air Com-
mand. As the commander of the 39th Wing at Incirlik, Turkey, Dutch di-
rected air strikes against Iraq in Operation Desert Fox in December 1998; he 
later took command of the 3rd Wing at Elmendorf from 2002–2004; and he 
now serves as the director of strategy and policy assessments for US European 
Command in Stuttgart, Germany. Curt, meanwhile, became a B-52 pilot after 
graduating with a master’s in astronautics from Stanford, and then served as 
a test pilot at Edwards Air Force Base at the time that Dutch was shepherding 
General Russ at TAC. After commanding the 31st Test and Evaluation Squad-
ron, Curt returned to B-52s as commander of the 5th Operations Group at 
Minot and later commanded the 2nd Bomb Wing at Barksdale, during which 
time he also served as US Central Command’s senior military representative 
to Pakistan. He’s just finished an assignment as the commander of the Air 
Force Flight Test Center at Edwards and moved to Wright-Patterson AFB to 
command the Air Force Research Laboratory. By virtue of his three Edwards 
assignments, he’s amassed 4,300 flying hours in 74 different types of aircraft.

You now know about several of my Tiger Ten classmates who went on to do 
great things in an Air Force uniform, but I’m sure some of you might be 
thinking, “Wow, that’s great, but I don’t know if I’m going to make it to grad-
uation, much less make the Air Force a career.” I can assure you that many—if 
not most—of us had that same thought when we sat in Arnold Hall as cadets, 
so I wanted to give you a final snippet about a member of Tiger Ten who in-
deed left the service after initial commitment for flight training had ended. 
That guy is Bob McNeal, whom I’ll always remember wandering around the 
squadron after taps dressed in a bed sheet that resembled a Roman toga—and 
this attire came before John Belushi popularized it in the movie Animal House. 
Bob got KC-135s to Griffiss Air Force Base, New York, after graduating from 
UPT—an assignment that he really wanted because it was close to Syracuse 
University. While a pilot at Griffiss, he enrolled at Syracuse and during his 
off-duty time completed a master’s degree in electrical engineering. After a 
stint teaching physics at USAFA, he left the Air Force and began a civilian 
career path that proved both personally rewarding and financially lucrative. 
He worked at an aerospace firm in Los Angeles, got his MBA from the Whar-
ton School, founded several successful companies, worked in high-level jobs 
for the Census Bureau and Time Warner, and now is vice chairman of Inter-
oute, a large company that provides telecommunication services across Eu-
rope. He resides in London and typically works 14-hour days, despite having 
“made it” financially. Thirty years later, though, I still remember him wander-
ing around the squadron looking like Julius Caesar.
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Well, that’s a quick-and-dirty snapshot of one group of cadets who “sur-
vived” this place—and I think “survival” is the word we would’ve used 30 
years ago. I wish I had time to talk about each of my Tiger Ten classmates, 
who are all very successful in a multitude of professions, but I know that you 
have to get back to the dorm to study that Mech—or to watch Smallville!*

So let me add just a few brief concluding remarks about what I think that 
my survey data and Tiger Ten examples reveal about the true value of this 
institution. Is there a correlation between what we endured at USAFA and 
what we accomplished later in life? Those dots are probably hard to connect 
directly, and yet I think that a connection is present. To me, the survey data 
and Tiger Ten success stories show that the true value of USAFA is both en-
during and intangible, no matter how hard those in positions of authority 
might want to rely on numbers to justify the cost of an Academy education. 
Our mission statement focused on developing career leaders for the Air 
Force—a worthy goal, to be sure. Yet, such emphasis did not adequately ac-
knowledge that simply creating leaders who are intellectually nimble, with 
high standards of integrity, and committed to serving the nation is in itself a 
noble goal—and one that the Academy should pride itself in achieving. The 
mission statement for the Class of 2010—“to educate, train, and inspire men 
and women to become officers of character, motivated to lead the United 
States Air Force in service to our nation”—comes closer to meeting that 
mark.26 The mission statement for the class of 2040 is likely to be closer still.

I maintain that the Academy experience not only made us better leaders 
than we otherwise would have been, it also made us better people, regardless 
of the professions that we ultimately chose. USAFA enhanced our values, our 
standards, and our overall way of thinking—not just about our nation and its 
Air Force but about how we should interact with our fellow human beings. 
USAFA further gave us a profound understanding that most meaningful 
achievements require hard work and a solid foundation for meeting the un-
known challenges of the future; as a result of our Academy experience, most 
of us don’t rattle too easily when faced with stress. The story of the Class of 
1977 is the combination of hundreds of individual success stories, and the 
Academy played a significant role in many of those accomplishments. My 
guess is that would also have been true for the Class of 1959 and that it will be 
true as well for the Class of 2010—and that it will continue to be the case as 
long as this Academy exits. The great, enduring value of USAFA cannot be 
quantified, and yet the value is there—just as certainly as the steel, aluminum, 
and granite blend together to form the lasting structures of the Cadet Area. 

*A popular television show that ran from 2001 to 2011 based on the Superman character from DC 
Comics.
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The key elements that make up the ethos of USAFA are not physical—and 
those are the elements that will forever make the graduates of this institution 
a worthy match for its mountains.

Dr. Mark Clodfelter joined the faculty of the National War College in July 1997. Mark 
“Clod” Clodfelter is a former Air Force officer who was a ground radar officer by 
trade. After serving radar tours at Myrtle Beach and South Korea, he spent the re-
mainder of his career in military academia. That service has included two teaching 
tours in the Air Force Academy’s History Department, one at the Air Force’s School 
of Advanced Airpower Studies (SAAS) at Maxwell AFB, and one as Air Force ROTC 
Professor of Aerospace Studies at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He 
holds a bachelor of science degree from the US Air Force Academy, a master of arts 
degree from the University of Nebraska–Lincoln, and a doctorate from the University 
of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. He is the author of The Limits of Air Power: The 
American Bombing of North Vietnam (New York: Free Press, 1989) and numerous 
articles and book chapters dealing with the American military experience. Two par-
ticular National Defense University case studies that he produced are Violating 
Reality: The Lavelle Affair, Nixon, and the Parsing of the Truth (March 2016) and Fifty 
Shades of Friction: Combat Climate, B-52 Crews, and the Vietnam War (September 
2016). His area of expertise is American military history, with a special emphasis on 
airpower and the Vietnam War.

In addition to USAFA classmates, colleagues at the National War College, and 
others mentioned in the lecture/notes, the author is grateful to the following individ-
uals for their helpful suggestions: Peter Maslowski, David Tretler, and Roy Stafford. 
The author claims full credit, however, for any mistakes or inaccuracies and notes that 
his work represents his views alone and not those of the National War College, US Air 
Force, or Department of Defense.
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Battles Not Fought
The Creation of an Independent Air Force*

Stephen L. McFarland

When America’s armies and navies returned from World War II, they 
brought with them glory comparable to any in history. Except for technology 
and scale, the victories of America’s warriors were little different from those 
gained by all the other conquering armies and navies in history. World War II 
produced images of sinking ships, prisoners of war, liberated cities, raised 
flags, and destruction that could have come from the Punic Wars 2,000 years 
earlier. This was no revolution in warfare.

Airmen brought back photographs of leveled cities—how would the sur-
viving inhabitants view the results any differently than the survivors who 
watched the Mongols devastate Baghdad a thousand years ago? If there was a 
revolution in warfare, it came from three battles that never took place. These 
were at the root of Air Force independence and of a new, revolutionary type 
of warfare that has influenced world events ever since.

The Vergeltungwaffe V-1 rocket, as pictured being towed from cover, in 1944. Bunde-
sarchiv (Bild 146-1973-029A-24A / Lysiak / CC-BY-SA 3.0).

On July 13, 1944, the first German V-1 rocket landed on London. The 
Army Air Forces and the Royal Air Force launched 68,913 bombing sorties 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #40, 1997.
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and took 1.25 million photographs in an attempt to reduce or delay this Ger-
man aerial offensive. Seventeen thousand V-1s and V-2s fired on Allied- 
controlled territory during the war, and the 9,000 deaths they caused revealed 
a battle Allied air forces lost in World War II. Airpower had failed to achieve 
its objective. But when that first V-1 landed on July 13, it exploded with the 
bang of high explosives, not the hiss of a chemical or biological warhead. That 
bang, and not a hiss, signified that the Army Air Forces had won one of the 
greatest battles of the war that was never fought—a battle that, if fought, might 
have doubled or tripled the war’s casualty figures.1

The scale of the victory in this battle that was never fought lies in the num-
bers. From 1941 to 1945, the United States invested $2.814 billion ($27 billion 
in 1997 dollars) to produce 143,166 tons of World War I–era poison gases.* 
Germany produced 80,000 tons, including 12,000 tons of the revolutionary 
nerve gas Tabun and 1,100 pounds of the experimental nerve gas Sarin. Japan 
added nearly 8,000 tons. All also produced various biological agents ranging 
from anthrax to sclerotium rot.2 These arsenals were in stark contrast to the 
public proclamations of every major combatant that in some way echoed the 
conviction of Winston Churchill, “We are ourselves firmly resolved not to use 
this odious weapon.” Why the enormous chemical and biological stockpiles? 
Because Churchill added, “unless it is used first by the Germans.” President 
Roosevelt declared, “unless they are first used by our enemies.” Japan agreed 
not to use them only if “troops of the United Nations also refrain from using 
it.” Combatant nations prepared for such warfare in case the enemy initiated 
it and retaliation became necessary.3

Fearful of what German chemical attacks could do to England’s congested 
cities and to the troops and supplies concentrated in southern England for the 
Normandy invasion, the Allies launched the largest preemptive air offensive 
of the war. When photographic intelligence showed rocket-launching ramps 
at Peenemünde, it became a target for destruction.† When intelligence pointed 
to “ski-sites” in France as possible launch sites for these missiles, they too 
became the targets for bombing. Hitler chortled with glee. His V-1 and V-2 
sites in France became the greatest aerial defensive weapons in his arsenal, 
more effective than all his Messerschmitts, Focke-Wulfs, and 88 mm guns. 
Every bomb dropped on one of these sites, he said, was one less bomb dropped 
on Germany.4 These were the Noball missions, Operation Crossbow, appreci-
ated by thousands of American airmen as “milk runs,” so-called because they 
brought credit for a combat mission—and therefore one step closer to going 

*About $40 billion in 2018 dollars.
†A city on the Baltic Sea that was the location for the development and production of the Vergeltungswaffe 

(“Retribution Weapons”)—or “Vengeance” weapons—primarily the V-2 rocket.
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home—without the danger of deep missions into Germany. These preemptive 
strikes delayed the V-1 and V-2 offensives, but only advancing Allied armies 
in the fall of 1944 would stop them completely. All of this was just a sideshow, 
however. The real show was the apparent German intent to use these inaccu-
rate terror weapons to begin a war against the cities, employing chemical 
agents to turn, as one writer described it, metropolises into “necropolises.”5

The Joint Chiefs of Staff assigned the Army Air Forces to prepare for this 
battle that never took place. While B-17s and B-24s battled their way to Sch-
weinfurt, Regensburg, Gotha, Heiterblick, Leipzig, and Berlin, hundreds of 
thousands of gas bombs were being stockpiled in England for what many 
thought was their inevitable use once the V-1s and V-2s began dropping out 
of the sky with a hiss, not a bang. The Allies would not strike first; Churchill 
and Roosevelt had already declared this.

But if Germany did initiate chemical or biological warfare, the Allies 
would be ready to raise the ante. The Army Air Forces’ retaliatory plan, in 
conjunction with the Royal Air Force, identified Germany’s 38 largest cities 
for destruction with anticipation of killing upwards of 20 million people, 
making over one-half of Germany’s urban area uninhabitable, and reducing 
industrial production by 60 percent. Ready in time for the Normandy inva-
sion, 4,600 American heavy bombers then in the Eighth and Fifteenth Air 
Forces would launch a 15-day all-out blitz, each carrying a 75-percent mus-
tard gas bomb load mixed with a 25-percent high explosive bomb load to 
help spread the gas. German civilians did not receive gas masks until late 
1944 and then only for Nazi Party officials. Germany had no penicillin to 
fight the bacterial infections that would accompany the blistering effects of 
mustard gas. An average gas persistence of 30 days guaranteed a holocaust of 
unprecedented proportions.6

There would be no such battle, no such slaughter. By 1944 Germany’s skies 
belonged to the Allies, and its urban landscape lay bare to Allied bombing. Air 
superiority was in American hands. The thousands of crewmen who died 
fighting their way to Frankfurt, Emden, Hamburg, and Cologne had made this 
so. Eighth and Fifteenth Air Force bombers could go anywhere in the Reich 
and could not be diverted except by American order. With his cities vulnera-
ble and aware of America’s retaliatory policy, Hitler ordered that no gas muni-
tions be taken outside of the prewar Reich lest he lose control over them. He 
would not allow the Allies any justification for a retaliatory strike. As Allied 
armies poured into a chaotic, confused, disorganized Germany in 1945, Hitler 
pulled himself together long enough to sign an order prohibiting the demoli-
tion of chemical weapons dumps for fear the action might be misconstrued as 
the initiation of chemical warfare. The war in Europe was total in many as-
pects, but it would not be a war of chemical or biological annihilation.7
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The vulnerability of Japanese cities to aerial assault, tied to firsthand knowl-
edge in China of what gas could do, likewise deterred Japan from using chem-
ical weapons against American units. Japan ordered its commanders to ig-
nore any small-scale Allied use of chemical weapons to prevent retaliatory 
strikes against its cities. The Army Air Forces planned to retaliate if Japan did 
use them first, targeting Japan’s 10 largest cities with the same 75-percent 
mustard gas–25-percent high explosive mix. Japan’s tropical climate would 
intensify the effect of the gas, while the wooden structure of Japan’s cities 
would increase the persistence of the gas. The Army Air Forces estimated a 
death count of 14.5 million. Unlike the war in Europe, the United States did 
not fear Japanese retaliation, because Japan lacked a strategic bombing force.8

Germany and Japan never used chemical weapons against American 
forces, so no retaliatory strikes were necessary or justified. The Joint Chiefs of 
Staff seriously considered the unilateral use of chemical weapons to reduce 
the casualties that would accompany the invasion of Japan. Its chairman, 
Adm William Leahy, vetoed the idea because in 1943 President Roosevelt had 
renounced such a first use.9

Despite the preparations and the plans, the chemical battle did not have to 
be fought in World War II. All sides had sufficient arsenals to threaten a 
chemical Armageddon, but only the Allies had the wherewithal, strategic air 
forces, to wage it. Hitler, the records indicate, was keenly aware of what chem-
ical warfare could accomplish—but also alert to the fact that Allied air forces 
could transform the most horrific tactical weapons of World War I into the 
strategic weapons that would cost him his cities in World War II. The United 
States Army Air Forces had won the first great battle of World War II that did 
not have to be fought.

June 6, 1944, witnessed the largest concentration of air, land, and sea forces 
in the history of the world. On, over, and along roughly 50 miles of the French 
coast were eight divisions of Allied ground and airborne soldiers, 5,000 ships, 
and 7,000 aircraft. Never in war had so much been concentrated at one point, 
at one time. The German Luftwaffe had been designed for just such a contin-
gency—a tactical air force created to support the German army. So concen-
trated were Allied forces that conceivably any German bullet fired, any bomb 
dropped, would find a target of some kind. The greatest single threat to the 
success of Operation Overlord, besides the weather, was the Luftwaffe. Al-
ready Allied forces faced a formidable array of beach defenses, tank traps, 
flooded landing zones, and all the other defenses created by the German ge-
nius. Hundreds of German aircraft bombing and strafing created the poten-
tial for a true disaster of biblical proportions.

The Allies had two plans for dealing with the Luftwaffe’s threat to Overlord. 
Air Chief Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory was the tactical air commander for 
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the invasion. Maj Gen Lewis Brereton was Leigh-Mallory’s lieutenant and 
commanded America’s Ninth Air Force. Together they argued that World 
War II was no different than World War I. The way to ensure air superiority 
over the Normandy beaches was to train and prepare for a great air battle to 
be fought over France on D-Day and for the ground attack and interdiction 
roles that would follow the invasion. They wanted to keep their forces out of 
combat for the months preceding Overlord to ensure adequate preparation. 
Leigh-Mallory and Brereton envisioned swirling clouds of fighters locked in 
dogfights similar to the battles fought over Verdun and the Meuse-Argonne 
in the previous war—thousands of Allied aircraft fighting thousands of Ger-
man aircraft in a titanic struggle for air superiority on D-Day. They argued 
that trying to weaken the Luftwaffe prior to this battle would be unproductive 
because the Luftwaffe would simply refuse to fight until it had a critical reason 
to engage in battle. For over a year their crews had been flying into France and 
had not been able to get the Luftwaffe to come up and fight. Five thousand 
ships and eight divisions would attract the Luftwaffe.10

Leigh-Mallory and Brereton were also key supporters for Air Chief Mar-
shal Sir Arthur Tedder’s transportation plan, wherein all Allied air forces, in-
cluding strategic bombers, would concentrate for three months on isolating 
Normandy, destroying bridges, railroads, and lines of communication in pre-
paring for the invasion. This plan had no provision for winning air superiority 
other than the great dogfight on D-Day.11

The opposing plan came from Generals Carl Spaatz and Fred Anderson, 
respectively commander and chief of operations of United States Strategic Air 
Forces in Europe, and William Kepner, Eighth Air Force fighter commander. 
This plan countered Tedder’s transportation plan by arguing that the most 
efficient way to prepare for the invasion was to continue bombing Germany’s 
industrial fabric, destroying weapons at the factories rather than trying to 
interdict the flow of supplies to the front. More importantly here, Spaatz, An-
derson, and Kepner argued a different plan to prepare for air superiority over 
Normandy on D-Day. They agreed with Leigh-Mallory and Brereton that 
they could not attract the Luftwaffe to defend the skies over France where at-
trition could wear it down but insisted that attrition could be achieved by 
continuing to strike against industrial targets in Germany.12

Their plan was to use B-17s and B-24s as bait. By being over Germany do-
ing damage to critical industries, the bombers would serve as bait to attract 
German fighters so that American fighters could shoot them down. It was a 
major gamble, because in the fall of 1943 the Luftwaffe had truly bloodied 
Eighth Air Force. Eighth Air Force lost 60 bombers over Schweinfurt on Oc-
tober 14, 1943, and 88 more bombers on three other missions that same 
week.13
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By the spring of 1944 the situation had changed. Dozens of fresh American 
bomber and fighter groups had arrived from the States. P-47 Thunderbolt and 
P-51 Mustang long-range fighters with drop tanks could now carry the battle 
for air superiority into Germany and beyond. Refined tactics placed them 
where they could wreak an increasing toll on German fighter defenses. A re-
fined strategy made these German fighter defenses the primary target for de-
struction. A new leadership cadre, including Spaatz, Anderson, and Kepner, 
understood the importance of winning air superiority to permit the invasion 
and a continuation of the bombing offensive against Germany without heavy 
losses. This new leadership believed that the Luftwaffe could be made to use 
up all its resources trying to stop the bombers.

Attrition of the Luftwaffe over Germany would bring air superiority over 
Normandy. Spaatz and Anderson wanted to stop using tricks and feints to get 
the bombers to their targets. They knew from experience that Eighth Air 
Force could confuse the Luftwaffe to limit its ability to concentrate intercept-
ing fighters near the bomber streams. Such feints reduced American losses 
but also reduced German losses. If the Germans could not find the bombers, 
they would not be there to be shot down. The American commanders there-
fore ordered the bomber units to fly to their targets. There would be no feints. 
Spaatz wanted to make sure the Luftwaffe would know where the bombers 
would be on a given day so that the Luftwaffe would come up in large num-
bers to fight and be wounded if not killed.14

Kepner, the fighter commander, realized that even then the Germans 
would try to limit their losses so that they could live to fight another day. His 
contribution was what he called “air guerrilla warfare.” He ordered his fighter 
pilots to escort American bombers to their targets at 30,000 feet as before but 
to return to England on the deck. If the Luftwaffe would not come up and 
fight, he would go down and get them, strafing the wolf in its lair. When cloud 
cover kept the bombers in England, he would send his fighters into Germany 
below the cloud cover, strafing anything that could contribute to the war ef-
fort. Strategic bombing had previously meant dropping bombs from high 
altitude. Kepner wanted to achieve similar results by having fighters shoot 
bullets from tree-top level. Pilots received kill credits for aircraft destroyed on 
the ground. They brought “home pieces of trees from Germany as souvenirs.” 
Mission reports told the tale: “I claim three Ju-52s,” “I claim three locomo-
tives,” and even “I claim 25 cows.”15

Spaatz, Anderson, and Kepner sent their aircraft into Germany day after 
day, engaging in a battle of attrition reminiscent of those fought around Peters-
burg in the Civil War and Verdun in World War I. February 20 through 25, 
1944, they went after Germany’s aircraft production in the Big Week mis-
sions. Bombing results were good but did not stop German production—it 
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continued to rise at an alarming rate. Losses were heavy (Eighth Air Force lost 
269 aircraft), but the Luftwaffe also bled (282 aircraft written off). Clearly, 
however, the Luftwaffe was husbanding its resources. Waves of fighters came 
up every day but not enough to expose the entire force to possible destruc-
tion. The challenge was to find a target for bombing that would force the Luft-
waffe to engage in battle. Some wanted to continue striking at the industrial 
fabric, which had not proved that effective so far. Spaatz, Anderson, and 
Kepner, however, decided that the air above the targets was more important at 
this point in the war, not the targets on the ground. The next target would 
have to be Berlin. How could the Luftwaffe not launch every aircraft it had to 
defend its capital from the embarrassment of having 2,000 American bomb-
ers and fighters appearing over Berlin in broad daylight? The Luftwaffe would 
have to come up and fight to the death if necessary.16

On March 2, 1944, just three months before D-Day, they ordered their 
strategic forces to attack targets in Berlin. Eighth Air Force found Berlin 
overcast and diverted the bombers to the clear sky over Frankfurt. Anderson 
was outraged. He wrote Eighth Air Force commander Jimmy Doolittle that 
“it doesn’t matter if Berlin is overcast. The resulting air battle over Berlin 
would result in attrition, which makes it more important than any destruc-
tion on the ground and going to Frankfurt to find clear skies won’t achieve 
the same result. We’ve got to stick at this damn thing.” Doolittle objected to 
Anderson’s plan to send B-24s to Berlin, arguing their lower ceilings would 
make them sitting ducks. He complained, “God, they’ll just get killed in 
them.” Anderson’s response was one word: “Well?”—not a sign of callousness 
but rather of Anderson’s absolute commitment to winning air superiority for 
the Normandy invasion.17

Eighth Air Force went to Berlin on March 4, 6, 8, and 9. March 6 cost 
Eighth Air Force 69 heavy bombers and 11 fighters—from the song’s lyrics, 
“to go down in flame”—the deadliest day in American airpower history. The 
Luftwaffe bled also—136 lost defending Berlin on those four days. It pulled 
out all the stops, even using its night fighters for day missions. It threw its best 
pilots into the carnage and lost them to the Spaatz meat grinder: Gunther Rall 
with 275 kills when he was shot down, Anton Hackl with 192, Hugo Frey with 
32, Gerhard Loos with 92, and Rudolf Ehrenberger with 49.18

On March 9, 1944, Spaatz sent every aircraft that could fly and every crew 
with its nerves intact to Berlin. Hundreds of American aircraft appeared over 
the German capital, but for the first time in the war, the Luftwaffe refused to 
rise up and fight. American aircraft over Berlin found “no one at home.” The 
enemy had blinked because he was bleeding to death and needed time to rest 
and recover. Germany would get that time, because General Eisenhower or-
dered the big bombers to strike against transportation targets in France for 



200 │ HARMON MEMORIAL LECTURES IN MILITARY HISTORY

most of April and May but did allow them to go back to Germany on occasion 
to continue the attrition.19

Spaatz had a new target he knew the Luftwaffe could not avoid defending—
oil. Just a few strikes before D-Day caused heavy and continuous attrition of 
the Luftwaffe as Germany’s airmen fought to protect their life blood. Deeper 
and deeper into Germany, American bombers struck. Germany pulled its tac-
tical aircraft farther and farther back to defend against the onslaught. Finally, 
on May 21, came perhaps the most propitious mission of the entire war. 
Eighth Air Force bombers that day were hitting transportation targets in 
France, so the fighters went on low-altitude strafing missions in Germany. 
Codenamed Chattanooga after a popular song of the time, “Chattanooga 
Choo Choo,” it targeted locomotives all over Germany. Key to the mission, 
however, was not the tally of locomotives destroyed that day but the intelli-
gence summary that resulted. Fighter pilots reported that they had not seen a 
single German aircraft anywhere west of Hamburg, in the air or on the ground. 
Every German aircraft had been pulled back more than 500 miles from the 
Normandy beaches—too far to interfere with the Normandy landings on June 
6, 1944.20

The day and night before D-Day, a worried invasion commander went out 
among his troops to seek comfort for himself and to share soldiers’ concerns. 
General Eisenhower did not offer false bravado nor give any pep talks about 
how victory was guaranteed. He made only one promise.

Tomorrow, he told them, “If you see fighting aircraft over you, they will be 
ours.” On June 6, 1944, only two German aircraft attacked the landing, both 
doing no harm. That day every aspect of the Allied invasion plan was in doubt 
except in the sky over Normandy. There would be no battle for air superiority 
over the invasion front that day. Eighth Air Force had already won a battle 
that need not be fought.21

By 1944 the United States had settled on strategies for defeating Japan. The 
Navy favored a blockade, based on its success with submarines over the pre-
vious years. This was a classic Mahanian approach, with the Allies cutting off 
the flow of resources on which Japan was dependent. In 1945, the Navy hoped 
to pull the noose tighter and tighter, based on possible landings in China and 
Korea and on the mining of Japan’s inland waters, until sometime in 1946 or 
1947—hopefully, Japan would be starved into surrender. A component of the 
Navy plan was a strategic bombing campaign of Japanese economic targets, 
identified in the prewar Orange planning as necessary to strangle the Japa-
nese economy. Few believed, however, that the Allies could wait that long—
public opinion would not allow it, and few believed that Allied economies 
could continue to support the massive armies, navies, and air forces that 
would have to wait for this slow strangulation to take effect. Considering that 
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the Japanese economy had collapsed in early 1945, there were no guarantees 
that this strategy would work. At best, many thought, it would produce a ne-
gotiated, limited surrender, short of the unconditional surrender demanded 
by wartime agreements.

The Army Air Forces favored a variation of the Navy plan. Based on prewar 
doctrine, it believed a B-29 strategic bombing campaign launched from the 
Marianas could destroy the industrial sources of Japan’s war-making capabil-
ities. Japan would surrender, because it would have lost the ability to wage 
war. With this in mind, Twentieth Air Force began the strategic bombing of 
Japan from Guam, Saipan, and Tinian in November 1944. The distances were 
too great, the precision bombing too imprecise, and perhaps the greatest chal-
lenge of all, Twentieth Air Force was bombing largely empty factories already 
shut down by the Navy blockade. Airmen hoped airpower would bring defeat 
and surrender, but clearly it would not be enough.

The Army favored a direct, frontal invasion of the Japanese home islands as 
the quickest means of forcing Japanese unconditional surrender. By April 1, 
1945, Japan showed no signs of surrender, encouraging the Joint Chiefs to 
order the invasion of Okinawa. Three months of ground, sea, and air warfare 
cost the United States 50,000 casualties and Japan 110,000 dead. The Okinawa 
experience colored all future plans for defeating Japan. An invasion force 
against the home islands would confront a Japanese army of possibly five mil-
lion and many times more civilians receiving rudimentary training in how to 
oppose any landing. Japan also prepared more than 5,000 kamikaze aircraft. 
The Army’s invasion plan called for Operation Olympic, the invasion of Ky-
ushu, to begin November 1,1945, followed by Operation Coronet, the inva-
sion of Honshu (specifically, the plain around Tokyo), to begin sometime in 
1946. No one doubted the invasions would be successful. The question was 
whether the United States could withstand the American casualties that 
would result and whether it could stomach the millions of Japanese who 
would be killed in the process.22

Casualty figures were largely the product of the American experience on 
Saipan and Okinawa. Using the “Saipan ratio,” staff officers predicted Ameri-
can casualties could reach 1.7 to 2 million, though by the spring of 1945 this 
number had declined to 500,000. They knew, however, that the Soviet Red 
Army had suffered 352,000 casualties attacking Berlin in the closing days of 
the European war. The Army made plans to recruit and train 720,000 soldiers 
to replace those injured, killed, or otherwise indisposed in the invasions. It 
also ordered the production of 400,000 Purple Hearts.23

This is what the United States faced when Gen Lauris Norstad, chief of staff 
for Twentieth Air Force, told his chief operational commander, Gen Curtis 
LeMay, that “[i]f you don’t get results it will mean eventually a mass amphib-
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ious invasion of Japan, to cost probably half a million more American lives.” 
Norstad and LeMay knew that Japan had already been defeated—the Navy 
blockade had assured that. The task was how to get the Japanese to surrender. 
As early as 1932, Billy Mitchell, sent on a tour of the Far East to get him out of 
the United States, observed that, though he was opposed to the bombing of 
civilians, the best way to defeat Japan would be to attack what he called Japan’s 
“congested and highly inflammable cities.” He was there just after a fire in 
Tokyo had killed 100,000.24

Gen Haywood Hansell began the precision bombing of Japan’s industries in 
November 1944, largely without effect. B-29s had to fly too far to carry mean-
ingful bomb loads, but most importantly, the jet stream discovered high over 
Japan played havoc with the workings of the Norden bombsights that were to 
aim Twentieth Air Force bombs. Defeating Japan by destroying its capabilities 
or industries was not going to work. LeMay replaced Hansell, prompting 
Norstad to explain to Hansell that “LeMay is an operator, the rest of us are 
planners.” His assignment was to firebomb Japan’s paper and wood cities to 
weaken the ability of the Japanese to resist the impending invasion, but more 
importantly, to force the Japanese to surrender without an invasion.25

After the war, LeMay explained his intentions: “I’ll tell you what war is 
about. You’ve got to kill people, and when you’ve killed enough they stop 
fighting.”26 Tokyo was the first to burn on March 9, followed by Nagoya, 
Osaka, Kobe, Kawasaki, and Yokohama. Hundreds of thousands were killed 
or injured, some incinerated and dead, some burned and scarred, some just 
shocked. Still the Japanese refused to surrender. Atomic bombs came on Au-
gust 6 and 9 against Hiroshima and Nagasaki, targeted not so much as mili-
tary weapons at the people of those cities but as psychological weapons aimed 
at Japan’s military leaders.

In August and September 1945, 650,000 American soldiers were complet-
ing the last phases of their training for the invasion of Kyushu. Japan had 
concentrated its defensive forces near the beaches of Kyushu, where they 
would have been exposed to the concentrated firepower of 2,500 ships and 
5,000 aircraft. Meanwhile B-29s, now joined by B-17s and B-24s flying from 
Okinawa, were preparing to burn the remaining Japanese cities. Mercifully, 
for both sides, the word to quit came in August, with the Japanese surrender 
following on September 2. The largest amphibious invasion planned in world 
history never happened.

The legacies of the greatest of all battles in World War II that were never 
fought became the foundation of an independent air force, based not in 
victory but in battles that did not have to be fought. Since D-Day, no Ameri-
can ground army has ever been threatened by attack from the air. And through 
the most dangerous war in human history, the Cold War, no nuclear, chemical, 
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nor biological exchange took place. The true greatness of a United States Air 
Force established 50 years ago should be measured not simply in battles won 
but, more importantly, in the many battles that did not have to be fought. 
With all the bloodshed and horrors of Korea (580,000 Allied casualties and 
1.6 million Communist casualties) and Vietnam (423,000 American casual-
ties and several million Vietnamese casualties), we only have to imagine how 
different the last 50 years would have been without an Air Force to prevent 
scores of other such wars and battles from happening.
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The Aircraft That Decided World War II
Aeronautical Engineering and Grand Strategy, 1933–1945

The American Dimension*

John F. Guilmartin Jr.

The purpose of this essay is to connect, from an American perspective, 
two propositions: that airpower was critical to the conduct and outcome of 
the Second World War, and that aircraft design contributed the crucial role in 
the process. There is nothing controversial about the first proposition. Histo-
rians and theoreticians may debate the decisiveness of strategic bombing, but 
few would deny the decisiveness of airpower in the generic sense, if for no 
other reason because control of the air invariably provided an essential ingre-
dient of victory in the battles and campaigns comprising World War II and 
whose cumulative effects of airpower determined its flow and eventual out-
come. Indeed, the war’s only campaign of major strategic consequence won 
without benefit of air superiority was the US Navy’s submarine campaign 
against Japanese shipping, a fact that is in part testimony to Japanese weak-
ness in the air.1

To underline airpower’s importance, consider the battles and campaigns 
principally responsible for shaping the course of the conflict: the Battle of 
France, the Battle of Britain, the early German victories on the Eastern Front; 
the Japanese Centrifugal Offensive; Midway; Guadalcanal; Stalingrad; El Ala-
mein; the Tunisian campaign; the Battle of the Atlantic; D-Day; the Nor-
mandy campaign, breakout, and pursuit; the destruction of Army Group 
Center; the New Guinea campaign; the Central Pacific campaign culminating 
in the Battle of the Philippine Sea and the seizure of the Marianas; the Battle 
of Leyte Gulf; and the bombing of Japan. In every case, victory was secured 
from the air, was dependent upon its control, or both.2

Extending our analysis to smaller engagements of strategic consequence 
yields a number of naval actions in which airpower played a negligible role. 
Significantly, most were fought at night, testimony to the vulnerability of war-
ships to daylight air attack even early in the war.3 Notable among them were a 
series of night surface engagements between Japanese and American forces 
during the Guadalcanal campaign.4 These engagements took place at night 
precisely because the Japanese navy sought cover of darkness to negate US 
airpower. Note, too, that aerial reconnaissance (or the failure thereof) played 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #44, 2001.
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a major role in most if not all of these engagements and that American supe-
riority in the air was essential to Allied victory in the overall campaign.5 The 
other exceptions are partial and qualified. The Royal Navy was able to fight 
convoys through to Malta and Murmansk under heavy air assault and with 
little or no air cover, but at great cost. Indeed, Japanese successes in the Gua-
dalcanal campaign aside, the only naval victory of consequence won by sur-
face forces unaided by air and fought within range of enemy airfields was the 
26 December 1943 Battle of North Cape in which the Royal Navy sunk the 
German battle cruiser Scharnhorst: confined to its Norwegian airfields by 
abominable weather, the Luftwaffe failed to intervene.6

Army Air Forces flight officers brief the target of the day in this undated photo. Courtesy 
of the Capt Joseph J. Merhar Jr. Collection, AFHRA.

We should also note that a number of the war’s most important campaigns 
were fought entirely in the air, notably the Battle of Britain, the Combined 
Bomber Offensive, and the strategic bombing campaign of Japan. I would 
argue that all three were strategically decisive, an assertion that raises the 
question of strategic bombing’s effectiveness in World War II. I will address 
that question later, but first let me make a fundamental point: that war in the 
air is inherently different from other forms of warfare and that we do not truly 
understand it, even today, over a half century after VJ Day. A key problem is 
that we approach strategic bombing with the implicit assumption that air 
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campaigns and battles can be judged using the vocabulary, criteria for success 
or failure, and analytical framework used to evaluate warfare on land and at 
sea. I contend that the appropriate criteria for judging strategic air campaigns, 
at least, are quite different and that in consequence the results of the debate so 
far are of dubious validity.

As evidence of our incomplete understanding of the nature of aerial war-
fare, consider the general lack of consensus—or even awareness—of what 
constitutes an air campaign. To illustrate the point, consider the last major 
Axis campaign victory of World War II. When asked to name the campaign 
in question, most draw a momentary blank and then think of the Battle of the 
Bulge before recalling that it ended in German defeat. It was, in fact, the Battle 
of Berlin, the effort by Royal Air Force Bomber Command between Novem-
ber 1943 and March 1944 to destroy Berlin, repeating Hamburg’s destruction 
the previous summer.7 In the process, the British inflicted considerable dam-
age on Germany to be sure, but the result was unequivocally a German vic-
tory: Bomber Command called off its offensive after an accumulative loss of 
nearly 1,100 aircraft, almost all of them four-engine bombers.8 Indeed, the 
final battle of the campaign, the 30 March Nuremberg raid, was one of the 
largest air battles of the war, if not the largest, and a signal German victory.9 
There is no denying the strategic importance of the British defeat in terms of 
expenditure of resources and in lives lost, a cost made all the more painful by 
the fact that the lives in question were those of highly trained and strategically 
important elite aircrews, yet it was not a typical battle or campaign.

To expand on the point, consider the nature of the Combined Bomber Of-
fensive. We ordinarily think of it as a campaign, but it was in fact something 
larger, for it contained within it operations that clearly qualify as campaigns 
in their own right: RAF Bomber Command’s area bombing of German cities; 
the United States Army Air Forces’ (USAAF) unescorted daylight strategic 
bombardment campaign of 1943; the 1944 campaign against German sources 
of oil and fuel production; and Big Week, the USAAF effort in February 1944 
that forced the Luftwaffe fighter force to accept battle and, ultimately, defeat. 
The lesson is evident. Not only does the terminology that we have inherited 
from land and naval warfare fit war in the air poorly, it carries with it analyti-
cal baggage that distorts analysis.

To further underline the inherent difference between war in the air and 
war on the surface, one can argue—and I do—that World War II in the air 
comprised a unitary global conflict in ways that the war on land and at sea did 
not. On land and at sea, the war can be usefully divided into theaters and 
fronts: the European Theater; the Eastern Front; and the Mediterranean, 
China- Burma-India, Southwest Pacific, and Central Pacific Theaters, and so 
on. By and large, there was little movement of ground forces from one to an-
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other. With the partial exception of the Germans, who used interior lines to 
transfer their strategic reserves, once ground forces were committed to a the-
ater or front they stayed there. The same general point applies to naval forces 
to an only slightly lesser degree. But what about air forces? Air forces were 
transferred from theater to theater with some frequency. The USAAF trans-
ferred much of its deployed force structure from Britain to North Africa in 
the autumn of 1942. The Germans shifted air units from front to front far 
more frequently than their ground reserves. The Japanese Army Air Force 
transferred much of its strength from the Home Islands and Manchuria to the 
Southwest Pacific in 1942–43. The manner in which air reserves were de-
ployed in certain critical instances leads me to the conclusion that at least se-
nior Allied leaders implicitly understood that the air war was indivisible by 
theater. Let me make the point by example.

For the US Navy, the series of actions in May and June of 1942 that culmi-
nated in the Battle of Midway was the most critical of the war, a fact of which 
senior commanders were keenly aware well before the fact. As they were also 
keenly aware, fleet carriers were the critical operational asset. At the begin-
ning of May 1942, the US Navy had five fleet carriers capable of flight opera-
tions: Lexington, Enterprise, Hornet, Yorktown, and Wasp.10 Of these, Lexing-
ton was sunk at the Coral Sea and Enterprise, Hornet, and Yorktown fought at 
Midway. Where was Wasp? More precisely, why was Wasp not at Midway? 
Because she was delivering Spitfires to Malta! Those responsible for sending 
Wasp to the Mediterranean clearly understood the global nature of airpower, 
and it is worth noting that American forces began to establish ascendancy in 
the air in the Pacific shortly thereafter, at the same time the British were tak-
ing the Luftwaffe’s measure in North Africa and the Mediterranean.

Returning to the definitional problem, the argument that strategic bomb-
ing failed in World War II is generally made by evaluating the results of indi-
vidual campaigns in isolation. Most often cited are the USAAF efforts in the 
summer and autumn of 1943 to collapse the German war economy by unes-
corted daylight bombardment and RAF Bomber Command’s night area 
bombing of German cities. While it is true that neither succeeded in achiev-
ing its stated objectives, both forced major reallocations of German resources 
that might have been more profitably used elsewhere. Of far greater impor-
tance to the subsequent course of the war, both campaigns—and in particular 
the American effort—depleted vital German resources that could not be re-
placed within available time constraints, most critically, skilled fighter pilots. 
Thus while they may not have been victories within the analytical framework 
borrowed from warfare on land and at sea, both had long-term consequences 
that contributed powerfully not only to Allied victory in the air, but to the 
defeat of Nazi Germany.
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So with an understanding that there is much that we do not understand 
about the nature of air warfare, let us turn to my second proposition, that 
aircraft design was a key variable in determining the strategic effect of air-
power. This proposition, like my first one, is uncontroversial, although here 
the lack of controversy is mostly due to a lack of systematic examination of 
the problem. Almost by definition, well-designed aircraft have superior per-
formance and should thus bestow to their possessors tactical, and therefore 
strategic, advantages, or so logic would dictate. But there is a danger in this 
assumption, for it easy to conclude that strategic advantage obtained in the air 
must have flowed from superior design, and that is not always the case.

In fact, the seemingly straightforward relationship between quality of de-
sign and tactical advantage on the one hand and strategic effect on the other 
turns out to be anything but. As a multitude of cases demonstrate, superiority 
in numbers or employment tactics, acting together or independently, can do 
much to offset performance disadvantages. That part of the puzzle is generally 
understood. Not so well understood or systematically explored is the fact that 
design determines much more than performance in the narrow sense: speed, 
maneuverability, range, offensive capabilities, resistance to battle damage, and 
the other factors that influence tactical effectiveness. By predicting cost and 
ease of production, design sets limits on how many of a given design can be 
built with the fiscal and human resources available. In controlling reliability 
and ease of maintenance, design has a major influence on in-commission 
rates. In establishing handling characteristics—in simple terms, how easy or 
difficult an aircraft is to fly—design exercises a powerful influence on opera-
tional wastage. Finally, the design must be suited for the particular circum-
stances under which the aircraft is to be employed, and here a single perfor-
mance parameter may be critical. To cite an obvious example, a bomber which 
is a superior design in every other respect but which lacks the range to reach 
its targets is strategically useless.

We are not helped much in our inquiry by the secondary literature, for lit-
tle attention has been paid in detail to the connection between aeronautical 
design, tactical operation, and strategic impact. A great deal has been written 
about the impact of airpower on World War II by theater, campaign, and bat-
tle, but few general accounts pay much attention to aircraft performance, let 
alone design. Similarly, much has been written about the aircraft with which 
the war was fought, their design histories, what they were like to fly, and how 
successful they were in combat, much of it for a buff audience. But while cap-
turing an enormous amount of valuable information, this literature rarely ad-
dresses strategic issues. As a result of this divide in the literature, attempts to 
relate aircraft design to strategic effect are rare and generally limited to a single 
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campaign or battle. The Battle of Britain is well served in this regard but is 
very much the exception to the rule.11

The intersection between aircraft design and strategic effect is an enor-
mous topic, and in addressing it I confronted major problems. The key ques-
tion was which aircraft to analyze, and it struck me that it might be useful to 
begin by ranking World War II aircraft according to their strategic impor-
tance. Such a rank ordering would not only reduce the scope of the inquiry to 
manageable proportions, it would, or so I hoped, provide an analytical lens 
through which to selectively identify and evaluate those performance charac-
teristics that were strategically most important. Having identified the critical 
performance parameters, I could then examine the design processes that pro-
duced them. In fact, this approach proved to be productive, yielding results 
that were often unexpected and counterintuitive.

That approach is not without its difficulties. Comparing the strategic im-
portance of aircraft that performed different missions in different theaters at 
different times poses obvious problems. The fact that aviation technology 
changed enormously during the period of our concern further complicates 
matters. In addition, we must consider counterfactuals if the inquiry is to 
make sense. My rankings are thus indicative rather than definitive. Still, I am 
satisfied that the rank ordering reflects strategic reality. I could easily justify 
moving many of the aircraft on the list up or down several places, but I am 
confident that the ranking is an accurate—albeit inexact—measure of relative 
strategic importance. To establish the ranking, I approached aircraft that 
played a major operational role in the Second World War with two questions: 
How did the aircraft in question strategically affect the conduct and outcome 
of the war? How would the conduct and outcome of the war have changed if 
the aircraft in question had not been developed and produced?

Neither question can be answered in any definitive sense. This is particu-
larly true of the second question, which requires us to consider the responses 
of historical actors to events that did not, in fact, transpire. But while the an-
swers may not be definitive, asking the questions enhances our understanding 
of both the design process and the nature of World War II. You, the reader, 
must judge the value of the project.

To keep this work to a reasonable length, I truncated my analysis, focusing 
on the American experience. That proved to have value in its own right, high-
lighting the relationship of the American aviation industry to the armed 
forces and government of the United States and how that relationship differed 
from those prevailing among the European powers and in Japan.

Before presenting the list, a few points about the ranking process are in 
order. First, the rankings are heavily—though not exclusively—dependent on 
chronology. The circumstances of each successive campaign and battle were 
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determined by those that went before, so aircraft whose strategic importance 
was manifested early in the war generally rank ahead of those that appeared 
later. German victory in the Battle of France determined that the war would 
be a long one if it did not end in outright Nazi victory, so the aircraft instru-
mental in the defeat of British and French forces in May and June of 1940, the 
Messerschmitt Bf 109 and the Junkers Ju 87, go to the top of the list. That 
those same aircraft were instrumental in the early German victories on the 
Eastern Front reinforces their position; so does the fact that the Bf 109 in its 
later versions played a preponderant role in defending the Reich against day-
light attack. Victory in the Battle of Britain was an essential precondition for 
eventual Allied victory, so the fighters responsible for turning back the Luft-
waffe in the summer and autumn of 1940, the Hurricane and Spitfire, come 
next, and so on.

Next, to say that the course of the war would have differed significantly had 
a particular aircraft not been designed or produced implies that there was no 
available substitute. The Focke-Wulf Fw 190 does not make the list for this 
reason, reinforced by the fact it did not enter service in significant numbers 
until early 1942. As good a fighter as it was, most of the strategic benefits it 
bestowed on the Reich could have been obtained by increasing Bf 109 pro-
duction. Conversely, in the strategically decisive struggle for air supremacy 
over Germany from late 1943 on the Bf 109 could do one essential thing that 
the Fw 190 could not: survive in air-to-air combat against P-47s, P-38s, and 
P-51s at altitudes of 25,000–30,000 feet. I applied the logic of this example 
throughout in determining which aircraft to include or exclude from my 
short list.

In a few cases, the strategic impact of a given aircraft was so great as to 
justify moving it higher than the timing of its operational debut would indi-
cate. The B-17 is the salient example of both this point and the previous one. 
The rationale behind my decision to rank the B-17 as I did, fifth on the list, is 
thus worth examining in detail as an illustration of the process.

It is difficult to imagine the effective destruction of the Luftwaffe fighter 
arm prior to D-Day without the threat that high-altitude daylight precision 
bombardment posed to the German war economy. The German high com-
mand could concede control of the air on the Eastern Front, albeit selectively, 
and did so following the failed July 1943 Kursk offensive.12 It could concede 
control of the air in the Mediterranean and did so following the Anzio inva-
sion. It could not concede control of the daylight skies over the Reich without 
courting disaster. Forced to give battle over the Reich, the accumulative and 
synergistic effects of the Eighth Air Force bomber and fighter commands’ 
combined combat effort reduced the Luftwaffe fighter arm to ruin.
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A direct product of the B-17’s ability to penetrate German airspace in 
massed formations, hit its targets with useful accuracy, and do so without 
prohibitive losses forced the Luftwaffe to meet that fatal challenge. Ultimately 
the provision of long-range fighter escort enabled strategic bombers to ac-
complish their designed mission—high-altitude daylight precision bombing. 
The only available substitute, the B-24, was a useful supplement to the B-17 
but had to be employed with circumspection in a high-threat environment. 
With a service ceiling some 5,000 feet lower than that of the B-17,13 the B-24 
was considerably more exposed to antiaircraft artillery, a liability multiplied 
by the B-24’s greater vulnerability to battle damage.14 Moreover, the B-24 was 
significantly more difficult to fly. The problem was particularly acute in the 
earlier versions and made the assembly of large formations above the under-
cast after individual instrument takeoffs difficult and at times impossible. As 
a concrete example, the B-24–equipped 2nd Bombardment Division tasked 
to participate in the 14 October 1943 Schweinfurt raid managed to assemble 
only 21 of 58 bombers launched, too small a formation to be tactically viable, 
and the force diverted to a diversionary raid.15 In short, the B-17 could have 
done the job alone. The B-24 could not have.

At this point I will present my rank ordering accompanied by a skeletal 
rationale for each aircraft’s place within it followed by a brief discussion of the 
way in which the design of the aircraft in question contributed to its strategic 
significance. These discussions must be preceded by the caveat that in many 
cases we know little about the design process beyond what we can infer from 
physical characteristics, performance data, and the operational record. I do 
not pretend that the ranking is definitive and have no doubt that it will be 
controversial. It does, however, raise important questions concerning aircraft 
design and how it was turned to strategic advantage—or disadvantage—that 
we will address in concluding.

World War II Aircraft in Order of Strategic Importance

Messerschmitt Bf 109

The Messerschmitt Bf 109 provided 
the battlefield air superiority essential 
to German victory in the Battle of 
France and the initial successes on the 
Eastern Front that inflicted horrendous 
losses on Soviet forces and materially 
lengthened the war. With Germany on 
the defensive, the Bf 109 was the Luft-

Courtesy of National Museum of the Air Force, Don Popp
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waffe’s most important daylight interceptor and the only one capable of con-
testing the high-altitude daylight skies over Festung Europa* with the long-
range USAAF fighters that began penetrating German airspace from the end 
of 1943.16

While aircraft were not designed to ideological specifications, the Bf 109 fit 
Hitler’s strategic vision like a hand in a glove. The smallest airframe that could 
be built around the most powerful engine available, the Bf 109 owed its early 
success largely to the excellence of its Daimler-Benz 601 engine. While the 
DB 601’s closest equivalent, the British Rolls-Royce Merlin, offered better 
performance at high altitudes, the German engine held a progressively greater 
advantage as combat altitudes dropped below 15,000 feet. This was a product 
of the DB 601’s hydraulically driven, variable-speed supercharger. The Mer-
lin’s supercharger had a mechanical clutch; it therefore ran full speed or not at 
all, and engaging it at too low an altitude would overboost the engine. By 
contrast, the Bf 109’s supercharger gradually throttled back as altitude de-
creased and continued to yield the maximum boost that the engine could 
absorb right down to the deck. Moreover, the Bf 109E, the principal version 
employed in the Battle of France and the Battle of Britain, had the most effec-
tive armament of any contemporary operational fighter in the form of two 
wing-mounted high velocity 20 mm cannon, supplemented by two 7.92 mm 
machine guns mounted in the engine cowling. The Bf 109’s cannon yielded 
major tactical advantages over machine-gun armed opponents, particularly 
in fighter-versus-fighter combat. Not only did each round inflict far more 
damage, the destructive effect did not diminish with range. Of considerable 
operational importance to the early German victories, ground crews easily 
maintained the Bf 109 in the field: an engine change could be accomplished in 
15 minutes. Finally, the simple and efficient design was well suited to mass 
production.

The only putative alternative to the Bf 109, the Heinkel He 112, had a 
heavier airframe and, in its initial versions, inferior flight characteristics. It 
would have been more difficult to maintain in the field. Finally, its more com-
plex structure would have been more difficult to produce, the factor that ulti-
mately led to its rejection. Significantly, the decision to reject the He 112 in 
favor of the Bf 109 was made in 1936 within the inner circles of the Nazi Party 
under the pressure of Hitler’s strategic agenda.17

An important component of the Bf 109’s early successes was the develop-
ment in the Spanish Civil War of tactics based on the use of air-to-air voice 
radios that enabled element leaders to rely on wingmen to cover their tails and 
gave formation leaders a means of coordinating attacks. Called “finger four” 

*“Fortress Europe.”
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because the spacing of the four fighters in the basic schwarm formation resem-
bled that of the tips of the fingers of an outstretched hand, these tactics were 
later widely imitated but gave the Luftwaffe an enormous initial advantage.

On the down side, a light and simple design gave the Bf 109 exceptional 
performance at the expense of a restricted radius of action and entailed com-
promises in handling characteristics. The Bf 109 lacked a rudder trim that 
could be adjusted in flight, placing significant demands on pilot strength and 
skill. The main landing gear, attached to the fuselage rather than the wing, 
permitted a lighter structure but was inherently weak and placed the main 
wheels close together near the center of gravity. As a result, unless in the 
hands of an experienced pilot, the Bf 109 was susceptible to ground looping 
during takeoff or landing roll. In such an event, the landing gear was prone to 
collapse with the aircraft rotating horizontally around the landing gear. This 
was a significant cause of operational losses, particularly when operating 
from unprepared grass strips.

The net result was an aircraft capable of controlling the airspace over 
fast-moving armored columns, albeit at a considerable cost in operational 
wastage. The underlying technological strategy—implicit, but integral to the 
Nazi ethos—assumed that the ensuing victories would be quick and decisive, 
making high loss rates acceptable since they would only be sustained for brief 
periods. Except for the Battle of Britain, that logic remained operationally 
valid through the summer of 1942. Then, with the turn of the tide of the air 
war, first in the Mediterranean, then in the east, and finally in the west, high 
losses in the absence of quick victories plagued the Luftwaffe. Although hand-
icapped by short range, later versions of the Bf 109 remained tactically viable 
until war’s end, and German aircraft industry produced it in greater numbers 
than any other World War II aircraft, more than 33,000, with the sole excep-
tion of the Soviet Il 2 Shturmovik.18

In the final analysis, the Luftwaffe lost the war in the air by virtue of its in-
ability to make good the loss of skilled pilots, particularly fighter pilots. While 
aircraft production outpaced losses almost to the bitter end, the Luftwaffe’s 
shortsightedness in fielding a robust and dynamic pilot-training establish-
ment kept it from absorbing operational pilot losses. Shortages of aviation 
fuel caused by Allied bombing likewise contributed to a reduction in training 
tempo. As a consequence, by 1945 the Luftwaffe defended German skies with 
a reduced number of fighter pilots with less experience and inadequate flight 
training. Pilot losses incurred as a direct product of the Bf 109’s design flaws 
were a major factor as well. Both the failure to create a capable training 
establishment and the Bf 109’s design deficiencies accurately reflected the 
Wehrmacht’s—and Hitler’s—strategic mindset.
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Junkers Ju 87

The Junkers Ju 87’s combination of bombing accuracy and psychological 
shock effect —an effect magnified by wind-driven sirens mounted on the landing 
gear and “screamers” on the bombs—made essential contributions to German 

victory in the Battle of 
France and to German 
ground offensives on the 
Eastern Front through the 
summer of 1942. Although 
not employed in a true 
close air support role, it 
provided the mobile heavy 
artillery that the Panzer di-
visions lacked. It proved 
highly effective in attacks 
on ships, inflicting major 
losses on the Royal Navy in 
the Battle of Crete and on 

convoys on the Murmansk run. The Stuka performed as a divisional organic 
mobile artillery reserve—stacked at altitude over the armored schwerpunkt* 
through the French lines—formations of Stukas rendered timely close air 
support and interdiction through the equivalent of the modern USAF JFACC, 
using a senior Luftwaffe officer at corps level [Koluft] and air-liaison officers 
[Flivos] assigned at the division level, which permitted the armored thrusts to 
exploit the timely breakthroughs.†

As with the Bf 109, the Ju 87 Stuka—from Sturzkampfflugzeug, “dive-
bomber”—was tailored for Hitler’s strategic vision. Doctrinally, the Stuka ex-
aggerated the blitzkrieg tempo of an armored paralysis by adding flexible and 
organic firepower to the German mechanized ground maneuver force. Su-
premely effective in placing heavy ordnance precisely on target, it was the 
only World War II bomber capable of attacking in a true vertical dive with all 
the advantages in accuracy that entailed. That ability played large in the Battle 

*Focal point of an attack.
†Joint Forces Air Component Commander (JFACC) is a modern term, certainly not used in the German 

military during World War II. However, the JFACC is the combat theater’s leading air component com-
mander responsible for air assets. The modern JFACC uses an air operations center to command and 
control air assets in theater. In this case, the Koluft (Kommandeure der Luftwaffe—commander of the air 
forces) was subordinated to the army and also liaised through Flivos (Fliegerverbindungsoffiziere—air liai-
son officers) to coordinate close air support and interdiction operations. See James S. Corum, The Luftwaffe: 
Creating the Operational Air War, 1918–1940 (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1997), 245–49. Thanks 
to Brig Gen (retired) Mark Wells, former permanent professor and department head, Department of 
History, US Air Force Academy (2000–2015), for helping to clarify Dr. Guilmartin’s original description.

Bundesarchiv (Bild 183-J16050 / CC-BY-SA)
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of France and German victories on the Eastern Front through the summer of 
1942. But a true vertical attack and the high g-forces sustained in recovery 
called for an exceptionally robust and heavy airframe and that, in turn, com-
promised maneuverability and speed. The Stuka’s exceptional accuracy and 
bomb-carrying capability thus came at a price: it was horribly vulnerable to 
fighter attack, a lesson the Luftwaffe learned to its chagrin in the Battle of 
Britain, when Göring elected to take it out of action after devastating losses. 
Although no longer viable in the west, the Ju 87 continued to play a useful role 
on the Eastern Front to the end of the war both as a dive-bomber and as a 
“tank buster” with a pair of 37 mm cannon mounted beneath the wings.

Hawker Hurricane

Designed as part of an integrated, radar-controlled, air defense system, 
the Hawker Hurricane was essential to British victory in the Battle of Britain. 

Intended to bring firepower to 
bear against bomber formations, 
the Hurricane area interceptor 
acted in concert with its Spitfire 
sister, the better air superiority in-
terceptor of the two.

A competent, workmanlike de-
sign, the Hurricane was a straight-
forward development of the 
Hawker Fury biplane fighter, built 

with a traditional structure (in the early models only the fuselage from the 
cockpit forward had an aluminum skin) that lent itself to mass production 
and easy repair. It derived its tactical effectiveness from the excellence of its 
Rolls-Royce Merlin engine, about which an additional word is in order. A 
product of the Rolls-Royce company’s systematic development of high-per-
formance liquid-cooled V-12 engines that went back to World War I, the 
Merlin was a scaled-up development of the Kestrel that powered the Fury. The 
Merlin’s design was also influenced by the Rolls-Royce “R” racing engine of 
1931, the product of a government-subsidized program to compete in the 
Schneider Trophy seaplane races. The Merlin’s debt to the “R” included the 
adoption of American- developed 100-octane fuel (about which more below) 
and a mechanical supercharger of unprecedented efficiency that give the Mer-
lin exceptional performance at altitudes from 15,000 feet up.19 The firepower 
of the Hurricane’s massed battery of eight, and in later versions 12, wing-
mounted .303-caliber machine guns contributed to its aerial successes against 
Luftwaffe medium bomber formations.

US Air Force Photo
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The Hurricane’s strategic effect as an interceptor was a product of its design 
specification, one that called for a high rate of climb and heavy firepower at 
the expense of loiter time and radius of action.20 Integral to the Hurricane’s 
design and to its success as an interceptor was its use in ground-controlled 
radar intercepts directed by voice radio. Serendipitously, the peculiar circum-
stances of the Battle of Britain, fought at altitudes of 20,000 feet and above 
where the Merlin outperformed the DB 601, mitigated the Hurricane’s tacti-
cal liabilities vis-à-vis the Bf 109. Moreover, the Hurricane’s .303-caliber ar-
mament, inferior to the Bf 109’s cannon in fighter-versus-fighter combat, 
proved brutally effective at close range against lightly armed and armored 
Luftwaffe bombers. Finally, as already noted, the Hurricane was eminently 
producible. In addition to its key role in the Battle of Britain, the Hurricane 
performed yeoman duty as a fighter-bomber in North Africa, and, when de-
ployed aboard merchant ships as expendable catapult-launched interceptors, 
Hurricanes helped counter the depredations on Allied shipping inflicted by 
Focke-Wulf Fw 200 reconnaissance bombers that reached epidemic propor-
tions in the final months of 1940. Carrier-based Sea Hurricanes played a 
small, but significant, role in the war at sea.

While the Hurricane’s usefulness as a ground attack fighter-bomber was 
mitigated by a short radius of action and the inherent vulnerability of liquid- 
cooled engines to battle damage—a single hole in the coolant system can 
drain the engine, leading quickly to seizure—it was the best the RAF had until 
the advent of the Hawker Typhoon, which shared the same liability. Fitted 
with intake filters to protect the engine from sand particle erosion and armed 
with a variety of wing- and underwing-mounted cannon, the Hurricane was 
effective in the ground attack role in North Africa. The Supermarine Spitfire 
had significantly better performance and would in principle have been avail-
able as a substitute but was significantly harder to produce and repair. In con-
sequence, it is doubtful that enough Spitfires could have been built and kept 
in commission to defeat the Luftwaffe in the Hurricane’s absence. The figures 
bear this out: during the Battle of Britain the number of Hurricane squadrons 
increased from 25 to 33 while the number of Spitfire squadrons remained 
constant at 19.21 Given inspired leadership—which Fighter Command had—
Britain could probably have prevailed in the Battle of Britain without the Spit-
fire. British victory is difficult to imagine without the Hurricane.

Supermarine Spitfire

Like the Hurricane, the Supermarine Spitfire was procured as part of an in-
tegrated, radar-controlled air defense system. Capable of meeting the Bf 109E 
on an even footing at 15,000 feet and with an increasing advantage as altitudes 
rose, it made a vital contribution to British victory in the Battle of Britain. 
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Fighter Command employed 
Spitfires to defeat the Luft-
waffe fighter escorts while 
Hurricanes attacked and shot 
down the Luftwaffe bombers. 
From the end of the Battle of 
Britain until late 1943, it was 
the only Allied day fighter 
available in numbers in the 

European Theater that could match the performance of first-line German 
fighters and remained in frontline service until the end of the war. During 
1941–42, Spitfires played a major role in wresting air superiority over North 
Africa and the Mediterranean from the Luftwaffe and the Italian Regia Aero-
nautica, a matter of no small strategic importance. In addition, specially mod-
ified Spitfires were the most important Allied strategic photoreconnaissance 
aircraft at the outbreak of hostilities in 1939—and the only ones capable of 
deep penetrations of Axis territory—and so remained until the debut of re-
connaissance versions of the Mosquito in the autumn of 1941.22 The Spitfire 
remained effective and important in that role until war’s end. As with the Sea 
Hurricane, Seafires, as the carrier-based Spitfire was called, played a small but 
significant role in the war at sea.

Designed to a specification that called for a high rate of climb and heavy 
firepower at the expense of range and loiter time, the Spitfire, like the Hurri-
cane, owed its tactical success to its Rolls-Royce Merlin engine fueled with 
100-octane aviation gas. The Spitfire too was a lineal descendant of the Rolls-
Royce “R” powered Supermarine S6 racer that won the Schneider Trophy in 
1931. To an even greater extent than the Hurricane, the peculiar circum-
stances of the Battle of Britain negated the Spitfire’s tactical liabilities. More 
aerodynamically refined than the Hurricane, its elliptical wing planform in-
creased aerodynamic efficiency by some 2 to 3 percent.23 Inferior to the Bf 
109E at low altitudes, the Spitfire Mark II enjoyed appreciable advantages in 
maximum speed and turn radius at the altitudes at which the combatant pi-
lots fought the critical engagements of the Battle of Britain. As the war pro-
gressed, the Spitfire was given remarkable longevity as a first-line air-to-air 
fighter by progressive improvement of its Merlin engine, but the Spitfire was 
more difficult to produce and repair.

Comparison with the Daimler-Benz–powered Bf 109 is instructive in this 
regard. While early versions of the DB 601 were superior to contemporary 
Merlins in power-to-weight ratio and in performance at medium and low al-
titudes, the DB 601 proved unable to accept increases in compression ratio 
that the more solidly built Merlin absorbed with ease. In consequence, the G 
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model of the Bf 109, fielded from the summer of 1942 and the most important 
variant in numbers produced, required an entirely new engine, the DB 605.24 
Moreover, while engineers increased the Spitfire’s armament from late 1940 to 
include two wing-mounted 20 mm cannon, and later four, wing-mounted 
cannon had to be abandoned on Bf 109s beginning with the F model in 1941 
to avoid fatally compromising performance in air-to-air combat. The final 
production versions of the Bf 109 had only a single cannon firing through the 
propeller hub supplemented by two 12.7 mm machine guns in the engine 
cowling. The British parallel to the DB 605 was the Rolls-Royce Griffon, a 
development of the “R” racing engine that was begun in 1933, then set aside 
until 1939.25 Like the DB 605, the Griffon developed more power than its pre-
decessor in the same space, 2,035 to 1,700-horsepower in late 1943 versions. 
Unlike the DB 605, the Griffon was strategic insurance rather than a necessity. 
While Griffon-powered Spitfires and Seafires were tactically superior to 
Merlin- powered versions, the latter remained tactically viable. Only in photo-
reconnaissance Spitfires did the Griffon’s added power and efficiency yield 
strategically important dividends.

The Griffon-powered Spitfire PR XIX (PR for photoreconnaissance), which 
entered service in the spring of 1944, provides a final commentary on the 
Spitfire’s importance. The Griffon’s superior high-altitude performance and a 
pressurized cockpit combined with the Spitfire’s refined aerodynamics to give 
the PR XIX a service ceiling of no less than 48,000 feet—the highest of any 
operational piston-engined aircraft—rendering it effectively immune from 
interception. At that point photoreconnaissance versions of the P-38 were 
horribly vulnerable to interception by later versions of the Bf 109, and the PR 
XIX, though produced only in small numbers, satisfied a vital strategic re-
quirement at a critical time. The aerial edge in battle early shifted between 
Allied air forces and the Luftwaffe as the Spitfire underwent growth in engine 
power, aeronautical performance, and increased firepower.

Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress

The Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress was the anvil against which the USAAF 
fighter force hammered the Luftwaffe fighter arm to destruction in the skies 
over Germany. That was of immense strategic importance above and beyond 
the destruction that B-17s visited on military and industrial targets, threaten-
ing a level of damage to key industries that the Third Reich’s leaders could not 
tolerate. The B-17 was a singular design for which there would have been no 
viable substitute until the B-29 became available in quantity .  .  . if Boeing 
could have designed the B-29 without the experience gained from the B-17. 
Even before long-range fighters were available to escort deep penetrations, 
massed formations of B-17s took a significant toll on the Luftwaffe fighter 
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arm, both physically and psychologically, helping to make subsequent the 
German air arm’s recovery impossible.

The B-17 was an uncompromising 1934 design intended to produce the 
fastest, highest-flying heavy bombardment aircraft extant. Boeing’s design team 

adopted those objectives 
in response to stated 
Army Air Corps require-
ments but pushed them to 
the limit as a conscious 
high-r isk,  high-gain 
strategy to deliver blows 
against an industrial en-
emy. For a variety of rea-
sons involving internal 
Army politics and blind 
luck—the loss of the first 

prototype to a pilot-error accident—that strategy nearly failed and most of the 
initial Army bomber contract went to the mediocre twin-engine B-18, a deriv-
ative of the DC 3 civilian transport. That having been said, Boeing’s boldness 
reaped huge strategic dividends in range, bomb load, and ability to absorb battle 
damage.

The excellent Wright R-1820 nine-cylinder engine, re-engineered at the 
Air Corps’ insistence to burn 100-octane gasoline, was an essential corner-
stone of the B-17’s success.26 Another was the development of the turbosuper-
charger by General Electric on an Air Corps contract, the only discrete Army 
research and development program to receive funding through the Great De-
pression. The importance of the turbosupercharger lies in the fact that the 
War and Navy departments stopped subsidizing the development of military 
aero engines during the Great Depression. American military aircraft would 
henceforth be powered by engines designed for civilian use, and while 
high-altitude performance had obvious military importance, it had little civil-
ian value. The European solution, gear-driven superchargers designed as an 
integral part of the engine, was an obvious nonstarter for economic reasons.27 
The military market was simply too small. American superchargers therefore 
would be add-on accessories, and the only evident way to power such a super-
charger was a turbine driven by engine exhaust gases. The extremely high 
temperatures and rotational speeds to which the turbines were subjected 
posed obvious problems. A further complicating factor was the lack of full-
sized high- altitude wind tunnels: turbosuperchargers could only be tested in 
actual flight with the obvious risks that entailed. Beginning work in 1919, 
General Electric eventually surmounted these problems and by the mid-1930s 
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was fielding increasingly reliable turbosuperchargers.28 The B-17 was slated 
for them from the beginning.

The result was a bomber capable of delivering a two-ton bomb load over a 
thousand miles from its base—the figures are approximate, based on data 
from missions flown over Germany in 1943–44—penetrating enemy air de-
fenses in formation at altitudes of 25,000 to 29,000 feet.29 The emphasis in the 
preceding sentence is warranted since a formation’s speed and ceiling are dic-
tated by its most poorly performing aircraft. Such performance, unprece-
dented in the mid- to late 1930s, speaks volumes both for the soundness of the 
B-17’s design and for the excellence of Wright, General Electric, and Boeing 
production line quality control. The excellence of the B-17’s design is high-
lighted by comparing it to that of the Consolidated B-24 Liberator, the closest 
thing to an available substitute. A newer design by five years and similarly 
powered, the B-24 was nonetheless inferior to the B-17 in every critical per-
formance parameter that counted in the European Theater of Operations 
(ETO) save maximum range.30

A final factor contributing to the B-17’s success was the decision by the Air 
Corps during the 1920s to adopt the .50-caliber machine gun as its standard 
aircraft weapon. Designed toward the end of World War I as a heavy infantry 
machine gun, the Browning .50-caliber was an uncompromising design with 
exceptional ballistic performance.31 Not only was its projectile nearly four 
times as massive as that of .30-caliber weapons, its superior ballistic coeffi-
cient and streamlined shape gave it the best velocity over distance character-
istics of any commonly used aerial machine gun of World War II.32 As a result, 
the Fortress’s effective defensive fire ranged well beyond the practical hitting 
distance of any Axis air-to-air gun. While unescorted B-17 formations proved 
unable to sustain deep penetrations of German airspace without incurring 
prohibitively heavy losses, they inflicted serious losses on the German fighter 
arm in the process. To be sure, the Air Corps initially underestimated the 
need for defensive armament and Boeing engineers resisted the addition of 
turrets that spoiled the aircraft’s aerodynamic shape. Ultimately, however, tac-
tical logic and superior engineering prevailed, and from early 1942 on B-17s 
were well provided with heavy defensive armament, much of it mounted in 
power-operated turrets.

Facilitated by intercom and radio connections, the Fortress’s aircrew ar-
rangement throughout the cockpit, crew compartment, and fuselage ensured 
that the dispersed crewmen retained their group cohesion in air-to-air com-
bat. Compartmentalized responsibilities and specialized training demanded 
aircrew discipline in coordinating defensive fire and fighting battle damage to 
the airframe, engines, and subsystems. This dispersed crew arrangement pro-
vided for more defensive armament that could protect the bomber from all 
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flight attitudes of fighter attack, especially with the B-17G modified “chin” 
turret model giving frontal attack defense. The size of the airframe and engi-
neering capacity enabled the Fortress to grow in defensive firepower from 10 
.50-caliber machine guns aboard the “E” model to the “G” model with 13 
machine guns providing all around defense. The porcupine firepower gave 
large formations of B-17s overlapping fields of fire that enabled adjacent ele-
ments and squadrons to cover one another. The result was the 54-aircraft 
combat box formation that dealt severe blows against the industrial strength 
of Nazi Germany.

The final analysis, bombers exist to drop bombs, and a late war USAAF 
study showed that the B-17 was the most accurate Army bomber (the second 
most accurate being the B-29), enjoying a small, but significant, advantage 
over the B-24 despite the fact that B-24s bombed from lower altitudes.33 In ex 
post facto validation of the Air Force’s preference for heavy bombers, the study 
showed that four-engine bombers were significantly more accurate than 
twin-engine bombers across the board.34 That the B-17, a 1934 design, was 
still in frontline service in 1945 speaks volumes for the quality of its design.

AVRO Lancaster

The AVRO Lancaster was the backbone of RAF Bomber Command’s night 
area bombardment campaign, and while that campaign failed to defeat the 
Third Reich in isolation, it wrought immense destruction, forced strategically 
important diversions of resources, and—a critical point often forgotten—was 
Britain’s only means of taking the war directly to Germany until D-Day. With-
out the Lancaster, it is unlikely that the night area bombardment campaign 
could have been sustained during 1943–44 without unbearable losses. The 
only available   substitute,  the Handley Page  Halifax, was a far less capable aircraft 
with a much lower service ceiling and a significantly higher loss rate: Lancasters 
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dropped 107 tons of bombs for every one lost in combat, Halifaxes only 48. 
Moreover, the Halifax was more difficult to produce and maintain, consum-
ing 11,000 man-hours of labor per ton of bombs dropped to 4,000 for the 
Lancaster.35 Lancasters also made major contributions to the preparations for 
D-Day and to the destruction of the German oil production in 1944 and Ger-
man rail transportation net during the winter of 1944–45. In addition to its 
positive contributions to Allied victory, the Lancaster program absorbed an 
immense quantity of vital resources, a matter of considerable strategic 
significance.

The Lancaster was a derivative of the AVRO Manchester, a heavy night 
bomber designed to a 1936 contract and powered by two Rolls-Royce Vulture 
engines.36 By mating two V-12 Merlin equivalents belly-to-belly around a 
common crankshaft, the Vulture doubled the engine power output while 
halving the number of engine nacelles, thus reducing aerodynamic drag.37 As 
with virtually all liquid-cooled, in-line engines having more than 12 cylinders, 
the Vulture suffered extensive development problems,38 and, though these 
were eventually technically solved, it still suffered from being badly over-
weight.39 RAF Bomber Command consequently withdrew the Manchester 
from operations after a brief career, but the airframe showed promise and a 
substantial investment had been made in production facilities. In an inspired 
decision to salvage the investment, four Merlin engines, mounted on a larger 
wing; a redesigned empennage; and a name change to Lancaster produced a 
strategic bomber capable of carrying the largest possible bomb load at me-
dium altitudes better than any other World War II bomber. Beyond gross 
bomb carriage capacity, the Lancaster was designed and modified to carry an 
unprecedented variety of bombs, ranging from 4 lb. incendiaries through 
conventional high explosive 500 lb. and 1,000 lb. bombs, and the 4,000 lb. 
light case “blockbuster” to the 12,000 lb. Tallboy and 22,000 lb. Grand Slam. 
The small incendiaries were particularly effective in attacks on oil refineries when 
used in combination with high explosive bombs and played a significant role in 
the strategically decisive 1944 campaign against German oil. The Tallboy and 
Grand Slam, though not available until 1944, proved devastatingly effective in 
the 1944–45 campaign against German transportation. The Lancaster’s effec-
tiveness as a bombing platform was multiplied from 1942 by the development 
of effective blind-bombing aids to penetrate to the German heartland.

Against the Lancaster’s unparalleled ordnance carriage capabilities, the de-
sign tradeoff was a modest service ceiling of around 24,000 feet that made 
daylight operations infeasible except in the most permissive of environments 
and calls into question the prewar Royal Air Force’s appreciation of the lethal-
ity of German antiaircraft artillery. The Royal Air Force’s reliance on 
.303- caliber machine guns for defensive armament further constrained the 
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Lancaster’s effectiveness. These were badly outranged by the high velocity 20 mm 
cannon carried by Luftwaffe night fighters, all but reducing British gunners to 
lookouts. To compound matters, the British did not field an effective belly 
turret and Bomber Command decided to eliminate downward firing arma-
ment altogether on the mistaken assumption that Luftwaffe night fighters 
would not attack from that quarter. In fact, the Luftwaffe installed upward- 
firing cannon in its night fighters, mounted in the fuselage and firing forward 
at a 10°–20° angle from the vertical so that the pilot could aim by means of a 
sight mounted in the top of the canopy. These went undiscovered for an extended 
period and inflicted heavy losses on Bomber Command. In combination with 
American long-range daylight bombers the Lancaster forced dispersal of the 
German armaments factories, forced Germany to deploy a million-man air 
defense force to protect the homeland, diverted German industrial produc-
tion from offensive weapons, and contributed to the effects of attrition on the 
Eastern Front.

Mitsubishi A6M Zero

The Mitsubishi A6M Zero was 
the linchpin of early Japanese stra-
tegic success. Without the Zero’s 
range and effectiveness in air-to-
air combat, the Pearl Harbor at-
tack and the conquest of the 
Philippines and Netherlands 
East Indies would have been 
problematic at best. The Zero 
was an improbably good design 
and one for which there was no 

available substitute. On the negative side of the strategic ledger, the Zero’s re-
markable performance was gained at the expense of vulnerability to battle 
damage. Its tactical effectiveness was thus heavily dependent upon pilot skill, 
magnifying the strategic impact of the loss of the Japanese navy’s cadre of 
experienced aviators in the Solomons campaign.

A combat aircraft designed to a tight and seemingly impossible specifica-
tion calling for unprecedented range and maneuverability in a carrier fighter, 
the Mitsubishi A6M Zero is the rare example of a first-rate combat aircraft 
powered by a mediocre engine. Indeed, Japanese engineers consciously com-
pensated for the fact that Japanese aero engines were, quoting the Zero’s de-
signer Horikoshi Hiro, “20 to 30 percent less powerful than those of the more 
advanced countries.”40 That notwithstanding, the Zero was the first carrier- 
based fighter capable of besting its land-based equivalents. This is remarkable 
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in light of the fact that the design of carrier-based aircraft is inherently more 
difficult than that of the land-based equivalents. Not only do arrested carrier 
landings call for a considerably stronger, and hence heavier, structure, final 
approach speeds must be low by land-based standards and handling charac-
teristics must be exceptionally good if high operational losses are to be 
avoided. The Zero’s range, an essential precondition to early Japanese victories 
in the Pacific, was the compromise of an extremely light, yet strong, structure 
and the provision of a jettisonable centerline external fuel tank. The Zero’s 
remarkable maneuverability in air-to-air combat combined a low wing loading 
and excellent power-to-weight ratio with a potent armament of two wing-
mounted 20 mm cannon plus two 7.7 mm machine guns in the engine cowl-
ing, mainly to help the pilot aim the cannon. In order to obtain the remark-
able wing loading and power-to-weight ratio that made the Zero formidable, 
designer Horikoshi dispensed with protective armor and self-sealing fuel 
tanks and Zero pilots wore no parachutes.41 This was not, as is commonly 
imputed, because the Japanese navy placed a low value on the lives of its pilots 
or because of a “kamikaze mentality” but due to a rational assessment of pilot 
survival factors. Unlike its main Allied opponents, the Zero, with flotation 
bags in the wings, had excellent ditching characteristics.42

The Zero’s critical dependence upon pilot skill was its Achilles heel. Once 
the Japanese navy had expended its cadre of skilled aviators in the Solomons 
campaign, the Zero’s prime liability, extreme vulnerability to battle damage, 
made it a death trap.

Grumman F4F Wildcat 

The only battle-worthy Ameri-
can fighter in operational service 
in 1941, the Grumman F4F Wild-
cat assumed strategic importance 
by virtue of its ability to take the 
Zero’s measure. This had two 
principal strategic effects, one 
intangible, the other attritional, 
and both of great importance. 
Though the evidence is circum-
stantial, it is clear that confidence 

in the Wildcat and the men who flew it emboldened our naval commanders 
to challenge the Japanese aggressively in the early days of the war. This led to 
victory at the Coral Sea and Midway. Second, the Wildcat played a dominant 
role in the destruction of the flower of the Japanese naval air arm in the Solo-
mons campaign, particularly in the critical early stages. That the Wildcat’s 

US Air Force photo



228 │ HARMON MEMORIAL LECTURES IN MILITARY HISTORY

tactical effectiveness was largely due to remarkable prewar tactical innovation 
within the US Navy fighter community in no way lessens its strategic impor-
tance. The Brewster F2A Buffalo, the only putative substitute until the opera-
tional debut of the Grumman F6F Hellcat in August 1943, was a deathtrap.43 
A superior design, the Hellcat added significantly to Japanese losses and 
lessened American casualties but entered service only after the Japanese na-
val air arm had been effectively destroyed.

Like the Hurricane, the Wildcat was the lineal development of a biplane 
precursor, the F3F, and was a conservative design structurally. The Wildcat 
owed its robust performance to its Pratt and Whitney R-1830 14-cylinder 
twin-row radial engine, fitted with a two-stage, two-speed mechanical super-
charger in the initial operational versions. So powered, the Wildcat was infe-
rior to the Zero in turn radius, rate of climb, and climb angle, deficiencies that 
should have placed it at a severe tactical disadvantage. It could match the Zero 
in service ceiling and—almost—in maximum speed in level flight. It could 
easily outstrip the Zero in a dive. Given the Japanese fighter’s vulnerability to 
battle damage, the Wildcat’s four .50-caliber machine guns were a match for 
the Zero’s comparatively low-velocity 20 mm cannon. With shorter wings, the 
Wildcat also had a higher initial roll rate, essential for breaking contact with 
an enemy on your tail. Finally, with self-sealing tanks and armor protection 
for the pilot, it was far more resistant to battle damage and lessened pilot com-
bat attrition, meaning more American pilots survived lost engagements to 
become battle hardened and experienced for their next aerial combat.

The Wildcat’s performance might have gone for naught had the US Navy’s 
fighter community not developed remarkably innovative tactics during the 
late 1930s. First, the US Navy’s air service was effectively alone among the 
world’s air forces in systematically training its fighter pilots in wide off-angle 
deflection shooting, meaning that they were trained to lead their targets by as 
much as 60°.44 Second, eschewing the then–de rigueur three-ship “Vee” and 
echelon formations prevalent in every air force but the Luftwaffe, the Navy 
embraced a system of mutually supporting two-ship, two-element formation 
tactics developed by Cdr John “Jimmy” Thach, in which each pilot in the four-
ship formation continually checked one another’s blind spots astern, the so-
called beam defense position or Thach weave.45 The Wildcat’s design seren-
dipitously enhanced its tactical effectiveness in that the pilot sat high in the 
cockpit above the wing and engine, primarily for better visibility in carrier 
landings, and downward visibility over the nose, already good by design, was 
enhanced by the R-1830’s small diameter. The result was an important tactical 
advantage: when “pulling lead” in attacking a turning enemy from astern, 
Wildcat pilots could maintain visual contact at closer ranges and thus press 
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home their attacks more aggressively than could their Japanese opposites, 
seated low behind the Zero’s larger engine.

Douglas SBD Dauntless

The Douglas SBD Dauntless’s 
strategic importance derives first 
and foremost from the destruc-
tion of the heart of the Japanese 
fast carrier force in the Battle of 
Midway. Victory at Midway pre-
cluded a massive redeployment of 
American resources to the Pacific 
that would have undercut the Al-
lied “Europe First” strategy and 
lengthened the war by six months 
to a year. The Dauntless also 
played a pivotal role in the Gua-

dalcanal campaign, blunting the power of the Japanese navy when it still en-
joyed a measure of operational freedom, wreaking havoc on Japanese war-
ships and shipping. The Dauntless remained the Navy’s principal dive-bomber 
until well into 1944 and accounted for a greater tonnage of Japanese warships 
sunk than any other American aircraft.

Designed for one thing and one thing only, the destruction of enemy war-
ships, the Douglas Dauntless was a less efficient dive-bombing platform than 
the Ju 87 but a far superior aircraft in every other regard. Edward Heinemann, 
although not formally trained as an aeronautical engineer, conceived of a 
light, strong airframe, first incorporating it into the wing for the Douglas DC 
3 and then into the Northrop A-17 attack aircraft. He extrapolated this sturdy 
and light design into the SBD. Underpowered, the SBD had a low rate of climb 
with a full bomb load and was not particularly fast but had sterling flight 
characteristics in all other respects and was an excellent instrument platform. 
Of considerable importance, its carrier landing characteristics were excellent, 
a fact that reduced operational wastage.

Republic P-47 Thunderbolt

The Republic P-47 Thunderbolt was the first American fighter available in 
significant numbers in the European Theater that was capable of reaching 
German airspace and outperforming first-line Luftwaffe fighters at high alti-
tudes. That made it possible for USAAF heavy bomber formations to attack 
targets inside Germany without prohibitive losses and forced the Luftwaffe 
fighter arm to accept battle on unfavorable terms, leading ultimately to its 
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defeat. The Lockheed P-38, with a 
significantly greater radius of action 
than the P-47, entered operational 
service earlier and could have done 
the job in principle, but was never 
wholeheartedly embraced by the 
USAAF and was not available in 
quantity at the critical time. The 

North American P-51 could have done the job as well and ultimately did, but 
became available in numbers only after the P-47 had turned the tide. Pro-
duced in larger numbers than any other American fighter, 15,579, the P-47 
was a highly effective as a fighter- bomber in the European Theater and played 
a major role in interdicting German lines of communication and in support-
ing friendly ground forces.

The P-47 was the end product of an evolutionary series of fighter designs 
by Russian émigré designer Alexander Kartveli that combined a powerful 
radial engine, an all-metal structure, and an elliptical wing in the smallest 
airframe feasible. Starting with the P-35 of 1935, Kartveli’s fighters became 
progressively larger and more aerodynamically refined, acquiring a turbosu-
percharger in 1939 with the R-1830‒powered P-43. Within the parameters of 
his basic design, Kartveli perceived that the full benefits of turbosupercharg-
ing could only be realized with an engine in the 2,000 horsepower range. In 
1940, he turned to the 18-cylinder twin-row radial Pratt and Whitney R-2800 
just entering production to harness the raw power of a turbosupercharger. 
The Pratt and Whitney was engineered, like all high-performance US aero 
engines, to exploit the properties of high-octane gasoline. The integration 
resulted in the P-47, the largest single-engine, piston-powered fighter ever 
built. Remarkably clean and sophisticated, the P-47 was one of the few suc-
cessful mid-wing fighters of the war and, like the Spitfire, benefited from the 
greater efficiency of an elliptical wing.46

In fighter installations, the turbosupercharger offered advantages similar to 
those of a variable clutch mechanical supercharger that could be progressively 
disengaged to obtain maximum power at lower altitudes without overboost-
ing the engine. Achieving the benefits of the turbo’s inherent characteristics 
required superior thermodynamic-mechanical and aerodynamic engineer-
ing, and the P-47’s supercharger installation, although necessarily complex, 
was remarkably efficient and reliable. Taking full advantage of the R-2800’s 
power, Kartveli gave the P-47 an armament of no less than eight wing-mounted 
.50-caliber machine guns.

The P-47 could carry a significant bomb load, and that, combined with its 
heavy firepower and the remarkable ability of the R-2800 to absorb battle 
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damage, made it one of the most effective fighter-bombers of the war. Of 
greater strategic importance, the P-47 could also carry over 200 gallons of fuel 
in jettisonable external tanks. In late 1943 when the USAAF came belatedly to 
an appreciation of the value of long-range fighter penetrations of Festung Eu-
ropa in support of heavy bomber operations, the P-47 was the only US fighter 
available in significant numbers that possessed the requisite capabilities. At 
that point, P-47s based in southeast England could penetrate only as far as an 
arc running through Lübeck and Frankfurt. P-38s could penetrate as far as 
Leipzig from the beginning and, by February 1944, were equipped with larger 
external tanks, enabling them to reach Berlin, but USAAF production and 
deployment decisions limited their availability to small numbers. P-51s, capa-
ble of reaching well beyond Berlin to as far as Prague and, eventually, Vienna, 
only became available in significant numbers from March 1944.47 In the 
meantime, the P-47 filled the gap. Had Air Force leaders appreciated the im-
portance of long-range escort fighters sooner than they did, the P-47 could 
have been readily modified to match the radius of action of the P-38 and P-51. 
The longer-ranged Thunderbolt, in the form of the P-47N, saw action in the 
Pacific in the final days of the war.

Yakovlev Yak 1–9
    

The first Soviet fighters capable of 
meeting the Bf 109 and Fw 190 on even 
terms, Yak fighters were produced in 
large numbers and played a major stra-
tegic role in denying the Luftwaffe the 
unimpeded exploitation of the air it had 
enjoyed to great effect until Stalingrad. 
The Soviet Union possessed only 94 
Yak-1s on the eve of Barbarossa, but by 

the end of the war, the rejuvenated Soviet aircraft industry had manufactured 
over 16,700 Yakovlev fighters, some 58 percent of all Soviet single-seat fighters, 
distributed among many Protivovozdushnaya Oborona* air defense units. The 
Lavochkin La 5-7 series could have done the job but entered service later, of-
fered no tactical advantages over contemporary Yak fighters and was not, in the 
final analysis, essential.

The Yak-1 was an unremarkable, straightforward, and competent design, 
in many ways reminiscent of the Hurricane, which it superficially resembled. 
The circumstances of aerial combat on the Eastern Front dictated that it 

*“Air defense forces.”
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would fight only at low to medium altitudes, for which its liquid-cooled Kli-
mov V-12 engine, developed from a French Hispano-Suiza original, was more 
than adequate. Indeed, the Yak-3, with a reduced wingspan for greater low- 
altitude maneuverability, was one of the best low-altitude dogfighters of the 
war, a fact attested to by Luftwaffe flight evaluations of captured examples. 
The Yaks’ armament, typically a 20 mm cannon firing through the propeller 
hub and two synchronized 12.7 mm machine guns in the engine cowling, was 
somewhat lighter than that of its principal Luftwaffe opponents but was ade-
quate. Better than they needed to be, Yak fighters contributed to the aerial 
battle by providing an environment of air superiority that permitted the Il-2 
Shturmoviks ground attack units to support the highly mobile Soviet armored 
forces in their counteroffensives from Stalingrad to Berlin.

De Havilland Mosquito

The de Havilland Mosquito’s 
strategic importance derives in the 
first instance from its effectiveness 
as a photoreconnaissance aircraft. 
Effectively immune to interception 
by virtue of its speed and service 
ceiling and with a significantly 
greater radius of action than any 
competing design, the Mosquito 
provided Allied intelligence staffs 
and operational planners with in-
formation of immense value, al-
most all of which could have been 

obtained in no other way. In addition, the Mosquito made important contri-
butions to the Combined Bomber Offensive as a bomber, particularly mark-
ing targets in the pathfinder role.48 The Mosquito also enjoyed significant suc-
cess as a low- altitude precision daylight bomber, as a night fighter, as a daylight 
intruder fighter, and in the maritime strike role.

The Mosquito’s genesis lay in a 1935 RAF specification stimulated by re-
ports that the Germans were building an extremely fast twin-engined bomber. 
It called for a bomber powered by two Rolls-Royce Merlins with a defensive 
armament of three .303-caliber machine guns in streamlined mounts. Geof-
frey de Havilland’s interest in the project and his firm’s experience in building 
high-performance multi-engined aircraft with wood structures resulted in 
the Mosquito. The decision to delete all defensive armament—de Havilland’s 
preference from the start—was made by Air Vice Marshal Wilfred Freeman, 
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the Air Ministry official in charge of production and development, in August 
1939.49 That decision was central to the Mosquito’s success.

The Mosquito was a rarity: a genuinely successful multi-role combat air-
craft. Although the Mosquito excelled in its intended role (it had the lowest 
loss rate over Germany of any British bomber), it played a significant part in 
the multiple roles mentioned above. Rendered safe from interception by 
speed, photoreconnaissance Mosquitoes had sufficient range to cover most of 
Germany from bases in the United Kingdom and, after the capture of the 
Foggia airfield complex in Italy in September 1943, provided coverage of the 
entire Third Reich. Progressive development of the Mosquito and its Merlin 
engines kept a step ahead of German defenses, particularly for photorecon-
naissance. The Mosquito PR XIV, which entered service in late 1943, had a 
fully pressurized crew compartment and a service ceiling above 35,000 feet 
that rendered it effectively immune to interception. Only 432 PR XIVs were 
produced, but they rendered strategically vital intelligence.50 Despite the need 
for exotic glues and highly skilled workers, de Havilland manufactured nearly 
8,000 Mosquitoes. The Mosquito’s drawbacks included short airframe life in 
tropical conditions and the difficulty of exiting a damaged aircraft in flight.

Consolidated PBY Catalina

The Consolidated PBY was 
ubiquitous as a patrol aircraft for 
the US and Royal navies, enter-
ing service with the latter in early 
1941, well before America’s entry 
into the war. PBY crews located 
the Bismarck, gave the Royal 
Navy warning of the April 1942 
Japanese incursion into the In-
dian Ocean, located the Japanese 
carrier force before Midway, were 

omnipresent in tracking Japanese task forces and convoys in the Solomons 
campaign, and played a major role in the Battle of the Atlantic. Allied effective-
ness in dealing with Axis naval surface forces owed much to US and Royal 
Navy emphasis on patrol operations in which the PBY excelled and played a 
disproportionately important role.

A twin-engine flying boat of conservative design, the Consolidated PBY 
(Catalina in British service) entered service in 1936 and possessed unremark-
able performance except in range, endurance, and handling qualities. A com-
petent design, it was the right aircraft for the job at the right time and was 
procured in adequate numbers by the US Navy and for British and Canadian 
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forces. That the PBY’s strategic significance was due as much to the US and 
Royal Navy’s emphasis on reconnaissance in support of the battle fleet as to 
the excellence of its design takes nothing away from the PBY’s luster. It was 
slow, with a cruise speed of only 179 mph, but had a radius of action of nearly 
2,000 miles and an endurance of no less than 17.6 hours.51 Less effective as an 
antisubmarine patrol aircraft than the B-24 by virtue of the latter’s greater 
speed and the ease with which it could be modified to carry electronic equip-
ment and offensive ordnance, it was still useful in that role. Later versions 
were amphibians, fitted with retractable landing gear. In addition to recon-
naissance, it was used for air-sea rescue by US Army Air Forces in the later 
stages of the Pacific war.

Douglas C-47 Skytrain

The Douglas C-47 
Skytrain (Dakota in 
British service) was 
far and away the 
most important, and 
best, tactical trans-
port and paratroop 
deployment aircraft 
of the war. Produced 
in large numbers, it 
provided the bulk of 

the airlift that dropped two American and one British airborne divisions be-
hind the D-Day invasion beaches and would make the list on that basis alone. 
In fact, the C-47 did a great deal more, hauling key personnel, spare parts, 
supplies, and fuel. Provided in significant numbers to the British and Soviets, 
it was used most innovatively and in the largest numbers by US forces but 
served as a potent Allied logistical force multiplier in all theaters.52

The military version of the 1937 Douglas DC 3, the first commercially suc-
cessful airliner, the C-47 was beyond doubt the most successful tactical trans-
port of World War II.53 A scaled-up extrapolation of the DC 2 of 1934 (itself 
developed from the prototype DC 1 of 1933), the DC 3 varied from its prede-
cessors in the provision of a cabin sufficiently spacious to permit passengers 
to stand up and walk around. The DC (for Douglas Commercial) series of 
transports extracted the full benefit of stressed skin aluminum construction, 
the wings being particularly efficient. Designed in response to a Trans World 
Airlines specification that stipulated that a safe takeoff at design weight fol-
lowing the loss of an engine could be completed from the highest airfield 
served by TWA following loss of an engine, the DC 3 had adequate reserves 
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of power and was inherently safe. Modifications for military use were mini-
mal, the most important being the provision of easily removable (and spar-
tan) passenger accommodations, provisions for securing heavy cargo inside 
the cabin, and a spacious loading door. Powered by two 1,200-horsepower 
R-1830 engines, the C-47 was fast for a transport with a cruise speed of 185 
mph; it had a useful load of as much as 14,000 pounds and a radius of action 
of over 700 miles.54 It had excellent flight characteristics and was easily main-
tained in the field. The rear cargo door could be opened in flight, making it far 
and away the best mass-produced paratroop deployment aircraft of the war. 
Total US production reached 10,926, of which 10,123 were specifically manu-
factured as military transports; to this we can add 6,157 built under license in 
the Soviet Union.55 As a tribute to the C-47’s efficiency and durability, it 
formed the backbone of the Soviet internal air transport network into the 1960s.

North American P-51 Mustang

Entering service after 
the P-38 and P-47, the 
North American P-51 had 
greater range and, partly in 
consequence, enjoyed a 
better kill ratio than either 
of the other two fighters. It 
was also the most agile of 
the three, a fact that its pi-
lots exploited to great ef-
fect. From March of 1944 
the P-51 broke the back of 
the Luftwaffe fighter arm, 
probably shortening the 

war and surely reducing the cost to the United States.56 The P-38 could have 
done the job—the P-47’s range was inadequate—and given time would have, 
albeit at greater cost in blood and treasure. The P-51 did it. Finally, the photo-
reconnaissance version of the P-51, the F-6, was the most successful low-alti-
tude photographic imagery collector of the war.

The most successful long-range piston-engine air-to-air fighter of the war, 
the North American P-51 was one of a handful of strategically significant air-
craft to be designed after the commencement of hostilities in 1939. Ironically, 
the P-51’s designer, Edgar Schmued, was Austrian by birth and did his engi-
neering apprenticeship in Germany.57 Designed in response to a request by 
the British purchasing commission in 1940, the North American P-51 (Apache 
in British service) benefited from the most recent NACA drag reduction and 
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airfoil data, a fact that put it in a class by itself. The efficiency of the P-51’s 
laminar flow wing and engine installation resulted not only in an excellent 
turn of speed but in dramatically greater range than existing single- engine 
fighters. The exceptionally compact engine installation and associated engine 
cooling resulted in remarkably low drag. The P-51’s principal liability in its 
early production versions stemmed from the altitude limitations of its Allison 
engine. Virtually identical to the Rolls-Royce Merlin in configuration, size, 
and development potential, the Allison was anemic by comparison due to the 
low rated altitude of its mechanical supercharger, the product of an Air Corps 
decision to rely on turbosupercharging for high-altitude performance. In the 
event, shortages of the high-temperature alloys needed for turbosupercharger 
turbine blades initially limited production to little more than that required for 
heavy bombers, and the P-38 was the only fighter powered by turbosuper-
charged Allisons.

The RAF began taking delivery of Apaches in November 1941 and used 
them for long-range low-altitude operations from July of 1942 with consider-
able success.58 Impressed by the aircraft’s performance, the British experimen-
tally re-engined an Apache with a Rolls-Royce Merlin in the spring of 1942. 
The results were spectacular, yielding outstanding high-altitude speed and 
range but might have led to nothing had not USAAF Maj Thomas Hitchcock, 
assigned to the American Embassy as an attaché, been invited to fly the air-
craft.59 An instant convert, Hitchcock was both persuasive and well con-
nected. Re-engined with the Merlin, providentially produced in the United 
States under license by Packard, the Mustang became the best long-range, 
high-altitude fighter of the war to be manufactured in large numbers, 14,819 
by the end of the war. The P-51 was not without vices. The vulnerability of its 
liquid coolant system limited its usefulness in the ground attack role, and 
careful management of the fuel system was necessary to avoid exceeding the 
rearward center of gravity limit with a full fuel load. On balance, however, it 
was a remarkably well-designed aircraft that exceeded all expectations.

Lockheed P-38 Lightning

The Lockheed P-38 Lightning rendered US air superiority in the Pacific 
unassailable from the autumn of 1942 and made significant contributions to 
the defeat of the Luftwaffe in the skies over Festung Europa in the spring of 
1944. The first USAAF—or any other—fighter  capable of high-altitude escort 
operations deep within enemy territory, the P-38 was not used effectively in 
that role until the P-47 was available in larger numbers and was then super-
seded by the faster, more maneuverable, and longer-ranging P-51. For the 
USAAF, the P-38 was the greatest missed strategic opportunity of the war. 
Because it entered operational service nine months later than it should have, 



AIRMEN AND INSTITUTIONS │ 237

because it was produced in 
smaller numbers than any 
other battle-worthy USAAF 
fighter, because few pilots in 
the European Theater learned 
to exploit its peculiar strengths, 
and because it was belatedly 
employed in the long-range es-
cort role, the P-38’s strategic 
impact was substantially less 
than it might have been. The 

photoreconnaissance version of the P-38, the F-5, though inferior to the Mos-
quito in range, speed, and service ceiling, made significant contributions to 
Allied victory.

Lockheed’s Clarence “Kelly” Johnson designed the P-38 in response to a 
January 1937 Army Air Corps’ specification for a long-range interceptor so 
demanding as to deter other would-be contractors.60 Perceiving that the re-
quired speed, climb, and service ceiling could not be met by orthodox means, 
Johnson turned to a radical twin-engine design powered by a pair of turbosu-
percharged 12-cylinder, liquid-cooled Allison V-1710 engines. A central fu-
selage pod housed the cockpit situated between the engines mounted in mid-
wing booms that supported the tail surfaces. This configuration offered the 
significant ancillary benefit of grouping the armament of four .50-caliber ma-
chine guns and a 20 mm cannon closely together in the nose. Unlike wing-
mounted guns that were “harmonized” so that their fire converged at a prede-
termined distance and dispersed thereafter, the P-38 delivered a concentrated 
stream of fire regardless of range. Johnson and his team were the only prewar 
designers to fully exploit the notion that powering a single-seat fighter with 
two engines had the advantage of halving the per-engine weight penalty of 
pilot, armament, instrumentation, and flight controls, though the Lightning’s 
success owed at least as much to Johnson’s unorthodox approach as to the 
inherent advantages of the scheme.61

The XP-38 (X for experimental) first flew in January 1939 and proved to 
have spectacular performance, but mismanagement at Lockheed delayed de-
velopment. Battle-worthy versions of the P-38 did not enter service until the 
summer of 1942, over nine months behind schedule.62 The source of the prob-
lem was cash-and-carry orders from Britain for patrol bomber versions of the 
twin-engine Electra transport, desperately needed to stem the U-boat men-
ace. These produced immediate profits for a cash-starved Lockheed but 
stripped the YP-38 (Y for service test) program of first-line engineers, drafts-
men, and machinists. The resultant delay had the doubly adverse effect of 
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depriving the USAAF of a world-class fighter at the outbreak of hostilities and 
of souring the Army Air Forces on Lockheed as a contractor, a fact that no 
doubt played a role in restricting P-38 procurement. Moreover, the AAF ini-
tially misused the P-38 as a low-altitude battlefield air superiority aircraft in 
North Africa, where it was outclassed by the Bf 109 and Fw 190, suffering a 
taint to its reputation that was never completely erased.

The P-38’s tactical profile was utterly unlike that of any other World War II 
fighter: it had a good rate of climb and excellent speed, a high service ceiling, 
a spectacular zoom climb, a good turn radius, and heavy firepower. Equipped 
from the start with jettisonable drop tanks for range extension, it had by far 
the longest radius of action of any US fighter until the debut of the P-51. A 
slow initial roll rate, the product of the mass of its two in-line engines mounted 
well outboard of the center of gravity, handicapped the P-38’s air-to-air capa-
bility. These characteristics called for tactics that were quite different from 
those that worked well with other US fighters. P-38 pilots in the Pacific gener-
ally adapted well—getting into a turning dogfight with the lighter Japanese 
fighters was a critical mistake for all US fighters, not just the P-38—but only a 
minority of pilots in the European Theater learned to exploit the P-38’s capa-
bilities effectively. Complicating matters, the P-38’s size and complexity in-
timidated many pilots, and its high wing loading called for initial climb speeds 
higher than those to which neophyte pilots were accustomed if loss of an en-
gine on takeoff were to be survived.

In addition, technical problems—all fixable—reduced the P-38’s effective-
ness over Europe: Its cockpit heater was inadequate for winter operations over 
Germany, and its intercoolers, the ducting that cooled the outflow from the 
turbosuperchargers, were too efficient, reducing the air/fuel mixture to sludge 
in frigid, moist winter air at high altitudes. This led to blown engines deep in 
enemy territory when they were most needed, and twin-engined redundancy 
had little value in a dogfight. In consequence, the P-38 fought over northern 
Europe at a serious disadvantage: in 90 days of combat beginning 28 Decem-
ber 1943, the 20th Fighter Group, the most highly decorated P-38 group in 
the European Theater, suffered 54 pilots lost to 52 kills awarded.63 There is 
bitter irony in the consideration that if the two groups of P-38s operating over 
Germany in December of 1943 had been deployed six months earlier, some-
thing entirely within the realm of the feasible, they would have been available 
for both Schweinfurt missions and would have fought in the warm skies of 
summer and early autumn. The problem was one of vision, not design.

The P-38’s slow initial roll rate was partially ameliorated by the provision of 
hydraulically boosted aileron control. Used aggressively in larger numbers 
and with appropriate tactics, the P-38 had the potential to have done in mid- 
to late 1943 what the P-47 did and more. In the event, the P-38 played a sig-
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nificant, albeit subsidiary, role in the defeat of the Luftwaffe fighter arm. Under 
the designation F-5, the P-38 was the USAAF’s most important American- 
produced photo reconnaissance aircraft.

Ilyushin Il-2 Shturmovik

Produced in huge numbers, 
the heavily armored, single- 
engine Ilyushin Il-2 Shturmovik 
was the most important Soviet 
ground attack aircraft of the 
war and inflicted serious losses 
on the Wehrmacht from the 
summer of 1944 to the end of 
the war.

A 1938 design powered by a 
liquid-cooled Mikulin V-12 

engine in the 1,700-horsepower range, the result of progressive development 
of a late 1920s BMW original, the Il-2 entered service in the summer of 1941 
and was built for one thing and one thing only: low-altitude ground attack.64 
A straightforward design, the Il-2 incorporated little that was novel beyond 
the extensive structural use of hardened steel to provide armor protection to 
the engine, cooling system, and crew. It was armed with two unsynchronized, 
wing-mounted 23 mm cannon and, in two-seat versions, with a flexible 7.62 
mm or 12.7 mm machine gun fired by the rearward-facing observer. The Il-2’s 
bomb load was not particularly impressive: 600 kg (1,321 lbs.) of bombs and 
rockets carried externally on underwing mounts—the P-47 carried a heavier 
weight of ground attack ordnance by some 12 percent. This was more than 
compensated for by its resistance to battle damage and the numbers in which 
it was produced, more than 36,000 by war’s end.65

Consolidated B-24 Liberator

     The strategic importance of the Consolidated B-24 Liberator derives in 
the  first instance from its success as an antisubmarine patrol aircraft in the 
Battle of the Atlantic and in the second instance from the immense amount of 
resources the B-24 program absorbed, both in absolute terms and relative to 
the aircraft’s operational effectiveness as a bomber. The B-24 had many tech-
nical and tactical deficiencies but possessed one critically important virtue, 
range, that was of critical importance in antisubmarine patrols, particularly in 
combination with a relatively high cruise speed. Small numbers of VLR (for 
very long-range) Liberators were deployed in this role by the British from 
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June of 1941. Progressively up-
graded in capabilities, they 
were procured in modest num-
bers but to decisive effect; a 
mere two squadrons of later 
VLR versions of the Liberators 
closed the mid-Atlantic “air 
gap” south of Greenland in the 
spring of 1943, sounding the 
death knell of the U-boat 
force.66 Early versions of the 
Liberator, though not battle 

worthy, were the premier Allied long-range VIP transport and served in this 
role in small numbers throughout the war. Though substantially less effective 
as a high-altitude daylight bomber than the B-17, the B-24 made a significant 
contribution to the Combined Bomber Offensive. From late 1942 until the 
operational debut of the B-29, the B-24 was the principal USAAF heavy 
bomber in the Pacific where its superior radius of action conferred important 
benefits and where its vulnerability to battle damage could be tolerated.

Produced in larger numbers than any other US aircraft of World War II—
over 18,000 were built67—the B-24 was designed to a March 1939 contract 
and first flew that December but was not fielded as a battle-worthy bomber 
until mid-1942. Procured by the USAAF to supplement the B-17 with a more 
modern aircraft, the B-24 was powered by four Pratt and Whitney R-1830s, a 
hedge against demands on production of the Wright R-1820. A large part of 
the B-24’s appeal lay in the supposed efficiency of its wing’s Davis airfoil. De-
signed by California entrepreneur David Davis in a pseudoscientific process 
of inspired guesswork, the airfoil did not differ appreciably in performance 
from similar NACA airfoils. That, however, was not appreciated at the time, 
and Convair’s decision to give the B-24 a wing of unusually high aspect ratio, 
that is a wing that was long as a function of its span, resulted in a wing that 
was uncommonly efficient at low and medium altitudes and was largely re-
sponsible for the aircraft’s superior range.68 The B-24 proved amenable to 
modifications that enhanced its effectiveness in the antisubmarine role, nota-
bly radar installations and a variety of forward-firing ordnance, ranging from 
20 mm cannon to stub wing-mounted 5-inch high-velocity rockets.

Early models of the B-24 had neither turbosupercharged engines, self- 
sealing fuel tanks, nor effective defensive armament, and extensive modifica-
tions were required to make the aircraft battle worthy, a threshold reached in 
mid-1942 with the B-24D.69 At that point, the B-24 was armed with power- 
operated twin .50-cal. dorsal and tail turrets but unlike contemporary B-17s 

US Air Force photo



AIRMEN AND INSTITUTIONS │ 241

had no belly turret. Later models were fitted with a retractable belly turret and 
were as heavily armed as the B-17. Not until the J model of 1944 were prob-
lems with the flight controls largely worked out, and problems with the leaky 
fuel system were never completely resolved.

As noted earlier, the B-24 was inferior to the B-17 as a high altitude day-
light bomber in every tactically meaningful parameter except range. That, 
however, became apparent only with accumulated combat experience, by 
which time the USAAF had committed itself to procuring the B-24 in large 
numbers. That decision in itself produced problems, notably in efforts by the 
Ford Motor Company to mass-produce the B-24 using automotive produc-
tion methods at the enormous Willow Run facility built specifically for the 
purpose. In fact, automotive and aircraft production methods were funda-
mentally different, and by the time Ford engineers had mastered the new me-
dium, the B-24 was approaching obsolescence.

Messerschmitt Bf 110

The Bf 110’s strategic im-
portance lies first and foremost 
in its failure as a heavy day 
fighter, a major reason for Ger-
man defeat in the Battle of 
Britain. Fitted with air inter-
cept radar, the Bf 110 proved 
to be an excellent night fighter 
and exacted a heavy toll on 
RAF Bomber Command from 

1942 on, a matter of lesser, but still considerable, strategic importance. In addi-
tion, rocket- armed Bf 110s were effective against American heavy bombers 
during the USAAF unescorted daylight precision bombardment campaign 
of 1943.

Designed to a 1934 specification calling for a long-range heavy fighter, the 
twin-engine Bf 110 first flew in 1936, powered by two DB 600s. The DB 601 
engine and, later, the DB 605 powered the operational versions. Fast for the 
time, well-armed, and with excellent handling characteristics, the Bf 110 was 
handicapped by the fact that it was a multi-place aircraft with provisions for a 
gunner and radio operator, provisions that meant greater size and weight. In 
consequence, the Bf 110 had insufficient maneuverability to survive in com-
bat against single-engine fighters, although this did not become apparent un-
til the Battle of Britain. The Bf 110 turned out to be a superior night fighter 
since it had sufficient power and payload capacity to carry the requisite air 
intercept radar and specialized receivers, a radar operator, and heavy arma-
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ment. Of equal importance, it was an excellent instrument platform. The pro-
vision of upward-firing, fuselage-mounted 20 mm cannon from August 1943 
gave Bf 110 night fighters an unprecedented lethality that the RAF recognized 
only belatedly. That the installation was developed in the field by an enlisted 
armorer speaks volumes for low-level German initiative and the basic sound-
ness of the Bf 110’s construction.70

The same power and payload capacity that made the Bf 110 a superior 
night fighter supported the provision of two underwing launchers for 210 
mm bombardment rockets for daylight use against USAAF heavy bomber 
formations. This was the Luftwaffe’s only air-to-air weapon that outranged the 
American bombers’ .50-caliber defensive armament and the only one capable 
of degrading the integrity of B-17 defensive formations. Brutally effective 
when employed in combination with single-engine fighters, the rocket-armed 
Bf 110 enjoyed a brief heyday before it was put out of business by drop tank–
equipped US fighters.

Boeing B-29 Superfortress

Boeing B-29s reduced the 
major Japanese cities to ashes 
in firebombing attacks from 
March of 1945 and dropped 
the two nuclear bombs that 
ended the war. Also of consid-
erable strategic significance, 
the B-29 program absorbed 
immense quantities of re-
sources, outspending the 
Manhattan Project that pro-
duced the A-Bomb by some 

$3.75 billion to $2 billion in 1945 dollars.71 Finally, B-29s played a major role 
in cutting off Japanese maritime commerce by means of aerial mines.

Power plants aside—a point that is debatable—the B-29 was far and away the 
most technologically advanced production aircraft of World War II. Indeed, 
save for its piston engines and unswept wings, it had more in common with the 
jet bombers of the 1960s than with contemporary designs. In addition to an 
unprecedented radius of action in excess of 2,000 miles and a service ceiling 
above 30,000 feet, the B-29 was the first mass-produced operational bomber 
with a fully pressurized crew compartment and effective, remotely controlled, 
defensive armament. The power plants, four R-3350 four-row radial engines, 
each with two turbosuperchargers, were an impressive technological achieve-
ment in their own right and posed major developmental problems stemming 
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partly from sheer complexity and partly from the altitudes at which they had to 
operate. The B-29 was the USAAF’s second most accurate bombing platform 
next to the B-17.72 Ironically, Hiroshima and Nagasaki aside, it had its greatest 
strategic impact dropping incendiaries at low altitudes, a mission where many 
of its advanced design features were irrelevant.

Junkers Ju 52

A handful of Ju 52 
transports forwarded to 
Spain by Hitler in the early 
days of the 1936–39 Span-
ish Civil War provided the 
critical increment of sup-
port that prevented the 
collapse of the Nationalist 

cause by ferrying elements of the regular Army of Africa from Morocco to 
Seville. Although the subsequent drive on Madrid stalled in November 1936, 
the Nationalists ultimately prevailed, keeping Spain out of World War II and 
placing the diplomatic tenacity of Spanish dictator Francisco Franco between 
Hitler’s armies and Gibraltar. In addition, German paratroops dropped from 
Ju 52s or descending in gliders towed by them played a major role in the May 
1940 conquest of the Low Countries and the preeminent role in the April 
1941 capture of Crete. Finally, the success of the Luftwaffe transport arm in 
supplying the Demjansk pocket, cut off by the Soviet 1941–42 winter offen-
sive, encouraged Luftwaffe chief Hermann Göring to believe that he could 
similarly supply Stalingrad the following winter. Perversely, the Ju 52’s suc-
cesses, all functions of its sound design, led Göring and the Third Reich into 
disaster.

A late 1920s design with corrugated aluminum skin, three engines, and 
fixed landing gear, the Ju 52 had modest performance in comparison with its 
principal Allied counterpart, the C-47. Its maximum and cruising speeds 
were 168 mph and 124 mph to the C-47’s 230 mph and 185 mph, and it car-
ried a payload amounting to about 38 percent of its maximum takeoff weight 
in comparison to the C-47’s 45 percent.73 On the plus side, it was exception-
ally rugged, possessed excellent handling characteristics, and was easily main-
tained in the field under the most primitive of conditions, virtues that kept it 
in production well after the termination of hostilities in 1945. Among 
mass-produced World War II transports, it was second only to the C-47 as 
a parachute deployment aircraft and was capable of handling surprisingly 
bulky loads.

Image originally appeared in H. J. Cooper and O. G. Thetford, Aircraft of the Fighting Powers, vol. I, 
ed. D. A. Russell (Leicester, England: Harborough Publishing Co., 1940).



244 │ HARMON MEMORIAL LECTURES IN MILITARY HISTORY

Conclusions

What conclusions can we draw from the preceding analysis? First, our ex-
ercise in rank ordering supports and gives substance to the proposition that 
aircraft design was a major driving factor in the conduct and outcome of 
World War II. How many aircraft a country produced was important, but 
which aircraft it fielded and how well suited they were to their respective na-
tions’ grand strategies was crucial. Timing was also a critical factor, which is 
another way of saying that those establishments which accurately anticipated 
their strategic needs and allocated their resources accordingly were able to 
deploy the aircraft they needed in time to have strategic effect. Numbers were 
important, but it had to be the right aircraft at the right time. To be sure, tal-
ented designers were essential to the process, but as we have seen the avail-
ability of first-rate aero engines was more likely to be the limiting factor than 
airframe design talent, a point we shall expand on below. To anticipate an-
other point to be expanded upon, Nazi Germany and the Imperial Japanese 
Navy did a brilliant job of anticipating their short-term aircraft needs, taking 
full advantage of the fact that the strategic initiative was theirs to begin with. 
By contrast, Britain and the United States, more precisely the Royal Air Force, 
US Army Air Forces, and US Navy, did a far superior job of planning and 
preparing for a long war. That is particularly impressive in light of the fact 
that, as our exercise makes clear, the design of aircraft for strategic applica-
tions was inherently more demanding than that for tactical applications and 
much of the prewar RAF and USAAF effort was directed toward strategic 
applications, both defensively and offensively on the part of the RAF and of-
fensively by the USAAF.*

At a lower level of abstraction, a breakdown of aircraft by nationality un-
derlines just how important American airpower was to World War II and how 
much of that importance was directly dependent on the quality of power 
plant and airframe design. It also underlines the importance of America’s 
massive commitment of engineering skill and economic resources to the air 
war. No less than 10 of the 21 aircraft on the list are American, followed by 
four British, four German, two Soviet, and one Japanese. Note, however, that 
six of the 10 American aircraft are in the bottom half of the list and the sev-
enth, the P-47, is at the middle, an accurate reflection of the time needed to 
mobilize American resources, intellectual as well as productive. Conversely, 

*Williamson Murray notes that decisions by Luftwaffe leadership in 1939—Göring, Udet, Milch, and 
Jeschonnek in particular—slowed down experimentation in the Luftwaffe. So much so, he notes, that 
“when the Germans awoke to the danger in 1942, it was already too late; they would fight the great air 
battles of 1943 and 1944 with basically the same equipment that they had used against Poland.” See Murray, 
Strategy for Defeat: The Luftwaffe, 1933–1945 (Maxwell Air Force Base: Air University Press, 1983), 20.
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the fact that the top two aircraft on the list are German provides eloquent 
testimony to the operational benefits accruing to an aggressor who attacks at 
the time and place of his choosing. That the second, the Ju 87 Stuka, was op-
erationally effective only at the time and place of the aggressor’s choosing fur-
ther underlines the point. That the other two German aircraft on the list are 
near the bottom, and that both make the list largely because of their contribu-
tion to strategic failure, testifies to the incoherence of Nazi strategy and re-
source allocation when applied to a prolonged war. The location of the only 
Japanese aircraft on the list, the A6M Zero, makes the same point with regard 
to Japan. By contrast, the fact that three of the four British aircraft are in the 
top third of the list provides eloquent testimony to the remarkable prescience 
of those responsible for Britain’s technical preparations for war in the air. So, 
too, does the fact that one of the American aircraft, the P-51 Mustang, was 
designed in response to a British requirement and achieved tactical success 
and strategic importance by virtue of its British engine.

In functional terms, the list includes two transports, one specialized patrol 
aircraft, and 18 combat aircraft. Of the 18 combat aircraft, no less than 11 
were designed as day fighters, including three of the top four and eight of the 
top 11, although one of the 18, the Bf 110, makes the list primarily because it 
failed in its primary role. The preeminence of day fighters confirms conven-
tional wisdom concerning the importance of air superiority, both as perceived 
before the war and as things played out, but with an interesting twist: the 
importance of long-range fighters was almost entirely unanticipated during 
the interwar years and only the Luftwaffe entered the war with an aircraft, the 
Bf 110, designed for that role. From the standpoint of those who wrote the 
specifications, the long-range capabilities of the P-38, P-47, and P-51 were 
entirely serendipitous. From the standpoint of those who designed them, they 
were anything but, if only because they took full advantage of their remark-
able engineering skills and the impressive power plants available to them to 
build in a great deal of payload reserve.

Interestingly, four of the remaining eight combat aircraft are four-engine 
bombers, B-17, Lancaster, B-24, and B-29, although one of the four, the B-24, 
was included in large part because of its success in an ancillary role. That, too, 
is more or less in accordance with conventional wisdom, at least as promul-
gated by the USAAF and RAF. Three of the remaining four combat aircraft are 
single-engine attack aircraft, the Ju 87 Stuka, SBD Dauntless, and Il-2 Shtur-
movik, all designed to tight specifications written with specific mission re-
quirements in mind and all outstandingly successful in terms of those 
specifications . . . and not much else. No surprises there.

What is surprising is the relative absence of twin-engine combat aircraft. 
The only two to make the list by virtue of operational success, the P-38 and 
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the Mosquito, were remarkably radical and uncommonly successful designs. 
Particularly striking is the absence of twin-engine bombers. One reason for 
this phenomenon lies in the fact that certain essential items of equipment, 
notably defensive armament installations and the gunners who manned 
them, were of a fixed size and weight and could not be scaled down. Each such 
installation thus comprised a greater proportion of the gross weight of a 
smaller aircraft than a larger one. Every bomber on the list except for the 
Mosquito was defended by powered gun turrets, and turrets could only be 
made so small, so the same point applies to drag as well.74 Another reason is 
that structural materials, notably the rolled aluminum sheet of which most 
aircraft on the list were constructed, were made to a standard thickness.75 Al-
though the point needs to be investigated more thoroughly, the skin on a 
four-engine bomber would thus be thinner and lighter relative to the total 
weight of the aircraft than that of a twin-engine bomber. To exploit these re-
alities in the design process clearly posed major engineering challenges—only 
Britain and America fielded operationally successful four-engine bombers—
but the payoff in greater range, bomb load, service ceiling, or some combina-
tion thereof clearly had great strategic importance. That is not to say that 
twin-engine bombers were unimportant strategically. Rather it is to say that 
such aircraft had substantially more modest operational capabilities and thus 
less strategic importance. They were also more or less interchangeable. Light 
and medium bombers performed useful work, but they did not and could not 
carry the fight to the enemy as did their larger brethren.

Progressing from the general to the specific, engines were the critical lim-
iting factor in aircraft design where extreme performance was required. With 
the sole exception of the Zero, every aircraft on the list with outstanding 
high-altitude performance and/or with exceptional range and payload char-
acteristics was powered by an exceptionally capable engine. In concrete terms, 
the aircraft in question were powered by the Daimler-Benz 601 or Daim-
ler-Benz 605 (Bf 109); by the Rolls-Royce Merlin (Hurricane, Spitfire, Lan-
caster, Mosquito, and P-51); or by turbosupercharged American engines (B-
17, P-47, P-38, B-24, and B-29). To this short list we can add the Rolls-Royce 
Griffon- powered Spitfire PR XVI, mentioned earlier. Going beyond our list, 
mediocre aircraft powered by first-class engines were numerous: to cite two 
prominent examples, the Handley Page Halifax and some versions of the Cur-
tiss P-40 were powered by Merlins. With the sole exception of the Zero, the 
converse was not true: insofar as combat aircraft were concerned mediocre 
engines powered mediocre aircraft.

Moreover, the strategic importance of high-performance aero engines was 
magnified by the time required for their development—a minimum of three 
years by the beginning of World War II76—and it is in this context that the 
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remarkable farsightedness of British preparations for war becomes manifest. 
Government subsidies for the development of high-performance aero en-
gines with military potential were maintained throughout the 1920s and ’30s, 
although, ironically, development of the Rolls-Royce R was financed with a 
private contribution of £100,000.77 Nor was Rolls-Royce Britain’s only pro-
ducer of high-performance aero engines. Bristol developed and fielded a fam-
ily of high-performance air-cooled radial engines that powered some versions 
of the Lancaster and Halifax and by 1944 could have provided a capable sub-
stitute for Rolls-Royce engines in fighter applications had one been needed.78 
In addition, Napier developed the liquid-cooled, 24-cylinder “H” Sabre, the 
most powerful aero engine to see operational service until the debut of the 
Wright R-3350, and if the strategic impact of the Sabre-powered Hawker Ty-
phoon and Tempest was comparatively modest, it was not because of the in-
adequacies of their power plants.79 Finally, Rolls-Royce developed a more 
powerful successor to the Merlin, the Griffon, in time to see operational ser-
vice in later versions of the Spitfire. As noted earlier, it was insurance that was 
not needed.

The American achievement was equally farsighted and more innovative, 
much of it the product of Army Air Corps initiatives. Considering the United 
States safe behind its ocean frontiers, Congress stopped subsidizing the devel-
opment of high-performance aero engines with the onset of the Great De-
pression, forcing the Army and Navy to depend on engines developed for the 
civilian market.80 That meant air-cooled radial engines designed for maxi-
mum cruise efficiency at low and medium altitudes, a path down which the 
Navy had already started as a result of the air-cooled engines’ superior power-
to-weight ratios, reliability, and ease of maintenance. For likely Navy mis-
sions, attack and defense of ships and maritime patrol—none of them requir-
ing a particularly high service ceiling—that made perfect sense. But Army 
airmen, looking ahead to a European war, with their utter unpreparedness for 
World War I clearly in mind and with an eye on developments abroad, saw 
the need for higher speeds and service ceilings than any conceivable civilian 
requirement would demand. As already related, their response was on two 
fronts: contracting with General Electric to develop the turbosupercharger 
and working aggressively in cooperation with the oil industry to develop avi-
ation gasolines that would support higher compression ratios without pre- 
ignition “knock.” Despite strong resistance on the part of the Army Staff—
high-octane gasoline was considerably more expensive than that in common 
use—the Air Service prevailed* and by the 1930s had managed to obtain sup-

*US Army Air Service, 1918–1926, replaced the Army Signal Corps, Aviation Service in 1918; US Army 
Air Corps replaced the Army Air Service.
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plies of 100-octane aviation gasoline and engines modified to take full advan-
tage of the higher compression ratios it permitted. Integral to this achieve-
ment was success in convincing the airlines that greater speed meant more 
profits, thus providing a civilian market for high-octane fuels, a market en-
sured by the surprisingly robust health of the American aviation industry 
during the Depression.81 A final factor in the triumph of 100-octane aviation 
gasoline was America’s position as a major producer of crude oil, for the rea-
son that the production of a barrel of 100-octane fuel required many more 
barrels of crude oil than the production of a barrel of 87-octane gasoline, the 
standard aviation fuel for the oil-starved Third Reich and Japanese empire.

Meanwhile, to hedge its bets, the Army, understanding that high- 
performance liquid-cooled engines offered higher maximum speeds in fighter 
applications given the state of the art in the mid-1930s, was able to provide 
the Allison division of General Motors with a modest subsidy to develop its 
12-cylinder V-1710. For reasons already addressed, the V-1710 never achieved 
its full potential except in the P-38 and then only when turbosupercharged.

In the greater scheme of things, the V-1710 was a minor chord in a great 
symphony. The major chords were struck by 100-octane aviation gas and the 
turbosupercharger. Not least among the Army’s achievements lay in apprising 
the Royal Air Force of the benefits of 100-octane gasoline, benefits that per-
fectly fit the tactical demands that would fall on Fighter Command’s Hurri-
canes and Spitfires in the Battle of Britain. The responsible British authorities 
saw their opportunity clearly, arranged for the appropriate modifications to 
their engines, and 100-octane fuel played large in the Battle of Britain. It was 
to play large in the subsequent successes of the Allied air forces in general.

As for the turbosupercharger, the high-altitude skies above Western Eu-
rope were the critical theater of the air war, and until the P-51’s operational 
debut at the very end of 1943 the only US aircraft capable of engaging in com-
bat there were powered by turbosupercharged engines. Simply put, without 
the turbosupercharger, the application of America’s aerial might against the 
Allies’s most dangerous opponent would have been delayed by at least a year. 
Good as it was at low and medium altitudes, the F4F was outclassed in service 
ceiling and high-altitude speed by contemporary versions of the Bf 109 and 
Fw 190. Even the second generation of US Navy fighters that entered service 
from the late summer of 1943, the Grumman F6F Hellcat and the Vought 
F4U Corsair, would have been outclassed at high altitudes by later versions of 
the Bf 109 and Fw 190 and at low altitudes would have fought at little better 
than at par.82 More crucially, the United States would have had no bomber 
with the service ceiling needed to survive in daylight over Europe. Would the 
USAAF and American industry have found other avenues to high altitude 
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performance? Perhaps, though it is difficult to see how they could have been 
deployed quickly or that they would have worked as well.

What lessons can we distill from our exercise? First and most basic, tech-
nological competence and strategic vision are essential, but only if applied in 
conjunction with one another. The Allies won World War II in the air largely 
because the leaders of the Royal Air Force, the US Army Air Forces, and the 
US Navy’s aviation establishment had a clear strategic vision and a good sense 
of what was feasible in terms of the aircraft performance needed to make their 
respective visions reality. That their strategic visions were imperfect in im-
portant particulars was inevitable. What was important was that they did have 
a vision and that it drove technology in positive directions. Technological 
cleverness in isolation is not enough, as the Luftwaffe and Nazi Germany’s 
aviation industry clearly demonstrated. Indeed, it can be counterproductive.

In the case of World War II, the combination of strategic vision with tech-
nological competence was rendered particularly important by the consider-
able amount of time needed to develop certain critical technologies. One-hun-
dred-octane aviation gas and the turbosupercharger are salient examples with 
British development of high-performance aero engines not far behind. The 
development of high-performance engines in the United States is a special 
case since they were developed for civilian applications, but it only adds to the 
luster of the Army Air Forces planners that they were able not only to effec-
tively harness a civilian technology to their needs but advance the civilian 
technology in the process.

That having been said, it is important to remember that our exercise un-
derlined the considerable advantages accruing to the strategic aggressor. In 
being able to determine the time and place of their attack, and in obtaining 
aircraft suitable for their chosen operational methods, the Third Reich and 
Imperial Japan came closer to success than we commonly admit today or was 
comfortable then. The fact that it is easier to design for tactical than for stra-
tegic advantage—and this applies to technologies other than aircraft—ren-
ders ideologically motivated aggressors all the more dangerous, however un-
balanced their world views may be. In that there is surely a lesson for today.

And what of aircraft design proper? It was, as I hope I have demonstrated, 
strategically pivotal, though in the final aggregate not as important as the un-
derlying factors just enumerated. It is worth noting in this respect that much 
of America’s success was attributable to the sheer depth, breadth, and vitality 
of America’s aviation industry. In hindsight, it is easy to see that in the after-
math of World War I looking forward to what most competent military pro-
fessionals saw as an upcoming global conflict, aircraft technology was a criti-
cal variable, perhaps the critical variable. It was not so apparent at the time, 
and airpower advocates in Great Britain and the United States had a difficult 
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time selling their case. Today, to many aviation technology does not seem to 
have the same strategic primacy that it did in the interwar period, but we say 
this with full wisdom of hindsight and are defining aviation technology nar-
rowly in the process. Broadly defined to include information gathering and 
electronic warfare capabilities across the entire aerospace spectrum, it surely 
retains its importance and demands the same clear vision for the future in the 
aftermath of the Cold War that it did in the aftermath of World War I.
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1. In contrast, airpower made major contributions to the defeat of the U-boat menace in 
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Seven hundred and ninety-five Lancasters and Halifaxes were sent against Nuremberg, of 
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ain (London: Jonathan Cape, 1977). T. C. G. James, The Battle of Britain: RAF Official Histories, 
Sebastian Cox, ed. (London: Frank Cass, 2000), the official RAF account written in 1943–44, is 
the best and most complete historical narrative but says little about aircraft design and was 
published only in 2000.
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Airpower and Warfare, 1950–Present
Success, Failures, and Enduring Challenges*

Jeremy Black

Ladies and gentlemen, thank you very much for the honor of this invita-
tion. I’d first like to say to the cadets, congratulations: you’ve chosen a career 
that is well worth following. You’ve chosen a career in which your potential 
can be developed, and you’ve chosen a career which is important to your 
country and the world. Somebody not much older than you, in January 1904, 
was sitting listening to a seminar in London. It was a cold afternoon, and the 
seminar was being given by the leading geopolitician of the age, a man called 
Halford Mackinder. And Mackinder was arguing that with transcontinental 
railways—the Russians were just finishing their transcontinental railway to 
the Pacific—the nature of military power had totally changed. That armies 
would be able to move rapidly across continental landmasses, and that armies 
would therefore be more influential than navies. Leo Amery, the young man 
sitting there—and we’re talking about January 1904—turned to Mackinder at 
the end and said, “Well what about aircraft?” He’d read about two men trying 
out an aircraft on a beach in North Carolina. At that time that seemed a re-
markable suggestion. Amery argued that with aircraft, the nature of power 
was already changing, that the world would not, and no longer be dominated 
by whoever could move troops most rapidly across continental land masses.

Now initially, Amery’s observation did not seem well proven. If you go 
through the 1900s or early nineteen-teens, you could see that aircraft were 
relatively primitive, very simple, extraordinarily vulnerable; the pilots, obvi-
ously, were extraordinarily vulnerable as well. And in the First World War, 
although aircraft were important, they were essentially ancillary to the armies. 
The majority of aircraft in World War I, in fact, were used for reconnais-
sance—very important, to be able to see over the battlefield, to see where your 
opponent’s front lines were—but essentially a supporting tool to the army.

But after that, the situation started to change. And in the 1920s and 1930s, 
at a relatively rapid rate, the potential of aircraft to change the existing rela-
tionships of space and time, to move more rapidly than any other way possi-
ble across large bodies of space, and to do so much more speedily than had 
seemed even possible to imagine 20 years earlier, was already being realized. 
By the 1930s, there were long-distance air links for domestic passengers and 
mail. You could go, for example, from London to Adelaide or London to Hong 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #59, 2016.
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Kong. You had to stop several times, but at least the capacity was being cre-
ated to reimagine the world from the perspective of airpower. And airpower 
theorists were persuading governments to experiment at a time when govern-
ments were short of money. The Great Depression of the 1930s meant there 
really wasn’t much money, but they were persuading governments that air-
power offered a way to leap over the existing limitations in weapons systems.

What had followed World War I and the incredibly high casualties of 
trench warfare would be a determination of “never again.” Never again to 
fight in that fashion and the determination and the search for a magic bullet 
that would enable people to circumvent that. Now as we know, all magic bul-
lets have their limitations. The history of war is littered with people imagining 
that they can completely transform weaponry and completely transform the 
situation. But nevertheless, even if you are aware of the limitations, it is still 
what you can do with new weapons systems that is impressive. Gunpowder 
might not have produced always the impact that people anticipated, but gun-
powder did transform war. The steam engine, whether the steam engine in 
warships or the steam engine in locomotives to move troops around, might, 
again, not have had completely the impact envisaged, but nevertheless, it 
again transformed war. You just imagine what the American Civil War would 
have been like without locomotives, for example. And so, also with airpower.

The ideas developed in the 1930s focused on the possibility of using bomb-
ers in order to circumvent—to literally overfly—front lines and to weaken the 
industrial potential of other societies and to persuade their civilians to stop 
fighting. The usual line, as you may be aware, is to be skeptical about the ef-
fectiveness of bombing, but I have to tell you that in the aftermath of what 

happened as a result of 
dropping just two bombs 
on Nagasaki and Hiro-
shima, it’s a little difficult to 
understand why people felt 
that bombing had obvi-
ously the limitations that 
people always say that it 
seems to have.

As far as naval warfare 
was concerned, in World 
War II, we must remember 
if we are interested in air-
power, airpower is not only 
a matter of what airpower 
can achieve on land. What 

A pilot of the XIX Tactical Air Command recorded a 
dramatic photo of air destruction in World War II, ex-
act date and location unknown. Courtesy of USAF Col-
lection, AFHRA (VIRIN 080311-F-3927P-004.JPG).
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airpower can achieve at sea is also important. It’s not as though aircraft sud-
denly lose their potential when they cross the coastline. Airpower at sea was 
very, very influential in World War II. In the Pacific, aircraft carriers played an 
absolutely crucial role in speeding the advance of American forces. Aircraft 
were incredibly important in defeating German submarines in the Battle of 
the Atlantic. And in more conventional bombing and fighter campaigns in 
the war against both Germany and Japan, aircraft repeatedly were able to help 
deliver tactical, operational, and strategic results. So it wasn’t surprising that 
in the period I have to talk about, which is the period after 1950, it wasn’t 
surprising that people imagined that aircraft would dominate the military en-
vironment. And indeed it’s worth bearing in mind that Air Force command-
ers in the 1950s and 1960s were commanders who had served in World War 
II, and they took forward their reading of World War II into what appeared to 
be the possible breakout of World War III.

Now if you look at the situation, you can draw attention to both the 
strengths and the drawbacks of airpower. You will be aware that people often 
focus on those drawbacks. They talk about, for example, that Vietnam became 
the most-bombed country in the history of the world without the people do-
ing the bombing achieving their results. They would draw attention to the 
way in which airpower may actually be lethal and destructive, but that doesn’t 
necessarily affect what goes on—on the ground. And we can note those points, 
and those points are valid. It is pertinent to note that there are limitations. But 
much of the limitation of airpower during the Cold War reflected the fact that 
the Cold War was being fought as a limited war. And if you fight as a limited 
war, there are always limits to what you can achieve.

If you actually take the situation from, shall we say, 1945 to 1970 as our first 
unit, you will be aware that it was the United States that did most of the work 
(with the British following suit). It’s precisely because the United States devel-
oped an aerial-borne nuclear deterrent that the West—NATO as it was formed 
in 1949—had some counter to the fact that the Soviet Union absolutely out-
numbered what the Western forces had on land.

The Soviet army had shown its astonishing potency in 1943, 1944, and 
1945. Soviet forces had advanced from the river Volga to the river Elbe, an 
advance greater than any other advance in European history. Soviet forces 
had smashed the Japanese army in Manchuria. The communists themselves, 
Chinese but with Soviet assistance, had then gone on to win in the Chinese 
Civil War. It was not surprising that Western policy makers and Western 
strategists—aware that their public did not want high rates of conscription, or 
necessarily any conscription, and aware that they didn’t want to actually live 
on a permanent war footing—sought to use aerial deterrence in order to make 
sure that the Soviet Union did not mount another attack.
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Now, as I’ve said, limited warfare has its limitations. Having this potential 
didn’t mean that one uses it. In fact, usually having weapons of great lethality, 
it’s often sensible not to use them, because they tend to be wasting an asset. 
And you might say that America had this cutting-edge technology, the first 
with the atom bomb but nevertheless losing the Chinese Civil War, the first 
with the hydrogen bomb, but nevertheless not being able to use it before the 
Soviets came.

But that wasn’t the point. What they were trying to do was to stage deter-
rence without war, and aircraft proved tremendously important to that. It 
gave a range to American power that could not be matched by land forces. But 
that, of course, was not the limit of American military capability at all. Al-
though it is true that the so-called bomber barons, the Strategic Air Com-
mand, dominated a lot of American thinking in the 1950s and 1960s, it was 
nevertheless also the case that there was a realization that other branches of 
airpower had to be kept fit for purpose. Part of that was naval, and indeed 
aircraft carriers really come into their own in the 1950s. They become capable 
of operating at night, they develop trip wires,* they develop better systems of 
launching planes, and aircraft carriers show much more potential. Indeed, by 
1955, American aircraft carriers were carrying planes that could drop nuclear 
bombs. They’re actually able to be part of the deterrence.

But the Air Force itself also had part of a major attempt to mount and in-
crease its effectiveness in a field which it had allowed to, as it were, run down. 
And that was tactical aircraft. And the Vietnam War proved a key lesson 
there. Now when we look at the Vietnam War, we usually look at the limita-
tions of airpower.† We usually look at the fact that the North fought on. That 
is indeed true. But if you’re looking at the war in the South, what is very in-
structive is what airpower allowed the Americans to do and the contrast be-
tween what the Americans could do in the South, when fighting the commu-
nists, and what the French had been unable to do in Vietnam in the late 
forties, early fifties when they, unsuccessfully, were fighting the communists. 
Essentially airpower provides one with a substitute for artillery. It is more 
flexible in that account. Airpower also, both helicopters and transport air-
craft, enables you to supply isolated fortress positions without having to rely 
on convoys that could be ambushed on the ground. And ultimately after the 
Vietcong was essentially wiped out in 1968, and after that the war was largely 
the North Vietnamese units, the North Vietnamese, when they staged their 
conventional offensive, the Spring Offensive in 1972, and used large quanti-

*Arresting gear.
†As a case in point, consider Mark Clodfelter’s The Limits of Air Power: The American Bombing of North 

Vietnam (New York: Free Press, 1989).
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ties of tanks, and advanced from North Vietnam to South Vietnam, it was 
aircraft that played the key role in stopping the Spring Offensive.

So by the early seventies, it was clear that whatever the effectiveness of 
strategic bombing as a deterrent, it was also necessary and possible to use 
tactical aircraft to achieve immediate effects on ground operations. That had 
also been demonstrated very clearly in the sixties and almost more dramati-
cally with the astonishing success of the Israeli Air Force in the Six-Day War 
in destroying the military potential of both Egypt and Syria. Now what the 
Israeli Air Force did, of course, was show the double nature of airpower in this 
respect.

In order to attack the Egyptian and Syrian forces on the ground, the Israe-
lis first had to gain air dominance. And air dominance meant wiping out the 
opposing air forces. That was a lesson that was very much driven home in one 
morning. We’re not talking about attrition. In one morning, the Egyptian Air 
Force—which was a very large air force, largely equipped with Soviet planes—
was destroyed, and after that the Israeli Air Force could turn to tank busting, 
which they were good at. And, of course, the point about tank busting by air 
is tank busting by air is something you can do a long way in advance of wher-
ever your tanks or your own antitank guns could get. The American Air 
Force, and indeed other air forces, looked carefully at what the Israelis had 
done. The lesson running forward from that was that tactical airpower was 
still crucially important, but it rested its effectiveness on an ability to gain 
total air superiority.

The next big war between Israel and its neighbors sent a warning. In the 
next big war, the so called Yom Kippur War of 1973, when the Egyptians and 
the Syrians launched surprise attacks, the Egyptians tried, with new Soviet- 
provided equipment—in fact both the Soviets and the Americans were trying 
out their equipment through their allies—the Egyptians tried very much to 
level the playing field by using shoulder-mounted surface-to-air missiles 
(SAM). And these SAMs, in fact, proved pretty deadly. Israeli planes flying 
low, in order to attack Egyptian tanks, could be taken out of the sky at mini-
mum cost with a SAM. And what that then did was in a sense launch an arms 
race in the Middle East in the 1970s and 1980s, as the respective powers 
sought to work out how to make their aircraft successful against SAMs.

In the end of course, as you’re probably aware, the Israelis developed, with 
American assistance, methods of jamming the Soviet SAMs. Those methods 
were subsequently used in the Gulf War against other branches of Soviet 
equipment that had been supplied, in this case to the Iraqis. But what the 
point of that campaigning showed is that the very necessity for a quick victory 
meant that you had to rely heavily on airpower. These were wars that were 
literally over in a matter of days—the one in the sixties, as I’ve said, was six 
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days, and the Yom Kippur War, at least the key fighting in the Yom Kippur 
War, was over in two days. The war went on a little longer, but the key fighting 
was over in two days, and you cannot achieve results in just two days if you 
rely simply on moving forces by land or sea.

The Yom Kippur War also showed another very major potential of air-
power. As I’ve mentioned, on the first day of the war, the Israelis took heavy 
casualties; they lost about a fifth of their air force. And they took very heavy 
casualties and some of the rest of it was in a bit of a mess, and the American 
government decided that they would rearm Israel, and they decided to fly 
new planes straight to Israel inside big transport aircraft. That again was an 
aspect of the capacity of airpower in that period. Another aspect of that ca-
pacity, very differently, had been shown a few years earlier when the Soviet 
Union had pretty much done the same thing in reverse in using its massive 
planes, its Antonov planes, very large planes, which could carry tanks, in or-
der to intervene against the Czechoslovak government and stage a coup in 
Czechoslovakia and actually fly into Prague airport with these enormous 
planes, disgorging tanks. So the capacity of airpower to provide a logistical 
lift, which was simply far more rapid than any such capacity was possible by 
sea, let alone land, very much was a qualification of Mackinder’s arguments 
about the true technologies dominating war.

Now I’ve taken us up to the 1970s. In the 1970s, it briefly looked as though 
the Cold War was going to all be over. There was an attempt to settle it by a 
process of diplomacy known as détente, and during that period in the late 
1970s, airpower was not at the center of military thought, nor was anything 
very much. The States were recovering from the economic depression that 
had been linked to the oil crisis following the Yom Kippur War, governments 
were poor, and they were not investing heavily in new equipment.* But détente 
broke down, and in the early 1980s the Cold War resumed with great inten-
sity. The West became very fearful that the Soviet Union was going to mount 
an attack on it and, in particular, that the Soviets would use their still crush-
ing, overwhelming superiority in ground forces, particularly tanks, in order 
to stage an invasion of Western Europe. We now know from material that’s 
been accessed from the Eastern Bloc since the fall of communism that the 
Soviets did indeed plan to do so as late as 1983.

The West became interested—Western military planners became very in-
terested—in the idea of trying to win a subnuclear war. There was always the 
understanding—the original understanding had been—if the Soviets attacked, 
the West would go nuclear at once. That had been the basis of 1950s and 1960s 

*This is a reference to the economic difficulties experienced in the United States, and elsewhere, from 
about 1973 to 1975, when real GDP was falling and inflation and unemployment were rising.
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defense planning, and that was the logic of having aircraft permanently ready 
with atom bombs in order to attack the Soviet Union. Well, that remained an 
interest in the eighties, but on top of that, Western military planners looked at 
how best to try and engage Soviet forces in a war that might be begun with 
neither side initially using nuclear weapons. To try and keep it below that 
level. The West decided to focus its military planning in the 1980s on what it 
called “maneuverist warfare.”* In other words, instead of having straight lines 
of defenses, which they would try and hold against Soviets attacks, they would 
rely on mobile forces in defense. And in that planning, a central role was given 
to airpower, because of course, the ultimate maneuverist weapon is an aircraft. 
There was maneuverist warfare intended on land, but as you will appreciate, 
units on land can only move so fast with their firepower at any period of time. 
So in practical terms, ideas of airpower effectiveness and the application of 
using airpower against, in particular, Soviet tank advances developed very 
much in Western thinking in the 1980s, particularly American thinking, 
though the Brits were also following along as per usual.

It was those ideas that were to be applied against Iraq in 1991 in the First 
Gulf War, the Gulf War that broke out as a result of Iraq’s invasion and con-
quest of Kuwait the previous year. In effect, the real battle of the Cold War, 
other than the ones between the Israelis and their opponents, was actually the 
use of the Cold War technology, the use of Cold War weaponry, was actually 
the one seen in 1991, and this involved a very heavy usage of airpower. Air-
power was necessary in order to drive away the Iraqi Air Force. Airpower was 
necessary in order to suppress Iraqi air defenses. As a result of both of those, 
the allied forces had complete air superiority over the battlespace, and on top 
of that they had the capacity to attack Iraqi mobile missiles, the Scuds.† And 
then of course, airpower was used with deadly effectiveness in advance of, and 
in support of, allied advances, particularly allied tank advances. Again, as had 
been demonstrated by the Israelis, but now on a much greater scale, the ca-
pacity of aircraft to act as tank killers was very brutally and clearly shown.

In the rest of the 1990s, the principal conflicts in which airpower played a 
major role were the NATO interventions against Serbia in the Bosnia crisis, 
which culminated in 1995, and the Kosovo crisis in 1999. The terrain there 
was far harder than the terrain in the deserts of the Middle East. In Kosovo, 
for example, there are steeply wooded valleys in which it is very difficult to 
identify targets and acquire them in time to hit them. And on top of that, 

*For a succinct discussion on this idea, see Harold Winton, “An Ambivalent Partnership: U.S. Army and 
Air Force Perspectives on Air-Ground Operations, 1973–90” in The Paths of Heaven: The Evolution of 
Airpower Theory, ed. Phillip S. Meilinger (Maxwell AFB, AL: Air University Press, 1997), 399–441.

†The name given to a series of tactical ballistic missiles produced in the Soviet Union and widely ex-
ported during the Cold War.
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there were high levels of political concern about engaging with targets that 
might involve civilian casualties or that might be perceived as sending a mes-
sage which somebody else wouldn’t like. On the other hand, the very ability 
for the allies to decide what they chose to attack and what they chose not to 
attack, which bridge to blow up and which bridge not to blow up, which 
power station to destroy and which power station not to destroy, was in fact 
a very abrupt and complete demonstration of airpower. Airpower is a matter 
like any other military system of potential. You don’t always use it. As you 
may have noticed the atom bomb hasn’t been used since 1945. You may not 
always use your range of weaponry; you might not always use your intensity 
of attack—increasingly these days in the world people try to fight limited 
wars—but the very potential to make the choice is a product of a capability 
that enables you to deny your opponent the luxury of being certain what the 
limits of the actions you are likely to take will be. And that proved to be a 
crucial factor of airpower. It enabled, as it were, the prospect of choice, one 
which the allies existed and controlled and which they did not need to fear 
from their opponents.

The 2000s, of course, have seen two less-successful interventions—both in 
Iraq and in Afghanistan. Less successful despite it having proved possible to 
deploy troops, to support troops, and to achieve important objectives. After 
all, Saddam Hussein is not exactly running the government of Iraq at the 
moment, nor are the Taliban in charge in Kabul at the moment. So there have 
been many successes, but what is not proved so successful is ending the war 
in the sense of forcing one’s will on one’s opponent. That is true; that is a 
limitation.

But that is not so much a limitation specifically of airpower. That in fact is 
a limitation caused by, in many senses, rather poorly conceived strategies and 
also engaging with the societies where it is very difficult to get people to stop 
fighting and to press the switches of forcing them to pay attention to what one 
wants to do. In other words, to move from military profile, military potential, 
and lethality to actually achieving a set of political results. That of course is 
not new. That is in no way new. That is a classic product of any weapon system 
and will go on being a product of weapons systems, however they are deter-
mined. Because as you are well aware, war is a matter not so much of killing 
your opponent or capturing territory; war is a matter of forcing your will on 
your opponent. Of making them accept your point of view in a coercive fash-
ion. Now doing so cannot always be achieved. It will not always be possible to 
achieve the outcome one wants politically. But obviously, the ability to try and 
do so is crucial to the maintenance of national security and the furtherance of 
national interests. And in doing so, one wants to do it with the minimum of 
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costs to one’s own country in people and with the maximum of possible dis-
ruption to one’s opponent or potential opponent.

And as I mentioned right at the outset, the ability because of equations of 
time and space to do that with airpower have risen dramatically. That, in a 
sense, if anything, has become more important to the United States at the 
present moment, because the United States is moving from the dominant po-
sition which it had in the 1940s, ’50s, and ’60s. It’s moving to a more complex 
world, where there are other powers, principally China, but also to a certain 
extent Russia, which may not be as powerful but which are clearly able to 
follow policies that defy the wishes of the United States. So to a certain extent 
we’re moving from a unipolar world to a multipolar world.* In that context, it 
is very important to have weapon systems that convey a threat without neces-
sarily having to be used. That balance is a very, very significant one. It’s also 
important in a world where confrontation is an issue. Whether that confron-
tation is, as it increasingly is at the moment, in the East or South China Sea, 
or whether it may follow more frequently on the borderlands of Russia, we 
don’t know.

But the great advantage of airpower is it enables one to stage one’s own half 
of the confrontational equation. People obviously don’t want war, but they 
want to be able to threaten war, to stage one’s own half of the confrontational 
equation much more readily and rapidly than if one was reliant simply on 
other means—and also much more readily and rapidly than if there was a 
threat that one’s opponent could gain control of the airspace and therefore 
deny it to one’s own power and one’s own allies. And from that point of view, 
as long as the United States believes that it is necessary, as it surely is, for its 
security and interests to be able at least to confront foes and to make foes 
aware that there may well be risks in mounting assaults, then clearly one 
needs airpower. For one obvious instance of this in the modern world, no-
body knows quite what to do about the North Koreans. And it may well be 
that their boasts become slightly foolish. It’s going to be a while before their 
missiles can reach the main continental United States as they’re threatening. 
But to the best of my knowledge, Hawaii is still a state in the union, and Ho-
nolulu is, I think, America’s tenth most-populous city. And the capacity of the 
North Koreans to fire their missiles further and further in the Pacific should 
be, as it indeed is, troubling for American military planners.

And yet again, it is the capacity at least to be able to deploy power rapidly 
to the area, what one does with it is far less clear at the present moment, but 
it’s the ability to deploy power that at least offers one the potential for deter-

*Most historians would describe the Cold War period as a bipolar world, with the rise of an American-
dominated unipolar world that emerged upon the end of the Cold War around 1989–1991.
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rence. Now looking ahead is always difficult. My own personal view, and I was 
discussing it with colleagues here today, is that it is important because we 
don’t have the data set for the future. We need to think about history when 
we’re looking ahead. And the historical point I would make is a simple one. If 
you turn back over the last 50 to 60 years, you will see marked discontinuities 
in world politics, in great-power confrontations, in technological develop-
ment. We’re a world away now from the metal-bashing industries being dom-
inant as they were in the sixties and seventies, and will obviously also see 
major developments in military doctrine, strategy, and technology. The wars 
that you as cadets will be going into, the one thing you should know if you 
have any sense of history, is that the past shows us that change is not linear. 
What happens tomorrow has not necessarily anything much to do with what 
happened yesterday. Change occurs in a discontinuous fashion. And because 
of that, it is crucially important that your country invests in your talents, your 
talents being not simply those of your ability to use existing weapons systems, 
important as that is, but your ultimate talent is your ability to think flexibly 
about the world in which you live, and about what force can achieve within it, 
and about what is necessary to do to pursue the interests and security of your 
nation through the means of military confrontation and, if necessary, war. In 
doing so you will face a rapidly changing environment.

But I think that the equation change that we saw, through airpower to time 
and space, the ability to, as it were, have troops take off from North Carolina 
and to be able to parachute into Central Asia not all that many hours later. The 
ability to get into a troop transporter in west Russia, near Belarus, and actu-
ally then land supplies in, for example, West Africa. The ability to actually 
overfly a great distance, potential trouble areas, and to provide at least a de-
gree of intimidation and to remind those there that you are a presence. All of 
those are factors and features which are likely to continue. The weapon you 
are using will probably change, almost certainly will change. Your opponent 
may well change. But what will go on being the case is, unless you believe that 
there is some utopian future in which human beings totally change the nature 
and, as it were, never have acrimonious thoughts towards each other—and I 
have to tell you I think that would be highly implausible—unless you believe 
that, it is necessary for any government to be able, ultimately, to protect its 
own citizenry and to do that through relying on a trained and professional 
military. That is your task, it is an important task, and I’m confident you can 
do it well.
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Making Experience Count
American POW Narratives  

from the Colonial Wars to Vietnam*

Robert C. Doyle

Narratives of Americans in captivity began with the tribal captivities during 
the colonial past but did not end there. Some wars were popular; others were 
not, and many, like the Vietnam War for example, left serious political ques-
tions in their wake. Regardless of any particular war’s political, ideological, 
legal, moral, or even propaganda value, war breeds captivity for some sol-
diers. There can be little doubt that the experience itself acts as a watershed 
event in the life of an individual prisoner of war (POW), and from the time of 
America’s earliest colonial conflicts, former prisoners have narrated the mi-
nutest details about it. I wish to address several issues: captivity data and 
where one discovers it; significant meanings; and, lastly, some discussion of 
the broad range of materials that have been useful to the understanding of the 
personal captivity experience.

Origins

Beginning in the sixteenth century with the chronicles of European adven-
turers captured by Indians, early colonial captivity narratives were relatively 
simple documents. Narrators specialized in creating ethnological reportage. 
Such was the case with Alvar de Vaca’s The Journey of Alvar Nunez Cabeza de 
Vaca and His Companions from Florida to the Pacific, 1528-1536 (1542) that 
described Vaca’s adventures in Florida and Juan Ortiz’s True Relation of the 
Gentleman of Elvas (1557) that narrated his adventures among the Indians of 
the American Southeast.1 In 1549, Hans Staden sailed from Seville with the 
expedition of Don Diego de Senabria for Rio de la Plata, but the ship was later 
wrecked off the coast of Brazil and Staden was captured by the Tupi Indians. 
After a French ship rescued him, Staden returned to Germany and published 
Wahrhaftige Historia (1557) in Marburg, the first published autobiographical 
captivity narrative of the New World. In English, the first popular captivity 
narrative chronicled Captain John Smith’s adventures in Virginia and ap-
peared in his General History of Virginia (1624).

Unlike military prisoners in later national wars, most English and German 
settlers captured by the eastern Woodland tribes were civilians entangled in 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #43, 2000.
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the wars fought between the European settlers and the neighboring tribes 
over the land. The tribes had little understanding of the European meaning of 
restrictive land ownership, and many, upon seeing the process of unlimited 
European expansion, fought the settlers unsuccessfully. Indeed, the tribes 
formed alliances, first among themselves, later with the French, and then with 
the British in order to put a halt to it. Beginning with the war in Virginia in 
1622, then in New England with the Puritan–Pequot War in 1637, and ending 
finally with the Massacre at Wounded Knee in 1890, there would be continu-
ous series of wars between the Native American Indian tribes and the en-
croaching settlers supported by the army. The captivity experience on both 
sides was integral to the entire historical epoch, and the amount of research 
material is nothing short of massive.2

The American Revolution
For America’s European settlers, international war would take new and 

somewhat unfamiliar pathways for its prisoners. During and after the Amer-
ican Revolution (1775–1783), the British replaced the French as the public 
enemies in colonial America. Three major types of captivity narratives result 
from this experience: soldier narratives of resistance and escape, sailor prison- 
ship narratives, and narratives (also letters and diaries) of life in British pris-
ons in England. Focusing on physical harshness and political confrontation, 
the soldier narrative previewed the kind of POW narrative that was to attain 
acceptance and popularity in nineteenth- and twentieth-century America. 
The first of its kind to appear during and following the Revolution was Ethan 
Allen’s A Narrative of Colonel Ethan Allen’s Captivity Containing His Voyages 
and Travels. Covering the period of his captivity from May 1775 until his re-
lease in May 1778, it was the first distinctly American POW narrative of the 
Revolution to become a bestseller. In 1779, it appeared as a magazine serial 
and then was reprinted as a book in 1780, 1805, 1807, 1814, 1834, 1838, 1845, 
1846, 1849, 1852, 1854, and 1930. Imprisoned by the English for three years 
until his exchange, Allen makes it clear that he was a soldier rather than a 
simple, unprotected captive. When he resisted his captor’s mockery and deri-
sion, Allen tested his patriotism more than his religious faith for strength and 
endurance.

American prisoners captured at sea near North American shores endured 
a seriously difficult captivity in the British prison ships anchored near the 
British-controlled coastal cities of America. The British Navy converted for-
mer warships no longer capable of any further active service into prison hulks 
and then towed them to safe spots offshore. Since New York City was a Tory 
town from the beginning of the war until the end, the Hudson and East Rivers 
served dutifully as a place for the Whitby, the first prison ship moored at Wal-
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labout Bay (Brooklyn), the Hunter, Good Hope, Scorpion, Prince of Wales, 
John, Falmouth, Stromboli (a “hospital” ship destroyed by fire), and the infa-
mous “Old” Jersey.3 Among the prison-hulk accounts that have been pre-
served, those written by Christopher Hawkins, Andrew Sherburne, Thomas 
Dring, Thomas Andros, and William Burke became standard fare of the pe-
riod. One can find Dring, Andros, and Ethan Allen represented in antholo-
gies like Richard Dorson’s America Rebels: Narratives of the Patriots (1953). 
William Burke noted that the guards were forbidden to show any humanity to 
their charges under pain of severe punishment, and after 14 months in the 
Jersey, he damns his captors for neglecting the needs of the distressed and, in 
particular, for answering the petitions of the suffering and sick with a foot or 
the bayonet.4 Andrew Sherburne’s memoir, written and published in 1782, 
chronicles his life aboard the Jersey and in the hospital ships, which he calls 
“death ships.” Other POW narratives discuss the effort made by the British to 
enlist captured Americans into the British Navy. As in subsequent wars, espe-
cially during the Civil War, life in someone else’s army or navy seemed to be a 
reasonable alternative to a high probability of death in captivity.

Civilians captured aboard armed ships received similar treatment to the pri-
vateers who sailed them. Such was the case for Philip Freneau, the “poet of the 
Revolution.” Captured in May 1780 as a civilian passenger in the armed ship 
Aurora, Freneau was incarcerated in the prison ship Scorpion. From his expe-
rience, he authored and published the bitter poem, “The British Prison Ship” 
while the Revolution raged in 1781, and, without a doubt, the poem served as 
excellent propaganda for the American cause to the end of hostilities.

Sailors in captured American privateers taken on the high seas were regu-
larly incarcerated in English naval prisons: Mill, Forton, Deal Prison in Scot-
land, and Kinsale Prison in County Cork, Ireland. As a response, Benjamin 
Franklin maneuvered his political contacts in France and England to negoti-
ate releases or exchanges for Americans in the British prison system. William 
James Morgan’s Naval Documents of the Revolution (1986) includes many dip-
lomatic and personal letters to and from Franklin concerning American pri-
vateersmen in English jails. One man whose release Franklin continually 
sought was the privateer Captain Gustavus Conyngham. Unsuccessful in 
gaining his release through diplomacy, Conyngham escaped with 30 men 
from Old Mill Prison in the spring 1779.5

The Barbary Wars and the War of 1812
After the Revolution ended, American sailors found themselves in captiv-

ity more from acts of piracy than from war. Instead of being in the hands of 
the British, who treated them as pirates or rebels, American sailors found 
themselves now in the hands of North African rulers who practiced a long 
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tradition of hostage taking for ransom. More civilian than military, the corre-
sponding narratives reflected the experiences of merchant seamen taken into 
captivity off the coast of North Africa during this volatile period, when few 
naval vessels were available to protect the merchant fleet. There were two ways 
to become a prisoner in North Africa at the turn of the nineteenth century: 
capture at sea or shipwreck. The Maria was the first of many American mer-
chant ships taken captive on the high seas by the Barbary powers—Algeria, 
Morocco, Tunisia, and Tripoli. In Algiers, the Maria would be accompanied 
by officers and crews of the Hope from New York, the Minerva from Philadel-
phia, the President of Philadelphia from Philadelphia, the George from Rhode 
Island, the Olive Branch from Portsmouth, New Hampshire, the schooner Jay 
of Colchester, the Jane of Haven Hill, and the Polly of Newbury Port.

H. G. Barnby published a diplomatic history of the American–Algerian 
captivity experience of 1785–1797 in The Prisoners of Algiers (1966). Barnby 
leaned heavily on Joel Barlow’s papers and James Leander Cathcart’s memoirs 
and notes that were transcribed later by his daughter, N. B. Newkirk, and 
published as The Captives (1899). The adventures of numerous military cap-
tives taken in Tripoli and held during this period appear in six volumes of 
Naval Documents Related to the United States Wars with the Barbary Powers 
(1942) in which excerpts of one captured American naval officer, the USS 
Philadelphia’s surgeon Jonathan Cowdery, appear from his Captives in Tripoli 
or Dr. Cowdery’s Journal (1806). The most recent book on the subject is Paul 
Baepler, White Slaves, African Masters: An Anthology of American Barbary 
Captivity Narratives (1999), which treats these stories more as propaganda 
literature than personal histories.

Early in the War of 1812, the United States House of Representatives com-
missioned the Report on the Spirit and Manner in Which the War Has Been 
Waged by the Enemy (1813). Based on letters and sworn affidavits from par-
ticipants and witnesses of British and Indian atrocities, the Report charged the 
British with improper treatment of prisoners.6 On land, the War of 1812 
might also be remembered more accurately as a failed attempt to bring Can-
ada into the American Union. The United States all but gave up its claims on 
Canada after the American Army suffered two major defeats on the Canadian 
frontier: Hull’s surrender at Detroit and the Battle of Queenston. Winfield 
Scott, then a very young lieutenant colonel in the American regulars, recalled 
his participation in the battle and his captivity after it as a “Queenston Pris-
oner” in his personal Memoir (1864), and his biographer, Charles W. Elliot, 
recorded the captivity in Winfield Scott: The Soldier and the Man (1937).

The most dispassionate British history of American prisoners in England 
was Francis Abell’s Prisoners of War in Britain 1756 to 1815: A Record of Their 
Lives, Their Romance and Their Sufferings (1914). In America, the work of 
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professor and retired Navy captain Ira Dye of the University of Virginia can-
not go without mention. Cooperating with the British Records Office, he de-
veloped two working papers for the HM Dartmoor Staff, “The American Pris-
oners of War at Dartmoor” and “Deaths of American Prisoners of War at 
Dartmoor Prison during the War of 1812.” His published works on the Dart-
moor prisoners include his Introduction to Records Relating to American Pris-
oners of War 1812–1815 (1980); “American Maritime Prisoners of War 1812–
1815” (1987), and “Physical and Social Profiles of American Seafarers, 
1812–1815” (1991).

Without a doubt, the most anti-British POW narrative from the period is 
Charles Andrews, The Prisoners’ Memoirs, or Dartmoor Prison (1815). He de-
scribed Dartmoor in great detail and concentrated on American resistance 
against the prison warden, Captain Thomas George Shortland, RN. With ha-
tred and contempt for the American agent in London, Reuben Beasley, An-
drews made it very clear that the Americans in Dartmoor believed that Beas-
ley neglected POW interests deliberately by ignoring numerous petitions for 
help, especially after a POW revolt in 1815, months after the war’s end, that 
cost 11 American lives. With fewer anti-British sentiments, Benjamin Water-
house, MD, described life in captivity for American sailors imprisoned in En-
gland in The Journal of a Young Man Captured by the British (1815). Water-
house chronicled his adventures as the young privateer surgeon who was 
captured at sea, kept first in the Halifax prison in Nova Scotia, and later sent 
to Dartmoor Prison in Devonshire, England. Waterhouse noted the presence 
of about 300 black prisoners, mostly American privateers. Robin F. A. Fabel’s 
“Self-Help in Dartmoor: Black and White Prisoners in the War of 1812” 
(1989) tells a similar story in historic rather than narrative terms. First among 
these prisoners was a man who called himself “King Dick.” The King, whose 
real name was Richard Crafus, was a seaman on board the American priva-
teer Requin when it was captured on March 6, 1814. He spent some time in 
the hulks at Chatham before being sent to the dreaded Dartmoor, where he 
spent 249 days.7 Not only did Crafus hold sway over all the other black pris-
oners, he acted more like a monarch than a prisoner of war. What remains 
curious about Waterhouse’s description of King Dick is the close resemblance 
it has to James Clavell’s fictional American, Sam King, in King Rat (1962). 
Although the two prisoners, one real and one imaginary, were separated by 
150 years and several wars, both men defied rank and used their cunning and 
natural leadership abilities in combination with basic survival techniques to 
direct the activities of their peers against their captors.

On April 20, 1815, 263 Americans left Dartmoor; 5,193 prisoners followed 
a few days later. By December 1815, Dartmoor military prison was empty, 
and the naval component of the War of 1812 was over. Soon, numbers of 
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POW histories and narratives appeared in the popular press: Josiah Cobb’s A 
Greenhorn’s First Cruise…Together with a Residence of Five Months in Dart-
moor (1841); James Fenimore Cooper’s Ned Myers; or, A Life Before the Mast 
(1843), and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “Papers of an Old Dartmoor Prisoner” 
published in the U.S. Democratic Review (1846) that became the seeds of Yarn 
of a Yankee Privateer (1926) later. With a strong shift from narrative to melo-
drama, other stories appeared in popular, more fiction than fact, “thrilling 
adventure” anthologies published in the middle of the nineteenth century, 
which set the literary stage for the bloody civil war on the immediate horizon.

The Mexican War

The American military superiority in successive battles of the Mexican 
War (1846–1848) created great numbers of Mexican prisoners, so many that 
about 10,000 were simply released in the field. General Antonio Lopez de 
Santa Anna, of Alamo fame (February 23–March 6, 1836) and the Goliad 
massacre of 400 volunteer American soldiers shortly thereafter, declared that 
any captured Texans were guilty of insurrection and would be executed on the 
spot. The invading Americans of the 1846–48 war, however, when taken pris-
oner were treated well. One regiment of volunteers, the Louisville Cavalry, 
became the war’s hard-luck unit and suffered enough embarrassing captures 
for an anonymous prisoner-author to pen Encarnacion Prisoners (1848) after 
the war. The most significant event of the Mexican War relative to American 
prisoners was the formation of the renegade Brigade of Saint Patrick. General 
Santa Anna aimed a significant amount of proselytizing effort against the 
anti- immigrant, anti-Catholic sentiments rampant in the United States Army 
at the time. He offered 320 acres of land and Mexican citizenship to all pri-
vates deserting, with higher offers for men holding higher rank. General Santa 
Anna was successful in recruiting two infantry units and one full artillery 
battery. Most of the readily available materials concerning the Saint Patrick 
Brigade appeared in issues of the American Star, a newspaper prepared and 
published in Mexico City from October 1847 to April 1848 by American oc-
cupation forces. Written in English and Spanish, issues of the American Star 
include eyewitness accounts of imprisonment, sentiments of the time, and 
news of the ceremonial executions of members of the Saint Patrick’s Brigade.8

The American Civil War

Captivity in the Civil War (1861–1865) reflected rising military technol-
ogy, uncertain political status, lack of international or national law on the 
subject of prisoners, neglect, and an escalating hatred for the enemy on both 
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sides. Beginning with the capture of the Confederate ship Savannah at sea; the 
surrender of the Federal garrison at Fort Sumter in Charleston, South Caro-
lina; the First Battle of Bull Run; and other early engagements, the combat of 
the Civil War placed over 400,000 Union and Confederate men, and some 
women, into military captivity from 1861 to 1865. This number alone ac-
counts for the relatively high volume of military prison narrative accounts. 
Official reports and testimonies of captivity are readily available in govern-
ment publications including eight volumes of The Congressional Globe (1861–
1866); the United States War Department’s War of the Rebellion: A Compila-
tion of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies (1880–1901), 
and a House of Representatives’ Report on the Treatment of Prisoners of War 
by the Rebel Authorities During the War of Rebellion (1869), full of firsthand 
Union soldiers’ affidavits and testimonies. According to William Best Hessel-
tine’s Civil War Prisons (1930), popular newspapers were the first print media 
to exploit military prison memoirs both in the North and the South. Exagger-
ated, sometimes fictional, accounts of prison life appeared in the prestigious 
New York Times, Philadelphia Inquirer, New York Tribune, Richmond Dispatch 
and Inquirer, Atlanta Constitution, Harper’s Weekly, National Intelligencer, 
and innumerable smaller local newspapers. While the war was fought on the 
battlefields, newspapers used the structure and often the content of the popu-
lar “penny dreadfuls” of colonial Indian captivity as models to describe star-
vation, torture, and cruel treatment. Not to be confused with prison-camp 
newspapers like the Libby Chronicle and others that were written, printed, and 
read by the prisoners themselves, popular newspapers raised the level of war 
psychosis, waved the “bloody shirt,” and added a new dimension to an already 
existing, familiar body of popular thriller literature.

Confederate accounts are fewer in number than those written by repatri-
ated Union soldiers. One example is Decimus et Ultimus Barziza’s book, The 
Adventures of a Prisoner of War and Life and Scenes in Federal Prisons: John-
son’s Island, Fort Delaware, and Point Lookout by an Escaped Prisoner of Hood’s 
Texas Brigade published in Houston, Texas, in 1865 before the war ended. 
Colonel Buehring H. Jones, CSA, a prisoner of war at Johnson’s Island, Ohio, 
published The Sunny Land (1868) as a collection of prison-camp narratives, 
poetry, and prose shortly after the war ended. Sir Henry Morton Stanley’s 
captivity appeared in his extremely bitter Autobiography (1913). Former Con-
federate officers and enlisted men also wrote large numbers of short captivity 
vignettes. Some appeared in the Southern Historical Papers; others appeared 
in Confederate Veteran, the popular newsletter of the United Confederate Vet-
erans. There was never any lack of bitterness.

Regional archives and historical societies throughout the South hold large 
numbers of personal diaries and memoirs that show how the defenders of the 
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South returned home to tell their stories for a Southern rather than a national 
audience. Repeatedly, they insisted that the starvation and medical neglect 
inflicted on Union POWs in the South was the direct result of the Union’s sea 
blockade, Confederate military reverses in the field, and, most importantly, of 
General Grant’s decision to halt prisoner exchanges in 1864. Southern apolo-
gists have consistently disputed charges made by former Union prisoners that 
Confederate POW policy was retributive or intentionally murderous. To the 
Confederate prisoners, Yankee jailers were worse than the stereotyped Indi-
ans in the popular thrillers. To the prisoners on both sides, the intent was 
clear: destroy the POW population to deny its future services to its cause.

One scholarly work among many stands out as the most significant study 
of Civil War captivity, William Best Hesseltine’s Civil War Prisons: A Study in 
Prison Psychology (1930) and more recently, Lonnie R. Speer’s Portals to Hell: 
Military Prisons of the Civil War (1997). Hesseltine argued that a general war 
psychosis—the gradual elevation of hate for the enemy—erupted on both 
sides mainly from newspapers and the publication of exaggerated prison nar-
ratives that resulted in treatment becoming increasingly worse on both sides 
as the war progressed. Speer gives a general and much-needed overview of 
every pen that was used as a POW facility during that war but refrains from 
any historical disputes. Hesseltine analyzed briefly a large number of North-
ern and some Southern narratives in the bibliographic section at the end of 
this important book. It is safe to say that there is no American war more 
closely studied and richer in published materials than the Civil War. For the 
researcher in the American captivity experience, the mass of Civil War captiv-
ity material is simply staggering.

The Federal government tried to exonerate itself from Southern charges of 
Northern inhumanity against its Confederate prisoners. Published in 1864, 
the United States Sanitary Commission’s Narrative of the Privations and Suf-
ferings of United States Officers and Soldiers while Prisoners of War in the 
Hands of the Rebel Authorities, Being the Report of a Commission of Inquiry 
Appointed by the United States Sanitary Commission, With an Appendix Con-
taining the Testimony, was lauded by the press as a truthful account of what 
was really going on in Dixie. Before the war ended, the Confederate govern-
ment responded to the allegations made by the United States Sanitary Com-
mission, captivity narratives, and newspaper reports. On March 3, 1865, in its 
“Report of the Joint Committee of the Confederate Congress Appointed to 
Investigate the Conditions and Treatment of Prisoners of War,” the Confeder-
ate Congress declared that the North was totally responsible for the sufferings 
of the prisoners in the South. Statements, testimonies, and correspondence 
challenging Northern accusations of a deliberate Southern policy to mistreat 
Union prisoners were collected and published as “The Treatment of Prisoners 
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during the War Between the States” by the Southern Historical Society in 
March and April 1876, just before nationwide centennial celebration. In-
cluded in this work are commentaries from the major Confederate actors: 
Jefferson Davis, Robert E. Lee, Alexander H. Stevens, Robert Ould, S. P. 
Moore (Confederate Surgeon General), numerous journalists, clergymen, 
and senior Confederate officers who addressed the POW issue during and 
after the war.

As William Marvel shows in his fine book, Andersonville: The Last Depot 
(1994), no prison experiences were more extensively chronicled than those 
that took place at CSM Camp Sumter—Andersonville—Georgia, in the spring 
and summer of 1864. After the war, the issue of captivity was kept alive by the 
formation of active veteran’s organizations such as the Andersonville Survi-
vors Association and the Grand Army of the Republic. Defiantly, in 1905, the 
Georgia Chapter of the United Daughters of the Confederacy started a fund 
to erect a monument to Captain Henry Wirz, CSA—the executed interior 
commandant at Andersonville. On one side of the Wirz monument appears 
Grant’s letter stating that no further exchanges would be made between the 
United States Army and the Confederacy; on the other side are inscribed the 
last words of Jefferson Davis on the subject of prisoners: “When time shall 
have softened passion and prejudice, when Reason shall have stripped the 
mask from misrepresentation, then Justice, holding evenly her scales, will re-
quire much of past censure and praise to change places.” Today, the Ander-
sonville Historic Site serves as a national cemetery and the site selected by the 
American Ex-Prisoners of War Association and the National Park Service for 
its national POW memorial and museum. No war in the American experi-
ence, including World War II, Korea, or Vietnam combined, has generated 
such lasting passions.

World War I

The United States and Imperial Germany were at war from April 6, 1917, to 
November 11, 1918. The fighting may have lasted a short time, but it was 
costly in lives. American forces lost more than 100,000 Soldiers to disease, 
combat, and captures. In all, there were 4,120 American prisoners of war 
during World War I, of whom only 147 died in captivity; 3,973 were repatri-
ated following the 1918 general armistice. Prior to hostilities against Imperial 
Germany, the American government had been deeply involved with the mil-
itary prison problem. From 1914 through 1917 the United States served as the 
protecting power for Allied prisoners in Germany under the Hague Conven-
tion, a role that required representatives of the United States to visit the camps, 
interview prisoners, and report their findings to the International Red Cross. 
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One visitor, the former Senator Albert J. Beveridge, kept an eye on Allied 
POW conditions for the International Red Cross, and after his 1915 visit he 
commented that feeding these prisoners meant providing enough food to 
supply the whole German nation for about three days out of a year.

After the fighting started in 1914, some Americans refused to be left out of 
the war in spite of the American government’s official policy of neutrality. 
Some Americans joined European armies and flying corps; others departed 
the United States bound for humanitarian service in the Ambulance Corps. 
In the Hemingway spirit, the lure of adventure for the American poet E. E. 
Cummings was just too overpowering to ignore. Arriving in France with the 
dangers of war surrounding him, Cummings discovered that service in the 
Ambulance Corps was a dirty business, and he preferred Parisian night life to 
trench warfare on the front. Complaining in letters home that his supervisor 
acted more like a martinet than a civilian humanitarian, that the French acted 
more like enemies than allies, and that the war in general was useless, Cum-
mings and a colleague were seized by the French military police for seditious 
behavior and jailed. Fortunately for Cummings, his father contacted Presi-
dent Wilson and begged him to intercede for his son. Released and deported 
to the United States, Cummings published The Enormous Room (1922) more 
as a literary work rather than a simple, unadorned POW narrative. Neverthe-
less, it remains one of the most reflective and ingeniously descriptive examples 
of prison life during World War I.

Following World War I, escape narratives came into the public eye, espe-
cially stories about the war’s darlings—pilots—who dared to break out of their 
captivities and plot their way home. Norman Archibald’s book, Heaven High, 
Hell Deep, 1917–1918, appeared in 1935, as did an anthology of escape narra-
tives by H. C. Armstrong, Escape, which includes the daring escapade of Harold 
B. Willis, an American volunteer pilot who flew with the Lafayette Escadrille 
Willis’s escape partner in Germany was Lt Edouard Isaacs, USN, the only 
American naval officer captured at sea during World War I. In recognition of 
his escape, Isaacs was awarded the Medal of Honor; his captivity narrative 
appeared shortly after the end of the war as Prisoner of the U-90 (1919). James 
Norman Hall published his escape narrative as part of his personal memoir, 
My Island Home: An Autobiography (1952). Less common after World War I 
were the captivity narratives of common soldiers. Henry Berry’s collection of 
oral histories includes only one military prison narrative, Cpl Mike Shallin’s 
captivity story, “The Guest of the Kaiser,” in Make the Kaiser Dance (1978). 
The narratives of these prisoners tell of capture, internment, hunger, escape, 
and repatriation. Many address the issue of chivalry between soldiers, espe-
cially among the fliers, and the daring escapades of committed escapers like 
Isaacs, Hall, and Willis.
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World War II

In all the theaters of warfare during World War II (1939–1945), approxi-
mately 130,200 Americans were captured and interned as POWs. Of that 
number, 14,072 died in captivity, most in Asia; 78,914 were repatriated at the 
end of the war. Approximately 79,000 Americans are still listed as missing in 
action. To study the POW experience of World War II, one must be prepared 
to travel a great deal. The most extensive government source for American 
POW materials is the Inventory of Records of World War II American Ex-Pris-
oners of War (1968) and War Department records from the Office of the Ad-
jutant General held at the National Archives and Records Center. Oral history 
and archival collections, however, have been established not only by each mil-
itary service but also by POW veterans’ organizations and universities as well. 
Army materials are kept at the Army Historical Center at the Army War Col-
lege, Carlisle, Pennsylvania; Naval and Marine Corps oral histories can be 
found both at the Naval and Marine Historical Centers at the Washington 
Navy Yard and in the oral history collections at the United States Naval Acad-
emy. Since many POWs during World War II were fliers, Air Force oral histo-
ries, memoirs, and personal papers can be found at Maxwell Air Force Base, 
the archives at the Air Force Museum at the Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, 
and in the Special Collections section of the Air Force Academy’s library in 
Colorado Springs, Colorado.

After World War II, places like Camp O’Donnell, Bilibid, Davao Penal Col-
ony, Palawan, Santo Tomas, and Cabanatuan in the Philippines; Changi in 
Singapore; Mukden Prison in Korea; and Karenko Prison in Formosa (Tai-
wan) found their way into the pages of American military and civilian captiv-
ity memoirs, adventure fiction, and feature films. Prisoners of war in these 
places witnessed unspeakable acts of violence against them. Few prison nar-
ratives of Pacific captivity were published before war’s end; however, after 
William E. Dyess escaped from Japanese captivity in the Philippines, The 
Dyess Story (1944), shocked America when the author described the atrocities 
committed on the Bataan March and in the Davao Penal Colony. Col James P. 
S. Devereux’s The Story of Wake Island (1947) and Col Gregory Boyington’s 
Baa Baa Black Sheep (1958) chronicled the personal POW experiences of two 
Marine officers captured at different times in different circumstances. Along 
with a narrative published by Wake Island’s commanding officer, W. S. Cun-
ningham, Wake Island Command (1961), Devereux’s narrative was a detailed 
description of the surrender of the island and an explanation of how well his 
Marines, Navy men, and civilians defended themselves against an over-
whelming foe.

Boyington’s captivity took up the last third of his wartime memoir, Baa Baa 
Black Sheep (1958). After his shoot down and capture, like so many other 
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American fliers and submariners, Boyington was carried as missing in action 
because the Japanese refused to report his capture to the International Red 
Cross. The Marine Corps, and America in general, thought that Boyington 
was dead. His repatriation surprised the nation so much that his photo ap-
peared in national newspapers and the Movietone newsreels. He received the 
Medal of Honor, not for any activities during captivity, but for his remarkably 
aggressive combat activities against the Japanese. Gregory Boyington had no 
idea at the time that as “Pappy” Boyington he would became a new American 
popular hero. His memoir served as the basis for the popular, thoroughly fic-
tional television series, Baa Baa Black Sheep, that starred Robert Conrad as 
the feisty Boyington, and, naturally, Boyington received credit as the “techni-
cal advisor.” Hollywood certainly has its own unique way to recreate history. 
Other narratives of captivities in the Pacific Theater are too numerous to 
mention here, but in the United States and the Commonwealth countries, 
they continue to find their way into print regularly.

American prisoners use improvised litters to carry fellow POWs along the march from 
Bataan in March 1942. Courtesy of National Archives (no. 535565).

During World War II, 67 US Army and 16 Navy nurses were taken prisoner 
in the Pacific Theater. The American nurses captured in 1942 along with their 
male patients at Corregidor were treated as internees, the legal status of which 
defined them as “protected persons” and “sanitary personnel” rather than pris-
oners of war. Their stories were recorded and told by Elizabeth Norman, her-
self a nurse, in We Band of Angels: The Untold Story of American Nurses Trapped 
on Bataan by the Japanese (1999). The Japanese Army imprisoned American 
civilians—diplomats, workers and their families, medical personnel, and 
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journalists—as well as military nurses who found themselves in the wrong 
place at the wrong time in camps like Santo Tomas (Saint Thomas University 
in Manila), Cabanatuan, Baguio, Los Baños, and many others until 1945.

In Europe, the services were in a position to protect their nurses a little 
better than they did in the Pacific. One Army nurse, Reba Z. Whittle, was 
taken prisoner by the Germans in 1944 when her medical evacuation trans-
port was shot down. She was eventually exchanged and returned to the United 
States under the “Protected Personnel” provisions of the 1929 Geneva Con-
vention. In another incident, this time in Albania, several American nurses 
were rescued by the British Special Operations Executive (SOE) and Ameri-
can Office of Strategic Services (OSS) working in consort after a long evasion. 
Agnes Jensen Mangerich, one of the rescued nurses, told that story as Alba-
nian Escape: The True Story of U.S. Army Nurses behind Enemy Lines (1999).9

In Europe, life in military captivity for the “Kriegie”—short for Kriegs-
gefangene (POW in German)—was not as docile, organized, nor hunger-free 
it was pictured in feature films like Stalag 17 (1953), or its spinoff television 
series, Hogan’s Heroes (1965–1971), or, for that matter, in the movie version of 
Paul Brickhill’s description of the committed British, Canadian, Australian, 
South African, New Zealand, and Allied escapers in The Great Escape (1950).* 
Although some feature films fantasized Allied POWs as feisty escapers and 
resisters in World War II, in reality, for most Kriegies, prison life was dull, 
boring, and dreary. Death was always very close. “Barbed-Wire Disease”—
giving up hope and preferring death to further incarceration—was always a 
possibility and unpredictable.10 The numbered German military compounds, 
known as Stalags (Stammlager), Oflags (Offizierslager), and Air Force camps 
known as Stalag Luft,† were generally filthy, poorly supplied holding pens for 
thousands of Allied POWs unfortunate enough to be captured and fortunate 
enough to outlast a long and dangerous train ride in a cattle car. However, this 
is not to deny that a powerful resistance and escape ethos existed in those 
camps. At great personal risk to themselves and their fellow POWs, they lis-
tened to the BBC and received clandestine intelligence-gathering directives. 
They dug tunnels with tools they stole, traded much-needed food and per-
sonal items with the guards, sometimes held religious services, put on plays, 
and above all, attempted to maintain prison organizations. In my view, it was 
this symbiotic relationship between organization and leadership that saved 
the day.

*Brickhill’s 1950 book was made into the movie, The Great Escape, in 1963 (Steve McQueen, Richard 
Attenborough, James Garner, and Donald Pleasence, among other great actors). Airmen from over 13 
countries were involved in the escape attempt.

†“Main Camp, Air” is the literal translation.
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To their credit, most German captors, except for the Waffen-SS,* attempted 
to meet the minimal provisions of the 1929 Geneva Convention regarding 
captured soldiers of the other signatories. Sadly, as the Malmedy murders 
showed during the Battle of the Bulge in 1944, rules were broken, and some 
American GIs were gathered up and shot upon capture. In the east, Russian 
POWs received brutal treatment from the Germans, in part because of the 
hatred between the two, the protracted length of combat, and because the 
Soviet Union refused to sign or ratify the 1929 Geneva Convention. If one 
accepts the conclusions reached by Rudiger Overmann in Gunter Bischof ’s 
and Stephen Ambrose’s Eisenhower and the German POWs: Facts Against 
Falsehood (1992), Erich Maschke’s Die deutsche Kriegsgefangenschaft des 
Zweiten Weltkriegs (1975), and Stefan Karner’s Im Archipel GUPVI: Kriegs-
gefangenschaft und Internierung in der Sowjetunion 1941–1956 (1995), Ger-
man soldiers in Russian hands were treated no better. Nevertheless, in spite of 
the atrocious nature of the war in Europe, the International Committee of the 
Red Cross inspected the POW camps periodically until the German military 
infrastructure crumbled in 1945.

Although some former prisoners say that they had more food than the 
German civilians in 1945, the vast majority of the American Kriegies in Eu-
rope were always dangerously hungry and in great peril from the first to the 
last day of captivity. John A. Victor tells his Kriegie resistance and survival 
story in Time Out: American Airmen at Stalag Luft I (1951). Arthur Durand’s 
Stalag Luft III: The Secret Story (1988) is as complete and historically satisfy-
ing as anything ever published on the subject. Excellent Kriegie narratives 
include Jerry Sage’s Sage (1985), Clayton David’s They Helped Me Escape: 
From Amsterdam to Gibraltar in 1944 (1988), and Joe Consolmagno’s collec-
tion, Through the Eye of the Needle: 68 First-Person Accounts of Combat, Eva-
sion and Capture by World War II Airmen. One should not get the impression 
that all Kriegie narratives are salutary. Joseph S. Frelinghuysen’s Passages to 
Freedom: A Story of Capture and Escape (1990) recounts the shock of his cap-
ture by a unit of the German Afrika Korps and blames his unit’s disintegration 
on the poor state of training in the American Army in North Africa. Shortly 
after capture, Frelinghuysen was flown to Italy and interned at the Chieti 
prison camp. His internment became a horror, not because his Italian captors 
were so terrible, but because his fellow prisoners acted as disgruntled individ-
uals who denied themselves the opportunity to become a resistance-oriented 
POW community.

Beginning in the 1980s, a new kind of World War II captivity narrative 
form began to appear in print, collections of first-person interviews and oral 

*The armed element of the Schutzstaffel—“protection squadron.”
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histories in which authors piece together the story of a captivity environment 
from the recollections of several participants, usually members of the same or 
a similar captive community. One example is Robert S. La Forte and Ronald 
E. Marcello’s study of Americans in the Burma jungles, Building the Railway: 
The Ordeal of American POWs in Burma, 1942–1945 (1991). After conducting 
scores of interviews with ex-prisoners and visiting several conventions of the 
American Defenders of Bataan and Corregidor, Donald Knox published a 
stunning collection of POW experiences in his Death March: The Survivors of 
Bataan (1981). Whether the topic concerns capture, torture, executions, the 
Death March, escapes, Hell Ships, slave labor, or liberation, these scholars al-
lowed their informants to narrate their experiences in a natural way. Readers 
can easily become exhausted from sharing not only the experiences of one 
prisoner but by immersing themselves into the lives of an entire POW com-
munity.

Lastly, some stories are best told as fiction. Most of us know Slaughterhouse 
Five by Kurt Vonnegut Jr., but he also published Fates Worse than Death: An 
Autobiographical Collage of the 1980s (1991). In the narrative, Vonnegut iden-
tifies his model for Billy Pilgrim in Slaughterhouse Five as PFC Joe Crone* 
who died in captivity of malaise. Another novelist and former inmate in Sta-
lag Luft III, David Westheimer, published Sitting It Out: A World War II POW 
Memoir (1992) as a fully detailed history of his shoot down and imprison-
ment in Italy and Germany. Westheimer says that after internment in the Chi-
eti prison camp, the prisoners were moved by train to Sulmona, and it was 
precisely that train trip that formed the basis for Von Ryan’s Express (1964), 
his only bestseller.

The Korean War

The Korean War (1950–1953) was not the first international flash point 
when and where an icy Cold War turned hot, but it was America’s first coali-
tion war during the period of the Cold War. In 1950, the majority of Ameri-
can POWs were shocked when their captors discarded the 1949 Geneva Con-
vention as if it never existed. In the British documentary, The Unknown War 
(1990), North Korean officers admitted arrogantly that they executed Ameri-
can prisoners when they resisted in any way or refused to beg for their lives. 
They forced the Americans to walk north to permanent camps in North Ko-
rea in all weather conditions, and the relatively few captivity narratives from 
that period indicate that about 70 percent of the early POWs (1950) died in 
transit.

*Edward R. “Joe” Crone Jr.
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After the Chinese People’s Volunteers entered the war, military captivity 
took a different turn. Instead of being treated simply as POWs, the Americans 
and other United Nations’ prisoners became “students.” An ideological war 
behind the wire caught unsuspecting, freethinking Americans by surprise. 
Only five years separated World War II and Korea, but after hostilities ceased 
and the prisoners were repatriated in 1953, the popular media made it look as 
if American POWs in Korea were weak, amoral losers who had betrayed the 
fundamental values of the American dream. New words crept into the popu-
lar consciousness: “brainwashing” was invented by the popular press to de-
scribe what the captors called “reeducation”; “reactionaries” were those pris-
oners who adhered to their soldier’s oath and to the precepts of the Geneva 
Convention; “progressives” were those prisoners who began the process of 
assimilation into the captor’s culture. Hard resisters opposed assimilators and 
consistently observed with disdain that the line of least resistance happened 
among their ranks at all. Anything more than forced cooperation was synon-
ymous with collaboration.

Although writers in the popular media called the process of radical po-
litical indoctrination brainwashing, no one’s brain was washed at all. 
Rather, individual POWs were forced under torture, starvation, and very 
clever forms of intimidation to confess to outrageously false charges of war 
crimes, the worst being the introduction of germ warfare to the battlefield.

Had Americans “gone soft” in captivity? It looked that way when the for-
eign presses of the Chinese People’s Committee for World Peace published 
two propaganda books written by, or at least edited by, some of those men 
who decided to stay with their captors. Shall Brothers Be (1952) was loaded 
with claims of favorable treatment made by numerous progressive prisoners. 
Later, in 1955, nearly two years after the Korean armistice and Operation Big 
Switch, assimilated prisoners edited Thinking Soldiers as a propaganda “peace” 
text on behalf of the Chinese communists. The Department of Defense re-
sponded with POW: The Fight Continues after the Battle—A Report by the 
Secretary of Defense’s Advisory Committee on Prisoners of War (1955) and 
Communist Interrogation, Indoctrination and Exploitation of Prisoners of War 
(1956). The real battle, of course, took place at home.

In the popular view, there seemed to be something very wrong with the 
American prisoners in Korea. Something seemed to distinguish them psy-
chologically from the defenders of Bataan and Corregidor and the Kriegies of 
the German Stalags. Something had to be wrong. The North Koreans were 
accused of murder; the Chinese communists were accused of brainwashing, 
and American POWs were accused of mass collaboration. After publishing a 
series of accusatory articles in New Yorker, Eugene Kinkead’s In Every War 
But One (1959) suggested strongly that American POWs in the Korean War 
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abandoned those traditional military and political values that supported indi-
vidual and mass resistance. Kinkead was aghast that 21 Americans and one 
Englishman would decide to remain in communist hands voluntarily after the 
cessation of hostilities. In Kinkead’s view, the idealistic and long-suffering 
POW communities of the past gave way in North Korea to a synthesis of 
American creature-comfort materialism, what’s-in-it-for-me pragmatism, 
and to-hell-with-everyone-else-but-me individualism. Looking for a scape-
goat, Kinkead blamed not only the prisoners but also the social, economic, 
and educational system which nurtured them. Journalist Edward Hunter re-
fused to accept Kinkead’s analysis and responded with Brainwashing: The 
Story of the Men Who Defied It (1956). Hunter suggested that the communist 
Chinese had attempted to utilize Pavlovian stimulus-response principles to 
reeducate POWs in much the same manner as they politically reeducated re-
sisting members of their own population following the communist seizure of 
power in China. Hunter argued that the vast majority of American and United 
Nations POWs resisted the North Koreans even to the death and that, in most 
cases, the Chinese communists had failed to reeducate anyone.

More importantly, the former prisoners responded to Kinkead, Hunter, 
and to the American expatriate renegades in their respective narratives, sev-
eral of which became reasonably popular in the postwar period. Gen William 
F. Dean, the highest-ranking American prisoner of war in Korea, told his 
story first in the Saturday Evening Post and then published it as General Dean’s 
Story (1954). He told his audience how he was separated from his forces and 
evaded enemy forces for nearly a month. After his capture, General Dean 
became a prize and received special attention from his captors until his re-
lease. The popular General Dean, like Gen Jonathan M. Wainwright in World 
War II, received the Medal of Honor. Ward Millar’s Valley of the Shadow 
(1955) and Clay Blair’s Beyond Courage (1955) were both laudatory memoirs 
of committed escapers and evaders. More importantly, both books reinforced 
the notion that American prisoners did not simply give in but actively resisted 
their captors. In the same spirit, Sgt Lloyd W. Pate narrated his experience of 
hard-boiled resistance in Reactionary (1956). Walker M. Mahurin’s Honest 
John (1962) told the story of a pilot who was forced to sign a phony germ 
warfare confession. John W. Thornton’s Believed to Be Alive (1981), a POW 
resistance classic which appeared nearly 30 years after his repatriation, related 
how Thornton, a Navy flier, was shot down and resisted his captors for three 
years.

Outside the world of narrative, William Lindsay White and Albert D. Bider-
man began to refute Kinkead’s assertion that Americans had gone soft in cap-
tivity. White published The Captives of Korea (1957) and compared “their 
treatment of ours and our treatment of theirs.” White concluded that, al-
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though imperfect from time to time, the United Nations forces treated com-
munist prisoners well within the provisions of the 1949 Geneva Convention. 
Albert D. Biderman followed White’s lead with March to Calumny: The Story 
of American POWs in the Korean War (1963). Especially valuable in Bider-
man’s book was the definition of the four types of American and United 
Nations prisoners in North Korea: the relatively few diehard resisters or re-
actionaries as the captors called them; the collaborators or progressives, who 
cooperated temporarily with their captors; the handful of renegades who de-
cided to cast their lot with the captors, and the vast majority of prisoners, who 
decided to stay out of the captors’ way and “play it cool.” By using narrative 
records, official documents, and cross-references to affidavits from a variety 
of prisoners, Biderman and White attempt to refute Kinkead’s hypothesis that 
communist reeducation or brainwashing was anything more than minimally 
successful. More importantly, Hunter, Biderman, and White corroborate the 
individual narrative memoir accounts written by the prisoners themselves 
and show conclusively that the Americans resisted their captors with the same 
intensity, if not more, than they had displayed in captivity during previous 
wars. In the end, however, the Kinkead position seems to have remained the 
strongest memory in the minds of Americans when they considered what 
captivity was all about in Korea. Perhaps Richard Condon’s popular novel 
(1959) and John Frankenheimer’s popular film, The Manchurian Candidate 
(1962), might have had something to do with it. With these publications and 
captivity experiences in mind, we can get a better perspective why the Code 
of Conduct became the framework for the next POW battlefield, Vietnam.

The Vietnam War

Captivity in Vietnam, like Korea, was political as well as military. After 
capture, American prisoners were treated as political criminals rather than as 
soldiers with convention rights as military prisoners in war. Survivors have 
raised questions about the viability of military discipline in captivity, the va-
lidity, if not the legality, of the Code of Conduct (1954), and the uselessness of 
the 1949 Geneva Convention when one side disregards its provisions. Like-
wise, they investigate several persistent themes that link them with their for-
bearers: stoic heroism, hunger and torture, resistance, escape, defiance, and 
cooperation with the captors. With ethnological and ethnographic precision, 
the Vietnam War narrators examine functions of the prison community and 
prison culture much as their predecessors had done before them.

The first American POW taken in North Vietnam was Everett Alvarez, a 
Navy pilot shot down in 1964 after the Gulf of Tonkin action. He waited 16 
years after his repatriation to publish Chained Eagle (1989). According to Al-
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varez and the vast majority of other POW narrators, American prisoners in 
the Vietnam War suffered a very punitive kind of military captivity until Ho 
Chi Minh’s death in 1969, when North Vietnamese policies changed and the 
torture stopped. Some prisoners languished in solitary confinement for years; 
a small number became progressives, or “antiwar” prisoners, either because 
they considered their captors’ political position just or because the threat, if 
not the act, of physical torture was too much to endure. As told by many of the 
POWs themselves in the recent documentary Return with Honor (1998), in 
Hanoi and the other prison camps in North Vietnam, American prisoners 
were rigorously tortured for breaking camp regulations, one of which was the 
uniquely unnatural prohibition against any verbal communication.11 In 1970, 
after the unsuccessful American commando raid on the Son Tay camp in 
western North Vietnam, the Vietnamese closed their outlying camps and 
placed the Americans into a section of the Hoa Lo Prison the POWs called 
“Camp Unity.” From 1970 until their release and repatriation in 1973, POW 
activities in Hanoi settled down to the management of boredom and the elim-
ination of hunger.12

The first captivity narratives of the Vietnam War were published as 
point-counterpoint perceptions of the politics of the Vietnam War before the 
war ended. James N. Rowe’s Five Years to Freedom (1971) was a classic mili-
tary resistance-and-escape narrative. As a counterpoint to Rowe, George 
Smith’s POW: Two Years with the Vietcong (1971) was as much an antiwar 
polemic as it was the story of his captivity.

Like World War II, there were women in captivity too. By far, the experi-
ences of Monika Schwinn and her male colleague, Bernhard Diehl, who to-
gether wrote We Came to Help (1973 in German, 1976 English), became one 
of the most gripping civilian captivity narratives of the Vietnam War. Schwinn 
and Diehl told how five members of the humanitarian West German Aid Ser-
vice of Malta volunteered for humanitarian medical duties among the South 
Vietnamese civilian population. Of the five persons seized, three died miser-
ably from beriberi, malaria, and pneumonia. After years in jungle camps, 
Diehl and Schwinn were transported to Hanoi and kept in close confinement 
until their repatriation with the Americans in 1973.

Postwar Vietnam POW narratives began to define and clarify what life was 
like in North and South Vietnam for American POWs. First to appear were 
the officer-written, religious resistance narratives: J. N. Helsop’s From the 
Shadows of Death (1973) and Jay Roger Jensen’s Six Years in Hell (1974); Ralph 
Gaither’s With God in a POW Camp (1973), Norman A. McDaniel’s Yet An-
other Voice (1975), and Eugene B. McDaniel’s Before Honor (1975); and Jere-
miah Denton’s When Hell Was in Session (1976). As representative captivity 
narratives with messages of trials by ordeal, faith, and redemption, this cate-
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gory resembles the Puritan and French Jesuit accounts written in the seven-
teenth century.13 Others, such as Robinson Risner’s The Passing of the Night 
(1973), Charles Plumb’s I’m No Hero (1973), Stephen A. Rowan’s They Wouldn’t 
Let Us Die (1973), John Dramesi’s Code of Honor (1975), James B. and Sybil 
Stockdale’s In Love and War (1984), George E. Day’s Return with Honor 
(1989), Gerald R. Coffee’s Beyond Survival (1990), and Larry Guarino’s A 
POW’s 2801 Days in Hanoi (1990), focused more on civil values and military 
resistance rather than religious faith. Although in some cases these narratives 
featured strong reflections of religious faith, like Ethan Allen before them, 
patriotism outdistanced religious faith as an organizing principle.

John M. McGrath’s Prisoner of War: Six Years in Hanoi (1975) is unusual in 
the sense that the commentary is minimal, but his powerful sketches speak 
for themselves. From memory, they include portraits of the guards, scenes of 
the prison landscape, how the prisoners communicated with one another, 
and, most importantly, graphic representations of the torture techniques used 
against the Americans. Practically no book on the Vietnam POW experience 
appears without Mike McGrath’s memorable drawings, including my own.14

Each military service debriefed its own POWs during Operation Home-
coming in 1973, but these official documents remain closely guarded and clas-
sified. Zalin Grant published Survivors (1975) as the first set of oral histories 
given by nine prisoners of the Vietnam War, seven enlisted POWs, one war-
rant officer, and one medical doctor. Grant’s interviews with his informants 
reported on the antiwar movement in captivity; more importantly, Grant re-
ported on Robert Garwood, the captured Marine private, and the only POW 
tried and convicted in a military court of collaboration with the enemy.15

By 1978, former Vietnam prisoners along with their biographers were be-
ginning to reflect on their experiences in terms of philosophy and ethics. Not 
only were some of these officers telling their audiences what happened to 
them in captivity, they were beginning to question how captivity challenged 
and possibly changed their individual and collective sense of being. Malcolm 
McConnell’s Into the Mouth of the Cat: The Story of Lance Sijan, Hero of Viet-
nam (1985) examined the short captivity, escape attempts, and death of Air 
Force Capt Lance Sijan, who received the Medal of Honor posthumously. 
Scott Blakeley’s Prisoner at War: The Survival of Commander Richard A. Strat-
ton (1978) tells the fascinating story of Richard Stratton, a Navy pilot who 
broke in torture and wrote bogus war crimes confessions. Stratton’s famous 
bow and his monotone confession pleased his captors at first but embarrassed 
them later when they understood finally how and to what degree he disgraced 
them in public. Stratton knew that bowing was foreign to American culture. 
When he bowed not once but several times at an international press confer-
ence in Hanoi, he did so with full intent to destroy the event. The Western 
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press noticed immediately that his behavior was distinctly foreign to Ameri-
can culture in general and asked again if the POWs in Hanoi were being brain-
washed. The North Vietnamese were then forced to respond to international 
scrutiny about their treatment of the Americans they held. As a result of Strat-
ton’s bow, what looked like a propaganda victory for the North Vietnamese at 
first was really an international resistance event and a vital turning point for 
the politics that affected the Vietnam War in general and the American POWs 
in Hanoi until 1973. In Blakeley’s contemporary reflection on the philosophy 
of military captivity, Stratton contended that the individual could withstand 
only so much torture before being made to confess anything. Resisting a tor-
turer to the best of one’s ability was the objective, not resisting to a point of 
total self-sacrifice at any single instance. Stratton suggested that the Cold War 
prisoner should attempt to save his mind and body in order to continue the 
fight over the long haul rather than giving in to one’s primal instincts to resist 
at all costs. Most importantly, Stratton, along with many of his prisoner col-
leagues, maintained that the greatest good for the greatest number of prison-
ers in a POW community begins with tolerance of failure, endures through 
forgiveness of others’ weaknesses, limits resistance to what is absolutely neces-
sary, and maintains strong links with the captive community at large. Most 
other narratives agree, at least in spirit, with this captivity philosophy.

There was no broadly accepted, primary sourced, historical examination of 
the POW experience in the Vietnam War until Stuart I. Rochester and Fred-
erick Kiley published Honor Bound: American Prisoners of War in Southeast 
Asia 1961–1973 (1998, 1999). For accuracy, strength, and analysis, this book 
stands alongside Hesseltine’s masterful examination of Civil War prisons. Be-
fore Honor Bound, John G. Hubbell’s A Definitive History of the American 
Prisoner of War Experience in Vietnam 1964–1973 (1976), served as the first 
attempt to create a broad-brushed, comprehensive history of Vietnam captiv-
ity. Acting as a counterpoint to Hubbell stands Craig Howes’s Voices of the 
Vietnam POWs (1993). Howes, reminiscent of the bad-war-good-soldier po-
sition taken by former Confederates after the Civil War, calls Hubbell’s popu-
lar history the “official story.” This might be true, but it is hard to make the 
case that former POWs will agree with what was said about them in print. 
Howes points out that powerful ethical dichotomies divided the Vietnam 
POWs into camps that more or less followed the divisive social dynamics in-
side the United States during that war. Based on Robert Laffin’s thesis of the 
totalitarian environment that exists in political prisons, Howes compares Ha-
noi to North Korea where the captors used forms of judicial torture to gain 
propaganda points and public admissions of guilt.

I wish to close my discussion of Vietnam captivity by pointing to Elliott 
Gruner’s Prisoners of Culture: Representing the Vietnam P.O.W. (1993). This 
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book examines the Vietnam POW experience from a critical perspective; that 
is, how it was represented and possibly exploited by American popular media. 
In his analysis of popular culture’s treatment of the captivity experience, 
Gruner criticizes the film Hanoi Hilton as a severe distortion of the actual 
experience in Hanoi. What Prisoners of Culture really shows is that perhaps 
the divisive issues of the Vietnam War, like those of the Civil War long before 
it, will have lasting appeal for scholars long after both the actors and the wit-
nesses have long faded away.16

To examine these works is to examine what it means to be human when 
captors remove the layers of culture from their prisoners by force. On the 
surface, some narratives of captivity resemble morality plays: the captives are 
the heroes, and the captors are the villains. In real captivity, however, from 
capture to repatriation, ethical, moral, and cultural issues remain far more 
clouded when superficiality as well as predictability disappear. What remains 
is a world of luck, chaos, desperation, and determination to live, all told in 
tightly compressed descriptions of days, weeks, months, and years in a cage.

Are captivity narratives true? Are they honest personal histories of time 
past, or are they simply statements full of antipathies and vindictive diatribes 
against former captors? If there has to be some assumption here which sets 
the tone, it is that most POW narratives are perceptually true, as accurate as 
one person’s memory can be over a long period of time. It may be true that a 
soldier knows only his own foxhole very well, but knowledge about enough 
foxholes gives us a pretty good view of the battlefield.

Some narratives were created from diaries; others synthesized an author’s 
personal experience with historical facts and recollections from other POWs 
in the same camp. Former POWs and internees whom I have met and inter-
viewed claim that in captivity one’s memory is heightened. This is not to argue 
that every word in every narrative account was recorded with videotape accu-
racy; narratives consist of memory-dependent, complicated event scenarios 
that sequentially contextualize the prisoner’s point of view. According to Ter-
rence Des Pres in The Survivor (1976), captivity is a watershed experience in 
a person’s life never to be forgotten, and survivors must bear witness to the 
truth as they know it from experience, not only for their own sake and other 
living survivors, or even posterity or the historical record, but for the sake of 
the dead they left behind.

The representative works cited here, as well as hundreds of others not in-
cluded, have chronicled individual experiences in the most catastrophic hu-
man circumstances imaginable. Each major narrative category is represented: 
religious redemption, stoic resistance, escape, and assimilation. And each 
represents a continuing tradition in the broad spectrum of American military 
literature. To the credit of the authors, this body of work presents the captivity 



AIRMEN AND INSTITUTIONS │ 293

experience in terms of the cultural realities which, for the most part, gener-
ated individual and community survival: the physical ability to withstand 
starvation, torture, and sickness; the psychological ability to forgive oneself 
for surrender; the courage to ignore the captor’s wants or demands; and the 
ethical and moral ability to maintain an unswerving trust in the institutional 
relationships of family, home, church, community, and country.

In the end, for wars past and most certainly for the wars to come, there 
seems to be little doubt that military captivity literature functions as a public 
forum in which former prisoners ask ethical and moral questions about hu-
man relationships and institutions that create national, community, and per-
sonal culture. There are few mysteries. Shared by prisoners from the Forest 
Wars to Vietnam and beyond to hostage narratives and to the POWs during 
Desert Storm, each voice from captivity shares not only one experience, it 
represents the permanent bond of shared adversity. In that sense, although 
prisoners may be separated by centuries of chronological time and contextu-
ally by the issues rising in different historical eras, these men and women, 
unknown to one another personally, have formed a lasting kinship with one 
another and with the culture that produced them. Individually and collec-
tively, they have made their experience count.
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Part IV. Waging War:  
Strategy, Operations,  and Tactics





Introduction to Part IV
Chuck Steele

This section contains five lectures that get to the very heart of what the 
Harmon Lectures and the USAFA’s core military history course are intended 
to address. The lectures reprinted here offer scholarly and personal insights 
into the planning, direction, and concluding of wars. Each provides unique 
analysis laying bare the complexity of conventional and unconventional war-
fare. At the time this project was undertaken, the objective of History 100 
(USAFA’s core course in modern military history—which also supplies the 
target audience for the annual Harmon Lecture)—was to provide an experi-
ence that inspires cadets to “comprehend the profession of arms and gain an 
understanding of the nature of war.” To do this, cadets need to develop “the 
ability to critically assess the factors that have led to success and failure in war 
through thoughtful consideration of warfare’s evolution at each of its three 
levels: strategic, operational, and tactical.”1 While none of these essays pro-
vides a treatise on tactics, they all offer discussions of war’s other two levels 
that one hopes will help inform the opinions of young officers as they contem-
plate the difficulties attendant on the members of their profession in the most 
demanding of circumstances. As Robert Doughty, the longtime head of the 
history department at the United States Military Academy and one of this 
section’s authors, posited in his book Pyrrhic Victory, war is a problematic 
undertaking. While his focus was clearly on France a hundred years ago, his 
comments about that nation’s part in the first of last century’s world wars are 
relevant to this day:

Those who believe that wars can be surgical, that they can be won with “shock and awe,” 
or that they can be directed toward a precise endgame or end state know little about the 
Great War. In the final analysis, war is far more than an extension of politics or the image 
one sees on a computer or television screen. It is the most complex, demanding, and 
unpredictable of all human endeavors . . .2

The first essay in this chapter might seem at odds with the preceding com-
mentary, but part of what makes the study of history valuable is that it fosters 
an understanding that no two events are identical and that no solutions to the 
problems of war have proven to be universal in application. John Warden’s 
presentation on preparations for the air war in Operation Desert Storm offers 
a best-case scenario for planning in war. Warden’s recollections of how he and 
a handful of other airpower professionals created one of the most effective air 
campaigns in history are highly personal reminiscences of how best to con-
nect the operational and strategic levels of war. The essay, transcribed from 
Warden’s lecture, places the audience in his meetings with Generals Schwarz-
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kopf and Powell and tells of how Warden and his team engaged in a remark-
able act of military problem solving.

The second essay in this section is drawn from David Kahn’s 1994 Harmon 
Lecture “Codebreaking and the Battle of the Atlantic.” Kahn’s exploration of 
the role of cryptanalysis in helping the Allies secure victory in arguably the 
most important campaign of World War II is an excellent reminder of the 
multidimensional complexities of modern war. The need to secure the sinews 
of war from attack by a phantom enemy, hiding in the vastness of an ocean 
and with the ability to slip beneath the water’s surface, created an immense 
problem. The need for that enemy to communicate at great distances from 
home—to receive instructions and disseminate intelligence—was one ele-
ment of waging war at sea that could be exploited to help solve that problem. 
Kahn’s discussion of the Allies’ triumphs in breaking German codes does not 
tell the entire story of the “Battle of the Atlantic,” but it gives valuable insights 
into the role of intelligence professionals in shaping the conduct of the oper-
ational level of war.

The third offering is Richard Overy’s comprehensive look at the role of 
airpower in the German campaign against Britain and France in the spring of 
1940. Overy delivers a compelling case explaining the role of airpower in both 
the German success and the failure of the Anglo-French alliance. His exam-
ination of factors includes discussions of technology, doctrine, and strategic 
vision. As Overy demonstrates, Germany’s success was not guaranteed by any 
advantages in the quality or quantity of its technology. The Germans and the 
Allies prepared for air war differently, and as Overy reminds us, in the end, 
war is first and foremost about fighting.

The fourth installment is George Herring’s 1990 lecture: “Cold Blood: LBJ’s 
Conduct of Limited War in Vietnam.” Perhaps the most respected name in 
the historiography of the Vietnam War, Herring attempts to tackle the ques-
tion of why America lost. Rather than concerning himself with a single cam-
paign or discussing great battles, Herring dissects Lyndon Johnson and his 
administration’s years-long difficulties in waging limited war against an oppo-
nent committed to the conduct of revolutionary war. Herring’s efforts yield 
considerable insights into how complicated war is and how important compe-
tent leadership is in the development of strategy.

The final lecture in this section is from Robert Doughty’s 2009 discussion: 
“France and the Armistice of 1918.” Delivered at a time when the United 
States was caught up in two conflicts (wars in Afghanistan and Iraq) that had 
outlived the presidential administration originally committing American 
troops to action, the lecture expertly cautioned its listeners to beware of the 
effects of war weariness. Specifically, Doughty suggested that there is a con-
siderable difference between seeking conflict termination as opposed to con-



WAGING WAR │ 301

flict resolution. Using the historic example of France in the Great War, 
Doughty demonstrates clearly that there is a gulf between expectations and 
reality in the waging and ending of wars.

Collectively, the essays in this section add valuable insights that help the 
United States Air Force Academy meet its obligation to develop in cadets an 
understanding of the profession of arms and how it functions in managing 
violence in the service of the nation. The Harmon lectures, particularly the 
essays in this section, are essential tools affording multiple perspectives criti-
cally examining the profession of arms and the nature of war. In providing 
expert analysis from renowned historians and military practitioners, the Har-
mon Memorial Lectures help the Department of History play its part as the 
foundational intellectual experience in establishing a warrior ethos in future 
officers of the United States Air Force.

Dr. Chuck Steele is an associate professor of history at the United States Air Force 
Academy. He is a graduate of the University of California, Berkeley (BA, History 
1987), King’s College, the University of London (MA, War Studies 1990), and West 
Virginia University (PhD, History 2000). Chuck served as the first defense editor of 
Rotor and Wing magazine and subsequently worked as an assistant professor of his-
tory at the United States Military Academy (fall 2002–summer 2006). He is the book 
review editor for the International Journal of Naval History and has written on naval 
affairs for Naval History, the Journal of the Australian Naval Institute, and the UK’s 
Naval Review.
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2018 academic year.
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The Profession of Air Arms  
in the Twenty-First Century*

John A. Warden III

It is a pleasure to be here and especially because I am here not as a profes-
sional historian but as a user of history, and for that reason I feel especially 
honored to be asked to make this presentation here tonight. Before I begin 
though, I really would like to acknowledge a couple of men in the past who 
really made an enormous contribution to my development as a user of history 
in working with strategy. The first was from when I was here at the Air Force 
Academy, then-Maj Roger P. Fox in the History Department, who in addition 
to giving me a wonderful education in military history introduced me to the 
works of Alexander the Great. The second man I would like to acknowledge 
was Professor Frederick Hartman, who was a professor at the Naval War Col-
lege but was on a teaching sabbatical at Texas Tech University when I was 
doing graduate work there. He was the man who really helped me to under-
stand the importance of strategy and its rich depth, flowing from the balance 
of power theory of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries So, I say thank you 
very much to both of those men.

When I was here as a cadet, I frequently had to recite a quote from air-
power pioneer and Flying Tiger lead, Gen Claire Chennault, and that quote 
was this: “We were a different breed of cat right from the start. We flew 
through the air, while the others walked on the ground.”† And I think General 
Chennault is as relevant today as he was in the 1930s. When we think about 
it, it was the advent of the airplane, barely a hundred years ago, that launched 
man into the third dimension for the first time in history. It not only launched 
us into the third dimension, but it also allowed us to operate with time com-
pression in the fourth dimension, and that was utterly and completely beyond 
any kind of experience that we had in the past. In fact, planning and executing 
airpower is sufficiently different that we need to be thinking about airpower 
and air operations as being within the province of the profession of air arms. 
And we should think about the airpower professional as having very real and 
very special responsibilities.

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #58, 2015. We would like to thank Major Miguel Lopez for transcribing the 
video of Col Warden’s presentation.

†Although attributed, in this instance, to Gen Claire Chennault, other writers credit Gen Carl Spaatz 
with this statement. See John Andreas Olsen, Global Air Power (Washington, DC: Potomac Books, 2011), 
xvi. Indeed, Colonel Warden himself has credited Spaatz with this statement in his own previous writings.
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Now I’m using the term airpower as a shorthand way of covering anything 
that flies through the air and space and is guided. That is air, that is space, that 
is cyberspace, so all of these things come under the general rubric of airpower. 
What I would like to do tonight is to highlight some key areas in which the 
airpower professional needs to be very comfortable and very proficient, and I 
want to try to do that by mentioning some vignettes from the First Gulf War 
that really tended to foreshadow many of the kinds of things with which you 
all are going to have to deal over the next many years. The Gulf War started in 
mid-January of 1991 and lasted for 42 days. It cost about 150 American lives, 
more than we would have liked, but less than what we expected, and it was the 
least-expensive war in terms of GDP of any of the wars in which the United 
States participated. I would hope that my experiences from the Gulf War will 
help you to do a far better job with the peer competitors that you are going to 
have to deal with over the course of your careers.

So, how did I get involved in the First Gulf War, and what are some of these 
vignettes? In the summer of 1990, I was on the Air Staff at the headquarters of 
the Air Force, and I had under me several different divisions: a strategy divi-
sion, a doctrine division, a long-range plans division, the Checkmate division, 
and a couple of others. We had a very broad mission, finding better ways to 
use airpower in support of the geopolitical goals of the country. This was not 
a particularly auspicious time for airpower. For example, the Office of the 
Secretary of Defense frequently talked about two options for a potential war 
in Europe. One option was the land option, which was kind of the standard 
one, and then the other one was the sea option—without any mention of an 
air option, even though both the land and the sea options had some really 
significant problems attached to them. It was during this time that the Army’s 
AirLand Battle was the dominant concept in joint circles and in fact at Tacti-
cal Air Command; TAC officers—TAC being the forerunner of Air Combat 
Command—for the most part saw their primary job as supporting the ground 
commander’s scheme of maneuver and saw the ground battle as the thing that 
was dominant in their minds. So, I think we made some progress in trying to 
move airpower to a higher level, but I’ve got to tell you that there is still, even 
after these many years, there is an awful lot left to do.

When the Iraqis invaded Kuwait in early August of 1990, I happened to be 
on a cruise with my family in the Caribbean.* When I got back to Washington 
a few days after the Iraq invasion, I found that there was little being done 
other than a handful of potential “show-the-flag” kinds of operations, which 
didn’t look like they would have any particular impact on the Iraqis. So, on 
Monday, the 6th of August, I pulled together a handful of people from the 

*Iraq invaded Kuwait on 2 August 1990.
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divisions that I had, and we met in the basement of the Pentagon in that 
Checkmate division. Our objective was to put together an air campaign plan 
that would defeat Iraq and obviously, also, lead to its expulsion from Kuwait. 
As we were building this plan, one of our models was the work that the Air 
Corps Tactical School had done in the 1930s and also the very brilliant air war 
plan for World War II that flowed out of that particular work. It was based on 
what the Air Corps Tactical School called the “Industrial Web Theory,” which 
was in fact a huge advance for the time, but I believed that we could do signifi-
cantly better because the Industrial Web Theory was very much oriented 
against having an effect on the opponent’s ability to conduct military opera-
tions. I thought we could do better than that. As we started doing the plan-
ning with this group, I said, “You know I don’t know whether we’re going to 
be able to get anybody to agree to do this. I don’t know how we’re going to sell 
it. In other words, let’s build it and then we will figure out how we’re going to 
sell it.” We named the plan “Instant Thunder,” and the reason for calling it 
Instant Thunder was because we wanted to contrast it as much as possible 
with the disastrously slow campaign Rolling Thunder of the Vietnam War 
that had been my combat experience in Vietnam.

We started planning and two days later General Schwarzkopf, who was the 
Central Command commander and the officer who would have responsibility 
for conducting whatever operations might take place against Iraq, called the 
Air Staff and wanted to talk to the chief of staff, but the chief of staff was out 
of town, and General Schwarzkopf ended up talking to the vice chief.* He had 
a serious problem; in his mind, he did not have either the forces or the con-
cepts to deal with the problem that was facing him—that is, a very large force 
of what he considered to be very competent Iraqis in Kuwait. So, he called to 
ask if there were any ideas that involved the special uses of airpower, an air 
campaign, something of that sort. The vice chief was aware of the fact that we 
had started this planning, so he told General Schwarzkopf, “Yeah, we’ve al-
ready started thinking about this and will be happy to send some guys down 
to see you in Tampa, Florida, MacDill AFB,” where he still was, “and we’ll 
send down a couple guys and they’ll give you some ideas as to how you can 
deal with this problem.” General Schwarzkopf said, “That will be great, I will 
be awaiting them.”

Shortly thereafter I’m in the vice chief ’s office, and he is describing this 
conversation: “Okay, you got two days to put a war plan together, any prob-
lem?” And of course, there was only one possible answer to that: “Sure gen-

*Gen H. Norman Schwarzkopf, US Army, was the commanding officer of the United States Central 
Command from 1988 until soon after the Gulf War. The Chief of Staff of the Air Force at the time of the 
Iraqi invasion of Kuwait was Gen Michael Dugan, who would be replaced by Gen Merrill McPeak at the 
end of October 1990. Dugan’s Vice Chief of Staff was Gen John Loh.
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eral, no problem at all.” So, we started working pretty seriously on the plan-
ning with only two days in order to be able to make a crucial presentation to 
General Schwarzkopf. Two days later after the call from General Schwarz-
kopf, we found ourselves at MacDill Air Force Base, meeting with General 
Schwarzkopf in a very small office. It was not a briefing room by any means 
but actually one of the offices that belonged to one of his deputies, because at 
the time, he was very concerned that anybody was going to hear about this in 
any way. So, I went through the presentation with him, which I will describe 
here momentarily. The presentation that we gave to him was what we think 
about as a future back presentation. A future back plan is one that you begin 
with what you intend for your opponent to look like at the end of the war, 
then you work backwards to identify the centers of gravity, the targets if you 
will, that need to be affected in order to create that end state for your oppo-
nent. Then back farther to determine the time that you have available to do it, 
and then figure out how you are going to get out of the conflict after you have 
been successful.

Future back—the future part of the thing, we didn’t call at the time, but 
subsequently have called what we want our opponent to look like, what our 
downstream strategic objective is called a future picture. With the idea that 
what we’re really talking about is not some wish, it would be nice to make this 
happen, but something that is as real as a photograph or a picture, except that 
it’s taken in the future and it’s a photo—it’s a picture of what your opponent 
will be at the end of the conflict. In this particular case, our future picture for 
Iraq was fairly straightforward. We suggested that, obviously, Iraq would be 
out of Kuwait—that at the end of the conflict, its weapons of mass destruction 
programs would be broken. That Iraq would not be a strategic threat to its 
neighbors, that it would be economically viable, and it would be able to defend 
itself against its neighbors, so that we didn’t create some terrible power vac-
uum, and as a result of all of this that the general Middle East situation would 
be more stable than it had been previous to the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait.

After the presentation of the future picture, we moved back to the next 
step, and the next step was: in order to get to this future picture what needs to 
happen. And this then required a brief description to General Schwarzkopf 
about our concept of centers of gravity and a methodology for locating them. 
I think all of you are pretty familiar with the idea of centers of gravity. Centers 
of gravity are merely a relatively small number of potential things that you 
could deal with, that in fact are dramatically more important or will have a 
dramatically greater impact on an opponent than the vast majority of other 
things that you might put your efforts against. That’s very simply the concept 
of the centers of gravity.



WAGING WAR │ 307

The next problem becomes how you find the right centers of gravity, the 
ones that in fact are related to the future picture that you are trying to achieve 
on the one hand, and then on the other hand, the things that you believe will 
have the most return on investment. I’m using a word from the business world 
here, a return on investment—in order to attack a center of gravity or a target, 
it obviously takes energy, you’ve got to put airplanes against it or missiles or 
whatever it may happen to be that is all a cost: it’s an investment. So, what 
you’d like to do is get the best return on your investment against these things 
that you possibly can.

The methodology that we use to figure out which centers of gravity to at-
tack we called The Five Ring methodology, which we had put together about a 
year and a half previous to this time, and very simply what it says is that all 
systems with which you might want to deal, whether it be an enemy state, a 
terrorist organization, a criminal gang, it doesn’t make a difference, that it all 
has five similar kinds of components. It has a Leadership element, maybe a 
single person, maybe a group of people, maybe a tribal council—it could be a 
variety of things, but it has some leadership to take it in a particular direction. 
If we think about military examples, historical examples of centers of gravity, 
one that comes to my mind is what happened to the Persian Empire when 
Alexander drove Darius III off the battlefield at Arbela, and you all can think 
of similar kinds of things. From our standpoint Saddam Hussein was in that 
category. Leadership has a lot of leverage; it offers high return on investment. 
You can rarely ever solve a problem with just the leadership, but if you can 
affect the leadership that is going to help you enormously in moving towards 
what you are trying to accomplish.

The second ring we call Processes; these are the things that allow a state, a 
terrorist organization, whatever it may happen to be, to have the wherewithal 
to exist, to conduct its operations whatever it may happen to be and that in-
cludes things like getting revenue, either through taxes or whatever method 
they want to use. It has to do with communications, the process is to move 
information back and forth through the system. It has to do with energy. It 
happens to do with food, a whole variety of things like this. So, as we think 
about that from a historical standpoint, we can recall the impact on Germany 
in 1918 and 1919 as a result of the British food blockade against Germany. 
More recently in US history, think about the impact of the blockade that we 
put against Japan in World War II, both from sea and from the air, that put 
Japan in simply an impossible position. In the Iraqi situation, we had a variety 
of things that we thought we ought to be suppressing significantly during the 
course of the war. That included energy; it includes things like electricity, like 
retail fuel, gasoline, aviation fuel, jet fuel, etc., and a variety of other sorts of 
things. In this second ring, you tend also to get a lot of leverage and pretty 
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good return on your investments—not quite as good as the center brings, but 
it’s pretty good.

The third ring out is the Infrastructure, and these are the physical kinds of 
things that are part of any organization. You might own them if you are a 
country, you may use them if you happen to be a terrorist group operating in 
a foreign country, but you need to have something physical, you need to be 
able to put your feet someplace. In military history, a pretty good example of 
the impact on losing infrastructure really took place in our own war between 
the states, when first, General Grant conducted operations against the Missis-
sippi River and cut the Confederacy east and west, and then subsequently 
when General Sherman cut it north and south when he marched from Chat-
tanooga to Atlanta and then on to Savannah. There was not a whole lot of 
infrastructure that was of particular interest in Iraq; so, we couldn’t worry 
about that very much.

The fourth ring out is the Population. The population is simply the people 
that do all of the kinds of things that are associated with any kind of an orga-
nization. People are in the military, people are manning communications, 
and people are working on farms and a whole variety of other things like this. 
You think about population by breaking it down into demographic groups, 
and a demographic group is nothing more than a group of people that tend to 
respond in similar ways to similar kinds of things: old, young, whatever it 
may happen to be. The best military example of this being used effectively, 
that I can think of, was the success the British had in the Malayan emergency 
in the 1950s, when they separated the population of Chinese who were sup-
porting the Chinese communist rebels, and that separation went a long way 
to help in the eventual suppression of that rebellion. In Iraq, we had a number 
of demographic groups we thought would be very useful to approach with 
strategic psychological operations, but for a variety of reasons, those were 
never approved and they were never executed—but that’s another story.

In the last ring out, the fifth ring is the Fielded Forces ring. And this is the 
ring that we tend to think about as where war really is—fifth ring versus fifth 
ring. It’s really not the case at all, and in fact, fifth ring forces are difficult to 
deal with. You don’t get a heck of a lot of leverage from them, and I think a 
great example of that is to think about the enormous success that the Ger-
mans had against the Russians in the summer of 1941. That campaign pro-
duced millions of Russian casualties and prisoners. And yet, because Russia 
remained intact from a strategic standpoint, all of those losses had basically 
been made up by Christmas time of that very same year and it was almost 
from a German standpoint as if nothing had happened in that initial great 
success. So, our idea for Iraq was—outside of some air offense against the air 



WAGING WAR │ 309

defense that we wanted to address—we simply would bypass the Iraqi Army 
in Kuwait, and I’ll come back and talk about that a little bit later.

That was the Five Rings, and the only thing I want to emphasize here again 
is the idea that the Five Rings is simply a methodology to help you choose 
centers of gravity that are related to your future picture and will help you 
achieve your strategic objective. It’s not a mechanistic thing; say if you do this 
that you’re going to win or if you don’t do it you won’t and so on. It is a meth-
odology to help you select the right kinds of things.

So, after describing this to General Schwarzkopf and identifying the cen-
ters of gravity, associated targets, and some examples of how we would go 
about dealing with them, we then told General Schwarzkopf we anticipated 
that this was going to take six to nine days of good weather operations in or-
der to be successful against Iraq and to win the war. At the end of the presen-
tation, General Schwarzkopf asked several questions, two of which I think 
were especially interesting and enlightening. The first question that he asked 
was, “Well, what happens if we don’t get Saddam Hussein?” And I said, “Well 
I think that would be too bad both from our standpoint and from the stand-
point of the Iraqi people and Iraq.” I said, “I don’t think it’s going to make too 
much difference, because I believe what the impact that we’re going to have on 
Iraq as a system means that Iraq will not be able to do anything serious for at 
least a decade.” General Schwarzkopf said, “You know, if we can get a decade 
out of this at the cost that it looks like, it’s going to be pretty low.” He said, “I 
would be absolutely delighted.”

I think that the very interesting part about that observation is that in reality, 
in a significant number of wars and with something less than a full solution—
unconditional surrender and so on—it becomes incumbent on the airpower 
professional to be able to conceive those kinds of wars, to think them through 
and to execute them. And in fact, that executing those kinds of wars is actu-
ally much easier from an airpower standpoint than it is from a surface warfare 
standpoint.

The second question that he asked was about time. He said, “Now how 
much time did you say this was going to take?” And I said about “six to nine 
days,” and he said, “You know that’s exactly right.” He said, “That’s all the time 
we have.”

Now remember, we’re talking in early August of 1990 at which time there 
was no coalition for a war that he and everybody else in Washington thought 
was going to start at any time and that was within the next couple to three 
weeks. There was no coalition; it was going to be a US war. And he said, “Let 
me tell you why you’re right about that time frame.” He said, “On the first day, 
operations will be successful, no question about that. There will be fury 
around the world, and everybody will say, ‘What in the world are the Ameri-
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cans doing with this attack on the Iraqis, on Baghdad and all of the rest of it?’ 
The second day the world media will begin to coalesce against the United 
States and say, ‘How terrible this is, etc.’ ” “Third day,” he said, “the General 
Assembly will vote to condemn the United States for this wanton aggression. 
A similar thing will happen on the fourth day. When the Security Council 
meets on the fifth day, it will condemn the United States, which we will veto, 
but nevertheless,” he said, “we will have to stop the war on the sixth day.” And 
anything we haven’t accomplished, that we need to accomplish in order to get 
to this future picture (a word that we were not using at the time), but any-
thing that we hadn’t accomplished, isn’t going to get done. We only have six 
days. He was one of the very few people I’ve ever encountered in the military, 
or in business, who genuinely understood that the real strategic question was 
about time.

The strategic question in war about time is always how much time do we 
have to succeed. It is never: how long is it going to take. He really understood 
this, and this becomes one of the most important responsibilities of the air-
power professional—to really grasp this whole concept of time and be able to 
use it to help build the kinds of operations that are necessary to make things 
happen within very short periods of time. Short is good; long is bad. It also, I 
think, highlights one of the other key differentiating factors about airpower, 
and that is that with airpower you can do parallel operations. Parallel opera-
tions are very simply bringing a fairly significant number of centers of gravity, 
targets if you will, under attack in a pretty compressed time period, in order 
to impose an unbearable shock on your opponent and ideally a shock that 
actually leads to strategic- or conceivably even operational-level paralysis. 
This is, again, something that the airpower professional really needs to be 
very comfortable with, and it’s something they need to be able to convince 
others about. Unfortunately, explaining the value of time in parallel opera-
tions to people not versed in those areas can be, as a rule, a difficult thing to 
do. But, it’s something that simply must be accomplished. It must be done, 
because it’s so incredibly important.

During the course of our presentation to General Schwarzkopf, we had 
alluded a little bit to the idea of end games and exit planning but, for a variety 
of reasons, hadn’t gone into it in much detail. As a result, we really didn’t have 
the kind of endorsement from the commander that would have allowed us to 
pursue it aggressively at a later time. We did put together, with some help 
from Zalmay Khalilzad, then with RAND, who later became the US ambassa-
dor to Iraq, Afghanistan, and the United Nations, an interesting armistice 
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plan.* But we were never able to get people to be very interested in it. The 
Defense Department said, “Oh no, that’s the job of the State Department,” and 
the State Department said, “Well, we can’t do any end game planning until we 
know how the war is going to end.” So, you had this most crucial of the ele-
ments of strategy that nobody wants to deal with, and this is a huge prob-
lem—it’s a problem not only in military and geopolitics; it’s a problem in busi-
ness and indeed in your own personal lives. So, as we concluded this briefing 
with General Schwarzkopf, he said, “Well, this is great; this is exactly what I 
needed.” And he pointed to a telephone on a desk, and he said, “I have been 
deathly afraid that at any minute the phone was going to ring and it was going 
to be the president and he was going to say, ‘Norm, you’ve got to go do some-
thing about those Iraqis right now,’ but I didn’t have, I didn’t have anything to 
do. There was no way that I could answer that. Now I have it, I’ve got it, so I 
feel a heck of a lot better. So, I want you to take this plan back and present it 
to General Powell, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.”† And he said, “As 
soon as you leave, I will call him and ask him to take the presentation at the 
earliest possible time.”

As we were walking out of the room, I said, “General, if you execute this 
successfully, I think that you will have the greatest military success that any 
American commander has had since Douglas MacArthur went ashore at In-
chon.” Well, Schwarzkopf is pretty big guy, but he got a little bit bigger with 
that, because he obviously liked that as an idea. Also, we had a little bit of an 
opportunity during the course of the presentation to talk a bit about Nelson at 
the Battle of Copenhagen, about the Battle of Cannae and so on.‡ I only men-
tion that because history, the thing in which so many of you are currently in-
volved, can be such wonderful shorthand for conveying very complex ideas in 
a fairly simple kind of a way. So, the plan that we presented to General 
Schwarzkopf really started with national objectives, then worked backwards 
to identify what needed to be done in order to realize those objectives, and it 
again illustrates the need for the airpower professional to be very comfortable 
in this whole realm of strategy connected to military operations, airpower 

*Zalmay Mamozy Khalilzad was born in Afghanistan and educated at American University of Beirut and 
the University of Chicago. After service in both the Department of State and the Department of Defense, 
he joined RAND. He served as US Ambassador to Afghanistan (2003–2005), US Ambassador to Iraq 
(2005–2007), and US Ambassador to the United Nations (2007–2009).

†Gen Colin Luther Powell served as the sixteenth national security advisor (1987–1989) and then as the 
twelfth chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (1989–1993). He subsequently served as the sixty-fifth US 
secretary of state (2001–2005).

‡In April 1801, the British naval hero Horatio Nelson, while second in command to Adm Hyde Parker, 
took extraordinary risks to defeat a Danish naval force at the harbor in Copenhagen. The battle was instru-
mental in furthering Nelson’s reputation as a fierce and fearless commander. The battle of Cannae is re-
garded as one of the greatest battles of antiquity. In one day, the Carthaginian general Hannibal Barca 
managed to trap and destroy two Roman legions in a classic example of a double envelopment.
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operations. And to be comfortable with being willing to propose national ob-
jectives in the event that the ones given to the airpower professional don’t 
look particularly useful or particularly executable.

We went back to Washington that afternoon, Friday afternoon. By the time 
we got back, we found that we were scheduled to meet with General Powell 
early the next morning, Saturday morning, in his office. We made about the 
same presentation to General Powell as we made to General Schwarzkopf, 
and it was well received. Beyond some distant detail kinds of things, the most 
important question that he asked was one that would end up having a signif-
icant impact on the conduct of the war itself and on its aftermath. And that 
question was, “What’s going to happen to the Iraqi army in Kuwait?” And I 
said, “Well, we’re going to fly over it, and because of the impact that we’ll have 
on Iraq as a system, the Iraqis will either withdraw that army or the army will 
be forced to withdraw on its own if it’s going to survive.” It wouldn’t have any-
thing to eat or any way to sustain itself, and he said, “Well, that may well be 
true,” but he said, “I don’t want that army to withdraw.” He said, “What I want 
to do is I want to destroy it. I want to leave a smoking tank on every kilometer 
mark from Kuwait City to Baghdad.” And I said, “Well, we can do that, and we 
can do that from the air.” And in fact, that then became the basis of what 
would later be called our Phase Three operations.

From the standpoint of the airpower professional, one of the things that 
stands out in my mind is that you’re going to encounter a lot of officers, espe-
cially from other services, that are still very much in the Clausewitzian mode 
of thinking about enemy military forces. They think in terms of the essence of 
the war and the idea of a climactic battle and all of the rest of these things. So, 
your job as an airpower professional is to show them how to avoid battle, be-
cause it’s always dangerous, and it’s expensive. And instead show them how to 
achieve strategic objectives at the lowest possible cost.

The other lesson I think worth thinking about here was that plans that are 
put together should be put together in such a way that they not only work at 
the operational level, in this case at General Schwarzkopf ’s level, but that they 
also operate at the next level up, in this case at General Powell’s level. And 
interestingly General Powell, as we were walking out, said, “By the way, would 
you please give me a five-slide condensation of the presentation that you 
made.” He then presented this to the president at Kennebunkport about three 
days later.* So, the plans that you put together ought to be able to move very 
easily up and vice versa to move very easily from the top to the bottom, so that 
you don’t get these terrible disconnects between the White House, if you will, 
and the execution level or vice versa.

*Kennebunkport, Maine, was the location of Pres. George H. W. Bush’s summer vacation home.
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We spent the next several days developing the whole campaign plan, in 
particular putting it into a written form. It ended up being a fairly significant 
document. We went back to see General Schwarzkopf, and this time, the pre-
sentation we made was in a regular briefing room, a small auditorium, and he 
probably had 25 or 30 of his staff attending this one. We went through [the] 
presentation, and at the end of the thing, he asked a few detail kinds of ques-
tions and then he opened the meeting to questions from the floor. Well, there 
was a Navy flag officer who was sitting next to him, and this flag officer turned 
and he looked at General Schwarzkopf and said, “Don’t you think this plan is 
entirely too violent?” Those were his words. General Schwarzkopf looked at 
him for about 30 seconds—maybe it wasn’t quite that long. And rather coldly, 
he finally said, “No. Are there any other questions?”

Well, as you can imagine there were no other questions after that. So, we 
finished this briefing with him, and he asked me to take the presentation and 
give it to General Horner, who was both the Air Component Commander in 
Riyadh and who was also at the time acting Central Command Commander 
Forward, until such time as General Schwarzkopf could actually take the 
field.* We left the next day from Andrews Air Force Base, and accompanying 
me were three of the officers that had been so essential, so key in the develop-
ment of the plan: Dave Deptula, and many of you know Dave Deptula and 
many of you have met him personally I think, and Ben Harvey and Ronny 
Stanfield.† So, we got to Riyadh and had some adventures there. Late the eve-
ning that we arrived, we made the presentation to General Horner’s senior 
staff, who received it very well and said, “Thank you very much, great to have 
you, this is exactly what we need, etc.”

The next morning, we do the same presentation to General Horner, exactly 
the same presentation that had been done with General Schwarzkopf and 
then with General Powell. This one didn’t quite go the same way. It was fine up 
until the time we put the first slide up, and then it began to fall apart. And the 
first slide to which General Horner took a fairly significant exception was ti-
tled “Instant Thunder: A Strategic Air Campaign against Iraq.” He said, “That’s 
nonsense. There’s nothing strategic about this at all,” and then he continued to 
talk more about how it wasn’t strategic. Well, part of the problem here was 
that the concept, strategic, strategy, etc., was not a word or terminology or 
something that was much discussed amongst the TAC officers, the fighter 
officers of the day. In fact, they tended to associate strategy, strategic, etc., with 
Strategic Air Command, which they literally hated for a lot of interesting rea-
sons. They associated the terms with academia, with Washington, with a 

*Gen Charles “Chuck” Horner.
†Dave Deptula would rise to the rank of lieutenant general, retiring in October 2010.
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whole bunch of things that they really didn’t like. So, this was unknown at the 
time; I didn’t realize it—afterward it became quite clear, that this was a real 
red flag they were waving before we even had done anything.

Well, I wouldn’t say that the briefing improved after that, but nevertheless, 
we finally did get through it. Until we got to the end of the thing, and he said, 
“Well, this plan does not address my problem at all.” And he looked out, and 
this was in a building in the Royal Saudi Air Force headquarters, and it had 
windows, nice windows, pretty nice briefing room. He looked out the window 
up to the north, and he said, “Those tanks, Iraqi tanks, could appear at any 
minute, and your plan does nothing about them.” And my answer at that 
point was probably not the most politic of answers, but in essence it was this: 
“General those tanks are not a problem. You are paying entirely too much at-
tention to them.” And he reacted violently to that observation, but I knew I 
was right, because I knew what tanks could do. I mean to read about them in 
World War II, in all kinds of other places, I knew that under the very best of 
conditions that those tanks, that Iraqi force, would be lucky to move at 10 
miles an hour, and so it would take days or weeks for them to get from Kuwait 
City down to Riyadh. With even the limited opposition that General Horner 
could offer to it with the airpower assets that he had available to him right 
then, that its ability to move at all was going to be significantly close to zero.

General Horner said, “Thank you very much,” and then he said, “Can I 
keep the three officers that you brought with you?” And I said, “Yes.” I’m not 
sure that I could have said anything else, but I said yes, and so they stayed 
there, and what they did was that they continued the development of the 
plan—and in fact, within probably a two-week period of time they, particu-
larly Dave Deptula, managed to convince everybody there, including General 
Horner, that this was the way to go. They did, however, change the name of 
the plan. It changed from Instant Thunder to Desert Storm. So, that was fine. 
There was no problem with that.

Looking at that presentation, there are a couple things that I think stand 
out in my mind. One of them is that the airpower professional really needs to 
have a pretty good grasp of what other components can do, and not just a 
theoretical grasp; if you look at a tank, a tank can go 60 miles an hour, 300 
miles, five hours to get from Kuwait City to Riyadh. In the real world though, 
that doesn’t happen, and the only place where you really learn that real world 
stuff is through history. So, you simply have got to know that.

I’d like to take just a few minutes now and mention a couple other events 
from the war and from the planning itself, which I think are pretty useful for 
you to think about, to prepare yourself for, and to realize some areas where 
you may need to do some fairly significant improvisation. When I got back to 
Washington, we resumed the open planning, which I will talk about momen-
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tarily, we resumed the open planning but now our focus was a little bit differ-
ent. There were two areas of focus. The first area of focus was on advancing 
the plan in Washington. Keeping it well supported and staving off its many 
opponents, enemies if you will, and then the second part was helping Dave 
Deptula and his fellow planners in Riyadh with analysis they simply didn’t 
have the manpower and the equipment to do and also to help gather the kind 
of intelligence that at least at that particular point in time was almost impos-
sible to get while being located in Riyadh.

So, the first thing I want to really talk about is this idea of open planning. 
When I was walking out of the vice chief ’s office, after he’d told me about the 
call with General Schwarzkopf, I thought a little bit about how I wanted to go 
about doing the planning, and I have to admit that my first inclination was, 
well, we need to make this really very fast. So, what I’m going to do is to cut 
down the numbers and just be a small number of people that I really knew 
well, and we would make things happen very fast. Fortunately, we ended up 
going in exactly the opposite direction. Rather than restricting the people 
participating, we opened the doors of Checkmate, and in the first two days of 
planning, we actually had pretty close to 300 people participating. This was of 
extraordinary value, and there were four things that I think were notable 
about it. The first was that when you have a lot of people participating, that 
you found that there was an answer in that room to almost any question that 
might arise, and if there was not an answer within the room, somebody in the 
room knew who to call someplace around the world to get the answers. As a 
result, you really moved along very quickly—not getting stuck trying to figure 
out simple kinds of things.

The second thing was that people that participated in the planning ended 
up with a deep understanding and a deep commitment, which then helped 
them to continue the efforts over the succeeding months in order to do the 
things that were necessary to bring it to fruition. The third thing was that we 
had several people, of which Dave Deptula was probably the primary, who 
had participated in the strategic-level planning in Washington that then sub-
sequently ended up with operational-level responsibilities out of Riyadh. 
When they encountered, as they certainly would, a number of situations that 
hadn’t been foreseen because maybe they were unforeseeable or maybe we 
just weren’t smart enough to do it, that rather than them being stuck, they 
weren’t an issue. We know where we want to end up, and we can figure this out 
without any particular problem. To some extent you might think about this a 
little bit as similar to the kinds of planning that the Prussians introduced after 
the Napoleonic Wars. The three-echelon-down kinds of communications.

The fourth thing is a little bit different; the fourth thing that flows out of 
open planning is that things happen—answers come up to questions that you 
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didn’t even know that you had. And, I want to give you just one classic exam-
ple, for me classic, of which there were many. There was a civilian, pretty se-
nior guy, officer in the Defense Intelligence Agency, that had started coming 
over to visit Checkmate and would watch the planning for a while and talk to 
the guys. I had met him and said hello to him, his name was Chuck Crystal, 
but never had any extensive conversations. About three days before the war 
was going to start, he walked into Checkmate and said, “Do you have a few 
minutes?” And I said, “Well, sure Chuck.” So, we sat down, and he pulled out 
of his briefcase this piece of cable, which you can’t see very well from where 
you are, but this is a piece of early fiber-optics cable, and he said, “You know 
where I got this? You know what it is?” I replied, “No, I really don’t.” It was the 
first one I had seen physically, at any rate. “I got it from Iraq,” he said. “So, you 
got this from Iraq?” And he said, “Yeah,” and then he moved very quickly to 
the next thing and he pulled a whole sheaf of blueprints out of this briefcase, 
and he said, “These are the engineering drawings for the Iraqi backup fiber 
optic system.” I said, “Chuck where in the world did you get these things?” 
and he said, “Well, you know you really don’t need to worry particularly about 
that aspect of it.”

The story’s relevance to this whole business of open planning is that as he 
had been watching the open planning, he had seen the operations that we 
were putting together against Iraqi communications, which of course were 
against the sort of the conventional communications, the copper-based 
things, the switching centers, and so on, and so forth. “And so, I thought you 
all had done a great job with this, but,” he said, “for a long time there’d been a 
rumor in intelligence circles that the Iraqis had this backup fiber-optics capa-
bility.” And he said, “I got to be so worried about it, I figured I needed to do 
something about it; so, I commissioned a clandestine operation, and this is 
the result: the cable and the blueprints. Can you use this?” And I said, “Abso-
lutely,” and we had a handful of guys that were with us from the Weapons 
School at Nellis, and said, “Guys take a look at this, see how you would go 
about targeting this early on in the war.” They did, and we sent that over to the 
guys in Riyadh. Whether the Iraqis actually had a functional back-up fiber- 
optic system or not is unknown. They did have a fiber-optic system, but we 
know that it was not functional because it couldn’t be functional after the first 
night of the war.

Open planning is not the way that you tend to think about military plan-
ning; you think about doing closed circle—need to know—all the rest of that 
stuff. I tell you that open planning makes such a huge difference—and you 
want to make things as open as you possibly can—and I have found that to be 
the case not only in military planning but also in business planning as well—
just think about that and keep that in mind.
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Another vignette that I think is pretty useful involves the concept of bomb 
damage assessment, and I was familiar from a lot of different directions with 
the problems of bomb damage assessment. It was a big issue in World War II. 
It was a big issue in Vietnam. It had been a big issue in the 1986 attacks against 
Libya in El Dorado Canyon.* So, we were so concerned about the ability of the 
national bomb damage assessment community, which was pretty broad and 
included a lot of different agencies, that we decided to put on a course where 
we would bring people who were involved with that activity over to Check-
mate, and we would tell them about what we were trying to accomplish. One, 
that we were targeting not for destruction but targeting for effect, and that 
second, to help them understand the huge difference between what you see as 
a result of a single precision bomb going into a building as opposed to the 
older attrition—destroy it, turn it into rubble kinds of things—that were laid 
out in the joint munitions effecting this manual. So, this was a pretty good 
program. We brought hundreds of people over the next couple months, and 
we didn’t get everybody—but we got enough people that as we actually got 
into the campaign itself, we got some fairly decent results. People were mea-
suring the right things and reporting the right things.

So, why is this so important and why specifically mention it to you? If you 
do something different with airpower—which for the most part you probably 
should; any new conflict, or new operation, you probably ought to be doing 
something different—what you’re going to find is when you do something 
different, the people that are in the measurement business don’t know what 
you’re doing, and they will report based on the old criteria. And if you find 
that, particularly the civilian leadership will think that things aren’t going 
well, even though in fact they are, you have a very serious problem and one 
from which you may not be able to recover. So, it is really incumbent that 
when you do something different, make darn sure that you are going to be 
measured in the right way with what it is that you are doing.

There are more things that we could talk about that I think are pretty inter-
esting, so let’s just pull maybe one or two additional ones out to discuss. In 
December of 1990, the president became aware that there were some signifi-
cant differences of opinion about the war within the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The 
president had not met with the Joint Chiefs of Staff; he met with the chairman 
but had not met with the Joint Chiefs of Staff as a body in any substantive way 

*Operation El Dorado Canyon was the name of the American long-range bombing attack that targeted 
key Libyan terrorist sites in Tripoli in April 1986. The operation was ordered after the United States cited 
“exact, precise, and irrefutable” evidence of Libyan involvement in various terrorist attacks earlier in the 
year, including the bombing of TWA Flight 840 over Greece and the bombing of a crowded disco in West 
Berlin. For more on this operation, see Air Force Historical Support Division, “1986–Operation El Dorado 
Canyon,” 18 September 2012, http://www.afhistory.af.mil/FAQs/Fact-Sheets/Article/458950/operation  
-el-dorado-canyon/.
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beyond a photo op in the very early days after the Iraqi attack on Kuwait. So, 
when he became aware that there were significant disagreements within the 
Joint Chiefs, he called for a meeting a couple days later at Camp David. So, all 
of the Joint Chiefs were invited—obviously the Secretary of Defense and a 
handful of other senior people. We spent the next couple of days working 
pretty intensely with the Air Force Chief of Staff in order to give him all of the 
kinds of information and ideas that he needed in order to present what could 
be done with airpower: what the plan was, why it would work, what it was 
going to cost, and so on and so forth. He was successful in his presentation as 
evidenced by the fact that in early January the president invited not the joint 
chiefs, not the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, but invited the Air Force Chief of 
Staff to come over, accompanied only by the Secretary of Defense, for a pri-
vate meeting. At this meeting, he said to the Air Force Chief of Staff, “Are you 
as confident now about what you can accomplish with airpower as you were 
at Camp David a month ago?” The answer was absolute affirmative. So, the 
president said, “Thank you very much,” and that then set into motion the 
delivery of the ultimatum to Iraq and the decision to launch the operations on 
the evening of the 16th of January, Washington time.*

Now I would have to say that you think, “Well, so is there something un-
usual about that story?” And the answer is, unfortunately, yes. In the current 
system in the United States, what we have in general is that the chairman will 
go to meet with the president and he will be accompanied and supervised by 
the Secretary of Defense. He will summarize the views of the other joint chiefs 
for the president and then he will make a recommendation on action or inac-
tion, whatever it may happen to be. Well, we all know how extraordinarily 
difficult it is to represent, in any kind of a passionate way, views with which 
you disagree. So, as a result, it becomes highly unlikely that a president is go-
ing to get unfiltered advice, especially if there is any difference in the views of 
the advisers. Now, in the case of something like the joint chiefs, where you 
have air, land, and sea officers, you would make the presumption that there 
are some significant philosophical and operational differences of viewpoint 
between those three different approaches, and there ought to be. But, if the 
president doesn’t get to hear that directly, as by the way that he did in World 
War II under a different command arrangement, under a different concept, 
that the chances that the president ever gets unfiltered advice that is pertinent, 
that’s relevant to making key decisions about peace and war, get to be pretty 
darn small. This is a challenging situation, and for the airpower professional, 

*The first air attacks against Iraq began on 17 January 1991 (local time) and continued until mid-February. 
Then, on 22 February, President Bush publicly announced an ultimatum to Iraq to completely withdraw 
from Kuwait within the next week or face a massive ground-and-air offensive from a coalition of over 30 
nations.
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what it really says is that the airpower professional really needs to be willing 
to stand up and say, “I think that we ought to be going in a particular direc-
tion” and needs to present that at whatever level is possible. And this is not a 
charge that is necessarily easy to carry out, but it’s one that becomes extraor-
dinarily important. Now, one would hope that there would be some reconsid-
eration of the command structure, or the way that we go about making deci-
sions, and to the extent that happens, that the airpower professional certainly 
ought to be in the forefront of the debate in the discussion.

The war started in January and lasted for 42 days. At the end of the war Iraq 
was clearly out of Kuwait and we had accomplished all of the objectives that 
had been provided to General Schwarzkopf several months earlier. General 
Schwarzkopf and General Horner had done a great job in executing that war. 
And the situation at the end of the war was manageable. Iraq was under con-
trol. It was under control and remained under control for the next decade as 
a function of air occupation—operations Northern Watch and Southern 
Watch—and remained under control until such time as there was a decision 
made to go into a dramatically different direction in Iraq.*

F-16A Fighting Falcon, F-15C Eagle, and F-15E Strike Eagle fighter aircraft fly over burn-
ing oil field sites in Kuwait during Operation Desert Storm. US Air Force photo.

*From 1992 to 2003, Operation Southern Watch monitored and controlled the airspace in the southern 
part of Iraq to enforce Iraqi compliance with various UN agreements and directives. In 1996, Operation 
Northern Watch began to monitor and control the airspace over northern Iraq. It also ended in 2003.
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So, if we then talked about what we think are some of the very specific roles 
of the airpower professional, they are these: that one, that the airpower pro-
fessional must understand that airpower is in fact dramatically different from 
other forms of power; that in itself doesn’t necessarily make it better, but it 
does make it different and the airpower professional needs to be comfortable 
with that difference. Second, the airpower professional needs to be very com-
fortable at the strategic level of war and needs to be able to connect strategic 
operations to actual operations. Start with strategy and then move down from 
there. Airpower professionals must be able to connect operations at any level 
with national strategic objectives. They must have a thorough understanding 
of the value of time and must know how to explain that value of time to peo-
ple, whether that be the president or the other services, or whatever, and then 
need to know how to put together operations that fit within that time. They 
have got to be comfortable in making airpower-specific proposals in a joint 
environment, even though that may not be a particularly popular thing to do. 
They must be a good marketer—a good seller of airpower—both internally 
(military internally) and externally to the public.

The next 50 years over which many of you are going to have an impact is 
likely to be even more momentous than were the last 50 years. The United States 
and Western civilization are certainly going to see some real challenges to our 
very survival from peer competitors and other dangerous strategic enemies. 
There may be some dramatic changes in technology and the introduction of 
new technology, but it seems highly likely that in fact that the key to success, to 
military success, is going to be found through the third dimension and through 
the fourth, the time compression of the fourth dimension. That is the realm of 
the profession of air arms, and that is your responsibility as an air professional. 
And I wish you the very best of luck and thank you very much.

John A. Warden III is a Vietnam War veteran combat pilot who went on to be a cen-
tral figure in the planning of Operation Desert Storm. Since retiring from the Air 
Force as a colonel in 1995, he has been an executive, strategist, planner, author, and 
motivational speaker whose work includes the books The Air Campaign and Winning 
in Fast Time. Among his other active duty assignments was service as the comman-
dant of the Air Force’s Air Command and Staff College. His best known work, The Air 
Campaign: Planning for Combat, has been translated into at least seven languages.



Codebreaking and the Battle of the Atlantic*

David Kahn

This is the story of World War II’s Battle of the Atlantic and the intelligence 
effort that went into helping win it. The Battle of the Atlantic was the longest 
battle of the greatest war of all time. Winston Churchill said it was “the dom-
inating factor all throughout the war. . . . Battles might be won or lost, enter-
prises might succeed or miscarry, territories might be gained or quitted, but 
dominating all our power to carry on the war, or even keep ourselves alive, 
lay our mastery of the ocean routes and the free approach and entry to our 
ports.”† In the attempt to keep these sea lanes open, codebreaking played an 
important role.‡

The story begins—as do so many things in World War II—in World War I. 
In August of 1914, the first month of that war, a German light cruiser, the 
Magdeburg, stranded itself a few hundred yards off the island of Odensholm 
at the mouth of the Gulf of Finland. Today that island, now called Osmussaar, 
is part of Estonia, but then it was part of Russia, with whom Germany was at 
war. To free his ship, the German captain threw everything he could think of 
overboard—the coal, the mine laying rails, the bulkhead doors, ammunition, 
the drinking water. He rocked his vessel. He had the crew collect at the stern 
to lift the bow. Nothing worked. His radioman could hear the calls of Russian 
ships from nearby Reval (now Tallinn) approaching. He had one codebook 
burned and two others thrown overboard. But, as he ordered his crew to 
abandon ship, he forgot one in his own locker. Only one of the demolition 
charges he had set went off, and the Russians boarded the damaged cruiser. A 
search turned up the neglected codebook. This the Russians sent by courier to 
their allies, the British, who, the Russians thought, as the primary sea power 
could well use it. It was officially delivered in London to the First Sea Lord, a 
position equivalent to the American Secretary of the Navy, then held by a 
politician named Winston Churchill.

With this codebook, the fledgling organization that the British had set up 
to read coded German naval radio messages got its real impetus. Room 40, as 
it was called for its early quarters in the old building of the Admiralty, was 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #36, 1994.
†Winston S. Churchill, The Second World War, vol. 3, The Grand Alliance (1950; repr., Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin, 1977), 98.
‡The following note was provided by the author to accompany the submission of the written version of 

his Harmon Lecture: This lecture is based upon my book, Seizing the Enigma: The Race to Break the German 
U-Boat Codes, 1939–1943 (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1991). Sources for the statements in the lecture 
may be found therein.
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soon revealing the plans of Germany’s High Seas Fleet. This knowledge kept 
the Germans from surprising the Royal Navy, perhaps from defeating it in a 
great sea battle that would end Britain’s dominion of the seas and so in effect 
winning the war in a day. Instead the British were able to bottle up the Ger-
mans in their North Sea ports. This kept the Germans from victory, and the 
British, French, and Americans went on to win the war.

The end of that struggle brought a few hints that the Germans had lost at 
sea in part because of codebreaking, but it was not until 1923 that the secret 
was revealed. Churchill, who had the necessary political clout, received gov-
ernment permission to tell the story in his memoir cum history, The World 
Crisis. In his dramatic fashion, and with rather more poetic license than fidel-
ity to facts, he told how the Russians had picked up the body of a German 
sailor and “clasped in his bosom by arms rigid in death were the cipher and 
signal books of the German Navy.” He disclosed that the Magdeburg code-
books had been given to the British and that with them the British were able 
to detect every potential and actual sortie of the German High Seas Fleet and 
so frustrate almost every German naval move. This information surprised 
and dismayed the Germans. The German Navy realized that it had to have 
some kind of cipher system that would prevent this ever happening again.

Back in 1918, German mariners had been offered a cipher machine with so 
many combinations that it would prove useless even to an enemy who cap-
tured it because it would take too long to run through them all to hit upon the 
right one. The German Navy had then turned it down as expensive, compli-
cated, and unnecessary. But in the mid-1920s the Reichsmarine realized that 
this machine was exactly what it wanted. So it got in touch with the inventor.

He was an electrical engineer named Arthur Scherbius. He had developed, 
independently of others in the United States, Holland, and Sweden who had 
had the same flash of inspiration, a cryptographic principle called the rotor. 
The working principle requires you to imagine a hockey puck. On one side of 
the puck are 26 electrical contacts; on the other, 26 more. They are connected 
at random to one another through the body of the puck. The puck is held 
between two plates. One of these gets current from a typewriter keyboard; the 
other sends current to a display device, such as an array of flashlight bulbs 
that can illuminate a panel with letters printed on it. Now if you shoot in a 
current from, say, the letter A from a keyboard, it will go in at the top of the 
plate, enter the puck, twist around inside it, and come out at the contact that 
will lead to, say, Q. The rotor turns one space. Now you shoot the current in 
again at the top, from A. This time it comes out at X. Again the rotor turns. 
Shoot the A current in again; now it comes out at R.

Obviously, the sequence of substitutions is going to repeat after 26 letters—
one revolution. But if you line up several rotors, one next to the other, each 



WAGING WAR │ 323

turning one step only after the preceding rotor has completed a rotation, you 
will have a complex, internal maze of electrical wiring that will not recur until 
26 to the power of the number of rotors you have. In addition, you can vary 
the order in which the rotors are put into the machine, and then their starting 
positions. Probably about 1924, the German Navy saw that Scherbius’s ma-
chine, which he called the Enigma, solved the problem of capture that had led 
to disaster in World War I. Sometime in 1926, therefore, it adopted the 
Enigma. It proved so good a machine that the army too adopted it, instituting 
its use on 15 July 1928.

Near the end of World War I, Poland had reappeared in Europe. It had 
been reborn from Germany and Russia, which had partitioned the country 
near the end of the eighteenth century. Both Germany and Bolshevik Russia 
were infuriated at losing this land. The Bolsheviks in fact invaded Poland, in 
part with the desire of turning all Europe red. Poland, using every weapon at 
her disposal, evolved a codebreaking bureau that helped her armies under 
Gen Jozef Pilsudski defeat the Russians. During the 1920s, as Germany—
never reconciled to the loss of her eastern lands or to the Polish corridor*—
thundered out ceaseless propaganda about rectifying the frontiers, Poland 
developed her codebreaking further to get information about German plans. 
At first her cryptanalysts had been able to solve several German army crypto-
systems. Then, on 15 July 1928, the codebreakers saw a change in the charac-
teristics of the German cryptograms. One of the old systems had merely shuf-
fled the letters of the German originals, and so the cryptograms contained 
about the 40 percent vowels of ordinary German text. The new intercepts had 
only about 20 percent vowels—the number to be expected at random. This 
told the codebreakers that they faced a complex cipher system in which the 
letters of the original German message were replaced with substitutes in an 
almost random fashion. They guessed that the cipher was generated by a ma-
chine, perhaps the Enigma, which they knew from Scherbius’s failed attempt 
to sell it to businesses. Intelligence sources confirmed this, and the Poles at-
tacked the cryptograms. But they made little progress.

While they hammered unsuccessfully upon the intercepts, a German 
whose soap factory had gone bankrupt had been given a civilian job in the 
German army’s Cipher Center, which his brother had previously headed. This 
job included creating, distributing, and accounting for the Enigma machine 
keys—the order of the machine’s three rotors, their starting position, and 
other elements that had been added. Needing or wanting money, this man, 
Hans-Thilo Schmidt, decided to sell the valuable information that he had 

*The Polish Corridor was a strip of land some 20–70 miles wide that separated Germany’s province of 
East Prussia from the rest of Germany and gave Poland access to the Baltic Sea.
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about the Enigma to the French. They bought from him the basic operating 
instructions for the machine. But this did not include the actual starting po-
sitions, and so it did not enable the French cryptanalysts to break the system. 
They gave the material to their friends the British, who had no more success 
with it than had the French.

Now France had had, since 1921, an alliance with the Poles that threatened 
Germany with a two-front war if she made trouble either for France or for 
Poland. The French may have known of a 1928 Polish publication revealing 
Poland’s cryptanalytic successes in her defeat of the Bolsheviks and may have 
thought that the Poles might put Schmidt’s material to good use. In any event, 
the French gave it to them. At first the Poles could do little more with it than 
the French and the British. But in 1929, to a greater degree than any other 
country in the world, the Poles brought mathematicians into their cryptologic 
service. In 1932, one of them, Marian Rejewski, represented the Enigma enci-
pherment with several simultaneous equations. Aided by some keys that 
Schmidt had sold and by a lucky guess, he solved the equations—and thereby 
determined the wiring of the right hand, or “fast” rotor, and then of the oth-
ers. He had uncovered the heart of the Enigma machine.

But Rejewski’s work had, in a sense, just begun. The advantage of the 
Enigma was that, even if the enemy were given a copy of the machine, he 
would not be able to crack messages enciphered in it quickly enough to be of 
use. Now Rejewski had, in effect, obtained an Enigma. But he and his col-
leagues now had to ascertain each day’s keys—and that in less than the hun-
dreds of millions of years that the Germans’ studies had told them that that 
would take.

They cracked this problem, in part because an element of the German sys-
tem of keying intended to offer extra security in fact opened a chink in the 
cipher’s armor. Three letters of the key that had to be sent from encipherer to 
decipherer were repeated—for example, WSX WSX—to help correct any 
transmissions errors. The six were then enciphered at a common, prearranged 
setting of the rotors. But different encipherments of identical letters gave the 
Polish cryptanalysts a wedge with which to break into the encipherment. 
Their ingenious analysis, accelerated by special mechanisms, enabled the 
Poles to do what the Germans thought nobody could ever do—namely, read 
messages in Enigma in a day. They continued to do this throughout the 1930s, 
keeping up with the constant complications that the Germans introduced. 
But, in part for fear of a leak that might infuriate the Germans, they said noth-
ing about this to the French or the British. After several years, however, two 
things happened that caused the Poles to change their minds. On 15 Decem-
ber 1938, the Germans put two more rotors into service, giving them five 
possible choices, not just three, to pick from to insert in the Enigma’s three 
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rotor positions. This multiplied the Poles’ work by 10 and outstripped their 
financial and personnel resources. And on 15 March 1939, Hitler, who had 
promised after he’d taken the Sudetenland, the German-speaking fringe of 
Czechoslovakia, that he would never annex any part of the world that wasn’t 
German-speaking, marched into the rest of Czechoslovakia. The French and 
the English finally saw that he was not to be trusted. They guaranteed Poland 
that, if Hitler attacked her, they would come to her aid.

This promise dissolved Poland’s reluctance to share her great cryptanalytic 
secret, even though Germany’s cryptographic improvements had rendered it 
almost moot. Britain and France, on the other hand, had both the resources 
and, if war were to come, the need, to exploit the Polish work. The Poles built 
new mechanical cryptanalytic aids, called bombes, for their allies, as well as 
Enigma replicas and, in a sensational meeting outside of Warsaw in July 1939, 
gave them to their astonished but delighted new allies.

On 1 September, Hitler attacked Poland. The British and French guarantee 
went into effect. World War II began. The Poles broke some Enigma messages. 
But these did not enable Poland to stop the Nazi Blitzkrieg. This is a sad but 
significant instance of the rule in intelligence that, no matter how good a na-
tion’s intelligence may be, without military strength, no country can win a 
war. So Poland was defeated. A few months later, so was France.* Not, how-
ever, before the British and the French, exploiting a weakness in the German 
air force’s Enigma keying system, solved some cryptograms.

Britain, then, protected by the sea from invasion and augmented in her 
stymied cryptanalysis of Enigma by the Polish solution, endeavored to crack 
the German machine. By 1939, she had followed the Polish example and re-
cruited mathematicians to help in this work. She was lucky—or wise—to have 
in her cryptanalytic agency, the so-called Government Code and Cypher 
School (G.C. & C.S.), not only a collection of extraordinarily brilliant young 
men and women, but one authentic genius. This was Alan Turing, the intellec-
tual father of the computer and the man who devised a better way to solve 
Enigma messages. Turing modified the Polish bombe mechanism to perform 
a much more powerful cryptanalytic method. It required imagining what the 
original German language might be for a particular cryptogram. The 
bombes—each of which was in a sense a collection of Enigmas—would then 
run rapidly through all the possible rotor combinations to see if any would 
yield the known ciphertext from the presumed plaintext. If one did, that com-
bination represented the day’s settings for that key net, and it would unlock all 
that day’s messages on that net. But how did Turing guess the original German 

*Poland was defeated in approximately four weeks. Germany attacked France and the Low Countries on 
10 May 1940, and France signed an armistice on 22 June 1940.



326 │ HARMON MEMORIAL LECTURES IN MILITARY HISTORY

message? That was, after all, what the Germans were trying to keep secret. 
There were a number of ways. Sometimes the Germans sent the same message 
in two different cryptosystems, one in a low-level system for small units that 
did not hold an Enigma machine, one in Enigma for higher-echelon units. If 
the British had solved the lower-level system, they had the plaintext they 
needed to crack the Enigma message. Sometimes German commanders sent 
the same message or address or message-start at a set time every day, such as 
“Situation unchanged” or “Morning report” or “To the General of Aerial Re-
connaissance.” Some of these were known from solutions from the Battle of 
France; others could sometimes be guessed.

German general Heinz Guderian in a medium radio armored vehicle, with a radio op-
erator using an Enigma encryption device, in May 1940. Bundesarchiv (Bild 101I-769-
0229-10A / Borchert, Erich (Eric) / CC-BY-SA 3.0).

Of course, many days the needed plaintext could not be divined, and Tur-
ing’s system failed. Moreover, though it worked often with the Luftwaffe, 
where radio operators’ chatter and earlier solutions gave insight into the pos-
sible plaintext, it worked rarely with the Kriegsmarine. The German navy’s 
radio operators, most of whom had served for many years, were much more 
disciplined than the newly recruited Luftwaffe personnel. Some fortuitous 
document captures—from a couple of armed trawlers—had made a few solu-
tions possible. These helped in reading a handful of subsequent messages, but 
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there was no wholesale solution of U-boat traffic. In view of the importance 
of the Battle of the Atlantic, this was fundamental. What could the British do?

A man whose name has become well known as a creative author had an 
idea. Perhaps, suggested this man, then an aide in the Naval Intelligence De-
partment, we should attempt to capture some of the German navy’s keys. 
Then we could read the messages directly without having to guess plaintexts 
and run the messages through the bombes. This man, Ian Fleming, later the 
creator of James Bond, proposed luring out a minesweeper by faking a crash 
at sea with a captured Heinkel bomber, then overpowering the minesweeper’s 
crew and seizing the needed documents. The opportunity never presented 
itself. But, the idea didn’t die. A longish-haired undergraduate named Harry 
Hinsley (later a Harmon Memorial Lecturer),* had been plucked from his 
studies at Cambridge’s St. John’s College to work at G.C. & C.S. and was study-
ing German naval activities on the basis of German naval communications 
patterns. He knew that the Germans had deployed weather ships in the North 
Atlantic to gather data on the air masses that moved from west to east and 
that affected bombing raids on Britain and the coordination of German air-
power with ground forces throughout Europe. These ships were isolated and 
unescorted. One day Hinsley realized that these ships carried Enigma ma-
chines and thus naval Enigma keys. The Admiralty was persuaded to send a 
task force to seize the weather ships and nab the keying documents. Twice 
during the summer of 1941 such task forces were dispatched, and twice, after 
brief encounters in the northern seas, they came home with the papers Hins-
ley hoped they would obtain. In addition, a fortuitous capture of a submarine, 
the U-110, provided additional documentation. The results were dramatic. 
When the first set of keys in service arrived at Bletchley Park, home of G.C. & 
C.S., on 1 June, solution times fell at once from 11 days to 5 hours. As the 
solutions began pouring out—they were codenamed ULTRA—the British be-
gan getting a comprehensive view of German naval communication phrase-
ology, inestimable in its importance for providing cribs for the bombes for 
future solutions when the captured keys expired. Perhaps more to the point, 
the British began building up a picture of how the U-boats operated.

Did the fast solutions of June and July immediately produce a drop in the 
number of Allied ships sunk because the British knew where the U-boat wolf 
packs were and diverted the convoys around them? No. The Battle of the At-
lantic involved too many factors for the effect of just one to be so determina-
tive. The cryptanalysts contributed their part, but no one-to-one correlation 
existed between them and the sinking rate. Still, the Admiralty was glad to 

*Sir Francis Harry Hinsley gave the Harmon Memorial Lecture in 1988: “The Intelligence Revolution: A 
Historical Perspective.” It is included in Part V of this volume.
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have the solutions that G.C. & C.S. produced for the rest of 1941 after the 
running start the captures had provided. For the solutions did help convoys to 
avoid U-boats. For example, Convoy HX 155, with 54 ships out of Nova Sco-
tia in October 1941, changed course on the basis of ULTRA at least twice 
during its crossing to avoid sub-infested waters and arrived in Britain with its 
cargoes of gasoline, fuel oil, sugar, steel, copper, and grain entire and intact.

For many months, ULTRA flourished in part because weather reports 
formed some of its best cribs. G.C. & C. S. had worked them as follows: All 
German warships sent in meteorological observations. They condensed each 
of these into a few letters by means of their so-called Short Weather Code. 
These coded reports were enciphered in Enigma and transmitted to a head-
quarters, where the German weathermen deciphered them. They then broad-
cast the weather reports. The British intercepted these. They had captured the 
Short Weather Code from the U-110, so they were able to convert the broad-
casts back to the same form into which the warships had put them. This con-
stituted the plaintext of an Enigma transmission, which G.C. & C.S. could run 
on the bombes to find that day’s key. But in the fall of 1941, the Kriegsmarine 
introduced a new edition of the Short Weather Cipher. This precluded the 
conversion into Enigma plaintext, and the useful weather cribs vanished.

Meanwhile, the German cryptographers were growing worried about the 
increase in their communications volume—an increase sustained by all com-
batants. They knew that, in general, the more cryptograms one intercepts, the 
easier it is to solve a cryptosystem. Though the cryptographers never believed 
that the British might be reading their messages, they wanted to take no 
chances. So on 1 February 1942, the Kriegsmarine changed the configuration 
of the Enigma. The original had three rotors in it. The new one had four. This 
multiplied the work of the codebreakers by 26. Together with the loss of the 
weather cribs, the new mechanical twist blinded the British.

They remained blinded throughout almost all of 1942. Unable to know 
what the U-boats intended, the Allies could not take remedial action. Con-
voys sailed straight into wolf packs. Sinkings in the second half of 1942 were 
quadruple those of the same period a year before, when Enigma messages 
were being read.

Then, in the fall of 1942, the British got a break. In the eastern Mediterra-
nean, Royal Navy destroyers forced a submarine, the U-559, to the surface. A 
rating and an officer swam to her and climbed down into her control room. 
They passed up documents before the vessel unexpectedly sank, taking them 
down with her. (They received the George Cross for their heroism.) But 
among the documents they had salvaged was the new edition of the Short 
Weather Cipher. With this, obtained at so high a price, the cryptanalysts of 
G.C. & C.S. could again perform their weather crib trick. And they were 
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helped now by US Navy cryptanalysts in Washington, DC. These were sup-
ported by dozens of high-speed bombes, weighing about 2 1/2 tons each and 
produced by National Cash Register in Dayton, Ohio. The British and Amer-
ican cryptanalytic centers, linked by cable and radio, shared the work. The 
Allies were producing ULTRA solutions faster than before and almost contin-
uously. Once again, convoys were dodging wolf packs. More supplies were 
getting through than ever before. A typical case was that of Convoy SC 127. 
Its 57 ships sailed from Nova Scotia on 16 April 1943, carrying tanks, grain, 
explosives, steel, lumber, sugar, phosphates, and fuel oil. Its original route 
would have taken it through an area in which the codebreakers discovered an 
estimated 25 U-boats. Its course was altered so it sailed around this square, 
and eventually the convoy arrived in its British ports without the loss of a 
single vessel. Its commodore happily signaled: “All arrived.”

The Allied intelligence advantage was augmented by the growth in Allied 
air cover over the Atlantic. Some of this came from very long-range patrol 
planes. These aircraft closed the black hole in the mid-Atlantic in which 
U-boats had operated free from the fear of air attack. Flying over the convoy 
routes, the aircraft kept the U-boats submerged, greatly restricting their mo-
bility and their effectiveness. More air cover came from airplanes from escort 
aircraft carriers. And these, for the first time in the Battle of the Atlantic, used 
codebreaking offensively. The Allies knew that Germany’s supply submarines, 
the U-tankers, or “Milchkuhe” (milk cows), greatly extended the combat 
time-on-station of the U-boats. Codebreaking revealed with almost pinpoint 
precision where these U-tankers were to rendezvous with the combat U-boats 
to give them fuel and other supplies. On the basis of this information, air-
planes from the escort carriers attacked the U-tankers, often when they were 
on the surface refueling. In the middle of 1944, of the 10 Milchkuhe in the 
Atlantic, nine were sunk. Each sinking caused U-Boat Command to go 
through contortions of resupply, with U-boats having to meet and give up 
precious fuel to one another so that all could return to Germany.

The consequence of all these converging efforts was that, between mid- 
December 1943 and mid-January 1944, U-boats sighted not one of the 10 
convoys that sailed close to their patrol lines and sank only one isolated mer-
chant ship. In the first three months of 1944, U-boats sank only three mer-
chantmen in convoy out of 3,360 that sailed—at a cost of 36 submarines. By 
then vast convoys, sometimes hundreds of ships stretching from horizon to 
horizon, proceeded majestically across the Atlantic, bringing to Britain the 
men and material that would drive a stake through the heart of the wickedest 
regime the world had ever seen. This was done by the brave men who sailed 
the ships and flew the planes and by the American shipwrights who built 
more ships than any fleet of submarines could have sunk. But their bravery 
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and their efforts were supported, and their sacrifices ameliorated, by the back-
room boys, the boffins, who broke the German U-boat codes.
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Airpower, Armies, and the War  
in the West, 1940*

R. J. Overy

It is now almost 50 years since German armies routed British and French 
forces on the northern plains of France. It was a victory almost unique in 
twentieth-century warfare in its speed and decisiveness. So rapid and well 
planned was the German advance that it was not difficult to argue that this 
was just the campaign for which Hitler had long been preparing. German 
victory strengthened the view that the Western Allies stood before him weak-
ened by years of military neglect and political feebleness. Since the war, this 
view has become embedded in popular wisdom. There is a strong consensus 
that the Western powers were militarily unprepared, much weaker than the 
enemy they faced, and that German success rested on exploitation of the new 
air and tank weapons. This new technology was integrated in the blitzkrieg 
formula, which cruelly exposed the poor planning, strategic bankruptcy, and 
low morale of Germany’s enemies. The core of German success, so the argu-
ment goes, was the overwhelming airpower that Germany brought to bear on 
the conflict. At least one historian of the campaign has concluded that it was 
“the Luftwaffe’s supremacy in the air which constituted a decisive factor.”1

Though there would be little point in denying that the air force did consti-
tute an important element in Germany’s success in May and June 1940, there 
remain nonetheless a great many questions that historians can still ask about 
the role of airpower in the campaign. We must dispense, first of all, with some 
powerful misconceptions about the nature of the conflict. The first and most 
enduring of these is the belief that there existed a great disparity of air strength 
between the two sides. The facts show otherwise. Germany massed 2,741 
combat aircraft for the campaign in the West on 10 May 1940—1,000 of them 
bombers, 970 of them single-seat fighters.2 On the same day, France possessed 
over 3,000 modern combat aircraft; 2,500 modern fighters had been supplied 
to the French Air Force during 1939 and the first five months of 1940. The 
difference was that French forces were very dispersed: only 500 fighters were 
stationed in northeastern France opposite German forces, and 1,000 aircraft 
were in North Africa.3 The Royal Air Force (RAF) had stationed about 250 
aircraft in France in May 1940, half of them bombers, half fighters—but the 
RAF as a whole possessed by then over 2,000 modern first-line aircraft, in-
cluding 700 advanced single-seat fighters in the home squadrons.4 It is strik-

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #32, 1989.
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ing that Britain initially devoted to the French campaign not many more air-
craft than Belgium, which had 184 aircraft operational in May 1940.5

Taken together, the French and British air forces could have mustered over 
4,000 modern, combat-ready aircraft and almost a third more fighter aircraft 
than the Luftwaffe. These were much better odds than the RAF faced a few 
months later in the Battle of Britain. Moreover, both Western air forces had a 
higher level of reserves (mainly of technically inferior aircraft) than the Ger-
mans and by May 1940, with American aircraft supplies, had a monthly out-
put of aircraft more than double German levels. By the end of the Battle of 
France, it has been calculated that the French Air Force alone had been sup-
plied with 2,900 modern fighters since 1939. Indeed, it had as many combat- 
ready aircraft in fighter squadrons at the end of the battle as it possessed at the 
start.6 It is certainly possible to argue that the German air force had a mar-
ginal lead in quality, particularly in bombing aircraft rather than fighters. But 
in terms of numbers of aircraft the gap disappears. The issue this raises is an 
important one: why did the Allies fail to use their numerical and production 
advantages in an effective, concentrated way?

The second misconception stems from the view that the Western states 
failed to understand the new weapons of war and displayed a particular in-
competence in the exercise of airpower. There were, of course, plenty of mis-
takes and false hopes. It is not difficult to construct a largely negative view of 
Western achievements in the air. But this perspective neglects two essential 
points. First, the British were only weeks away from winning perhaps the only 
major air force–to–air force conflict of the whole war, the Battle of Britain, 
and by a less narrow margin than the British like to think. Second, both Brit-
ish and French military thinkers and planners had worked away at the prob-
lems of airpower with every bit as much energy as their German counter-
parts. Western planners had formulated a role for air forces and integrated 
them into the general strategic plan. It could certainly be argued that some of 
the choices they made turned out to be inappropriate for the campaign they 
fought. But defeat in 1940 occurred not for want of thinking hard about the 
use of aircraft. The issue again is to ask why the Allies made the choices they 
did about air strategy; their choices were not made from mere incompetence 
or perversity.

A final misconception lies in the view, widely held, that the odds were al-
ways stacked against the West from the start and that their defense of Poland 
was a vain, belated, and doomed moral gesture in the face of certain defeat. 
Yet this view, too, ignores that neither state declared war expecting to lose. 
They planned in detail the war they would fight. The war plans drawn up in 
the spring of 1939 worked on the sensible assumption that war could only be 
contemplated if the chances of victory were considerable. British and French 
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strategy rested on the view that Germany could be contained in 1940 by a 
combination of naval blockade—and it should be recalled how much more 
substantial Western naval strength was compared with German—together 
with the prepared “continuous front” from the Alps to the North Sea and 
bombing from the air against Germany’s “vital centers.” The British draft of 
the War Plan in March 1939 argued that with Germany isolated diplomati-
cally, hemmed in by the Maginot system, and with the economic might of the 
two Western empires mobilized to the full, “we should regard the outcome of 
the war with confidence.”7 Anglo-French military planning was not some 
grand suicide pact but a genuine reflection of growing belief in Western dis-
positions and staying power.

With this said, however, it is still possible to argue that in the campaign 
fought in May 1940, German forces proved greatly superior in fighting power, 
organization, tactical flexibility, and coordination of forces. This observation 
was particularly true of the German army, and it would be wrong to under-
state the role played by the German army, as distinct from the air force, in the 
campaign.8 Modern airpower was untested except against the lightest resis-
tance in Spain or Poland. The German planners placed their hopes in the 
strategic novelty of the army’s so-called “sickle-cut” strategy based on a con-
certed armored drive through the Ardennes. It is striking how little airpower 
featured in the strategic and tactical discussions of the planned attack on 
France. When the air force was used, it conformed closely to German army 
doctrine and the army’s high operational standards. Broadly speaking, this 
doctrine can be reduced to three “C’s”: concentration of force, counterforce 
strategy, and coordination of forces. There was nothing very original in this 
approach; German planners looked at the core of the problem, which was to 
attack and decisively destroy the military forces of the enemy. They hoped to 
do so with optimum operational effectiveness, economy of force, and above 
all, concentrated and combined effort. But they were far from confident in 
1940. The armed forces had not expected a general war to break out in 1939; 
neither had Hitler. Alternatives were explored: sitting defensively behind the 
Siegfried Line or, the brainchild of the younger Luftwaffe staff officers, an all-
out air assault on Britain in the late autumn of 1939 to knock her out of the 
war.9 But in the end the offensive tradition in the German forces, combined 
with a recognition of geopolitical reality, pushed them, and Hitler, to the view 
that the decisive land campaign was the only real option. The Battle of France 
was thus no well-prepared, single-minded campaign. No Schlieffen Plan ex-
isted in Germany in 1939. The campaign was the hasty product of staff plan-
ning over the winter and spring, recognizing German limitations and making 
the most of German strengths. It was the Allies, not the Germans, who had a 
clear idea before September 1939 of the kind of war they were going to fight.
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We can now move beyond the arguments that it was unequal strength and 
lack of preparation that doomed the West from the start, to look at the ques-
tion of why the three states involved in the battle organized, prepared, and 
deployed their air forces in such different ways and with such contrasting ef-
fect. The German case is by now well-known, but it is worth recapitulation. 
The preparation for war was dominated by the army view of strategy: the role 
of the armed forces was to constitute an offensive force, capable of attacking 
and defeating the enemy armed forces in the field. This attitude made geopo-
litical sense considering Germany’s long, exposed borders and the recogni-
tion that any future major war was likely to engage the two largest land armies, 
French and Russian. These views also complemented the preconceptions of 
the commander in chief, Hitler, whose own ambitions dictated that Germany 
should wage offensive war.

The general instruction for the Luftwaffe, the “Conduct of Air Warfare,” 
first drawn up in 1935 and revised down to 1940, conformed to this general 
military outlook. The Luftwaffe’s goal was “to defeat the enemy armed forces” 
and to do so in combination with the other services.10 The operational guide-
lines were straightforward. The Luftwaffe was to be used first as a counter-
force instrument to destroy enemy airpower and establish air superiority over 
the campaign area; then it had to concentrate on the task of giving direct 
support to the land campaign. This support was to consist of providing a pro-
tective umbrella over German armies, attacking targets near the front line, 
and attacking rear areas where new troops, communications, or supplies were 
located. Only in the event of stalemate and the expectation of a long, drawn-
out war would the Luftwaffe bomb enemy vital centers. The lessons of Spain 
and China and, of course, Poland, suggested that direct tactical support would 
be the most effective use of airpower. Even Col Walther Wever, the Luftwaffe 
chief of staff, who died in 1936 and who is generally regarded as the chief 
German proponent of strategic air warfare, argued that “in the war of the fu-
ture, the destruction of the armed forces will be of primary importance.”11 The 
Luftwaffe staff was filled with ex-soldiers or ex–World War I fighter pilots 
who broadly shared this view. Combined service maneuvers from 1935 on-
wards demonstrated conclusively that tactical airpower would bring the best 
results given the current technology.

German air planners closely linked technology to strategy. Given the lim-
itation of aircraft in the late 1930s, they concentrated on fast fighters, medium 
bombers, and dive-bombing aircraft, which could perform the combined op-
eration function. Great emphasis was placed on front-line communications. 
In 1940 the Luftwaffe possessed three signal regiments, 63 signal companies, 
and 115 special signal units to coordinate air attacks and air-ground cooper-
ation.12 Yet the Luftwaffe did not ignore strategic bombardment, as is so often 
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claimed. In 1938 the long-range Heinkel He 177 bomber was put into the 
production plans; a year later an intercontinental bomber (the so-called 
Amerikabomber) was also included. But these weapons would not be avail-
able in quantity until 1942–43. Luftwaffe operational surveys from autumn 
1938 to late 1939 demonstrated that with the current technology nothing de-
cisive could be achieved from the air against Britain until that date.

Although Göring* wanted a more vigorous strategic role for airpower and 
the younger staff officers were eager to send Britain the knockout blow she 
was so manifestly expecting, the German high command kept the air role 
within its technical limits and did so to very great effect.13

There is little here that is surprising. More interesting is the fact that Britain 
and France, both states that had waged, like Germany, a largely tactical air war 
on the Western Front in World War I, failed to do what the Luftwaffe did. Here 
the French example is the more remarkable, for France shared much of the 
military and strategic outlook of her erstwhile enemy. Like Germany, France 
was governed by geopolitical necessity and the search for resource efficiency 
in warfare. Like German forces, the services were dominated by the army and 
by army interests. The organization of the air forces in the two states was not 
strikingly different in the late 1930s except in one regard: the separate army 
units in France expected to have air units assigned for their individual use, 
while in Germany, air units were assigned in “fleets” to support whole army 
corps. This distinction was to prove a very significant difference in approach 
to tactical warfare. At the level of strategy, the chief contrast was that French 
leaders geared their forces to defend France, not to promote an offensive. The 
whole of France’s large and expensive military effort in the interwar years was 

*Hermann Wilhelm Göring (1893–1946) was a political and military leader and one of the most-power-
ful figures in the Nazi Party. A veteran World War I fighter pilot ace, he was the last commander of 
Jagdgeschwader 1, the fighter wing once led by Manfred von Richthofen, the Red Baron. An early member 
of the Nazi Party, Göring was among those wounded in Hitler’s failed Beer Hall Putsch in 1923. Once the 
Nazis came to power in 1933, Göring was named as minister without portfolio in the new government. In 
this capacity, one of his first acts was to create the Gestapo, which he ceded to Heinrich Himmler in 1934. 
Quickly, Göring amassed power and political capital, becoming the second-most powerful man in 
Germany. Hitler appointed him commander-in-chief of the Luftwaffe, a position he held until the final 
days of the regime. Upon being named Plenipotentiary of the Four Year Plan in 1936, Göring assumed 
responsibility for mobilizing all sectors of the economy for war, an assignment that brought numerous 
government agencies under his control and helped him become one of the wealthiest men in the country. 
In September 1939, Hitler designated him as his successor and deputy in all his offices. By 1941, Göring 
was at the peak of his power and influence. As World War II progressed, Göring’s standing with Hitler and 
with the German public declined after the Luftwaffe proved incapable of preventing the Allied bombing of 
German cities and resupplying surrounded Axis forces in Stalingrad. Informed on 22 April 1945 that Hitler 
intended to commit suicide, Göring sent a telegram to Hitler requesting permission to assume control of 
the Reich. Considering this treasonous, Hitler removed Göring from all his positions, expelled him from 
the party, and ordered his arrest. After the war, Göring was convicted of conspiracy, crimes against peace, 
war crimes, and crimes against humanity at the Nuremberg trials. He was sentenced to death but commit-
ted suicide the night before the sentence was to be carried out.
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based on the establishment of a “continuous front” with an elaborate, prepared 
battlefield on which the German attack would be blunted. Once Germany was 
contained, the French would wear the enemy down by bombing and blockade 
until an offensive could be launched with any prospect of success.14

Given that the French strategic profile was different from the German—a 
defense strong enough to absorb and deflect the offense—the French view of 
how to use aircraft was remarkably similar. The French General Staff placed 
emphasis on the defeat of the enemy forces and saw airpower contributing to 
this strategic aim. The Instruction of 1936 for the air force gave it three func-
tions: providing a defensive umbrella over the mobilizing armies as they en-
tered and established the prepared battlefield along the fortified front; air at-
tacks on the advancing enemy, on concentrations of his troops, supply 
columns, strong points, etc.; and finally, attacks by bomber aircraft against 
rear-area targets. These bombing attacks were supposed to complement the 
battle-area attacks and were to be directed at an area no more than 200 kilo-
meters from the front line, where only militarily useful targets should be at-
tacked, such as communications and ammunition dumps.15 Only in excep-
tional circumstances would attacks against industrial or city targets be 
endorsed. French military leaders were on the whole unimpressed with the 
distinction between tactical and strategic airpower and opposed attacks 
against civilians. French air theorists regarded battlefield support as “strate-
gic” airpower inasmuch as it contributed to the general strategic aim. There 
were arguments among French military leaders about how to organize and 
command air forces, but by the late 1930s there was general agreement on the 
need for large tactical air forces to establish air superiority over the front and 
prevent the breakthrough that had destroyed French arms in 1870 and had 
almost done so again in 1914.

French air strategy, then, differed little from German. But in operational 
preparation and technical development there were marked differences. The 
French Air Force failed to develop either battlefield assault planes or a dive-
bomber. Too much emphasis was placed on reconnaissance, artillery spot-
ting, and army cooperation aircraft in the 1930s, reflecting the priorities of 
the ground army. When rearmament accelerated in 1938, the industry rushed 
out large numbers of good quality fighters and medium bombers. Not until 
1940 did the French order large numbers of dive-bombers from the United 
States when, belatedly, they realized that they lacked any effective battlefield 
support planes.16 Even more bizarre for a military that placed so much em-
phasis on the prepared battlefield and static, centrally controlled operations, 
the French forces had very poor communications. This deficiency was true of 
links between air units and between the air force and army. Only 0.15 percent 
of the military budget between 1923 and 1938 was spent on communica-
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tions.17 Radar was hastily imported from Britain in 1939 but hardly featured 
in the 1940 campaign. Poor communication fatally weakened French com-
bined operations.

Another operational problem was the failure to assign an order of priority 
to the targets designated for the air force. The French Air Force did not de-
velop a counterforce strategy as such. Attacks on the enemy army were re-
garded as being of equal importance. Second, the air force failed to impose on 
the army an organizational plan that would permit the concentration of effort 
that the Instruction to the air force required. Airpower was parceled out, like 
tanks, to support each area of France where army units were stationed and to 
support each division at the front. This organizational structure was the end 
product of a long argument between the air force and army, which spilled 
over into French prewar political conflicts. In 1936 the new Popular Front Air 
Minister, Pierre Cot, favored counterforce and concentration of effort as well 
as a more independent air force to make this possible. The army opposed Cot 
because he was left-wing and challenged the army’s military monopoly; the 
fall of the Popular Front in 1938 permitted the army to dominate air strategy 
again and to decentralize air forces to meet army requirements. What the 
French Air Force lacked was a Trenchard* or a Göring who could fight their 
political battles for them while they got on with the job of preparing for air 
warfare. Instead the French got the worst of both worlds: a sulky air force, 
eager to organize its own campaign, and a jealous army equally motivated to 
use the air weapon in its own way.

The British approach to air strategy differed in almost every respect from 
the continental powers. This uniqueness was due in no small part to the RAF 
winning its independence at the end of World War I, allowing it to pursue 
what it self-consciously saw as air strategy in its own right. The reality of Brit-
ain’s geographical position and her imperial obligations, and the political 

*Marshal of the Royal Air Force Hugh Montague Trenchard (1873–1956) was instrumental in establish-
ing Britain’s Royal Air Force. He has been described as the Father of the Royal Air Force. As a young infan-
try officer, Trenchard served in India, and with the outbreak of the Boer War, he volunteered for service in 
South Africa. While fighting the Boers, Trenchard was critically wounded, losing a lung and suffering 
partial paralysis. While recuperating in Switzerland, he took up bobsleighing. After a severe crash, 
Trenchard found that his paralysis was gone and that he could walk unaided. Following further recupera-
tion, Trenchard returned to active service in South Africa. After the end of the Boer War, Trenchard saw 
service in Nigeria where he was involved in efforts to bring the interior under settled British rule and quell 
intertribal violence. During his time in West Africa, Trenchard commanded the Southern Nigeria 
Regiment for several years. In summer 1912, Trenchard learned to fly and received his aviator’s certificate. 
He was subsequently appointed as second in command of the Central Flying School. He held several senior 
positions in the Royal Flying Corps during World War I, serving as the commander of the Royal Flying 
Corps in France from 1915 to 1917. In 1918, he briefly served as the first Chief of the Air Staff before taking 
up command of the Independent Air Force in France. Returning as Chief of the Air Staff under Winston 
Churchill in 1919, Trenchard spent the following decade securing the future of the Royal Air Force. 
Trenchard is recognized today as one of the early advocates of strategic bombing.
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weakness of the British army, also influenced British airpower development. 
But the fundamental difference lay in the kind of war the British expected to 
fight and in their strategic priorities. General Golovin’s* “Air Strategy,” pub-
lished in London in 1936, illustrates this point exactly. Golovin wrote that 
British air strategy could be reduced to three problems: defending the British 
Isles, defending the Dominions and colonies overseas, and protecting the im-
perial trade routes. The RAF’s contribution to this strategy was to secure the 
local defense of Britain and the Empire and to perform “general strategic du-
ties” in the form of an “active defence.” Active defense meant, in fact, offense, 
the bombardment of the enemy state as a means of weakening its military 
power and shortening the war.18 Though Golovin’s views were not official doc-
trine, they closely reflected the views of leading airmen. Airpower was gener-
ally regarded as a means of prosecuting a long war of attrition in the style of a 
naval blockade from the air. The RAF insisted that it was not like the other 
services whose task was to seek out and destroy the enemy army or navy. The 
enemy air force was regarded as an indirect target. According to the Manual 
of Combined Operations issued in 1938 and still current in 1940: “Air strategy 
consists of attacks aimed at the destruction of . . . one or more of the enemy’s 
vital resources.” The best means of defense was therefore offense against en-
emy sources of industrial supply. This “indirect” exercise of airpower domi-
nated RAF thinking throughout the prewar period.19

Such a strategic priority affected the development of British airpower in 
some obvious ways. The RAF consistently argued against a direct counter-
force strategy. Air leaders regarded an attack against an air force as an “uneco-
nomical expenditure” of effort. They believed that an enemy air force would 
always be too well dispersed and too well defended to be a profitable target. 
Tests conducted in the late 1930s against “airfield” targets confirmed this view. 
Not only were dispersed aircraft difficult to hit, but damage to runways could 
be repaired “in hours.” When operational plans were produced in August 
1939 for a campaign against the German air force, it was found that only 12 
percent of its airfields could be reached from British bases and only 60 per-
cent from French.20 Airfields, it was argued, would have to be bombed at 

*Nikolai Nikolayevich Golovin (1875–1944) was an Imperial Russian general and military historian. At 
the beginning of World War I, Golovin commanded the Grodno Hussar regiment. Later he was transferred 
to staff of Gen Platon Lechitsky (9th Army) as quartermaster-general, and in 1916, he served as chief of staff 
of 7th Army. In 1917, he was promoted to chief of staff of the Romanian Front. After the Russian Revolution 
and breakup of the army, Golovin retired to Odessa, where he lived in obscurity until the victory of the 
Allies and the opening of the Black Sea allowed him to move to Western Europe. In autumn 1919 he trav-
elled from Paris through Vladivostok to Siberia to join Adm Alexander Kolchak’s anti- Bolshevik “White 
forces.” It was assumed that Golovin would be the chief of staff of Kolchak’s army. However, when he arrived 
at Omsk, Kolchak’s army was already retreating in disarray. Golovin decided that the situation was hopeless 
and did not take command, instead returning to Vladivostok and Europe. While living as an expatriate in 
Paris he authored numerous books and articles on military theory and military history.
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night, which raised navigational and bombing accuracy problems. The only 
effective solution to reducing enemy airpower, according to RAF planners, 
was to mount “attacks against the aircraft industry.” This view prevailed 
throughout the campaign in 1940, even when the British Chief of Staff di-
rected the RAF in June to attack airfields and German aircraft on the ground.21

To the rejection of conventional counterforce strategy must be added the 
almost complete rejection in the RAF of a direct tactical role in support of the 
army. The Manual of Combined Operations devoted only three and one-half 
pages out of 272 to air-army cooperation, and one-third of that was devoted 
to “Control of Semi-Civilised Tribes within our own Jurisdiction.”22 Of course 
it was true that until the mid-1930s it was not clear that a major land army 
would ever be raised and launched again on the Continent, and strategic air 
attack was seen as an alternative to trench warfare. But when it became clear 
in Spain and China that air-army cooperation had played an important role, 
and once Germany had become the main potential enemy, there was every 
case to be made for developing a tactical capability. Some British politicians 
began to suggest just such a course. Yet the RAF continued to urge strongly 
that neither its technology nor strategic profile were suitable for direct sup-
port of a land army. Further bombardment tests showed that railways were 
difficult and expensive to attack and fleeting targets of opportunity behind a 
moving front were virtually worthless given the time it would take to bring 
heavy bombers into action.23

The RAF view was that the target had to be large, preferably static, and 
important to the enemy war effort in a more permanent sense to justify the 
expenditure of operational effort and bombs in attacking it. If airpower in-
volved concentration of force for the British, it was concentration against 
well-defined, if complex, industrial target systems, not against airfields, sup-
ply lines, and troops on the move, which were all difficult to hit, likely to be 
well defended by flak and fighters, and incapable of decisive destruction. The 
British saw airpower as an instrument for the big strategic gesture, not the 
minor tactical target. Battlefield targets, it was suggested, could more usefully 
be attacked by ground artillery. Even after the failure in France in 1940, the 
RAF inquiry into the campaign stressed that the failure in the air was due to 
the French insistence on tactical support, which was “unprofitable” and di-
rected at “random objectives.”24

This view prevented the RAF from making any serious technical or organi-
zational preparations to meet the needs of a tactical air campaign. The dive-
bomber was examined, tested without enthusiasm, and rejected. High-level 
bombing was shown by bombing tests to be just as effective and less danger-
ous for the pilot. This conclusion was largely special pleading. Dive-bombing 
tests had in fact been carried out with aircraft that could barely dive but 
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merely glided downwards towards their target at an angle of 17 degrees. The 
margins of error recorded from these limited tests—averaging 82 yards from 
3,000 feet—were felt to be too great to be worth using against battlefield tar-
gets.25 When the Air Staff finally ordered more dive-bombing tests in spring 
1940 with the one aircraft—the slow and vulnerable Fairey Battle—which 
could dive more than 40 degrees, the Advanced Air Striking Force in France 
trained a mere seven pilots, who dropped 56 bombs in practice.26

The RAF attitude to tactical aviation was exemplified by the specification 
for a new army cooperation aircraft laid down as late as March 1939. The 
specification called for a slow two-seater aircraft, which could undertake 
“close and distant tactical reconnaissance by day, observation of artillery fire, 
photography, low-level or shallow dive bombing, and supply-dropping.”27 The 
call for a battlefield jack-of-all-trades came at just the time that greater func-
tional specialization in aviation was evident everywhere, while the technical 
performance required made the aircraft obsolescent even at the planning 
stage. John Slessor, director of plans in the Air Ministry, expressed the widely 
held view that “the aeroplane is not a battlefield weapon.”28 Small wonder that 
almost no preparation was made to provide effective battlefield technology or 
to establish systems of communication to cooperate with the army that 
matched the excellent communications system set up by Fighter Command 
in Britain. Small wonder, too, that the RAF fought all the way along the line 
not to be subordinated to the French Army in 1940 and not to divert more 
than a tenth of British air strength to the Battle of France.

There were, then, reasonable grounds for British arguments against tactical 
aviation. But they made Britain a less-than-effective ally for the French when 
they were finally faced with the day of reckoning. Under pressure from the 
French General Staff, the British military chiefs accepted a continental strat-
egy in the spring of 1939. This meant a continental expeditionary force and an 
air force to serve in France. But when war broke out, both sides were still ar-
guing about air strategy. Bomber Command wanted immediate attacks on 
Germany in September 1939 because she was “politically rotten, weak in fi-
nancial and economic resources, and already heavily engaged on another 
front.”29 Maurice Gamelin, the French commander in chief, insisted that the 
air forces should be held back to attack the German offensive when it came.30 
Under political pressure, the two sides finally agreed that a British air contri-
bution would consist of a small striking force of bombers to attack the ad-
vancing enemy and a separate air component under the French commander 
in chief for attacks in direct support of the army and the protection of Allied 
airfields. Slessor reminded his seniors of the strong opposition of his staff to 
the idea “that we are going to direct every aircraft against German columns on 
the roads.”31
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In practice, the British chiefs of staff made little effort to give clear priori-
ties to the RAF, which continued to resist the tactical role throughout the 
period to June 1940, in anticipation of the assault on more valuable industrial 
targets in the Ruhr. This ambivalence explains the poor communication be-
tween the Allies, the lack of cooperative exercises, and the very negative re-
search findings the RAF sent to the French on tactical aviation. Asked what 
Bomber Command could do to hold up the German advance, the RAF re-
plied that tasking its medium bombers at full capacity for a week would only 
keep three German railway lines out of action.32 But the French aggravated 
the problem. Gamelin insisted that the greatest caution be exercised in bomb-
ing missions to avoid initiating what the British called the “gloves off ” con-
flict, attacks against civilian industrial targets. Rather than bomb railway sta-
tions and marshaling yards, the French Air Force commander asked the RAF 
only to bomb railroads at some distance from habitation.33 The RAF was not 
only asked to perform a role for which it had not been properly prepared and 
against which it was strongly prejudiced but to do so with what it regarded as 
serious operational constraints.

There were other important considerations that governed the attitude of the 
Allies regarding airpower. Their intelligence indicated (wrongly, as it turned 
out) that combined German and Italian forces vastly outnumbered their own 
and were backed with reserves of equal numbers, a total of over 12,000 air-
craft.34 This information encouraged the sensible view that the enemy should 
not be met head on since it would mean the immediate destruction of Western 
air forces; it discouraged the politicians from taking the “gloves off ” for fear of 
massive retaliation on their own civilian populations. This intelligence also 
encouraged the British to keep the great bulk of their forces in the British Isles 
and the French to disperse their forces over the whole of France, guarding the 
industrial regions and anticipating Italian intervention. The British refusal to 
transfer their airpower to French soil was a critical decision. It was very diffi-
cult for the RAF to accept that Germany might not use the Luftwaffe to attack 
British cities, having argued for so long that it would, and British politicians 
were not prepared to take the risk of denuding the home country of air forces. 
Yet this outcome reduced any prospect for serious concentration of effort and 
ironically produced on the Western Front the overwhelming disparity in 
numbers that the Allies had feared in the first place. Wary of overcommit-
ment, deeply divided on the merits of tactical aviation, and with only a hazy 
intelligence picture of German intentions and strength, the Allies sheltered 
behind the view that whatever happened, Germany would not be strong 
enough to pierce the prepared battlefield. If they were less confident of defeat-
ing Germany, they were more confident of containing her, and this goal had 
always been the main aim of French military strategy.
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The current state of air technology and military tactics clearly favored the 
strategic choices made by Germany in 1940 over those made by the Allies. 
Not only was Germany the only one of the combatants to favor a strategy of 
force concentration, but the campaign area itself was geographically concen-
trated to produce the maximum effect. During the campaign, the German air 
fleets massed up to 800 aircraft on any one sector of the front while leaving 
other sectors entirely undefended. Or not entirely so, for the other great 
strength of the German advance was their use of antiaircraft batteries, which 
provided very effective defense of captured positions and airfields and which 
the Allies had neglected as a battlefield weapon. During the course of the bat-
tle German aircraft did what they had been prepared to do: they attacked 
enemy airpower in the field and then concentrated the weight of attack on the 
rear areas and combat zone. Most of the damage was done not by dive-bomb-
ers, which constituted not much more than 10 percent of the force, were vul-
nerable to fighter attack, and less accurate than the popular image would sug-
gest, but by the fast medium bombers which pounded supply columns, 
railways, depots, and bases in the rear. Defense of German troops and bomber 
formations were left to the fighter forces, which operated in large groups and 
which quickly achieved local air superiority over the vital areas of the front.35

By contrast, the British and French response was famously disorganized 
and feeble, though perhaps less so than might have been expected from the 
poor operational preparation. The critical problem was the inability to pro-
duce effective force concentration. This deficiency was exacerbated by the ab-
sence of an Allied counterforce strategy, which permitted the Luftwaffe 
greater freedom to attack Allied airpower at the source and further reduce 
any prospect for concentrated effort on the Allied side. As it was, the Allies 
never drew on more than a fraction of their available aircraft at any one time. 
In May 1940 only one-quarter of the combat-ready aircraft were deployed on 
the front facing the German attack.36 The British sent an air contribution not 
much larger than the Polish Air Force that had faced the Luftwaffe in Septem-
ber 1939, and it got the same treatment. Its light bombers were so ineffective 
that within the first two days of the battle the bomber force was reduced by 50 
percent.37 The response was to send in more aircraft in small packets—a few 
squadrons at a time—which proved disastrous. It meant that the RAF suffered 
regular attrition throughout the battle while never building up sufficient 
strength to stabilize its position. RAF losses were double those of the French 
Air Force. For the French, by contrast, the strategy of conserving forces meant 
that as the battle went on more reserves could be brought in, and by the end 
of the campaign French fighters were regaining air superiority on some parts 
of the front. Yet Allied air forces dissipated even this advantage by a remark-
ably low level of combat activity. French fighter units averaged 0.9 sorties a 
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day; German fighters averaged 4.0. French bomber units averaged only 0.25 
sorties a day.38 This paucity can partly be explained by manpower shortages. 
But there were few constraints on fuel supply or operational airfields, and the 
supply of new aircraft was double the German. Moreover, German airmen 
had problems of greater magnitude. They were often compelled to make do 
with makeshift airfields, with stretched lines of supply and maintenance, and 
the loss of pilots shot down over French territory.

Failure to concentrate air forces—at a time when the Western powers had 
over 1,200 fighter aircraft available—was compounded by poor communica-
tions and wildly fluctuating tactical instructions. French communications 
were rudimentary and preparations for coordinating air attacks in support of 
the army poorly carried out. The British post-campaign assessment showed 
that a lapse of four to five hours was standard between sighting the target, 
reporting back to headquarters, and dispatching an attacking force.39 For Brit-
ish bombers the delay could be even longer since reports had to be sent back 
to headquarters in Britain first. Air-to-air and air-to-ground contact was poor 
by the standards of RAF Fighter Command at home or German practice. 
German tank commanders could call up dive-bomber or fighter support 
within minutes, indeed so quickly that they were willing to send radio mes-
sages in the clear rather than in code. Target selection on the Allied side be-
came random as the pace of the battle increased. Daylight bombing attacks 
were hastily withdrawn in favor of night attacks, which limited what targets 
could be hit effectively. Through the middle of May, the RAF chafed at the bit 
to be allowed to attack long-range industrial targets. Their argument now was 
that the bombing of German cities would reduce the pressure at the front by 
forcing the Germans to withdraw fighters to defend the Reich. The hope was 
that an enraged Hitler would also order bombers away from the battle to re-
taliate against Britain, where they would be destroyed on the firm shield of 
Fighter Command.40 The commanders in chief and the politicians remained 
unconvinced of the virtues of such an indirect and unpredictable strategy. 
Only after the bombing of Rotterdam on May 14 were the gloves finally taken 
off and attacks on Germany permitted, but they had virtually no effect on di-
verting Luftwaffe aircraft from the battle. Nor would the French allow any 
concentrated effort against German targets. Allied bombers were divided 
among the battlefield, the rear areas, and distant industrial bombing. By the 
end of the month the two Allies were effectively fighting separate air wars. The 
British War Experience Committee noted in July with classic understatement: 
“There appears to have been some lack of touch between England and France 
in the latter part of May.”41 In fact, by the end of May, the British had aban-
doned the military alliance and were intent on saving themselves. The bulk of 
RAF aircraft remained, as the French bitterly noted, in England.
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Yet for all the deficiencies of Allied arms in May 1940, the impact of Ger-
man airpower should not be exaggerated. German air forces faced problems 
of their own, and the loss rate for German aircraft was very high. In May and 
June 1940, the Luftwaffe lost 1,482 aircraft destroyed and 488 damaged, a total 
equal to almost half their total strength at the start of the battle and well above 
the replacement rate from the factories.42 As the battle continued, the lack of 
large air reserves began to tell and French fighter aircraft began to inflict 
higher losses. Allied air tactics, learned in the harsh school of battle, started to 
improve. Over the evacuation beaches at Dunkirk the Luftwaffe lost 240 air-
craft in three days of fighting and von Kleist was forced to report “enemy air 
superiority.”43 Accidents, battlefield attrition, and Allied attacks on airfields 
all took their toll. Pilot losses were high, and by the end of the battle, exhaus-
tion and frayed nerves reduced Luftwaffe effectiveness even more. Nor was air 
attack as effective as it was to become later in the war. Navigation and bomb- 
aiming were in their infancy. Eyewitnesses noticed that it was the psycholog-
ical effect of air attack that created as much havoc as actual bombing, which 
tended to be less accurate in battle conditions. Against a well-defended target 
such as Dunkirk, regular bombing even lost its psychological effect. The im-
pact of the Battle of France was far-reaching for the Luftwaffe, reducing its 
aircraft numbers and skilled pilots and laying the foundation for its ultimate 
defeat over England a few months later. The Luftwaffe had not yet fully recov-
ered from its mauling in France when it attacked the Soviet Union a year later.

 A case could be made for arguing that Allied air forces in the end did bet-
ter against the Luftwaffe than might have been expected given the disparity in 
numbers and activity rates. The same cannot be said for the ground armies. 
Whatever might be presented in mitigation about Allied courage and stead-
fastness in the face of the enemy, the fact was that the German army’s very 
high standards of training and operational effectiveness, combined with the 
element of surprise and the concentration of armored forces in a battering 
ram aimed at the weakest point of the “continuous front,” were all that was 
necessary to produce the Allied rout. Large numbers of aircraft clearly helped 
the ground campaign and contributed to the speed of the conquest, but the 
Luftwaffe failed to establish permanent air supremacy, or to pursue strategic 
air attacks, or to prevent the evacuation at Dunkirk. The real limits of German 
airpower were demonstrated in the Battle of Britain in August and September 
1940 when the RAF could at last fight the campaign for which it had been 
prepared.

Interservice rivalry, political intervention, and serious operational weak-
nesses contributed to reducing the effectiveness of both Allied armies and air 
forces. Yet the Allies’ wider strategic choices were not necessarily perverse or 
wrong in their own terms, nor were they behind in the technical or economic 
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race. More significant, however, for the eventual outcome of the war was the 
effect the campaign in the West had on the development of airpower. The 
German armed forces remained committed to the system that had, almost 
fortuitously, worked so well in May 1940. Tactical aviation and combined op-
erations remained the central role for the German air force for the whole of 
the war. Other aspects of airpower—supply, air defense, air-sea cooperation, 
and strategic aviation—were neglected, or neglected until it was too late. In 
Britain the direct lessons of the campaign were slowly absorbed, and a greater 
tactical dimension was built into the exercise of airpower when and where 
that became necessary. But the failure also encouraged the British to stick with 
what they saw as the key elements of airpower: strategic bombardment and 
strong, independent air defenses. The United States watched the campaigns in 
Europe closely and concluded that tactical and strategic aviation, incorporat-
ing a counterforce capability, were interdependent components in the exercise 
of airpower and developed its forces accordingly. If the West needed to learn 
any lesson from the experience of 1940, it was the indispensability of effective 
operational preparation. Clear operational guidelines, concentration of force, 
and good cooperation were there for the taking by any power.

There are also some lessons for the modern strategist. Some scarcely need 
to be mentioned. The establishment of a primary aim and concentration of 
effort to achieve it is a central principle of warfare whether defensive or offen-
sive. Close collaboration among services and allies is always likely to achieve 
more than self-dependence. Both factors explain a great deal about German 
victory and Allied defeat in 1940. Other lessons are less clear-cut. The experi-
ence of the three warring states suggests that strategy must be matched closely 
to prevailing technology. This assertion is not a case for accepting obsoles-
cence but a case for recognizing the limitations of current technology and 
working within them. British air leaders between the wars embraced an opti-
mum air strategy and then found their technology constantly deficient. Ger-
man airmen recognized airpower’s ultimate capabilities—and in 1939 their 
engineers were working on rockets, jets, and intercontinental bombers—but 
they also adjusted air operations to existing technical conditions. Of course, 
in the long run the British got to their goal, but with mixed results, and only 
at the expense of risking defeat in 1940 and 1941—and only, in the end, with 
Soviet and American assistance.

The contrast between British and German experience highlights the im-
portance of sound intelligence in helping to form a clear strategic picture of 
the potential enemy. The British were so convinced that the Germans would 
turn their bombing weapon against them that they developed an air strategy 
designed to fight a very different air war from the one they actually fought in 
spring 1940. Western statesmen assumed that their strategy corresponded 
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with German intentions when in practice there was a significant divergence. 
Armed forces can hardly be expected to fight a campaign for which they have 
not been adequately prepared; modern strategy has to be founded not only on 
the kind of war a state wants and expects to fight but also on the kind of war 
the enemy actually fights. The two are not always the same. With hindsight it 
could be argued that RAF leaders might have responded more flexibly to the 
threat posed by Germany, and to the new alliance with France, though it is 
still important and salutary to understand why they did not.

There is one final lesson to be drawn from the Allied collapse in 1940. Mil-
itary conflict is, for all its technical and organizational complexity, relatively 
simple to conduct. Looking back on the endless debates in the interwar years 
on the future nature of airpower, the reader is struck by how excessively and 
unnecessarily complicated it had all become. It was a French air strategist, 
Charles Rougeron, who reminded his readers in 1938, “The essential task is 
fighting.”44 In 1940 German forces did not outnumber the Allies; they had no 
special technological lead; they were not notably more courageous; but with-
out question, the Allies were outmatched by the German ability to fight.

German troops march on the Avenue des Champs-Élysées in Paris, 1940. Bundesarchiv 
(Bild 146-1994-036-09A / CC-BY-SA).
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“Cold Blood”
LBJ’s Conduct of Limited War in Vietnam*

George C. Herring

Of the two great questions on American involvement in Vietnam—why did 
we intervene and why did we fail—the latter has provoked the most emotional 
controversy. Failure in Vietnam challenged as perhaps nothing else has one of 
our most fundamental myths—the notion that we can accomplish anything 
we set our collective minds to—and partisans of many diverse points of view 
have sought in its aftermath to explain this profoundly traumatic experience.

Much of this discussion ignores basic precepts of historical method. Many 
of those seeking to explain why we failed are in fact arguing that an alternative 
approach would have succeeded.1 Such arguments are at best debatable on 
their own terms. More important, they are dubious methodologically. As 
Wayne Cole pointed out many years ago of a strikingly similar debate in the 
aftermath of World War II, the “most heated controversies . . . do not center 
on those matters for which the facts and truth can be determined with great-
est certainty. The interpretive controversies, on the contrary, rage over ques-
tions about which the historian is least able to determine the truth.”2

Much more might be learned by focusing on how the war was fought and 
explaining why it was fought as it was, without reference to alternative strate-
gies, without presuming that it could have been won or was inevitably lost. 
Drawing on research I have done for a book on the Johnson administration’s 
conduct of the Vietnam War, I will look at two crucial areas: the formulation 
of and subsequent nondebate over military strategy, and the administration’s 
efforts to manage public opinion. By doing this, I think much can be learned 
about why the war was fought the way it was and took the direction it did.

Limited war requires the most sophisticated strategy, precisely formulated 
in terms of ends and means, with particular attention to keeping costs at ac-
ceptable levels. What stands out about the Johnson administration’s handling 
of Vietnam is that in what may have been the most complex war ever fought 
by the United States there was never any systematic discussion at the highest 
levels of government of the fundamental issue of how the war should be 
fought. The crucial discussions of June and July 1965 focused on the numbers 
of troops that would be provided rather than how and for what ends they 
would be used, and this was the only such discussion until the Communist 
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Tet Offensive forced the issue in March 1968. Strategy, such as it was, emerged 
from the field, with little or no input from the people at the top.

Why was this the case? Simple overconfidence may be the most obvious 
explanation. From the commander in chief to the GIs in the field, Americans 
could not conceive that they would be unable to impose their will on what 
Lyndon Johnson once dismissed as that “raggedy-ass little fourth-rate coun-
try.” There was no need to think in terms of strategy.

But the explanation goes much deeper than that. Although he took quite 
seriously his role as commander in chief, personally picking bombing targets, 
agonizing over the fate of US Airmen, and building a scale model of Khe Sanh 
in the White House situation room, Lyndon Johnson, unlike Polk, Lincoln, or 
Franklin Roosevelt, never took control of his war. In many ways a great pres-
ident, Johnson was badly miscast as a war leader. He preoccupied himself 
with other matters, the Great Society and the legislative process he under-
stood best and so loved. In contrast to Lincoln, Roosevelt, and even Harry 
Truman, he had little interest in military affairs and no illusions of military 
expertise. He was fond of quoting his political mentor Sam Rayburn to the 
effect that “if we start making the military decisions, I wonder why we paid to 
send them to West Point,” probably a rationalization for his own ignorance 
and insecurity in the military realm.3 Johnson “failed to do the one thing that 
the central leadership must do,” Stephen Peter Rosen has observed. He did 
not “define a clear military mission for the military” and did not “establish a 
clear limit to the resources to be allocated for that mission.”4

Indeed, at crucial points in the war, the commander in chief gave little hint 
of his thinking. National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy literally pleaded 
with him in November 1965 to make clear his positions on the big issues so 
that Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara could be certain he was running 
the war “the right way for the right reasons, in your view.”5 By late 1967, pri-
vate citizen Bundy’s pleading had taken on a tone of urgency, warning John-
son that he must “take command of a contest that is more political in charac-
ter than any in our history except the Civil War.”6

McNamara himself might have filled the strategic void left by the president, 
but he was no more willing to intrude in this area than Johnson. In many ways 
a superb secretary of defense, he was an ineffectual minister of war. Conced-
ing his ignorance of military matters, he refused to interfere with the formu-
lation of strategy, leaving it to the military to set the strategic agenda. When 
asked on one occasion why he did not tell his officers what to do and was re-
minded that Churchill had not hesitated to do so, he shot back that he was no 
Churchill and would not dabble in an area where he had no competence.7

Johnson and McNamara saw their principal task as maintaining tight op-
erational control over the military. This tendency must be understood in the 



WAGING WAR │ 357

context of the larger strains in civil-military relations in the 1950s and 1960s. 
A powerful peacetime military establishment was something new in post–
World War II American life, and civilian leaders were uncertain how to han-
dle it. They recognized the necessity of military power in an era of global 
conflict, but they feared the possibility of rising military influence within the 
government. If it confirmed the tradition of civilian preeminence, Douglas 
MacArthur’s defiance of civilian authority during the Korean War seemed 
also to symbolize the dangers. Former general and president Dwight D. Ei-
senhower waged open warfare with his Joint Chiefs, and civil-military tension 
emerged full-blown in the Kennedy years. McNamara’s efforts to master the 
arcane mysteries of the Pentagon budget process set off a near revolt within 
the military, and civilian and military leaders were sharply divided over the 
handling of such things as the Bay of Pigs, the Cuban Missile Crisis, and the 
Nuclear Test Ban Treaty.8

Suspicious of the military and operating in an age of profound interna-
tional tension with weaponry of enormous destructive potential, civilians 
concentrated on keeping the generals and admirals in check. During the Cu-
ban Missile Crisis, McNamara haunted the Navy’s command center and even 
then had difficulty preventing provocative actions, reinforcing his determina-
tion to keep control tightly in his own hands.9 Johnson brought to the White 
House the Southern populist’s suspicion of the military. Suspecting that the 
admirals and generals needed war to boost their reputations, he, like Mc-
Namara, was determined to keep a close rein on them.10 The consequence in 
Vietnam was a day-to-day intrusion into the tactical conduct of the war on a 
quite unprecedented scale. The larger result, Rosen observes, was an unhappy 
combination of “high level indecision and micro-management.”11

Inasmuch as McNamara and Johnson’s civilian advisers thought strategi-
cally, they did so in terms of the limited war theories in vogue at the time. 
Strategy was primarily a matter of sending signals to foes, of communicating 
resolve, of using military force in a carefully calibrated way to deter enemies 
or bargain toward a negotiated settlement. This approach must have appeared 
expedient to Johnson and his advisers because it seemed to offer a cheap, low-
risk answer to a difficult problem. It also appeared to be controllable, thereby 
reducing the risk of all-out war.12 The Kennedy administration’s successful 
handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis seems to have reinforced in the minds of 
US officials the value of such an approach. “There is no longer any such thing 
as strategy, only crisis management,” McNamara exclaimed in the aftermath 
of Kennedy’s victory.13

He could not have been more wrong, of course, and the reliance on limited 
war theory had unfortunate consequences. It encouraged avoidance of costly 
and risky decisions. It diverted attention from real strategy and caused the 
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military problem of how to win the war in South Vietnam to be neglected. It 
led the decision makers into steps they must have sensed the American people 
might eventually reject. And when Hanoi refused to respond as bargaining 
theory said it should, the United States was left without any strategy at all.14

Created in World War II to provide military advice to the commander in 
chief, the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) did not effectively play that role in the 
Vietnam War. The National Security Act of 1947, as modified by subsequent 
legislation, left the JCS with no formal position in the chain of command. 
They were merely advisers, and there was no requirement that they be con-
sulted. More important, perhaps, in the new postwar environment civilians 
had increasingly invaded a once exclusive preserve, and senior military offi-
cers had abdicated a good deal of responsibility in the area of strategic thought 
and planning. Post–World War II military officers had also been “civilian-
ized” through indoctrination in management techniques and limited war the-
ory at the expense of their more traditional folkways. Thus, the new breed of 
military managers, the Joint Chiefs handpicked by McNamara, were by and 
large staff officers, men in many ways ill-equipped to devise sophisticated 
strategies for a complex war.15

Civil-military tensions further complicated the formulation of strategy. 
From the start, there were profound differences among the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff and between them and the civilian leadership as to how, or at least at 
what level, the war should be fought. Perhaps tragically, these differences were 
never even addressed, much less resolved. Indeed, the decision-making pro-
cess seems to have been rigged to produce consensus rather than controversy. 
As a result, some major issues were raised but not answered; others were not 
even raised. The sort of full-scale debate that might have led to a reconsider-
ation of the US commitment in Vietnam or to a more precise formulation of 
strategy did not take place. And the tensions and divisions that were left un-
resolved would provide the basis for bitter conflict when the steps taken in 
July 1965 did not produce the desired results.

During the process of escalation in Vietnam, civilian and military leaders 
approached each other cautiously. The Joint Chiefs compromised their own 
sharp differences over how the war should be fought and developed unified 
proposals to prevent the civilians from exploiting their differences.16 Johnson 
feared the implications of the Joint Chiefs’ proposals for escalation. Wary at 
the same time of provoking a military revolt and sensitive to the military’s 
influence with conservatives in Congress, he was determined, in Jack Valenti’s 
words, to “sign on” his military advisers to his Vietnam policies, thus protect-
ing his right flank. The president repeatedly trimmed the Joint Chiefs’ pro-
posals to expand the bombing of North Vietnam and commit combat troops 
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to South Vietnam, but he refused to impose firm limits, and at each step, he 
gave them enough to suggest they might get more later.17

During the July 1965 decisions on the major troop commitment, deep di-
visions over strategy were subordinated to maintaining the appearance of 
unity. While rejecting without any discussion several of the measures the JCS 
considered essential for prosecuting the war, most notably mobilization of the 
reserves, Johnson shrewdly co-opted them into his consensus. The chiefs did 
not deliberately mislead the president as to what might be required in Viet-
nam. On the crucial question of North Vietnamese resistance, they probably 
miscalculated as badly as he did. Perhaps to prevent him from moving to the 
position advocated by George Ball, however, they downplayed the difficulties 
the United States might face, and although bitterly disappointed with his re-
fusal to mobilize the reserves, they quietly acquiesced. They seem to have as-
sumed that once the United States was committed in Vietnam they could ma-
neuver the president into doing what they wanted through what JCS Chairman 
Gen Earle Wheeler called a “foot-in-the-door” approach.18

Pres. Lyndon B. Johnson (left) and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara listen during 
the National Security Council meeting on Vietnam, 21 July 1965. LBJ Library photo by 
Yoichi Okamoto.

Thus, the July 1965 discussions comprised an elaborate cat-and-mouse 
game, with the nation the ultimate loser. Perhaps if the military had perceived 
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Johnson’s steadfast determination to limit US escalation, they might have 
been less ready to press for war. Though they too miscalculated, the military 
seems to have perceived more accurately than the civilians what would be 
required in Vietnam. Perhaps, if Johnson had been more aware of their esti-
mates and reservations, he might have been more cautious.

An equally crippling form of bureaucratic gridlock persisted during the 
period 1965–1967. Far more than has been recognized and then was revealed 
in the Pentagon Papers, no one in the Johnson administration really liked the 
way the war was being fought or the results that were being obtained. What is 
even more striking, however, is that despite the rampant dissatisfaction, there 
was no change in strategy or even any systematic discussion at the highest 
levels of government of the possibility of a change in strategy. Again, the sys-
tem seems to have been rigged to prevent debate and adaptation.

From July 1965, there were sharp differences over strategy within the John-
son administration, and these differences became more pronounced as the 
measures taken failed to produce the desired results. The running battle over 
the bombing, especially between McNamara and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, is 
well known.19 But there was also widespread and steadily growing conflict 
over Gen William C. Westmoreland’s costly and ineffectual ground strategy. 
From the outset, the Marine Corps strongly objected to the Army’s determina-
tion to fight guerrillas by staging decisive battles “along the Tannenberg de-
sign.”20 Perhaps more significant, within the Army itself there was great con-
cern about Westmoreland’s approach. As early as November 1965, after the 
bloody battle of the Ia Drang Valley, Army Chief of Staff Harold Johnson had 
been skeptical of Westmoreland’s attrition strategy, and increasingly thereafter 
he questioned the wastefulness and fruitfulness of search-and-destroy opera-
tions. Vice Chief of Staff Creighton Abrams seems to have shared at least some 
of Johnson’s skepticism, as did some top officers in the field in Vietnam.21

Divisions within the military paled compared to the growing conflict be-
tween military and civilians. On their side, the military bristled at Johnson’s 
refusal to mobilize the reserves and chafed under restrictions on the bomb-
ing, troop levels, and the use of troops in Laos, Cambodia, and across the 
DMZ. They protested bitterly Washington’s micromanagement of the war. 
“The idea,” Marine general Victor Krulak complained in 1967, “is to take 
more and more items of less and less significance to higher and higher levels 
so that more and more decisions on smaller and smaller matters may be made 
by fewer and fewer people.”22

The civilians, on the other hand, observed with growing alarm military 
proposals for escalation. When the Joint Chiefs proposed a huge increase in 
troops, mining of North Vietnam’s major ports, and expansion of the war into 
Laos and Cambodia in March 1967, civilians in the State and Defense Depart-
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ments mobilized as they had not before to head off what they viewed as a 
perilous expansion of the war. They disagreed themselves on what should be 
done about the bombing, but they generally agreed that henceforth the major 
effort should be south of the twentieth parallel, and there was some sentiment 
that it might be stopped altogether. By this time, the ground strategy was also 
under fire. Assistant Secretary of Defense John McNaughton warned of the 
“fatal flaw” of approving more and more troops “while only praying for their 
proper use.” At the very minimum, he added, an upper limit should be im-
posed on American forces. But he urged McNamara to go further. The “phi-
losophy of the war should be fought out now, so everyone will not be proceed-
ing on their own major premises, and getting us in deeper and deeper.”23

McNamara himself took the lead against expansion of the war in the spring 
of 1967. In a draft presidential memorandum of May 19, 1967, the secretary 
went further than the Pentagon and State Department civilians, advancing 
positions the authors of the Pentagon Papers accurately describe as “radical.” 
Warning that the JCS proposals would not achieve victory, he sketched out a 
complex politico-military “strategy” that at least hinted at extrication. The 
bombing should be cut back to the area below the twentieth parallel. A firm 
ceiling should be placed on ground troops, after which the United States 
should more actively seek a political settlement. He proposed a scaling down 
of objectives, affirming that the United States should not be obligated to guar-
antee an independent, noncommunist South Vietnam. He spoke of compro-
mise, even involving “inter alia, a role in the south for members of the VC,” 
and without naming names proposed “major personnel changes within the 
government.”24

Despite this widespread dissatisfaction, there was no change in strategy or 
even serious discussion of a change in strategy. There are several major rea-
sons for the persistence of this bureaucratic and strategic gridlock. Certainly, 
the military tradition of autonomy of the field commander inhibited debate 
on and possible alteration of the ground strategy. Although greatly concerned 
with the cost and consequences of Westmoreland’s excessive use of firepower, 
Army Chief of Staff Johnson deferred to the field commander. “I would de-
plore and oppose any intervention from the Washington level to impose lim-
itations on further firepower application,” he reassured Westmoreland. He 
would go no further than suggest that it might be “prudent” to “undertake a 
very careful examination of the problem.”25

More important was the leadership style of the commander in chief. Lyn-
don Johnson’s entirely political manner of running the war, his consensus- 
oriented modus operandi, effectively stifled debate. On such issues as bomb-
ing targets and bombing pauses, troop levels, and troop use, by making 
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concessions to each side without giving any what it wanted, he managed to 
keep dissent and controversy under control.26

The president and his top advisers also imposed rigid standards of loyalty 
on a bitterly divided administration. Unlike Franklin Roosevelt, Johnson had 
no tolerance for controversy, and he imposed on his advisers the “Macy’s win-
dow at high noon” brand of loyalty made legendary by David Halberstam.27 
Unfortunately, the two men who might have influenced him, McNamara and 
Secretary of State Dean Rusk, shared his perverted notions of team play. “I 
don’t believe the government of a complicated state can operate effectively,” 
McNamara once said, “if those in charge of the departments of the govern-
ment express disagreement with decisions of the established head of that gov-
ernment.” Whenever someone dissented, it made more difficult the attain-
ment of the larger group goals.28 In-house devil’s advocate George Ball later 
recalled that McNamara treated his dissenting memos rather like “poisonous 
snakes.” He was “absolutely horrified” by them, considered them “next to 
treason.” It is now obvious that when McNamara himself became a dissenter 
in 1967 it was an excruciating experience for him.29

Finally, and perhaps even more important, is what might be called the 
MacArthur syndrome, the pervasive fear among civilians and military of a 
repetition of the illustrious general’s challenge to civilian authority. Johnson, 
as noted, lived in terror of a military revolt and did everything in his power to 
avert it. “General, I have a lot riding on you,” he blurted out to Westmoreland 
in Honolulu in February 1966. “I hope you don’t pull a MacArthur on me.” At 
Honolulu, Westmoreland later recalled, Johnson carefully sized him up, even-
tually satisfying himself that his general was “sufficiently understanding” of 
the constraints imposed on him and was a “reliable” and “straightforward sol-
dier who would not get involved in the politics of war.”30

An encounter in July 1967 is even more revealing of the delicate game be-
ing played between the general and his commander in chief. An increasingly 
frustrated and restive Westmoreland reminded the president that he had 
made every effort to “ease his burden by my conduct and demands.” But he 
added an only slightly veiled warning that he must think of his own require-
ments first. Johnson flattered Westmoreland by expressing great admiration 
for the way he had handled himself. He cleverly sought to appease the general 
by hinting that he did not always favor his civilian advisers over his military.31

Themselves learning from Korea, the Joint Chiefs carefully refrained from 
anything even smacking of a direct challenge to civilian authority. Although 
they remained deeply divided on the conduct of the war, they continued to 
present unified proposals to the civilians, thus stifling debate within their own 
ranks. A sophisticated politician skilled in bureaucratic maneuver, General 
Wheeler’s approach was political rather than confrontational and emphasized 
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short-term acquiescence and silence. Hopeful of eventually getting strategic 
license by gradually breaking down the restrictions imposed by the White 
House, he encouraged Westmoreland to continue to push for escalation of the 
war and to accept less than he wanted in order to get his “foot in the door.” 
Wheeler also implored the field commander to keep his subordinates quiet. If 
escalation were to occur following reports of military dissatisfaction, he 
warned, critics would conclude that the military was “riding roughshod” over 
civilians. Officers must understand the “absolute necessity for every military 
man to keep his mouth shut and get on with the war.”32 Thus, rather than con-
front their differences directly, the president and his top military leadership 
dealt with each other by stealth and indirection.

In various ways, between July 1965 and August 1967, debate was stifled and 
dissent squelched. When Army Chief of Staff Johnson warned in a speech that 
the war might last 10 years, Barry Zorthian later recalled, “He got his ass 
chewed out. That was denied awfully fast.”33 On the “orders” of Amb. Henry 
Cabot Lodge, also a critic of Westmoreland, Marine Commandant Gen Wal-
lace Greene, in a “deep backgrounder” in Saigon in August 1966, affirmed that 
it would take 750,000 men and five years to win the war with the prevailing 
strategy. The reaction, Greene later recalled, was “immediate, explosive, and 
remarkable.” An “agitated” and “as usual, profane” president demanded to 
know “what in the God-damned hell” Greene meant by making such a state-
ment. The commandant was forced to issue denials, and the White House 
denied the existence of studies leading to such conclusions.34

Deeply alarmed with the ground strategy by mid-1966, Marine general 
Victor Krulak sought to change it. Certain that the strategy of attrition played 
to enemy strengths, he proposed an alternative that would have combined 
protection of the South Vietnamese population with the slow liberation of 
Vietcong-controlled villages. Krulak was well connected in Washington, and 
with the blessings of Greene and Commander in Chief Pacific, Adm U. S. 
Grant Sharp, he took his proposals to McNamara, Averell Harriman, and the 
president himself. As Krulak later recalled it, McNamara made only “brief 
comment.” Harriman expressed interest in his proposals for pacification. But 
he got nowhere with Johnson. When he mentioned that attacks on North 
Vietnamese ports might be combined with an altered ground strategy, the 
president “got to his feet, put his arm around my shoulder, and propelled me 
firmly toward the door.”35

Even in the spring of 1967, with the secretary of defense now in open revolt 
against what had once been called “McNamara’s war” and civilians and mili-
tary deeply divided against each other, there was no change of strategy and 
indeed no discussion of change at the top levels. Johnson continued to fear 
that adoption of the military’s program might provoke a larger war. On the 
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other hand, like his national security adviser, Walt Rostow, he felt that Mc-
Namara’s dovish proposals went “a bit too far” to the other extreme. Alarmed 
by what Rostow called “the dangerously strong feelings in your official family,” 
he sought, like his national security adviser, a “scenario” that could “hold our 
official family together in ways that look after the nation’s interest and make 
military sense.”36 Characteristically, he avoided a confrontation between the 
positions of the JCS and McNamara. There was no discussion of the issues at 
the top levels. He delayed a decision for months, and when he decided, he did 
so on a piecemeal basis, carefully avoiding debate on the larger issues. Thus, 
according to the authors of the Pentagon Papers, the debate (if indeed that 
word can properly be used) “floundered toward a compromise.”37 The presi-
dent approved an expansion of the bombing but stopped well short of mining 
North Vietnamese ports. He refused to approve expansion of the war into 
Laos, Cambodia, and North Vietnam. He agreed to deploy only 55,000 addi-
tional ground forces, but he refused to set a ceiling and he scrupulously 
avoided discussion of the larger issue of how and for what purposes the troops 
would be used.

The debate that could not occur within the administration furiously took 
place in Congress in August 1967 in hearings before Sen. John Stennis’s Pre-
paredness Subcommittee. Frustrated from above and under growing pres-
sure from increasingly restive officers below, the JCS in August 1967 mounted 
the closest thing to a MacArthur-like challenge to civilian authority, aban-
doning Wheeler’s cautious approach and taking their case to Congress.38 The 
original intent of the hearings was to “get McNamara” and force Johnson to 
escalate the war.39 Ironically, McNamara came to see hearings designed to 
“get” him as an opportunity to combat growing military pressures for ex-
panding the war without violating his own rigid standards of loyalty to the 
president. In a strange, almost surreal way, the Stennis Subcommittee hear-
ings became the forum for the debate that could not take place within the 
inner councils of the government.

According to one account, the Stennis hearings caused a near revolt on the 
part of the Joint Chiefs. As journalist Mark Perry tells it, McNamara’s attack 
on the bombing in his testimony before the committee on August 25 pro-
voked a special emergency meeting of the Joint Chiefs at which a decision was 
reached to resign en masse. That decision was allegedly reversed the following 
morning after General Wheeler had second thoughts. “It’s mutiny,” Perry 
quotes him telling his colleagues. ‘‘In any event,” he is said to have added, “if 
we resign they’ll just get someone else. And we’ll be forgotten.” Perry’s story 
has sparked considerable controversy and has been emphatically denied by 
the two living members of Johnson’s Joint Chiefs of Staff.40
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Whatever the case, the Stennis hearings represented what Johnson had 
most feared since the start of the war, division within his administration and 
the threat of a military revolt backed by right-wingers in Congress. Remark-
ably, he was able to contain it. He “resolved” the strategic differences between 
his subordinates as he had resolved them before—without addressing the 
fundamental issues. He kicked the now obviously dissident McNamara down-
stairs to the World Bank and tossed the JCS a bone by authorizing a handful 
of new bombing targets. But he refused to confront head-on the larger issues 
of either the air or ground wars.

Publicly, the president dealt with the problem of divisions within his offi-
cial family by vehemently denying their existence. There were “no quarrels, no 
antagonisms within the administration,” he said. “I have never known a pe-
riod when I thought there was more harmony, more general agreement, and a 
more cooperative attitude.”41 Administration officials followed to the letter the 
script written by their president. Years later, McNamara admitted that he 
“went through hell” on the Stennis hearings.42 Yet at a White House meeting, 
he praised his adversary General Wheeler for a “helluva good job” before the 
Stennis subcommittee and observed that the small differences between him-
self and the JCS were “largely worked out.”43 Wheeler publicly dismissed ru-
mors that the JCS had contemplated resignation with a terse: “Bull Shit!”44

To the end, Johnson continued to deny that significant differences had ex-
isted within his administration, and no one could have written a better epi-
taph for a hopelessly flawed command system than its architect, the man who 
had imposed his own peculiar brand of unity on a bitterly divided govern-
ment. “There have been no divisions in this government,” he proudly pro-
claimed in November 1967. “We may have been wrong, but we have not been 
divided.”45 It was a strange observation, reflecting a curiously distorted sense 
of priorities. And of course it was not true. The administration was both 
wrong and divided, and the fact that the divisions could not be worked out or 
even addressed may have contributed to the wrongness of the policies, at huge 
costs to the men themselves—and especially to the nation.

By the time the divisions over strategy became acute in late 1967, Johnson’s 
attention was drawn inexorably to the impending collapse of his support at 
home. Vietnam makes abundantly clear that a—perhaps the—central prob-
lem of waging limited war is to maintain public support without arousing 
public emotion. One of the most interesting and least studied areas of the war 
is the Johnson administration’s unsuccessful effort to do precisely this. Viet-
nam was not fundamentally a public relations problem, and a more vigorous 
and effective public relations campaign would not have changed the outcome. 
Still, what stands out quite starkly from an examination of this topic is the 
small, indeed insignificant, role played by public opinion in the decisions for 
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war in July 1965 and the strangely limited and notably cautious efforts made 
by the Johnson administration between 1965 and 1967 to promote public 
support for the war.

In examining the extensive White House files for June and July 1965, the 
researcher is immediately struck by the almost negligible attention given to 
domestic opinion in the discussions leading to Johnson’s decisions for war. At 
a meeting on July 21, George Ball, the major opponent of escalation, resorted 
to the obvious analogy, using charts from the Korean War to warn the presi-
dent that public support could not be taken for granted. Admonishing that 
the war would be protracted, Ball reminded the group that as casualties had 
increased between 1950 and 1952, public support had dropped from 56 per-
cent to 30 percent. A long war, he also predicted, would generate powerful, 
perhaps irresistible pressures to strike directly at North Vietnam, risking dan-
gerous escalation.46

Interestingly, no one responded to Ball’s warning, but on those few other 
occasions when the issue came up, the tone was much more optimistic. At 
another point in the same meeting, McGeorge Bundy observed that the na-
tion “seemed in the mood to accept grim news.” In another meeting, Marine 
Corps Commandant Greene predicted that the nation would support the 
commitment of as many as 500,000 men for as long as five years.47

The issue also received a brief and revealing hearing at a meeting on July 
27. Playing the role of devil’s advocate, Johnson asked his advisers if Congress 
and the public would go along with 600,000 troops and billions of dollars 
being sent 10,000 miles away. Only Secretary of the Army Stanley Resor re-
sponded, laconically observing that the Gallup Poll showed that Americans 
were “basically behind our commitment.” But, Johnson persisted, “if you 
make a commitment to jump off a building and you find out how high it is, 
you may want to withdraw that commitment,” a remarkably prescient obser-
vation. No one responded, however, and nothing more was said. His mind 
apparently made up, the president dropped a crucial question and went on to 
something else.48

Why this absence of discussion of an issue that turned out to be so import-
ant? The answer, in one word, seems to have been complacency. Since World 
War II, the executive branch had successfully managed public opinion on 
most major foreign policy issues. It had kept a potentially troublesome press 
in line by appealing to its patriotic instincts, by making it a partner in the na-
tional security state, by flattery and favors, and when these failed, by pressures 
and reprisals. Government bureaucrats had become increasingly adept at an-
alyzing and manipulating public opinion. Perceiving the growing importance 
of foreign policy elites, they used various means to sway them, giving interest 
groups special briefings, appointing them to consultative bodies or even to 
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high office. To conduct private campaigns for its policies, the government mo-
bilized agencies such as the CIA-funded citizen’s groups and, on especially 
urgent issues, ostensibly private groups such as the Committee for the Mar-
shall Plan. Postwar administrations were never free from criticism, but in no 
case was a major foreign policy initiative frustrated by lack of public support.49

Perhaps because of this record of success, those political scientists who 
developed the theories of limited war so much in vogue in the 1950s and 
1960s all but ignored the problem of public opinion. After considerable dis-
cussion, Robert E. Osgood conceded that because of their traditional ap-
proach to issues of war and peace, Americans might have difficulty accepting 
limited war. Without indicating how the problem could be resolved, he went 
on to assert that limited wars must be fought because they provided the only 
viable military alternative in the nuclear age.50

The complacency of top administration officials was reinforced in the sum-
mer of 1965 by what seemed clear signs of public support for US policy in 
Vietnam. Polls even suggested a hawkish mood, a solid plurality of 47 percent 
favoring sending more troops to Vietnam.51 Drawing a sharp distinction be-
tween the political liabilities that had bedeviled France in the First Indochina 
War and the political advantages of the United States in 1965, McGeorge 
Bundy assured Johnson that the American public, although unenthusiastic, 
was reconciled to the US role in Vietnam. “While there is widespread ques-
tioning and uneasiness about the way in which we may be playing that role, 
the public as a whole seems to realize that the role must be played,” Bundy 
concluded.52

What about the “lesson” of Korea raised by Ball on July 21, that public sup-
port would erode if the war dragged on and casualties increased? The admin-
istration seems to have dismissed the Korean analogy, perhaps because it felt 
it could get what it wanted in Vietnam without the travail and agony of Korea. 
Johnson and his advisers acted in the expectation that “reason and mutual 
concessions” would prevail, Bill Moyers later conceded; that Hanoi could be 
enticed or intimidated into negotiating and a drawn-out war avoided.53 Thus, 
a fatal miscalculation about North Vietnam’s response to US escalation may 
have been behind an equally fatal miscalculation about US public opinion.

The administration also misread the significance of the budding peace 
movement. Rusk compared the campus protest of the spring and early sum-
mer of 1965 to the 1938 Oxford Union debate, observing that most of those 
who “took the pledge” in the 1930s subsequently entered military service 
without protest.54 McGeorge Bundy later admitted that “we simply hadn’t es-
timated the kinds of new forces that were loose in the land in the middle 
1960s. I don’t think anybody foresaw in 1964 and 1965 the overall cresting of 
feeling which had begun in 1964 at Berkeley.”55
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Equally striking—although perhaps less surprising—is how little the ad-
ministration did in the first years of the war to mobilize public support. Orig-
inally anticipating that the president would at least call up the reserves and 
declare a national emergency, administration officials in June 1965 had pro-
posed a “full scenario” of actions to prepare the nation for war. A presidential 
message was to be drafted and plans laid for consultation with Congress. Mc-
Namara proposed creating a blue-ribbon task force to explain the war and 
generate public support. Presidential aides even suggested the formation of a 
citizens’ committee like the Committee for the Marshall Plan to build elite 
support. White House adviser Horace Busby urged Johnson to go out and 
rally the public in the mode of a Franklin Roosevelt or Winston Churchill.56

The president rejected all these proposals. He undoubtedly feared that a 
public debate on Vietnam at this crucial time might jeopardize major pieces 
of Great Society legislation then pending in Congress. And he really did not 
want to risk what he later called “the woman I really loved” [the Great Soci-
ety] for “that bitch of a war on the other side of the world.”57

But there were larger and more important reasons intimately connected to 
prevailing theories of the way limited wars should be fought. Johnson also 
feared that mobilizing the nation for war would set loose irresistible pressures 
for escalation and victory that might provoke the larger war with the Soviet 
Union and China, perhaps even the nuclear confrontation that the commit-
ment in Vietnam had been designed to deter in the first place. The adminis-
tration thus concluded, as Rusk later put it, “that in a nuclear world it is just 
too dangerous for an entire people to get too angry and we deliberately . . . 
tried to do in cold blood what perhaps can only be done in hot blood.” “I don’t 
want to be drastic and cause tension,” the president told the National Security 
Council on July 27.58

Indeed, for McNamara, the US official who gave practical application to 
limited war theory, Vietnam was the very prototype of the way wars must be 
fought in the nuclear age. “The greatest contribution Vietnam is making,” the 
secretary of defense observed early in the war, “is developing an ability in the 
United States to fight a limited war . . . without arousing the public ire,” almost 
a necessity, he added, “since this is the kind of war we’ll likely be facing for the 
next fifty years.”59

For a variety of reasons then, Johnson gambled that without taking excep-
tional measures he could hold public support long enough to achieve his 
goals in Vietnam. “I think we can get our people to support us without having 
to be provocative,” he told his advisers.60

The United States therefore went to war in July 1965 in a manner uniquely 
quiet and underplayed in “cold blood.” The president ordered his July 28 de-
cisions implemented in a “low-key” way. He announced the major troop in-
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crease at a noon press conference instead of at prime time. It was even lumped 
in with a number of other items in a way that obscured its significance.61

With the exception of several hastily arranged, typically Johnsonian public 
relations blitzes, the administration persisted in this low-key approach until 
the late summer of 1967. It created no special machinery to monitor and ma-
nipulate public opinion. It took only a few modest steps to promote public 
support, leaving much of the work to nominally private groups. More often 
than not, its public relations efforts were reactive and defensive and, as the 
war wore on, increasingly vindictive.

The administration’s understanding of its public relations problems at the 
outset of the war combined naïveté and myopia with a good measure of per-
ceptiveness. The problem with the Saigon government, some officials rea-
soned, was its “mushy” public relations program rather than its chronic insta-
bility and palpable incompetence.62 Popular uneasiness with the war was 
attributed to misunderstanding. The American people and elites, even editors 
and publishers, did not comprehend how this limited war differed from ear-
lier wars, officials lamented: “We are still looking for the ‘front,’ still talking 
largely in terms of battles, number of casualties, tonnage of bombs.”63

On the other hand, some of Johnson’s advisers clearly perceived that public 
support, although broad, was fragile. There seemed little understanding of the 
larger policies upon which intervention in Vietnam was based. The public 
was “extremely vulnerable to rumor, gossip, and quick reverses,” and each 
new initiative fed exaggerated expectations for a settlement that, when not 
quickly realized, led to disillusionment. The administration seemed always on 
the defensive. “We only plug holes and run as fast as we can to stay even,” 
Assistant Secretary of State James Greenfield conceded. Some lower-level of-
ficials also shrewdly perceived that the key to ultimate success was not the 
skill of their public relations activities but signs of progress in Vietnam. “What 
we need more than anything else is some visible evidence of success for our 
efforts to defeat the Viet Cong, deter Hanoi, and . . . bring peace to the Viet-
namese countryside.”64

Assuming that education rather than exhortation was the key to public 
support, administration officials mounted a quiet, behind-the-scenes cam-
paign. No Office of War Information was created, and no dramatic programs 
were undertaken to rally the public to the cause. A New York public relations 
firm was hired to improve the image of the Saigon government. The booklet 
“Why Vietnam?” was sent to every member of Congress and to every major 
newspaper, and a film by the same name, originally designed for military re-
cruits, was sent out to nearly 500 high schools and colleges and shown on a 
number of commercial television stations. Administration officials conducted 
briefings for state governors and put together packets of materials that could 
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be used to defend the war. They closely monitored press and congressional 
debates, watching for and answering criticisms. The administration dealt with 
the budding peace movement by ignoring it, going out of its way to avoid “any 
impression of an overly worried reaction” to major demonstrations in No-
vember 1965.65

To a considerable degree, the government privatized its selling of the war. 
With administration advice and assistance, the Young Democrats mounted 
drives on college campuses in support of US policy. The Junior Chamber of 
Commerce arranged half-time ceremonies at local and nationally televised 
football games to include salutes to the men fighting in Vietnam. The admin-
istration persuaded the American Friends of Vietnam (AFV), the so-called 
Vietnam lobby, to launch a multifaceted program to boost support for the war 
and helped it secure the funds to do so. Indeed, in the first six months of the 
war, the AFV spearheaded the administration’s public relations campaign.66

While privatizing the propaganda campaign, the president and his advisers 
contented themselves with responding to critics in a way that was peculiarly 
Johnsonian. To deflect attention from Sen. J. William Fulbright’s early 1966 
televised hearings on Vietnam, Johnson, amidst great fanfare, hustled off to 
Honolulu for a “summit” meeting with South Vietnamese premier Nguyen 
Cao Ky. A compulsive reader, viewer, and listener, the president himself 
seemed at first intent on and then increasingly obsessed with answering every 
accusation and responding to every charge. When Gen Matthew Ridgway 
came out against the war, the commander in chief ordered Army Chief of 
Staff Johnson to get statements of support from two World War II heroes, 
generals Omar Bradley and J. Lawton Collins.67 Much valuable time was con-
sumed preparing a detailed “dossier” on hostile columnist Walter Lippmann 
to demonstrate that he had opposed earlier Cold War “successes” such as the 
Truman Doctrine and the Berlin Airlift. Harried White House staffers spent 
hours answering line for line criticisms from journalists and congressmen.68

Despite growing concern with the steady erosion of public support, the 
administration deviated only slightly from its low-key approach in 1966 and 
early 1967. Before the congressional elections of 1966, Johnson himself 
mounted a speaking tour of the Midwest, emphasizing, among other things, 
that American boys in the field were not being given the support they de-
served. To get around the increasingly critical major metropolitan newspa-
pers, he sought to get his message out to Middle America by granting special 
favors to the editors of local newspapers. Just before the elections, he donned 
the cap of commander in chief, flying off to preside over a conference at Ma-
nila of the seven nations fighting in Vietnam, then visiting each ally separately 
and using the publicity thereby generated to rally support for his policies.69



WAGING WAR │ 371

Such efforts were no more than temporarily and modestly successful, how-
ever, and by mid-1967, the administration belatedly realized that its most ur-
gent crisis was at home. The president’s job approval rating declined steadily 
through 1966 and into 1967. More ominous, the number of those who thought 
sending troops to Vietnam was a mistake increased sharply, raising disturbing 
parallels to Korea.70 Still more unnerving was the mood of the nation, anx-
ious, frustrated, and increasingly divided. This “pinpoint on the globe [Viet-
nam],” old New Dealer and Johnson adviser David Lilienthal lamented, was 
“like an infection, a ‘culture’ of some horrible disease, a cancer where the 
wildly growing cells multiply and multiply until the whole body is poisoned.”71

Signs of waning support left the administration deeply troubled. Johnson 
complained about his inability to get across his message: “It is hell when a 
president has to spend half of his time keeping his own people juiced up.”72 He 
and his advisers particularly worried about public perceptions, fed by the 
press, that the war had become a stalemate.73 The president groped for some 
magic formula to reverse the spread of disillusionment, on one occasion long-
ing for “some colorful general like McArthur [sic] with his shirt neck open” 
who could dismiss as “pure Communist propaganda” the talk of a stalemate 
and go to Saigon and do battle with the press.74 “A miasma of trouble hangs 
over everything,” Lady Bird Johnson confided to her diary. “The temperament 
of our people seems to be, ‘you must get excited, get passionate, fight it and get 
it over with, or we must pull out.’ It is unbearably hard to fight a limited war.”75

Writing to Johnson in late 1967, Undersecretary of State Nicholas deBel-
leville Katzenbach raised the perplexing question: “Can the tortoise of prog-
ress in Vietnam stay ahead of the hare of dissent at home?”76 Katzenbach’s 
Aesopian analogy suggests the extent to which by late 1967 the two strands of 
our story had come together. And it made clear the dilemma faced by Lyndon 
Johnson. To stave off collapse of the home front, progress must be demon-
strated in Vietnam; yet such progress might not be possible without clear 
signs of firm public support at home.

By late 1967, Katzenbach and numerous other civilian advisers were press-
ing Johnson to resolve the dilemma by doing what he had thus far adamantly 
refused to do: address directly the issue of how the war was being fought. A 
now blatantly dissident McNamara on November 1 warned that stubborn 
persistence in the present course would not end the war and might bring 
about dangerous new pressures for drastic escalation or withdrawal. Going 
beyond his proposals of May 19, he pressed for an indefinite bombing halt. He 
further advocated stabilizing the ground war by publicly fixing a ceiling on 
force levels and by instituting a searching review of ground operations with 
the object of reducing US casualties and turning over more responsibility to 
the South Vietnamese.77
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From inside and outside the government, numerous civilians joined Mc-
Namara in urging Johnson to check dissent at home by changing the ground 
strategy. Katzenbach, Bundy, McNamara’s top civilian advisers in the Penta-
gon, a group of establishment figures meeting under the auspices of the Car-
negie Endowment, and the president’s own “Wise Men” agreed that Westmo-
reland’s search-and-destroy strategy must be abandoned. Warning, as the 
Wise Men put it, that “endless, inconclusive fighting” was the “most serious 
single cause of domestic disquiet,” they proposed instead a “clear-and-hold” 
strategy that would be less expensive in blood and treasure. Such a strategy, 
they reasoned, might stabilize the war at “a politically tolerable level” and save 
South Vietnam “without surrender and without risking a wider war.” They 
also suggested an incipient form of what would later be called Vietnamization, 
urging that a greater military burden should be gradually shifted to the South 
Vietnamese.78

Speechwriter Harry McPherson and presidential adviser McGeorge Bundy 
went still further, getting closer to the heart of the flaws of Johnson’s exercise 
of presidential powers in wartime. McPherson gently chided his boss for ex-
panding the bombing to head off military criticism. “You are the Commander 
in Chief,” he affirmed. “If you think a policy is wrong, you should not follow 
it just to quiet the generals and admirals.”79 Bundy pressed Johnson to take 
control of the war. He should arrange a “solid internal understanding” be-
tween Rusk, McNamara, and the Joint Chiefs on the bombing, a “basic com-
mand decision” to settle the issue once and for all. He should also initiate a 
careful review of the ground strategy at the “highest military and civilian lev-
els.” Conceding that it was a “highly sensitive matter” to question the field 
commander, Bundy went on to say that if the strategy was not wise, “the plans 
of the field commander must be questioned.” Now that the principal battle-
ground was domestic opinion, the “Commander in Chief has both the right 
and duty . . . to visibly take command of a contest that is more political in 
character than any in our history except the Civil War (where Lincoln inter-
fered much more than you have).” It was essential, the former national secu-
rity adviser warned, to end the confusion and conflict in government and 
steady the home front.80

Johnson was not moved by the urgent appeals of his advisers. He continued 
to fear the risks of an expanded war, and he was unsympathetic to repeated 
JCS appeals for expansion of both air and ground operations. But he also 
doubted that McNamara’s proposals would bring results. “How do we get this 
conclusion?” he scrawled on a memo where the secretary had predicted that 
a bombing halt would lead to peace talks. “Why believe this?” he noted, where 
McNamara predicted a “strong possibility” that North Vietnam would stop 
military activities across the DMZ after a bombing halt.81
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As before, he refused to make the hard decisions, and he refused to take 
control of the war. Unwilling to admit that his policy was bankrupt, he con-
tinued to delude himself into believing that he could find a solution along the 
middle route. He continued to take recommendations from each side without 
giving in to either. He rejected the JCS proposals for expanding the air war, 
agreeing only to follow through with bombing targets already approved and 
then stabilize the war at that level. But he flatly rejected McNamara’s most 
radical proposal, a bombing halt. In regard to ground operations, he would go 
no further than privately commit himself to review Westmoreland’s search-
and-destroy strategy at some undetermined point in the future.82

An F-100 pilot from the 90th Tactical Fighter Squadron targeted communist forces in 
South Vietnam with napalm in March 1966. US Air Force photo.

To resolve the dilemma posed by Katzenbach, Johnson attempted to slow 
down the runaway rabbit of dissent at home rather than speed up or shift the 
direction of the turtle of progress in Vietnam. In the late summer and early 
fall of 1967, he did what he had previously refused to do: he mounted a large-
scale, many-faceted public relations campaign to rally support for the war. 
From behind the scenes, administration officials helped to organize the Com-
mittee for Peace with Freedom in Vietnam, an ostensibly private organization 
headed by former Illinois senator Paul Douglas, the principal aim of which 
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was to mobilize the “silent center.”83 A Vietnam Information Group was estab-
lished in the White House to monitor public reactions to the war and deal 
with problems as they surfaced.84 Johnson’s advisers supplied to friendly sen-
ators, including some Republicans, information to help answer the charges of 
congressional doves.

Believing that his major problem was a widespread perception that the war 
was a stalemate, the president designed much of his public relations campaign 
to persuade a skeptical public that the United States was in fact winning. He 
ordered the embassy and military command to “search urgently for occasions 
to present sound evidence of progress in Viet Nam.”85 US officials dutifully 
responded, producing reams of statistics to show a steady rise in enemy body 
counts and the number of villages pacified and publishing captured docu-
ments to support such claims. The White House even arranged for influential 
citizens to go to Vietnam and observe the progress firsthand. As part of the 
public relations offensive, Westmoreland was brought home in November, os-
tensibly for top-level consultations, in fact to reassure a troubled nation. In a 
series of public statements he affirmed that “we have reached an important 
point where the end begins to come into view.”86

The Communist Tet Offensive of 1968 cut the base from under the admin-
istration’s public relations campaign. On January 31, 1968, the North Viet-
namese launched a series of massive, closely coordinated attacks throughout 
the cities and towns of South Vietnam. As perhaps nothing else could have, 
the Tet Offensive put the lie to the administration’s year-end claims of prog-
ress. Polls taken in late 1967 had shown a slight upswing in popular support 
for the war and even in the president’s approval rating, but in the aftermath of 
Tet, support for the war and especially for the president plummeted and pop-
ular convictions of a stalemate became deeply imbedded.

Tet also forced Johnson to confront his strategic failure. After nearly two 
months of high-level deliberations focusing for the first time on crucial issues 
of how the war was being fought, he rejected new JCS proposals to expand the 
war and instituted some of the measures proposed by his civilian advisers in 
late 1967. He stopped the bombing beneath the twentieth parallel and 
launched major new initiatives to open peace negotiations. He placed a firm 
upper limit on the numbers of ground troops and removed Westmoreland 
from command in Vietnam, kicking him upstairs to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. 
He and his top advisers agreed that to ease pressures at home responsibility 
for the ground war should be shifted as rapidly as possible to the Vietnamese. 
Johnson’s belated intervention came too late and did not go far enough to end 
the war, however, and he passed on to his successor a far more complex and 
intractable problem than he had inherited.
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To return to the question we began with: Why was the Vietnam War fought 
as it was? Certainly, Johnson’s own highly personal style indelibly stamped the 
conduct of the war. The reluctance to provide precise direction and define a 
mission and explicit limits, the unwillingness to tolerate any form of intragov-
ernmental dissent or permit a much-needed debate on strategic issues, the 
highly politicized approach that gave everybody something and nobody what 
they wanted and that emphasized consensus more than success on the battle-
field or in the diplomatic councils: all these were products of a thoroughly 
political and profoundly insecure man, a man especially ill at ease among 
military issues and military people. The determination to dupe or co-opt ad-
visers and the public rather than confront them candidly and forcefully also 
was a clear manifestation of the Johnson style, as was the tendency toward 
personalization of the domestic debate. Johnson repeatedly denied that Viet-
nam was his war. It was “America’s war,” he insisted, and “if I drop dead to-
morrow, this war will still be with you.”87 In one sense, of course, he was right. 
But in terms of the way the war was fought, Vietnam was far more his than he 
was prepared to admit or even recognize.

Limited war theory also significantly influenced the way the war was 
fought. Korea and especially the Truman–MacArthur controversy stimulated 
a veritable cult of limited war in the 1950s and 1960s, the major conclusion of 
which was that in a nuclear age where total war was unthinkable limited war 
was essential. Robert McNamara, McGeorge and William Bundy, and Dean 
Rusk were deeply imbued with limited war theory, and it determined in many 
crucial ways their handling of Vietnam. Coming of age in World War II, they 
were convinced of the essentiality of deterring aggression to avoid a major 
war. Veterans of the Cuban Missile Crisis, they lived with the awesome re-
sponsibility of preventing nuclear conflagration, and they were thus commit-
ted to fighting the war in “cold blood” and maintaining tight operational con-
trol over the military. They also operated under the mistaken assumption that 
limited war was more an exercise in crisis management than the application 
of strategy, and they were persuaded that gradual escalation offered the means 
to achieve their limited goals without provoking the larger war they so feared. 
Many of their notions turned out to be badly flawed.

It would be a serious mistake, however, to attribute American failure in 
Vietnam solely or even largely to the eccentricities of Johnson’s personal style 
or the false dogmas of limited war theory. A considerable part of the problem 
lies in the inherent difficulty of limited war. Limited wars, as Stephen Peter 
Rosen has noted, are by their very nature “strange wars.”88 They combine po-
litical, military, and diplomatic dimensions in the most complicated way. 
Conducting them effectively requires rare intellectual ability, political acu-
men, and moral courage. Johnson and his advisers went into the conflict 
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confident—probably overconfident—that they knew how to wage limited 
war, and only when the strategy of escalation proved bankrupt and the Amer-
ican people unwilling or unable to fight in cold blood did they confront their 
tragic and costly failure. Deeply entangled in a war they did not understand 
and could find no way to win, they struggled merely to put a label on the con-
flict. “All-out limited war,” William Bundy called it, “a war that is not a war” 
some military officers complained.89 McPherson phrased it in the form of a 
question: “What the hell do you say? How do you half-lead a country into 
war?”90

The search for labels suggests, I think, the fundamental difficulties of lim-
ited war, and we must recognize in retrospect that there are no easy answers 
to the problems Johnson and his advisers confronted. The key military prob-
lem, Rosen contends, is “how to adapt, quickly and successfully, to the peculiar 
and unfamiliar battlefield conditions in which our armed forces are fighting.”91 
That this was not done in Vietnam may reflect the limited vision of the polit-
ical and military leaders, but it will not be easily done elsewhere. Nor is there 
any clear cut answer to the dilemma of domestic opinion. Fighting in cold 
blood seemed not to work in Vietnam. But there is no assurance that a decla-
ration of war or partial mobilization was the answer. Johnson and Rusk’s 
reservations about the dangers of a declaration of war were well taken, and 
congressional sanction in the War of 1812 and the Mexican War did nothing 
to stop rampant and at times crippling domestic opposition. However much 
we might deplore the limitations of Johnson’s leadership and the folly of lim-
ited war theory, they are not alone responsible for failure in Vietnam. Even in 
the post–Cold War world, we would be wise to accept Lady Bird Johnson’s 
1967 lament as a caveat: “It is unbearably hard to fight a limited war.”
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France and the Armistice of 1918*

Robert A. Doughty

As future militarly professionals, it is important for you to study not only 
the waging of war but also the making of peace. All too often, military profes-
sionals become enamored with putting “steel on a target” or seizing an objec-
tive and fail to think through the challenges of terminating a conflict or shap-
ing the “outcome” of that conflict. As our recent experience in Iraq suggests, 
terminating a conflict sometimes can be more difficult and costly than ac-
complishing a mission. Our experience also has reminded us that the manner 
in which a conflict is terminated can shape its long-term outcome.

By itself the phrase conflict termination is a cold, technical term that im-
plies a simple and direct process. Most political and military leaders who are 
on the victorious side obviously prefer an ending similar to that of World War 
II when the Germans and the Japanese surrendered. In reality, conflict termi-
nations can assume many forms, including surrenders, cease fires, truces, and 
armistices, all of which can end a conflict locally, temporarily, or permanently. 
None of these methods of conflict termination, however, guarantees or even 
ensures conflict resolution. In some cases, the manner in which a conflict is 
terminated can increase chances of the conflict not being resolved.

To gain insights into the challenges of terminating a war, I would like to 
talk tonight about France and the armistice of November 11, 1918. As I begin, 
note there were two major events associated with ending the war with Ger-
many: the armistice of November 1918 and the Treaty of Versailles of June 
1919. I will talk tonight about France’s role in ending the fighting, not in its 
role in crafting the Treaty of Versailles. I will consider why France accepted 
the armistice of November 11 and chose not to continue fighting and force 
Germany to surrender unconditionally. To give my presentation better focus, 
I am not going to deal with the separate armistices with Austria-Hungary, the 
Ottoman Empire, and Bulgaria.

To begin, recall how World War I ended. The initial pressure for an armi-
stice came from German military leaders, generals Paul von Hindenburg and 
Erich Ludendorff, who appealed to German political leaders on September 29 
for peace. The request of the two military leaders came in the wake of the 
Germans having failed to break through Allied lines with the spring offensive 
that began in March 1918 and the Allies’ having seized the initiative in Mar-
shal Ferdinand Foch’s counteroffensive of July 1918. In subsequent opera-
tions, the Allies drove the Germans out of the territory seized in their spring 
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offensive and launched a massive offensive on September 26. Adding to Ger-
many’s woes, its allies began falling away. Between September 30 and Novem-
ber 5, Bulgaria, the Ottoman Empire, and Austria-Hungary signed armistices 
with the Allies and left the war.* In the face of the Allied offensive on the 
Western Front in late September, the Germans could do little to support their 
allies or keep them in the war. On the Allied side, however, the arrival of 
American forces on the battlefield, especially in the Meuse-Argonne offen-
sive, ensured an ever-increasing margin in favor of the Allies. As the strategic 
balance shifted, Germany saw its hopes for victory disappearing under the 
weight of Allied personnel and matériel.

Despite the negative turn of events, the Germans conducted a surprisingly 
effective defense on the Western Front. In the face of mounting losses and 
increasing Allied combat power, the Germans withdrew, thereby reducing the 
length of their front line. At the same time they consolidated their combat 
power by reducing the number of their divisions and filling the remaining 
units by diverting workers from factories (who previously had escaped con-
scription), returning wounded soldiers to the front line, sending recently re-
leased prisoners of the Russians to the Western Front, and incorporating con-
scripts from the Class of 1920.1 They also pushed more divisions into the front 
line and deployed front-line units in three echelons.

This left few reserves for tactical or operational counterattacks but main-
tained significant resistance against the Allies. As the Germans withdrew, 
French intelligence officers noted their deteriorating discipline but also ob-
served their building bridges across the Meuse River, moving weapons and 
matériel from Belgium toward Germany, and placing explosives on bridges 
across the Rhine.2 They identified five different defensive lines between the 
Franco-Belgian frontier and the Rhine River. While they knew the subse-
quent defensive lines were not as well prepared as the forward ones, they re-
ported significant efforts in the German rear to strengthen subsequent posi-
tions, and they anticipated a massively destructive defense in depth. By 
November 11, the Germans had reduced their front line some 190 kilometers 
(km) and the number of divisions in the West, said French intelligence, from 
207 to 184. Meanwhile, the number of divisions available behind the front 
line went from 68 on September 24 to 17 on November 11.3 Although Ger-
man defenses resembled, as one German officer said, a “spider’s web of fight-
ers,”4 key French planners believed the enemy somehow would assemble two 
or three “great maneuver masses” to meet the Allied attack.5

*Bulgaria signed the Armistice of Salonica on 29 September, the Ottoman Empire signed the Armistice 
of Mudros on 30 October, and Austria-Hungary signed an armistice on 3 November 1918.



WAGING WAR │ 385

As for the armistice, the German government sent a note to President 
Woodrow Wilson on October 3 asking for a peace based on the Fourteen 
Points.* This diplomatic move occurred, as I mentioned, after generals Hin-
denburg and Ludendorff had urged the German government on September 
29 to ask for an armistice. While fighting continued, Berlin and Washington 
exchanged notes over the next several weeks. Between October 29 and No-
vember 4, Allied political and military leaders met to discuss terms of an ar-
mistice with Germany. On November 5, President Wilson, who initially had 
not consulted other Allied leaders but finally had done so, sent the Germans 
a note accepting the Fourteen Points as the basis for peace but maintaining 
reservations about reparations for damages and freedom of the seas. At about 
the same time, revolution broke out in most major German cities. Finally, on 
November 11, the Germans signed the armistice and the fighting ended.

Returning to the question of France and the armistice of November 11, 
French political and military leaders did not lose sight of their war aims in the 
final month of the war. France had not entered the war with clearly articulated 
goals, but over time, political and military leaders had accepted three basic 
goals: regaining the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine that Germany had taken 
from France in 1871, establishing international conditions that would ensure 
the postwar security of France, and acquiring reparations from Germany for 
damages inflicted on France. In the final month of the war, however, France’s 
premier, Georges Clemenceau, had to confront the fatigue of the French peo-
ple. He told his military assistant on the morning of October 30, “All the peo-
ple are so tired of this long and terrible war that they would not comprehend 
or want to comprehend [why] we continue hostilities when the Germans 
themselves want them ended.”6 France had come perilously close to collaps-
ing in mid-to-late 1917, and even the sweet scent of victory did not guarantee 
public support for continuing the war until its goals were accomplished.

Additionally, Clemenceau feared the British and Americans would seek a 
compromise peace with Germany, one that would end the fighting but not 
guarantee France’s security in the future. He feared, as he told his military as-
sistant, that the other Allies could sabotage France’s victory.7 British political 
and military leaders had made it very clear that Great Britain had its own 
goals and had doubts about France’s motives. Clemenceau knew, as Field Mar-
shal Sir Douglas Haig wrote in his diary, “[T]he British Army would not fight 

*Wilson announced his 14-point peace program to a joint session of Congress on 8 January 1918. Eight of 
those points addressed specific territorial issues among the combatant nations. Five points involved “general 
principles for a peaceful world”: “open covenants (i.e., treaties or agreements) openly arrived at; freedom of 
the seas; free trade; reduction of armaments; and adjustment of colonial claims based on the principles of 
self-determination.” The final point proposed what became the League of Nations, to ensure the “political 
independence and territorial integrity [of] great and small states alike.” Department of State, “Wilson’s 
Fourteen Points, 1918,” accessed 14 July 2018, https://history.state.gov/milestones/1914-1920/fourteen-points.

https://history.state.gov/milestones/1914-1920/fourteen-points
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keenly for what is really not its own affair.”8 Similarly, the United States had 
designated itself an associated power (as opposed to a full-fledged member of 
the Allied alliance network) and refused to be bound to the demands of France 
or Great Britain. Additional concerns came from the battlefield performance 
of the Americans. On his visit to the Meuse-Argonne area on September 28–
29, Clemenceau was appalled by the chaos in the American rear and deeply 
feared the mistakes of Gen John J. Pershing and the Doughboys could cost the 
French “much blood.”9 When Gen Philippe Pétain submitted a damning re-
port on October 6 about the performance of the Americans in the offensive 
and warned of a possible disaster,10 the specter of an American failure allow-
ing the Germans to repair their desperate situation was more than he could 
bear. Whatever the shortcomings of the Americans may have been, four years 
of terrible fighting had demonstrated that France could not defeat Germany 
on its own. Clemenceau had to devise a way to keep the support of France’s 
allies, place realistic demands on the Americans, and achieve its war aims.

As the French contemplated the possibility of an armistice, they recognized 
the decline in their own forces. No one understood this decline better than 
Marshal Foch, who was appointed supreme commander of Allied forces in 
March 1918, and General Pétain, the commander of French forces in north-
eastern France. They knew French soldiers had performed magnificently 
during the German spring offensive of 1918, but they also knew French com-
bat power had ebbed slowly in the heavy fighting that year. Out of a popula-
tion of about 38,000,000, France lost about 300,000 soldiers killed or “disap-
peared” from March through November 1918. The 74,000 soldiers lost in June 
represented the highest monthly loss in the war since 1914.11 Heavy losses 
forced the French to dissolve some divisions and face the horrible prospect of 
running out of men.

Transferring weapons and equipment to the Americans hampered efforts 
to increase French combat power. The French and British tried to convince 
the Americans to amalgamate small units (companies, battalions, and regi-
ments) into Allied divisions and corps, but the Americans wanted to build an 
army of their own and agreed to amalgamation only on a temporary basis. In 
exchange for the Americans giving priority to the transportation to Europe of 
soldiers, not equipment, the Allies—especially France—assumed the respon-
sibility of providing heavy equipment to the Americans. By the end of the war, 
the French had supplied more than three-quarters of the artillery, tanks, and 
aircraft used by the Americans.12 Much of the transfer of equipment occurred 
when French soldiers desperately needed additional support to sustain their 
momentum and keep them moving forward.

In the final weeks of the war, the French offensive gradually lost momen-
tum. Heavy casualties and mental and physical exhaustion reduced their 
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combat power. Poor roads and communications interrupted the delivery of 
food and supplies, and unusually heavy rains soaked the soldiers, many of 
whom suffered from the flu. Gen Émile Fayolle, commander of the Reserve 
Army Group, which consisted of Gen Eugène Debeney’s First Army and Gen 
Charles Mangin’s Tenth Army, noted in his diary the difficulty of continuing 
the advance.

Fayolle’s concerns are notable, because in the final weeks of the war the 
French had only four armies between the British north of St. Quentin and the 
Americans in the Argonne Forest, and he commanded two of those armies. In 
early October, he noted the seizing of St.-Quentin and Laon and the unfavor-
able German situation. The Germans, he wrote, “will be obliged to withdraw 
before winter to the Meuse [River].” Yet, as the French pushed forward over 
the next two weeks, their attacks made only small gains. On October 17, Fay-
olle noted, “The attack of Debeney has yielded little.” Two days later, he noted 
Mangin’s attack had made “little progress.” The advance slowed further in 
subsequent days. On October 24, Fayolle wrote, “The attack of Debeney is not 
moving,” and the following day that Mangin’s attack was “not very useful.” On 
October 30, he noted Debeney’s attack had “yielded few results,” and the fol-
lowing day he added, “And still nothing. It’s messed up.” On November 1, he 
complained, “I fear that we are attacking on too large a front with insufficient 
means. Better to concentrate our efforts on a limited number of points.” The 
next day he noted, “The Boches are still holding in front of us.”13 Fayolle feared 
the Germans would not stop fighting until they had no other choice.

The combat log of Fayolle’s Reserve Army Group recorded heavy fighting 
but only small advances in the final days of October and first days of Novem-
ber.14 Not until November 5 did the Germans resume their withdrawal and 
the pace of the French advance increase. The French launched their last attack 
on the night of November 9–10. After crossing the Meuse River just west of 
Sedan, soldiers of the 163rd Division (part of the Central Army Group) gained 
a precarious foothold on the northern bank of the river. The intensity of the 
fighting clearly demonstrated that German resistance had not ended.15 Yet, 
the 163rd Division was about 100 km from the German frontier, 200 from the 
Rhine River, and 500 from Berlin.

As diplomatic messages about an armistice flooded the world’s capitals in 
late October, French soldiers sensed the approaching end of the war and be-
came more cautious. On October 20, a French general officer told Col Émile 
Herbillon, the liaison officer between the French government and military, 
“The poilu is pleased to see that a victorious peace is close, but he also says to 
himself, ‘This is not the moment for me to have my face smashed.’”16 As Ger-
man resistance continued, rumors circulated through French ranks that Ger-
man women had been chained to machine guns and forced to fight to their 
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death.17 Formal reports on soldiers’ morale, which were derived from reading 
letters written by soldiers, reflected their desire for an end to the four years of 
fighting. After receiving news of the Germans having sent their first note to 
Wilson about an armistice, French soldiers wrote many letters home about 
the prospect of peace, and as the possibility of peace became more likely, their 
comments became more numerous. Morale reports from individual divisions 
documented the soldiers’ anxiety. In many French divisions the number fa-
voring an immediate peace tripled or quadrupled those favoring a “complete 
victory.”18 The difference between an immediate peace and a complete victory, 
of course, pertained to whether Allied forces halted their advance along the 
German frontier or fought their way into Germany. In some divisions, the 
number of soldiers favoring a complete victory was small. On November 8, 
staff officers from the 71st Division reported the results of reading 2,360 let-
ters: “The correspondents expect the signature very soon of Germany on the 
armistice. . . . Three soldiers desire to continue [the war] until its destruc-
tion.”19 Like American soldiers in World War II who dreaded the possibility of 
invading Japan and who welcomed the dropping of the atomic bomb, French 
soldiers dreaded the possibility of having to fight their way into Germany and 
preferred an armistice that would end the fighting and give the Allies signifi-
cant advantages. Whatever steps France took to terminate the conflict, those 
steps had to take into account the will and capability of French forces.

But what did French leaders know about developments in Germany? As 
the end of the war approached, French intelligence provided political and 
military leaders an enormous amount of information. Consider the main 
channels of information. The French had established intelligence-gathering 
stations in Annemasse and Belfort, France, both of which were near the bor-
der of Switzerland. They also had military attachés in Switzerland and the 
Netherlands, two neutral countries that occupied key positions around Ger-
many. And they used radio listening sites (including at least one in a Belgian 
enclave in the Netherlands) to monitor official and unofficial communica-
tions inside Germany. Among other activities, military attachés collected 
newspapers from most major German cities, and they talked to businessmen, 
military officials, and tourists who traveled through Germany. Officers at the 
intelligence-gathering sites (especially Annemasse) interviewed numerous 
“repatriated” soldiers from Alsace and Lorraine who had deserted from the 
German army. Officers at the sites and military attachés also managed a vari-
ety of “agents” who operated in Germany as well as in neutral countries. One 
extensive study of French intelligence, for example, credits the French with 
having about 200 agents in the Netherlands.20 Additionally, the French had 
access to British intelligence, especially in the sharing of important informa-
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tion at Folkestone.* The French and British had agreed in October 1914 on the 
general function and structure of Folkestone, and not long after Foch’s ap-
pointment as supreme commander, he attempted to centralize Allied intelli-
gence more and strengthen the role of intelligence specialists at Folkestone.21 
Important information from French and British sources thus flowed through 
huge openings (Switzerland and the Netherlands) on the German frontier.

What did the French learn? Perhaps the most important piece of informa-
tion pertained to the deteriorating morale and discipline of German soldiers. 
Although German morale appeared to rise in May 1918 (with the German 
offensive on the Chemin des Dames), it deteriorated thereafter, especially af-
ter the Allied counteroffensive on July 18. Intelligence reports painted a pic-
ture of soldiers losing trust in their officers and hope for victory. Numerous 
reports from German prisoners (those who were captured on the battlefield 
or deserted) described the “very bad” morale of German soldiers. Those who 
had been prisoners of the Russians and then sent to the Western Front or 
those who had been wounded and then hastily returned to the front line 
seemed to have especially bad morale. Many of those losing all hope deserted. 
Some found their way into Allied lines; others bought forged papers and tried 
to enter neutral countries.22 The French also received reports of mutinies and 
refusals to attack. According to one report, two German infantry regiments 
mutinied in Köln in late October, refused to leave the city, and sang the Mar-
seillaise.23 Additional reports catalogued increasingly poor relations between 
Bavarian and Prussian soldiers. One report described the mutiny of a Bavar-
ian regiment and a subsequent bayonet fight between the regiment and a 
Prussian unit.24 Clearly, cohesion in the German army was cracking.

Despite the decline in morale, German defenses did not collapse. In 
mid-October, the French general officer who was Pétain’s director of opera-
tions told an American liaison officer,

A few days ago it was to be hoped that the German Army would crack and be routed. 
They have been put in difficult positions, but they have shown great skill in extricating 
themselves and there has not been any route [sic] or even disorder, but rather a well- 
conceived, orderly retirement everywhere they have retired and their rear guards have 
functioned excellently. The machine gun groups they have invariably left behind have 
acted with great skill and greatly hampered our following of the Germans. Of course the 
newspapers are full of a different sort [of information], but you must remember [that 
information] is for the consumption of the crowd. . . . The German Army has had some 
serious situations to meet and up to now they have met them well. A great reduction of 
moral[e] in their army is not apparent. The rear guards act with good judgment and 
yield us very few prisoners.25

*Folkestone, a town on the British coast, was the home of a combined British, French, and Belgian office 
where the allies coordinated intelligence efforts. See Emmanuel Debruyne, “Espionage,” 1914–1918 Online 
(website), 8 October 2014, https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/espionage.

https://encyclopedia.1914-1918-online.net/article/espionage
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On November 1, General Edmond Buat, Pétain’s chief of staff, told an Amer-
ican liaison officer, “The Boche army is far from licked. He is going to retire to 
a shorter line.”26

As the Germans withdrew but kept fighting, the French carefully tracked 
the increasingly dire situation and poor morale of German civilians. Unlike 
the French and Belgians, German civilians had not suffered widespread de-
struction of their homes and communities, but they had suffered from the 
effects of the Allied blockade and aerial bombing and by the enormous con-
sumption of resources by fighting forces. Regular reading of numerous Ger-
man newspapers revealed increasing anxiety and desperation in Germany, as 
well as strikes and public demonstrations. Using a variety of sources, the 
French tracked the Germans’ rationing of bread, potatoes, and meat. They 
tracked the increasing death toll from the effects of poor nutrition, tuberculo-
sis, and Spanish flu. They tracked the Germans’ shortage of munitions and 
resources for the war.27 They also tracked subtle but important changes in the 
public’s attitude. A Swiss doctor who spent three months in Germany exam-
ining the internment of Allied soldiers had refused earlier in the war to pro-
vide information to French intelligence, but in late 1918, he finally spoke to 
French agents. He said Germany had changed more in the previous three 
months than it had in the previous three years. He noted the many shortages 
and the closing of many businesses. “Theft,” he observed, “has become a pub-
lic calamity.” The intelligence summary noted that if the situation worsened, 
the German people would revolt.28

An intelligence summary on October 30 concluded that the outcome of the 
war was “no longer in doubt.”29 Two days later another intelligence summary 
said one could expect the “combat spirit” of German soldiers to increase as 
they defended their “own soil,” but this final effort could be “only of short 
duration.”30 General Buat, Pétain’s chief of staff, believed on November 1 that 
the end of the war was near. He said, “Yes we are likely to have an armistice 
with Germany very soon—a matter of days. But it is not because the German 
Army is defeated or likely to be defeated in the near future. The reason lies 
within; the reason is the internal situation of Germany.”31 In an early, eerie 
articulation of the “stab in the back” theory, an intelligence summary said, 
“Alone among the elements that have collapsed, the German Army remains 
standing, but to its rear is an exhausted nation that no longer supports it, and 
to its front are adversaries stronger than ever. Nothing can save it.”32 Some of 
those in French intelligence believed, as a colonel in Pétain’s headquarters 
observed, that the “once proud, haughty [German] people” could “leave their 
army in the lurch.”33

French leaders nonetheless had grave concerns about the Germans fight-
ing to the bitter end. As the Allied offensive slowed in early October and Al-
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lied leaders revealed aspects of their demands on Germany, General Luden-
dorff, who had suffered a momentary collapse in late September, regained his 
composure and advised the German government to continue fighting. He 
advocated a battle of annihilation or an Endkampf that involved a massive 
mobilization of the German people and an enormously destructive final bat-
tle.34 Given the wide-open windows in Switzerland and the Netherlands 
through which the French viewed internal German developments, informa-
tion about the possibility of a final battle of annihilation quickly reached 
France. Intelligence came from newspapers as well as diplomatic and military 
sources, some of which emphasized Germany having organized itself as an 
“impregnable fortress.”35 Information about the possibility of a final destruc-
tive battle also came from prisoners. One German sergeant, a prisoner, 
laughed when questioned about the Allies penetrating into German territory. 
He said, “Never, they will not cross the Rhine, the dear Rhine, because the 
German people will never accept such a disgrace. The day when [they are] 
pushed to the end, they will rise in mass, they will be invincible.”36

Though the French sensed the end of the war was near, a wealth of infor-
mation did not reveal what the Germans actually would do or how long the 
war would last. As late as November 7, intelligence reports emphasized prepa-
rations in Germany “for a supreme struggle of unknown duration” but noted 
the lack of German national unity or agreement on waging such a struggle.37 
This ambiguity created great concern among French leaders. In February 
1919, Clemenceau told a parliamentary commission, “If we had been better 
informed, we would have imposed much harsher conditions.”38 In reality, bet-
ter information would have made little difference since the Germans them-
selves did not know what they were going to do.

Given the desire of the French people for peace, fatigue of the French army, 
specter of a massively destructive final campaign, and possibility of the other 
Allies sabotaging France’s victory, what could France do to accomplish its 
goals? Several strategic alternatives came from the collapse of Austria- 
Hungary in late October. This collapse not only left Germany virtually alone 
in the war against the Allies but also increased Germany’s vulnerability. First, 
there was the possibility of an attack into southern Germany. On November 
5, the day after Austria-Hungary accepted an armistice, the Allied Supreme 
War Council, led by Marshal Foch, approved the launching of an operation 
into southern Germany with about 30 Italian and five French and British di-
visions. Planners foresaw a two-pronged invasion through regions of Austria 
heavily populated by ethnic Germans, one across the Alps from Innsbruck 
and the other along the Danube River from Linz.39

Whatever the strategic opportunities may have been, it was clear an Italian- 
dominated drive across Austria into Bavaria would be neither simple nor easy, 
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especially with winter approaching. An intelligence summary on November 4 
noted Germany’s efforts to encourage rebellion in Austria-Hungary or even to 
send troops to maintain order in Austria.40 Moreover, the Italians demon-
strated little enthusiasm for the campaign, and the French premier, Georges 
Clemenceau, had to intervene personally “numerous” times to gain their co-
operation.41 A frank assessment came from General Buat, Pétain’s chief of 
staff, in a conversation with an American liaison officer. The American re-
corded Buat’s words and facial expression: “Do you think the Italians would go 
to Bavaria? (Smiling knowingly), not on your life—never—. So what have you 
left? The French and British. Yes they’ll go but there are not very many of them 
[only five divisions] and so practically the threat is not so serious as it sounds. 
It is a menace, an important menace, the idea of attacking Germany from the 
south, but it’s a moral—a mental menace—more than a physical menace.”42 
German military leaders recognized the difficulty of an attack across Austria, 
and in a meeting with the German chancellor on October 17 General Luden-
dorff downplayed the danger from an attack into southern Germany.43 Ironi-
cally, the threat of such an invasion ultimately had a greater effect on the mo-
rale of German civilians and the outbreak of revolution in Bavaria than it did 
on the strategic thinking of German military leaders.

The French also considered the possibility of strategic bombing. Through-
out the war the French had been reluctant to bomb German cities because 
their own cities were close to the front lines and German cities more distant. 
Additionally, French commanders were unwilling to consider an independent 
role for heavy bombers; they wanted aircraft to support their sorely pressed 
troops.44 In the final months of the war most French bombs fell beyond the 
Western Front in a triangular area bounded by Amiens, Metz, and Mézières, 
but some fell on German cities along the Rhine River (Mannheim, Mainz, 
Koblenz, etc.) in attacks on factories and in reprisal raids.45 With the collapse 
of the Austrians, new opportunities for strategic bombing emerged. The 
French recognized heavy bombers could fly one-way from France to Prague 
and by reducing cities in southern Germany to “ashes” could reveal the “hor-
rors of war” to the German people. The French also recognized heavy bombers 
could fly out of Prague and inflict significant damage on Berlin.46 In the final 
days of the war, the French began preparing for such a campaign. Although 
they had sufficient aircraft to damage some German cities, they knew they did 
not have enough aircraft for a war-winning campaign. Building the air fleet for 
such a campaign would take at least a year and would consume an enormous 
amount of resources. Thus, neither strategic bombing nor an offensive into 
southern Germany offered realistic possibilities for ending the war quickly.

Even though the news was filled with reports about a possible armistice, 
the French had no choice but to prepare for a massively destructive final cam-
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paign, should the threatened “supreme struggle of unknown duration” occur. 
They made a special effort to gain even greater output from their hard-pressed 
factories, especially artillery, tanks, and aircraft. Additionally, they looked to 
their colonies for new sources of manpower for an offensive into Germany. 
Soldiers from Indochina and Africa already had reinforced the French army. 
Many of these colonial subjects had performed superbly, a fact not overlooked 
by French leaders who cringed at the prospect of running out of soldiers from 
metropolitan France. Clemenceau optimistically talked about adding 100,000 
Senegalese soldiers to the French army.47 Strong resistance in France’s colo-
nies, however, demonstrated the colonial subjects’ reluctance to become part 
of a “supreme struggle.”

Practically speaking, the only realistic alternative for continuing an offen-
sive into Germany came from the Western Front. French political and mili-
tary leaders recognized the enormous challenges of a drive into Germany, 
across the Rhine, and toward Berlin. Yet, the Allies had no plans for crossing 
the Rhine River, even though—as Foch later asserted—“Once this barrier was 
conquered, Germany was at the mercy of the Allies.”48 In fact, they had no 
significant bridging capability and their planning involved little more than 
maps with arrows drawn across them. When one considers the enormously 
detailed planning completed in World War II for crossing the Rhine River, 
one can only conclude that the Allies expected to seize intact bridges across 
the Rhine, much as American forces did at Remagen in World War II. One 
does not have to be an accomplished strategist to realize that crossing the 
Rhine could have become one of the most difficult and costly operations of 
the war, especially if the Germans had fought a final battle of annihilation. For 
obvious reasons, the French preferred to do something other than fight their 
way across the Rhine.

One alternative was to destroy the German army with a massive thrust 
from Lorraine into its rear. Initial planning for such an offensive began in 
early September 1918 and foresaw 30 divisions attacking across a front of 60 
km. Final plans anticipated the offensive beginning on November 14 or, in 
other words, three days after what became the day of the armistice. Though 
planning proceeded, many practical problems appeared in an operation that 
looked good on paper but tough on the ground. The region had few railways 
and roads, and the French encountered formidable challenges in getting units 
and supplies assembled for the offensive. In the aftermath of the Meuse- 
Argonne offensive, they also had trouble getting as much American participa-
tion as they desired.49 Despite the Germans’ vulnerability, the French did not 
accelerate preparations and launch the incompletely prepared offensive. As 
Foch later observed, an offensive in Lorraine could have succeeded only if 
German resistance collapsed in front of it. In his memoirs, he noted the offen-
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sive initially would encounter only small enemy forces and have a “brilliant 
start and a rapid advance of several dozen kilometers.” After this, however, “it 
would undoubtedly encounter the devastation that was already slowing the 
march of the other armies. It would add its efforts to theirs, it would enlarge, 
reinforce them without changing their nature.”50 The offensive also ran the 
risk of failing and thereby reviving the Germans’ will to fight.

Instead of a relatively narrow thrust into the German rear, Marshal Foch 
preferred converging attacks along the Western Front by the French, British, 
and Americans. In essence, he sought a series of blows to keep the Germans 
off balance, prevent them from shifting reserves from one part of the front to 
another, and keep them from reviving or reconstituting their forces. He illus-
trated this strategy by punching with his right fist, then his left, and then again 
with right, followed by a powerful kick. Recognize that this campaign strategy 
took advantage of American power on the right and British success on the 
left. It also kept the increasingly fatigued French army in the fight and gave 
the enemy no respite. In essence Foch wanted to maintain relentless pressure 
on the Western Front and expected the Germans eventually to collapse under 
this relentless pressure. Whether the collapse came from the German people 
leaving their army in the lurch or from the German army losing its cohesion 
and discipline was important to Foch but not enough for him to oppose an 
armistice.

As Foch kept pressure on the Germans, Allied leaders met to discuss armi-
stice terms. What was the purpose of this armistice? Clemenceau answered 
this question in discussions with other Allied leaders on October 31. He said, 
“One should not confuse the terms of an armistice with the conditions of 
peace. The armistice has the objective of assuring the victorious armies such 
a situation that their superiority is clearly established.”51 In private discussions 
with the president of the Third Republic, Raymond Poincaré, however, he had 
insisted that while terms of an armistice should be “prudent and moderate,” 
the terms of a peace would not be.52 In short, Clemenceau wanted an armi-
stice that would ensure the Germans could not resume fighting but would 
leave the Allies free to dictate harsh terms in a subsequent peace treaty. Such 
an armistice, he thought, would ensure termination of the conflict, enable 
France to achieve its war aims, and create a situation in which the conflict 
could be resolved.

The terms for an armistice with Germany came together in a relatively 
hasty manner at the end of October.53 Though the process ostensibly was an 
Allied one, Clemenceau and Foch played important roles and ensured France’s 
victory was not “sabotaged.” Foch first proposed armistice terms on October 
8 and then discussed them behind closed doors with Clemenceau and Pétain. 
With Clemenceau’s concurrence, Foch convened a meeting of the other Al-
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lied military leaders on October 25 and then, acting on his own as supreme 
commander, modified the list. The modified terms were discussed and ap-
proved by Allied political leaders from October 29 through November 4. Brit-
ish and Italian representatives at these meetings expressed concerns that Foch 
was asking too much and thereby risked delaying or torpedoing any chances 
of a halt to hostilities.54 Although the final list of terms differed somewhat 
from Foch’s initial proposal, the terms ensured the Germans could not re-
sume hostilities after accepting an armistice. That is, the Germans had to 
agree to evacuate the territories they had seized (including Alsace and Lor-
raine), leave their heavy weapons and equipment behind, permit the Allies to 
occupy bridgeheads across the Rhine River, and relinquish control of the 
Rhineland (the left bank of the Rhine) as a guarantee for reparations.

Among those privy to the private thoughts of Clemenceau, Foch, and 
Pétain was Gen Henri Mordacq, Clemenceau’s military assistant. He notes 
that on November 11, he heard no one, including military leaders, express 
regrets about not continuing the war.55 As Pierre Renouvin has noted, a few 
French leaders expressed reservations about ending the war too quickly, but 
in the actual discussion of terms, none of them objected to the armistice. Re-
nouvin also notes that the best known critic of the armistice, Poincaré, pri-
marily feared “false negotiations” by the Germans and did not call for an in-
vasion of Germany and a signing of the armistice in Berlin.56

As the terms of the armistice were being crafted, the main objection to an 
armistice came from General Pershing. Though Pershing had concurred on 
October 25 with the main terms of the armistice, he later had doubts, and on 
October 30 he wrote, “I believe the complete victory can only be obtained by 
continuing the war until we force unconditional surrender from Germany.” In 
that same letter he expressed support for an armistice with terms “so rigid 
that under no circumstances could Germany again take up arms.”57 When an 
American colonel delivered Pershing’s letter to Foch, the French marshal was 
leaving shortly for a meeting of the Supreme War Council and could spend 
only a few minutes with him. After reading the letter quickly, Foch instructed 
the American to “tell General Pershing that I am in agreement with his views, 
and he need not be anxious regarding this matter; what I am demanding of 
the Germans is the equivalent of what he wants and when I have finished with 
them they will be quite powerless to do any further damage.”58 Foch clearly 
had no desire to derail the armistice.

A few days before the armistice, Clemenceau and Foch met to discuss the 
terms, and the Tiger asked the Marshal if he had any reservations about sign-
ing the armistice. Foch responded that rejecting the armistice and continuing 
the war would be “gambling for high stakes.” He foresaw another fifty- to a 
hundred-thousand French soldiers being killed for “very questionable re-
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sults,” and he saw no need for any further bloodshed.59 Foch said the same 
thing to Col Edward M. House, Wilson’s personal envoy, in the final days of 
the war. He said, “Fighting means struggling for certain results. If the Ger-
mans now sign an armistice under the general conditions we have just deter-
mined, those results are in our possession. This being achieved, no man has 
the right to cause another drop of blood to be shed.” When queried by the 
British prime minister, David Lloyd George, on how long it would take to 
drive the Germans across the Rhine if they refused to sign the armistice, Foch 
responded, “Maybe three, maybe four or five months. Who knows?”60 In none 
of these discussions did Foch suggest delaying the armistice.

Foch met with the German delegates on the morning of November 8 near 
Rethendes, northeast of Paris. After receiving the armistice terms offered by 
Foch, the Germans complained strongly about their severity. Much to the 
surprise—and pleasure—of the French, however, they—after getting permis-
sion from Berlin—accepted the tough terms. On November 11, they signed 
the armistice and the fighting ended. By yielding bridgeheads across the 
Rhine to the Allies and by abandoning much of their heavy equipment, the 
Germans gave up any capability they may have had to continue the war; they also 
opened the way for Clemenceau to seek harsh terms in the Treaty of Versailles.

Representatives met in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles to finalize the 1918 Armistice 
under the Treaty of Versailles, 28 June 1919. Courtesy of National Archives (no. 
531150).
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In retrospect, the armistice terminated the conflict, but it did not resolve it 
or prevent a future conflict. It also did not ensure France’s security in the post-
war period. One powerful myth that came out of the armistice was the famous 
“stab in the back” myth. German critics of the armistice (people such as Adolf 
Hitler) insisted the German army had not been defeated but instead had been 
stabbed in the back by German politicians. To use another phrase, German 
politicians had left the army in a lurch. On the other side of the hill, French 
critics of the armistice insisted the armistice had ended the war prematurely. 
Within days after the signing of the armistice, critics charged Foch with hav-
ing accepted a “premature” peace and complained about France’s not launch-
ing an offensive in Lorraine. They watched with regret as German forces re-
turned to Germany, sometimes as cohesive units without the stigma of defeat. 
At the end of November, the American liaison officer to Pétain’s headquarters 
participated in a discussion that included Pétain’s chief of staff (General Buat) 
and his operations officer (General Duval); he reported “their great regret that 
the war had not continued for almost two weeks.” In that same report, the 
American liaison officer reported the assessment of a French colonel in 
Pétain’s headquarters: “Viewed in the light of history, it is quite possible that it 
will appear that the war terminated a little prematurely and thus left the seed 
for further difficulties, difficulties which might have been entirely obviated by 
a crushing military defeat of the German Army.”61 As the colonel predicted, 
the French official history of the events of 1918 lamented the suspension of 
hostilities, which had enabled the Germans to avoid a “certain and irremedi-
able disaster.”62

After the war, Pétain reinforced criticisms of the supposedly premature 
peace by saying he had asked Foch to delay the armistice. He insisted—long 
after the opportunity for action had passed—that he had asked Foch to delay 
the armistice and launch the Lorraine offensive. Seeking to enhance his own 
reputation, Pétain disingenuously, I believe, highlighted Foch’s having missed 
an opportunity to end the war decisively, not his own inability to make such 
an ending possible. Some of France’s leading historians of the Great War 
(Pierre Renouvin, Jean-Baptiste Duroselle, and Guy Pedroncini) have exam-
ined Pétain’s claim and found no evidence of his having urged Foch to delay 
the armistice.63 While Pétain may have met privately with Foch and urged 
him to launch the Lorraine offensive before completing an armistice, he did 
not do so in writing or in meetings with other people present or with minutes 
being taken. He also did not convey his reservations to key members of his 
staff. In the dining room of Pétain’s headquarters, officers openly criticized 
Foch and Pétain for not unleashing the Lorraine attack and crushing the 
German army. An American liaison officer, who witnessed the discussions, 
observed an officer, Col Node Langlois, object to the criticisms. The French 
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colonel insisted every effort had been made to organize the attack but roads 
and railways had proved inadequate. He likened the situation to driving a 
horse until it had spent its last ounce of strength and dropped in its tracks.64

In reality, France’s willingness (and Foch’s willingness) to accept an armi-
stice in November 1918 rested on the weakened condition of French forces, as 
well as the uncertain support of its allies. By late September the cumulative 
effect of four years of war and the extraordinary demands of halting the Ger-
mans’ spring offensive and launching a counteroffensive had drained the 
French of much of their combat power and effectiveness. The French army, 
the “horse,” had been pushed to its limit; not even an opportunity to deliver a 
death blow to the German army could breathe new life into it.

As French forces struggled to advance, Marshal Foch recognized that Gen-
eral Pétain could not charge forward in Lorraine and would advance only 
when given additional resources at the expense of the Americans in the 
Meuse-Argonne and the French on other portions of the front. He also did 
not expect the British or Americans to assume the main burden of a massive 
offensive given British doubts about French motives and given Pershing’s dif-
ficulties in marshaling and employing his forces. And he saw little chance of 
Allied forces, composed primarily of Italian troops, advancing into southern 
Germany. By maintaining pressure on the Germans on a broad front along 
the Western Front, he expected the Germans eventually to yield. And by de-
manding and getting bridgeheads across the Rhine River, he ensured the Al-
lies would not have to fight their way across the Rhine. In essence, Foch chose 
the option that ensured victory for the Allies while minimizing the cost in 
soldiers’ lives. His option, however, allowed the German army to remain to-
gether and for reactionaries later to claim it had been stabbed in the back. In 
the end his option had a profound effect on the remainder of the twentieth 
century.

What does all this mean to us today? First, it suggests the complexities of 
ending a conflict. Under the most optimum circumstances, the Allies and the 
French could have continued the war, destroyed the German army, and 
avoided any possibility of a myth of a stab in the back. Yet, the French did not 
have the confidence in their own forces, or in those of their allies, to risk the 
cost and failure of a march to Berlin. Instead, French leaders favored placing 
continued pressure on the Germans and waiting for the German government 
or military to yield. Though a few political and military leaders expressed 
doubts privately about the armistice, none argued publicly for rejecting an 
armistice and seeking a complete victory. US leaders may face similar difficult 
choices in the future and, even if they prefer a complete victory, may have to 
accept an armistice, truce, or cease-fire.
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Second, it reminds us that options during wartime are shaped by the capa-
bilities of a country’s or an alliance’s forces, not just the weaknesses or failures 
of opponents. The French had performed magnificently against the German 
spring offensives of 1918, but by October they had reached the limits of their 
endurance. Continuing the advance against the Germans would have re-
quired significant rest and refitting, as well as the clearing of significant obsta-
cles and the building of important roads and railways. France’s options, thus, 
were limited by the capabilities of its forces, not by the absence of grand ideas. 
Such limitations will undoubtedly influence American options at some point 
in the future.

Third, it suggests the difficulty of drawing a line between political and mil-
itary domains in the making of peace. Marshal Foch saw controlling the 
Rhine as an essential part of any armistice or peace. His desire for bridge-
heads across the Rhine and guarantees from the Germans, however, raised 
questions about the political future of the Rhineland and brought sharp 
clashes among Allied political leaders and between Clemenceau and Foch. 
Separating political issues from military issues is always complex in a war, but 
it can be even more difficult in the crafting of an armistice or a peace. And 
adding religious extremism to the process can only complicate the process.

Fourth, it shows us the limits of intelligence. The French had remarkably 
good intelligence about the internal situation of the Germans, but this intelli-
gence did not paint a complete picture of the enemy and left political and 
military leaders with significant concerns about the eventual outcome of the 
war. It was relatively easy to measure the Germans’ military capability, but it 
was difficult, if not impossible, to predict what the Germans actually would 
do. Intelligence is never perfect and can never erase ambiguity completely. 
Political and military leaders in the future will be fortunate to have as much 
information about opponents as the French had.

Finally, it reminds us that hope is always part of an armistice: hope that the 
killing will stop; hope that the destruction will end; hope that peace will en-
dure. All of you know that the hopes of 1918 and 1919 were eventually 
smashed in 1939 when an even more destructive war began. In France’s case, 
its most important war aim, security, did not come from the armistice of No-
vember 11 or the Treaty of Versailles. Instead came disillusionment, distrust, 
anger, and eventually another war. Over the decades, historians have pon-
dered whether a different ending in 1918 may have produced a more endur-
ing peace. Let us hope that historians will not have as many doubts about the 
termination of future American conflicts.

In conclusion, while the prospect of Germany’s unconditional surrender 
appealed to French leaders such as Clemenceau and Foch, obtaining one—to 
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use a phrase from World War II—seemed a “bridge too far.”* The exhaustion 
of French soldiers, the specter of greater casualties, and doubts about France’s 
allies compelled French leaders to seek an end other than unconditional sur-
render. What they got was a temporary victory, one that seemed permanent at 
the time, but one that later proved illusory at best. They achieved conflict 
termination, but they did not achieve conflict resolution.
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Introduction to Part V
Craig F. Morris

How exactly does a revolution in military thought occur? What are the 
catalysts that drive variations in thinking? When does a change in strategy 
become transformational? The concept that deviations in culture, technology, 
or military organization can sometimes lead to revolutionary transformations 
in military thought is widely accepted. What is not so well understood is the 
process that leads to such reforms.

To help understand the structure of military transformations, it is some-
times necessary to look beyond the field of military history. In 1970, the sci-
entist turned historian Thomas Kuhn asked an overarching question: “How 
does the process of science work?” In his answer, Kuhn provided a model for 
the student of military history. He contended that the basis of all scientific 
work was a shared consensus on a fundamental theory, which he referred to 
as a paradigm. Normal scientific work proceeds within this paradigm as sci-
entists work to flesh out details. As they conduct experiments, sometimes re-
sults conflict with the model, but these are viewed as anomalies to the ac-
cepted paradigm. It is only when enough anomalies amass to shake the 
dogmatic faith that a paradigm shift occurs.

In many ways, the process of military transformation is similar to Kuhn’s 
scientific paradigm shift. There is a military doctrine that is widely accepted 
by most professionals. Nevertheless, there are radicals who question the ac-
cepted paradigm or new technologies that fundamentally call it into question, 
but these dissenters must fight against the pressure to conform to the accepted 
ideas of an era. It is only when a wave of skeptics accepts the challengers that 
a revolution in military thinking occurs. This is not a clear-cut path; it often 
requires steadfast radical thinkers waging a war against established lines of 
thinking and, most important, time to accomplish a paradigm shift. Yet when 
they occur, revolutions in military thought can be a powerful force, catapult-
ing one nation or group ahead of others.

In the long history of the Harmon Memorial Lectures in Military History 
at the United States Air Force Academy, many noted historians have jousted 
with this issue. This section of the book features five brave historians attempt-
ing to explain this complex phenomenon. When their efforts are combined, 
we see there are trends that can help explain military transformations. First, it 
is a process and not an event. Transformations take time to garner the support 
needed to become accepted doctrine. Next, individual actions are often critical. 
The old saying of “the right person at the right place” rings true in studying 
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revolutions in military thought. The combination of insight, charisma, and 
perseverance are often essential elements. Finally, there is usually a catalyst to 
start the process. This is often a technological change that spurs new ways of 
thinking.

The first author in this section is William H. McNeill. His presentation 
tried to define the structure of military-technical transformations. He con-
cluded that there is a universal process much like Kuhn’s argument on scien-
tific revolutions. McNeill argued there is a reticence to change in military 
thinking; however, the combination of pressure from rivals and the promise 
of new technologies can overcome this reticence. Individuals, groups, and in-
stitutions—in ways that are particular to each situation—shape the nature of 
the military-technical change. In the end though, military transformations 
are a process of reticence, overcoming that reticence, and then shaping the 
new thought and technology in ways that make sense for each culture, nation-
ality, or situation.

Holger Herwig adds to this discussion by exploring how outside influences 
can shape transformation in military thought, sometimes in undesirable 
ways. Herwig uses the example of Karl Haushofer’s Geopolitik and its influ-
ence on Adolf Hitler’s thinking to demonstrate how revolutions in thought 
can sometimes be hijacked. During the interwar years, Hitler became an ada-
mant student of Haushofer’s ideas based on conflating national power with 
geography, economics, and a form of Social Darwinism. In this way, Haush-
ofer shared the blame in Nazi Germany’s strategy in World War II by giving 
academic credibility to Hitler’s ideas of conquest in the name of building Ger-
man power.

The third chapter turns toward specific examples with Sir Harry Hinsley’s 
lecture on the revolution in intelligence during World War II. A veteran of the 
Bletchley Park effort, Hinsley describes the transformation in thinking about 
intelligence brought about by early computers. He describes this development 
not as a rapid acceptance of new technology but rather as a process driven by 
centralizing cryptanalyst operations in one location. This amalgamation of 
multidisciplines helped overcome fidelity to the old methods of intelligence 
that the new computers were challenging. Thus, Hinsley describes the evolu-
tion of intelligence from a strategic tool to a daily competition between oppo-
nents to garner the best information. In this way, he not only demonstrates a 
revolution in intelligence but also in war itself, with the opening of a new 
theater of war—the information domain.

Grant Hammond modernizes the story with his chapter on the role of John 
Boyd in transforming airpower. The key to Hammond’s argument is his asser-
tion that “we don’t see things as they are, we see things as we are.” In other 
words, military professionals are often tied to the technology and doctrine 
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they grew familiar with in their early years. When someone like John Boyd 
challenges those concepts, the first reaction is all too often to shoot the mes-
senger. It is only when the messenger has enough perseverance that attitudes 
slowly change and a revolution in thought occurs.

Roger Launius concludes the section by analyzing the evolution of Ameri-
can space power. He argues that to understand the then-current state of space 
policy, one must digest the past. He argues that although technology like in-
tercontinental ballistic missiles and satellites forever added a new realm of 
warfare, thinking about that domain is colored by historical and outside fac-
tors. For instance, at times certain leading thinkers have linked space power 
policy to the Laws of the Sea as precedent or to Cold War competition as a 
shaping force in space-power thought. In this way, Launius provides a guide 
to thinking about doctrinal changes but also forces the reader to consider the 
possible ramifications when context changes. This helps provide a historical 
framework for complicated problems like what will happen in the post–Cold 
War world or if space becomes the domain of multiple competing nations.

In this way, these five authors explore different elements shaping military 
thought and transformations. It is up to the reader to combine them and draw 
their own conclusions. What runs through each of the lectures is the concept 
that military transformations are a process. This process takes time, as thought 
leaders and change agents need to overcome a reticence built on allegiance to 
widely accepted ways of thinking. When change does come, it is shaped by 
factors unique to each situation. As these new ideas become the new para-
digm, they become the doctrine that defines warfare in the next era.

Dr. Craig F. Morris is an assistant professor of History at the US Air Force Academy 
where he teaches courses on Aviation, Military, United States, and Technology 
History. He is the author of The Origins of American Strategic Bombing Theory (2017) 
and has published and presented multiple academic articles and papers. His current 
research project investigates the origins of independence in the early American Air 
Service and how it shaped the future of military aviation.





The Structure of Military-Technical Transformation*

William H. McNeill

We live under an extraordinary cloud of uncertainty. Technological 
changes alter human experience in far-reaching ways many times over in a 
single lifetime. I, for instance, can remember when radios were squawking 
toys boys built at home in hope of hearing broadcasts from Schenectady and 
then, a few years later during the Battle of Britain, came the wonder of Edward 
Murrow’s transatlantic voice, clear as a bell, with bomb explosions muffled in 
the background. More recently, computers began to sprout around me every-
where, and an array of other novelties that did not exist when I was born, or 
were unavailable to ordinary people, have altered our daily routines—cars, 
airplanes, frozen food, plastics, TV, email, fax machines, antibiotics, and 
many more.

Because technological change is so pervasive and powerful among us—and 
not least among the military—we are tempted to assume that restless techno-
logical transformation is natural and normal. But the historical record shows 
that this is not so. In times past, most people lived out their lives in accus-
tomed fashion, using the same things their forefathers had used and making 
no deliberate effort to alter or improve them. Human inventive capabilities, 
however real, came into play only occasionally and exceptionally, whereas we 
must adjust to an avalanche of innovation, some of it planned and deliberate, 
some of it unforeseen and unwelcome.

My assignment at this Sixteenth Military History Symposium† of the 
United States Air Force Academy is to ask how and why we find ourselves in 
such an unusual circumstance and, in particular, to explore what it was that 
provoked the extraordinary military-technical transformation of the Indus-
trial Age that started in the 1840s and, despite some subsequent slowdowns, 
has spread and accelerated, rather jerkily, ever since.

Let me begin by pointing out that on the face of things, any significant 
military–technical change is undesirable simply because it makes trouble and 
increases risk. To use a new weapon effectively, fighting men have to change 
their habits and learn new skills. This is bothersome in itself; and, in practice, 
success is never sure ahead of time. In war, sensible persons therefore shy 
away from compounding the risk and uncertainty created by the enemy, by 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #53, 2011.
†For many years, the Department of History at the Air Force Academy hosted a biannual military history 

symposium, and when a Harmon lecture fell on the year of the symposium—as it did in 1994—the speaker 
aligned the subject of his talk with the theme of the symposium. USAFA discontinued the military history 
symposium series after its final event in 2009.
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the weather, and by all the other friction of war and rigorously refrain from 
trying anything new. Instead, prudent fighting men rely on experience, ad-
here carefully to time-tested ways, and, in short, behave exactly like Colonel 
Blimp. He became an object of cartoon ridicule in the 1930s, yet Colonel 
Blimp’s frame of mind constituted the norm of sane military management in 
past ages.* How did he get so out of step with our times?

The changeability of military technology since the 1840s is all the more 
surprising because this was a time when military men encased themselves in 
ever thicker layers of bureaucracy—and bureaucracies are not usually in-
clined to innovation. After all, agreeing with one’s bureaucratic superiors is 
the way to get ahead, while conforming to precedent can keep the unambi-
tious out of trouble. And when an awkward problem arises, it can always be 
referred to a committee, thereby postponing action indefinitely. Routine is, 
therefore, at the heart and core of bureaucratic behavior; yet, from the 1880s 
important segments of the military bureaucracies of the most-powerful nations 
of the world systematically began to encourage radical technical innovation. 
This occurred in spite of obvious risks and ever mounting costs, as one im-
proved weapon system after another displaced its predecessors in rapid and 
apparently endless succession. Odd behavior indeed, and all the more so since 
many expensive innovations were soon scrapped as obsolete and never used 
in action. Moreover, when new weapons were employed in World Wars I and 
II, they did not bring easy victory but instead magnified destruction enor-
mously, hurting winners as well as losers. Why did it happen? How did 
long-standing national rivalries boil over into such a risky and unsettling 
arms race?

An historian is always tempted to look for similar experiences in the deeper 
past, and plausible historical parallels to the arms races of the industrial era 
can be found. Two eras in particular occur to me as faint foreshadowing of the 
modern experience. One came in the Hellenistic age, when rival rulers em-
ployed a handful of military engineers to build increasingly powerful siege 
engines and larger and larger war ships. A second period of rapid and deliberate 
technological change occurred in China under the Sung dynasty (960–1279), 
when gunpowder weapons and a galaxy of other military inventions (espe-
cially naval) burst upon the scene.

But both these outbreaks of technical instability turned out to be relatively 
short-lived. Hellenistic engineers quickly reached technical limits of size, 
strength, and resilience set by the wood and fiber available for their catapults 
and ships, and the political rivalries that had stimulated that arms race disap-

*The Colonel Blimp cartoons were drawn by the New Zealand political cartoonist David Low starting in 
1934. His Colonel Blimp character was a satire of the British military officer as pompous, jingoistic, and 
ultraconservative.
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peared once the Romans established their military supremacy throughout the 
Mediterranean coastlands. In the Far East the pattern of events was different. 
Sung officials’ efforts to encourage military invention in hope of warding off 
barbarian assault failed. Instead, after borrowing some high-tech, up-to-date 
weaponry from their enemies, the Mongols were able to complete their con-
quest of China in 1279, and after the Mongols were driven out of China in 
1368, subsequent Chinese regimes regularly preferred diplomacy to war and 
were cautious—though never completely inflexible—in investing in new mili-
tary technology.

But, of course, the Mongol storm was not confined to China, and their 
conquests spread knowledge of the explosive force of gunpowder throughout 
Eurasia. Among the peoples whose traditional ways of war were thus affected, 
the European response was by far the most radical and persistent. As a result, 
China’s initial flirtation with systematic pursuit of technological improvement 
under the Sung dynasty was soon overshadowed by Europeans’ enduring en-
thusiasm for more and better guns, large and small. 

In a sense, the modern arms race dates back to the reckless way rival Euro-
pean rulers set out to build wall-destroying artillery in the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries. To begin with, critical skills for casting large metal objects 
were narrowly circumscribed around the city of Liege, but just as guns were 
becoming really powerful and comparatively mobile, the breakup of the Bur-
gundian lands after Charles the Bold’s death in 1477 divided Europe’s 
gun-casting capabilities between French Valois and German Hapsburg rulers. 
As a result of this happenstance of dynastic politics, no single monarch or 
state was ever able to monopolize big guns in Western Europe, whereas in all 
the other civilized lands of Eurasia, when effective artillery arrived on the 
scene it was swiftly monopolized by a single ruler. Comparatively vast em-
pires resulted—Ottoman, Safavid, Mughal, Muscovite, and, of course, the 
Chinese, where, however, big guns were less important than elsewhere simply 
because the Chinese rulers had no wish to destroy walls their soldiers de-
fended against the continuing nomad danger.

Thereafter, Western Europe remained technologically innovative, largely 
because state rivalries persisted in nourishing deliberate efforts to improve 
weaponry and military organization. Any new practice or superior weapons 
design spread very rapidly from one army to another. This had the effect of 
maintaining an ever-shifting and ever-precarious balance of power within 
Europe, whereas in all the rest of Eurasia, once rulers succeeded in monopo-
lizing heavy guns, they saw no reason to tinker with a weapons system that 
enabled them to break into the stronghold of any defiant local potentate or 
potential rival who lived within range of their artillery and field army.
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The modern history of Japan offers a particularly vivid and convincing 
example of how dispersed access to guns accelerated military-technical 
change for about half a century, until a single victor emerged whose policy of 
restricting access to guns stabilized Japan’s new political-military order for 
the ensuing two hundred years. 

Samurai swordsmen and archers found nothing to admire in clumsy guns 
when this Chinese invention first came to their attention, and the success 
with which the Japanese repelled massive Mongol invasions in 1274 and 1281 
confirmed Japanese warriors in their disdain for newfangled weaponry from 
abroad. But these attitudes changed abruptly after 1542, when local military 
leaders realized that the (by then much improved) guns, large and small, that 
European sailors carried on shipboard as a matter of course offered enormous 
advantages in the local feuds that had long simmered among them. Japanese 
craftsmen quickly learned to produce muskets and larger guns as those Euro-
peans employed, and when military rivals hurried to acquire these new weapons 
in ever larger numbers, the scale and decisiveness of warfare escalated very 
quickly. Commoners armed with muskets proved able to overwhelm the most 
expert swordsmen, and within half a century, a low-born warlord, Toyotomi 
Hideyoshi (d. 1598), was able to crush all rivals and establish his authority 
throughout the country.

His successors, the Tokugawa Shoguns, sought to maintain their sovereign 
power and stabilize Japanese society by weaving a complex network of alli-
ances and agreements with local clan leaders throughout the country. All 
concerned were eager to reaffirm the prestige and privileges of samurai 
swordsmen whose traditional role in society had been seriously compromised 
by the sudden importance of musketeers. Accordingly, after repressing a serious 
revolt (1637–38), the Tokugawa Shoguns proceeded to disarm commoners by 
confiscating guns and prohibiting their manufacture. In addition, by cutting 
off contact with the outside world, except for a single Dutch ship permitted to 
anchor off an island in Nagasaki harbor once a year, the shoguns made sure 
that unauthorized weapons and other subversive novelties (like Christianity) 
could not be smuggled into the country.

These measures allowed samurai swordsmen to retain their traditional pri-
macy in Japanese society for the next 200 years, even though a lasting peace 
deprived them of their function as fighting men. This paradoxical situation 
was eventually upset when in 1854 Commodore Oliver Perry, largely on the 
strength of his naval guns, compelled the Japanese government to change its 
policy of excluding foreigners, thus inaugurating a new era of tumultuous 
military-political upheaval that climaxed in World War II. 

Japan’s fluctuation between extremely rapid, violent accommodation to 
new weapons and a no less remarkable, deliberately contrived stability exag-
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Notes

gerated a parallel fluctuation in European accommodation to gunpowder 
weapons. For the radical political-military upheaval that prevailed in Europe, 
when guns were new, slowed down very perceptibly after 1648, when com-
paratively well-consolidated states and bureaucratically organized standing 
armies emerged from the Thirty Years’ War. Political rivalries did not disap-
pear, and military-technical change did not come to a complete halt. But the 
uniformity of equipment and training that made large standing armies more 
efficient also increased the cost of introducing new weapons very sharply, 
since many thousands of any new model were required if the benefits of uni-
formity were not to be lost. This became a very persuasive consideration for 
all European military administrators. As a result, the small, successive changes 
of design (cumulatively important, though often trifling in themselves) that 
had come very quickly in earlier centuries slowed almost to a halt. The fact 
that the British army used the same musket from 1690 to 1840 aptly illustrates 
the resulting stabilization of Old Regime armies, for during all those years 
unchanging muzzle-loading muskets were the principal infantry weapon, and 
infantry remained the undisputed queen of battles.*

Naval design also attained remarkable stability during these decades, and 
international rivalries simmered down as well. When the ideological fires fed 
by Protestant-Catholic controversy subsided, war became little more than the 
sport of kings, reinforced by the rivalries of merchants along Europe’s Atlantic 
face. By 1750 or so it certainly looked as though Europe too, like Japan after 
1636, had adjusted to the shock of gunpowder weaponry and was settling 
down toward comparative stability in matters of military technology and po-
litical structure. 

But, as we all know, that was not the way things went. Instead, international 
rivalries intensified, beginning with the Seven Years’ War, 1756–63, followed 
by the wars of the American Revolution, 1775–83, and rose to a notable cre-
scendo with the wars of the French Revolution and Napoleon, 1791–1815. 
This succession of wars, in turn, provoked unprecedented efforts to mobilize 
human and material resources, transforming the economy and society of Europe 
and inaugurating the Industrial Age in which we live. 

Nonetheless, although all the years of war between 1756 and 1815 stretched 
Old Regime military-political management to the limit, they did not alter 
weapons in any notable fashion. To be sure, the French had responded to their 
defeats in the Seven Years’ War by improving the design of their field artillery 
and enjoyed perceptible advantages at Valmy against the Prussians (1792) and 
at Toulon (1793) against the British as a result. But other armies soon caught 

*The British Land Pattern Musket, better known as the Brown Bess, was the standard long gun of British 
forces from 1722 until 1838. While it had many derivatives, all were .75-caliber flintlock muskets.
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up, while other innovations of the war years, such as rockets, observation 
balloons, and field telegraph, had only marginal importance. The same was 
true of navies, although the British resort to larger caliber guns, the so-called 
carronades, prefigured what was later to happen to naval armament, without, 
however, transgressing the limits set by sails, muzzle-loading cannon, solid 
shot, and wooden ships.

Despite the Revolution, an almost unbending technological conservatism 
prevailed in the French armed forces as well as among their politically conser-
vative enemies. This is nicely symbolized by the fact that Napoleon disbanded 
the balloon observation corps that civilian initiatives had introduced to the 
French army in the revolutionary year of 1793; and Wellington, after witness-
ing a trial rocket-firing during which the missiles’ erratic course endangered 
him and other observers, refused to have anything more to do with weapons 
that, when all went well, doubled the range of existing artillery. (Nevertheless, 
as “The Star-Spangled Banner” may remind us, the British navy and several 
continental armies continued to employ rockets, abandoning them only in 
the 1840s when radically improved guns had begun to match the range and 
improve upon the accuracy of rocket fire.)

What eventually upset military-technological conservatism was neverthe-
less an indirect effect of the mounting intensity of warfare that distracted 
Europe between 1756 and 1815. Demand for iron, uniform cloth, and other 
commodities assumed unprecedented scale when millions of men were mo-
bilized into armies and navies had to be equipped. When war ended, this 
demand suddenly ceased, facing the mills, factories, and artisan shops that 
had supplied Europe’s armed forces with a crisis of survival. Many closed 
down, especially on the continent, where state arsenals had played the principal 
part in war production. In Great Britain, however, a host of civilian enter-
prises had supplied both British and continental forces with iron, cloth, and 
other materials on an unprecedented scale; and many of the forges and facto-
ries that had sprouted luxuriantly during the war years succeeded in finding 
new civilian markets for their products after 1815, though not without under-
going a difficult postwar depression.

The fate of the iron industry was especially important, for the cheapening 
of iron, thanks to efficient new furnaces built to supply the British navy’s vo-
racious appetite for cannon and other hardware (anchors, chains, and the 
like), permitted the rapid development of new civilian markets. In particular, 
steam engines, steamships, and railroads soon were constructed largely of 
iron, while bridges and new forms of heavy machinery also expanded the 
civilian demand. What we have learned to call the First Industrial Revolution, 
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based principally on coal and iron, thus moved into high gear, and with it 
dawned the Industrial Age with which this conference is concerned.* 

At first, the military market was noticeably absent. After 1815, demobiliza-
tion and military cutbacks everywhere prevailed. Military men were not in-
clined to experiment with novelty of any kind, and civil administrators were 
interested mainly in reducing the cost of the armies and navies that each govern-
ment chose to maintain. For a while, efforts at making the Concert of Europe 
into a Holy Alliance against revolution affected diplomacy and perhaps helped 
to dampen the rivalries that had emerged from the peace settlement. At any 
rate, peace and stability were widely wished for after the storms and strains of 
Revolutionary War, and no responsible authority entertained the notion of 
trying to upset the balance of power by trying to improve upon existing weapons 
systems. 

This postwar era ended abruptly in 1841 when key figures in the French 
navy came to feel that their nation and service had been humiliated by failure 
to support the French protégé, Mehmed Ali of Egypt, in his collision with the 
Ottoman Sultan and the British navy. Mehmed Ali (1769–1848) was an Alba-
nian soldier of fortune who seized control of the Ottoman province of Egypt 
in 1805 and then relied mainly on French advisers to help him modernize the 
country. His army, trained and equipped along European lines, soon proved 
far superior to any rivals in the eastern Mediterranean, and when the Otto-
man Sultan imprudently attacked his overmighty subject in 1838, Egyptian 
victories quickly threatened to topple the Ottoman regime. But the British 
were unwilling to see a French protégé installed in Constantinople and by 
using their Mediterranean fleet to blockade Egypt made it impossible for 
Mehmed Ali to supply his army by sea. Land communications were inade-
quate, so the Egyptian army had to withdraw and submit to a settlement dic-
tated by the European powers. French assent to this upshot was very grudging 
and came only after King Louis Philippe refused to risk war in support of 
Mehmed Ali, thereby provoking the angry resignation of his fiery, patriotic 
prime minister, Adolphe Theirs.

Memory of this humiliation rankled, and one of Louis Philippe’s sons 
backed French naval officers when they proposed a simple way to counter 
Great Britain’s galling naval preponderance. Their plan was to install steam 
engines in French warships, thus allowing them to move against the wind 
without having to tack. The British immediately felt exposed to cross-Channel 
invasion, since by choosing a time when the direction of the wind would pre-
vent sailing vessels from matching the mobility of steam-powered ships, even 

*The First Industrial Age is commonly accepted as the period beginning around 1760 in Great Britain 
and then spreading to other nations when muscle-powered tools were replaced by power-driven machines 
like the steam engine, resulting in industrial, social, economic, and military changes.
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a few of the remodeled French ships could neutralize the Royal Navy’s numerical 
superiority. With this, the fat was in the fire. Not surprisingly, the British 
Admiralty swiftly matched the French by installing steam engines of their 
own, and the superior industrial base and political tradition that Britain had 
inherited from the Napoleonic Wars made it comparatively easy for them to 
maintain superiority at sea despite a succession of other French efforts to renew 
the challenge by launching further technical innovations one after another.

Until the 1880s, British responses to French initiatives remained reluctant. 
Any significant change in naval technology meant that the Royal Navy’s exist-
ing stock of battle ships, and the skills of sailing and fighting them, lost part of 
their value. Change was troublesome and costly. It was also distasteful. Spic-
and-span sailing vessels had to take dirty coal on board so that nasty steam 
engines could spew the sails with even dirtier smoke. Equally distressing was 
that aristocratic naval officers had to accept uncouth mechanics as colleagues 
in managing their ships. 

But despite heartfelt regret, by the 1840s Britain’s traditional reliance on 
wooden walls was no longer possible. Another French technical invention 
made that evident to all concerned. As early as 1822, a French army officer, 
Henri-Joseph Paixhans, succeeded in designing a gun that could fire explo-
sive shells safely and published a book explaining how his shell guns could 
easily destroy any wooden warship. In a trial firing two years afterward, Paix-
hans’s guns did indeed destroy an old hulk, just as he had predicted. There-
upon, after appropriate deliberation lasting some 13 years, the French navy 
decided in 1837 (just before the humiliation of 1841) to install the new 
shell-firing guns on shipboard. The Royal Navy and other European navies, 
including the Russian, swiftly followed suit.

From that time onward, naval officers realized that sea battles, as they had 
known them, were a thing of the past. Lying yardarm to yardarm in the ap-
proved Nelsonian fashion and firing broadsides of solid iron shot until the 
less efficient (or merely unlucky) ship was pounded into submission had be-
come impossible. One or two hits from exploding shells sufficed to cripple 
any ship (and set it on fire), as the Russians demonstrated at Sinope in 1853 
by shelling the Turkish navy into oblivion in a few hours. That meant, all of a 
sudden, that the Russian navy could sail to Constantinople unopposed, and it 
was this prospect that persuaded the French and British governments to co-
operate in sending ships and soldiers to help the Turks, thus launching what 
became known as the Crimean War (1854–56).

From many points of view, this short and half-forgotten war marks the 
point in European history when the systematic technological conservatism 
that had dominated military management since 1648 broke down. The French 
and British navies both accepted the premise that wooden ships had become 
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obsolete and competed in building steam-powered, armored vessels of wildly 
diverse designs, intended to carry enormous mortars and other heavy artil-
lery for attacking the Russians’ fortified naval base of Sevastopol. But existing 
steam engines were comparatively weak and consumed a great deal of coal so 
that naval vessels still had to rely on sails for long-distance cruising. Awkward 
hybrids therefore prevailed in naval design for the next 30 years before sails 
could be abandoned.

Illustration depicting Crimean War naval bombardment of 17 October 1854. Originally 
appeared in Sir Leopold George Heath, Letters from the Black Sea during the Crimean 
War, 1854-1855 . . . With illustrations (London: R. Bentley & Son, 1897).

On land, the technological impact of the Crimean War was rather more 
significant. In the first place, acute problems in meeting sudden increases in 
the demand for handguns provoked Europeans to imitate what came to be 
known as the American System of Manufacture for small arms, thus intro-
ducing mass production methods to the armaments industry on a really large 
scale.* This was, I suppose, the most fundamental step yet taken in the indus-
trial arms race, liberating an important segment of military supply and design 
from the shackles of artisan modes of production. Thereafter, it became 

*The American System of Manufacturing refers to the adoption of machine-made interchangeable parts 
in the nineteenth century. This system had two important factors. First, the use of machines allowed semi-
skilled labor to manufacture parts to standard tolerances. Next, the use of standardized parts meant ma-
chines could be put together rapidly and parts replaced as they broke. The production system started in the 
American small-arms industry and is known as the American System to differentiate it from the European 
systems that mostly relied on skilled artisans to build individual weapons.
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comparatively cheap and easy to modify small arms while still retaining the 
benefits of uniformity even when supplying hundreds of thousands or even 
millions of men. In addition, the Crimean War brought civilian entrepre-
neurs to the forefront of artillery design and manufacture. Thereafter, pri-
vate pursuit of profit began to reinforce national rivalries in encouraging 
technological change in armaments, thus assimilating military technology 
to the competitive model that already prevailed in the civilian marketplace.

Details of these transformations demonstrate vividly the indirect and un-
predictable paths of change in human affairs. Mass production, for instance, 
began with the War of 1812 when the American government found itself des-
perately short of muskets, largely because the French had supplied American 
forces in the Revolutionary War from across the Atlantic. A corps of artisans 
able to turn out standard muskets therefore did not exist in the United States 
when war with Britain in 1812 created a sudden need for such weapons. Inge-
nious Yankees in the Connecticut River Valley eventually responded by in-
venting automatic and semiautomatic machines—the so-called American 
System of Manufacture—that could make gun parts accurately enough to al-
low a workable weapon to be assembled from interchangeable parts. Inven-
tion and installation of such machinery took a while, and assembly lines were 
not fully operational until about 1850. The new machines were costly and 
often wasted material but turned out gun parts far faster than had previously 
been possible. Moreover, workers tending the machines needed no special 
skill. European gunsmiths, by contrast, used simple hand tools—hammer and 
file for the most part—and were economical of raw materials, but since hand-
made parts were never exactly the same, each gun had to be carefully fitted 
together with delicate filing and other time-consuming adjustments.

American gunmakers, of course, had only a relatively modest market for 
their standardized products at home. Hoping to expand his sales, one of them, 
Samuel Colt, brought his wares to the London Exhibition of 1851, where he 
astonished the public by disassembling revolvers, scrambling the parts and 
then reassembling and firing his pistols. The possibility of mass production of 
standardized gun parts was therefore familiar in Western Europe when the 
Crimean War provoked a sudden surge in demand for small arms. But estab-
lished artisan methods set sharp limits on how quickly production could be 
increased, since training skilled gunsmiths took time. On top of that, both 
English and French armies were experimenting with muzzle-loading rifles, 
using a new bullet invented by another Frenchman, Capt Claude-Étienne 
Minié, in the mid-1840s. Rifles were more accurate and carried more than 
smooth-bore muskets, but to attain these advantages, existing smooth-bore 
muskets had to be rifled—another exacting task for the limited number of 
gunsmiths who could do the job. Under these circumstances, British gun-
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smiths tried to take advantage of their situation by raising prices, with the 
resulting public controversy delaying instead of accelerating output.

This experience persuaded the British government to mechanize small-
arms manufacture by importing milling machines from the United States. 
Accordingly, a new arsenal to manufacture military rifles was set up at Enfield 
in 1855 and became fully operational four years later, after the war was over. 
Other forms of mass production were easier to organize, so that, for instance, 
a machine set up for the purpose in the Woolwich arsenal began to turn out 
250,000 Minié bullets a day and a second machine combined bullet and car-
tridge into a single package at a comparable rate. The advantages of mass pro-
duction were just as obvious to other governments so that within a decade of 
the time mechanized rifle production at the new Enfield Arsenal came on 
line, similar establishments arose in all the other leading countries of Europe 
and spread to Turkey and Egypt as well. 

Increased rates of manufacture made the introduction of new designs for 
small arms feasible again. The difference was enormous, for when first France 
(1866), and then Prussia (1869), decided to reequip their armies with mod-
ern, up-to-date rifles, it took only four years to provide every soldier with the 
improved weapons. By contrast, when in 1840 the Prussians had decided to 
reequip their army with an older design of breech-loading rifle—the so-called 
needle gun, invented by Johann Nikolaus von Dreyse—it took 26 years to 
complete the changeover. The artisans Dreyse employed to manufacture the 
new weapons could not produce more than 10,000 a year; and even when the 
resources of the state arsenals were brought to bear, production only increased 
to about 22,000 per annum. By comparison, in 1863, when the Prussians were 
still straining to complete their 1840 program, the new Enfield arsenal turned 
out 100,370 rifles in a single year, routinely and without any exceptional 
emergency to spur extra effort.

Long-standing obstacles to technological change of small arms were thus 
swept away, and inventors rapidly developed increasingly effective rifle (soon, 
also, machine-gun) designs so that, from time to time, European armies con-
tinued to reequip their infantrymen—by the millions. Each such change re-
quired new drill, new tactics, and new logistics to match the guns’ increasing 
appetite for ammunition. Under the circumstances, familiar routines began 
to blur, and established rules for the conduct of battle became obsolete as the 
experience of World War I eventually showed. But until 1914, most army of-
ficers refused to admit that anything had happened to upset their battle plans. 
Instead, they left technological change to a handful of specialists and assumed 
that radically improved infantry weapons would have no important effect on 
how soldiers would have to behave in battle.
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But military men were not left to their own devices when it came to changes 
in artillery design. Instead, the yawning gap between what they expected and 
what turned out to be the case in 1914–18 widened even further because the 
manufacture of artillery and other heavy weapons became inextricably entan-
gled with the pursuit of private profit.

This began when individual industrialists decided to apply civilian skills to 
the manufacture of guns, believing that it would be easy to produce a better 
weapon than the muzzle-loading cannon that government arsenals turned 
out. On the continent, it was Alfred Krupp of Essen who pioneered the man-
ufacture of technically superior breech-loading steel artillery. Like Samuel 
Colt, he announced his technological prowess by exhibiting a few samples at 
the London Exhibition of 1851. But at first he had difficulty persuading gov-
ernments to buy his product, partly because steel guns were expensive, partly 
because they sometimes suffered from casting flaws and fractured unexpect-
edly, and mostly because military procurement officers were accustomed to 
acquiring artillery from state arsenals and distrusted the crass and selfish mo-
tives of an upstart manufacturer like Alfred Krupp who, after all, expected to 
make money from selling his guns. Egypt was his first customer (1855); Prus-
sia rather reluctantly followed with a trial batch of 300 guns; but only when 
the Russians placed far larger orders after 1863 did breech-loading steel artil-
lery really begin to displace bronze muzzle-loaders. Range and rate of fire for 
field artillery began to increase accordingly; and a long series of improve-
ments occurred very rapidly thereafter as private firms and state arsenals 
competed with one another in introducing new designs. 

But field artillery was limited by the fact that guns had to be light enough 
for horses to pull them cross-country. No comparable limit affected naval ar-
tillery, and the race between ship’s armor and big guns, therefore, became 
more technologically significant than anything happening to field artillery. 
The pace of naval change was enormously enhanced by the fact that during 
the Crimean War two venturesome private manufacturers in England, Wil-
liam Armstrong and Joseph Whitworth, decided it was time to bring military 
engineering up to the level of civil engineering by showing the government’s 
arsenal how to make bigger and better guns. They both had the resources at 
their command to design and build prototypes that were in fact superior to 
existing arsenal products. But persuading military procurement officers to 
buy newfangled weapons was another matter. Armstrong and Whitworth 
trumpeted rival claims for the superiority of their guns, and public tests of 
armor-piercing capability showed both strengths and weaknesses in their 
competing designs. Intense controversy arose between Whitworth and Arm-
strong as well as between those who preferred to entrust the manufacture of 
big guns to state employees and those who argued that private manufacturers, 
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tainted though they might be by greed, ought to be preferred if their products 
were indeed superior. Official policy waffled, and, after a brief flirtation with 
William Armstrong (persuading Whitworth to give up gun making), the Brit-
ish armed services reverted in 1864 to arsenal production. Thereupon, thanks 
initially to vigorous sales in the United States, where the Civil War created 
sudden demand for his big guns, Armstrong developed an international mar-
ket for his wares, rivaling (and ere long also collaborating with) Alfred Krupp’s 
parallel enterprise.

After his dismissal from official appointment as Engineer of Rifled Ord-
nance, Armstrong’s relation with the Admiralty became intensely ambivalent. 
He always nourished the hope of selling guns, turrets, and other heavy equip-
ment to the Lords of the Admiralty once again, yet more than once, he whip-
sawed the Royal Navy into unwelcome new expenditures in the arsenal by 
equipping foreign navies with guns (or complete warships) that outperformed 
existing British models. From the point of view of the managers of the Royal 
Navy, he thus matched at home the continued challenge from the French, 
who from time to time invested in new weapons that promised to make the 
existing British fleet obsolete.

By the 1880s, resulting uncertainty had become acute. British arsenal de-
signs and production persistently lagged behind innovation originating pri-
vately or in French arsenals. In particular, two technical changes—one French, 
one German—made the latest 80-ton muzzle-loading monster guns that Brit-
ish battleships were carrying hopelessly obsolete. First, between 1881 and 
1887 the French chose to challenge British naval preponderance by concen-
trating their naval construction entirely on fast, long-range cruisers, designed 
for commerce raiding, supplemented by even faster torpedo boats for short-
range operations. British ships were too slow to catch the new French cruisers 
on the high seas, and British naval guns fired too slowly to be able to hit an 
approaching high-speed boat before it came into torpedo range. Thus, in spite 
of all its expensive efforts at technological modernization, the Royal Navy 
once again faced the prospect of being unable to safeguard the Channel or to 
protect British commerce from the French.

The second problem was equally intractable. In 1878–79 Krupp introduced 
a new line of big steel artillery pieces, suitable for naval use and designed to 
take advantage of slow-burning, smokeless propellants that had recently been 
perfected. Demonstration firings showed military observers from all the lead-
ing countries of the world that Krupp’s new guns completely outclassed muz-
zle-loaders like those Woolwich Arsenal was producing. Obviously, from a 
British point of view, something drastic had to be done, and quickly, to pre-
serve the Royal Navy’s power and effectiveness.
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This was the setting in which the naval arms race assumed a new character, 
becoming far more expensive, far more radical, and far more important for 
the national economy of Great Britain and for other countries that chose to 
challenge British naval preponderance. In a word, what happened was that 
the modern military-industrial complex came to birth when a small group of 
technically minded British naval officers, of whom Captain John Arbuthnot 
Fisher was the ringleader, began to foment and hasten technological changes, 
believing that if official funds and policy actively promoted improvement in 
weapon systems, British skill and industrial capacity would suffice to keep the 
Royal Navy ahead of all rivals indefinitely. 

The effect was drastic. Instead of responding sluggishly and regretfully to 
innovations arising privately or in French arsenals, the Admiralty began to 
challenge inventors and manufacturers to come up with appropriate new de-
vices and, before long, helped them to meet development costs for particu-
larly promising innovations. In a sense, this was no great departure from es-
tablished routines. The Admiralty had long been accustomed to specify the 
size, shape, and other characteristics of warships constructed in official dock-
yards, and the Woolwich Arsenal built naval guns to specification as well. 
Ever since iron and steam had begun to supplant wood and sails, specification 
for new ships involved departure from former patterns—sometimes very 
drastic. But by and large, before the 1880s, specified innovation merely trans-
ferred (with adjustments) existing civilian technologies to naval construction. 
Naval technology had consistently lagged behind, largely because those in 
charge were so loathe to abandon old ways and accustomed routines.

But a reckless new spirit, welcoming and accelerating innovation, took 
root in the 1880s, when Fisher and others like him inaugurated what may be 
called “command technology” and soon applied it across the entire spectrum 
of naval purchases. In effect, they reversed older relationships between inven-
tors and military procurement officers. Instead of waiting until someone 
came along with a new device, as army and navy officers had been accus-
tomed to do, and challenging the innovator to prove that the cost and trouble 
of changeover was worth it, the British Admiralty began to define what it 
wanted in the way of new performance characteristics and then required ar-
senal personnel to compete with private manufacturers to see who could 
most nearly match their desires. Invention, thus, became deliberate and orga-
nized, with the result that innovation in naval technologies soon outstripped 
civilian engineering in important fields like the development of hydraulic ma-
chinery, steam turbines, diesel engines, optical glass, radio communications, 
and electrical control systems—not to mention more obvious matters like 
steel metallurgy and the chemistry of explosives.
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In 1886, when the Admiralty was first authorized to buy materiel from pri-
vate manufacturers whenever the arsenal could not provide an equivalent item, 
no one foresaw that the Royal Navy would become as intimately intertwined 
with heavy industry as it did. But in fact, the arsenal was critically handicapped 
after 1886 because the massive investment needed to go over to using steel as 
raw material for guns and ships was never made. Krupp had shown in 1887 that 
long-barreled, breech-loading steel guns were indisputably superior. Armstrong 
and the French—both a new private firm, Schneider-Creusot, and arsenal 
gunmakers—responded by investing in steel-making and gun-manufacturing 
plants; but the Woolwich Arsenal was never granted the necessary funds for 
this radical changeover, so that naval procurement increasingly went to pri-
vate sources.

Naval officers were not prepared to buy abroad nor to depend solely on 
Armstrong for supplying steel guns and other heavy equipment for their 
ships. They solved that problem by inducing England’s leading steelmaker, 
Vickers, to enter the armaments market in 1888 and sought to play one firm 
off against the other thenceforth. As the scale of successive naval building 
programs increased—and increase they did, thanks to foreign competition, 
first from the French, then from Germany, the United States, and Japan—
price ceased to be decisive in more and more instances. Often only one sup-
plier had the capability of making a particular item. Oftener still, decision of 
which contracts to award to which firm became an overtly political act. Naval 
building became a recognized way to counteract the business cycle by keeping 
men at work in periods of depression. Even more telling, naval contracts ex-
empted English steelmakers and other heavy engineering firms from having 
to compete on world markets with cheaper American and German produc-
ers. Navy expenditures (supplemented, but on a comparatively modest scale, 
by army purchases) became a critical balance wheel for the entire national 
economy. Indeed, according to Arthur Marder, on the eve of World War I as 
much as a sixth of the male workforce of Great Britain was employed by the 
Navy or by prime contractors for the Navy.

Similarly powerful military-industrial complexes swiftly formed in France 
and Germany and emerged in the United States as well, without, however, 
attaining comparable weight in the economic-political life of our nation until 
during and after World War II. In Japan, on the contrary, the military-industrial 
complex had been of prime importance for the national economy and for 
politics ever since the Meiji restoration in 1868. But before World War I, the 
Japanese were still catching up with European technology, and their version 
of command technology, therefore, involved less outright invention and more 
borrowing (with minor adaptation) than was the case in England, Germany, 
and France.
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I will not attempt to deal with more recent perturbations and turning 
points in the history of the wars, arms races, and recurrent military-technical 
transformations that have followed. Other papers in this series will shed light 
on diverse aspects of that vast subject.* Instead, I wish to conclude with some 
brief reflections on the process as a whole, aimed at addressing the theme as-
signed to me: the structure, or perhaps better, structures, of society and poli-
tics that provoked and sustained the radical changes of the past 150 years.

First and most obvious, rivalries among sovereign states were an essential 
ingredient, and when such rivalries provoked actual warfare, the pace of tech-
nical change regularly intensified. This needs no argument. Without the 
French-British rivalry, the naval history of the nineteenth century, with which 
I have been mainly concerned in this lecture, would be inconceivable, and 
this rivalry was what created the world’s first self-transforming military-in-
dustrial complexes—on both sides of the Channel. The French always relied 
more on technologically proficient engineers in state service and never gave 
their successive naval building programs the consistent political support the 
Navy enjoyed in Britain, largely because the French army, with far less tech-
nologically varied demands on industrial production, always came first. But 
despite these differences, military purchasing also played a critical role in the 
development of the French economy in the nineteenth century, and by the 
1890s, the French, like the Germans, had brought private industry into an 
increasingly close partnership with the state.

At the same time, the actual expression of the state rivalries of Europe de-
pended on what a few key personalities decided at particular times and places. 
Thus, the almost whimsical way William Armstrong decided to use the re-
sources of his engineering firm to build better guns after reading a newspaper 
report about how a single field artillery piece had affected the outcome of the 
Battle of Inkerman had consequences far beyond anything he conceived of 
when he first sketched how he proposed to build bigger and better gun barrels 
by sweating layers of wrought iron around one another. Similarly, if Fisher 
had been more scrupulous in obeying his naval superiors, the public outcry 
that arose when he secretly primed a well-known journalist with facts about 
the sorry state of the Royal Navy’s armaments in 1884 would not have resulted 
in the passage of an expanded naval budget—the first of a series of escalating 
budgets, each supported by a carefully contrived publicity campaign in which 
newspapermen, naval officers, industrialists, politicians, and other interested 
parties soon learned to cooperate.

*See Stephen D. Chiabotti, ed., Tooling for War: Military Transformation in the Industrial Age: Proceedings 
of the Sixteenth Military History Symposium of the United States Air Force Academy (Chicago: Imprint 
Publications, 1996).
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Were all these interested parties preordained to coalesce into Great Brit-
ain’s military-industrial complex? And was that complex preordained to pro-
voke parallel structures in France, Europe, and other countries, including our 
own? Or did individual decisions and the happenstance of particular response 
to specific situations have the unintended and unforeseen effect of bringing 
them together? No one can answer that question with certainty. What hap-
pened, happened, but it seems to me that personal decisions, with a heavy 
freight of unforeseen consequences, were what drove the process as a whole. 
If key personalities had been different, the course of events would surely have 
been different too—perhaps diverging only slightly, perhaps fundamentally. 
For instance, would Germany have set out to rival England’s navy without 
Adm Alfred von Tirpitz, Kaiser Wilhelm II, and the writings of Capt Alfred 
Thayer Mahan? Would World War I have been fought had the policies of the 
Kaiser’s government not persuaded France, England, and Russia to bury their 
differences and form the Triple Entente? Or would we have atomic warheads 
today if refugees from Europe had not persuaded Albert Einstein to sign a 
letter that alarmed President Franklin Roosevelt in 1939? These and many 
other accidents of human encounter have sustained the arms race ever since 
it took on its modern form in the 1880s. Would things have turned out ap-
proximately the same anyway?

I find it impossible to believe that personal decisions in critical situations 
did not alter outcomes in detail and, through the cumulation and conjunction 
of details, shape and reshape the arms race fundamentally. I also find it obvi-
ous that what key individuals hoped and expected to achieve by their deci-
sions seldom or never matched up with what happened. Instead, unexpected 
and unforeseen responses to particular decisions prevailed—universally and 
perpetually. The reactive process was enormously complex, limited only by 
the diffusion of information (and misinformation) among participants. Pur-
poses were essential inasmuch as they governed everyone’s actual decisions. 
But results were always surprising—sometimes radically, embarrassingly dif-
ferent from what had been intended. After all, the Kaiser lost his throne, the 
Royal Navy bungled the Battle of Jutland, and we find ourselves burdened by 
nuclear warheads and afraid what others may do if and when they acquire 
access to these almost unimaginably powerful explosives.

The effect so far has been to make international relations more dangerous 
and unpredictable than they were when wars were fought with weapons long 
familiar to all concerned. In addition, costs have escalated sporadically but 
ineluctably matched in our time only by the escalation of medical costs. Even-
tually, limits to both forms of extravagance will surely assert themselves. Con-
scious policy is likely to remain ineffective in shaping long-term results, as 
hitherto. Changes in the process itself will have to occur, perhaps through the 



428 │ HARMON MEMORIAL LECTURES IN MILITARY HISTORY

involvement of competing interests and groups that are now largely inert or, 
alternatively, by some sort of (presumably atomic) catastrophe that might end 
human life entirely or merely end the industrialized arms race by establishing 
a world monopoly of capital weapons.

As I said at the beginning, we live in an exceptionally uneasy age and need 
to reflect on how the process of weapons development became so unmanage-
able exactly when deliberate invention of specific improvements of particular 
weapons became routine. We need to confront the irony whereby the rational 
triumphs of deliberate, organized invention became increasingly irrational in 
their aggregate effect. We even need to wonder about unending technical 
change and our capacity to endure it—individually, collectively, and ecologically.

I therefore leave you with much to think about and no ready answers. Time 
will tell, as always. That is mildly comforting to an elderly historian like me. I 
fear it will merely irritate the technically proficient, can-do officers and cadets 
of my audience, trained, as you are, to take command of the situation and to 
solve most of your problems by ordering up new, more powerful machines.

William H. McNeill (31 October 1917–8 July 2016) was born in Canada in 1917, re-
ceived his doctorate from Cornell University in 1947, and served as Robert A. 
Millikan Distinguished Service Professor of History at the University of Chicago. He 
wrote more than 20 books, of which the most important is The Rise of the West: A 
History of the Human Community (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1963). His 
other works include Venice: The Hinge of Europe, 1081–1797 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1974); Plagues and Peoples (Garden City, NY: Anchor Press, 1976); The 
Metamorphosis of Greece since 1945 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978); The 
Human Condition: An Ecological and Historical View (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1980); Pursuit of Power: Technology, Armed Force, and Society since 
A.D. 1000 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982); and Mythistory and Other 
Essays (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986). In addition to serving as 1985 
president of the American Historical Association, he was vice chairman of the 
Christopher Columbus Quincentenary Jubilee Commission (American Historical 
Association biography).



The Demon of Geopolitics
Karl Haushofer, Rudolf Hess, and Adolf Hitler*

Holger H. Herwig

Shortly after midnight on April 23, 1945, a special SS detachment marched 
a small group of men out of the Lehrter Street Prison in Berlin—on special 
orders from the newly appointed city commandant, Joseph Goebbels. They 
directed the inmates to a nearby pile of rubble. They executed them one by 
one, by way of a single shot through the back of the head. One of the prisoners 
clutched in his hands a sheaf of paper on which were scratched some poems, 
which would later become known as the Moabit Sonnets.† Number 38 is enti-
tled “The Father.” Its last stanza reads as follows:

But my father broke away the seal. 
He did not see the rising breath of evil. 
He let the daemon soar into the world.

The author was Albrecht Haushofer. The father was Karl Haushofer. The 
breath of evil was Adolf Hitler. The daemon was geopolitics.

Almost a year to the day, again around midnight, Karl Haushofer and his 
wife, Martha, committed double suicide on their farm near Ammer Lake, Ba-
varia. Both took arsenic. Martha then managed to hang herself from a tree 
branch; Karl had not the strength to follow suit. He left behind a detailed, 
colored map drawn to scale as to where his son, Heinz, could find the bodies. 
And a suicide note, in which he gave precise instructions: he desired “no form 
of state or church funeral, no obituary, epitaph, or identification of my grave.” 
He closed more than half a century of service as officer, academic, publicist, 
and political adviser with the words: “I want to be forgotten and forgotten.”

And he was—for almost 50 years. After 1945, geopolitics was considered to 
be just another discredited “Nazi science,” one best forgotten. But the Cold 
War and the emergence of oil-rich Third World nations as independent global 
actors again brought up the topic of geopolitics—the relationship between 
human beings and their geography, their government, their history, and the 
natural world. As did Henry Kissinger in The White House Years. The breakup 
of the Soviet Union and the rise of China further accentuated the geopolitical 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #53, 2011.
† The Moabit Sonnets consist of 80 sonnets written by Albrecht Haushofer from Christmas 1944 until his 

death while being held in solitary confinement.
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debate. As did international piracy and terrorism. Thus, unsurprisingly, in 
1999 two British academics, Colin Gray and Geoffrey Sloan, published what 
truly was the first scholarly investigation into Geopolitics, Geography and 
Strategy since 1945—to which I contributed a chapter on “Haushofer, Hitler 
and Lebensraum.”

There is today virtually not an issue of any major English-language journal 
or magazine, not a national television news broadcast that does not include 
the concept of geopolitics. A random search of the internet search engine 
Google using the phrase “Institutes of Geopolitics” brought 921,000 hits. In-
vestigation into the catalog of the Library of Congress for just the past decade 
revealed a plethora of “geopolitical” titles: Geopolitics of Oil, Geopolitics of Energy, 
Geopolitics of Super Power, Geopolitics of the Green Revolution, Geopolitics of 
Hunger, Geopolitics and Geoculture, Geopolitics and Maritime Power, Geo-
politics of the Nuclear Age, Geopolitics of Information, Geopolitics of Strategic 
and Critical Materials, and Geopolitics of Domination, just to name a few. 
There is even a multinational research combine to investigate sovereignty is-
sues in the Arctic, entitled “Geopolitics of the High North.” Thus, I would like 
today to analyze the roots of Geopolitik in order to put that nebulous con-
struct into historical perspective.

Karl Haushofer was the very personification of the Wilhelmian stereotype, 
General Dr. von Staat, as the Nobel novelist Thomas Mann famously put it: 
revered military officer, academic, and civil servant. He was born in 1869 into 
a family of academics, ranging from landscape painters to economists to 
geologists, who taught at both the Technical University and the Ludwig-Maxi-
milians University at Munich. When lack of private wealth prevented young 
Karl from pursuing his dreams of becoming an architect or an artist, he chose 
the military, in his case the prestigious 1st Field Artillery Regiment Prinz-Regent 
Luitpold.* Haushofer’s true intellectual inclinations came out in 1908, when 
he was selected to review the Bavarian War Academy curriculum as part of a 
sweeping reform planned from Berlin. Two issues stood out for him: he, the 
artillery specialist, vehemently rejected Chief of the General Staff Helmuth 
von Moltke’s call to remove “nonmilitary sciences” from the curriculum, ar-
guing that the army’s best and brightest needed to learn especially constitu-
tional law and international law to prepare them for the wars of the future. 
Second, he was incensed by Berlin’s query whether geography should be abol-
ished as a mandatory subject. He demanded instead both an increase and a 
change in the nature of geography courses. Rote map exercises needed to 
yield to economics, financial mobilization, statistics, and transportation ge-

*The First Field Artillery Regiment Prinz-Regent Luitpold was one of two artillery regiments assigned to 
the 1st Royal Bavarian Division. The Division was formed in 1815 and saw action in the Austro-Prussian 
War, the Franco-Prussian War, and World War I.
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ography. He recommended as required reading Friedrich Ratzel’s Political Ge-
ography (1897). Third, he denounced the Kriegsakademie as little more than 
a “drill barracks” due its large number of students, which meant that they re-
mained anonymous to their instructors and were judged merely on standard-
ized examinations and field exercises.

What might well have been a successful but hardly eventful career was in-
terrupted by two seminal experiences: in 1908 Haushofer was chosen to be 
Bavaria’s first military observer to Japan, and in 1914 he was reactivated to 
serve in the Great War.

Japan was the proverbial eye-opener. Haushofer took as his role model 
Yamagata Aritomo—field marshal, home minister, twice prime minister—
because this member of the genrō managed to evade the “bright lights of public 
scrutiny” and operate from the behind the scenes, quietly and unobtrusively. 
In short, Haushofer’s role in the 1920s and 1930s. He sent 15 lengthy reports 
home. Therein, he lauded the Japanese school system, a perfect fusion of 
youth, state, army, and throne. It stressed history, gymnastics, ethics, and ven-
eration of the elders. National holidays, flag days, remembrance days, impe-
rial holidays, and festivals for fallen warriors under the patronage of royal 
princes bonded students to army, state, and throne. Officers, court officials, 
and civil servants sat on school oversight committees. And, this Clausewitz-
ean social trinity was brought about not by force or coercion but rather “un-
obtrusively” by “nourishment” from state, parliament, and the public.

In 1913 Haushofer expanded his reports from Japan into a dissertation at 
Munich University, Dai Nihon (Great Japan). His aim, as he stated in the first 
sentence of the first chapter, was to direct Central Europe’s attention to the 
“rejuvenation” that Japan had brought about with the “storm of steel” that its 
wars with China and Russia had generated. And to its annexation of Korea, 
this “debilitated body of 12 million people under the leadership of about 
400,000 privileged loafers”—and of 500 American missionaries. Moreover, he 
hoped that the book would counter Norman Angell’s pacifist Great Illusion. 
Nations, Haushofer lectured, rose and fell through wars. “The law of the world 
is unceasing struggle, not interminable stagnation.” Meiji Japan for the rest of 
his life was the model: the unified command power of a 2,000-year-old dy-
nasty; the warrior ethic of a 4,000-family samurai leadership caste; the ready 
willingness of the individual to sacrifice for family, country, and emperor; the 
cult of suicide (bushido) that mandated “moderation” in life; and the “fortu-
nate blood mixture” of Malayan, Mongolian, and Ainu elements. “Germany 
Awake,” to borrow a later phrase, was the central message.

August 1914 inaugurated the second seminal experience in Haushofer’s 
life. He was thrilled at the news of war—his wife, Martha, noted in her diary 
that he looked 10 years younger. He was under no illusion—the war, as he had 
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discussed with Lord Kitchener at Calcutta in 1909, would “last at least three 
years.” While commanding a munitions column in Alsace, he took a broad 
view of events, declining to concentrate on the mere mechanics of warfare 
(Kriegshandwerk) and thereby to reduce the struggle to ordnance on target. 
Instead, he saw the war, as Clausewitz had argued, as “a true political instru-
ment.” Albeit, this was the wrong war, at the wrong time, and with the wrong 
ally (moribund Austria-Hungary rather than vigorous Russia and Japan). The 
euphoria of the July Days to him was little more than a “hysterical straw-fire.” 
Germany’s violation of Belgian neutrality had been a diplomatic disaster; the 
bloody battles in Alsace, the result of “a mutilated Schlieffen Plan.” The home 
front, as he had predicted in Dai Nihon, had not been prepared for “a long 
suffering and persevering.” Above all, Haushofer felt that no grand, global 
concept had guided the decision to go to war. Instead, pride and vanity had 
ruled the day. As had what he called “Austrian half-wittedness,” “Slavic arro-
gance,” “French revanchism,” “British lust for power and wealth,” and “German 
parvenu sins.” By the end of 1917, he had despaired of Wilhelmian Germany. 
“You see how ready for a Caesar I am,” he wrote his wife, Martha, “and what 
kind of a good instrument I would be for a Caesar, if we had one and if he 
knew how to make use of me.”

The entry of the United States into the war in April 1917 snapped his 
self-control. “Better to die European,” he viciously wrote Martha, “than to rot 
American.” He quickly developed “a fiery, deeply burning hate” against the 
Republic. He rejoiced when Lenin and “the Bolshevik filth” ended Wall Street’s 
“slavery of banks and capital” in Russia. America, this “deceitful, ravenous, 
hypocritical, shameless beast of prey,” had entered the war simply to stuff its 
“insatiable dollar-greedy stomach.” The Old World, he mused, had first 
“blessed” the New World with syphilis; now the New World was returning the 
favor with Yankee imperialism. “Americans are truly the only people on this 
world that I regard with a deep, instinctive hatred.” There was only one escape: 
“I hope that the yellow race will avenge us.” Strangely, he, the budding geopol-
itician, never undertook a rational analysis of the war potential of the Central 
Powers as compared to that of the Entente, including the United States.

Haushofer’s anti-Americanism was paralleled by a new strain of anti-Sem-
itism. At first directed primarily against the “Eastern Jews” (Ostjuden), it soon 
spread to the rest of the Reich’s Jewish population—less than 1 percent of the 
national total. He spoke in his letters to his half-Jewish wife of the Jews’ “trea-
son against Volk, race and country.” He derided their alleged refusal to fight 
for Germany. He decried their “cultural pessimism.” He despised their puta-
tive war profiteering. He wished them removed from the body politic. He re-
turned to a familiar topic. “A man! A kingdom, an imperial crown for a man 
worthy of the name!”
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Most importantly, in view of his postwar career, Haushofer developed a 
deep alienation from the home front. He strongly believed that “real men” 
fought at the front and that only real men could guide the nation’s future after 
the war. The front experience became the common bond, one that developed 
camaraderie, obedience, selflessness, sacrifice, service to the fatherland, and 
care for fellow man. That community of warriors, that community of the 
trenches, bonded Haushofer to Hess and to Hitler.* Domestic betrayal, revo-
lution, and the “stab-in-the-back” of November 1918 further cemented that 
bond.

In July 1919 Haushofer defended his Habilitationsschrift (a second disser-
tation) on the “Basic Contours of the Geographical Development of the Japa-
nese Empire 1854-1919” under the supervision of the renowned Antarctic 
explorer Erich von Drygalski. Of course, in family tradition, he passed the 
venia legendi summa cum laude. The next month, he was appointed an unsal-
aried lecturer at Munich University. But student and professor soon parted 
ways. Drygalski noted already in his formal evaluation of the Habilitation that 
it was not traditional “physical geography” in the manner of Karl Ritter, Ferdi-
nand von Richthofen, and Alexander Supan, but rather “political geography,” 
that is, a combination of Ratzel’s “human geography” and Rudolf Kjellén’s “or-
ganic state theory,” or Geopolitik. Drygalski had hit the nail on the head.

So, what precisely is Geopolitik? Haushofer could never explain it. His at-
tempts frustrated even Rudolf Hess due to the nebulosity of his vocabulary. 
Haushofer was the master of adverbial clauses and of tapeworm sentences, all 
punctuated by liberal sprinklings of Latin.

Col Herman Beukema, US Army, of the West Point faculty, once described 
Haushofer’s strained attempts to disguise simple geography with political 
mysticism as “creating an atmosphere of profundity through the deliberate 
obfuscation of the general reader.” In other words, German academia. Let me 
offer a sample from Haushofer:

Lebensraum is the partial area of the earth’s surface, a piece of the earth’s surface, observed 
in accordance with its natural or artificial borders, regarding the preservation of the life of 
the life-forms (human beings, animals, plants) found therein (certain life-forms).

Mark Twain would have loved such “Awful German Language.” All we can 
say is that in some 500 publications, Haushofer sought to combine traditional 
disciplines such as geography, history, economics, demography, political 

* Walter Richard Rudolf Hess (1894–1987) was an early Nazi party member as well as a friend, confidant, 
and “longstanding personal aide to Hitler,” who was appointed deputy leader of the Nazi party. In 1941 he 
flew to Scotland under mysterious auspices, was arrested, tried, and sentenced to life imprisonment for 
conspiracy and crimes against peace. See United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, “Rudolf Hess,” n.d., 
https://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10007113.

https://www.ushmm.org/wlc/en/article.php?ModuleId=10007113
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science, and anthropology into a new “science.” Much of it he took from 
established writers.

Thus, from Friedrich Ratzel, he adopted the notion of space or territory 
(Raum). It soon became Lebensraum. Ratzel sought to develop political geog-
raphy into a discipline designed to trace man’s evolution over time as it related 
to his physical geography. The state, “part man and part soil,” was basically a 
“form of the distribution of life on the earth’s surface.” For Ratzel, Charles 
Darwin’s “struggle for survival” came down to a simple “struggle for space.” 
Or, as he once put it, “bio-geography.” Under Haushofer’s tutelage, Hess and 
Hitler read Ratzel’s Political Geography. And they did so “with the sacred fire 
of passion.”

Karl Haushofer, left, and Rudolf Hess circa 1920. Bundesarchiv Koblenz und Berlin.

From Sir Halford Mackinder, Haushofer seized upon the concept of the 
“heartland,” a term first used by the British geographer in 1919.* Thereby, the 
nations of the world were arrayed into two camps—the robbers of the inner 
Euro-Asian steppe and the sea robbers of the maritime states peripheral to the 
heartland. The two spheres were eternally at loggerheads. Political power in 
this world, Mackinder argued, was the product of “geographical conditions, 
both economic and strategic,” as well as the “relative number, virility, equip-
ment, and organization of the competing people.” That was Holy Script to 
Haushofer.

From Rudolf Kjellén, inventor of the term geopolitics, Haushofer took the 
term Autarky, or national self-sufficiency. For the Swedish political scientist, 

*Sir Halford Mackinder was an English geographer, academic, and politician. He served as the first prin-
cipal of the University of Reading and as the director of the London School of Economics. He is regarded 
as a founding father of geostrategy.
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the state was “a biological revelation, a living being.” State and power were 
synonymous. States were held together by neither laws nor constitutions but 
rather by the “categorical imperative of expanding their space by coloniza-
tion, amalgamation, or conquest.”

From the Pan-Germans, Haushofer borrowed the notion of pan-regions, 
beginning with the concept of “Central Europe and moving from there to 
Eurafrica.” Ratzel had been one of the founders of the Pan-German League 
and instrumental in its demand that the new Reich after 1870 acquire “elbow 
room.”

And what did Haushofer add to this heady brew? Basically, the notion of 
frontiers or borders. He rejected his generation’s faith in legal guarantees of 
borders as well as the concept of “natural” physical borders, and even that of 
“biologically correct borders.” Instead, borders were temporary halts, breathing 
spells, for virile nations on the march. Borders were fluid, dynamic. Especially 
European history, from ancient Rome to modern Russia, was full of examples 
of states that used existing borders as political devices to expand their sphere 
of influence. Haushofer carefully declined to spell out the algebra of that ex-
pansion. Hitler did not.

Haushofer’s seemingly productive academic career suffered a severe jolt 
and took a radical turn with the so-called Beer-Hall Putsch at Munich in No-
vember 1923. When Hitler was incarcerated at Landsberg Fortress Prison for 
his part in the plot to overthrow the “defeatist” government in Berlin, Hess, at 
the urging of Haushofer, came out of hiding in Austria and surrendered to the 
Bavarian police—to be with the “master,” the “chief,” the “tribune,” Adolf Hitler.* 
And to help Hitler write his memoir of the putsch—eventually entitled Mein 
Kampf. Every Wednesday between June 24 and December 12, 1924, Prof. Dr. 
Haushofer made the 100-kilometer-long round trip from Munich to Lands-
berg. Once each morning and once each afternoon he offered what he called 
the “young eagles,” Hess and Hitler, hours of intense personal mentoring. He 
had them read the historians Leopold von Ranke and Heinrich Treitschke, 
the philosophers Karl Marx and Friedrich Nietzsche, the Social Darwinist 
Houston Stewart Chamberlain, the geographer Ratzel, the political scientist 
Rudolf Kjellén, Otto von Bismarck, Carl von Clausewitz—and, of course, his 
own Dai Nihon, as well as the first issues of his Journal of Geopolitics. “Lands-
berg,” Hitler once confided to Hans Frank, the wartime governor general of 
Poland, “was my university education at state expense.”

“Bringing Haushofer and Hitler together,” Joachim Fest, Hitler’s most pro-
lific biographer, observed, “is the most important . . . personal contribution 

*For his leadership of the failed putsch of 8 November 1923, Hitler was sentenced to a five-year prison 
term. He ended up only serving 264 days of that sentence.
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that Rudolf Hess made to the creation and the face of National Socialism.” 
Despite Hitler’s claims in Mein Kampf that he had come to Munich in 1913 
with his Weltanschauung fully in place, Landsberg was the crucible where he 
refined his basic antidemocratic, anti-Semitic, Social Darwinist, and racial- 
biological thoughts. In the winter of 1941–42 Hitler uncharacteristically, albeit 
indirectly, gave credit to Haushofer, Hess, and Landsberg. “Without my im-
prisonment, Mein Kampf would never have been written; and, if I may say so, 
during this time, after constant rethinking, many things that had earlier been 
stated simply from intuition for the first time attained full clarity.” For Karl 
Haushofer, mission accomplished.

Like a dry sponge, Hitler soaked up what Haushofer offered. The concept 
of Lebensraum, for example, was not in circulation in National Socialist ter-
minology up to 1923. Haushofer used it routinely, including the term in the 
first issue of the Journal of Geopolitics in January 1924. It then cropped up 
regularly after 1924, in both volumes of Mein Kampf and in Hitler’s unpublished 
“Second Book.” Much of the vocabulary of Haushofer’s Dai Nihon became 
Hitler’s own: war as the true test of a nation’s will to live; Social Darwinism and 
the struggle for survival; might as the ultimate arbiter in international rela-
tions; Machiavellian cunning as the art of statecraft; life as a Hobbist choice of 
black and white, rise or fall, life or death.* The German historian, Karl Dietrich 
Bracher, stated it clearly: “Hitler’s geopolitical conception in its Haushoferian 
form made its way into Mein Kampf via Hess” at Landsberg. There what 
Haushofer’s friend, Rudolf Italiaander, called “the peculiar triad Haushofer-  
Hess-Hitler” was forged.

Father Edmund Walsh, the Georgetown University professor of geopolitics 
who knew Haushofer best, stated that at Landsberg a “new strain” of thought 
and word ushered forth from Hitler. That strain included Haushofer’s con-
cepts not only of Lebensraum and Autarky but also of outward security, for-
ward frontiers, border regions, the struggle to balance land and sea power, 
and the role of geography as a determinant of military strategy and war 
(Wehr-Geographie). In chapter 14 of Mein Kampf (“Eastern Orientation or 
East Policies”) one can almost feel the presence of Haushofer. Terms such as 
territorial formation, territorial conquest, territorial policies, noblest carriers of 
the blood, accidental borders, momentary borders, and constriction of Leben-
sraum mingle with concepts such as “corrective and educational military 
training,” “acquisition of the requisite soil,” “borders are created by human 
beings and altered by human beings,” “the most sacred right in this world is 

*A Hobbist would adhere to the teachings of the philosopher Thomas Hobbes, perhaps especially his 
assertions that individuals and groups have a natural right to pursue selfish interests and that an absolute 
ruler has a special role to play in providing order to society.
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the right to soil,” and “Germany will either become a world power or cease to 
exist.” It was pure Karl Haushofer.

Haushofer’s role in the Third Reich has been the subject of much myth-
making. Let us dismiss out of hand the wildest rumors—that Hess was Haush-
ofer’s illegitimate son; that Hess and Haushofer were lovers; that Haushofer 
wrote Mein Kampf; that Haushofer was Hitler’s “brain”; and that Haushofer at 
Munich ran an “Institute of Geopolitics” employing a staff of 1,000 to write 
policy for Hitler. Half a century after the fact, we can also dismiss the charges 
prepared against Haushofer at the International Military Tribunal at Nurem-
berg by the Office of the US Chief of Counsel—namely, that “Haushofer was 
Hitler’s intellectual godfather”; that “Hitler was only a symbol and a rabble- 
rousing mouthpiece”; and that the “intellectual content” of Nazi policy “was 
the doctrine of Haushofer.”

What can we document? After Hitler’s “seizure of power” in 1933, Haushofer 
basked in the glow of the Führer’s glory. He was on radio, the Deutsche Welle 
and Bayerischer Rundfunk; he had his articles placed in the “Aryanized” 
Ulstein newspaper empire; his Journal of Geopolitics soared to an annual cir-
culation of 700,000; he was president of his own German Academy and the 
League for the Preservation of Germanism Abroad; he played a prominent 
role in the Academy of German Law, the National Socialist Union of Teachers, 
the National Socialist Union of Professors, the National Socialist Union of 
Students, the German Labor Front, and the Strength Through Joy Program. In 
1935 he became a “Fostering Member” of I. Battalion, I. SS Standarte-Munich. He 
reveled in all this. As Albrecht Haushofer wrote in another of the Moabit Son-
nets, “My father was blinded still by the dream of power.”

In personal terms, Haushofer’s former student, now Deputy Führer Hess, 
provided the “Jewish-tainted” Haushofer family with “letters of protection” 
against the Aryan paragraphs of the Civil Service Reconstruction Law, the 
Nürnberg Racial Laws, and the follow-up legislation to Crystal Night. And 
Haushofer became rich, earning (in addition to his military pension) as much 
as 200,000 Marks per year. A skilled laborer earned 2,000 for his services to 
the Third Reich.

In terms of policy, Haushofer supported Hitler’s decision to quit the League 
of Nations; the murder of Ernst Röhm and 89 SA leaders in the so-called 
Night of the Long Knives; the remilitarization of the Rhineland; rearmament 
and conscription; and secretly testing weapons in the Soviet Union. He used 
his former contacts in Japan to help to create the Anti-Comintern Pact in 
1936–37. He, and his son Albrecht, advised Hitler at the Munich Conference 
in 1938—“a happy day in the history of geopolitics.” He congratulated Hitler 
on the Nazi-Soviet Non-Aggression Pact of 1939, calling it a heavy blow 
against the “anaconda policy of the western Jewish plutocracy.” He deemed 
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the invasion of Poland that same year “a heroic stroke of seldom attained 
greatness.” He played an active role in formulating the “resettling of Baltic 
Germans” in the East. He informed Hess that the defeat of France in 1940 had 
radically altered history for the next 1,000 years. “The world holds its breath 
as once it had done during the coronation of Charlemagne.” He regretted only 
that he was already 70 years old and thus could serve but as “a cultural-political 
umbrella from behind the scenes.” As his role model, Yamagata Aritomo.

Haushofer’s world came crashing down on May 10, 1941, when Hess flew 
off to Scotland. Without a patron, he and the family suffered house searches, 
arrests, incarceration, and finally death through murder and suicide. At 
Nürnberg, Haushofer stated that he had acted out his role during the Third 
Reich “under duress” and mainly to protect his family. Perhaps most cruel of 
all, when in the late 1930s Karl Haushofer asked his beloved son, Albrecht, 
professor of geopolitics at Berlin University, whether he, “the father,” had 
managed to spin geopolitics off from geography as a distinct discipline, “I 
doubt it” was the son’s tart reply. Karl grudgingly conceded that he had lacked 
the ability of the political scientist to turn himself into a “systematizer,” into an 
academic salesman.

Despite my perhaps harshly drawn analyses, I do not want to leave you 
with the notion that Haushofer-Hess-Hitler were all cut from the same cloth. 
Karl Haushofer never issued an order to go to war. He never murdered a Jew. 
He never transported a slave laborer. He never arrested a fellow citizen. He 
disliked what he called the “street-rabble” populism and anti- Semitism of the 
Nazis. He disliked their herd mentality. He despised their coarseness. And he 
regretted that apart from Hess, none of the leading “half-educated” Nazis had 
ever truly understood his geopolitical theories. For his part, like so many Ger-
man conservatives, he never understood the brutal, revolutionary power of 
Adolf Hitler.

Karl Haushofer’s life reads much like a classic five-act Greek tragedy: con-
flict, crisis, climax, dénouement, and resolution. The ultimate tragedy was 
that, in the words of his son, Albrecht, he “broke away the seal” to the Alad-
din’s lamp of geopolitics for Hess and Hitler and “let the daemon soar into the 
world.” What to the professor were abstract academic concepts, to the “tri-
bune” became an uncompromising worldview, for the realization of which he 
was prepared to use the most brutal application of force. Tragedy, also, was 
that the seeds that Haushofer planted at Landsberg grew into the turgid, 
twisted logic of Mein Kampf. That book would eventually sell 12.45 million 
copies, be translated into 16 languages, and even boast a braille edition. Al-
brecht Haushofer later in life commented that “the most fatal aspect” of his 
father’s “missionary service” to the young eagles at Landsberg was that he 
thereby provided Hitler with “academic credit” for his pseudoscientific theo-
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ries. “One has to imagine what it meant in the Bavaria of that time, when a 
man of my father’s stature [general and professor] and popularity constantly 
traveled out to Landsberg.” Haushofer’s semiofficial biographer, Hans-Adolf 
Jacobsen, called him simply the “cultured advertising executive of the Third 
Reich.” Haushofer’s desultory defense to Father Walsh in 1945—that he had 
taken from two of his peers, Sir Thomas Holdich and Sir Halford Mackinder, 
the maxim “Let us educate our masters”—was apologia at the end of a career; 
in 1924 it was aspiration meant in earnest.

Should he have been tried at Nuremberg? The historian Dennis Showalter 
in his study of Julius Streicher, editor of the racist-pornographic Der Stürmer, 
who was in the dock at the International Military Tribunal, argued that pop-
ular writers must be judged by their writings’ circulation and influence; that 
publication means recognition and influence; that it mobilizes frustrations 
and hostilities; that it can play a direct and instrumental role in shaping the 
future; and that it can translate into acceptance of the author’s views within 
the framework of a new order. Streicher was hanged for these sins. I am still 
struggling with my hypothetical Haushofer court case!

Born in Hamburg, Germany, on 25 September 1941, Dr. Holger H. Herwig held a 
dual position at the University of Calgary as professor of history as well as Canada 
Research Chair in the Centre for Military and Strategic Studies, and is now professor 
emeritus and fellow emeritus. He received his bachelor of arts degree (1965) from the 
University of British Columbia and his master’s (1967) and doctorate (1971) degrees 
from the State University of New York at Stony Brook. Dr. Herwig taught at Vanderbilt 
University in Nashville, Tennessee, from 1971 until 1989. He served as head of the 
Department of History at Calgary from 1991 until 1996. He was a visiting professor 
of strategy at the Naval War College, Newport, Rhode Island, in 1985–86, and the 
Andrea and Charles Bronfman Distinguished Visiting Professor of Judaic Studies at 
The College of William & Mary, Williamsburg, Virginia, in 1998. A Fellow of the 
Royal Society of Canada and of the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation in Bonn, 
Germany, he has held major research grants from the Humboldt Foundation, the 
National Endowment for the Humanities, NATO, the Rockefeller Foundation, and 
the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada. Dr. Herwig has 
published more than a dozen books, some of which have been translated into Chinese, 
Czech, German, Polish, Serbo-Croatian, and Spanish. He has written the prize-win-
ning The First World War: Germany and Austria-Hungary 1914-1918 and The Origins 
of World War I, with Richard Hamilton. Herwig has coauthored with C. Archer, J. 
Ferris, and T. Travers World History of Warfare; and with David Bercuson Deadly 
Seas; The Destruction of the Bismarck and One Christmas in Washington. Bercuson 
and Herwig joined James Cameron for three weeks out in the Atlantic to produce 
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“James Cameron’s Expedition: Bismarck” for the Discovery Channel. Additionally, 
Herwig has teamed with Bercuson for three History Television projects: Deadly Seas 
(Screenlife, 1998), Murder in Normandy (Paperny Films, 1999), and Forced March to 
Freedom (Paperny Films, 2001). He has most recently published The Demon of 
Geopolitics: How Karl Haushofer “Educated” Adolf Hitler (New York: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2016).



The Intelligence Revolution: A Historical Perspective*

Sir Francis Harry Hinsley

In the Second World War, if we leave aside the information they obtained 
by overt means from embassies, the press, the radio and other such channels, 
governments received their intelligence from four sources:

1.  physical contact in the form of captured documents, the censorship of 
mail and the interrogation of prisoners;

2.   espionage;

3.   aerial reconnaissance, particularly aerial photographic reconnaissance; 
and

 4.  signals intelligence, SIGINT for short.

About these four sources we should note two preliminary points. Essen-
tially, each of them had always existed. There never was a time when govern-
ments did not avail themselves of censorship, captures, prisoners, and spies; 
aerial reconnaissance was old-fashioned reconnaissance greatly extended by 
the development of flying since the beginning of this century; SIGINT, in the 
same way, was the product of the marriage of one of the most ancient of 
crafts—cryptanalysis—with the advent of wireless communication. In the 
second place, all governments exploited all these sources in World War II or 
did their best to do so.

To this extent the outbreak of the war was not at once followed by an intel-
ligence revolution, and this was all the more the case because until the au-
tumn of 1941—for the first two years of the war—the intelligence bodies on 
both sides achieved roughly equal success or failure. To illustrate this point by 
reference only to SIGINT, the most valuable and prolific of all the sources, 
British success in breaking the cypher used by the Germans in the April 1940 
invasion of Norway and in reading the Luftwaffe’s communications after May 
1940 was balanced by the fact that the Germans read between 30 and 50 per-
cent of British naval traffic in the North Sea and the Atlantic during 1940, and 
a considerable amount of the French army’s traffic from the outbreak of war 
to the fall of France. That the British were reading the high-grade cyphers of 
the Italian army, navy, and air force from September 1940 to the end of 1941 
was offset by Axis successes during most of that period against equivalent 
British cyphers in the Mediterranean and Middle East.

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #31, 1988.
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Axis successes against British cyphers did not cease at the end of 1941. 
From January 1942 to June 1943 Germany continued to read many of the 
codes and cyphers associated with the Atlantic convoys. However, the previ-
ous rough equivalence of advantage in SIGINT gave way in the autumn of 
1941 to massive Allied superiority. It did so in a process by which Axis openings 
were successively blocked and the Allied penetration of Axis communications, 
and especially of German communications, was progressively expanded. It 
was expanded to a degree that had never been achieved before, even in war-
time. Leaving aside the decryption of tactical codes and cyphers—confining 
ourselves to the highest grade decrypts for which London used the code-
name Ultra and Washington used the code names Ultra and Magic—the Al-
lies were reading from the end of 1942 between 3,000 and 4,000 German 
signals a day and a large, but somewhat smaller, volume of Italian and Japa-
nese traffic, whereas to Germany, Italy, and Japan virtually all the Allied cyphers 
had by then been made invulnerable.*

While SIGINT, as a result of the development of radio, was for the first time 
in history the most prolific as well as the most reliable intelligence source, and 
since the possession of it made it possible to maximize the benefits and min-
imize the defects of the other sources, the scale of this transformation enabled 
intelligence to exercise an unprecedented influence on the course and out-
come of the war. In the longer term, as a direct consequence of that experience, 
it had a profound and permanent effect on the status and the organization of 
intelligence. Intelligence is unlikely ever again to return to the age of innocence—
to that condition of general neglect interspersed with bursts of belated and 
amateur endeavor in times of crisis—that had characterized it to the middle 
of the twentieth century.

How, then, was the transformation brought about? In answering this ques-
tion nothing is more striking than the extent to which both fortune and fore-
sight, both good luck and good judgment, played their part. This point is best 
illustrated by the long and tangled history of that achievement which was 
most central to the transformation—the conquest of the German Enigma 
machine.

The Enigma was Germany’s answer to the problems raised by their wish to 
utilize radio in military operations most effectively. Impregnable cyphers as 
well as the capability to encrypt and decrypt large volumes of confidential 

*In an interview with Keith Lockstone for Security Group Seminar in October 1993, Sir Harry Hinsley 
went into further detail on why the Allied cyphers were invulnerable. He explained that the Germans never 
organized their cryptographic services centrally on an interdepartmental basis like the Allies had done. 
This meant the Axis only made limited and localized successes against Allied communications that could 
not be replicated. Therefore, Sir Hinsley concluded that while the Axis did have success against the British 
naval cypher from 1940 to the end of 1942 and the American Military Attaché in Cairo’s cypher for a pe-
riod when Rommel was at his most dangerous, they could not rival the long-term success of the Allies.
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signals were necessary. To achieve the advantages of mass production, Ger-
many chose to rely almost exclusively on a single electro-mechanical typing 
machine, called Enigma, distributing it widely throughout each of the three 
services and within such other organizations as the Abwehr (the German 
counterintelligence service), the railways, and the police. By each of its user 
organizations, however, the machine was adapted to different arrangements 
and procedures, and each of them operated it with different keys for different 
functions and in different theaters. Some 250 keys, each constituting a differ-
ent cypher, were identified during the war, and at no time after 1941 were less 
than 50 in force concurrently. Because each key was reset daily once war had 
begun, and as the finding of any setting involved the selection of one out of 
many millions of possible solutions, the Germans had good reason to feel 
confident that even in war conditions the Enigma would remain safe against 
all but local and temporary compromise. And yet the machine was basically, 
if not irretrievably, compromised as early as 1932, and beginning in May 1940 
after an interlude since September 1938, the Allies went on to recover over 
180 wartime keys and to read German traffic almost currently.

The prewar compromise owed almost everything to chance or, as the Ger-
mans might think, to misfortune. The Poles broke the machine by methods 
that involved great mathematical ingenuity, but the methods were possible 
only because in 1931 a German signals officer supplied its operating instruc-
tions and settings for periods of some length to the French Secret Service, 
which passed them to Warsaw.* But fortune played a much less central part in 
the wartime conquest of the Enigma.

The Polish success had been brought to an end in 1938 by the last in a sequence 
of prewar German security improvements. Despite the invaluable assistance ob-
tained from the Poles and that from September 1939 the Germans used the 
machine more heavily in operational conditions, whereas they had previously 
used it sparsely and mainly for practice traffic, the British did not fully solve 
any wartime keys—to bring them to the point at which the settings were 
found daily without great delay—until the spring of 1940, when they mas-
tered the key used in Norway from 10 April and the Luftwaffe’s general pur-
pose key from 20 May. Many regional and specialized Luftwaffe keys were 
thereafter solved, often as soon as they were brought into force; but it is fur-
ther testimony to the formidable problems presented by the Enigma that no 
naval keys were solved regularly before June 1941, and no army keys (with the 
exception of one on the Russian front from June 1941) till the spring of 1942. 

*Hans-Thilo Schmidt, a former German army officer in World War I, sold secrets about the Enigma 
machine to the French in the early 1930s. While working in a civilian post at the German armed forces’ 
cryptographic headquarters, the Cipher Office, he provided the French with copies of the Enigma instruc-
tion manual, operating procedures, and, most important, a list of key settings.
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Nor need we doubt that but for careful preparations over a long period of time 
the British authorities would not, even then, have overcome these problems.

Without their foresight in centralizing cryptanalysis on an interdepart-
mental basis after World War I, in recruiting the best available talents to it 
from 1938, and not least in recognizing that those talents should be interdis-
ciplinary, the conquest of the Enigma would have been impossible. And while 
it would have been impossible without brilliant mathematicians, and particu-
larly without their development of machinery of a sophistication the Ger-
mans had not allowed for, it would equally have been impossible without the 
input of a whole array of nonmathematical ingenuity.

These successes once achieved could not be counted on to continue. They 
were subject to two threats. The Germans, who had made successive improve-
ments to the security of the Enigma before the war, might continue to do so 
as a matter of ordinary precaution. Or they might refashion it from suspicion 
or conviction that it had been radically compromised. Under the pressures of 
war and in view of the unexpected wide dispersal of their armed forces, the 
German authorities, with one notable exception, deferred routine precaution-
ary measures until after the middle of 1944. Not until early in 1945, when the 
Enigma was daily vulnerable to physical compromise, did they take measures 
in the belief that it was no longer secure. The exception was the U-boat com-
mand. In February 1942, motivated initially by suspicion—which was, how-
ever, set aside after a professional inquiry—it took the precaution of bringing 
into force a new Enigma key, one that used an additional wheel and was 26 
times more difficult to solve.

The effects of this setback, and of those originating from the burden of 
solving the ever-increasing proliferation of ordinary keys, were offset, though 
with remarkably small delay, by another of the great developments of World 
War II. From the spring of 1942 the British and American intelligence bodies 
created for SIGINT, as for other forms of intelligence, a single organization in 
which the amalgamation of resources and the division of labor were virtually 
complete. This joint effort was necessary to sustain success against the Enigma. 
And as the Allies wrestled after the autumn of 1944 with Germany’s adoption 
of increasingly severe security measures, they had to fear that not even their 
combined resources would suffice to maintain their critical advantage.* As a 
result of Germany’s delay in producing either precautionary measures or 
drastic revisions, the Allies kept their advantage, and even extended it, down 
to the end of the war.

* Part of the difficulty stemmed from the Germans’ increased use of landlines rather than radio transmis-
sions as the army retreated within the prewar borders of the Reich.
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It is tempting to attribute this incredible delay by the Germans to their 
undue confidence in the invulnerability of the Enigma before the war and to 
their incompetence and complacency after the war began. But there are good 
grounds for holding that their original confidence was not unreasonable and 
that to think otherwise is to belittle the ingenuity and the versatility of the 
Allied SIGINT effort. These capabilities were displayed against Japanese and 
Italian cyphers as well as against Germany’s and against other German cy-
phers besides the Enigma—most notably against the system Germany intro-
duced for communication between her high-level headquarters in a signaling 
system based on teleprinter impulses that were automatically cyphered and 
deciphered on transmission and at the point of reception. The British had 
broken this system even before it was fully operational by developing an ap-
proximation to the modern computer. Thus, the argument for wartime Ger-
man incompetence overlooks some important considerations which must be 
taken into account if one is to understand the intelligence revolution in this war.

In continuing to make no allowance for the development of machine 
methods against the Enigma, the Germans were undoubtedly swayed by their 
own inability to make any progress against Allied machine cyphers and the 
fact that they had no opportunity to capture them. The danger that they might 
believe the Enigma had become insecure, if only as a consequence of captures, 
was contained until almost the end of the war by, on the one hand, the exis-
tence of the other intelligence sources and, on the other, exceptionally careful 
Allied precautions. Oblivious to the Allied possession of Ultra but knowing 
that, like themselves, the Allies exploited the other sources, they attributed to 
prisoners, deserters, spies, or treachery the setbacks they encountered as a 
result of SIGINT—and all the more so because they were fighting alongside 
unreliable allies in occupied countries with hostile populations. The Allies 
also utilized this situation to conceal their reliance on Ultra from their own 
forces by citing the other sources as the basis for operational orders inspired 
by SIGINT. Concealment from their own forces, however, was only one part 
of the meticulous system of precautions the Allies evolved to avert the ene-
my’s attention from the use they were making of Ultra intelligence in their 
operations.

At some stages in the war—as it happens, with the assistance of Italian ma-
chine decrypts as well as of Enigma decrypts—the British were sinking 60 
percent of the Axis shipping that plied between the European Mediterranean 
ports and North Africa, but no Axis ship was attacked before the enemy had 
learned that it had been sighted by an aircraft or warship which, unknown to 
itself, had been put in a position to make the sighting. There were occasions 
on which, to the alarm of the Allied authorities, the procedures broke down—
when orders were issued that referred to the intelligence or when a cover was 
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not provided for the action that might result. There were also situations to 
which these precautions could not be applied. In the Atlantic, in particular, 
there was a long period in which the decrypts of the instructions to U-boats, 
though used to great effect, were used only passively, to route convoys out of 
the path of U-boats rather than to steer the escorts to where the U-boats were 
waiting or refueling. In such a situation, in which more and more U-boats 
made fewer and fewer sightings, the mere absence of sightings of convoys was 
bound to create enemy suspicions as happened in the German U-boat com-
mand in early 1942. In order to lull German suspicions, the Allies utilized 
such methods as exaggerating the extension of Allied air reconnaissance to 
the mid-Atlantic and by propagating a rumor that the Allies had invented a 
miraculous radar which detected submerged U-boats over great distances. 
The planting of this type of cover had to be very carefully controlled, but with-
out these tremendous efforts to keep the secret, while maximizing its use, the 
situation would have been different.

Against these considerations it may be argued that if the Allied precautions 
were effective, it was only because, like all successful deception measures, they 
buttressed known convictions, and that Germany’s assumptions and blind 
spots must still be attributed in the last resort to undue confidence and pro-
found carelessness. But it is necessary to guard against hindsight. The war by 
this time had seen a revolution—at least in the amount, the continuity, the 
reliability, and the currency of intelligence. This undermined Germany’s se-
curity to an unparalleled extent, but, unlike the Allies, the Germans did not 
know that the transformation had taken place. Moreover, the Allies were not 
entirely shielded against overconfidence. Although they were benefiting from 
the revolution, they did not realize that the Germans were reading their con-
voy cyphers until, from the end of 1942, the truth was revealed by explicit 
references in the Enigma decrypts of the instructions being issued by the 
U-boat command to their U-boats. And while this confirms that it is a coun-
sel of perfection to preach that it is unwise to be confident about anything, 
ever, it also raises a further question. What was the value of all this mass of 
intelligence? If its existence could remain undetected for so long, can its influ-
ence have been decisive, as is so widely believed?

In addressing this question it is important to distinguish between the im-
pact of intelligence on the course of operations and, on the other hand, its 
strategic value. As every commander and any intelligence officer knows, intel-
ligence is only one among many elements affecting the course of operations. 
It is necessary to consider much else when reaching decisions, and many 
other factors besides the decisions affect the outcome. For these reasons the 
operational impact of intelligence was always variable, not to say haphazard, 
even if it was far less so than had previously been the case.
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It was especially so up to the summer of 1941 when, as well as giving 
roughly equal advantage to both sides, intelligence was limited in volume and 
usually obtained with some delay, if obtained at all. Although claims to the 
contrary have been made, few British operations before that date benefited 
from intelligence. With photographic aerial reconnaissance, but without as-
sistance from other sources, the authorities were able in the autumn of 1940 
to time their bombing of the concentrations of invasion barges in the Channel 
so as to obtain maximum effect. In the winter of 1940–1941 the British were 
able to mitigate the ferocity of the Blitz with the help of SIGINT, prisoners of 
war, and equipment recovered from crashed enemy aircraft. In the spring of 
1941, thanks to advance warnings from SIGINT, the Bismarck was sunk at the 
beginning of her cruise, whereas the Graf Spee had been caught at the end of 
a long sortie without any benefit from intelligence at all. Also, that same 
spring the Royal Navy intercepted the Italian fleet and defeated it at the battle 
of Cape Matapan, with a slight amount of SIGINT. In Crete the defending 
force inflicted a severe mauling on the German airborne invaders. The oper-
ational achievements of intelligence were increasing, but they remained few 
in number.

After the summer of 1941, in contrast, most battles or sizable encounters in 
the European and Mediterranean theaters, with the possible exception of the 
Russian front, were influenced by the Allied superiority in intelligence, espe-
cially by the sheer volume of current decrypts. But the contribution made by 
intelligence was by no means always important, let alone decisive. Random 
factors like luck or misjudgment were sometimes uppermost. A great deal 
was known about the enemy’s intentions when convoy PQ-17 sailed for Mur-
mansk in June 1942, but the convoy still ran into disaster. On the other hand, 
the sinking of the Scharnhorst in the Arctic on the day after Christmas 1943 
was almost wholly brought about because intelligence, though small, became 
crucial when the enemy made mistakes. Sometimes relative strength settled 
the question. In the first battle of El Alamein in June–July 1942 intelligence 
about the Afrika Korps was not yet plentiful, but it was decisive in enabling 
the British commander to prevent Rommel’s greatly superior armor from 
breaking through to Cairo—despite the fact that Rommel was better supplied 
with field intelligence. Before and during the second battle of El Alamein in 
October 1942 the amount of intelligence about Rommel’s forces was massive, 
but those forces were by then so inferior to Montgomery’s that it played little 
part in the British victory.
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Map of Operation Bertram, during the second battle of El Alamein, showing various ele-
ments of the deception plan. Map by Chiswick Chap, based on map from Geoffrey Barkas, 
The Camouflage Story: From Aintree to Alamein (London: Cassell, 1952) (CC BY-SA 3.0).

It would be very wrong, however, to assess the significance of intelligence 
for the outcome of the El Alamein battles by measuring only its direct impact 
on them. What limited Rommel’s superiority before the summer of 1942, and 
helped to eliminate it by the autumn, was the British use of SIGINT to destroy 
his supply shipping. Axis losses, rising to a peak of over 60 percent of south-
bound Mediterranean shipping in November 1941 and to another peak be-
tween 50 and 60 percent in October 1942, were almost entirely attributable to 
decrypts of cypher keys that had been solved regularly since June 1941. Nor 
was this the only direction in which the transformation of the intelligence 
situation to the advantage of the Allies now laid the basis for the indirect, 
long-term, strategic effects that intelligence was to exercise till the end of the 
war. Also from June 1941, for the first time, the British read the U-boat traffic 
regularly and currently, an advance that almost wholly explains why they pre-
vented the U-boats from dominating the Atlantic during the autumn of 1941 
and the winter of 1941–1942.

What, then, was the overall influence of intelligence on the war? It is not 
easy to give a precise assessment. If its impact on individual operations was 
not always decisive and was sometimes nil, its strategic impact was indirect 
and cumulative. It is thus difficult to measure it now, as it was difficult for the 
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enemy to discern it at the time. But two conclusions may be advanced without 
qualification. In the first place, the claim that intelligence by itself won the 
war—a claim that is self-evidently absurd—may be dismissed. The British 
survived with little benefit from it before Germany invaded Russia in June 
1941, as the Russians survived invasion with little benefit from it; and as Rus-
sia’s survival was followed by the entry of the United States in December 1941, 
the Axis would have been defeated even if the Allies had not acquired by that 
date the superiority in intelligence they retained till the end of the war. Till the 
end of the war? Nearly four more years is such a length of time that it might 
be thought that, far from not producing on its own the Axis defeat, intelli-
gence made little contribution to it. That this was not the case, however, is the 
second point that may be made without qualification.

The war effort of the Western Allies on every front after the end of 1941 
was guided by massive, continuous, and frequently current information about 
the enemy’s dispositions, intentions, resources, and difficulties. The informa-
tion was so comprehensive, though never complete, that, though the Allies 
occasionally misinterpreted it, the expectations they based on it, whether 
positive or negative, were generally correct. This enabled them not only to 
strike some decisive operational blows and avoid some operational setbacks 
but also to shorten the war by setting the time, the scale, and the place of their 
own operations in such a way as to achieve enormous economies for them-
selves in lives and resources and to add enormously to the burdens the enemy 
had to bear.

By how much did the Allied superiority in intelligence shorten the war? 
Even if the question is limited to the war in Europe the answer can only be 
approximate. By keeping the Axis out of Egypt it probably brought forward 
the conquest of North Africa and the reopening of the Mediterranean to Al-
lied shipping, which were completed in the middle of 1943, by at least a year. 
By preventing the U-boats from dominating the Atlantic in the winter of 
1941–1942 and by contributing heavily to their defeat there in the winter of 
1942–1943, it probably saved the Allies another two years. Had delays of this 
order been imposed by shortages of shipping and specialized landing craft on 
the Allied invasions of the continent, those undertakings would have been 
further delayed by other considerations. As it was, the invasion of Normandy 
was carried out on such very tight margins in 1944 that it would have been 
impracticable without precise intelligence about German strengths and or-
ders of battle and the fact that the Allied commands could be confident the 
intelligence was accurate. If it had had to be deferred it might well have been 
delayed beyond 1946 or 1947 by Germany’s V-weapon offensive against the 
United Kingdom and her ability to finish the Atlantic Wall, not to speak of her 
deployment of revolutionary new U-boats and jet and rocket aircraft which, 
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as intelligence revealed, became imminent by the end of 1944. At best, the 
return to the continent might have been delayed till 1948 and the defeat of 
Germany till 1949, and that is probably a conservative estimate.

Neither the Western Allies nor the Russians would have been idle in these 
circumstances. What different strategies would they have pursued? Would the 
Russians have defeated Germany or Germany the Russians? What would have 
been decided about the atom bomb? Historians cannot answer these ques-
tions, because fortunately they are concerned only with the war as it was. And 
it was not least because of the actual contribution made by intelligence to the 
course of the war that such horrible questions did not arise.

Professor Sir Harry Hinsley combined a remarkable career as an educator with a 
unique and personal viewpoint on intelligence. Born 26 November 1918, Sir Harry 
received his early education at Queen Mary’s Grammar School. He interrupted his 
studies at St. John’s College, Cambridge, to serve at the Government Code and Cypher 
School at Bletchley Park. His work there brought him into close contact with most of 
the other British intelligence organizations during World War II. After the war Sir 
Harry completed his master of arts degree at St. John’s College and became lecturer in 
History, Cambridge University. He later served as professor, History of International 
Relations, St John’s College, Cambridge; Lees-Knowles Lecturer on Military Science, 
Trinity College, Cambridge; and vice-chancellor, Cambridge University. His major 
publications include: Command of the Sea (1950), Hitler’s Strategy (1951), Power and 
the Pursuit of Peace (1963), and British Intelligence in the Second World War: Its 
Influence on Strategy and Operations (jointly), 4 volumes (1979–88). Sir Harry Hinsley 
served as the Master of St. John’s College, Cambridge, and a trustee of the British 
Museum. He was awarded the Order of the British Empire in 1946 for wartime ser-
vice in the Foreign Office and was knighted by Queen Elizabeth II in 1985. Professor 
Sir Hinsley passed away in 1998.



On the Making of History:
John Boyd and American Security*

Grant T. Hammond

“We don’t see things as they are, we see things as we are.” 
—Anaïs Nin

It is a pleasure to give this prestigious lecture at the US Air Force Academy 
and to address Air Force Col John Boyd and his ideas some 15 years after his 
death and more than a decade after the publication of the first book about 
Boyd and his ideas, my Mind of War: John Boyd and American Security. To be 
honest, Boyd had little use for the Air Force Academy and he said so with 
some frequency. He thought cadets here were pampered, told too often how 
great they were, and falsely assured that any graduate could become Chief of 
Staff. It is somewhat ironic after all these years that Boyd has finally achieved 
a level of respectability. The fact that his ideas are to be addressed at the Acad-
emy is a vindication of Boyd and his work. Were he alive, he would be hon-
ored by the attention to his life and work—but he would not admit it.

Given that the Harmon Memorial Lecture at the Academy is sponsored by 
the History Department, I am both personally motivated and professionally 
obligated to put my remarks in some relation to the study of history. The epi-
graph to this lecture is a quotation from Anaïs Nin, a French-Cuban writer of 
short stories and companion to numerous literary luminaries. The quotation 
is “we don’t see things as they are, we see things as we are.” It points out simply 
that the enduring effects of unique people or events lie as much in how they 
are viewed, remembered, and assessed as in what may have been said or done. 
And that view, memory, or assessment may change over time. So it is with 
John Boyd and his ideas. Just who was John Boyd, and what did he do that 
deserves your attention in this forum?

John Boyd was a maverick fighter pilot—an oxymoron—who did not en-
dear himself to the US Air Force or its senior leadership because he chal-
lenged orthodoxy. In the hierarchy of the military, doing it once and getting 
away with it is possible, though risky. Doing so two or more times is not con-
ducive to career advancement. Doing so routinely courts dismissal. John 
Boyd challenged Air Force orthodoxy continuously and did so at the heart of 
the service’s very identity. He challenged fighter tactics in his “Aerial Attack 
Study,” redesigned fighter aircraft in Energy Maneuverability Theory, and 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #54, 2012.
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developed the aircraft themselves in his design work on the F-15 and F-16. 
And he challenged the theory of how wars were to be fought and won in his 
15-hour briefing, a “Discourse on Winning and Losing.”

If he had been less pugnacious, if he had not been so cocksure of himself, 
if he had not end-run the system constantly, if he had played by the rules, he 
might not have had the difficulties he had. But then, he wouldn’t have been 
successful either. Revolutions are neither begun nor won by moderates. They 
require zealots committed to the cause. Boyd was passionately committed to 
being the best at his craft. He was devoted to the Air Force and its mission—
air superiority through designing the best aircraft, training the best pilots, 
and developing the best military strategy—in order to fly, fight and win. He 
just happened to be convinced that the Air Force had it all wrong. And, un-
derstandably, the Air Force didn’t appreciate being told that such was the case.

To accept Boyd’s ideas was an indictment of the service, its leadership; its 
tactics, techniques, and procedures (TTP); and its doctrine. That is not easy 
for an institution to admit or even suspect. And Boyd’s era was a rough time 
for the Air Force. Coping with the disaster of Vietnam was difficult. Though 
air support was a major contribution on the ground, the Air Force did not 
distinguish itself in the air. Half our F-105s were lost, the 10-to-1 kill ratio 
against MIGs in Korea came closer to 1-to-1 in Vietnam, the PK ratio* for 
missiles was not nearly as good as claimed, and SAMs took a heavy toll.1 This 
experience meant tactical air operations had to be greatly improved if the Air 
Force was to be successful in the future. But from 1965 until 1982, the Air 
Force Chiefs of Staff and most of their senior general officers were all bomber 
generals from Strategic Air Command (SAC) who had risen under the tute-
lage of General Curtis LeMay. Reinventing tactical aviation was a difficult 
task, particularly in that environment, and John Boyd was at the heart of it.

The impact of John Boyd and his thinking—on the Air Force, the Marine 
Corps, and national security—has changed considerably over time. There are 
various histories of this. And there are histories of those of us who wrote 
about Boyd in the manner and at the time we did. All of this has colored the 
history of Boyd and his ideas. How then should we think about making his-
tory—those who make it and those who chronicle it? I’d like to examine that 
question using Boyd, his ideas, and his chroniclers as a case study of “making 
history.” In doing so, I hope to keep faith with the Harmon Memorial Lectures 
on history and the story of John Boyd and his ideas.

*PK ratio refers to the probability of kill. In this case, it is the percent likelihood that a missile launched 
against an enemy aircraft would hit and damage the aircraft enough to achieve an aerial kill.
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Boyd’s Career

The basics are easily told. Boyd joined the Air Force in 1951 and retired in 
1975 as a colonel. He died in 1997. He flew briefly in Korea at the very end of 
the war and became fascinated with air-to-air tactics. He went to the fighter 
weapons school and taught and studied aerial tactics for six years, flying the 
F-100 Super Sabre like no one else. He had a standing $40 bet with all comers 
at Nellis AFB that he could put them on his six and outmaneuver them for a 
kill in less than 40 seconds. He never lost the bet. A demanding instructor in 
the air and the classroom, he questioned the tactics of the day. At night and on 
his own initiative, he wrote the “Aerial Attack Study,” the first manual on jet 
air-to-air combat. Rejected at first, it was distributed surreptitiously, pilot to 
pilot, squadron to squadron, until the Air Force decided to adopt it.

He left Nellis AFB and was assigned to Systems Command at Eglin AFB 
where, with civilian mathematician and later Defense Acquisition Chief Tom 
Christie, he developed the Energy Maneuverability Theory. Using stolen com-
puter time in dummy accounts, Boyd diverted several hundred thousand dollars 
of computer time to studying the comparative flight performance envelopes 
at different speeds, altitudes, and G-forces for every American fighter and 
plotted them against every Soviet fighter. He discovered that every Soviet 
fighter had greater maneuverability when compared to its American counter-
part. He was nearly court-martialed for theft before being presented two Air 
Force awards for his work.

Sent to the Pentagon to assist in the development of the next Air Force 
fighter, which became the F-15, Boyd was given the materials submitted to 
date and told to review them and report back in a couple of weeks. When 
asked for his opinion, he replied: “I could screw-up and do better than this.”2 
Thus began his work on the F-15 and his change of the original design of an 
80,000-pound, swing-wing F-111–based “fighter” to the smaller, twin-tailed, 
twin-engine F-15 we know today. Along the way, he thought the F-15 was too 
big, too costly, and that too few would be built to allow for inevitable losses in 
Europe against the Warsaw Pact ground and air defenses. So he quietly, with-
out approval, began to design the lightweight fighter that became the F-16. It 
nearly cost him his career and promotion to colonel, for the F-15 was the 
“Holy Grail” of the Air Force. Opposing the plane, the size of the buy, or propos-
ing an alternative to it were simply unacceptable positions and treasonous in the 
eyes of most of his superiors. But the F-16 was adopted over the objections of 
the Air Force leadership. The Secretary of Defense made the decision. It is the 
only fighter in Air Force history which cost less than its predecessor. It has been 
sold to over 20 countries, and nearly 5,000 have been built. That’s quite an ac-
complishment for a plane the Air Force didn’t need and didn’t want.
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Important though all of these accomplishments may have been, Boyd’s real 
impact began after he retired from the service and began work on a series of 
briefings which eventually became known as “The Discourse on Winning and 
Losing.” It began as an hour-and-a-half briefing entitled “Patterns of Conflict” 
and grew to a monster that took 15 hours over two days to deliver. In it, Boyd 
addressed the course of military history and what it could teach us. He intro-
duced the theory of maneuver warfare and included briefings entitled “The 
Conceptual Spiral,” “The Strategic Game of ? and ?,” and “An Organic Design 
for Command and Control.” He also explained and expanded his famous con-
cept of the “OODA Loop.” Combined into the “Discourse,” this is the main 
body of Boyd’s thinking.*

Boyd had his admirers and his detractors. He caused a strong reaction in 
all. They occupy opposite ends of the spectrum of assessment. To one senior 
Air Force four-star, he was “a 24-karat pain in the ass.” To a Marine four-star 
he was “the quintessential soldier-scholar.” While one fellow student called 
him “the ‘cussingest’ man I ever met,” another four-star called him “Christ-
like.” To those whose ire he garnered in the Pentagon he was variously “that 
f—— Boyd,” and known by various names including “the Mad-Major,” “the 
Ghetto Colonel,” and “Genghis John.”3 To those who believed in him and his 
causes, he was more than a hero; he was a virtual saint and they would have 
followed him anywhere and taken on any foe, regardless of the odds.

How did one man inspire such radically different opinions? Boyd was both 
brilliant and a misfit who was his own worst enemy. He did not do things by 
the book or play by the rules. He did not care much for shined shoes, immac-
ulate uniforms, or protocol niceties. On a visit to the Academy driving with 
his host, he noticed the superintendent in the car behind him on base. Boyd 
rolled down the window in the cold and snow and started pumping his middle 
finger in the air at the car behind, in front of several dozen cadets. His host, 
appalled by the action, tried to stop him but Boyd said, “Aw hell, we were in 
pilot training together and this is just a fighter pilot greeting.” Thereafter, the 
superintendent decided to approve all visitors to the Academy in advance.4

Boyd was both vilified and respected by those who knew him. To many, he 
was not very likeable. He smoked smelly cigars, talked loudly, and got right in 
your face when he argued with you, spittle flying. He was pushy, arrogant, and 
profane in the extreme and would frequently end-run his boss, or his boss’s 
boss, up to and including the Secretary of the Air Force and the Secretary of 
Defense. His courage to state his views—and defend them regardless of con-
sequence—his integrity and willingness to challenge and persevere were 

*For a more complete discussion of “The Discourse on Winning and Losing,” see Robert Coram, Boyd: 
The Fighter Pilot Who Changed the Art of War (New York: Little, Brown, 2002).
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what were admired and respected by supporters. He was totally incorruptible, 
had little use for money, and refused to cash dozens of TDY reimbursement 
checks for speaking engagements after he retired. He inspired intellectual re-
spect and virtual awe, intense loyalty, and unbounded compassion for those 
who became “the acolytes,” Boyd’s small but intense following on his various 
crusades.

OODA Loops

The essence of all John Boyd learned came from being a fighter pilot. It 
taught him how to think, to define and refine concepts and ideas, and to com-
bine them into patterns from which he could learn still more. At the heart of 
his thinking was the OODA Loop. It is popularly displayed in many writings 
as the circular diagram you see on the slide.* This is a very simplistic and shal-
low representation of an important and richer set of ideas. Boyd’s OODA 
Loop looks like this† and is much more complex and insightful. It is both a 
representation of how our mind works, how we think, and a complex strategic 
theory reduced to a rather simplified form. Colin Gray, a British scholar and 
the second most widely quoted author on strategy next to Clausewitz, has 
referred to Boyd and the OODA Loop as follows: “The OODA Loop may ap-
pear too humble to merit categorization as grand theory, but that is what it is. 
It has an elegant simplicity, an extensive domain of applicability, and contains 
a high quality of insight about strategic essentials, such that its author well 
merits honorable mention as an outstanding general theorist of strategy.”5 

Alas, Boyd never knew of the accolade Gray bestowed on him, for it oc-
curred two-and-a-half years after he died. His now worldwide fame would 
astound him.

Just what is the OODA Loop and why is it important? It is the basis for 
everything in Boyd’s thinking and a metaphor for life itself. It is an extended 
biological metaphor for stimulus and response and a diagram for the way the 
mind works. It is an organic model, not a mechanistic one. Observation is 
really “sensing” but the acronym thus produced—SODA—didn’t pass the gig-
gle test so Boyd used observation instead. And, for fighter pilots in early air-
to-air engagements, “first sight wins the fight” was gospel. But successful use 
of the OODA Loop is a complex process. Observation entails the sensing of 
external information and the unfolding of circumstances. It is an assessment 
of our environment, our place in it, and the interaction of the two. It begins a 

*While this slide is no longer available, Hammond discusses the circular OODA loop on pages 142–43 of his 
book The Mind of War: John Boyd and American Security (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution, 2001).

†For a more detailed discussion on the fuller OODA loop see pages 164–67 in Hammond’s The Mind of War.
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process of scanning for danger, an adversary, and threats to us. It provides a 
base from which to proceed and feeds forward into the second part of the 
process, orientation.

OBSERVE

DEC IDE

O
R
I
E
N
T

A
C
T

OODA
LOOP

The “OODA Loop”: Observe, orient, decide act, created by John Boyd.

Orientation, what Boyd called “the big O,” is the central part of the process. 
It is an amalgam of our genetic heritage, culture, education, experiences, and 
our analysis and synthesis—literally how and why we think as we do. This 
informs our action, which is a test of our hypothesis (decision). It may be 
correct or it may fail. But because of the series of forward and backward feed-
back loops and the implicit guidance and control we can exert, we are able to 
revise and repeat the process continuously. Our insights condition our ac-
tions or reactions to the environment and events in it. These also are critical 
to understanding an opponent. It is a complex set of filters and inputs that 
leads us toward decisions. Orientation involves trade-off thinking to make 
selective judgments and projection into some future state of affairs and its 
consequences.

Based on this, we make a decision—a choice about how best to proceed to 
interact effectively with our environment. This choice, our decision, is the 
hypothesis to be tested. The test is the action we have selected and its imple-
mentation. We constantly monitor the success or failure of the action taken in 
an effort to comprehend, shape, adapt to, and, in turn, be shaped by the envi-
ronment. As Boyd described it, it is a circular process with constant feedback 
and feed-forward channels and implicit guidance and control to help us cope 
with a constantly evolving, open-ended, far from equilibrium process of 
self-organization, emergence, and natural selection.

The OODA Loop is thus an analytical and synthetic tool to deal with our 
environment and a strategic theory of how to do so. It is simple, elegant, and 
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comprehensive, able to describe, explain, and predict. It is, in essence, a depic-
tion of life itself. Regrettably, its reduction and misunderstanding by many 
have demeaned the significance and utility of the concept. Now that you un-
derstand, perhaps future versions of the OODA Loop chart, and the way it is 
spelled, will emphasize its original insights.

Military History and Patterns of Conflict

Boyd built on and used the OODA Loop to advantage in making addi-
tional contributions to national security beyond his contributions to airpower 
theory, aerial combat, and fighter aircraft design. He began to read, to study 
history, philosophy, the history of science, and was concerned with what came 
to be known as chaos theory and complexity before those terms became pop-
ular. Of particular interest is his study of military history. Under the tutelage 
of Pierre Sprey, a Pentagon analyst and friend, Boyd began to read military 
history in the Pentagon library. He began to learn about using aircraft to kill 
tanks and so read Von Mellenthin, von Mannstein, Hans Rudel, and books 
about World War II. Then he went back to study the 1930s, the theories of 
Liddell Hart, Guderian, and how German ideas had developed about blitz-
krieg and infiltration tactics in World War I. He kept going—all the way back 
to Sun Tzu.

Doing it backward emphasized continuity, not change. He pondered what 
the essence of success was for those who won battles and wars across different 
times and continents. He began to focus on maneuverability, quickness, at-
tacks in the flank or rear, and rapid adaptation to tactical developments. These 
were the constants, and winning was often about getting inside the adver-
sary’s decision cycle, controlling the tempo of battle, being unpredictable, 
about causing friction for the adversary and taking advantage of the element 
of surprise. These became themes that became the “Patterns of Conflict” 
briefing which grew from 90 minutes to over four hours and was given fre-
quently both inside and outside the Pentagon, on the Hill, to academic groups 
and interested others.

Along the way, he became concerned about better understanding the ori-
entation of the adversary. This was critical to success in war. What does he 
value? What does he fear? How has he acted in the past? What does he seek to 
do? For Boyd, cultural anthropology and ethnography became more import-
ant than military intelligence. The latter developed a physical order of battle. 
Boyd wanted to develop a psychological order of battle. He wanted to know 
intentions as well as capabilities so he could devise a strategy that would allow 
him the moral and psychological leverage, as well as the physical capability, to 
defeat an opponent.
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Central to Boyd’s view of conflict is the fact that all organisms and organi-
zations seek to survive and prosper. Doing so generally depends on maximiz-
ing freedom of action or by making common cause with those who seek the 
same goals. Boyd understood and emphasized that war is a human endeavor 
begun and ended for moral purpose. It involves mobilizing people to fight 
and sacrifice for a cause. You need to understand why and how they fight if 
you seek to defeat opponents. This simply cannot be ignored. Along the way, 
Boyd developed one of his many trinities: People first, Ideas second, and 
Things third. That is the priority for developing successful strategies and for 
leading a successful life. Most militaries, however, do it in reverse. People 
must be interchangeable parts to avoid single-point failure in combat. But 
Boyd wanted to emphasize the human dimension of conflict.

The essence of Boyd’s strategy for accomplishing goals can be summarized 
by the combination of variety, rapidity, harmony, and initiative. Variety en-
tails denying pattern recognition and predictability to an adversary; adopting 
multiple, simultaneous actions to confuse and confound an opponent; and 
being able to transition from one initiative to another sequentially or concur-
rently. Rapidity means the ability to not only act quickly but to modulate the 
tempo of action, to know when to speed up or slow down. Harmony refers to 
the ability to blend one’s actions to fit time and circumstance, to co-evolve 
with the strategic landscape and the tactical realities. It is achieving the “fit” of 
what Boyd called the mind-time-space arena where thought and action con-
verge appropriately. Initiative is the willingness to lead, to take action, to iden-
tify and act upon the mismatches, and to do so at the right time. One achieves 
advantage by causing friction for the adversary, by oscillating between inter-
action and isolation over time, and by modulating time to one’s advantage. 
For Boyd, time and timing were weapons that did not have to be logistically 
supported. They were free and bestowed advantage upon those who under-
stood how to use them well.

Taken together, these were the keys to a successful strategy. Boyd tested 
these concepts against blitzkrieg and defense against it—“counter-blitz”—and 
guerilla warfare and counterinsurgency. He was fascinated with them and 
sought to understand how to prosecute and defeat each. That said, like the 
Chinese Colonels who wrote Unrestricted Warfare in 1999,6  Boyd was con-
cerned about the wider arena of competition and conflict. At base in his view 
was the constant reminder that war is a human activity begun and ended ul-
timately for what is seen as a moral purpose. Ultimately, one’s target was al-
ways the same: the perception of the adversary leadership. If you could change 
their minds, you could change their behavior. If you could change their be-
havior, you might not need to defeat their fielded forces or occupy their capi-
tal. The enemy always has a vote and must decide to end the conflict in order 



MILITARY THOUGHT AND REFORM │ 459

for you to win. Boyd was always reminding others that “terrain doesn’t fight 
wars. Machines don’t fight war. People fight wars. It’s in the minds of men that 
war must be fought.”7

His study of military history and the synthesis he made using the insights 
of Sun Tzu, Liddell Hart, Musashi, Clausewitz, and others led Boyd to believe 
that the Germans had gotten it right. Commander’s intent was the key. To 
have a force so well schooled and trained in doctrine, so well rehearsed or 
experienced, as to perfectly understand the commander’s intent and imple-
ment it through auftragstaktik—mission type orders—was essential. Such a 
force must be grounded in the empowerment of subordinates to do what the 
situation requires and to trust in their ability to make the right decisions. Auf-
tragstaktik enables variety, rapidity, harmony, and initiative. Everything be-
gins with increased situational awareness and the OODA process. It was an 
expansion of his experience of air-to-air combat in Korea: Commander’s in-
tent, good TTP, understanding where and when advantage could be had led 
to achieving a successful kill. One should seek out the disposition of the en-
emy, much as Napoleon’s skirmishers had done, infiltrate, penetrate as the 
Germans had learned in WWI and WWII to exploit the surfaces and gaps, the 
strong and weak points of opposing forces. Maneuver warfare was the way to 
do so and learning how to do it quickly and well was the key to victory.

Boyd, Science, and Synthesis

Along the way, as Frans Osinga so thoroughly details in his book, Science, 
Strategy and War, Boyd read widely in science and philosophy. Boyd retired 
in 1975, but he read voraciously all the major books and articles on science 
that appeared in the last 20 years of his life. He engaged in numerous studies 
and discussions ranging from mathematics to psychology, physics to biology, 
computing, and cosmology. He would call distinguished scientists to ask a 
question, stating he “was just a retired fighter pilot who reads a lot.”8 He ad-
dressed a collection of Nobel Prize winners at the Santa Fe Institute and the 
Institute for Advanced Studies at Princeton. Unable to buy all the books in 
which he was interested, he hung out in book stores and read whole volumes 
transfixed in the subject matter and unperturbed by the entreaties of store 
owners to simply purchase the book and leave. He was interested in neurosci-
ence and how the brain worked, how scientific progress had been made, and 
fields as disparate as epistemology and relativity. He explored a variety of con-
cepts and tried to integrate them into his understanding of how the world, 
and conflict in it, worked. These included trying to understand the essence of 
such things as numerical imprecision, quantum uncertainty, entropy, the 
causes of irregular or erratic behavior, Heisenberg’s uncertainty principle, in-
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comprehensibility, mutations and how and why they occur, the nature of am-
biguity and its effects, and the origins of novelty.

In doing so he created what he came to call the “conceptual spiral,” in which 
he tried to explain how we learn and why constant learning and refinement of 
the process are so important. One began with a question and set about to find 
answers. It was a spiral process which included a series of processes as follows:

Table 1. The Conceptual Spiral

Exploration Discovery Innovation

Thinking Doing Achieving

Learning Unlearning Relearning

Comprehending Shaping Adapting

Insight Imagination Initiative9

 

Adapted from John Boyd, “The Conceptual Spiral,” Slide 34.

For Boyd, these insights were critical in explaining how he had come to 
fashion the ideas he had and to better understand how people learn. More 
important was to learn how to learn.

Boyd wrote little. Most important is a short 15-page essay on “Destruction 
and Creation,” which several notable physicists have thought a brilliant work. 
That, a few articles, and a handbook on aerial combat are the only things he 
penned other than the 327-slide magnum opus briefing, “A Discourse on 
Winning and Losing.”10 He couldn’t bring himself to publish anything because 
it was never complete. Coming from an essentially oral culture of briefings in 
the military, Boyd put carefully chosen words on Vu-graphs, but never in 
print. The “Discourse” was an unfinished conversation with each audience, 
part of a continuous learning experience that was unending. He learned from 
discussion with the audience each time and this necessitated some change in 
the next iteration. It was a succession of unfinished OODA Loops.

Boyd’s counsel for how to win is based first on understanding the strategic 
context in which the contest will take place. You could have a perfectly 
well-defined objective, all the resources and capabilities required, and an ex-
cellent, detailed plan to accomplish your mission. But if you did not under-
stand the tactical, operational, and strategic environment in which these 
would occur, you would not contend successfully. If you understood the con-
text, the setting in which the contest would occur, you could use that knowl-
edge to shape the battlespace and manage the opponent’s cycle time. Look for 
mismatches, where things don’t fit. Exploit the mismatches and take advan-
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tage of them. Use mission-type orders and auftragstaktik. Maneuver your ad-
versary into a position where he decides he cannot win.

The Legacy

Boyd led the Defense Reform Movement behind the scenes from 1975 to 
1985, by orchestrating staffers, congressmen, and senators on the Hill; jour-
nalists; and those in other services. Among them were Congressman Norman 
Dicks, Dick Cheney (future Secretary of Defense), Newt Gingrich (future 
Speaker of the House), and some 130 members of the House of Representa-
tives in the Military Reform Caucus, along with Senators Gary Hart (future 
presidential candidate), Charles Grassley, William Cohen (future Secretary of 
Defense), Sam Nunn, and others. He developed a national network of defense 
correspondents and influential writers—George Wilson of the Washington 
Post, James Fallows of The Atlantic, and reformers inside and outside the mili-
tary. Along the way, he was largely responsible, along with Gen Al Gray and 
Col Mike Wyly, for the adoption of Maneuver Warfare doctrine of the US 
Marine Corps and had frequent talks with Gen Don Starry and Brig Gen 
Huba Wass de Czege of the US Army regarding AirLand Battle. Jim Fallows 
wrote a number of articles in The Atlantic, for which Boyd was largely the 
source, and an award-winning book, National Defense, that chronicled the 
views of the Defense Reformers and raised their views and charges to national 
attention.11

Boyd railed against gold-plated weapons systems with 20-plus-year acqui-
sition cycles and no fly-offs or testing in the selection processes. He worried 
about the Army trying to fit synchronization in to its doctrine. For five years, 
a retired Air Force colonel taught every Marine officer that went through The 
Basic School at Quantico about maneuver warfare. And he kept in touch with 
those concerned about these and other issues, visiting then–Secretary of De-
fense Dick Cheney with some frequency before the first Gulf War. And Boyd 
was pleased when military commanders and news anchors explained the US 
victory as being attributable to “getting inside the enemy’s decision cycle,” a 
phrase from his strategic insight and briefings. Some of the ideas seemed to 
have hit home; others fell on deaf ears. John Boyd died wondering if he had 
made a difference. His legacy was largely unknown.

My book about Boyd was published four years after his death. It was to 
introduce the man and his ideas to people in the Air Force and beyond, most 
of whom didn’t know him or his accomplishments. I had known Boyd, worked 
with him on the book for nearly six years, and came to admire him, his intel-
lect and his character. But it flew against a headwind of those who had known 
Boyd, disliked him, and were still in senior Air Force positions. One CSAF 
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admired Boyd. Another preferred that I not teach at the Air War College for 
having written a book about Boyd. Robert Coram’s book, “Boyd: The Fighter 
Pilot Who Changed the Art of War,” cast him as a somewhat larger than life, 
heroic figure. Coram, having a hefty advance and well-funded book tours, 
helped make Boyd a more widely known figure, but his book dealt less on his 
ideas and intellectual achievements than on his personal life. Frans Osinga, a 
Dutch F-16 pilot, now a general, and my former student at the Air War College, 
wrote his PhD dissertation on Boyd’s ideas at the University of Leiden. It is a 
first class intellectual assessment of Boyd and his work. His Science, Strategy 
and War: The Strategic Theory of John Boyd is the gold standard for analyzing 
Boyd’s ideas and their origins.

Now, 15 years after his death, after my frequent lectures abroad and multi-
ple books and articles about him, Boyd and his ideas are known worldwide. 
From a Danish business school to military academies and war colleges from 
Australia to Norway, John Boyd is a familiar name. He is perhaps better 
known in foreign air forces than our own. His insights are valued in military, 
academic, and business circles. But acceptance as part of a curriculum within 
the US Air Force is still largely nonexistent. He is discussed, though not for-
mally studied, by small groups of faculty and students at Squadron Officers 
College, Air Command and Staff College, and the Air War College. But there 
are no routine lectures or elective courses on Boyd or his ideas except for a 
few that I have taught in the late ’90s and early 2000s.

Remember that it is not just seeing or believing “things as they are” but 
seeing and believing “things as we are.” Boyd’s ideas will not change. But the 
Air Force’s ideas about him are changing. My appearance here is proof of that. 
Perhaps his ideas are more acceptable in part because he is dead, as are many 
of those who had little use for him and his ideas. One hopes that the value of 
his ideas is at last appreciated. Learning how to think and act in a complex, 
uncertain, ever-changing world of ambiguity is a necessary skill with which 
Boyd can help. Understanding his concepts could be advantageous, if not nec-
essary. Some of his ideas have become lessons learned, but many have not. 
Which ones will become important and remain so in the future is yet to be 
determined.

The point is this—you will be a large part of the making of Air Force his-
tory. The example I have given you is merely about Boyd and his ideas. Even 
more sobering is the realization that you will be responsible for making the 
future—that becomes the history—of the US Air Force. What you know, what 
you believe, the questions you ask, the mismatches you discover, how you 
assess new ideas and accept or reject them, the mavericks you protect because 
we need to think about the questions they raise, your ability to adapt to an 
increasingly complex, ever-changing and largely unknown world in which 
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you will have responsibility for the shape of things to come is how future his-
tory will be made.

Being a maverick, challenging orthodoxy, becoming a loyal heretic is dan-
gerous. You invest your personal faith at your personal risk. As Boyd coun-
seled others in his famous “To Be or to Do” speech,12 there will come a time 
when you have to decide whether to go along or do what’s right. The impact 
you have may be greater than the rank you attain. But choosing to do this in a 
hierarchical structure means you must have the courage and confidence to act 
alone. Not everyone can or should be a maverick, but we need a few from time 
to time to change the status quo—and make history. Billy Mitchell helped 
create the idea of an independent Air Force. Claire Chennault championed 
fighter aviation. Jimmy Doolittle used B-25s to attack Japan from a carrier 
deck. Bernard Schriever gave the Air Force missiles when it didn’t really want 
them. John Warden finally convinced the Air Force that strategic did not 
equal nuclear and that tactical targets and weapons could be used to achieve 
strategic effects in the first Gulf War. And John Boyd taught us how to think 
about how best to fly, fight, and win. How others see your actions will be deter-
mined as much by how they see things as what you did—perhaps posthumously.

Making history is a synonym for leadership. It is not just your life, but the 
lives of those around you, the way in which you and your ideas affect the 
world that you inhabit and the legacy that you leave. It is at once an awesome 
responsibility and simply the way life is lived. The future, as you will be told 
many times, is in your hands. That future will largely be determined by your 
use and abuse of the past and how you undertake to “make history.” Here’s 
hoping that your OODA Loops and conceptual spirals will be the best they 
can be.

I would like to end this lecture the way I ended The Mind of War—as a sa-
lute to John Boyd and a charge to all of you. “[T]he integrity of the man and 
his ideas should be celebrated. We would all do well to emulate Boyd’s dictum: 
‘Ask for my loyalty, I’ll give you my honesty. Ask for my honesty, you’ll have 
my loyalty.’ Rest in peace, John. The Discourse on Winning and Losing contin-
ues. Semper Fi!”13

Dr. Grant T. Hammond has a bachelor of arts degree from Harvard in Modern 
European History and a master of arts and doctorate from the Johns Hopkins 
University School of Advanced International Studies in International Relations. He 
was commissioned a 2nd Lt in the US Army (Infantry) via ROTC and served in the 
US Army Reserve. He has had a long career in academia, both civilian and military, 
and has served as chair, Department of International Studies at Rhodes College, and 
executive officer of the Center for International Affairs at Harvard before joining the 
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Air War College in 1989. From 2007 to 2010 he was the dean of the NATO Defense 
College in Rome, Italy, and from there returned to Maxwell Air Force base as Professor 
of Strategy and Technology and Deputy Director of the US Air Force Center for 
Strategy & Technology at Air University.

He is a frequent lecturer at home and abroad on a variety of security-related topics 
and has visited over 70 countries in his work. He has addressed all the US armed 
services’ Command and Staff Colleges and War Colleges as well as military and civil-
ian audiences in Belgium, Germany, Italy, Jordan, Morocco, the Netherlands, Roma-
nia, Singapore, Sweden, and the UK. In addition to dozens of articles, book chapters, 
and monographs, Dr. Hammond is the author of a number of books, including Coun-
tertrade Offsets and Barter in International Political Economy; Plowshares into Swords: 
Arms Races in International Politics, 1840-1991; The Mind of War: John Boyd and 
American Security. Most recently, he compiled and edited the volume A Discourse on 
Winning and Losing (Air University Press, 2018), which is the first book ever pub-
lished on John R. Boyd’s famous same-titled briefing.
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National Security: Space and the Course 
of Recent US History*

Roger D. Launius

Good evening ladies and gentlemen, officers and cadets of the US Air Force 
Academy, distinguished guests, friends, senior historians, junior scholars, 
critics, and innocent bystanders; I thank you for the opportunity to present 
the Harmon Memorial Lecture this year. It is a distinct and most appreciated 
honor. As a newly minted doctor of philosophy in history in the fall of 1982 I 
first visited the Academy to participate in the History Department’s Military 
History Symposium. There I enjoyed immensely the Harmon Memorial Lec-
ture delivered that year by John Morton Blum, the distinguished Yale Univer-
sity historian of American politics and society. He set a high standard in a 
remarkable lecture series that I can only hope to aspire to.

This evening I wish to discuss in broad contours the evolution of national 
security space policy throughout the first 50 years of the space age and to offer 
some comments on the policy debate presently underway. While the discus-
sion may revolve around current issues, I wish to consider, perhaps to recon-
sider, how an understanding of the “digested past” may inform this larger, 
complex, and at times shrill debate.1

As a beginning point for discussion, let me suggest that the two primary 
users of space during the first years of the space age, the United States and the 
Soviet Union, fashioned a robust and flexible approach to dealing with an 
entirely new and potentially devastating theater for conflict. That policy al-
lowed free access to space for all, fostered unfettered rights of overflight by 
any nation, prohibited the placing of weapons in space (although space was 
militarized almost at the beginning of the space age and is routinely used for 
a range of national security purposes), and barred nationalistic claims of sov-
ereignty over celestial bodies. While the United States and the Soviet Union 
competed at every point of contact throughout the Cold War, these priorities 
did not receive serious challenge. Indeed, they served the needs of all sides 
quite well. As the Soviet Union declined and eventually collapsed at the end 
of the 1980s, however, a new dynamic situation arose. The strains on space 
policy, both as a result of a new set of circumstances and the departure from 
the scene of the Cold Warriors steeped in the realpolitik that had guided the 
nation for so many years, have been readily apparent for the last two decades. 
Although debates over space weaponization, preemption, and the mainte-
nance of hegemonic US status have been complex, polarizing, and sometimes 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #49, 2006.
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strident, no appreciable alteration of national security space policy has been 
enacted as yet.

So how did we come to this point? What are the major issues of the debate, 
and how might historical knowledge inform that debate? Finally, how might 
we move beyond simplistic, “either/or” propositions to help fashion a usable 
perspective on current national security space issues from our vantage point 
of historical understanding?

Space as a New Theater for National Security Operations

On the morning of September 8, 1944, the world changed in ways that 
happen only rarely. The events of that morning represented a paradigm shift, 
an overused but appropriate term in this instance, as an entirely new national 
security situation emerged. After an enormous investment by Hitler’s Ger-
many, more than a decade of research and development (R&D), the deaths of 
thousands of concentration camp laborers (with many more to come), and 
Allied fears that led to an air strike on the R&D facility at Peenemünde, the 
V-2 changed the nature of warfare.2 A liquid propellant missile rising 46 feet 
in height and weighing 27,000 pounds at launch, the V-2 (sometimes called 
the A-4) flew at speeds in excess of 3,500 miles per hour and delivered a 
2,200-pound warhead 200 miles away. After some false starts, at 8:40 a.m. on 
Friday, September 8, 1944, the first V-2 of the rocket campaign lifted off to-
ward Paris. It exploded at high altitude and never reached the allied lines 
around Paris, an indication of the experimental nature of this complex new 
technology. Two hours later, however, a second rocket struck the Paris suburb 
of Charentonneau à Maison-Alfort, killing six people and injuring 36 others. 
All of them were noncombatants. This was the first ballistic missile attack in 
history, and it signaled a new age of warfare in which billions of dollars would 
be expended to strike enemies with missiles as well as to detect, deter, and 
defend against ballistic missiles.3 By the end of the war 1,155 had been fired 
against England and another 1,675 had been launched against Antwerp and 
other continental targets. The guidance system for these missiles ensured that 
it had only a 50 percent chance of striking within 11 miles of its target, but the 
V-2s struck without warning and there was no defense against them.4

As the Allies learned during World War II, ballistic missiles represented a 
new and entirely different challenge than any other weapon ever developed.
They struck seemingly from nowhere, without warning, and wreaked death 
and destruction on anything in its path. As one Londoner recalled:

On the morning of September 14, I was sitting in the kitchen eating my breakfast when 
there was a soft “pop” and all the windows shot open. I went into the hall and was aghast 
to see that the front door was hanging off and the frame was falling outwards. Then the 
silence ended; the air became dark with debris raining down and I could hear screams . 
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. . a row of houses in Dairsee Road had received a direct hit, killing seven people and in-
juring dozens.5

As Sir Philip Joubert de la Ferté, 
the French Air Chief Marshal, 
wrote, “V-2 was a different proposi-
tion altogether. Although strenuous 
efforts were made to devise meth-
ods whereby it could be intercepted 
and destroyed or the supplies 
stopped, in the end what the official 
history calls ‘the drizzle of rockets’ 
was only halted by the occupation 
of the territory from which they 
could be launched.”6 Moreover, as 
became clear in the aftermath of the 
first detonation of nuclear weapons, 
it could become a doomsday 
weapon holding catastrophic con-
sequences for all. When coupled 
with nuclear weapons, no question 
about it, ballistic missiles changed 
the course of history. All the literature on the post–Cold War revolution in 
military affairs (RMA) notwithstanding, the combination of ballistic missiles 
with nuclear weapons truly did present the national security establishment 
with an entirely new set of challenges and opportunities and fundamentally 
altered the strategic landscape.7

The V-2 launches represented only the first instance of the use of space for 
military purposes, but in the years since World War II space has emerged as 
an especially critical theater of war. Certainly, as soon as the rivalry with the 
Soviet Union had arisen as the critical national security concern in the late 
1940s, the US military recognized that space represented the new high 
ground—and that they had to control it. Numerous defense officials referred 
to space as the high seas of the future. The nations that could exploit the 
potential benefits of this ultimate strategic high ground for military purposes 
would dominate the rest of the world, they noted. “Whoever has the capability 
to control space will likewise possess the capability to exert control of the 
surface of Earth,” USAF Chief of Staff Thomas D. White told reporters in the 
aftermath of the launch of Sputnik II in November 1957.8 Notwithstanding 
contrary perceptions, Air Force officers also believed that space should be 
their exclusive domain since it represented a natural extension of operations 
in the air. As Benjamin Lambeth remarked, this idea “has endured for so long 

Wernher von Braun holds a model of a V-2 
rocket in this undated photo. Courtesy of 
NASA/MSFC
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in Air Force folklore that this mission area has been accepted by most airmen 
as an Air Force birthright almost from the start.9

No less than Gen Henry H. “Hap” Arnold recognized that the Air Force 
had to pursue space capabilities forcefully and believed that those efforts 
might be derailed by the Air Force’s traditional mission and doctrine. Arnold 
foresaw a time when rocketry and spaceflight would dictate the outcome of 
international struggle. At the same time, he complained that the Army Air 
Forces depended too much on “pilots, pilots, and more pilots.” He told Theo-
dore von Kármán*, “I see a manless Air Force . . . [that] is going to be built 
around scientists—around mechanically minded fellows.”10 Viewing space as 
essentially an extension of air operations, Arnold pressed for its incorpora-
tion into the mission of the Air Force.

Under the Department of Defense and its predecessor a series of important 
studies on the use of space systems for national security and other purposes 
pointed up the perceptions of Arnold and a few others. Perhaps the key one 
appeared in 1946 from the newly established RAND Corporation on a Pre-
liminary Design of an Experimental World-Circling Spaceship. This publication 
explored the viability of orbital satellites and outlined the technologies neces-
sary for its success. Among its many observations, this one proved especially 
prescient: “A satellite vehicle with appropriate instrumentation can be ex-
pected to be one of the most potent scientific tools of the Twentieth Century. 
The achievement of a satellite craft would produce repercussions comparable 
to the explosion of the atomic bomb.”11 In a paper published nine months 
later, RAND’s James Lipp expanded on this idea: “Since mastery of the ele-
ments is a reliable index of material progress, the nation which first makes 
significant achievements in space travel will be acknowledged as the world 
leader in both military and scientific techniques. To visualize the impact on 
the world, one can imagine the consternation and admiration that would be 
felt here if the United States were to discover suddenly that some other nation 
had already put up a successful satellite.”12

This perspective is a classic application of what analysts often refer to as 
“soft power.” Coined by Harvard University professor Joseph Nye, the term 
gave a name to an alternative to threats and other forms of “hard power” in 
international relations aimed at co-opting or attracting potential adversaries 
to accomplish the desired ends.13 As Nye contends: “Soft power is the ability 

*Theodore von Kármán (1881–1963) was one of the first great scholars in the field of theoretical aero-
dynamics. He made great contributions to the field as a professor at California Institute of Technology and 
as a founder and director of what became the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in 1944. He helped found the Air 
Force’s Scientific Advisory Board and later organized the Advisory Group for Aeronautical Research and 
Development (AGARD) for the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. President Kennedy awarded him the 
first National Medal of Science. “Theodore von Kármán,” Jet Propulsion Laboratory, https://www.jpl 
.nasa.gov/jplhistory/learnmore/lm-vonkarman.php.

https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/jplhistory/learnmore/lm-vonkarman.php
https://www.jpl.nasa.gov/jplhistory/learnmore/lm-vonkarman.php
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to get what you want by attracting and persuading others to adopt your goals. 
It differs from hard power, the ability to use the carrots and sticks of economic 
and military might to make others follow your will. Both hard and soft power 
are important . . . but attraction is much cheaper than coercion, and an asset 
that needs to be nourished.”14

In essence, spaceflight represented a form of soft power, the ability to influ-
ence other nations through intangibles such as an impressive show of space 
capability. It granted to the nation achieving it first, rightly as James Lipp fore-
cast, an authenticity and gravitas not previously enjoyed among the world 
community.

At the same time, the explicitly military implications of the perception of 
space as the “high ground” of Cold War competition gained credibility from 
the atomic holocaust literature of the era.15 In November 1945 Hap Arnold 
persuaded the editors of Life magazine to demonstrate his point of the impor-
tance of this “new high ground” by publishing a graphic article on “The 36-Hour 
War” in which ballistic missiles led to the deaths of millions of Americans. It de-
scribed how an enemy annihilated all American cities with populations over 
50,000. The Life article advocated careful preparation to withstand such an 
attack from space and the development of offensive weapons to deter such an 
attack and to respond should the “unthinkable” take place. Several striking 
illustrations showed a shower of rockets descending on key US cities, New 
York in ruins, and the New York Public Library’s two famous stone lions still 
in place while all around it suffered near total destruction. Even if the US 
could win the war, as many as forty million Americans might die, Arnold 
warned.16

The next year science fiction writer Robert A. Heinlein went even further 
and warned Collier’s readers that “space travel can and will be the source of 
supreme military power over this planet.”17 The danger of surprise attacks had 
been burned into the national consciousness by the Japanese attack on Pearl 
Harbor, and Heinlein emphasized the lack of warning that ballistic missile 
attacks made possible. In October 1951 Wernher von Braun* proposed in the 
pages of Popular Science the building of a space station because “the nation 
which first owns such a bomb-dropping space station might be in a position 
virtually to control the earth.”18 In 1952 a popular conception of the US-occupied 
space station showed it as a platform from which to observe the Soviet Union 

*Wernher von Braun (1912–1977) was universally regarded as one of the leading rocket developers and 
advocates of space exploration from the 1930s into the 1970s. He led Germany’s “rocket team” that developed 
the V-2 during World War II. After the war he worked for the US Army and NASA developing American 
ballistic missile programs. He served as director of NASA’s Marshall Space Flight Center and was the chief 
architect of the Saturn V launch vehicle that propelled American astronauts to the Moon. NASA, “Wernher 
von Braun,” https://www.nasa.gov/centers/marshall/history/vonbraun/bio.html.
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and the rest of the globe in the interest of national security. As the editors of 
Collier’s magazine editorialized, in the Cold War a space station would become 
critical to the security of the nation. The editors wrote that “the US must im-
mediately embark on a long-range development program to secure for the 
West ‘space superiority.’ If we do not, somebody else will. . . . A ruthless foe es-
tablished on a space station could actually subjugate the peoples of the world.”19

Space superiority and the “new high ground” argument became especially 
important in the aftermath of the crisis precipitated by Sputnik during the 
winter of 1957–1958. For example, Senate Majority Leader Lyndon B. Johnson, 
a Democrat from Texas, recalled of the Soviet launch, “Now, somehow, in 
some new way, the sky seemed almost alien. I also remember the profound 
shock of realizing that it might be possible for another nation to achieve tech-
nological superiority over this great country of ours.”20 One of Johnson’s aides, 
George E. Reedy, summarized the feelings of many Americans: “the simple 
fact is that we can no longer consider the Russians to be behind us in technology. 
It took them four years to catch up to our atomic bomb and nine months to 
catch up to our hydrogen bomb. Now we are trying to catch up to their satellite.” 
Then-Senator John F. Kennedy agreed during the 1960 presidential campaign 
that “if the Soviets control space they can control earth, as in past centuries 
the nation that controlled the seas dominated the continents.”21

In hyperbole befitting only a politician of LBJ’s stature, he argued that “con-
trol of space means control of the world. From space, the masters of infinity 
would have the power to control the earth’s weather, to cause drought and 
flood, to change the tides and raise the levels of the sea, to divert the gulf 
stream and change temperate climates to frigid.”22 In a slight variation of this 
argument, and only slightly less outrageous, Brig Gen Homer A. Boushey said 
in January 1958, “He who controls the moon, controls the Earth,” and called 
for an American effort to build a missile base there.23

The Evolution of National Security Space Policy

Perhaps little has changed since that time. In fact, it may be even more signif-
icant today than at the height of the Cold War. As the recently released US 
National Space Policy concluded: “In this new century, those who effectively 
utilize space will enjoy added prosperity and security and will hold a substantial 
advantage over those who do not. Freedom of action in space is as important to 
the United States as air power and sea power. In order to increase knowledge, 
discovery, economic prosperity, and to enhance the national security, the United 
States must have robust, effective, and efficient space capabilities.” This is a state-
ment of the obvious, but decisions emanating from it may have profound con-
sequences. For example, the policy also states that “the United States considers 
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space capabilities—including the ground and space segments and supporting 
links—vital to its national interests. Consistent with this policy, the United 
States will: preserve its rights, capabilities, and freedom of action in space; 
dissuade or deter others from either impeding those rights or developing 
capabilities intended to do so; take those actions necessary to protect its space 
capabilities; respond to interference; and deny, if necessary, adversaries the 
use of space capabilities hostile to U.S. national interests.”24

This position is not inconsistent with earlier policies, especially the 1996 
space policy of the Clinton White House, except in a couple of significant areas. 
Taking “those actions necessary to protect its space capabilities” and denying 
adversaries “use of space capabilities” represents a more bellicose perspective 
on national security space operations than previous administrations. Several 
observers have already remarked that this new policy rejects any infringe-
ment on unilateral US action in space. Of course, what those statements, and 
others like them, might mean in practice remains to be seen.25

Regardless of some relatively modest alterations over time, the national 
security space policy of the United States has been remarkably consistent for 
the first 50 years of the space age. Six basic principles enunciated in these 
various policy documents have served the nation well. First, the United States 
and the Soviet Union established in the 1950s and have maintained to the 
present “freedom of space,” ensuring free access to space and the unimpeded 
passage through space of all satellites and other vehicles regardless of national 
origin and for whatever purposes intended. Any interference with operational 
space systems became an infringement on sovereignty and could be con-
strued as an act of war. Second, the parties agreed not to press claims of 
sovereignty over any part of space or its bodies. Third, the right to defend 
against attack was preserved and would be considered self-defense just as on 
the earth. Fourth, this policy regime explicitly recognized all the various 
nations’ civil, military, and intelligence programs as legitimate. Fifth, owner-
ship of space assets rested with the original entity placing them in space, and 
laws of salvage similar to that of the sea were extended to space. Finally, all 
parties agreed that no weapons of mass destruction were to be placed in space, 
ensconcing this decision in the Outer Space Treaty of 1967.26 The following 
discussion elaborates on a few of these issues, and indeed each is tied to the 
others in myriad, complex ways.

Each of these principles held important ramifications for the conduct of 
national security activities in space throughout the Cold War. Each enabled 
greater stability in a highly volatile situation and helped preserve a tenuous 
peace. Few today appreciate the desperate nature of the Cold War rivalry with 
the Soviet Union and the potential for any misstep to instigate nuclear con-
frontation. The rivals nearly stepped over the line during the Cuban Missile 
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Crisis of 1962, but wiser diplomacy prevailed. The national security space 
regime made possible a less tense set of relations than would have been the 
case otherwise, but it was certainly tense enough even with those space capa-
bilities. As historian R. Cargill Hall has concluded, this regime was “predi-
cated on a maritime analog. In maritime law, the vessels of all nations possess 
the right to ply the high seas while adhering to the treaties and customs that 
detail the terms of navigation and accepted rules of the road.”27 Collectively 
these principles offer some of the building blocks of an effective national 
security strategy. Overthrowing them after such a venerable career will prove 
a task not without difficulties.

The centerpiece of this national security space strategy rested on “freedom of 
space,” sometimes referred to as the “open skies” doctrine. While Eisenhower 
had pursued it aggressively previously, as Cargill Hall has explained, Sputnik 
helped establish the principle.28 In that regard the Soviets did “us a good turn, 
unintentionally, in establishing the concept of freedom of international space,” 
as Defense Secretary Neil McElroy stated to Eisenhower a few days after 
Sputnik’s launch.29 This made possible the development of reconnaissance 
satellites and their use throughout the Cold War to ascertain what the Soviet 
Union was doing with its strategic forces. The same was true for the Soviet 
Union’s reconnaissance satellites overflying the US. This enabled both sides to 
make decisions based on timely, accurate information. Lyndon Johnson did 
not overestimate the importance of this technology in 1967 when he said that 
the US probably spent between $35 and $40 billion on it, but, if “nothing else 
had come of it except the knowledge we’ve gained from space photography, it 
would be worth 10 times what the whole program has cost.”30

Indeed, an irony too great to ignore is that both of the superpowers locked 
in Cold War struggle for more than a generation cooperated to ensure satellite 
reconnaissance remained inviolate despite everything else that divided them. 
The Kremlin, in addition to seeing the value of this technology in relation to 
the US, also found it critical in understanding what the Chinese were doing 
on their long border to the southeast.31 As then–Air Force Lt Col Larry K. 
Grundhauser commented in Aerospace Power Journal in 1998, “over time the 
two superpowers established a ‘practice of the parties’ as the legal basis for 
legitimizing the use of satellites for reconnaissance—an unspoken and un-
recorded ‘gentleman’s agreement’ that respected the immunity of each other’s 
reconnaissance satellites.”32

“Freedom of space,” established as a practical reality by Sputnik, received 
official sanction through a variety of actions. For example, the United Nations 
General Assembly officially recognized “freedom of space” in 1961 as a part of 
a joint resolution.33 It also gained formal status in the “Treaty on Principles 
Governing the Activities of States in the Exploration and Use of Outer Space” 
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in 1967. This treaty declared that space, “including the moon and other celestial 
bodies, shall be free for exploration and use by all States without discrimi-
nation of any kind, on a basis of equality.”34 This has remained the effective 
law of space since that time, and no one has suggested that this right of over-
flight be overturned.

At the same time, a disavowal of ownership of any celestial body received 
early and enthusiastic support from all sides. On September 22, 1960, President 
Eisenhower proposed that the principles of the Antarctic Treaty be applied to 
outer space and celestial bodies, explicitly disavowing ownership and ensur-
ing the right of free access to all. It also found expression in the Outer Space 
Treaty of 1967, which stated that “outer space, including the Moon and other 
celestial bodies, is not subject to national appropriation by claim of sover-
eignty, by means of use or occupation, or by any other means.”35 This ensured 
that when the astronauts reached the lunar surface in 1969 that they planted 
the American flag but omitted claiming the territory for the US as had been 
routinely done during European exploration of the other continents begin-
ning in the fifteenth century.

In addition to the Outer Space Treaty, in 1979 the Moon Treaty—which the 
United States is not a signatory to—extended the restriction on claiming ce-
lestial bodies. While neither explicitly forbade individual ownership, the lack 
of a legal regime that recognized the right of private property has dampened 
enthusiasm for private space activities. Alan Wasser, a prominent critic of this 
legal regime, commented in 1997: “The right to claim newly settled property 
has always provided the economic incentive for human expansion. (Would 
Europeans have ever settled America if they couldn’t claim ownership of the 
land they settled?) In this case, immediately re-saleable property deeds are the 
only possible ‘product’ that can be profitably brought back from space at cur-
rent launch costs.”36 Many commercial space advocates have argued that this 
has restrained the development of the moon and other places in the solar 
system. Accordingly, during the last two decades of the twentieth century a 
persistent assault on the presumed prohibition against claiming celestial bodies 
has taken place with the intention of expanding the current space framework 
to ensure individual property rights.37

The right to defend against attack explicitly emerged as a prerogative at the 
beginning of the space age. No one has seriously questioned the right of any 
nation to defend its space assets from attack. The manner in which that may 
be done, however, has been open to reinterpretation over the years. The 
United States pursued ground-based antisatellite (ASAT) capabilities on two 
occasions, first during the early 1960s with a modified Nike Zeus missile that 
could launch nuclear warheads to destroy satellites in low Earth orbit. Second, 
the Department of Defense pursued Program 437 near the same time, deploy-
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ing nuclear Thor missiles at Johnston Island.38 Another possibility emerged 
when an F-15–launched Miniature Homing Vehicle, tested on September 13, 
1985, launched a two-stage kinetic kill vehicle that successfully homed in using 
an infrared targeting system on a target satellite and destroyed it on impact.39 
Even so, ASATs have not proven effective over time. Space policy analyst 
Dwayne A. Day has referred to them as “blunt arrows” in the larger arsenal of 
defensive space assets with a modest demonstrated capability, asserting that 
“the United States does not need to pursue a more active, provocative, or 
expensive ASAT development than what it already has. The threat does not 
justify it, and rarely has.”40 Other related efforts over the years, including missile 
defense initiatives which achieved both some success and political notoriety, 
have drawn similar pointed criticism and stalwart defense.41

The Question of Space Weaponization: Sanctuary, 
Stars Wars, or Something Else?

This discussion leads naturally to the central policy debate relative to 
national security space in the last 20 years: the weaponization of space. For 
nearly 50 years the world has engaged in activity in outer space for military, 
scientific, and commercial purposes, but without placing weapons there or 
engaging in serious efforts to target objects in space. It worked effectively 
during the Cold War, but since then the space arena has witnessed the entry 
of many more actors and a much broader array of vested interests than during 
the Cold War, resulting in a variety of positions regarding future space activ-
ities. For example, humans have been in space more or less continuously since 
1961 and since November 2000 have been permanently in place on the Inter-
national Space Station, a peaceful, cooperative venture of 16 nations that 
represents at more than $100 billion the largest nonmilitary cooperative effort 
in world history. At the same time, almost 700 spacecraft are operating in 
continuous Earth orbit, each serving a range of scientific, military, civilian, 
and commercial uses. And the hegemonic status of the United States and the 
Soviet Union/Russia has been demolished in the last 20 years. Over 60 new 
launches take place every year, and at least 35 nations had payloads in orbit in 
2005.42

In this increasingly chaotic environment with so many actors, the United 
States remains the dominant player and wants to ensure that it does so indef-
initely, hence the desire to protect national assets. As one policy analyst put it: 
“Given the U.S. reliance on its space systems for national security, would the 
United States (as some have argued) face a future ‘space Pearl Harbor’ if it did 
not first acquire the means to protect its space systems from deliberate 
harm?”43 The answer to ensuring US hegemony in space rests in no small part 
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with the protection of the nation’s satellites and other space-based capabilities 
while denying that same capability to potential adversaries. There may be a 
range of ways in which that might be accomplished, but one of the most im-
portant is the placement of systems in space to protect against attack. Depend-
ing on how one interprets these assets, it may represent the weaponization of 
space, thereby overturning a 50-something-year-old decision not to do so.

Debate over this issue has been marked by two extreme positions, neither 
of which are representative of the majority of those debating the subject. The 
first is the “sanctuary” concept, which asserts that space “should not be used 
for military purposes,” as Matthew Mowthorp has written:

The intrinsic value space provides for national security is that satellites can be used to 
examine within the boundaries of states, since there is no prohibited overflight for satel-
lites as there is for aircraft. This enables arms limitation treaties to be verified by satellites 
in space serving as a national technical means of treaty verification. Early warning satel-
lites serve to strengthen strategic stability since they provide surveillance of missile 
launches which increases the survivability of retaliatory strategic forces. The sanctuary 
school argues that such is the importance of the functions of these space systems that 
space must be kept free from weapons, and antisatellite weapons must be prohibited, 
since they would threaten the space systems providing these capabilities.44

Sanctuary advocates have argued that space weaponization by the United 
States would ensure an arms race in space in which all would ultimately lose. 
They have opposed it on moral grounds, but more importantly because of 
longstanding predispositions in favor of arms control, conflict resolution, and 
global collective stability. Any move beyond limited national security opera-
tions such as satellite reconnaissance, arms control verification, early warning, 
and communications represents for them a “slippery slope” to an arms race in 
space. As Lt Col Bruce M. DeBlois wrote nearly a decade ago in a thoughtful 
essay in Airpower Journal: “Unlike the strategy for nuclear weapons, there 
exists no obvious strategy for employing space weapons that will enhance 
global stability. If the precedent of evading destabilizing situations is to continue—
and that is compatible with a long history of U.S. foreign policy—one ought 
to avoid space-based weapons.”45 Noting the longstanding successful policy 
put into place by Eisenhower in the 1950s, opponents of space weaponization 
have seen little positive in trying to alter this national security space environment.

This sanctuary doctrine sometimes draws snide rejoinders that the mili-
tary has relied on space assets from the beginning of the space age and to 
suggest otherwise is naïve.46 As international law professor Robert F. Turner 
opined about those opposing weaponization of space:

As a policy matter, particularly in light of the tremendous dependence of U.S. military 
forces today on space-based systems, anyone arguing that the United States should agree 
to a new legal regime that would leave our defensive assets at the mercy of hostile actions 
by any of a number of known or unknown potential adversaries—while giving us little 
of obvious value in return—must bear the burden of explaining why this is in America’s 
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interest. Unfortunately, a campaign is now underway to pressure our government to 
acquiesce in just such a regime—driven at least in part by countries and groups that 
perceive “unchecked American military power” as the greatest threat to world peace in 
the foreseeable future.47

Few anti-weaponizers, however, assert an absolute sanctuary in space; virtu-
ally everyone recognizes the legitimacy of military assets in space for nonlethal 
purposes. Turner’s critique, therefore, presents a caricature of those opposed 
to the placement of weapons in space. Indeed, the misrepresentation of each 
side of the debate by the other may be one of the most interesting and unfor-
tunate attributes of this policy arena and another place for historians to trace 
the evolution of the policy.

The most radical conception on the other side, “Star Wars,” essentially 
seeks to ensure American hegemonic status in space. It is a retreading of the 
“high ground” argument but one carried to its logical conclusion through 
weaponizing space and using the region as an American “lake” while denying 
others its use for military purposes. This is a position not unlike the long-
standing policy of the United States toward the Western Hemisphere first 
enunciated in the Monroe Doctrine and reaffirmed in numerous policy state-
ments since 1822 opposing European involvement in the region. The Com-
mission to Assess United States National Security Space Management and 
Organization in 2001 concluded: “We know that every medium—air, land 
and sea—has seen conflict. Reality indicates that space will be no different. 
Given this virtual certainty, the United States must develop the means both to 
deter and to defend against hostile acts in and from space.”48 Everett C. Dolman 
of the School of Advanced Air and Space Studies (SAASS) at the USAF’s 
Maxwell Air Force Base, Alabama, certainly the most eloquent advocate of 
the necessity of taking proactive measures to ensure American hegemony in 
space, has stated:

No nation relies on space more than the United States—none is even close—and its re-
liance grows daily. A widespread loss of space capabilities would prove disastrous for 
American military security and civilian welfare. America’s economy would collapse, 
bringing the rest of the world down with it. Its military would be obliged to hunker 
down in a defensive crouch while it prepared to withdraw from dozens of then-untenable 
foreign deployments. To prevent such disasters from occurring, the United States military—
in particular the United States Air Force—is charged with protecting space capabilities 
from harm and ensuring reliable space operations for the foreseeable future.49

Space power theorists such as Dolman and others see no option but to 
place weapons in space to ensure the survivability of American space assets in 
any future conflict.

Advocates of space weaponization, sometimes derogatorily referred to as 
“Star Warriors,” note that new capabilities, broader uses, and greater efficien-
cies have made the US military far more dependent on space systems than 
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ever since the 1991 Persian Gulf War, to the extent that their loss might mean 
the difference between victory and defeat in a major war. Gen Lance Lord 
spoke for many when he wrote in a recent article: “Space Superiority is the 
future of warfare. We cannot win a war without controlling the high ground, 
and the high ground is space.” He argued that at every turn in history an op-
ponent always sought to prohibit the “high ground” and such an opponent 
must challenge the United States in space at some time, perhaps not far into 
the future.50 The recent “illumination” of an American satellite by a Chinese 
system suggests that Lord may well be right and that a major challenge may 
loom just around the corner.51

Recent developments suggest that the United States is on course to over-
turn the common law of a ban on weapons in space. On December 13, 2001, 
for example, President George W. Bush announced that the United States was 
withdrawing from the 1972 Anti-Ballistic Missile (ABM) Treaty, and officially 
did so in 2003. Abrogation of this treaty removed the only legal prohibition 
against the United States developing a space-based ABM system to protect 
itself. This administration has also committed to deploying a missile defense 
system that could include a space-based element. Even the conservative-leaning 
Cato Institute analysts concluded: “The current threat to U.S. satellites does 
not warrant the near-term weaponization of space.” Instead, they recom-
mended making greater use of commercial resources and redundant or dis-
tributed systems. Commercial space should drive US space policy. It “should 
strive to foster an environment that allows commercial space activity to grow 
and flourish rather than create a new area for costly military competition.”52 
Also, lest anyone conclude that this is an entirely partisan issue, since 1995 the 
United States has been blocking a movement at the United Nations for an of-
ficial prohibition of weapons in space despite its widespread support in other 
quarters.53

The 2006 US space policy provided further evidence of this change in the 
policy arena.

It has drawn sharp criticism from a wide range of observers for opening 
the Pandora’s box of weapons in space and the belligerence of their use against 
American rivals. Bronwen Maddox, writing in the London Times on October 
19, 2006, began by asserting that space was “no longer the final frontier but 
the 51st state of the United States. The new National Space Policy that Presi-
dent Bush has signed is comically proprietary in tone about the US’s right to 
control access to the rest of the solar system.” He noted that “the eye-catching 
declaration is that the US asserts the right to deny access to space to anyone 
‘hostile to US interests,’ although it gives no basis for that right. It also rejects 
arms control talks that would limit future US actions in space.”54 Former Vice 
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President Al Gore even weighed in on it, declaring on October 19, 2006, that 
this new space policy

has the potential, down the road, to create the [same] kind of fuzzy thinking and chaos 
in our efforts to exploit the space resource as the fuzzy thinking and chaos the Iraq pol-
icy has created in Iraq. It is a very serious mistake, in my opinion. We in the United 
States of America may claim that we alone can determine who goes into space and who 
doesn’t, what it’s used for and what it’s not used for, and we may claim it effectively as our 
own dominion to the exclusion, when we wish to exclude others, of all others. That’s 
hubristic.55

And Michael Krepon and Michael Katz-Hymen of the Henry L. Stimson Cen-
ter remarked of the current situation: “The central dilemma of US space pol-
icy—the essential and vulnerable nature of satellites used for national and 
economic security—is highlighted by recent developments. There is no exit 
from this dilemma. The more we seek to protect our satellites by the use of 
force in space, the more vulnerable our satellites will become if our own prac-
tices are emulated by others.”56

In reality, there is little new in the 2006 US space policy. As one former 
NASA Jet Propulsion Laboratory project manager put it: “What is new is that 
world opinion, energized by other unilateral statements and actions of this 
Administration, sees this statement as a realization of what people in the 
more belligerent parts of America’s space enterprise have wanted all along; 
namely an ability to control space and deny it to others.”57 Regardless, the 
outcry from around the world has been strong and sustained. Persistent space 
critic Robert L. Park remarked: “The first goal of the 1996 policy was to: ‘En-
hance knowledge of the Earth, the solar system and the universe.’ Now the 
first goal is to: ‘further U.S. national security, homeland security, and foreign 
policy objectives.’ ”58

Despite recent developments, most of the space weaponization debate has 
confined itself to the middle part of the policy spectrum, but it has been both 
strident and sometimes uncharitable. Of course, it represents a fascinating 
subject for future study in the history of space policy, one that could occupy 
several researchers for a considerable period just sorting out the various per-
spectives. The simplistic “either/or” discussion of popular media fails to un-
pack the nuances of the debate and tends to obscure the truly important dif-
ferences. In so doing, one must always distinguish between the militarization 
of space—force enhancement through communications, navigational, early 
warning, intelligence, and other types of satellites—and the deployment of 
weapons in space. This dichotomy tends to polarize the discussion in ways 
that misdirect it from the central issue: devising the best approach toward 
ensuring national and global security in space.
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RAND military policy analyst Karl Mueller has suggested that there are at 
least six major perspectives on the weaponization debate that deserve consid-
eration. These include the following:

Pro-sanctuary perspectives
• Idealists: Oppose all space (and typically other new) weapons, for rea-

sons transcending defense policy considerations
• Internationalists: Oppose space weapons because they would cause or 

contribute to general, arms race, and crisis instability
• Nationalists: Seek to avoid space weaponization because it would reduce 

US power and/or security relative to potential adversaries
Pro-weaponization perspectives
• Space racers: Seek to avoid rivals gaining military or political advantage 

by developing space weapons before they do
• Space controllers: favor development of space weapons when and inso-

far as they would usefully enhance US military capabilities
• Space hegemonists: Favor intense development of US space weapons in 

order to make US military and political preponderance unassailable
He urged caution in undertaking a wholesale alteration of the national se-

curity space policy arena, suggesting that no one may predict with accuracy 
what would happen should any of the policy initiatives available be enacted as 
US strategy.59

So what are the priorities for national security space and issues for the de-
velopment of space policy? As reported in an important RAND study of 1998, 
the United States has long pursued the following objectives in space:

• Preserving freedom of, access to, and use of space.
• Maintaining the US economic, political, military, and technological position.
• Deterring/defeating threats to US interests.
• Preventing the spread of weapons of mass destruction to space.
• Enhancing global partnerships with other space-faring nations.60

Few would disagree either with those priorities or with the need to develop 
a policy that ensures them. Few would also disagree with the fact that this is 
where the current state of affairs rests, and that begs the question, how do we 
continue this regime?

It makes sense to recognize that the place the United States is in in 2006 is 
the best place to be from the standpoint of national security space issues and 
therefore a continuation of this situation is the logical approach to dealing 
with the issue. The status quo for the US is not a bad future, and therefore 
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changing the national security space regime may be both unnecessary and 
potentially disastrous. The US has pursued a three-point program relative to 
space security issues, and this appears both prudent and, in retrospect, quite 
prescient. First, the US has ensured that peer competitors did not step beyond 
the space technological capabilities that this nation possessed through a range 
of hard and soft power efforts, treaties and arms control measures, and other 
initiatives. Second, the US has long made clear that it would take harsh action 
should a competitor alter the national security regime in space. A long history 
of declaratory statements condemning actions viewed as belligerent in space 
and warning of appropriate repercussions has helped to create the current 
favorable situation for the United States. A continuation of those methodolo-
gies is appropriate and completely expected by the other nations of the globe. 
Third, the US has pursued on the whole a reasonable program of research and 
development to ensure that any rivals’ capabilities can be destroyed if neces-
sary. This has taken the form of ASAT and ballistic missile defense projects, 
directed energy weapons development, targeting of ground infrastructure, 
and other objectives.

Weapons in space, therefore, might not be the only way, or even the best 
way, to protect American satellites. In the last few years the United States has 
aggressively pursued redundancy and hardening of potential space targets. 
Efforts to build small, inexpensive, easily replaced space assets have also of-
fered an alternative. If a satellite were to be destroyed by a foe, another re-
placement could immediately be placed in space. Ground-based ASATs, both 
kinetic energy and other types, are reasonable investments in future security, 
despite the technological stretch required. So are efforts to target from the 
ground rival space ground stations and other support systems. At the same 
time, if the US has become over-dependent on space assets for achieving its 
national security objectives then perhaps the Department of Defense should 
also take action to reduce that dependence. There are a range of possibilities 
for delivering the force enhancements possible through space-based re-
sources. For example, some communications or other capabilities could be 
offered via high-altitude balloons or UAVs. That does not resolve the vulnera-
bilities, but less dependence would obviate some of the concerns present among 
those charged with ensuring US capability to conduct military operations.

Conclusion: So What?

So what does all of this mean? That is, of course, the central question of all 
historical studies. After a more than 50-year gestation it is now apparent that 
space is central to the national security needs of the United States. That may 
well have been true in the 1950s, but it has become abundantly clear in the 
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post–Cold War era. The clarity of the Cold War era, something commented 
on repeatedly since the demise of the Soviet Union, is now gone and is not 
likely to be replaced anytime in the foreseeable future. A new multinational 
great power situation exists with the United States clearly at the top of the 
pyramid but enjoying a lessening superiority with every year. How do the 
nation’s leaders stem that tide to ensure the welfare of the US for the future? 
There is a great deal at stake in terms of the access to and control over Earth’s 
orbit. We cannot overstate the importance this situation. The next few years 
may prove decisive in terms of establishing a regime of space control that will 
have profound implications for terrestrial geopolitics.

There is reason to expect that, in the next few years, a full-blown policy 
debate will take place over the issue of future national security considerations 
for space. This is probably an overdue effort. In this debate the following items 
must be considered:

• The existence of competing interests between space-faring countries, 
emerging space countries, and non-space countries.

• The existence of potentially competing positions and strategies between 
public and private actors.

• The diffusion of new space technologies which will irrevocably change 
our common future space environment.61

On this subject John Logsdon appropriately concluded: “Space weaponiza-
tion is not just a national security policy issue but a global concern.”62 Any US 
decision in this arena will represent a challenge to all of the other nations of 
the world. As one Air Force officer involved in this issue concluded:

For the time being, this country can achieve space superiority without deploying weap-
ons in space and without the use of weapons that create permanent effects on the com-
mons of space. The United States should use space-based weapons only as a last resort 
but should not consider such use an unthinkable option. . . . Certainly, one would prefer 
to control the future through peaceful agreements that are in the mutual interests of the 
parties involved. At the same time, the United States must prepare itself to deal with a 
wide spectrum of potential conflicts in space by developing and testing a number of 
military capabilities—up to and including space-based weapons, preferably those with 
temporary/reversible effects.63

This may well be the most prudent short- and mid-term approach. It also 
may well be the consensus of those with the authority and responsibility to 
consider the space policy in the US, despite the impression given by many on 
the extremes advocating a major shift in policy.

Finally, what may historians add to this policy issue? Always, they provide 
a perspective that views what is taking place as part of a larger continuum that 
both extends back in time and broadens through contextual consideration of 
what else is taking place. It seems obvious that the United States’ use of space 
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during the Cold War rested on a doctrine of sanctuary, a disallowance of 
weapons in space, and the right of all nations to use it without interference. 
From Eisenhower to Carter this was an inviolate approach. It only found re-
consideration as the Soviet Union began to crumble after its invasion of 
Afghanistan in 1979, and with the arrival of the Reagan administration in 
January 1981 the emphasis shifted to a more aggressive stance vis à vis the 
Soviet Union. The Strategic Defense Initiative proved a tangible example of 
this change in philosophy. While it held profound implications for the sanc-
tuary doctrine of national security space, the administration either failed or 
chose, depending on whom one chooses to believe, to alter the national secu-
rity policy of the US to allow for space-borne resources for ballistic missile 
defense. Since that time the debate between sanctuary and “Star Wars” has 
resonated through the Washington policy community. Space weaponization 
has been an especially thorny part of that discourse with no end in sight. It 
will remain so for the foreseeable future and its outcome will shape the policy 
of the United States for the next generation.
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Part VI. The Military Professional and Society





Introduction to Part VI
Robert P. Wettemann Jr.

In a January 1991 article entitled “The Long Shadow of the Soldier and the 
State,” the distinguished American military historian Edward M. Coffman, 
himself a Harmon Memorial Lecture presenter in 1976, recalled an exchange 
at an earlier Air Force Academy History Symposium in which noted civil- 
military relations scholar Samuel Huntington’s name came to the forefront. At 
that event, Theodore Ropp, who gave the Harmon Memorial Lecture in 1970, 
invoked the author of the most influential work on American military profes-
sionalism and civil- military relations in the course of his comments. Ropp 
astutely observed that although no one had “mentioned him by name . . . what 
they were dealing with was the ghost of Sam Huntington.”* Even today, an 
additional 26 years after the publication of Coffman’s article, students of mil-
itary professionalism and civil- military relations cannot escape the influence 
of the author of the “first book that civilians and military officers read when 
they study the problem of how the military and a free society can best co- exist.”†

In his seminal 1957 work, Huntington offered a theory of civil- military 
relations establishing that military professionalism was built three elements: 
expertise, responsibility, and corporateness. Huntington recognized that pro-
fessional military men and women were masters of a unique base of expertise 
built centered around the ability to manage violence. As experts, those same 
military professionals had a social responsibility to wield their talents to en-
sure the security of their society, at the same time recognizing that society 
controlled both them and the employment of their unique talents. Finally, 
these military professionals shared a unique consciousness that set them apart 
from the rest of society, controlling access, and monitoring membership, of 
their own distinctive profession.‡

* Edward M. Coffman, “The Long Shadow of the Soldier and the State,” in Journal of Military History 1 
(January 1991), 81–82. Coffman presented “The Young Officer in the Old Army” as a Harmon Memorial 
Lecture in 1976; see Harry R. Borowski, ed., The Harmon Memorial Lectures in Military History 1959–1987 
(Washington, DC: Office of Air Force History, 1988), 255–68. Theodore Ropp offered the twelfth Harmon 
Memorial Lecture, entitled “The Historical Development of Contemporary Strategy,” in 1970, and though 
it was not formally presented as a lecture to the USAFA Cadet Wing, it is nonetheless included in Borowski, 
ed., Harmon Memorial Lectures, 359–76.

† “Samuel Huntington—Memorial Minute,” Harvard Gazette, 26 November 2017, https://news.harvard 
.edu/gazette/story/2017/11/samuel- huntington/.

‡Samuel P. Huntington, The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil- Military Relations 
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1957), 7–18.

https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2017/11/samuel-huntington/
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2017/11/samuel-huntington/
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The six selections contained in this section addressing the subject of mili-
tary professionalism and civil- military relations epitomize Theodore Ropp’s 
earlier observation, in that while none of them reference Samuel Huntington’s 
name explicitly, none of them can escape the pervasive influence of The Soldier 
and the State. All six essays address aspects of military professionalism, ranging 
from the ancient antecedents of Western military thought to the warrior ethos 
in the complicated transition from war to peace, thoughts on the shared values 
of military officers, the management of violence, or notions of military service 
to society are never far from the authors’ minds. The result is a series of essays 
that continue to resonate among students of both military professionalism 
and contemporary civil- military relations.

In the first essay, widely published historian Victor Davis Hanson explores 
the foundations of Western military professionalism. Drawing upon his ex-
pertise in classical antiquity, Hanson cautions against those who had adopted 
a pessimistic tone with respect to American conduct in the long war against 
terror in Afghanistan and the prospect that the United States would find itself 
in a stalemate against al- Qaeda. In fact, Hanson argues the opposite, based 
primarily upon those same values that are at the bedrock of Western military 
professionalism. Western consensual governments, he posits, with their roots 
in the city- states of Greece and Rome, have, over time, created a self- regulated 
military governed by a just and uniform set of military laws and regulations 
that hold soldiers and their leadership accountable. This legacy continues today 
and, in ensuring fair treatment of all American Soldiers, Sailors, Marines, and 
Airmen, stands as a foundational element of Huntingtonian military profes-
sionalism, one that must be upheld if the United States is going to ultimately 
prevail in the war on terror.

Former United States Military Academy superintendent Gen Dave R. 
Palmer espouses similar themes in considering twentieth- century officer values. 
In defining the corporate identity of modern officers, Palmer emphasizes 
honor and consideration of others as central to the development of character 
and effective leadership among modern officers. Recognizing that officer de-
velopment models have evolved over time, he notes that the outcome—junior 
officers of high moral fiber—has remained the same and is foundational to 
modern military professionalism as defined by Huntington.

In a related essay, military philosopher Shannon E. French explores an-
other aspect of the Huntingtonian triad, examining, from a philosophical 
perspective, the warrior’s code. Recognizing that in modern warfare, manage-
ment of violence can often move beyond a simplistic black- and- white affair, 
French opines that warriors must operate in accordance with a strict set of 
self- determined standards, not only with respect to how they treat opposing 
combatants, but other members of society, their peers, and conquered people 
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as well. Winning by any means is simply not acceptable. Victory, when 
achieved, should be determined in a manner that preserves the honor and 
dignity of all involved, both combatants and noncombatants. Warriors must 
act in such a way that they maintain a trusted place in society.

In his essay, esteemed military historian Richard H. Kohn avoids sweeping 
generalizations in the course of his in- depth review of civil- military relations 
in modern America. In his analysis of contemporary civilian control of the 
US military, he senses the potential for a breakdown of this foundational feature 
of American military professionalism. According to Kohn, the most recent 
generation of senior US military officers has replaced its traditional role of 
accepting civilian guidance and advice with a more activist stance in which 
the military attempts to shape policies and/or decisions that affect the defense 
structure. Recognizing the dangers of martial activism, particularly in the 
political realm, Kohn offers words of caution, noting that it is incumbent 
upon serving officers to surrender their own interests and actively encourage 
civil authority to assume their constitutionally sanctioned authority to make 
policy and determine military action (or inaction). In his view, the health of 
the republic depends upon it.

Andrew Bacevich approaches military professionalism from a unique per-
spective. In 1991, the West Point–educated Bacevich’s otherwise promising 
military career was almost certainly cut short by an unfortunate accident 
during his tenure as commander of the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment at 
Camp Doha, Kuwait, in 1991.* After attaining a doctorate degree from Princ-
eton, he taught at West Point and Johns Hopkins before joining the faculty of 
Boston University, where he spent the remainder of his academic career. Eschew-
ing a discussion of his own military career (though his perspective is visibly 
shaped by it), Bacevich instead draws upon the literary work of James Salter 
and his book The Hunters to stress the value of honor, integrity, and account-
ability among officers.

In the final essay (and the most recently delivered Harmon Memorial 
Lecture included in this volume), Brian McAllister Linn explores the chal-
lenges to military professionalism in the transition from war to peace. As 
armed conflict comes to a conclusion, Linn notes that professionals soon sup-
plant warriors as the cost, social disruption, and unreliability of the latter 
makes their existence in peacetime a challenge to civil society. While nations 
gravitate towards warriors in times of conflict, once the fighting is over, it is 
the professionals who have to face a host of challenges associated with the 
transition to peacetime. They must wrestle with perpetuating the development 

*See “About Andy Bacevich,” in The Atlantic, 16 August 2008, https://www.theatlantic.com/daily- dish/
archive/2008/08/about- andy- bacevich/212910/.
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of professionalism within the officer corps, stabilizing the enlisted ranks, re-
cruiting and retaining a peacetime army, and defining the peacetime mission. 
Accomplished with varying degrees of success, Linn nonetheless suggests that 
those military professionals who were most effective in navigating this transi-
tion were those who studied the past and learned the lessons of history.

This recognition of the need to study history and gain insight and wisdom 
from past events was a foundational goal of the Harmon Memorial Lectures. 
Since 1959, the lecture series has afforded the world’s top military historians 
the opportunity to emphasize, develop, and strengthen the connection between 
the study of history and the profession of arms. In fact, military historians 
have long recognized that an understanding of their discipline should be the 
central footing upon which notions of expertise, responsibility, and corpo-
rateness must be built.

Dr. Robert “Bob” Wettemann Jr. is associate professor and director of development in 
the Department of History at the United States Air Force Academy. He holds a bachelor 
of arts degree with Honors in History from Oklahoma State University and master of 
arts and doctorate degrees in History from Texas A&M University. He is the author of 
Privilege vs. Equality: Civil- Military Relations in the Jacksonian Era, 1815–1845 
(Praeger Security International, 2009) and numerous articles and book chapters on 
US, military, and public history. He has previously taught in the History Department 
at McMurry University in Abilene, Texas, contributed in the Command Historian’s 
Office of the US Army Special Operations Command, and served as director of the 
US Air Force Academy Center for Oral History.



The West at War and the 
Burdens of the Past*

Victor Davis Hanson

During the current events that have transpired since September 11, 2001, 
contemporary commentators and pundits have sometimes voiced notes of 
pessimism about the ability of the United States to reply forcefully and suc-
cessfully against our enemies the terrorists and their supporters. Before the 
events of October 7, we were warned about the ice, cold, and high altitude of 
Afghanistan; reminded of the inadequacy of the Northern Alliance and the 
brutality of the Taliban; told we did not appreciate the nuances of everything 
from jihad to Ramadan; and, finally, were admonished to turn to history and 
learn of the fate of the British and Russian armies in Afghanistan. Vietnam 
always seemed to lurk not far in the background and supposedly presaged 
that a quick victory was deemed to be nearly impossible.

Yet after our stunning military successes in Afghanistan, once more critics, 
learning little from past errors, are presently warning about a Vietnam-
ese-style military quagmire to come in Iraq as well as arguing that we are in a 
stalemate with al-Qaeda.† All that can be said of such cultural pessimism is 
that it is as predictable as it has proven to be incorrect.

In contrast, few observers have reminded the American people that their 
institutions, history, and heritage offer grounds for optimism in the war 
against the terrorists and their supporters and that our government, economic 
system, values, and larger culture result in a type of war making that has 
proven across time and space to be unusually lethal.

In our peace and affluence, we Americans of this complacent age have for-
gotten the lethal superiority of the Western way of war—the Greeks losing 
only 192 at Marathon, Alexander the Great destroying an empire of 70 mil-
lion with an army of 40,000, a murderous Cortés wrecking an imperial people 
of 2 million in less than two years, or a small band of British redcoats ending 
the power of Cetshwayo and his Zulus for good in less than a year.‡ The arse-

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #45, 2002.
† These comments were offered in the aftermath of American military successes in Afghanistan that 

brought about the collapse of the Taliban, as chronicled by Sean Naylor, Not A Good Day to Die: The Untold 
Story of Operation Anaconda (New York: Berkley Caliber Books, 2005), and Doug Stanton, Horse Soldiers: 
The Extraordinary Story of a Band of U.S. Soldiers Who Rode to Victory in Afghanistan (New York: Scribners, 
2009).

‡ In 490 BC, during the first Persian invasion of Greece, a 9,000–10,000-man Greek army, commanded 
by Miltiades, defeated Darius’s Persian army, estimated to contain 25,000 infantry and 1,000 cavalry. As a 
military commander who was never defeated in battle, Alexander conquered the Persians, creating an 
empire that stretched from Greece to Northwest India by 330 BC. Spanish conquistador Hernan Cortés 
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nal at tiny sixteenth-century Venice—based on principles of market capital-
ism and republican audit, despite a West torn by Catholicism, Orthodoxy, and 
Protestantism—launched far better and more numerous galleys than those of 
the entire Ottoman navy. We are not supposed to say such things, but they are 
true and still in play and so give us pause for reflection upon the prognosis of 
the present military crisis.

The historian Thucydides believed that democracies were the most adept 
governments at war making. He wrote that Classical Athens had not been 
defeated by Sparta but lost its war only to the combined efforts of more or less 
the entire civilized world of the Eastern Mediterranean in concert—Sparta, 
democratic Sicily, and at times imperial Persia. If we can expand the classical 
definition of democracy to include consensual governments and parliamen-
tary republics of landowning citizens, then Thucydides seems to be correct—
Republican Rome, Swiss cantons, the Renaissance Italian city-states, Victo-
rian England, and democratic America projected military power far beyond 
what their rather limited territories and populations might otherwise suggest.

And even when Western governments at times were not entirely consen-
sual, classical egalitarianism and distrust of totalitarianism were never really 
forgotten. The Holy Roman Empire, the Spain of Philip II, and eighteenth-cen-
tury European monarchies, while not models of enlightened constitutions, 
never reached the degree of authoritarianism found among the Aztecs, Otto-
mans, or Chinese dynasties. Dark Age notions of personal freedom and pa-
tronage, the Magna Carta, and Spanish legal codes were reflections of a tradi-
tion not comparable to that found in non-Western regimes of the age.

Western military prowess is often reflective either of constitutional govern-
ment or of a tradition of individuality and egalitarianism that survived even 
within the more narrow confines of monarchy and aristocracy. No historian 
claims that there is a 2,500-year heritage of uninterrupted democracy or that 
the West shared unquestioned military superiority during every decade from 
Pericles’s rule to the present age. But the evidence of reappearing prowess at 
arms is suggestive. Classical Greeks repelled invasions from the much larger 
empire of Persia well before Alexander the Great destroyed it. The Mediterra-
nean was for half-a-millennium a Roman lake. And even when Africa and 
Asia returned to eastern rule under Islam during the supposed nadir of the 
West, Europe itself remained secure from most attacks. The Crusades were a 
logistical and operational miracle—it was inconceivable that Saladin could 

forced the Aztec Empire into subjugation with 500 men, 13 horses, and a few cannon between 1518 and 
1520. Although Cetshwayo led the Zulus to an initial crushing victory over the British at Isandlwana, 
subsequent defeats at Rorke’s Drift and Kambala were precursors to his ultimate defeat and exile at 
Ulundi in 1879.
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have piloted a similarly sized armada into the Atlantic to wage jihad in Paris 
or London.

For a few weeks in Austria the Ottomans threatened Europe—but only due 
to the internecine squabbling of Protestantism, Orthodoxy, and Catholicism, 
not to mention the invaders’ parasitic borrowing of Western munitions, sea 
craft, and military organization. By the sixteenth century, the die was cast. 
The continual improvement of military technology and exploration and colo-
nization of the Americas and Orient ensured the Western hegemony that con-
tinues to the present day, characterized by the preeminence of Europe and 
America, joined in the last few decades by Japan, Russia, and India, which 
have sought to westernize their militaries in varying degrees.

Many other factors explain the military dynamism of the West, but the 
fountainhead of its success is this propensity for European states and their 
descendants to embrace personal freedom and some degree of consensual 
government. When societies are free, then citizens fight as soldiers with a 
clear sense of rights and responsibilities. So at Salamis, Athenian sailors rowed 
to the chants of “Freedom”; later gave their individual triremes names like 
“Free Speech,” “Freedom,” “Right,” and “Democracy”; and voted for their 
generals—something unknown in the Persian army where soldiers were 
whipped and commanders summarily executed.

Reconstruction of an Athenian trireme, which featured rowers on three separate levels 
of the vessel. Photo courtesy of George E. Koronaios (CC BY-SA 4.0).
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Similar expressions of egalitarianism reappeared among Roman yeomen in 
the dark days of Hannibal’s invasion and GIs at the Battle of the Bulge. Because 
such fighters believe that they have had a say in the conditions of their own 
service and that their officers are agents of their own elected representatives, 
they fight most often with the assurance that no one has shanghaied or coerced 
them into service in battles for the profit and pleasure of a small elite. Cortés is 
often dubbed an autocrat and worse. In fact, in comparison to Montezuma, he 
was a leader among equals, as the conquistadors bickered among one other, 
were subject to suits and writs, and in council hectored and advised their caudi-
llo about the proper strategy of storming Tenochtitlán. Spaniards, not Aztecs, 
proved themselves to be the more flexible, spirited, and innovative soldiers in 
the vicious fighting for Mexico City.

By the same token, consensual governments ensure a standard set of military 
laws and regulations that soldiers can trust to be uniform and applicable to 
all—whether they are statutes that regulated service in the legions or the con-
tracts that bound seventeenth-century European soldiers. Such confidence is 
not merely an abstract assurance but reminds fighters in the heat of battle that 
every man in the phalanx, legion, square, and bombing squadron is subject to 
more or less the same treatment, therefore creating armies that either stand or 
fall together. That legacy survives in the West even in the present age of profes-
sional armies and explains why American pilots or Special Forces commandos 
enjoy rights and responsibilities unknown among the draftees in the conscript 
armies of North Korea, China, Cuba, or Iraq.

In that regard, free societies have developed a markedly different idea of mil-
itary discipline than their adversaries in Asia, Africa, and the pre-Columbian 
Americas. Obedience is more likely to be defined by staying in rank, keeping in 
time, advancing and retreating on orders, spearing or shooting in unison, and 
maintaining cohesion and order along a line. What is behind this propensity for 
group order? Again, once fairness and freedom are common, then soldiers are 
more likely to define their own bravery and duty by the success of their com-
pany, not of themselves. From the Greeks onward, it was always more likely for 
a Westerner to be commended for his efforts at keeping a shield chest high, 
saving a comrade in arms, or plugging gaps in the line than for collecting cap-
tives or amassing kills. Aristotle remarked how different were warriors outside of 
the classical Greek city-state who kept tabs on the numbers of their slain victims.

In contrast, at the battle of Plataea (470 BC), Herodotus relates that rewards 
for bravery went to hoplites who stayed in rank, not to those who rushed out to 
engage the enemy in hand-to-hand combat ahead of the phalanx.* Such alle-

*The Battle of Plataea was the final land battle of the second Persian invasion of Greece. Herodotus’s 
praise helped reinforce the combat effectiveness of the hoplites—Greek infantry who fought in close-order 
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giance is freely incurred, not coerced—as was the case with Xerxes at Thermo-
pylae, who whipped his soldiers on against the Greeks. In this regard, it is no 
accident that rarely do suicide-soldiers play a large role in the Western tradition, 
inasmuch as men have confidence in their own abilities, craft strategies for their 
survival, and believe that their souls belong to themselves—not to the emperor 
or distant grandee watching from afar on a peacock throne. There seems to have 
been nothing like the Jewish sicarii, the dervishes of the Great Mahdi, the Ghost 
Dancers, the kamikazes, or the present-day suicide bombers in the West—all of 
which were soundly defeated by the discipline and superior training and weap-
onry of Roman legions, British Redcoats, and American servicemen.

Yet consensual government results in more than just disciplined and like-
minded soldiers. The culture of freedom also creates a different type of free-
thinking individual, one who looks to himself and his immediate group of 
comrades for solutions rather than the rigid orders of distant priests, strong-
men, or divinely appointed kings. At Midway, eccentric cryptographers 
cracked the Japanese naval codes before the battle even had begun; it is im-
possible to imagine that such brilliant misfits would ever have been given 
similar latitude and independence in the Japanese navy. Once the crippled 
Yorktown arrived at Pearl Harbor, a horde of pipe fitters, electricians, and car-
penters swarmed over her in dry-dock to make ad hoc repairs as each team 
saw fit. She steamed out to Midway 70 hours later—and was instrumental in 
the American victory at the carrier battle a few hours afterward. Such mirac-
ulous repairs were far different from the Japanese reaction to their own dam-
aged Shokaku and Zuikaku, which, with far less impairment, emerged from 
the same Battle of Coral Sea—only to sit at the Kure naval base for three 
months awaiting repairs. The strategic result? American individualism and a 
deeply engrained trust in private initiative ensured that there would be three, 
not two carriers, at Midway, while Japanese rigidity and hierarchy meant that 
four, not six, Japanese flattops would face the Americans.

Of course, much is made of the superiority of Western military technology—
as if such deadly weapons exist in a vacuum and are not themselves reflective 
of larger social and cultural attitudes toward secularism, free and unbridled 
speech, and the unrestricted flow of information. In truth, from the Greeks to 
the present, open societies usually have fielded armies whose weaponry was 
on par with, or more usually far superior to, the equipment of their enemies. 
Greek catapults, Roman siege engines, Byzantine Greek fire, medieval cross-
bows, Renaissance harquebuses, and English men-of-war meant that Western 
forces (well before the Industrial Revolution) could kill great numbers of their 

formations. The strength of the phalanx came from cooperation and a willingness to fight as part of a larger 
organization.
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enemies while suffering inordinately small casualties themselves. Why were 
such deadly weapons—from the hoplite panoply to the A-bomb—usually in 
the hands of Westerners?

The European scientific edge did not result from the superior brainpower 
of Western peoples. Nor was this technological dynamism due to accidents, 
germs, natural resources, or simple theft. To be sure, the Western world stole, 
borrowed, or adapted everything from gunpowder to stirrups from its adver-
saries. But the critical point is not the mere presence in the West of such bril-
liant inventions—the products of individual genius the world over—but their 
continual improvement, practical application, and the wide dissemination of 
the knowledge surrounding weapon production.

Free societies in the West possessed far fewer political or religious scruples 
about the consequences of the introduction of new weaponry—which is so 
often disruptive of custom, tradition, and religion. Gunpowder had been a 
rather impractical amusement in China, but when transferred to the West it 
quickly was transformed by all classes and peoples into deadly instruments 
for killing—the only logic of gunpowder procurement hinged on its proven 
excellence on the battlefield. Every advance in the evolution of fiery weapons—
from smokeless powder and flintlocks to rifled musketry and breech-loading 
rifles—was a Western discovery precisely because only in Europe and America 
could individuals experiment, tinker, and profit from their designs without 
fear that their revolutionary products would run afoul of religious or political 
grandees worried about the disruptive effects of such novel technology.

In this regard, capitalism—in its most fundamental sense of free markets, 
private property, profit and loss, dividend and interest going back to the 
Greeks—when married to secular and free inquiry ensured a constant arms 
race in the West.

Inventors, fabricators, and traders all sought to craft cheaper and more 
deadly weapons than their rivals—the ethical, cultural, and religious conse-
quences of such breakthroughs be damned. The Ottomans, using their vast 
resources of the empire, could produce bronze cannon, but not at a rate or 
quality of their Venetian adversaries, whose tiny city-state had a population 
only one-twentieth the size of the Sultan’s domain. After the battle of Lepanto 
in 1571, Venetian sailors collected the guns of the Ottomans’ wrecked galleys—
themselves built upon Italian designs—but found them fabricated of such 
poor quality that they were instead melted down and recast under European 
specifications.

The freedom to criticize government also brings enormous dividends 
during wartime—albeit rarely seen as such in the ongoing fire of battle. Not 
only do politicians, journalists, and talking heads of every stripe carefully 
publicize military operations—sometimes to the detriment of the war effort 
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itself—but their group wisdom sometimes results in sound advice to the gen-
erals. The closely related notion of civilian audit of the military is also a 
uniquely Western idea that is a dividend of democracy. It is hard to recall a 
single Greek general in any city-state—Athens, Thebes, or Sparta—who was 
at one time not fined, exiled, executed, or jailed. Those commanders with the 
most impressive records on the battlefield—Themistocles, Aristides, Pericles, 
Lysander, and Epaminondas—all were dragged into court to answer auditors 
(whether keen or stupid) about their military record. These checks and bal-
ances were known in advance and served to remind generals that their record 
was subject to public discussion and to prevent any from usurping power.* 
Fabius Maximus, Cortés, and General MacArthur all clashed with their supe-
riors and their governments—and all ended up angry and unhappy at the 
expiration of their abbreviated tenure.†

Nonetheless, group discipline, free-thinking soldiers, civic militarism, su-
perior weapons, and free speech have not ensured that on every occasion 
Western armies would win. Given the nature of war, it was inevitable that 
Western armies would often be caught outnumbered far from home, led by 
incompetents, and beset by disease and poor logistics. Indeed, the litany of 
Western defeats from Lade, the Teutoberger Wald, Manzikert, and Isandl-
wana to Little Big Horn, Adowa, and Pearl Harbor attests to this common 
vulnerability.‡ But freedom allowed Western commanders a greater margin of 
error, the opportunity in the long run to trump bad weather, insufficient 
numbers, geniuses like Crazy Horse or idiots like Custer—hence the frequency 

*Greek leaders who were defeated usually perished in the field at the head of their armies. Only those 
who were successful faced critical evaluation. The author explored the conduct of these and other com-
manders extensively in Victor Davis Hanson, A War Like No Other: How the Athenians and Spartans 
Fought the Peloponnesian War (New York: Random House, 2011).

† Fabius was a Roman statesman and general during the third century BC. He was named consul (highest 
elected position in the Roman Republic) five times and entrusted with the power of dictator in 221 and 217 
BC. After defeating Hannibal and the Carthaginians in the Second Punic War (271 BC), Fabius gave up the 
title of dictator and clashed repeatedly with the Assembly. Hernan Cortés clashed repeatedly with the 
Spanish Crown, establishing his own municipal government in Veracruz in what is now Mexico to legiti-
mize his campaign into central Mexico. After conquering the Aztecs, he placated King Charles I with gifts 
of rare parrot feathers, gold, and an emerald shaped like a pyramid with a base as broad as the palm of the 
hand. Douglas MacArthur clashed with President Harry S. Truman over the course of the war against 
North Korea prior to his relief of duty in 1951.

‡The Battle of Lade (494 BC) was fought between an alliance of the Ionian cities (located in the ancient 
region of central coastal Anatolia in present-day Turkey) and the Persian Empire. It ended in a Persian 
victory which ended the revolt. In 9 CE in the Teutoburg Forest, an alliance of Germanic tribes ambushed 
and defeated three Roman legions and their auxiliaries, led by Publius Quinctilius Varus, in detail. At the 
Battle of Manzikert, fought on 26 August 1071 in Turkey, forces of the Seljuk Empire defeated a Byzantine 
army commanded by Emperor Romanos IV Diogenes. The defeat undermined Byzantine authority in 
Anatolia and Armenia, leading to the gradual Turkification for the former. Isandlwana was the first major 
British defeat of the Zulu War in 1879. Adowa (sometimes Adwa), fought in March 1896, was a decisive 
defeat for Italy by the Ethiopian Empire that secured Ethiopian sovereignty.
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with which even dramatic defeats remained temporary setbacks, not perma-
nent catastrophes.

Have any of these age-old Western democratic advantages come into play 
in the present war? Nearly all of them have, and they suggest—if we remain 
true to our ideals and if our cause continues to be just and to win the support 
of a voting citizenry—that despite the gloomy prognoses of our pessimistic 
cultural elite, America will defeat utterly its foes and stamp out terrorism, 
even if such battles transpire on the other side of the globe and pose logistical 
and tactical nightmares.

Already we have seen the US Congress meet to vote emergency funding for 
a host of new forces and deployments—funds available only because an open 
and free market protects, raises, and disburses capital. From our GPS-guided 
bombs to our laptops in the field, it is clear that MIT and Cal Tech give us 
advantages undreamed of in the Islamic world, whose universities are not free 
to foster critical inquiry and insist on secular protocols of research. Our Soldiers, 
from every class and background, have been mobilized, according to statute 
and without any sense of illegality—in sharp contrast to the wretched villagers 
who were rounded up by the Taliban at gunpoint to serve as cannon fodder 
against American bombs. Doomed airline passengers first voted on their de-
cision to storm the hijackers to prevent further carnage to their countrymen. 
Individual rescue workers, aided by sophisticated and huge machines, on 
their own initiative devised ad hoc methods of saving victims and restoring 
calm to a devastated city. Pundits from the Nation to the National Review have 
not been shy about informing the public and their government that we have 
either done too little or too much, been too bellicose or too tame, too eager or 
too reluctant to bomb our enemies. And out of that cacophony our military 
has listened, distilled criticism, and thereby at times altered strategy and tac-
tics both—the entire time ensuring Americans that it is not running the war 
for its own pleasure.

So the present fighting in the Middle East must be seen in the long tradi-
tions of the Western way of war itself. Over some 2,500 years of brutal war-
ring, the real challenge for a Western power has always been another Western 
power, not Asian, Native American, or African forces—more Greeks dying in 
a single battle of the Peloponnesian War than all those who fell against the 
Persians, Alexander butchering more Greeks in a day than did Darius III in 
three years, the Boers killing more Englishmen in a week than the Zulus did 
in a year, more Americans falling at Antietam than were killed in 50 years of 
frontier fighting. We must draw confidence that in the present conflict, Amer-
ica is not fighting England, Germany, a westernized Japan—or even China or 
India, nations that so desperately and often so successfully seek to emulate 
our military organization, training, and armament.
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Western nations at war from the Greeks to the present are not weak but 
enormously lethal—far out of proportion to their relatively small populations 
and territories. So this frightful strength of the West is not an accident of ge-
ography, much less attributable to natural resources or genes. The climate of 
Egypt of the Pharaohs did not change under the Ptolemies, but the two were 
still quite different societies, as the latter achieved amazing levels of cereal 
production in land supposedly exhausted by the former. Mycenaeans spoke 
Greek and raised olives, but they were a world away from the citizens of the 
Hellenic city-state that later arose amid their ruins.

So our power is not merely an accident of superior technology, much less 
the weather or the terrain; rather it is found in our very ideas and values. The 
foundations of Western culture—freedom, civic militarism, capitalism, indi-
vidualism, constitutional government, secular rationalism, and natural in-
quiry relatively immune from political audit and religious backlash—when 
applied to the battlefield have always resulted in absolute carnage for their 
adversaries. Setbacks from Cannae to Little Big Horn led not to capitulation 
but rather to study, debate, analysis—and murderous reprisals. Too few men 
too far away, a bad day, terrible weather, silly generals like Custer, or enemy 
geniuses such as Hannibal—all in the long haul can usually be trumped by a 
system, an approach to war that is emblematic of our very culture.

Neither the genius of Mithridates nor the wasting diseases of the tropics 
nor the fanaticism of the Mahdists have stopped the heroes, idealists, megalo-
maniacs, and imperialists of past Western armies, whose occasional lapses 
have prompted not capitulation but responses far more deadly than their en-
emies’ temporary victories.* This is not a question per se of morality but of 
military capability and power. It would have been less hurtful for all involved 
had the thug Pizarro stayed put in Spain or the sanctimonious Lord Chelms-
ford kept out of Zululand.

American ground and air forces, with better weapons, better supplies, bet-
ter discipline, and more imaginative commanders—audited constantly by an 
elected congress and president, critiqued by a free press—will, if necessary, in 
fact destroy the very foundations of radical Islamic fundamentalism.

Indeed, the only check on the frightful power of Western armies—other 
than other Western armies—has rarely been enemy spears or bullets but the 
very voices of internal dissent—a Bernardino de Sahagún aghast at his peo-
ple’s cruelty in Mexico, a Bishop Colenso remonstrating the British govern-

*Mithridates VI of the Kingdom of Pontus was one of the greatest enemies of the Late Roman Republic, 
successfully waging war against Lucius Cornelius Sulla, Lucius Licinius Lucullus, and Gnaeus Pompey 
Magnus in the Mithridatic Wars (87–86 BC). Muhammad Ahmad bin Abn Allah proclaimed himself the 
“Mahdi” of Islam and waged an 18-year war against the British in the Sudan which resulted in the joint-
state rule of the Anglo-Egyptian state.
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ment about the needless destruction of Zululand, or an American Jane Fonda 
in Hanoi to end the war in Vietnam.* The Taliban and the hosts of murderers 
at bases in Pakistan, Iraq, and Syria may find solace from Western clergy and 
academics but have not and they shall not discover reprieve from the Ameri-
can military.

America is not only the inheritor of the European military tradition but in 
many ways its most frightful incarnation. Our multiracial and radically egal-
itarian society has taken the concepts of freedom and market capitalism to 
their theoretical limits. While our critics often ridicule the crassness of our 
culture and the collective amnesia of our masses, they underestimate the le-
thal military dynamism that accrues from such an energetic and restless citi-
zenry, whose past background means little in comparison to present ambi-
tion, drive, and ingenuity. Look at a sampling of the names of the dead firemen 
in New York—Weinberg, Mojica, Brown, Angelini, Schrang, Amato, Hanley, 
Gulleckson, and Guadalupe. These rescuers were united not by hue or accent 
but, like those in the legions, by a shared professionalism and desire for ac-
tion. So our creed is not class, race, breeding, or propriety but unchecked 
energy as so often expressed in our machines, brutal competitiveness, and 
unleashed audacity—frightful assets when we turn from the arts of produc-
tion to those of destruction.

With this deadly military legacy rest great burdens and responsibilities, 
inasmuch as the check on American military power will not rest with our 
adversaries’ planes or tanks—or even suicide cells—but resides in the support 
of our own citizenry. We are cautioned that to retain such allegiance we must 
war for causes that represent our values and serve the interest of humanity at 
large. That is true and has already been seen in the vast changes that are un-
derway in Afghanistan with the forced removal of the Taliban. But just as 
importantly, we also must avoid the equally dangerous sirens of cynicism, 
undue skepticism, nihilism even. Our heritage also teaches us that as we grow 
more free and affluent, we must find a way not to turn inward on ourselves 
and in our sophistication and smugness decide that our culture is not different—
and surely not better—from that of our adversaries. For if we, like Romans of 
the fifth-century AD, feel that we are either too wealthy, nuanced, or busy to 
appreciate and defend who we are, then surely we too will meet their same fate.

*Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagun (1500–1590) participated in the Roman Catholic evangeliza-
tion of New Spain and criticized his country’s treatment of the native population in Historia General de Las 
Cosas de Nueva Espana, a controversial manuscript confiscated by the Spanish crown in 1577. Bishop John 
Colenso (1853–83) was the first Church of England Bishop of Natal and actively advocated on behalf of the 
native African population of Zululand and Natal.
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Shaping Junior Officer Values in the Twentieth 
Century: A Foundation for a Comparative 

Perspective*

Dave R. Palmer

General Stein, ladies and gentlemen, what an awesome feeling to be up 
here in front of friends, colleagues, mentors such as Bill Holley, people I have 
worked with and have admired for decades, three occupants of this particular 
podium, people whose works I have read but have not met until now, and the 
magnificent group of young people wearing the uniform of cadets here at the 
Air Force Academy.† And also it gives me a chance to pause right now and tell 
you, and this particular audience especially, how proud West Pointers are of 
the Air Force Academy. West Point graduates had a role, a key role, early in 
the founding of this institution. Some in this audience are West Point gradu-
ates who wore blue—General McDermott and others had so much to do with 
creating this Academy. Being here gives me a chance to say something we 
don’t say often enough: as the Air Force Academy has come to maturity, West 
Pointers have enjoyed being a part of the process.

I’m putting these wings on now for you cadets. These are Academy soaring 
wings, your sailing wings. You may think it a bit strange that I got these when 
I was superintendent at West Point. The story is, I came to the Air Force Acad-
emy shortly after I was appointed to visit Skip Scott, the superintendent, to 
find out what “supes” did.‡ He was very gracious to open up your Academy to 
let me see everything that was going on, to brief me, and to answer all my 
questions. And he asked a cadet, who was one of your flight instructors, to 
take me up in a glider.

As we were being towed up to altitude, he was describing all the maneuvers 
that he was able and qualified to do. He ran through a long list—a very tal-
ented young man. And he said, “Sir, which one would you like to do?” And I 
said, “All of them.” He said, “All of them? Oh boy.” So we stayed up for proba-
bly an hour and did everything. I don’t even know what we did. Flying upside 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #39, 1996.
†Maj Gen Paul E. Stein, was the fourteenth superintendent of the United States Air Force Academy, 

serving from 1994 to 1997. He is a 1966 graduate of the United States Air Force Academy. Maj Gen I. B. 
“Bill” Holley, retired, enlisted in the Army Air Corps in 1942 and joined the Air Force Reserve in 1947, 
rising to the rank of major general in 1976, before retiring in 1981. He received his doctorate in history 
from Yale in 1947 and joined the Duke University faculty that same year. From 1947 until his death in 2013, 
he was a constant feature on the Duke campus, mentoring a number of US military officers sent to earn 
doctoral degrees.

‡Lt Gen Winfield W. Scott, Jr., was the tenth USAFA superintendent, serving from 1983 to 1987. He was 
a 1950 graduate of the United States Military Academy.
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down, I remember that, and all sorts of other maneuvers. When we came back 
down, they were either so impressed or so pleased that I hadn’t thrown up that 
they gave me a set of wings. I have been waiting for the right occasion to wear 
them, and I thought tonight was it.

Brig Gen Robert F. McDermott receives an inscribed cadet saber from Cadet Wing Com-
mander Jerrold Allen, 28 April 1966. US Air Force photo.

I have had the good fortune of being able to come to the Air Force Acad-
emy, this magnificent national treasure, three times to speak. Once in the ’70s, 
once in the ’80s, once now in the ’90s. I don’t know why I am asked back only 
once every decade. Maybe it takes that long for people to forget why they 
never wanted to invite that character back again. But it is good to return.

My wife, each time I have left, has given me advice. The first time she said, 
“Say something meaningful.” The second it was, “Keep it short.” And this 
time, when I left for the airport yesterday, she said, “Remember to hold your 
stomach in.” Tonight I will try to adhere to all three of her admonitions.

Actually, the first one will be very easy because the topic of this sympo-
sium is so central to our profession, to the country, to developing our mili-
tary leadership—the young people who will be the leaders of the future. It is 
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so central that it would be difficult for anyone to speak in the next two or 
three days and not have something meaningful to say. I have to admit, though, 
that my wife’s second admonition gave me a little trouble. The topic, when I 
got it months ago, asked for a “comparative perspective” on shaping junior 
officer values in the twentieth century. Well, I began to think about the 
scope—a comparative perspective, global, the world, the entire century, val-
ues from left to right. How in the world could I do that in 40 minutes?

So I called back and asked the symposium planners if I might add two 
words to the title: “Foundation for.” What I hope to do tonight is to be able to 
provide for all of us a foundation for that perspective, a foundation that will 
help us in our discussions, in our panels for the next couple of days, to come 
to grips with a comparative perspective. They did that. They changed it, and I 
felt pretty good. And then a month passed and I got seriously into preparing 
the talk, and I realized that it was still beyond my ability, so I have narrowed 
it even more. Let me tell you how.

First of all, I decided that I would confine my remarks to the preparation of 
United States officers, for a very simple reason. For a good part of this century, 
the United States, in the preparation of officers, has been dominant. Not dom-
inant in the sense that everyone has done what we have done, but since World 
War II in particular, every country in the world has patterned itself after the 
United States or has looked at what we were doing and said, “Well, that’s fine 
for you but it won’t fit for us,” or “This piece is all right but the rest isn’t.” So if 
you try to find a common denominator in officer preparation in this century, 
and especially since World War II, it has to be how the United States has done 
it. Successfully or unsuccessfully, that was sort of the model everyone started with.

Next I narrowed my topic to the federal service academies. I will not branch 
out into Officer Candidate School, direct commissions, or the Reserve Officer 
Training Corps because for most of this century, the academies were some-
what stable, while the others were not.

The other sources were up and down. They didn’t even exist at some points, 
and at certain times the outlet valves were turned and there were floods of 
officers from them. If you want continuity, you almost have to look at what 
happened in the service academies. And of course, they are federal, and that 
means that they have been the standard setters, in that whatever we as a na-
tion wanted, it came through Congress, “This is what we want in our officers,” 
and that’s how it gets cranked in. I’ll tell a story a little later about that.

And finally, I’ll confine my remarks tonight mostly to West Point. Very 
simply, I am probably more credible talking about West Point than Annapolis.

Now how does a federal service academy—West Point, the Air Force Acad-
emy, the Naval Academy—differ from ROTC or OTS in how they go about 
commissioning young men and women? What is their essence that makes 
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them different fundamentally from other sources, or is there one? One that 
you may not think much about, but I believe is very important—at the federal 
academies, and only at the federal academies, every single student has a mandate 
to serve in uniform. That uniquely flavors the environment at the academies.

In other commissioning programs, many cadets enter the active ranks. In 
some, perhaps most do. But they have a choice, to serve or not. Even at the 
all-military institutions, such as Virginia Military Institute, the majority of 
students do not go on active duty. If you want to know what values are para-
mount in the nation, what values we as a people believe our military leaders 
ought to have, look inside the military academies. Go to Air Force, go to West 
Point, go to Annapolis and you’ll see, because that’s where the services insert 
values into the system. Cadets and midshipmen are fully immersed in a four-
year program. They don’t go to military training for a brief period in a sum-
mer camp or wear a uniform one day a week. The environment is total.

And I think it’s probably true for all of the academies—it certainly is true for 
West Point—that the developmental experience exists in four areas: academic- 
intellectual development, certainly; physical development—fitness, that’s a 
big element; military training—developing habits, discipline, developing 
leadership early on; and the fourth area is character. Now, you can argue, and 
I have argued both ways, that character could be separate. It could also be a 
part of the other three. It could be so intertwined in the other three that it’s 
not really a separate area. But for our purposes tonight, let’s say there are four. 
And of those four, only character is unique.

There are educational institutions in this country that can teach calculus 
better than it can be taught at the Air Force Academy. There are educational 
institutions that can teach the English language better than the Naval Acad-
emy can. There are institutions that can teach engineering better than West 
Point. There are institutions that have outstanding physical programs. (I no-
ticed a few weeks back that Notre Dame came up short when they thought 
their football team was better than the Air Force’s, but they at least played you 
a good game.*)

There are also other ways to do military training. We heard an address 
earlier in the day about the great debate early on when this Academy was 
being founded: should we teach people to fly while they are here or not? And 
the answer was no, because the people in charge realized at that time that the 
Air Training Command† can teach people how to fly, and they do so quite 
effectively.

*In 1996, Air Force defeated a heavily favored no. 8 Notre Dame team for the first time since 1985, with 
Dallas Thompson’s overtime field goal securing a 20–17 win for the Falcons.

†ATC was the organizational predecessor to the Air Force’s current Air Education and Training 
Command, which runs most training programs, including Undergraduate Pilot Training.
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But what about character? Character. Where in America does any institu-
tion say it can handle the development of character on a par with the acade-
mies, much less better than the academies? One doesn’t exist. So the inculca-
tion of character is a distinct role of the service academies.

That’s the essence of what makes the academies especially different. All 
cadets and midshipmen go on to serve their country in uniform, all gradu-
ates. They are immersed in a total program. And character development is at 
the nexus of everything that is done. Talking about character begs a question—
what is character? How do you define character? Secondly, is it really import-
ant? I have indicated that I think it is, but is it in the sense of history? Then, if 
you can define it and if it is important, the third question is, how do you go 
about inculcating it? How do you develop it in young people? So let me try to 
work through those three questions.

Almost everyone who is anyone at some time in his or her life has taken a 
shot at defining character. But, in a newspaper column, not too long ago, Ron-
ald Clark wrote: “Character is one of those terms that sounds good, until you 
try to define it.” I happened to read that while I was trying to find a definition 
of character. That made me feel uneasy. Still, many have tried their hand at 
defining character. Abraham Lincoln: “Character is like a tree, reputation like 
its shadow. The shadow is what we think of it, but the tree is the real thing:” I 
liked his metaphor, but it didn’t help me a lot for this lecture. Secretary of War 
Newton Baker*: “The character of a military officer is trustworthiness that 
knows no evasions.” Okay, that got a little closer for me.

Well, I decided to quit looking at quotations from historical figures and go 
to a very recent study. A group of scholars, in this past year, got together at a 
conference in Austin, Texas, at the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library. With the 
upcoming presidential election on their minds, they decided to define char-
acter. I thought, “Ah-ha, why didn’t I go there first and get their report?” Un-
fortunately, they couldn’t define character. Instead, they came up with a laun-
dry list that had some interesting entries. I’ll quote a few: “Telling the truth 
always.” “Having a generosity of spirit.” “Respecting others.” “Having the 
courage of your convictions.” And I like this one: “Having a sense of humor.”

Character? Character described as a laundry list of values? Well, there’s got 
to be more to it than that. How could it be so important and yet we have such 
a small grasp of what it is? So I did what any good historian does when the 
sources don’t offer support, I made up my own definition. This is Dave Palm-
er’s definition, but it will be the working definition for tonight: Character is an 
intangible, an intangible comprised of knowledge on the one hand and action on 

*Baker was Secretary of War during World War I.
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the other. Knowing and doing. Knowing what is right and doing what is right. 
Taking the harder right instead of the easier wrong.

So as we talk about character tonight, that’s what we’ll say it is. It’s that 
combination of intellect, of knowing, and having the moral courage to do 
what you know you ought to do, even when someone is not looking.

How important is character? According to Teddy Roosevelt: “To educate a 
person in mind but not in morals is to create a menace to society.” Sir James 
Glover: “A man of character in peace is a man of courage in war.”* The Army’s 
Field Manual 22-100 is the premiere statement of doctrine on leadership. A 
new version is coming out shortly and I had a chance to review it. It says “Of-
ficers in our Army,” but certainly that would apply to officers in our entire 
military establishment “must be leaders of character.” Not just leaders—leaders 
of character. The very starting point for leadership, the manual says, is char-
acter. Everything else, every other value, emanates from the moral sphere.†

Let me now turn back to history; this is, after all, a history symposium. Let 
me look way back for a couple of vignettes that have to do with character. Go 
back to the founding of our country. Go to West Point. How many of you in 
here have been to West Point and know where the parade ground is? Well, you 
will recall that there is a huge statue there right in the center, the geographical 
and the emotional center of West Point, a statue of a man on horseback, 
greater than life size by far. It dominates West Point. It dominates the parade 
ground. That statue honors a special person.

There is another person for us to ponder. To find where he is honored, 
though, you have to go down to the old cemetery, into the old church, walk in 
about halfway and look to the wall on the right. There you will see a series of 
black granite plaques with the names of all of the generals in the American 
Revolution. The plaques are very simple, very stark. Each has a date of birth, 
a rank, a name, and a date of death. The plaques start with George Washington 
and run along the wall. Every one is exactly alike until you reach the last one.

Way back up there, nearly hidden . . . you have to look carefully to find it. 
It is the last one in the row, almost out of sight behind the choir loft. It doesn’t 
look quite like the others. There is a rank, major general. There is a date of 
birth, 1741. There is no name and no date of death. Where those two entries 
would be, the granite is scored as if they were chipped off. They are not there.

*General Sir James Malcolm Glover, KCB, DL (25 March 1929–4 June 2000), was the former Commander 
in Chief, UK Land Forces from 1985 until his retirement in 1987.

†FM 22-100 has been superseded by FM 6-22, Army Development (Washington, DC: Headquarters, 
Department of the Army, 30 June 2015), https://www.milsci.ucsb.edu/sites/secure.lsit.ucsb.edu.mili.d7/
files/sitefiles/fm6_22.pdf.
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As you might guess, the first person honored, the horseman on the parade 
ground, is George Washington. The other, honored with a plaque without a 
name, is Benedict Arnold. George Washington and Benedict Arnold.

You see, they couldn’t use Arnold’s name. When he became a traitor, Wash-
ington decreed that the name of Benedict Arnold would never again be writ-
ten, would never be honored in this country. But, the fact is, he was a general 
in the Revolution. Not only was he a general, he was a very good one. He and 
Washington, as a pair, carried the Revolution in its early years. It is awfully 
hard to see how, without either of those two men in 1775, ’76, or ’77, we could 
have continued fighting long enough to let the French have a chance to join us 
in ’78.

Those two men carried the Revolution. They were the two most outstand-
ing warriors. There were others, of course, but those two stood head and 
shoulders above all of the rest. They both had victories. They both suffered 
defeat. They both had people praising them. They both had enemies intent on 
tearing them down. They both had groups trying to remove them from office 
and replace them with someone else. They both suffered emotional highs and 
lows. Both faced adversity.

However, one, under adversity, grew stronger and stronger. The other, un-
der adversity, grew weaker and weaker. One went on to become the father of 
his country; the other a man without a country. One became the man of mon-
uments; the other has only that little half hidden plaque in the old church in 
the cemetery at West Point.

Why? What were the differences in the values they had? They were both 
intelligent. They were both courageous on the battlefield. They both had an 
innate ability to feel what was happening in a fight. Both were charismatic and 
could cause men to go charging into an enemy position. But one had charac-
ter and one didn’t.

A second vignette from history, same period, just a little later. George 
Washington, at the end of the Revolution, wanted to establish a military acad-
emy. He thought, “Never again shall we let our country be in the position of 
going to war without a professional group of leaders. We can’t again try to 
develop them during the war. We need a military academy.”

At the end of the war he tried and failed to create one. He tried every year 
of his presidency. He failed because there was a clique of American leaders 
who were afraid of the military, afraid of the Army, really. They were afraid of 
a coup, of a military dictatorship. They didn’t want professional officers. 
Washington knew we needed them, however, so he kept trying.

The last letter he wrote in his life on public business, just before he died, 
was a letter to Alexander Hamilton laying out the reasons again why we 
needed a military academy. Interestingly enough, just a little over two years 
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after his death, a law was passed establishing the military academy. The bill 
was signed into law by Thomas Jefferson—the very man who had led the ef-
fort that had thwarted Washington every step of the way for so many years.

Why? Well, whatever you may think about Jefferson, he was not dumb. 
When he took the oath that only the president in this country takes—to pre-
serve, to protect, and to defend the Constitution—he realized that Washing-
ton had been right all along. The country did indeed need a professional mili-
tary. Although he recognized the necessity, Jefferson was still terribly afraid of 
the Army. He was determined that it would be kept under control.

How to do that? The best way, he reasoned, was to set up a federal military 
academy so the federal government would control who went, what they stud-
ied, and which ones got commissioned. That way we would have the best 
possible chance of getting trustworthy officers, military leaders who would 
remain servants of the republic. So character was essential, yes. West Point 
was established, and then, of course, the Naval Academy and the Air Force 
Academy, all built on the very importance of this essential intangible we call 
character.

Well, that brings us to the third question. We now know what character is. 
And we agree that it is very important. Now comes the hard part. How do you 
develop character? How do you mold young people to make sure they become 
leaders of character, especially in changing times? Especially in changing times! 
How do you do that? Times change, society changes. Do the verities change? 
Do “duty, honor, country” mean something different now than they did 50 
years ago or that they will 50 years from now?

No, the verities don’t change. But people do, and in a democracy we get our 
potential leaders from the people, from our society, and they serve that soci-
ety. Can we expect them to be, when they come to us out of the society, very 
different from that society itself? Shouldn’t we expect that they are going to 
reflect the values pertaining at that time in the nation? Well, certainly they 
are. Another question that I think is intriguing—and this is rhetorical—in a 
democracy, dare we try to make them really different from the people they 
serve, from the society they serve?

Let me share three vignettes about three superintendents of West Point in this 
century, each of whom did something I think fundamentally important toward the 
development of character. Each, interestingly, went to the superintendency in a 
postwar period, in fact, right after the three major wars of this century.

After World War I, Douglas MacArthur institutionalized the honor system.* 
He formalized it, not only the code, but the system. There had been an honor 

*Gen Douglas MacArthur (USMA 1903) served as superintendent of the US Military Academy from 
1919 to 1922.
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code before, but it was very informal. It did not have a structure, and it was 
run by cadets who called themselves “The Vigilantes” (that gives you an idea 
of how it might have been run). MacArthur realized that the honor code and 
the honor system was so important to the development of character that they 
had to be brought above the surface and formalized.

Maxwell Taylor, right after World War II, at the insistence of Eisenhower, 
who was Army Chief of Staff, decided on and implemented a leadership de-
velopment system.* One had been there before, but never really formal. And 
from that sprang the leadership development system that we have in the 
United States Army today. It began with a directive from Eisenhower to Max-
well Taylor in 1946. Not by coincidence does that leadership system have at its 
core ethics and morality.

My successor, Howard Graves, came to the Academy in 1991, immediately 
after the end of the Cold War, the third major war we have fought this century.† 
He took a look at the youth of America and realized that young people com-
ing to West Point were coming out of a society in which the core ethics were 
very different than those existing 30 years before when he had entered as a cadet.

It’s not my job now to go into all those differences, but there definitely were 
differences. General Graves realized that cadets had to deal with the diversity 
that characterizes both West Point and our Army today—diversity of gender, 
of race, of ethnic background. When West Point cadets became officers, he 
knew, not only were they going to be in a multicultural Army, they were going 
to be working closely with people from different cultures all over the world.

And he did something brilliant. When I heard of it, I found myself saying, 
“Why didn’t I think of that?” I had five years to think of it, but I didn’t. He 
created a phrase that those of you from West Point now will recognize, a 
phrase marvelous in its simplicity, and that is: “At West Point there are two 
bedrock values.” “Two bedrock values.” The first is honor, as it always has 
been, and the second is consideration of others.

So elevating to a par with honor the value of treating others properly—saying 
that there are two bedrock values, honor and consideration of others—has 
significantly advanced the system for the development of character.

Finally, I recently called one of my faculty members in Walden.‡ Walden, 
you may know, is only for PhD students. You have to have a masters to get in 

*Gen Maxwell Taylor (USMA 1922) served as superintendent of the US Military Academy from 1945 to 
1949.

†Gen Howard D. Graves (USMA 1961) served as superintendent of the US Military Academy from 1991 
to 1996.

‡Walden University was established in 1970 as an institution offering postgraduate degrees to working 
adults. Under Palmer’s leadership as president from 1995 to 1999, the school pioneered a wide variety of 
distance-learning methods.
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the university, so this is a man who deals with doctoral students entirely. He’s 
a psychologist. He has great practical experience in human development, and 
he has intimate knowledge of the service academies. He is someone I know 
very well, and I felt sure that he would be straight with me.

So I called and asked him what he thought one ought to say about the pro-
cess of developing character. He sent back an email message with several 
points. I thought his words were quite powerful. I have condensed his mes-
sage a little, and am paraphrasing, but these are essentially his words:

It’s not any specific program that makes the difference. It is the entire fabric of val-
ues—the entire fabric of values and the action taken in support of those values. Our 
academies create an environment where integrity and high character are valued. The 
academies strive to present sustained reinforcement of the importance of character, daily 
reminders of the importance of character. Those daily actions over time cement the per-
ceptions by which cadets, and then officers, live. Character development is an everyday 
thing. Character isn’t something the soldier straps on on the day of battle. It must consis-
tently flow across all situations over his or her entire life. It cannot be gained, character 
cannot be gained, from an orientation or a course. It grows from living it over time.

Well, we have talked about the sense of values that we may want to provide 
to people in their development as they become officers in the armed services. 
We have talked about character and what it is, how important it is, and some 
thoughts about how one develops it.

I end by saying that the challenges to all of those charged with developing 
the next generation of leaders are similar to the challenges in every era, this 
one and all the past eras of this century. But they are also quite different.

As I personally look across the 30 years between my own days as a cadet at 
West Point and my time there as superintendent, I know for a fact that the 
developmental models were different. The model used on me in the 1950s and 
the one in place in the 1980s—those were very different models of character 
development. And they had to be different.

I would also have to say that the challenges today—in the age of Oprah and 
with the long shadow of moral bankruptcy so evident across land—the chal-
lenges in developing young people just seem to me to be more daunting now 
than ever before in this century. I sincerely would wish all of those charged 
with commissioning the next generation of military leaders all the best of luck 
in the world. They are going to need it.

Lt Gen Dave R. Palmer retired from the United States Army in 1991 after 35 years of 
service. General Palmer graduated from the United States Military Academy in 1956 
and later received a master of arts degree in History (1966) and an honorary doctor-
ate (1989) from Duke University. After serving two tours in Vietnam and holding 
numerous command positions from the battalion level to command of the First 
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Armored Division, General Palmer became superintendent of the United States 
Military Academy in 1986. After retiring from the Army, he served as president of 
Walden University from 1995 to 1999, and then as chief executive officer of Walden 
e-Learning, Incorporated. His scholarly publications include The River and the Rock 
(1969), The Way of the Fox (1975), Summons of the Trumpet (1978), and 1794 (1994). 
West Point honored him with its Distinguished Graduate Award in 2005.





The Code of the Warrior*

Shannon E. French

You have all heard the recent news story about a Marine who may have 
shot an unarmed, wounded Iraqi insurgent.† The question being asked is, was 
this war or murder? The distinction between a warrior and a murderer is not 
trivial one. For those whose calling is the profession of arms—for you—
understanding this distinction is essential.

Murder is an act that is cross-culturally condemned. Whatever their other 
points of discord, the major religions of the world agree in the determination 
that murder (variously defined) is wrong. Unfortunately, the fact that we abhor 
murder produces a disturbing tension for those who are asked to fight wars. 
When you are trained for war, you are given a mandate by your society to take 
lives. But you must learn to take only certain lives in certain ways, at certain 
times, and for certain reasons. Otherwise, you may become indistinguishable 
from a murderer and suddenly find yourself condemned by the very society 
you have sacrificed so much to serve.

Warrior cultures throughout history and from diverse regions around the 
globe have constructed codes of behavior, based on that culture’s image of the 
ideal warrior. These codes have not always been written down or literally cod-
ified into a set of explicit rules. A code can be hidden in the lines of epic po-
ems or implied by the descriptions of mythic heroes. One way or another, it is 
carefully conveyed to each succeeding generation of warriors. These codes 
tend to be quite demanding. They are often closely linked to a culture’s reli-
gious beliefs and can be connected to elaborate (and frequently death-defying 
or excruciatingly painful) rituals and rites of passage, such as the Sun Dance 
ritual performed by Native Americans of the Plains tribes or the Corridor of 
Death that separated disciples from masters among the Chinese warrior 
monks of Shaolin.‡

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #47, 2004.
†In November 2004, a freelance journalist released film footage of a US Marine shooting a wounded and 

unarmed Iraqi insurgent in a mosque in Fallujah, Iraq. The US military removed the Marine from the 
battlefield, and the Naval Criminal Investigative Service investigated. They determined that the Marine 
acted in self-defense and that his actions were consistent with the established rules of engagement, the law 
of armed conflict, and the Marine’s right to self-defense. He was not court martialed. See “Military 
Investigates Shooting of Wounded Insurgent,” 16 November 2004, http://www.cnn.com/2004/WORLD/
meast/11/15/marine.probe/; and Jamie McIntyre, “Marine Cleared in Videotaped Shooting,” CNN, 5 May 
2005, http://www.cnn.com/2005/US/05/05/falluja.marine/index.html.

‡The Sun Dance was the most important ceremony practiced by the Plains Indians, particularly the 
Lakota (Sioux). The multi-day ceremony featured singing and dancing, with a goal of personal purification, 
spiritual growth, and renewal. In the ceremony, a large pole was erected in the middle of the ceremonial 
space. After ritual purification, tribal holy men tethered the dancers seeking renewal and purification (usu-
ally men) to the central pole with leather thongs, one end tied to the pole, and the other end tied to pieces 

http://www.cnn.com/2004/WORLD/meast/11/15/marine.probe/
http://www.cnn.com/2004/WORLD/meast/11/15/marine.probe/
http://www.cnn.com/2005/US/05/05/falluja.marine/index.html
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In many cases this code of honor seems to hold the warrior to a higher 
ethical standard than that required for an ordinary citizen within the general 
population of the society the warrior serves. But the code is not imposed from 
the outside. The warriors themselves police strict adherence to these stan-
dards, with violators being shamed, ostracized, or even killed by their peers. 
In the Roman legions, a man who fell asleep while he was supposed to be on 
watch, allowing an enemy to penetrate the camp, could expect to be stoned to 
death by the members of his own cohort.

The code of the warrior not only defines how warriors should interact with 
their own warrior comrades but also how they should treat other members of 
their society, their enemies, and the people they conquer. The code restrains 
the warrior. It sets boundaries on acceptable behavior. It distinguishes honor-
able acts from shameful acts. Achilles must seek vengeance for the death of 
his friend Patroclus, yet when his rage drives him to mistreat the corpse of his 
archnemesis, he angers the gods. Under the codes of chivalry, a medieval 
knight has to offer mercy to any knight who yields to him in battle. In feudal 
Japan, samurai are not permitted to approach their opponents using stealth, 
but rather are required to declare themselves openly before engaging in com-
bat. Muslim warriors prosecuting an offensive jihad cannot employ certain 
weapons, such as fire, unless and until their enemies use them first.

But why do warriors need a code that ties their hands and limits their op-
tions? Why should a warrior culture want to restrict the actions of its mem-
bers and require them to commit to lofty ideals? Might not such restraints 
cripple their effectiveness as warriors? What’s wrong with, “All’s fair in love 
and war?” Isn’t winning all that matters? Why should any warrior be bur-
dened with concerns about honor and shame?

In fact, there are many reasons to maintain warriors’ codes. The most obvi-
ous is to protect innocent lives. There has never been a war in which inno-
cents did not die, even with warrior codes in place. When there are no codes 
at all, innocents—those least able to defend themselves—become easy targets 
for atrocity. War is hellish enough without at least some attempt to limit its 
scope. When the concepts of guilt and innocence become too complicated to 
apply, we rely instead on the distinction between combatants and noncombatants.

of bone that pierced the dancers’ backs. Once tethered, dancers shuffled around the central pole, attempt-
ing to tear the bone pieces from their bodies. In other versions of the dance, individuals would tether 
buffalo skulls to their bodies by the same bone and thong method, and drag them behind them, attempting 
to catch them on an obstacle and free them from their burden; see Thomas E. Mails, Sundancing at Rosebud 
and Pine Ridge (Lake Mills, IA: Graphic Publishing Co., 1978). In the Corridor of Death, or “hall of the 
wooden men,” Shaolin monks were forced to make their way down a passage containing a variety of deadly 
traps. If they possessed adequate reflexes, they could pass safely. At the end of the corridor was a large iron 
pot containing burning coals that had to be removed before they could pass. In the process, they were 
branded with a tiger on one arm and a dragon on the other; see Shannon E. French, Code of the Warrior: 
Exploring Warrior Values Past and Present (New York: Rowman and Littlefield, 2016), 196. 
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Not all rules of war, however, relate to the protection of those not directly 
involved in the conflict. Some limit how warriors can treat other warriors, 
such as rules about what weapons or tactics of war may be used as well as 
those pertaining to the handling of surrenders, POWs, and enemy wounded 
and dead. Many arguments in favor of such rules are based on the notion of 
reciprocity with the enemy. We hope that if we treat our enemy’s troops well, 
our own troops will receive equally good treatment. Or perhaps more often 
than not, we fear that if we fail to treat our enemy’s troops well, our troops will 
surely become the objects of retaliation. Yet this tit-for-tat rationale is disturb-
ingly conditional. If reciprocity is our only motive for urging our warriors to 
show restraint, it will quickly dissolve whenever we fight enemies who do not 
share our ideas of what is honorable in war. The disciplined Romans were 
caught off-guard by the ferocious shock troops of the Celtic and Germanic 
tribesmen and responded with unspeakable brutality. The British were horri-
fied when they first faced the hit-and-hide tactics of the colonial American 
militia, and some responded by punishing civilians with torture and death. 
When white settlers moved west, they confronted native tribes who consid-
ered stealth an honorable warrior skill and did not always recognize the com-
batant/noncombatant distinction, while white settlers did not shrink from 
using biological weapons or attempting genocide against the native peoples. 
The Japanese claimed to be appalled by Chinese-derived ninja tactics of espi-
onage and assassination yet exercised no restraint in terrorizing their Asian 
neighbors. The past offers clear warning of the danger when fighting an en-
emy with different values of violating one’s own values.

When both sides in a conflict abandon all restraint, another casualty is the 
hope for peace. When atrocities escalate and conflicts devolve into personal 
hatreds, cycles of violence can span generations. If each side’s violations are 
answered by reprisals, bringing both sides to the table to discuss terms to end 
the conflict becomes more and more difficult.

Even warring parties who do not care about the prospect of peace may yet 
be concerned enough about international opinion to exercise some restraint 
in their conduct of war. This potentially restraining principle is once again 
conditional. Not all belligerents will care about international opinion, and 
some will think that they can hide their actions from scrutiny. And even those 
nations that do concern themselves with their international images may not 
effectively translate that concern into appropriate leadership and discipline of 
the soldiers who represent them.

Within democratic nations, domestic opinion can also be a factor in en-
couraging warriors to exercise restraint. If public support of a conflict is re-
quired in order to sustain funding for it and if that public support depends on 
the perception that the war is being conducted in an honorable manner, then 
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domestic opinion may encourage strict observation of conduct of war rules. 
On the other hand, concern about domestic opinion may do no more than 
inspire cover-ups of any actions by members of the military that might be 
condemned by the general public.

All of the reasons for restraint I have mentioned thus far are in a sense ex-
ternal to our warriors themselves. The most compelling reason for warriors to 
accept restraint may be the internal moral damage they risk if they fail to do 
so and the serious psychological damage they may suffer. The nature of the 
warrior’s calling places him or her in peculiar moral peril. The power to kill 
with impunity and possibly even to dominate entire foreign cultures could 
certainly corrupt character and promote hubris. Warriors need the restraint 
of a warrior’s code to keep them from losing their humanity and their ability 
to enjoy a life worth living outside the realm of combat.

In the introduction to his valuable analysis of Vietnam veterans suffering 
from post-traumatic stress disorder, Achilles in Vietnam: Combat Trauma and 
the Undoing of Character, psychiatrist Jonathan Shay stresses the importance 
of “understanding . . . the specific nature of catastrophic war experiences that 
not only cause lifelong disabling psychiatric symptoms but can ruin good 
character.”1 Shay has conducted countless personal interviews and therapy 
sessions with American combat veterans. His work has led him to the conclu-
sion that the most severe cases of post-traumatic stress are the result of war-
time experiences that are not simply violent, but which involve what Shay 
terms the “betrayal of ‘what’s right.’ ”2

Veterans who believe that they were directly or indirectly party to immoral 
or dishonorable behavior (perpetrated by themselves, their comrades, or their 
commanders) have the hardest time reclaiming their lives after the war is 
over. Such men may be tortured by persistent nightmares; may have trouble 
discerning a safe environment from a threatening one; may not be able to 
trust their friends, neighbors, family members, or government; and many 
have problems with alcohol, drugs, child or spousal abuse, depression, and 
suicidal tendencies. As Shay sorrowfully concludes, “The painful paradox is 
that fighting for one’s country can render one unfit to be its citizen.”3

Warriors need a way to distinguish what they must do out of a sense of 
duty from what a serial killer does for the sheer sadistic pleasure of it. Their 
actions, like those of the serial killer, set them apart from the rest of society. 
Warriors, however, are not sociopaths. They respect the values of the society 
in which they were raised and which they are prepared to die to protect. It is 
therefore imperative for them to conduct themselves in such a way that they 
will be honored and esteemed by their communities, not reviled and rejected 
by them. They want to be seen as proud defenders and representatives of what 
is best about their culture: as heroes, not “baby killers.”
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In a sense, the nature of the warrior’s profession puts him or her at a higher 
risk for moral corruption than most other occupations because it involves 
exerting power in matters of life and death. Warriors exercise the power to 
take or save lives, order others to take or save lives, and lead or send others to 
their deaths. If they take this awesome responsibility too lightly—if they lose 
sight of the moral significance of their actions—they risk losing their human-
ity and their ability to flourish in human society.

In his powerful work, On Killing: The Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill 
in War and Society, Lt Col Dave Grossman illuminates the process by which 
those in war and those training for war attempt to achieve emotional distance 
from their enemies. The practice of dehumanizing the enemy through the use 
of abusive or euphemistic language is a common and effective tool for in-
creasing aggression and breaking down inhibitions against killing. Yet this 
process can be taken too far. If there is excessive dehumanization of the enemy—if 
warriors genuinely come to believe, deep down, that their enemies are some-
how less than human—the result is often lingering psychological trauma.*

Like Shay, Grossman has interviewed many US veterans of the Vietnam 
War. Grossman found that some of the men he interviewed had never truly 
achieved emotional distance from their former foes. Interestingly, these men 
seemed to be better off for having held on to their respect for the humanity of 
their enemies. They expressed admiration for Vietnamese culture. Some had 
even married Vietnamese women. Most significantly, they appeared to be 
leading happy and productive postwar lives. In contrast, those who persisted 
in viewing the Vietnamese as “less than animals” were unable to leave the war 
behind them.

Dr. Shay describes an intimate connection between the psychological 
health of the veteran and the respect he feels for those he fought. Shay stresses 
how important it is to the warrior to have the conviction that he participated 
in an honorable endeavor. Dr. Shay writes: “Restoring honor to the enemy is 
an essential step in recovery from combat PTSD. While other things are obvi-
ously needed as well, the veteran’s self-respect never fully recovers so long as 
he is unable to see the enemy as worthy. In the words of one of our patients, a 
war against subhuman vermin ‘has no honor.’  ”4 He notes that this true either 
in victory or defeat.

Shay finds echoes of these ideas in the words of World War II veteran J. Glenn 
Gray from Gray’s modern classic on the experience of war, The Warriors: Reflec-
tions on Men in Battle. Gray brings home the agony of the warrior who has 

*Dave Grossman, On Killing: The Psychological Cost of Learning to Kill in War and Society (Boston: Back 
Bay Books, 2009).
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become incapable of honoring his enemies and thus is unable to find redemp-
tion himself. Gray writes:

The ugliness of a war against an enemy conceived to be subhuman can hardly be exag-
gerated. There is an unredeemed quality to battle experienced under these conditions, 
which blunts all senses and perceptions. Traditional appeals of war are corroded by the 
demands of a war of extermination, where conventional rules no longer apply. For all its 
inhumanity, war is a profoundly human institution . . . . This image of the enemy as beast 
lessens even the satisfaction in destruction, for there is no proper regard for the worth 
of the object destroyed. . . . The joys of comradeship, keenness of perception, and sensual 
delights [are] lessened. . .  . No aesthetic reconciliation with one’s fate as a warrior [is] 
likely because no moral [reconciliation is] possible.5

By setting standards of behavior for themselves, accepting certain re-
straints, and even “honoring their enemies,” warriors can create a lifeline that 
will allow them to pull themselves out of the hell of war and reintegrate them-
selves into their society, should they survive to see peace restored. A warrior’s 
code may cover everything from the treatment of prisoners of war to oath 
keeping to table etiquette, but its primary purpose is to grant nobility to the 
warriors’ profession. This allows warriors to retain both their self-respect and 
the respect of those they guard.

Nor is it just “boots on the ground” frontline and special forces troops who 
need the protection of a warrior’s code. Every warrior sent into combat risks 
moral damage. Men and women who fight from a distance—who drop bombs 
or shoot missiles from planes or ships or submarines—are also in danger of 
losing their humanity. What threatens them is the very ease by which they can 
take lives. As technology separates individuals from the results of their ac-
tions, it cheats them of the chance to absorb and reckon with the enormity of 
what they have done. Killing fellow human beings, even for the noblest cause, 
should never feel like nothing more than a game played using the latest ad-
vances in virtual reality.

In his book Virtual War: Kosovo and Beyond, international journalist and 
scholar Michael Ignatieff airs his concerns about the morality of asymmetric 
conflicts in which one side is able to inflict large numbers of casualties from 
afar without putting its own forces at much risk (for example, by relying pri-
marily on long-range precision weapons and high-altitude air assaults). In 
such a mismatched fight, it may be easy for those fighting on the superior side 
to fail to appreciate the true costs of the war, since they are not forced to wit-
ness the death and destruction firsthand. Distance warriors may not feel the 
moral weight of what they do. Ignatieff warns modern warriors against the 
“moral danger” they face if they allow themselves to become too detached 
from the reality of war. He writes: “Virtual reality is seductive. . . . We see war 
as a surgical scalpel and not a bloodstained sword. In so doing we mis-describe 
ourselves as we mis-describe the instruments of death. We need to stay away 
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from such fables of self-righteous invulnerability. Only then can we get our 
hands dirty. Only then can we do what is right.”6

B-52 Stratofortress dropping bombs in the 1960s. US Air Force photo.

Warriors who dehumanize their enemies by equating them with blips on a 
computer screen may find the sense that they are part of an honorable under-
taking far too fragile to sustain. Just as societies have an obligation to treat 
their warriors as ends in themselves, it is important for warriors to show a 
similar kind of respect for the inherent worth and dignity of their opponents. 
Even long-distance warriors can achieve this by acknowledging that some of 
the “targets” they destroy are in fact human beings, not just empty statistics. 
The further war evolves away from armies of declared and uniformed com-
batants lining up across an open field, the more need for strict codes of dis-
crimination and proportionality.

The morality of benefiting from technological advances that make it possible 
to kill at a greater distance has made proponents of ethical warfare nervous for 
centuries. Pope Urban II in 1097 outlawed the use of one of the earliest instru-
ments of death-at-a-distance, the crossbow. In 1139 Pope Innocent II went 
even further, threatening anyone who used the crossbow with excommunica-
tion and condemning the weapon as “hateful to God and unfit to be used 
among Christians.”

It is precisely this suspicion of technology-enhanced distance warfare—the 
idea that it is somehow less honorable or brave than the up-close-and-personal 
combat of the traditional battlefield—that may have led some modern war-
riors to go to even greater lengths to identify themselves with a demanding 
warrior’s code. From the first use of aerial combat, fighter pilots have 
self-consciously compared themselves not to foot soldiers with crossbows but 
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to knights on horseback. They have adopted the ideals, and even the language, 
of chivalry.

One of these knights of the air was Sir Hugh C. T. Dowding, a fighter pilot 
for the Royal Air Force in World War I and strategist for the Battle of Britain 
in World War II. Dowding was passionately committed to maintaining the 
nobility of his vocation. An incident from the First World War illustrates this 
plainly. Dowding’s squadron brought down a German aircraft. He was then 
appalled to see the pilot and crewman shot while climbing out of their wrecked 
plane by ground troops. In an attempt to redeem what he saw as soiled British 
honor, Dowding gathered up the personal effects of the two dead Germans 
and dropped them behind enemy lines along with a note saying exactly where 
their bodies were buried.7

There was no law or international convention that required Major Dowd-
ing to go to such lengths. It was his own warrior’s code that prompted him to 
act. He clearly believed that there must be things that honorable warriors sim-
ply do not do, regardless of the provocation.

Similar sentiments were behind a story I heard from an older gentleman 
who approached me after I spoke about the warrior’s code to a Kiwanis Club 
meeting in Reisterstown, Maryland. This man, whom I will call “Dan,” told 
me that he had been a fighter pilot in World War II in the Pacific Theater. Near 
the end of the war, he was commanding a squadron over Tokyo. They flew a 
mission near a crowded train station, where hundreds of people were desper-
ately pushing to climb aboard trains that could take them away from the be-
sieged city. Acting against direct orders, one member of the squadron broke 
formation, flew down, and strafed some of the helpless Japanese civilians.

When they returned from this mission, no one in the squadron would 
speak to the pilot who had murdered the noncombatants. Tears filled Dan’s 
eyes as he told me the conclusion of this 60-year-old story: “We were all so 
ashamed of what he had done. He had shamed the entire squadron. He was 
killed in an engagement two days later. And, God help us, we were glad.”

Warriors who retain the capacity to feel shame have not yet lost their hold 
on their humanity. In Homer’s Iliad, we know that the great Achilles has 
crossed the line and surrendered his humanity to war when he abuses the 
body of his noble opponent, Prince Hector of Troy. The god Apollo describes 
Achilles, the former warrior, turned killer:

His twisted mind is set on what he wants, As savage as a lion bristling with pride, Attack-
ing men’s flocks to make himself a feast. Achilles has lost all pity and has no shame left. 
Shame sometimes hurts men, but it helps them, too.  .  .  . But this man? After he kills 
Hector, he ties him behind his chariot and drags him around his dear friend’s tomb. 
Does this make him a better or nobler man? He should fear our wrath, good as he may 
be, For he defiles the dumb earth in his rage.8
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When Achilles desecrates the body of Hector by dragging it behind his 
chariot, it is clear that Achilles has been damaged by war. Something has died 
inside him. He can no longer honor his enemy, so he no longer has honor 
himself. As Apollo says, he has lost all sense of shame. The truth of Apollo’s 
accusation highlights the wisdom of one of the edicts found in the Bushido 
code of the Japanese samurai: “A sense of shame will uphold justice.”9 Legend 
has it that when a Spartan mother sent her son off to war she would say to 
him, “Come back with your shield or on it.” If a warrior came back without his 
shield, it meant that he had laid it down in order to break ranks and run from 
battle. He was supposed to use his shield to protect the man next to him in 
formation, so to abandon his shield was not only to be a coward but also to 
break faith with his comrades. To come back on his shield was to be carried 
back mortally wounded or dead. Thus the adage meant that the young war-
rior should fight bravely, maintain his martial discipline, and return with his 
honor intact: “Death before dishonor.”

The warriors’ mothers who spoke this line were not heartless monsters—
far from it. It was spoken from great love. They wanted their children to re-
turn with their sense of self-respect still with them, feeling justifiably proud of 
how they had performed under pressure, not tortured and destroyed by guilt 
and shame. To come back with their shields was to come back still feeling like 
warriors, not like cowards or murderers.

Today, as throughout history, the warriors’ code is the shield that guards 
their humanity. Modern warriors must balance the physical risks of combat 
against the moral risks. And they may face enemies who will try to use their 
values and their commitment to a code against them. Is it worse to come 
home on your shield or to come home without it? It is a question you must 
answer for yourself. But I will leave you with the words of Seneca, a Roman 
Stoic: “[I will never let concern for my] flesh drive me to fear, never to a role 
that is unworthy of a good man. . . . I will not allow any wound to penetrate 
through the body to the real me. My body is that part of me that can be in-
jured; but within this fragile dwelling-place lives a soul that is free.”10
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The Erosion of Civilian Control of the Military 
 in the United States Today*

Richard H. Kohn

Officers and cadets of the Air Force Academy, ladies and gentlemen: I feel 
honored to present the Harmon Memorial Lecture this year. Twenty-five 
years ago I first visited the Academy to present a paper at your history depart-
ment’s Tenth Military History Symposium, and of course have returned fre-
quently since, with many rich and happy memories. It is particularly mean-
ingful to me to give this lecture during Lt Gen Tad Oelstrom’s tenure as 
superintendent. His exceptional ability and imperturbable temperament first 
struck me at the Army War College in the fall of 1980 when he corrected me 
in my own classroom. I had made some remark about “driving” an F-4 out 
over the Florida Straits during the Cuban Missile Crisis, holding up my hands 
to simulate piloting as if it were the same as driving a car. After questioning 
my interpretation of the event, he noted in his laconic but authoritative voice, 
“and oh, by the way, you ‘drive’ an F-4 this way (gesturing with his fist, as 
though holding the ‘stick’ of a fighter plane)”! Two years later I observed his 
skill as a leader when I visited his squadron and flew in the backseat of his 
Phantom. Many times after that I have had the pleasure of enjoying his com-
pany and observing his extraordinary professional ability in all sorts of situa-
tions, official and informal. It is unwise to embarrass one’s host. But my duty 
as a scholar to the truth prompts me to share this judgment: in over 35 years 
as a military historian, nearly 20 in close association with the Air Force, I have 
not known a military officer or a commander I respect or trust more than Tad 
Oelstrom. Our republic is truly blessed to have men of his judgment and 
character leading our youth and safeguarding our security.

On a more somber note, it is “duty to the truth” that leads to my subject this 
evening, a troubling subject, an unpleasing one, one that will make us uncom-
fortable—me by talking about it and you in listening to it, particularly on such 
a gala occasion. The subject is significant, however, because it is crucial to our 
national security and to our survival as a republic.

The subject involves the civil-military relationship at the pinnacle of our 
government, and thus the very nature of our political system. My fear, baldly 
stated, is that civilian control of the military has weakened in the United States 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #42, 1999. Occasionally, throughout certain periods of the history of this 
lecture series, authors took the liberty of revising their spoken words by submitting a finalized version of 
the presentation at a later date. In this case, Professor Kohn submitted a significantly revised and expanded 
paper around 2003, which explains the references to events after 1999 and the use of sources that were 
published after that year.
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in the last generation and is threatened today. I ask you to listen to my think-
ing with an open mind so that we can consider the problem together. It needs 
our attention. Merely bringing this issue to a military audience may introduce 
a remedy; a frank, open discussion could, by raising the awareness of the 
American public and alerting the armed forces, set in motion a healing of this 
tear in our civic and political fabric. My thinking is not the product of some 
nightmare about a possible coup d’etat but rather a concern that the military 
has grown in influence to the point of being able to impose its own viewpoint 
or perspective on many policies and decisions. What I have detected is no 
conspiracy, but repeated efforts on the part of the armed forces to evade or 
frustrate civilian authority when it promises to produce outcomes the mili-
tary opposes or dislikes. While I do not foresee any crisis, I am convinced that 
civilian control has diminished to the point where it could alter the character 
of American government and undermine national defense. My views result 
from nearly four decades of reading and reflection about civilian control in 
this country, half of which includes personal observation from inside the Pen-
tagon during the 1980s and, since then, watching the Clinton and two Bush 
administrations struggle to balance national security with domestic political 
realities.

Understanding the problem begins with a review of the state of civil-mili-
tary relations during the last nine years, a state of affairs that in my judgment 
has been extraordinarily poor, in many respects as low as in any period of 
American peacetime history. No president was ever as reviled by the profes-
sional military—treated with such disrespect or viewed with such contempt—
as Bill Clinton. Conversely, no administration ever treated the military with 
more fear and deference on the one hand, and indifference and neglect on the 
other, as the Clinton administration.

The relationship began on a sour note during the 1992 campaign. As a 
youth, Clinton had avoided the draft, written a letter expressing “loathing” for 
the military, and demonstrated against the Vietnam War while in Britain on a 
Rhodes scholarship. Relations turned venomous with the awful controversy 
over gays in the military, when the administration—in ignorance and arro-
gance—announced its intention to abolish the ban on open homosexual ser-
vice immediately, without study or consultation. The Joint Chiefs of Staff re-
sponded by resisting, floating rumors of their own and dozens of other 
resignations, encouraging their retired brethren to arouse congressional and 
public opposition, and then more or less openly negotiating a compromise 
with their commander in chief.1

The president was publicly insulted by service people (including a two-star 
general) in person, in print, and in speeches. So ugly was the behavior that 
commanders had to remind their subordinates of their constitutional and le-
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gal obligations not to speak derogatorily of the civilian leadership; the Air 
Force Chief of Staff felt obliged to remind his senior commanders “about core 
values, including the principle of a chain of command that runs from the 
president right down to our newest airman.”2 Nothing like this had ever oc-
curred in American history. This was the most open manifestation of defiance 
and resistance by the American military since the publication of the New-
burgh Addresses over two centuries earlier, at the close of the American war 
for independence. Then the officers of the Army openly contemplated revolt 
or resignation en masse over the failure of Congress to pay them or to fund 
the pensions they had been promised during a long and debilitating war. All 
of this led me, as a student of American civil-military relations, to ask why so 
loyal, subordinate, and successful a military, as professional as any in the 
world, suddenly violated one of its most sacred traditions.

While open conflict soon dropped from public sight, bitterness hardened 
into a visceral hatred that became part of the culture of many parts of the 
military establishment, kept alive by a continuous stream of incidents and 
controversies.3 These included, to cite but a few: the undermining and driving 
from office of Secretary of Defense Les Aspin in 1993, followed by the humil-
iating withdrawal of his nominated replacement; controversies over the re-
tirements of at least six four-star flag officers, including the early retirement of 
an Air Force chief of staff (an unprecedented occurrence); and the tragic sui-
cide of a Chief of Naval Operations (also unprecedented). There were cease-
less arguments over gender, the most continuous source of conflict between 
the Clinton administration and its national security critics.4

The specific episodes ranged from the botched investigations of the 1991 
Tailhook scandal to the 1997 uproar over Air Force 1st Lt Kelly Flinn, the first 
female B-52 line pilot, who (despite admitting to adultery, lying to an investi-
gating officer, and disobeying orders) was allowed to leave the service without 
court-martial. Other related incidents included the outrages at Aberdeen 
Proving Ground, where Army sergeants had sex with recruits under their 
command, and the 1999 retirement of the highest-ranking female Army gen-
eral in history amid accusations that she had been sexually harassed by a fel-
low general officer some years previously. In addition, there were bitter argu-
ments over readiness; over budgets; over whether and how to intervene with 
American forces abroad, from Somalia to Haiti to Bosnia to Kosovo; and over 
national strategy generally.5

So poisonous became the relationship that two Marine officers in 1998 had 
to be reprimanded for violating Article 88 of the Uniform Code of Military 
Justice, the provision about contemptuous words against the highest civilian 
officials. The assistant commandant of the Marine Corps felt constrained to 
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warn all Marine generals about officers publicly criticizing or disparaging the 
commander in chief.6

The next year, at a military ball at the Plaza Hotel in New York City, a local 
television news anchor, playing on the evening’s theme, “A Return to Integ-
rity,” remarked that he “didn’t recognize any dearth of integrity here” until he 
“realized that President Clinton was in town”—and the crowd, “which in-
cluded twenty generals” and was made up largely of officers, went wild.7

During the election of 2000, the chief legal officers of two of the largest 
commands in the Army and Air Force issued warnings lest resentment over 
Gore campaign challenges to absentee ballots in Florida boil over into open 
contempt.8

These illustrations emphasize the negatives. In contrast, by all accounts 
people in uniform respected and worked well with Secretary of Defense Wil-
liam Perry. Certainly Generals John Shalikashvili and Hugh Shelton, succes-
sive chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff after 1993, appeared to have been 
liked and respected by civilians in the Clinton administration. But these men, 
and other senior officers and officials who bridged the two cultures at the top 
levels of the William J. Clinton (White House) government, seemed to under-
stand that theirs was a delicate role—to mediate between two hostile relatives 
who feared and distrusted each other but realized that they had to work to-
gether if both were to survive. Now, to discount the Clinton difficulties as at-
mospherics and thus essentially insignificant would be mistaken, for the tox-
icity of the civil-military relationship damaged national security in at least 
three ways: first, by paralyzing national security policy; second, by obstruct-
ing and in some cases sabotaging American ability to intervene in foreign 
crises or to exercise leadership internationally; and third, by undermining the 
confidence of the armed forces in their own uniformed leadership.

In response to that first, searing controversy over open homosexual ser-
vice, the administration concluded that this president—with his Democratic 
affiliation, liberal leanings, history of draft evasion and opposition to the Viet-
nam War, and admitted marital infidelity and experimentation with mari-
juana—would never be acceptable to the military.9

One knowledgeable insider characterized the White House of those years 
as reflecting the demography of the post-Vietnam Democratic Party—people 
who had never served in uniform and who had a “tin ear” for things military. 
Knowing little or nothing about military affairs or national security and not 
caring to develop a deep or sympathetic understanding of either, the admin-
istration decided that for this president, military matters constituted a “third 
rail.”10

No issue with the military was worth exposing this vulnerability; nothing 
was worth the cost. All controversy with the military was therefore to be 
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avoided. In fact, the Clintonites from the beginning tried to “give away” the 
military establishment: first to the congressional Democrats, by making Les 
Aspin secretary of defense; then, when Aspin was driven from office, to the 
military itself, by nominating Adm Bobby Inman; then, when he withdrew, to 
the military-industrial complex (with William Perry as secretary and John 
Deutsch and John White as deputies), an arrangement that lasted until 1997; 
and finally to the Republicans, in the person of Senator William Cohen of 
Maine. From the outset, the focus of the administration in foreign affairs was 
almost wholly economic in nature, and while that may have been genius, one 
result of the Clintonites’ inattention and inconstancy was the disgust and dis-
respect of the national security community, particularly those in uniform.11

By the time Clinton left office, some officials were admitting that he had 
been “unwilling to exercise full authority over military commanders.”12

“Those who monitored Clinton closely during his eight years as president 
believed . . . that he was intimidated more by the military than by any other 
political force he dealt with,” reported David Halberstam. Said “a former 
senior N[ational] S[ecurity] C[ouncil] official who studied [Clinton] closely, 
. . . ‘he was out-and-out afraid of them.’ ”13

Forging a reasonable and economical national security policy was crucial 
to the health and well-being of the country, particularly at a time of epochal 
transition brought on by the end of the Cold War. But both the first Bush and 
then Clinton’s administration studiously avoided any public discussion of 
what role the United States should play in the world, unless asserting the ex-
istence of a “new world order” or labeling the United States “the indispensable 
nation” constitutes discussion.14

As for the Clinton administration, indifference to military affairs and the 
decision to take no risks and expend no political capital in that area produced 
paralysis. Any rethinking of strategy, force structure, roles and missions of the 
armed services, organization, personnel, weapons, or other choices indis-
pensable for the near and long term was rendered futile. As a result, today, 
over a decade after the end of the Cold War, there is still no common under-
standing about the fundamental purposes of the American military establish-
ment or the principles by which the United States will decide whether to use 
military power in pursuit of the national interest. The Clinton administration 
held itself hostage to the organization and force structure of the Cold War.15

At the beginning of Clinton’s first term, Secretary Aspin attempted to mod-
ify the basis of American strategy—an ability to fight two “major regional 
contingencies” (changed later to “major theater wars”) almost simultaneously. 
But Aspin caved in to charges that such a change would embolden America’s 
adversaries and weaken security arrangements with allies in the Middle East 
and Asia.16
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The result was a defense budget known to be inadequate for the size and 
configuration of the military establishment even without the need to fund 
peacetime intervention contingencies, which constantly threw military ac-
counts into deficit.17 Budgets became prisoners of readiness. Forces could not 
be reduced because of the many military commitments around the world, but 
if readiness to wage high-intensity combat fell or seemed to diminish, Repub-
lican critics would rise up in outrage. Thus the uniformed leadership—each 
service chief, regional or functional commander, sometimes even division, 
task force, or wing commanders—possessed the political weight to veto any 
significant change in the nation’s fundamental security structure. As a result, 
the Clinton administration never could match resources with commitments, 
balance readiness with modernization, or consider organizational changes 
that would relieve the stresses on personnel and equipment.18

All of this occurred when the services were on the brink of, or were actu-
ally undergoing, what many believed to be changes in weaponry and tactics 
so major as to constitute a “revolution in military affairs.”19

One consequence of the insufficiency of resources in people and money to 
meet frequent operational commitments and growing maintenance costs was 
the loss of many of the best officers and noncommissioned officers, just as 
economic prosperity and other factors were reducing the numbers of men 
and women willing to sign up for military service in the first place.

The paralysis in military policy in the 1990s provoked the Congress to at-
tempt by legislation at least four different times to force the Pentagon to re-
evaluate national security policy, strategy, and force structure, with as yet no 
significant result.20

Perhaps the last of these efforts, the US Commission on National Securi-
ty/21st Century (also called the Hart-Rudman Commission), which under-
took a comprehensive review of national security and the military establish-
ment, will have some effect. If so, it will be because the Bush administration 
possessed the political courage to brave the civil-military friction required to 
reorganize an essentially Cold War military establishment into a force capable 
of meeting the security challenges of the twenty-first century.21

But the prospects are not encouraging when one considers Secretary of 
Defense Donald Rumsfeld’s secrecy and lack of consultation with the uni-
formed military and Congress; the forces gathering to resist change; the pri-
ority of the Bush tax cut and national missile defense, which threaten to limit 
severely the money available and to force excruciating choices; and Rums-
feld’s fudging of the very concept of “transformation.” Even the 11 September 
2001 terrorist attacks have not broken the logjam, except perhaps monetarily. 
The administration has committed itself to slow, incremental change so as not 
to confront the inherent conservatism of the armed services or imperil the 
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weapons purchases pushed so powerfully by defense contractors and their 
congressional champions.22

The White House has done so despite its belief that the failure to exert ci-
vilian control in the 1990s left a military establishment declining in quality 
and effectiveness. Second, the Clinton administration—despite far more fre-
quent occasions for foreign armed intervention (which was ironic, consider-
ing its aversion to military matters)—was often immobilized over when, 
where, how, and under what circumstances to use military force in the world. 
The long, agonizing debates and vacillation over intervention in Africa, Haiti, 
and the former Yugoslavia reflected in part the weakness of the administra-
tion compared to the political power of the uniformed military.23

The lack of trust between the two sides distorted decision making to an 
extreme. Sometimes the military exercised a veto over the use of American 
force, or at least an ability so to shape the character of American intervention 
that means determined ends—a roundabout way of exercising a veto. At other 
times, civilians ignored or even avoided receiving advice from the military. By 
the 1999 Kosovo air campaign, the consultative relationship had so broken 
down that the president was virtually divorced from his theater commander, 
and that commander’s communications with the Secretary of Defense and 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs were corrupted by misunderstanding and dis-
trust. The result was a campaign misconceived at the outset and badly coordi-
nated not only between civilian and military but between the various levels of 
command. The consequences could have undone the NATO alliance, and 
they certainly stiffened Serbian will, exacerbated divisions within NATO 
councils, increased criticism in the United States, and prolonged the cam-
paign beyond what almost everyone involved had predicted.24

Last, the incessant acrimony—the venomous atmosphere in Washington—
shook the confidence of the armed forces in their own leadership. Different 
groups accused the generals and admirals, at one extreme, of caving in to 
political correctness and, at the other, of being rigid and hidebound with re-
spect to gender integration, war-fighting strategy, and organizational change. 
The impact on morale contributed to the hemorrhage from the profession of 
arms of able young and middle-rank officers. The loss of so many fine officers, 
combined with declines in recruiting (which probably brought, in turn, a 
diminution in the quality of new officers and enlisted recruits), may weaken 
the nation’s military leadership in the next generation and beyond, posing 
greater danger to national security than would any policy blunder. Certainly 
many complex factors have driven people out of uniform and impaired re-
cruiting, but the loss of confidence in the senior uniformed leadership has 
been cited by many as a reason to leave the service.25
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Now, to attribute all of these difficulties to the idiosyncrasies of the Clinton 
administration alone would be a mistake. In fact, the recent friction in civ-
il-military relations and unwillingness to exert civilian control have roots all 
the way back to World War II. Unquestionably Mr. Clinton and his appointees 
bungled civil-military relations badly, from the beginning. But other admin-
istrations have done so also, and others will in the future. If one measures ci-
vilian control not by the superficial standard of who signs the papers and 
passes the laws but by the relative influence of the uniformed military and 
civilian policy makers in the two great areas of concern in military affairs—
national security policy and the use of force to protect the country and project 
power abroad—then civilian control has deteriorated significantly in the last 
generation. In theory, civilians have the authority to issue virtually any order 
and organize the military in any fashion they choose. But in practice, the re-
lationship is far more complex. Both sides frequently disagree among them-
selves. Further, the military can evade or circumscribe civilian authority by 
framing the alternatives or tailoring their advice or predicting nasty conse-
quences; by leaking information or appealing to public opinion (through var-
ious indirect channels, like lobbying groups or retired generals and admirals); 
or by approaching friends in the Congress for support. They can even fail to 
implement decisions, or carry them out in such a way as to stymie their in-
tent. The reality is that civilian control is not a fact but a process, measured 
across a spectrum—something situational, dependent on the people, issues, 
and the political and military forces involved. We are not talking about a coup 
here, or anything else demonstrably illegal; we are talking about who calls the 
tune in military affairs in the United States today.26

Contrast the weakness of the civilian side with the strength of the military, 
not only in the policy process but in clarity of definition of American pur-
pose, consistency of voice, and willingness to exert influence both in public 
and behind the scenes. The power of the military within the policy process 
has been growing steadily since a low point under Secretary of Defense Rob-
ert McNamara in the 1960s. Under the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Defense Re-
organization Act, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) has influence 
that surpasses that of everyone else within the Pentagon except the secretary 
of defense, and the chairman possesses a more competent, focused, and effec-
tive staff than the secretary does, as well as, often, a clearer set of goals, fewer 
political constraints, and under some circumstances greater credibility with 
the public.27

In the glow of success in the Gulf War, efforts to exorcise Vietnam, the high 
public esteem now enjoyed by the armed forces, and the disgust Americans 
have felt for politics in general and for partisanship in particular, the stature 
of the chairman has grown to a magnitude out of proportion to his legal or 
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institutional position. The Joint Staff is the most powerful organization in the 
Department of Defense; frequently, by dint of its speed, agility, knowledge, 
and expertise, the Joint Staff frames the choices.28

The Joint Requirements Oversight Council (the vice chiefs, convening un-
der the vice chairman to prioritize joint programs in terms of need and cost) 
has gathered influence and authority over the most basic issues of weapons 
and force structure.29

Within the bureaucracy, JCS has a representative in the interagency deci-
sion process, giving the uniformed military a voice separate from that of the 
Department of Defense. Similarly, the armed services maintain their own 
congressional liaison and public affairs offices, bureaucracies so large that 
they are impossible to monitor fully. (One officer admitted to me privately 
that his duty on Capitol Hill was to encourage Congress to restore a billion 
dollars that the Pentagon’s civilian leadership had cut out of his service’s bud-
get request.)30 Moreover, the regional commanders have come to assume such 
importance in their areas—particularly in the Pacific, the Middle East, and 
Central Asia—that they have effectively displaced American ambassadors 
and the State Department as the primary instruments of American foreign 
policy.31

In recent reorganizations, these commanders have so increased in stature 
and influence within the defense establishment that their testimony can sway 
Congress and embarrass or impede the administration, especially when the 
civilians in the executive branch are weak and the Congress is dominated by 
an aggressively led opposition political party. One knowledgeable commenta-
tor put it this way in early 1999: “The dirty little secret of American civil-mil-
itary relations, by no means unique to this [the Clinton] administration, is 
that the commander in chief does not command the military establishment; 
he cajoles it, negotiates with it, and, as necessary, appeases it.”32

A high Pentagon civilian privately substantiates the interpretation: what 
“weighs heavily . . . every day” is “the reluctance, indeed refusal, of the politi-
cal appointees to disagree with the military on any matter, not just operational 
matters.” In fact, so powerful have such institutional forces become, and so 
intractable the problem of altering the military establishment, that the new 
Rumsfeld regime in the Pentagon decided to conduct its comprehensive re-
view of national defense in strict secrecy, effectively cutting the regional com-
manders, the service chiefs, and the Congress out of the process so that resis-
tance could not organize in advance of the intended effort at transformation.33

Furthermore, senior military leaders have been able to use their personal 
leverage for a variety of purposes, sometimes because of civilian indifference, 
or deference, or ignorance, sometimes because they have felt it necessary to 
fill voids of policy and decision making. But sometimes the influence is exer-
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cised intentionally and purposefully, even aggressively. After 50 years of the 
Cold War, the “leak,” the bureaucratic maneuver, the alliance with partisans in 
Congress—the ménage à trois between the administration, Congress, and the 
military—have become a way of life, in which services and groups employ 
their knowledge, contacts, and positions to promote personal or institutional 
agendas.34

In the 1970s, responding to the view widely held among military officers 
that a reserve call up would have galvanized public support for Vietnam, al-
lowed intensified prosecution of the war, and prevented divorce between the 
Army and the American people, the Army chief of staff deliberately rede-
signed divisions to contain “round-out” units of reserve or National Guard 
troops, making it impossible for the president to commit the Army to battle 
on a large scale without mobilizing the reserves and Guard.35 In the 1980s, the 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Adm William J. Crowe, worked “behind the 
scenes” to encourage Congress to strengthen his own office even though the 
secretary of defense opposed such a move. During the Iran-Iraq War Crowe 
pushed for American escort of Kuwaiti tankers in the Persian Gulf, because he 
believed it important for American foreign policy. He and the chiefs strove to 
slow the Reagan administration’s strategic missile defense program. Crowe 
even went so far as to create a personal communications channel with his 
Soviet military counterpart, apparently unknown to his civilian superiors, to 
avert any possibility of a misunderstanding leading to war. “It was in the na-
ture of the Chairman’s job,” Crowe remembered, “that I occasionally found 
myself fighting against Defense Department positions as well as for them.”36

In the 1990s, press leaks from military sources led directly to the weaken-
ing and ultimate dismissal of the Clinton administration’s first secretary of 
defense.37 In 1994 the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO) openly discussed 
with senior commanders his plans to manipulate the Navy budget and opera-
tions tempo to force his preferred priorities on the Office of the Secretary of 
Defense and Congress. When a memo recounting the conversation surfaced 
in the press, no civilian in authority called the CNO to account.38 The 1995 
Commission on the Roles and Missions of the Armed Forces recommended 
consolidating the staffs of the service chiefs and the service secretaries; no one 
mentioned the diminution of civilian control that would have taken place as 
a result.39

Even during the 1990s, a period when the administration appeared to be 
forceful, insisting upon the use of American forces over military objections or 
resistance, the uniformed leadership often arbitrated events. The 1995 Bosnia 
intervention was something of a paradigm. American priorities seem to have 
been, first, deploying in overwhelming strength, in order to suffer few if any 
casualties; second, establishing a deadline for exit; third, issuing “robust” 
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rules of engagement, again to forestall casualties; fourth, narrowing the defi-
nition of the mission to ensure that it was incontrovertibly “doable”; and 
fifth—fifth—reconstructing Bosnia as a viable independent country.40

In recent years senior uniformed leaders have spoken out on issues of policy—
undoubtedly often with the encouragement or at least the acquiescence of 
civilian officials, but not always so. Sometimes these pronouncements en-
deavor to sell policies and decisions to the public or within the government 
before a presidential decision, even though such advocacy politicizes the 
chairman, a chief, or a regional commander and inflates their influence in 
discussions of policy. A four-star general, a scant 10 days after retiring, pub-
lishes a long article in our most respected foreign affairs journal, preceded by 
a New York Times op-ed piece. In them, he criticizes the administration’s most 
sensitive (and vulnerable) policy—and virtually no one in the press or else-
where questions whether his action was professionally appropriate.41 The 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff gives “an impassioned interview” to the 
New York Times “on the folly of intervention” in Bosnia as “the first Bush ad-
ministration” is pondering “the question of whether to intervene.”42 Another 
chairman coins the “Dover Principle,” cautioning the civilian leadership about 
the human and political costs of casualties when American forces are sent 
into some crisis or conflict (and service members’ bodies return through the 
joint mortuary at Dover Air Force Base). This lecture clearly aimed to estab-
lish boundaries in the public’s mind and to constrain civilian freedom of ac-
tion in intervening overseas. Certainly Generals Shalikashvili and Shelton 
have been fairly circumspect about speaking out on issues of policy, and the 
current chairman, Air Force Gen Richard B. Myers, even more. However, 
their predecessor, Colin Powell, possessed and used extraordinary power 
throughout his tenure as chairman of the JCS. He conceived and then sold to 
a skeptical secretary of defense and a divided Congress the “Base Force” reor-
ganization and reduction in 1990–91. He shaped the US prosecution of the 
Gulf War to ensure limited objectives, the use of overwhelming force, a speedy 
end to combat, and the immediate exit of American forces. He spoke fre-
quently on matters of policy during and after the election of 1992—an op-ed 
in the New York Times and a more comprehensive statement of foreign policy 
in the quarterly Foreign Affairs. Powell essentially vetoed intervention in So-
malia and Bosnia, ignored or circumvented the chiefs on a regular basis, and 
managed the advisory process so as to present only single alternatives to civil-
ian policy makers. All of this antedated his forcing President Clinton in 1993 
to back down on allowing homosexuals to serve openly.43 In fact, General 
Powell became so powerful and so adept in the bureaucratic manipulations 
that often decide crucial questions before the final decision maker affixes a 
signature that in 2001 the Bush administration installed an experienced, pow-
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erful, highly respected figure at the Defense Department specifically lest Pow-
ell control the entire foreign and national security apparatus in the new ad-
ministration.44

All of these are examples—and only public manifestations—of a policy and 
decision-making process that has tilted far more toward the military than 
ever before in American history in peacetime. Now an essential question 
arises: do these developments differ from previous practice or experience in 
American history? At first glance, the answer might seem to be no. Military 
and civilian have often differed, and the military has for many years acted on 
occasion beyond what might be thought proper in a republican system of 
government, a system that defines civilian control, or military subordination 
to civil authority, as obligatory.

Historical examples abound. Leading generals and chiefs of staff of the 
Army from James Wilkinson in the 1790s through Maxwell Taylor in the 
1950s have fought with presidents and secretaries of war or defense in the 
open and in private over all sorts of issues—including key military policies in 
times of crisis. Officers openly disparaged Abraham Lincoln during the Civil 
War; that president’s problems with his generals became legendary.45

Two commanding generals of the Army were so antagonistic toward the 
War Department that they moved their headquarters out of Washington: 
Winfield Scott to New York in the 1850s, and William Tecumseh Sherman to 
St. Louis in the 1870s.46 In the 1880s, reform minded naval officers connived 
to modernize the Navy from wood and sail to steel and steam. To do so they 
drew the civilian leadership into the process, forged an alliance with the steel 
industry, and (for the first time in American history, and in coordination with 
political and economic elites) sold naval reform and a peacetime buildup of 
standing forces to the public through publications, presentations, displays, 
reviews, and other precursors of the promotional public relations that would 
be used so frequently—and effectively—in the twentieth century.47

In the 1920s and 1930s, the youthful Army Air Corps became so adept at 
public relations and at generating controversy over airpower that three differ-
ent presidential administrations were forced to appoint high-level boards of 
outsiders to study how the Army could (or could not) properly incorporate 
aviation.48 Both Presidents Roosevelt complained bitterly about the resistance 
of the armed services to change. “You should go through the experience of 
trying to get any changes in the thinking . . . and action of the career diplo-
mats and then you’d know what a real problem was,” FDR complained in 
1940. “But the Treasury and the State Department put together are nothing as 
compared with the Na-a-vy. .  .  . To change anything in the Na-a-vy is like 
punching a feather bed. You punch it with your right and you punch it with 
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your left until you are finally exhausted, and then you find the damn bed just 
as it was before you started punching.”49

The interservice battles of the 1940s and 1950s were so fierce that neither 
Congress nor the president could contain them. Internecine warfare blocked 
President Harry Truman’s effort to unify the armed forces in the 1940s (“uni-
fication” finally produced only loose confederation) and angered President 
Dwight D. Eisenhower through the 1950s. Neither administration fully con-
trolled strategy, force structure, or weapons procurement; both had to fight 
service parochialism and interests; and both ruled largely by imposing top-
line budget limits and forcing the services to struggle over a limited funding 
“pie.” Eisenhower replaced or threatened to fire several of his chiefs. Only 
through Byzantine maneuvers, managerial wizardry, and draconian measures 
did Robert McNamara bring a modicum of coherence and integration to the 
overall administration of the Defense Department in the 1960s. The price, 
however, was a ruthless, relentless bureaucratic struggle that not only contrib-
uted to the disaster of Vietnam but left a legacy of suspicion and deceit that 
infects American civil-military relations to this day.50 (Even today, embittered 
officers identify their nemesis by his full name—Robert Strange McNamara—
to express their loathing.) The point of this history is that civil-military rela-
tions are messy and frequently antagonistic; military people do on occasion 
defy civilians; civilian control is situational.51

But the present differs from the past in four crucial ways:
First, the military has now largely united to shape, oppose, evade, or thwart 

civilian choices, whereas in the past the armed services were usually divided 
internally or among themselves. Indeed, most civil-military conflict during 
the Cold War arose from rivalry between the services, and over roles, mis-
sions, budgets, or new weapons systems—not whether and how to use Amer-
ican armed forces or general military policy.

Second, many of the issues in play today reach far beyond the narrowly 
military, not only to the wider realm of national security but often to foreign 
relations more broadly. In certain cases military affairs even affect the charac-
ter and values of American society itself.

Third, the role of military leaders has drifted over the last generation from 
that primarily of advisers and advocates within the private confines of the 
executive branch to a much more public function. As we have noted, they 
champion not just their services but policies and decisions in and beyond the 
military realm, and sometimes they mobilize public or congressional opinion 
either directly or indirectly (whether in Congress or the executive branch) 
prior to decision by civilian officials. To give but three examples: senior offi-
cers spoke out publicly on whether the United States should sign a treaty ban-
ning the use of land mines; on whether American forces should be put into 
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the Balkans to stop ethnic cleansing; and on whether the nation should sup-
port the establishment of the International Criminal Court. Again, such ac-
tions are not unprecedented, but they have occurred recently with increasing 
frequency, and collectively they represent a significant encroachment on ci-
vilian control of the military.52

Fourth, senior officers now lead a permanent peacetime military establish-
ment that differs fundamentally from any of its predecessors. Unlike the large 
citizen forces raised in wartime and during the Cold War, today’s armed ser-
vices are professional and increasingly disconnected, even in some ways es-
tranged, from civilian society. Yet in comparison to previous peacetime pro-
fessional forces, which were also isolated from civilian culture, today’s are far 
larger, far more involved worldwide, far more capable, and often indispens-
able (even on a daily basis) to American foreign policy and world politics. 
Five decades of warfare and struggle against communism, moreover, have 
created something entirely new in American history—a separate military 
community, led by the regular forces but including also the National Guard 
and reserves, veterans’ organizations, and the communities, labor sectors, in-
dustries, and pressure groups active in military affairs. More diverse than the 
“military-industrial complex” of President Eisenhower’s farewell address 40 
years ago, this “military” has become a recognizable interest group. Also, it is 
larger, more bureaucratically active, more political, more partisan, more pur-
poseful, and more influential than anything similar in American history.53

One might argue that this is all temporary, the unique residue of 60 years 
of world and cold war, and that it will dissipate and balance will return now 
that the Clinton administration is history. Perhaps—but civil-military con-
flict is not very likely to diminish. In “Rumsfeld’s Rules,” Donald Rumsfeld 
states that his primary function is “to exercise civilian control over the De-
partment for the Commander-in-Chief and the country.” He understands 
that he possesses “the right to get into anything and exercise it [i.e., civilian 
control].” He recognizes as a rule, “When cutting staff at the Pentagon, don’t 
eliminate the thin layer that assures civilian control.”54

Nonetheless, his effort to recast the military establishment for the post–
Cold War era—as promised during the 2000 presidential campaign—pro-
voked such immediate and powerful resistance (and not just by the armed 
forces) that he abandoned any plans to force reorganization or cut “legacy” 
weapons systems.55 In the Afghanistan campaign, Rumsfeld and other civilian 
leaders have reportedly been frustrated by an apparent lack of imagination on 
the part of the military; in return, at least one four-star has accused Rumsfeld 
of “micromanagement.”56 There is also other evidence of conflict to come; tra-
ditional conceptions of military professionalism—particularly the ethical and 
professional norms of the officer corps—have been evolving away from concepts
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Secretary of Defense Donald H. Rumsfeld (left) and Commander, Central Command 
Gen Tommy Franks, US Army, listen to a question at the close of a Pentagon press con-
ference on 5 March 2003. Rumsfeld and Franks gave reporters an operational update 
and fielded questions on the possible conflict in Iraq. DOD photo by Helene C. Stikkel.

and behaviors that facilitate civil-military cooperation. If the manifestations 
of diminished civilian control were simply a sine curve—that is, a low period 
in a recurring pattern—or the coincidence of a strong Joint Chiefs and a weak 
president during a critical transitional period in American history and na-
tional defense (the end of the Cold War), there would be little cause for con-
cern. Civilian control, as we have seen, is situational and indeed to a degree 
cyclical. But the present decline extends back before the Clinton administra-
tion. There are indications that the current trend began before the Vietnam 
War and has since been aggravated by a weakening of the nation’s social, po-
litical, and institutional structures that had, over the course of American his-
tory, assured civilian control. For more than two centuries, civilian control 
has rested on four foundations that individually and in combination not only 
prevented any direct military threat to civilian government but kept military 
influence, even in wartime, largely contained within the boundaries of profes-
sional expertise and concerns. First has been the rule of law, and with it rev-
erence for a constitution that provided explicitly for civilian control of the 
military. Any violation of the Constitution or its process has been sure to 
bring retribution from one or all three of the branches of government, with 
public support. Second, Americans once kept their regular forces small. The 
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United States relied in peacetime on ocean boundaries to provide sufficient 
warning of attack and depended on a policy of mobilization to repel invasion 
or to wage war. Thus the regular military could never endanger civilian gov-
ernment—in peacetime because of its size, and in wartime because the ranks 
were filled with citizens unlikely to cooperate or acquiesce in anything illegal 
or unconstitutional. The very reliance on citizen soldiers—militia, volunteers, 
and conscripts pressed temporarily into service to meet an emergency—was 
a third safeguard of civilian control. Finally, the armed forces themselves in-
ternalized military subordination to civil authority. They accepted it willingly 
as an axiom of American government and the foundation of military profes-
sionalism. “You must remember that when we enter the army we do so with 
the full knowledge that our first duty is toward the government, entirely re-
gardless of our own views under any given circumstances,” Maj Gen John J. 
Pershing instructed 1st Lt George S. Patton, Jr., in 1916. “We are at liberty to 
express our personal views only when called upon to do so or else confiden-
tially to our friends, but always confidentially and with the complete under-
standing that they are in no sense to govern our actions.”57 As Omar Bradley, 
the first chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, put it, “Thirty-two years in the 
peacetime army had taught me to do my job, hold my tongue, and keep my 
name out of the papers.”58

Much has changed. More than 60 years of hot and cold war, a large military 
establishment, world responsibilities, a searing failure in Vietnam, and 
changes in American society, among other factors, have weakened these four 
foundations upon which civilian control has rested in the United States. The 
first, and most troubling, development is the skepticism, even cynicism, now 
expressed about government, lawyers, and justice, part of a broad and gener-
ation-long diminution of respect for people and institutions that has eroded 
American civic culture and faith in law. Polling data show that Americans 
today have the most confidence in their least democratic institutions: the mil-
itary, small business, the police, and the Supreme Court. Americans express 
the least confidence in the most democratic: Congress.59 So dangerous is this 
trend that Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government established a “Visions of 
Governance for the Twenty-first Century” project to explore the phenome-
non, study its implications, and attempt to counteract some of its more dele-
terious effects.60 Americans cannot continue to vilify government, the US 
government in particular, and expect patriotism to prosper or even survive as 
a fundamental civic value. Second, the media, traditionally the herald of lib-
erty in this society, has become less substantial, more superficial, less knowl-
edgeable, more focused on profit, less professional, and more trivial. About 
the only liberty the media seems to champion vocally is the freedom of the 
press. Issues of civilian control seem to escape the press; time after time, 
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events or issues that in past years would have been framed or interpreted as 
touching upon civilian control now go unnoticed and unreported, at least in 
those terms.61

Third, the nation’s core civic culture has deteriorated. Such basic social in-
stitutions as marriage and the family, and such indicators of society’s health as 
crime rates and out-of-wedlock births, while stabilizing or improving in the 
1990s, clearly have weakened over time. Our communities, neighborhoods, 
civic organizations, fraternal groups, and social gatherings have diminished 
in favor of individual entertainment; people are staying at home with cable 
television, the videocassette recorder, and the internet, thereby avoiding 
crime, crowds, traffic, and the crumbling physical and social infrastructure of 
our society. American society has become more splintered and people more 
isolated into small groups, “clustered” geographically and demographically 
around similar values, culture, and lifestyles. With this deterioration of civic 
cohesion—gated communities being perhaps emblematic—has come a weak-
ening of shared values: less truthfulness, less generosity, less sacrifice, less so-
cial consciousness, less faith, less common agreement on ethical behavior, 
and more advocacy, acrimony, individualism, relativism, materialism, cyni-
cism, and self-gratification. The 11 September attacks and the war on terror-
ism are unlikely to reverse these trends as long as the national leadership ex-
horts the American people to go back to “normal.”62

Civilian control is one common understanding that seems to have faded in 
American civic consciousness. The American people—whose study and un-
derstanding of civics and government generally have declined—have lost 
their traditional skepticism about the professional military that made civilian 
control a core political assumption, one that was widely understood and peri-
odically voiced. Simply put, the public no longer thinks about civilian con-
trol—does not understand it, does not discuss it, and does not grasp how it 
can and should operate.63 An occasional popular movie like The Siege and 
Thirteen Days raises the issue, but most recent films caricature the military or, 
like GI Jane and Rules of Engagement, lionize an honest, brave, faithful mili-
tary and demonize lying, avaricious politicians.64

Fourth, in the last generation the United States has abandoned the first 
principle of civilian control, the bedrock practice extending back into pre-
modern England—reliance on the citizen soldier for national defense.65 Na-
tional security policy no longer seriously envisions mobilizing industry and 
the population for large-scale war. Americans in uniform, whether they serve 
for one hitch or an entire career, are taught to (and do) view themselves as 
professionals. In the National Guard and reserves, whose members are 
thought to be the apotheosis of citizen-soldiers, some hold civilian govern-
ment jobs in their units or elsewhere in the government national security 
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community, and others serve on active duty considerably more than the tra-
ditional one weekend a month and two weeks a year.66 Furthermore, while 
Guardsmen and reservists both voice and believe the traditional rhetoric 
about citizen-soldiering, the views of their up-and-coming officers mirror al-
most exactly those of their regular counterparts.67 Reserve forces are spending 
more and more time on active duty, not simply for temporary duty for the 
present crisis of homeland defense. Increasingly, the National Guard and re-
serves are being used interchangeably with the regulars, even in overseas de-
ployments on constabulary missions, something wholly unprecedented.68 
Even if they call themselves citizen-soldiers, the fundamental distinction be-
tween citizens and soldiers has so blurred that in 1998, at two of the most re-
spected US institutions of professional military education, Marine majors 
who had spent their adult lives in uniform and National Guard adjutant gen-
erals who had done the same could both insist that they were “citizen-sol-
diers.”69 Americans have lost the high regard they once possessed for tempo-
rary military service as an obligation of citizenship, along with their former 
understanding of its underlying contribution to civic cohesion and civilian 
control of the military.70 Today, fewer Americans serve or know people who 
do, and the numbers will decline as smaller percentages of the population 
serve in uniform.71 Their sense of ownership of or interest in the military, and 
their understanding of the distinctiveness of military culture—its ethos and 
needs—have declined. In recent years the number of veterans serving in the 
US Congress has fallen 50 percent, and the remaining veterans constitute a 
smaller percentage of the members of Congress than veterans do of the pop-
ulation as a whole, reversing (in 1995) a pattern that had endured since the 
turn of the century.72 The effect is dramatic; less than ten years ago, 62 percent 
of the Senate and 41 percent of the House were veterans. Today in the 107th 
Congress, the figure for the Senate is 38 percent, and for the House, 29 per-
cent.73

Finally, at the same time that civilian control has weakened in the aware-
ness of the public, so too has the principle declined in the consciousness and 
professional understanding of the American armed forces. Historically, one 
of the chief bulwarks of civilian control has been the American military estab-
lishment itself. Its small size in peacetime, the professionalism of the officers, 
their political neutrality, their willing subordination, and their acceptance of 
a set of unwritten but largely understood rules of behavior in the civil-mili-
tary relationship—all had made civilian control succeed, messy as it some-
times was and situational as it must always be. In the last half-century, how-
ever, while everyone in the armed forces has continued to support the concept, 
the ethos and mentalité of the officer corps have changed in ways that damage 
civil-military cooperation and undermine civilian control.
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Reversing a century and a half of practice, the American officer corps has 
become partisan in political affiliation and overwhelmingly Republican. Be-
ginning with President Richard Nixon’s politics of polarization—the “south-
ern strategy” and reaching out to the “hard-hats”—Republicans embraced 
traditional patriotism and strong national defense as central parts of their 
national agenda. During the late 1970s—years of lean defense budgets and the 
“hollow force”—and in the 1980s, when Ronald Reagan made rebuilding the 
armed forces and taking the offensive in the Cold War centerpieces of his 
presidency, Republicans reached out to the military as a core constituency. 
They succeeded in part because, in the wake of Vietnam, the Democratic 
Party virtually abandoned the military, offering antimilitary rhetoric and es-
pousing reduced defense spending. During the same period, voting in elec-
tions began to become a habit in the officer corps. In the 1950s, the Federal 
Voting Assistance Program came into existence in order to help enlisted men, 
most of whom were draftees or draft-induced volunteers, to vote. In every 
unit an officer was designated to connect the program to the men, and un-
doubtedly the task began to break down slowly what had been something of a 
taboo against officers exercising their franchise. How (the logic must have 
been) could officers encourage their soldiers to vote if they themselves ab-
stained?74

Today the vast majority of officers not only vote but identify with a political 
philosophy and party. Comparison of a sample by the Triangle Institute of 
Security Studies of active-duty officers (see endnote 25) with earlier data 
shows a shift from over 54 percent independent, “no preference,” or “other” in 
a 1976 survey to 28 percent in 1998–99, and from 33 percent to 64 percent 
Republican today.75 In the presidential election of 2000, Republicans targeted 
military voters by organizing endorsements from retired flag officers, adver-
tising in military publications, using Gulf War heroes Colin Powell and H. 
Norman Schwarzkopf on the campaign trail, urging service members to reg-
ister and vote, and focusing special effort on absentee military voters—a 
group that proved critical, perhaps the margin of victory, in Florida, where 
thousands of armed forces personnel maintain their legal residency.76

Before the present generation, American military officers (since before the 
Civil War) had abstained as a group from party politics, studiously avoiding 
any partisanship of word or deed, activity, or affiliation. By George C. Mar-
shall’s time, the practice was not even to vote.77 A handful of the most senior 
officers pursued political ambitions, usually trying to parlay wartime success 
into the presidency. A very few even ran for office while on active duty. But 
these were exceptions. The belief was that the military, as the neutral servant 
of the state, stood above the dirty business of politics. Professional norms 
dictated faith and loyalty not just in deed but in spirit to whoever held the 
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reins of power under the constitutional system. For Marshall’s generation, 
partisan affiliation and voting conflicted with military professionalism.78

Marshall and his fellow officers must have sensed that the habit of voting 
leads to partisan thinking, inclining officers to become invested in particular 
policy choices or decisions that relate directly to their professional responsi-
bilities.79 Officers at every level have to bring difficult and sometimes unpop-
ular duties to their troops and motivate the latter to carry them out. Likewise, 
senior officers must represent the needs and perspectives of the troops to po-
litical leaders even when they are unsolicited or unwanted. How effective can 
that advice be if the civilians know the officers are opposed to a policy in 
question? What are the effects on morale when the troops know their officers 
dislike, disrespect, or disagree with the politicians, or think a mission is un-
wise, ill conceived, or unnecessary? The consequences of partisanship can 
also be more subtle and indirect but equally far-reaching, even to the point of 
contempt for civilian policy and politicians or of unprofessional, disruptive 
behavior, as in 1993. The belief is current today among officers that the core of 
the Democratic Party is “hostile to military culture” and engaged in a “culture 
war” against the armed forces, mostly because of pressure for further gender 
integration and open homosexual service.80 During the 2000 election cam-
paign, when Al Gore stumbled briefly by supporting a “litmus test” on gays in 
the military for selecting members of the Joint Chiefs, he confirmed for many 
in uniform the idea that Democrats do not understand the military profes-
sion or care about its effectiveness. His campaign’s effort to minimize the ef-
fect of absentee votes in Florida and elsewhere through technical challenges 
outraged the armed forces, raising worries that a Gore victory might spark an 
exodus from the ranks or that a Gore administration would have relations 
with the military even more troubled than Clinton’s.81

Partisan politicization loosens the connection of the military to the Amer-
ican people. If the public begins to perceive the military as an interest group 
driven by its own needs and agenda, support—and trust—will diminish. Al-
ready there are hints. When a random survey asked a thousand Americans in 
the fall of 1998 how often military leaders would try to avoid carrying out 
orders they opposed, over two-thirds answered at least “some of the time.”82 
Partisanship also poisons the relationship between the president and the uni-
formed leadership. When a group of retired flag officers, including former 
regional commanders and members of the Joint Chiefs, endorsed presidential 
candidates in 1992 and again in 2000, they broadcast their politicization to 
the public and further legitimated partisanship in the ranks—for everyone 
knows that four-stars never really retire. Like princes of the church, they rep-
resent the culture and the profession just as authoritatively as their counter-
parts on active duty. If senior retired officers make a practice of endorsing 
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presidential contenders, will the politicians trust the generals and admirals on 
active duty, in particular those who serve at the top, to have the loyalty and 
discretion not to retire and use their inside knowledge to try to overturn pol-
icies or elect opponents? Will not presidents begin to vet candidates for the 
top jobs for their pliability or (equally deleteriously) their party or political 
views, rather than for excellence, achievement, character, and candor? Over 
time, the result will be weak military advice, declining military effectiveness, 
and accelerating politicization.

The investment of officers in one policy or another will lead civilians to 
question whether military recommendations are the best professional advice 
of the nation’s military experts. Perhaps one reason Bill Clinton and his peo-
ple dealt with the military at arm’s length was that he and they knew that offi-
cers were the most solidly Republican group in the government.83 One need 
only read Richard Holbrooke’s memoir about negotiating the Dayton accords 
in 1995 to plumb the depth of suspicion between military and civilian at the 
highest levels. Convinced that the military opposed the limited bombing 
campaign against the Bosnian Serbs, Holbrooke and Secretary of State War-
ren Christopher believed that the vice chairman of the Joint Chiefs was lying 
to them when he asserted that the Air Force was running out of targets.84 
Certainly officers have the right to vote and to participate privately in the na-
tion’s political life. No one questions the legal entitlement of retired officers to 
run for office or endorse candidates. But these officers must recognize the 
corrosive effects on military professionalism and the threat to the military 
establishment’s relationship with Congress, the executive branch, and the 
American people that such partisan behavior has. Possessing a right and ex-
ercising it are two very different things. A second example of changing mili-
tary professionalism has been the widespread attitude among officers that ci-
vilian society has become corrupt, even degenerate, while the military has 
remained a repository for virtue, perhaps its one remaining bastion, in an 
increasingly unraveling social fabric, of the traditional values that make the 
country strong. Historically, officers have often decried the selfishness, com-
mercialism, and disorder that seems to characterize much of American soci-
ety.85 But that opinion today has taken on a harder, more critical, more mor-
alistic edge; it is less leavened by that sense of acceptance that enabled officers 
in the past to tolerate the clash between their values and those of a demo-
cratic, individualistic civilian culture and to reconcile the conflict with their 
own continued service. Nearly 90 percent of the elite military officers (regular 
and reserves) surveyed in 1998–99 by the Triangle Institute for Security Stud-
ies agreed that “the decline of traditional values is contributing to the break-
down of our society.” Some 70 percent thought that “through leading by ex-
ample, the military could help American society become more moral,” and 75 
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percent believed that “civilian society would be better off if it adopted more of 
the military’s values and customs.”86 Is it healthy for civilian control when the 
members of the American armed forces believe that they are morally, organi-
zationally, institutionally, and personally superior to the rest of society—and 
are contemptuous of that society? Do we wish civic society in a democratic 
country to adopt military norms, values, outlooks, and behaviors? In my 
judgment that is an utter misreading of the role and function of our armed 
forces. Their purpose is to defend society, not to define it. The latter is milita-
rism, in the classic definition—the same thinking that in part inclined the 
French and German armies to intervene in the politics of their nations in the 
twentieth century.

A third, and most disturbing, change in military sentiment is the belief that 
officers should confront and resist civilians whose policies or decisions they 
believe threaten to weaken national defense or lead the country into disaster. 
Many hold that officers should speak out publicly, or work behind the scenes, 
to stop or modify a policy, or resign in protest. Some senior leaders have been 
willing to speak publicly on issues of national security, foreign relations, and 
military policy before it is formulated, and afterward as spokespersons for 
what are often highly controversial and partisan initiatives or programs. In 
1998 and 1999, the respected retired Army colonel and political scientist Sam 
Sarkesian and the much-decorated Marine veteran, novelist, and former sec-
retary of the Navy James Webb called publicly for military leaders to partici-
pate in national security policy debates, not merely as advisers to the civilian 
leadership but as public advocates, an idea that seems to resonate with many 
in the armed forces today.87 “Military subservience to political control applies 
to existing policy, not to policy debates,” admonished Webb—as if officers can 
subscribe to policy and debate it honestly at the same time.88 Such behavior 
politicizes military issues and professional officers directly, for rare is the mil-
itary issue that remains insulated from politics and broader national life. This 
willingness—indeed, in some cases eagerness—to strive to shape public opin-
ion and thereby affect decisions and policy outcomes is a dangerous develop-
ment for the US military and is extraordinarily corrosive of civilian control. Is 
it proper for military officers to leak information to the press “to discredit 
specific policies—procurement decisions, prioritization plans, operations 
that the leaker opposes,” as Admiral Crowe in his memoirs admits happens 
“sometimes,” even “copiously”?89 Is it proper for the four services, the regional 
commanders, or the Joint Chiefs every year to advocate to the public directly 
their needs for ships, airplanes, divisions, troops, and other resources, or their 
views on what percentage of the nation’s economy should go to defense as 
opposed to other priorities?90 This advocacy reached such a cacophony in the 
fall of 2000 that the secretary of defense warned the military leadership not 
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“to beat the drum with a tin cup” for their budgets during the presidential 
campaign and the transition to a new administration.91

Do we wish the military leadership to argue the merits of intervention in 
the Balkans or elsewhere, of whether to sign treaties on land-mine use or war 
crimes, in order to mobilize public opinion one way or the other, before the 
president decides? Imagine that we are back in 1941. Should the Army and 
the Navy pronounce publicly on the merits or demerits of Lend-Lease, or 
convoy escort, or the occupation of Iceland, or the Europe-first strategy? Or 
imagine it is 1861—should the nation’s military leaders publicly discuss 
whether to reinforce Fort Sumter? Would it be advisable for senior officers to 
proclaim openly their varied opinions of whether the South’s secession ought 
to (or can) be opposed by plunging the country into civil war? Should senior 
military officers question the president’s strategy in the midst of a military 
operation, as was done in 1999 through media leaks in the first week of the 
bombing campaign over Kosovo?92

In such instances, what happens to the president’s, and Congress’s, author-
ity and credibility with the public, and to their ability to lead the nation? How 
does such advocacy affect the trust and confidence between the president, his 
cabinet officers, and the most senior generals and admirals, trust and confi-
dence that is so necessary for effective national defense?93

The way in which military officers have interpreted a study of the role of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the decision on intervention and in the formulation 
of strategy for Southeast Asia in 1963–65 exemplifies the erosion of profes-
sional norms and values. H. R. McMaster’s Dereliction of Duty: Lyndon John-
son, Robert McNamara, the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the Lies That Led to Viet-
nam is by all accounts the history book most widely read and discussed in the 
military in the last several years.94 Officers believe that McMaster validates 
long-standing military convictions about Vietnam—that the Joint Chiefs, 
lacking a proper understanding of their role and not having the courage to 
oppose the Johnson administration’s strategy of gradualism that they knew 
would fail, should have voiced their opposition, publicly if necessary, and re-
signed rather than carry out that strategy. Had they done so, goes this credo, 
they would have saved the country a tragic, costly, humiliating, and above all 
unnecessary, defeat.95 McMaster’s book neither says nor implies that the chiefs 
should have obstructed US policy in Vietnam in any other way than by pre-
senting their views frankly and forcefully to their civilian superiors and 
speaking honestly to the Congress when asked for their views. It neither states 
nor suggests that the chiefs should have opposed President Lyndon Johnson’s 
orders and policies by leaks, public statements, or by resignations, unless an 
officer personally and professionally could not stand, morally and ethically, to 
carry out the chosen policy. There is in fact no tradition of resignation in the 
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American military. In 1783, at Newburgh, New York, as the war for indepen-
dence was ending, the American officer corps rejected individual or mass res-
ignation—which can be indistinguishable from mutiny. George Washington 
persuaded them not to march on Congress or refuse orders in response to 
congressional unwillingness to pay them or guarantee their hard-earned pen-
sions. The precedent has survived for more than two centuries. No American 
army ever again considered open insubordination. Proper professional be-
havior cannot include simply walking away from a policy, an operation, or a 
war an officer believes is wrong or will fail. That is what the Left advocated 
during the Vietnam War, and the American military rightly rejected it. Imag-
ine the consequences if the Union army had decided in late 1862 that it had 
signed on to save the Union but not to free the slaves and had resigned en 
masse because of disagreement (which was extensive) with the Emancipation 
Proclamation. More recently, Air Force Chief of Staff Ronald Fogleman did 
not resign in protest in 1997, as many officers wish to believe; he requested 
early retirement and left in such a manner—quietly, without a full explana-
tion—precisely so as not to confront his civilian superior over a decision with 
which he deeply disagreed.96 All McMaster says (and believes), and all that is 
proper in the American system, is that military officers should advise hon-
estly and forthrightly, or advocate in a confidential capacity, a course of ac-
tion. Whether their advice is heeded or not, if the policy or decision is legal, 
they are to carry it out. Resignation in protest directly assails civilian control. 
Issuing a public explanation for resignation, however diplomatically couched, 
amounts to marshaling all of an officer’s military knowledge, expertise, and 
experience—as well as the profession’s standing with the public and reputa-
tion for disinterested patriotism—to undercut some undertaking or concept 
that the officer opposes. The fact that officers today either ignore or are obliv-
ious to this basic aspect of their professional ethics and would countenance, 
even admire, such truculent behavior illustrates both a fundamental misun-
derstanding of civilian control and its weakening as a primary professional 
value.97

Our military leaders have already traveled far in the direction of self-inter-
ested bureaucratic behavior in the last half-century, to become advocates for 
policy outcomes as opposed to advisers—presenting not only the military 
perspective on a problem, or the needs of the military establishment and na-
tional defense, or the interests of their services or branches, but their own 
views of foreign and military policy—even, as we have seen, pressing these 
efforts outside the normal advisory channels. Some of this is unthinking, 
some the product of civilian abrogation of responsibility, and some is the un-
intended consequence of the Goldwater-Nichols Act, which so strengthened 
the chairman and the regional commanders. But let us be clear: some is quite 
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conscious. In his memoirs, Colin Powell, the most celebrated soldier of the 
era, wrote that he learned as a White House Fellow, from his most important 
mentor, that in the government “you never know what you can get away with 
until you try.”98 Is that a proper standard of professional behavior for a uni-
formed officer? He also declared that his generation of officers “vowed that 
when our turn came to call the shots, we would not quietly acquiesce in half-
hearted warfare for half-baked reasons that the American people could not 
understand or support.”99 Is that a proper view of military subordination to 
civilian authority? Unfortunately, General Powell’s views mirror attitudes that 
have become widespread over the last generation. The survey of officer and 
civilian attitudes and opinions undertaken by the Triangle Institute in 1998–
99 discovered that many officers believe that they have the duty to force their 
own views on civilian decision makers when the United States is contemplat-
ing committing American forces abroad. When “asked whether . . . military 
leaders should be neutral, advise, advocate, or insist on having their way in . . . 
the decision process” to use military force, 50 percent or more of the up-and-
coming active-duty officers answered “insist,” on the following issues: “setting 
rules of engagement, ensuring that clear political and military goals exist . . ., 
developing an ‘exit strategy,’ ” and “deciding what kinds of military units . . . 
will be used to accomplish all tasks.”100 In the context of the questionnaire, 
“insist” definitely implied that officers should try to compel acceptance of the 
military’s recommendations. In 2000, a three-star general casually referred to 
a uniformed culture in the Pentagon that labels the Office of the Secretary of 
Defense as “the enemy”—because it exercises civilian control.101 In 1999, staff 
officers of the National Security Council deliberately attempted to promulgate 
a new version of the national security strategy quickly enough to prevent the 
president from enunciating his own principles first.102 In 1997 the chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs urged the chiefs to block Congress’s effort to reform the 
military establishment through the Quadrennial Defense Review.103 In the 
early 1990s, senior officers presented alternatives for the use of American 
forces abroad specifically designed to discourage the civilian leadership from 
intervening in the first place.104 Twice in the past five years, members of the 
Joint Chiefs have threatened to resign as a means of blocking a policy or 
decision.105

Thus, in the last generation, the American military has slipped from con-
ceiving of its primary role as advice to civilians followed by execution of their 
orders, to trying—as something proper, even essential in some situations—to 
impose its viewpoint on policies or decisions. In other words, American offi-
cers have, over the course of the Cold War and in reaction to certain aspects 
of it, forgotten or abandoned their historical stewardship of civilian control, 
their awareness of the requirement to maintain it, and their understanding of 
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the proper boundaries and behaviors that made it work properly and effec-
tively. That so many voices applaud this behavior or sanction it by their si-
lence suggests that a new definition of military professionalism may be form-
ing, at least in civil-military relations. If so, the consequences are not likely to 
benefit national security; they could alter the character of American govern-
ment itself.

Now I am sure that to many of you these concerns seem overblown. Cer-
tainly, there is no crisis. The American military conceives of itself as loyal and 
patriotic; it universally expresses support for civilian control as a fundamental 
principle of government and of military professionalism. Yet at the same time, 
the evidence is overwhelming that civil-military relationships have deterio-
rated in the US government. The underlying structures of civilian society and 
the military profession that traditionally supported the system of civilian con-
trol have weakened. Over the course of the last generation, much influence 
and actual power has migrated to the military, which has either been allowed 
to define, or has itself claimed, an expanded role in foreign policy and na-
tional security decision making.106 The reasons are complex—partly circum-
stance, partly civilian inattention or politically motivated timidity. But a fur-
ther reason is that military leaders have either forgotten or chosen to ignore 
the basic behaviors by which civil-military relations support military effec-
tiveness and civilian control at the same time.

Whatever the causes, the consequences are dangerous. Increased military 
influence, combined with the American people’s ignorance of or indifference 
to civilian control and the misreading of the bounds of professional behavior 
on the part of senior military officers, could in the future produce a civil-mil-
itary clash that damages American government or compromises the nation’s 
defense.

That civilians in the executive and legislative branches of government over 
the last generation bear ultimate responsibility for these developments is be-
yond doubt. Some on both sides seem to sense it. Secretaries of Defense came 
into office in 1989, 1993, and 2001 concerned about military subordination 
and determined to exert their authority. Civilian officials have the obligation 
to make the system work, not to abdicate for any reason. But to rely on the 
politicians to restore the proper balance is to ignore the conditions and pro-
cesses that can frustrate civilian control. The historical record is not encour-
aging. Over two centuries, the officials elected and appointed to rule the mil-
itary have varied enormously in knowledge, experience, understanding, and 
motivation. Their propensity to exercise civilian control and to provide sound, 
forceful leadership has been variable, largely situational, and unpredictable.107

Nor can the changes in American society and political understanding that 
have weakened civilian control be easily reversed. National defense will cap-
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ture at best superficial public attention even during a war on terrorism, unless 
military operations are ongoing or the government asks for special sacrifice. 
And in wartime, Americans want to rely more on military advice and author-
ity, not less. Fewer and fewer Americans will experience uniformed service, 
and without a conscious effort by our media to avoid caricaturing military 
culture and by our colleges and universities to expand military history and 
security studies, a rising generation of civilian leaders will lack not only the 
experience but also the comprehension of military affairs needed to make ci-
vilian control work effectively.

A better way to alter the equation is for officers to recall the attitudes and 
rejuvenate the behaviors that civilian control requires. Certainly every officer 
supports the concept. Every officer swears at commissioning “to support and 
defend the Constitution of the United States” and “bear true faith and alle-
giance” to the same.108 Because civilian control pervades the Constitution, the 
oath is a personal promise to preserve, protect, defend, and support civilian 
control, in actual practice as well as in theory. The requirement for such an 
oath was written into the Constitution for precisely that purpose.109 The oath 
is not to maximize one service’s budget, or try to achieve a certain policy out-
come, or to try to reshape civilian life toward a military vision of the good 
society.

Examine your own personal views of civilians, particularly of your clients: 
the American people, their elected officials, and those appointed to exercise 
responsibility in national security affairs. I must admit that for the 10-plus 
years I worked in the Department of Defense, I measured every senior officer 
and official I worked with and for, and occasionally I experienced feelings of 
dislike, distrust, and even contempt. Now a certain amount of caution, skep-
ticism, and perhaps distrust is healthy. But contempt? I was wrong. Contempt 
for clients destroys the professional relationship. Lawyers cannot provide 
sound legal representation, doctors effective treatment, writers useful prose, 
ministers worthwhile support, teachers successful learning when they do not 
understand and respect their clients. Military officers and civil servants who 
feel contempt for their bosses are not likely to advise them wisely or carry out 
their policies effectively.

Investigate your own professional view of civilian control. On what do you 
base your thinking? Much of the problem may stem from the Cold War and 
from one particular campaign of it: Vietnam, which continues to cast a long, 
sometimes unseen shadow. Are you positive that your thinking about civil 
-military relations does not rest on the mistaken beliefs—and they are mistaken—
that the war was lost because of too much civilian control? Or that we suc-
ceeded so magnificently in the Gulf War because the civilians got out of the 
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way and let the military run the war? Both of those interpretations do not fit 
the facts of what happened in either war.110

Ponder whether you are prepared to accept, as a principle of civilian con-
trol, that it includes the right of civilians to be wrong.111 And to make mis-
takes—indeed to insist on making mistakes. These are very hard things to 
accept, given that peoples’ lives hang in the balance, or the security of the 
nation. But remember that the military can be wrong—dead wrong—about 
military affairs, for after all, you are not politicians, and as Carl von Clause-
witz wrote long ago, war is an extension of politics.112 Were you prepared to 
work for and with, and to accept, a Gore administration had he won the 2000 
election? And if there is doubt on your part, ponder the implications for civ-
il-military relations and civilian control. It is likely that within the next dozen 
years there will be another Democratic administration. If the trend toward 
increasing friction and hostility in civil-military relations during the last 
three—the Johnson, Carter, and Clinton administrations—continues into the 
future, the national security of the United States will not be served.

Last of all, consider that for civilian control to function effectively, the uni-
formed military will not only have to forswear or abstain from certain behav-
ior, but to actively encourage the civilians to exercise their authority and per-
form their legal and constitutional duty to make policy and decide. You 
cannot—and will not—solve these problems yourselves, nor is it your respon-
sibility alone. Civilian behavior and historical circumstances are just as much 
the causes of the present problems in civil-military relations as any diminish-
ing of military professionalism. But you can help educate and develop civilian 
leaders on their role and on the processes of policy making, just as your pre-
decessors did, by working with them and helping them—without taking ad-
vantage of them even when the opportunity arises. Proper professional be-
havior calls for a certain amount of abstinence. We hear much about the need 
for abstinence in so many areas of our national life. We ask children to “just 
say no” to drugs and premarital sex; we ask our media to exercise restraint in 
their programming; we ask our politicians to abstain from the most despica-
ble acts of self-interest. In this, you are being asked to do no more or less than 
other professionals who are asked to restrain their own self-interest in dealing 
with their clients and customers: lawyers to act against their self-interest and 
advise clients not to go to trial when not called for; doctors not to prescribe 
drugs or surgery that is not needed; teachers to help their students learn; 
clergy to encourage their parishioners or congregants not to commit sin.113 It 
will be up to you, as it is to every professional, to shape the relationship with 
your client, just as these others do. And at its heart, that relationship involves 
civilian control in fact as well as in form.
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Let me close with some distinctions that bear remembrance. In the long 
history of human civilization, there have been military establishments that 
have focused on external defense—on protecting their societies—and those 
have preyed upon their own populations.114 The American military has never 
preyed on this society. Yet democracy, as a widespread form of governance, is 
rather a recent phenomenon, and our country has been fortunate to be the 
chief messenger of that democratization. For us, civilian control has been 
more a problem of making certain the civilians control military affairs than it 
has been keeping the military out of civilian politics. But if the United States 
is to teach civilian control—professional military behavior—to the rest of the 
world, our officers must look hard at our own system and our own behavior 
at the same time.115 “No one pretends that democracy is perfect or all-wise,” 
Winston Churchill observed in 1947. “Indeed, it has been said that democ-
racy is the worst form of Government except all those other forms that have 
been tried. . . .”116 Churchill certainly knew the tensions involved in civil-military 
relations as well as any democratic head of government in modern history. 
My purpose this evening has been to remind us to be conscious of these prob-
lems, on each side—civilian and military—and to work to ameliorate them.
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Reflections on Military Professionalism*

Andrew Bacevich

It is with trepidation that I deliver the 2014 Harmon Lecture. To be chosen 
for this task is a great honor, of course, but it also represents a considerable 
responsibility. The first Harmon Lecture that I can recall reading was one de-
livered in 1970 by General Sir John Winthrop Hackett. Hackett, something of 
a soldier-scholar, had recently retired after a very successful career in the Brit-
ish army. He chose to call his presentation “The Military in the Service of the 
State.” His subject was the profession of arms.†

The American profession of arms was, at that very moment, in deep trou-
ble. The Vietnam War, its American phase having begun in earnest during my 
plebe year in 1965, was still ongoing and obviously not going well. The war 
had divided the country, members of my own generation not least of all. In 
1968, the Tet Offensive had shattered expectations of anything approximating 
a victorious outcome. The My Lai massacre, news of which broke the follow-
ing year, left an indelible stain on the reputation of US forces. A failed cov-
er-up engineered by senior officers only made matters worse. To top things 
off, an American-led invasion of Cambodia in the spring of 1970, not long 
before Hackett visited this institution, triggered a fresh bout of angry protest 
at home. This culminated with the shooting of college students by National 
Guardsmen at Kent State University.

It was not a happy time to be a soldier. As I boarded a plane en route to 
Cam Ranh Bay that summer, I knew one thing for sure: whatever we were 
doing in Vietnam, victory was no longer the aim. What I did not know, but 
soon discovered, was that the army in which I was serving teetered on the 
brink of disintegration.

Astonishingly, in his presentation to the cadet wing, Hackett ignored Viet-
nam. He did not mention the professional crisis even then enveloping the 
American officer corps, affecting my own service above all. Perhaps he was 
being polite. Perhaps Hackett may have been saying things that he himself 
believed. In any case, he served up blather dressed up as profound truths.

“Military institutions,” Hackett announced, “form a repository of moral re-
source which should always be a source of strength within the state.” By ad-
hering to virtues that defined the military professional ethic—he mentioned 
in particular “fortitude, integrity, self-restraint” along with “the surrender of 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #56, 2014.
†See General Sir John Hackett, “The Military in the Service of the State,” in Harry R. Borowski ed., The 

Harmon Memorial Lectures in Military History, 1959-1987 (Washington, DC: Office of Air Force History, 1988. 
General Hackett’s lecture was the thirteenth Harmon Memorial Lecture and was given on 22 October 1970.
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the advantage of the individual to a common good”—soldiers served as moral 
beacons for society as a whole. The military profession, Hackett continued, 
thereby provided “a well from which to draw refreshment for a body politic in 
need of it.”

As a young officer, serving in a time of considerable moral confusion, I 
may have found consolation in this description. Today I find it too pat and too 
self-congratulatory. Hackett pandered to his listeners. He told them what they 
wanted to hear rather than what they needed to hear. As a consequence, he 
did them a great disservice.

What Hackett might have said is this: Adherence to the military profes-
sional ethic is hard. To reduce that ethic to a laundry list of clichés is to con-
ceal just how hard it is. Making it harder still is the fact that the inculcation of 
professional values occurs in an environment that may actually undermine 
those values.

Let me take my own undergraduate institution as an example. The motto of 
the military academy—in many respects, the motto of the officer corps as a 
whole—is “Duty, Honor, Country.” I think it’s fair to say that the West Point 
that I attended back in the 1960s drilled that phrase into us. Here, reduced to 
a mere three words, was the code that was to define our behavior.

Yet even while insisting that cadets embrace that code, West Point was simul-
taneously promoting a different set of values, which fostered a different concep-
tion of what it means to be a military professional. In this alternative conception, 
professionalism is about ascending the rungs of a ladder. The higher you ascend 
the greater your claim to professional standing. So rank, badges, awards, and pres-
tigious assignments—these become the hallmarks of status.

Those responsible for designing the intensive socialization process that de-
fined the West Point experience in my day would reject the charge that they 
were promoting values at odds with Duty, Honor, and Country. But they were, 
even if unconsciously or out of ignorance. At West Point, rhetoric and every-
day lived experience were not in harmony, a condition that cannot help but 
induce bewilderment, if not cynicism.

Furthermore, when we completed our apprenticeship at West Point and 
received our commissions, we discovered that this other value set—the one 
that placed a premium on individual recognition and advancement—pervaded 
the officer corps. In Vietnam, it was reaching epidemic proportions. In this 
environment, keeping faith with the code defined by Duty, Honor, and Coun-
try posed no small challenge.

I will not stand here and tell you that I myself met that challenge satisfac-
torily. I did not. Perhaps paradoxically, my personal failings eventually led me 
to appreciate just how demanding the military professional ethic is. For me, 
falling short of the standard became a belated source of corrective education. 
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That was many years ago, of course. I have long since left your profession. I am 
today merely an interested, although I hope sympathetic, observer.

As such, I am troubled by the evidence that another crisis of sorts is afflicting 
the profession of arms. I do not think for a second that the crisis compares 
even remotely to the crisis provoked by Vietnam. But it is a crisis all the same, 
one that has in recent months caught the attention of both Secretary of Defense 
Chuck Hagel and Gen Martin Dempsey, current chairman of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff.* I will not rehearse the evidence of this current crisis in detail, but it 
is everywhere. It ranges from stupefying misconduct by senior officers to 
cheating scandals—cheating conspiracies really—involving younger officers 
charged with responsibility for the nation’s land-based nuclear strike forces.†

It also includes reprehensible actions by service academy cadets and 
midshipman manifestly clueless about what it means to behave in a manner 
becoming an “an officer and a gentleman.” I ask your forgiveness for using 
that gendered yet still evocative phrase.

What troubles me more still is my suspicion that those inhabiting the up-
per reaches of the Pentagon have little conception of how to address the prob-
lem. They know something’s gone awry. They are at a loss for how to fix what’s 
broken. I note that Secretary Hagel recently appointed a flag officer to serve as 
his “senior advisor on military professionalism.” While bureaucratically pre-
dictable, this is the equivalent of President Obama adding to the White House 
staff a “senior advisor for bipartisanship.”‡ It’s a gesture—what you do to make 
a show of doing something, hoping thereby to conceal the fact that you actu-
ally don’t know what to do.

As a practical matter, the addition of a one-star admiral to the Office of the 
Secretary of Defense—already consisting of the secretary, a deputy secretary, 
an executive secretary, five undersecretaries, six deputy undersecretaries, fif-
teen assistant secretaries, and five principal deputy assistant secretaries along 
with some 2,400 other military and civilian personnel—is unlikely to have a 
transformative effect. No doubt high-sounding exhortations will rain down 
from on high. But when it comes to navigating through the ethical challenges 
you will encounter upon being commissioned, don’t expect much in terms of 

*This remark came a few months after the a sexual assault and harassment crisis in the US military, as 
reported in Associated Press, “Obama Says Military Leaders ‘Ashamed’ of Their Failure to End Sexual 
Abuse,” FOX News, http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2013/05/16/joint-chiefs-chairman-cites-crisis-over-
alleged-military-sexual-assaults.html, 16 May 2013.

†Ernesto Londono, “U.S. Air Force Relieves Nine Officers following Nuclear Test Cheating Probe,” 
Washington Post, 27 March 2014, https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/us-air-force 
-fires-nine-officers-following-nuclear-test-cheating-probe/2014/03/27/9e5eaffa-b5e0-11e3-b899 
-20667de76985_story.html.

‡On 25 March 2014, Secretary of Defense Chuck Hagel named Rear Adm Margaret “Peg” Klein to serve 
as his senior advisor for Military Professionalism, see “SECDEF Announces Senior Advisor for Military 
Professionalism,” Navy.mil, http://www.navy.mil/submit/display.asp?story_id=79890, 25 March 2014.

http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2013/05/16/joint-chiefs-chairman-cites-crisis-over-alleged-military-sexual-assaults.html
http://www.foxnews.com/politics/2013/05/16/joint-chiefs-chairman-cites-crisis-over-alleged-military-sexual-assaults.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/us-air-force-fires-nine-officers-following-nuclear-test-cheating-probe/2014/03/27/9e5eaffa-b5e0-11e3-b899-20667de76985_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/us-air-force-fires-nine-officers-following-nuclear-test-cheating-probe/2014/03/27/9e5eaffa-b5e0-11e3-b899-20667de76985_story.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/national-security/us-air-force-fires-nine-officers-following-nuclear-test-cheating-probe/2014/03/27/9e5eaffa-b5e0-11e3-b899-20667de76985_story.html
http://www.navy.mil/submit/display.asp?story_id=79890
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concrete assistance. For that kind of guidance, don’t bother to look up. In-
stead, look within.

So where might you turn for help in anticipating those challenges? Al-
though my own academic training is in history, I vote for literature. Of course, 
we live in an age when reading has become a euphemism for submitting to the 
demands of the electronic devices to which we tether ourselves. Taking the 
time to absorb something as long as a novel may seem like a throwback from 
an earlier day, like holding hands at a movie show or breaking for afternoon 
tea.

In fact, however, the library at this institution contains an impressive body 
of literature that explores and reflects on what it means to be a military pro-
fessional. Much of that literature is American, the work of writers who during 
the wars of the twentieth century witnessed at firsthand the moral and ethical 
dilemmas to which military service gives rise. What I want to do this evening 
is to call to your attention to one such writer and to one particular novel that 
might resonate with you.

The writer is James Salter. The novel is his first book The Hunters.* Let me 
tell you a little bit about Salter. He graduated from West Point in 1945. After 
receiving his commission, he trained as an aviator and transferred to the Air 
Force upon its creation in 1947. By 1952, he was a fighter pilot, flying F-86s in 
Korea where he was credited with downing one MiG-15. A few years later, he 
resigned his commission to become a full-time writer, subsequently achiev-
ing considerable success.†

The action in The Hunters takes place in Korea more or less when Salter 
himself served there. It’s late in the war. At Panmunjom, truce talks are under-
way, although when or even if they will produce positive results is impossible 
to say. At Kimpo Air Base, not far outside of Seoul, Col Dutch Imil commands 
an F-86 fighter wing. An ace during World War II and again in Korea, Imil 
exudes a crude, swaggering charisma.

*James Salter, The Hunters, revised edition (New York: Harper Bros., 1956; Washington, DC: 
Counterpoint, 1997).

†A cult writer who enjoyed critical success, James Salter died in 2015. See Michael Carlson, “James Salter 
Obituary,” Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/jun/22/james-salter, 22 June 2015. His 
entire literary career was the subject of a volume in Twayne’s United States Author’s Series, edited by Frank 
Day of Clemson University. See William Dowie, James Salter (New York: Twayne Publishers, 1998). In 
1958, The Hunters was adapted and released as a film (20th Century Fox, 1982; DVD 2004).

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/jun/22/james-salter
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A four-plane formation of F-86 Sabre jets of the 51st Fighter Interceptor Wing turns into 
skies over Korea in 1952. Before resigning from the Air Force to become an author, 
James Salter flew these aircraft and downed a MiG in combat over Korea. DOD photo 
(VIRIN HF-SN-98-07348).

He will stop at nothing, Salter writes, “to have a great wing, one of the glo-
ries of which would become legend.” For Imil, glory is defined quantitatively. 
Legendary pilots down MiGs. Legendary fighter wings down lots of MiGs. 
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That is the sole measure of merit. For Imil, literally nothing else matters. He is 
supremely indifferent to the war’s larger purposes.

So too are the officers under his command. They are oblivious to any con-
nection between the air war they are waging high above the Yalu and the 
ground combat ongoing across the mid-section of the Korean peninsula be-
low. At Kimpo, they inhabit their own hermetically sealed world—a common 
aspect of military life where the outfit to which you belong defines the limits 
of the universe.

As the novel opens, Capt Cleve Connell arrives at Kimpo to join Imil’s outfit. 
Connell brings with him a reputation for being a hot pilot, at least in peacetime. 
He and his new commander have a history. Connell had served under Imil in 
Panama after World War II. So Imil welcomes the new arrival with considerable 
enthusiasm, certain that Cleve will add to the wing’s tally of kills.

At thirty-one, Cleve knows that his flying days are numbered. He is, ac-
cording to Salter, “not too old.” Yet his vision isn’t as sharp as it once was. As a 
pilot, he has passed his prime. Still, he is eager to test himself in combat.

In Korea, Salter writes, Cleve expects to “make a valedictory befitting his 
years.” By becoming an ace, he will achieve a form of immortality. He will, he 
reflects, “attain himself.”

As far as Imil is concerned, all it takes to become an ace is guts and skill. 
Those who want a fight find a fight. Those who press the fight get kills, al-
though sometimes a bit of creative bookkeeping helps.

So at least Salter suggests when he describes Imil browbeating a young 
lieutenant into confirming another pilot’s claim of having scored a victory. 
The very junior officer [Dawes] tells his overbearing commander [Imil] that 
he can’t verify the claim.

“Try to remember, Dawes,” Imil urges. “Think. Think of your career.”
Thus prompted, Dawes duly remembers. “As a matter of fact,” he replies, “I 

do seem to recall seeing that MiG smoking.”
“Certainly you did.”
“Yes, that’s right. It was on fire. Now that I think back, I remember it. He 

got it, all right. There’s no doubt about it.”*

Thanks to Dawes’ sudden epiphany, the wing adds another downed MiG 
to its scorecard.

As Cleve soon learns, however, when it comes to aerial combat, fortune 
too plays a large role. This is true of all war, of course. As Clausewitz re-
minds us, “No other human activity is so continuously or universally bound 
up with chance.”

*Salter, The Hunters, 44–45.
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In Korea, MiGs venture south from their sanctuaries in China when they 
choose to, not when the Americans want them to. So although Cleve flies his 
share of missions, luck eludes him. Contacts with the enemy are few. Glory 
remains beyond reach. Compounding Cleve’s frustration is the far greater 
success enjoyed by a brash young lieutenant assigned to Cleve’s own flight. Ed 
Pell—his preferred handle is “the Doctor”—has guts and skill and luck.

He also possesses a crucial fourth quality: as with Imil, his conscience does 
not pose much of a constraint. Pell, writes Salter, is “as free of idealism as a 
boy raised in the slums.”

In Pell’s moral universe—as in Imil’s—what matters is that an action count, 
not whether it deserves to be counted. You’ve no doubt encountered this atti-
tude yourself.

In our own day, it has become commonplace. We see it everywhere from 
steroid-ingesting baseball players keen to rack up home runs to ambitious 
politicians keen to inflate their vote count. It’s called selling your soul.

When it comes to downing MiGs, Pell easily accommodates Dutch Imil’s 
priorities. Disregarding SOPs when they get in his way, endangering others, 
playing fast-and-loose with the truth, “the Doctor” scores one kill after an-
other. Soon enough he displaces Cleve as the wing commander’s fair-haired 
boy. In the eyes of his fellow fighter pilots, who are simultaneously comrades 
and competitors, “the Doctor” achieves the status of hero, role model, and 
celebrity. He is, in short, what Cleve had imagined himself destined to become.

Meanwhile, Cleve himself has turned out to be something of a bust. He is 
the athlete who looks good in practice but can’t get it done at game time.

“It was all unbelievable,” Salter writes. “Cleve was completely unaccus-
tomed to the part he was playing . . . . [H]e had to accept it, but it was some-
how wrong, immensely so. . . . He said nothing. He kept it inside, where, like 
a serpent, it devoured him.”*

It gradually dawns on Cleve that he is not going to “attain himself ” in Ko-
rea. Fate is conspiring against him. He is not going to become an ace. He is not 
going to gain immortality.

Meanwhile, Pell, for whom Cleve feels nothing but scorn, is doing all of 
those things. In achieving the status to which Cleve himself had aspired, Pell 
brazenly violates basic standards of professional conduct that makes his suc-
cess all the more unbearable.

Nowhere in the book does Cleve consciously reflect on the normative di-
mensions of officership. You’ll find no references to Duty, Honor, Country 
here. Yet Pell’s cavalier behavior, to which Imil turns a blind eye or even en-

*Salter, 79.
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courages, offends him. It also leads Cleve to question the ambitions that he 
himself had entertained when he had arrived in Korea. Salter writes: 

He had come to acquit himself but now he was not sure. He had come for a climax of 
victory, but in a way he did not want that now. He wanted more, to be above wanting it, 
to be independent of having to have it. And he knew, with utmost certainty, he would 
never achieve that. Cleve was a prisoner of the war. If he did not get MiGs he would have 
failed, not only in his own eyes but in everyone’s . . . . He would have seized anything that 
allowed him release. He dreaded the need to sacrifice himself on this pitiless altar, of 
fighting for something he no longer had the strength to disdain.*

Impulsively, and recklessly, Cleve sets out to restore those standards, or at 
least to punish Pell for disregarding them.

On the day that Pell gets his fifth MiG—as luck would have it, Cleve was 
not on the mission—another officer in Cleve’s flight is shot down. Pell was the 
lost officer’s wingman. Scuttlebutt has it that to get his MiG, Pell had aban-
doned his lead, for fighter pilots a cardinal sin.

At a gathering of the wing’s officers, with Pell present, Cleve confronts Imil.
“I want Pell grounded,” he declares.
“What in hell are you talking about?”
“Ground him,” Cleve says again. “I want to see that he doesn’t fly anymore.”
“A man with five victories, and you want me to ground him. What’s wrong 

with you?”
“He killed his leader today. If he’d shot him down personally, it wouldn’t 

have been any different.”
Pell speaks up. “It wasn’t my fault. He wouldn’t break.”
“You’re a liar. You never told him to.”
Imil dismisses the assembly and wheels on Cleve.
“What are you trying to do, Connell? Wreck the group?”
“No, sir. I’m trying to uphold it.”
Of course, what Cleve is trying to uphold—or more accurately, restore—is 

the notion that some things matter more than getting MiGs.†
Imil angrily ends the conversation. He is not about to take his cues from a 

mere captain, especially one who apparently lacks the stuff that makes for 
great fighter pilots. In the eyes of his commander, Cleve has become persona 
non grata. In the eyes of the pilots who comprise Pell’s following, he is a spoil-
sport, a loser consumed by envy.

Meanwhile, Pell—who soon registers his sixth kill—has become, in Salter’s 
words, “the most famous pilot in the Air Force.” Fan mail pours in. Magazines 
clamor for interviews. Pretty girls send their pictures. Generals shower him 
with praise. As the killer of MiGs, he has become, so it seems, a living legend.

*Salter, 161.
†Salter, 168–69.
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The end of Cleve’s combat tour—and his release from purgatory—is ap-
proaching. He has only eleven missions left to fly before going home.

Suddenly and unexpectedly, his luck changes.
A big fight is in the offing, with hundreds of MiGs reported gathering at 

bases just inside China. Imil orders a maximum effort; every available aircraft 
with every available pilot will fly. There is, however, a problem with Cleve’s 
plane. The gun camera isn’t working. He and his wingman, a run-of-the-
mill lieutenant named Billy Hunter, take off anyway, the last two fighters off 
the strip.

No fight occurs. It is all a feint. Although swarms of enemy fighters launch, 
they do not give battle. As the lead ships in Imil’s wing begin running short on 
fuel, they turn back south.

Cleve trails behind, now alone with his wingman. Then just before breaking 
station, they suddenly encounter four MiGs.

Now among enemy fighter pilots, there is one—perhaps Chinese, perhaps 
Russian—whom the Americans have nicknamed Casey Jones. The sight of the 
distinctive black stripes on Casey’s MiG-15 strikes fear into the stoutest 
hearts. Casey is the best of the best. And he is murderously ferocious. Cleve 
now finds himself in a fierce dogfight with Casey himself. Here is Salter’s master-
ful description of its conclusion: 

Casey broke left. French curves of vapor trailed from his wingtips. Cleve was behind 
him on the inside, turning as hard as he could. The bright pipper of his sight was creeping 
up on the MiG…. He squeezed the trigger. The tracers arced out, falling mostly behind. …. 
They were just above the trees. …. He fired again. …. Solid strikes along the fuselage. 
There was a burst of white flame and a sudden flood of smoke. The MiG pulled up 
sharply, climbing. It was slipping away from him, but as it did, he laced it with hits. Finally, 
trailing a curtain of fire, it rolled over on one wing and started down.*

In a stroke, Cleve has outdone all the others. He has achieved the seem-
ingly unachievable. He has redeemed himself. Now all he needs is to return 
get to Kimpo. There vindication waits.

Cleve radios a cryptic sitrep to home base: They’d downed one.
Unfortunately, as he and Hunter head back south, they are precariously low 

on fuel. They climb to 38,000 feet. A hundred miles north of Kimpo they run 
out of gas.

Bailing out over North Korea is not an attractive option. They will glide 
toward home base, slowly losing altitude with each mile. Cleve’s run of good 
fortune holds. He reaches the runway and makes a dead stick landing.

Hunter is not so lucky. He crashes a half-mile short. The sole witness to his 
duel with Casey Jones is killed instantly.

*Salter, 219–20.
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Imil and a scrum of other pilots, including Pell, meet Cleve as he dismounts from 
his cockpit. A crew chief confirms that Cleve’s gun camera has malfunctioned.

“There goes the damned confirmation,” Imil complains.
“It doesn’t matter,” Cleve replies.
“Don’t be so goddamned casual. Of course it matters.”
“Not this time.”
“What are you talking about?”
“It was Casey Jones.”
Coming from Cleve, this was an extraordinary claim, verging on the 

preposterous.
“Are you sure?” Imil asks.
“There’s no film, Colonel,” Pell shouts. “There’s no one to confirm it now.”
“No,” Imil agrees. “There’s not.”
The prize Cleve has won—the ultimate prize of having bested Casey Jones—

is slipping away. What is rightly his, what he had earned, is about to be lost.
How should he respond? How would I? How would you?
The test Cleve faces, in its way hardly less demanding than taking on the 

enemy ace, requires an instantaneous response. It is a test for which slogans, 
platitudes, or eloquent speeches are worse than useless. Cleve has only in-
stinct on which to draw.

So before the prize can be taken, he gives it away. He lies. In doing so, he 
repudiates the shabby standard that Imil upholds and that Pell has so adeptly 
exploited.

“Oh yes, there is,” Cleve announces.
“Who?”
“I can confirm it . . . Hunter got him.”
“It had come out almost unconsciously,” Salter writes. “Malice had brought 

it, and protest, and the sweeping magnanimity that accompanies triumph.”*

His effort to repeal Kimpo’s prevailing moral order having failed, Cleve 
seizes this unexpected opportunity to reassert his own conception of what 
duty and honor require.

Yet doing so means first renouncing all that he himself had so eagerly 
sought, surrendering it precisely at the moment when it lay within his grasp.

“Billy Hunter would have his day as a hero,” Salter continues. “Cleve could 
give him that, at least. . . . He had kept a pledge. His heart cried out to go 
among them and tell them how he had fulfilled whatever promise he had, how 
in the clean sky he had met and conquered a legend.” Now no one would 
know. Ever. Except Cleve himself. Salter continues, “He felt as if he had finally 
passed from youth into a real maturity, one in which he soberly realized the 

*Salter, 226–27.
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price that had to be paid to abide by the ideals that were once so bright and 
compelling. The reckoning was dear; but for all that they had cost him, he 
held them even more fiercely.”*

Here Salter might have ended his book. But he chose to do otherwise. After 
all, the war did not end that day. It continued. Each day, Americans strapped 
themselves into their planes and flew north.

On one of his very last missions, Cleve gets into another fight. This time he 
loses (Is it luck? Has age caught up with him?) and is killed.

Immortality? No, none. Instead, Cleve will be forgotten, a pilot who by all 
accounts never quite lived up to his advanced billing. There Salter’s story sum-
marily concludes.

The reader may wonder what fate had in store for the others.
Surely the MiGs harvested by the pilots under Imil’s command will earn 

him at least one more promotion. Yet he is probably too rough around the 
edges to go further. We might imagine him retiring to San Antonio or Colo-
rado Springs, probably playing golf and drinking himself to death.

Pell is much smoother, of course. With his many talents, not least an apti-
tude for self-promotion and knowing how to play the game, Pell will make it 
much closer to the top.

Perhaps he ends up on a stage like this, making solemn pronouncements to 
young cadets about Duty, Honor, and Country or, in the manner of Sir John 
Hackett, extolling the armed services as a reservoir of rectitude and virtue.

Of course, the real life equivalents of Imil and Pell, the commanders who 
ran the air war in Korea and the pilots who became aces, are themselves long 
since forgotten. I don’t expect that many of you know their names. I don’t. Nor 
do our countrymen. Whatever glory these Airmen may have won, whether 
deserved or stolen, has proven transitory.

Which seems to me to be Salter’s point: The dreams of glory that motivated 
Imil and Pell, and for which Cleve hungered, amount to fool’s gold. As such, 
such a prize is hardly worth compromising yourself to acquire.

By comparison, real gold is not easily found. As Cleve eventually discovers, 
it requires knowing yourself.

Never easily attained, self-knowledge becomes all the more difficult to ac-
quire in a world where Dutch Imil’s ethical elasticity too often prevails and 
where slick connivers like Pell get ahead.

So what did Cleve ultimately discover? What might an aspiring military 
professional take from a book such as this?

*Salter, 228–29.
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This, I think: What ultimately matters is not who you might become to-
morrow or the day after. No, what matters is what you do today and what that 
says about who you are.

With that I will stop, wishing you well in your own quest for self-knowledge.
Thank you.
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Military Professionals and the Warrior 
Ethos in the Aftermath of War*

Brian McAllister Linn

What happens to those who wear their nation’s uniform when the guns 
stop firing, the bombs stop dropping, and the armed forces move into that 
difficult period that might be termed recovery from war? The sad truth is that 
we don’t know much about the phenomena of military recovery. As the Brit-
ish poet Thomas Hardy observed almost a century ago, “war makes rattling 
good history; but peace is poor reading.”1 Indeed, most of the writing about 
the “peacetime” armed forces is actually about the “prewar” armed forces. 
Thanks to Beetle Bailey and other caricatures, many Americans share Ford 
Madox Ford’s dismissal of peacetime “real soldiering” as “parades, social 
events, and spit and polish.”2 Historians and military officers are so fixated on 
finding the causes for future wars that they seldom study peacetime militaries 
as anything but preparatory schools. From this perspective, the peacetime 
armed forces are more accurately defined as the prewar armed forces. But as 
any historian knows, foreknowledge of how the next war is going to turn out 
makes it relatively easy to pinpoint the weapons, the individuals, and the doc-
trines that proved important. But for those who lack this historical hindsight, 
who are living through the aftermath of the last war, and who lack a clear vi-
sion of the future—the challenges of being a military professional in peace-
time are much more complex. 

In a 1909 interview, Lt Gen Adna R. Chaffee warned that “the success of the 
aeroplane as a toy” had encouraged “hysterical people” to predict that the 
destruction and terror wrought by aerial bombing would soon lead to the 
abolition of war. The old general was having none of this: “I believe damned 
little of this aeroplane business. I don’t believe aeroplanes are ever going to 
win a war. And I hold the same opinion of automobiles.”3 The next war, Chaf-
fee continued, would be won like all previous wars, by those able to withstand 
physical hardships and emotional traumas, who could retain their discipline 
and morale, who could both lead and follow on the battlefield. In less than five 
years, with the outbreak of World War I, both the airplane and the automobile 
would become essential components of modern warfare, and remain so. But 
should we consign Chaffee to the historical rubbish heap as another of the 
ground-bound “brass hats” that Billy Mitchell and other aviation pioneers 
condemned? Or, does Chaffee’s comment simply reflect a perpetual dilemma 
of the professional soldier in peacetime: to reconcile the military certainties 

*Harmon Memorial Lecture #60, 2017.
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acquired in a lifetime of service with the unpredictability of future conflict? 
Does Chaffee stand with all those who view war, and indeed all military activ-
ity, as dependent on the “human element” against those who claim they can 
reduce warfare to a scientific process, one in which victory goes to the latest 
superweapon, or to those who better manage technology, organization, ad-
ministration, personnel, and other resources?4

If any soldier personified the warrior ethos of his day, it was Adna R. Chaf-
fee. When the Civil War broke out he was just a teenager, but he immediately 
enlisted as a private in the Sixth Cavalry. He fought in most of that regiment’s 
60 combat engagements during the war and then devoted another quar-
ter-century to hard campaigning on the western frontier. He received the 
equivalent of two Distinguished Service Crosses for heroism in combat. Once, 
when confronted by a much larger enemy force, he led his troops into battle 
with the inspirational words: “Forward. If any man is killed, I will make him a 
corporal.” Between 1898 and 1902 he fought in Cuba, led the American expe-
ditionary force against the Boxers in China, and commanded in the final cam-
paigns against the Filipino insurgents. When, in 1904, he was appointed the 
US Army’s Chief of Staff, he also became the first person to advance from 
private to lieutenant general.5

A stereographic view of Maj Gen Adna R. Chaffee, taken at the Headquarters, Agricultural 
Temple, Peking, China, 14 March 1901. Courtesy of Library of Congress (no. 2001699843).

Almost a century after Chaffee dismissed the airplane as “a toy,” US Air 
Force Chief of Staff Gen T. Michael Moseley introduced the “Warrior Ethos” 
initiative. This was intended to serve as “the foundation of what it means to be 
an Airman. It is a hardiness of spirit, and moral and physical courage.” The 
Warrior Ethos “traces its roots to the era when the Air Force first became an 
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independent service. Since the days when bombers and fighters first soared 
into the wild blue yonder, Airmen have trained for or engaged in combat.”6 
Sgt Daniel Wheeler put it more bluntly: those who had recently enlisted “have 
the impression that we are a chair force. We are trying to change that assump-
tion and show them we are warriors, just like the rest of the services.”7 Some 
believed General Moseley’s decision to embrace the “warrior ethos” was influ-
enced by the strategic realities of 2007. That year, American forces were in the 
midst of two lengthy, costly, and controversial counterinsurgency campaigns. 
Both the nature of those conflicts and the counterinsurgency methods Ameri-
cans had adopted would have been very familiar to General Chaffee. But a 
decade afterwards—and with counterinsurgency largely discredited—the Air 
Force’s commitment remains firm. In 2012 the US Air Force Academy incor-
porated a definition of the Warrior Ethos as “a hardiness of spirit despite 
physical and mental hardships” as part of its curriculum. An institutional out-
come titled “Warrior Ethos as Citizen Airmen” is part of the curriculum, and 
in 2017 the US Air Force Academy hosted a National Character and Leader-
ship Symposium with the theme “The Warrior Ethos and the American Airman.”8

To those who remember the Cold War US Air Force, the service’s commit-
ment to the “warrior ethos” signifies several radical changes in both mission 
and image. The first and most startling choice is the shift away from its long 
focus on airpower as the foundation of American military power. Whether 
the theory was pre–World War II strategic bombardment, or John Warden’s 
“Air Campaign,” or more recent “Effects Based Operations,” the underlying 
assumption was that airpower could do it alone. The Air Force image was also 
high-tech, symbolized by sleek fighters and powerful bombers in which the 
individual was often invisible. When humans were portrayed, they were also 
always pilots, as evidenced in movies, comics, and novels. In marked contrast, 
both the rhetoric and the images of the “Warrior Ethos” publicity campaign 
portrayed not pilots or airplanes but camouflaged enlisted personnel holding 
rifles, boots definitely on the ground.9

For historians, the term “Warrior Ethos” immediately raises issues of pro-
fessional identity. Indeed, for decades scholars—both uniformed and civil-
ian—have pondered when and why did warriors transform into professional 
soldiers, sailors, and airmen? There is, of course, much debate on what defines 
a military professional.10 But there is unquestionably a consensus on warriors 
and their ethos, at least in literature that is remarkably similar across time and 
culture. At the fundamental level, a “warrior” is understood to be an individual 
who wages war—with the connotation that she or he is a master of martial 
arts whose life is centered on the defeat of their opponents—preferably in 
single combat. Warriors were associated with such martial virtues as courage, 
physical and mental toughness, sacrifice, honor, dedication, and persistence. 
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Gen Robin Olds, one of the most famous aces in US Air Force history, recalled 
that one of the great attractions of being a fighter pilot was that he imagined 
them as “warriors . . . keen, fearless, steely-eyed gladiators of the wild blue.”11

Perhaps the first personification of the “Warrior Ethos” emerged almost 
3,000 years ago in The Iliad. Greece’s greatest warrior, Achilles, fought not for 
king and cause but for wealth and reputation. When the leader of the Greek 
forces, King Agamemnon, claimed for himself Achilles’s war prize, a slave girl, 
the great hero responded:

You shameless schemer, why should any Achaean leap to obey your orders to march or 
wage war? No Trojan spearmen brought me here to fight: they have done me no wrong. 
No horse or cow of mine have been stolen . . . My hands bear the brunt of the fiercest 
fight, but when the wealth is shared, yours is the greater, while I return, weary with bat-
tle, to the ships, with some small fraction for my own . . . it is better to lead my beaked 
ships home than stay here dishonored piling up wealth and goods for you.12

This speech shows that the Greeks recognized that warrior virtues were 
often inseparable from warrior vices: selfishness, pride, greed, egotism, rage, 
a quickness to take offense—and so on. After cursing Agamemnon, Achilles 
retired to his tent and let the Trojans pillage the Greek camp. He finally re-
turned to the battlefield, not for patriotism but revenge, and his anger over the 
death of his friend was so all-consuming that Achilles defiled the corpse of the 
great Trojan warrior, Hector.

There are other examples of the “warrior ethos” across the centuries that 
show both its heroic image and its dark side. The early Anglo-Saxon poem 
Beowulf tells of a hero who swears to kill the monster Grendel barehanded 
because his opponent does not know how to use weapons. Beowulf slays 
Grendel, but only after the monster kills many others. The medieval epic, The 
Song of Roland, describes how Roland and Charlemagne’s rear guard were 
ambushed as they were leaving Spain by an overwhelming host. Oliver, his 
best friend, begged Roland to blow his horn to summon reinforcements. Ro-
land refused: seeking help in battle might be taken for cowardice and tarnish 
his reputation. He would rather die than suffer such infamy. By refusing to 
summon aid Roland not only caused his own death, but that of his best friend 
and all the soldiers he commanded.

In his famous Crispin’s Day speech before the Battle of Agincourt in 1415, 
Shakespeare’s Henry the Fifth rebukes one of his commanders for wishing the 
English had more troops: 

But if it be a sin to covet honor,

I am the most offending soul alive.

No, faith, my coz, wish not a man from England:

God’s peace! I would not lose so great an honour

As one man more, methinks, would share from me.13



THE MILITARY PROFESSIONAL AND SOCIETY │ 595

This is stirring stuff. But those familiar with Shakespeare’s play know that 
royal ministers who feared he would cut their privileges tricked Henry into 
invading France. Shakespeare never resolves whether Henry’s motives are to 
benefit his kingdom or to expand his own glory.

Americans have always been acutely aware—in a way many other societies 
are not—of the difference between true warriors and glory-seekers. The de-
fenders of the Alamo and George Armstrong Custer may be celebrated for 
their courage, but they are also regarded as participants in a futile, unneces-
sary sacrifice. The most celebrated American warriors have tended to be both 
more practical and more altruistic. Their “warrior ethos” is less the selfish 
pursuit of fame than the higher calling of sacrificing for a cause that tran-
scends personal profit. Whether volunteer, lifetime professional, or draftee, 
the American combatant has remained a citizen. Think of Hawkeye in the 
Last of the Mohicans, the Minutemen at Lexington, Molly Pitcher at Mon-
mouth, Andrew Jackson at New Orleans, Joshua Chamberlain at Little Round 
Top, Frank Luke—the first pilot to receive the Medal of Honor—at the Meuse 
Argonne, or World War II’s Audie Murphy and Richard Bong. And, if we ex-
tend this celebrity into the future, think of Ellen Ripley in the movie Aliens. 
One interesting theme of this distinct American Warrior Ethos is that the 
hero is usually a reluctant combatant who only becomes a warrior because 
circumstances demand it. This may be reflective of the historical fact that the 
American colonies, and later the United States, were established after war-
riors had been largely replaced by professionals in Western Europe.

Why did professionals supplant warriors? Most of the reasons are practical: 
cost-effectiveness, state priorities, public order, business, and so forth. For all 
his importance in war, what does the warrior contribute in peacetime? In 
many societies, warriors gave little to the general good. They spent their time 
around the feasting table, drinking, fighting, boasting, and extorting hospital-
ity. They usually demanded that their status and honors be passed on to their 
descendants, regardless of whether their sons had inherited their martial abil-
ities. They were also unreliable and, like Achilles, prone to storm off in a rage. 
Like Roland, they had a bad habit of placing their personal honor above the 
accomplishment of the mission, the safety of their troops, or their responsi-
bility to their commanders. And, like Henry the Fifth, warriors often created 
wars for no other cause than their own glory.14

In most advanced civilizations the rulers, and their citizens, concluded that 
the cost, the social disruption, and above all the unreliability of warriors in 
peacetime far exceeded their worth in war. Thus both governments and the 
public demanded military forces that could also be useful in peacetime, would 
not terrorize civilians, and were obedient to the political leaders. Over time—a 
lot of time—the warrior became the professional.
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In contrast to much older cultures that celebrated the individual warrior or 
owed their survival to “warrior kings,” the American professional comes from 
a tradition in which established or “standing” military organizations had ex-
tensive responsibilities in both peace and war. By the time the Founding Fathers 
gathered to write the Constitution, Western European officers’ obligations en-
compassed far more than the warriors’ duty to wave a sword and lead men 
into battle. Officers were expected to master the art and science of war, to be 
able to build fortifications; to survey and map territory; to recruit, train, and 
maintain their troops; discuss the campaigns of Julius Caesar—in Latin—and 
myriad other skills. This Western European professional ethos formed the 
basis of the United States military forces, and the importance of this ethos was 
incorporated in the early military legislation. The Constitution provided for a 
citizen-soldier force that could be called into federal service to repel invasion, 
suppress insurrection, or uphold the law. The Militia Act of 1792 further dis-
tinguished citizen-soldiers as a state-based reserve and established limits on 
the nature and length of their federal obligation. The Peace Establishment Act 
of 1802 organized the federal government’s standing army, and it was fol-
lowed by the creation of the US Military Academy that defined the national 
army’s officers as professionals who required specialized education in the arts 
and sciences of war. Subsequent legislation over the next century further con-
firmed the career or “regular” officer’s professional identity, often by linking it 
to educational achievement.

From the beginning, the US military’s professional ethos was directed at 
serving the nation in whatever capacity was required. In common with many 
developing countries, in the first decades of its existence the United States 
required less warfighters than officers skilled in engineering, management, 
technology, administration, governance, and so on. Similarly, in the nine-
teenth century the United States Navy’s officers performed many functions 
during peacetime. They were diplomats, surveyors, maritime police, trade 
representatives—everything from exploring the Antarctic to establishing re-
lations with the Empire of Japan. But only in the 1890s did the Navy start 
developing a theory of maritime warfare and a war college to teach strategy. 
Army officers such as Zebulon Pike explored the West, others served as a 
frontier constabulary, and still others designed and built the fortifications that 
protected America’s harbors. But it might be argued that the one mission the 
US Army did not do well was preparing for war—as is evident by studying the 
first weeks of the Civil War or the Spanish-American War.15

In the twentieth century the professional ethos of the American armed 
forces evolved, but it was a further turn away from the warrior ethos of Achilles 
and Roland. In the Spanish-American War of 1898, many senior command-
ers were killed because they relied on a style of combat leadership they had 



THE MILITARY PROFESSIONAL AND SOCIETY │ 597

learned 30 years earlier in the Civil War. For example, at the battle of San Juan 
Heights, the 3rd Brigade’s commander, leading from the front, was an early 
casualty. His replacement had barely taken command before he too was shot. 
The next commander lasted no more than five minutes before he was also 
wounded. Casualties among company commanders were equally high. In the 
Philippines, Gen Henry W. Lawton—always in his white uniform—was killed 
as he walked in front of the firing line. Another Civil War veteran, Col Emerson 
Liscum, was shot down holding his regiment’s flag during the Boxer Rebellion.

Within barely a decade, such displays of public heroism were viewed as 
neither professional nor admirable. A senior officer who walked along the 
firing line to demonstrate his courage was not revered by his troops but hated 
for recklessly endangering their lives. World War I showed that it was not 
warriors, or even armies, that went to war, but entire nations. Victory required 
mobilizing and coordinating the nation’s financial, industrial, manpower, ag-
ricultural, and public resources. World War I battles often lasted for months, 
killed and maimed in the hundreds of thousands, and resulted in only a few 
miles of territory changing hands. Industrialization, new technologies, mass 
armies, the management of the nation at war, and other changes bulldozed 
the last romance from the battlefield. As one officer wrote in 1916, “War has 
become a business, like any other business, where sentiment has little value. It 
has but one watchword—efficiency. Glory is no more the soldier’s dream, but 
only success . . . . The hero who in scarlet and bearskin strode so picturesquely 
across the field of battle and drove the enemy at the bayonet’s point, now lies 
on his belly in the dirt and shoots at an unseen enemy a mile away.”16 Master-
ing this new form of warfare required ever more professional skill and also 
incorporating the martial virtues inherent in the Warrior Ethos.

Yet if the conduct of war changed, the responsibilities of the American pro-
fessional soldier in war’s long aftermath grew exponentially. Indeed, since the 
end of the Spanish-American War, the twentieth-century professional has 
spent much of his (and later her) time facing a distinct set of postwar chal-
lenges unimagined by any warrior. Almost invariably, the end of war has un-
leashed a host of institutional reforms that, whatever their long-term benefit, 
have always created short-term organizational chaos. After the Spanish-Amer-
ican War, the US Army undertook the “Root Reforms” that created a general 
staff system, a program of lifetime professional military education, the first 
joint service strategic board, and made the National Guard a federal reserve 
force. After World War I, the National Defense Act created a cadre profes-
sional force to serve as the foundation for a mass conscript army—but Con-
gress’s refusal to fund this legislation left the armed forces little more than 
hollow shells. After World War II, the National Defense Act of 1947 created 
the US Air Force but also began the integration of the separate armed forces 
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into the Department of Defense, an integration that has been strengthened 
after every subsequent war. That same year Congress passed the Officer Per-
sonnel Act that made service in the armed forces a lifetime career, complete 
with a ladder of promotion, a rising salary structure, generous benefits, and a 
retirement plan.17

In addition to the inevitable legislative reorganizations, each postwar ser-
vice has also had to “professionalize” its officer corps—and since 1898 this has 
been largely done through the service’s educational system. One officer, who 
had risen from lieutenant to full colonel in World War II, recalled that it was 
not until he attended command and staff college that he became aware of his 
deficiencies: “I knew how to be [a corps] G-3. I had learned it the hard way in 
battle . . . . But when it came to anything else that a colonel is supposed to be 
able to do I was practically helpless.”18 However, in many cases professional-
ization is less urgent than inculcating prewar traditions and standards of be-
havior among those viewed as ruined by their war experience. There are more 
than a few accounts of veterans at service schools whose first day of class 
consisted of being told by their instructors—most of whom had never de-
ployed overseas—that they lacked the discipline, intelligence, and ability for 
the peacetime force. Take Robin Olds, who graduated in 1943 from the US 
Military Academy. He returned to the Academy as a football coach barely two 
years later, at the age of 22, a combat-hardened major who had shot down 12 
German airplanes, commanded a squadron, and been awarded a Silver Star. 
He had barely checked in to his quarters when he was braced by a colonel 
whose “two little ribbons” included an administrator’s commendation. After 
chewing him out for various uniform violations, the colonel ended his ha-
rangue with the crushing comment: “This is West Point. I don’t know where 
you’ve been, but we do things differently around here.”19 From Olds’ perspec-
tive, the postwar US Military Academy was not teaching either a “warrior 
ethos” or a “professional ethos” but what might be more accurately described 
as a “chickenshit ethos.”

Another consistent postwar priority had been stabilizing the enlisted 
ranks. Since 1902, successive drawdowns have forced the American armed 
forces to decide not only who will remain in uniform and who will be dis-
charged, but also who needs to be recruited for the peacetime force. As with 
officers, it is a proven truism that many in the enlisted grades who were pro-
moted rapidly during the war are unable to perform all their peacetime duties. 
In many cases these enlisted personnel’s high postwar rank does not reflect ei-
ther combat leadership or technical ability, but that they happened to be on 
hand to fill a vacancy in an NCO grade. By the mid-1950s, largely as a result 
of rapid promotions in World War II and Korea, roughly one out of four non-
commissioned officers in the United States Army was functionally illiterate. 
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Most of these NCOs were not only incapable of performing their jobs, but 
their bad leadership drove out the motivated, educated, and skilled soldiers 
the service needed. The Army responded with a ruthless purge: in 18 months 
it demoted or reclassified 16,000 noncommissioned officers and separated an-
other 11,000. Those who survived the winnowing were given ample educational 
opportunities and access to better rank and pay, and thousands of junior NCOs, 
whose path had been blocked by the wartime generation, could finally rise in 
rank.20 This ruthless winnowing of the NCO ranks was exceptional in its 
scope, but a similar purge occurred after both Vietnam and the Gulf War—
followed by a decade-long effort to rebuild a cadre of competent, professional 
NCOs.

In addition to shedding the relics of the last war, it is a constant of the 
American military experience that each postwar force must recruit and retain 
those who can perform the very different duties of peace. This is of particular 
concern to a high-tech service such as the Air Force that requires not just labor, 
but skilled labor, and not just skilled labor, but skilled labor in occupations 
usually of high value in the civilian sector. From the beginning, Air Force re-
cruiting images have emphasized the service as a place to learn valuable skills 
leading to a lifetime career in the service or a high-paying job in the civilian 
sector. And from the public’s perspective, the Air Force has been popular be-
cause of its track record of producing skilled workers who are often better 
motivated, more self-disciplined, and with a stronger work ethic than those 
who lack military service. The contribution of the Air Force, and the other 
services, to American business, industry, agriculture, education, and other 
fields is considerable.

Another constant of the postwar military experience is how to define the 
peacetime mission. Today’s politicians sometimes make inane comments 
such as: “The military is not a social experiment. The purpose of the military 
is to kill people and break things.”21 Historians know that the nation’s armed 
forces have always been a laboratory for social experimentation, particularly 
in the aftermath of war. After the Spanish-American War, temperance advo-
cates banned the sale of alcohol on military posts on the grounds that they, 
and not the armed forces, had the obligation to protect the morals of service 
personnel. For their part, the services argued they were the ideal place to 
“Americanize” the immigrant population. After World War I both the Army 
and Navy emphasized vocational education, boasting that the services were 
“the school of the nation.” The very high quality of Air Force personnel in the 
1950s and 1960s was a direct effect of another great social experiment—im-
posing compulsory military service on the nation’s young men. Perhaps as 
many as 80 percent of the highly educated, technically skilled Airmen who 
wore blue during these decades had not so much volunteered for the US Air 
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Force as they had avoided being drafted into the US Army.22 Simultaneous 
with conscription came another social experiment—racial integration. This 
was first passively resisted by the armed forces and then, under the twin de-
mands of waging the Korean War and creating defensive forces in Europe, 
was done with such speed and lack of conflict that the military soon became 
the nation’s most racially diverse institution. In the late 1970s and 1980s the 
American armed forces led the nation in gender integration, even to letting 
women into the service academies. In most cases, the benefits of these social 
changes have been enormous and quickly recognized by the service leaders 
and the public. Indeed, that very politician who so confidently proclaimed 
that the American “military is not a social experiment” would do well to re-
flect that one reason African-American children can attend public schools in 
his own state’s capital is because the US Army integrated those schools in 
1957. If that is not employing the American military as a successful social 
experiment, I am not sure what is.

The years following any war inevitably challenge the professional ethos 
with drawdowns, equipment shortages, personnel issues, and a host of other 
problems. The aftermath of World War I is instructive in this regard, particu-
larly in the Pacific territories where the forces were expected to be in immedi-
ate readiness for war. Despite their critical position at the extreme end of 
America’s defensive shield, postwar correspondence from both Hawaii and 
the Philippines is filled with complaints about obsolete and broken-down air-
craft, inadequate maintenance, a lack of fuel and spare parts, personnel short-
ages, and all the other humdrum, day-to-day problems you might expect of 
peacetime professional military service in some sleepy backwater. Ira Eaker, 
later to become famous as the architect of the Eighth Air Force in World War 
II, recalled that at Clark Field in the Philippines in 1921 his squadron built 
their own bomb racks to practice with coconuts on various targets.23 He was 
not exaggerating. When the commanding officer staged an alert, it took over 
two hours to get the airplanes ready. Of the 16 warplanes, only 12 made it to 
the flying line, and of these only eight had guns.24 Compounding these prob-
lems, in an early effort at pre-positioning, the Army dismantled some 200 
obsolete aircraft and shipped them to the Philippines as a war reserve. They 
arrived soaked by sea spray, their canvas rotted and wood so warped that the 
officer in charge of aviation estimated it would take over 152,000 man-hours 
to uncrate and repair them. Four years later, his successor reported that the 
warehouse costs for these airplanes was $6,000 a month—or roughly 400 
times the pay of an Airman.25 When they could scrape together enough air-
planes to practice, the pilots spent their time working with the coast artillery’s 
antiaircraft gunners, towing targets, and other routine, boring, and monoto-
nous duties.



THE MILITARY PROFESSIONAL AND SOCIETY │ 601

Military aviation in Hawaii in the aftermath of World War I was in little 
better shape. As in the Philippines, Oahu’s aviation personnel were over-
whelmed by the avalanche of hundreds of obsolete aircraft sent as a war 
reserve—all of which required repacking, replacing canvas and wood, and 
rebuilding engines. Of the 250 warplanes shipped in 1922, only 14 were oper-
able within two years. A year later, an inspection of the two bomber squadrons 
stationed at Pearl Harbor found that not only were the planes obsolete and 
poorly maintained, but “it has been impossible to train one complete combat 
crew as a unit for even one bombing team.”26

In their rush to identify the heroes, the airplanes, the doctrines that would 
later prove successful in World War II, historians often ignore the individual 
sacrifice of those who remained in the American armed forces during the 
long years of peace. Stationed in remote Pacific or Southwestern airfields, living 
in war-built barracks condemned by safety inspectors, lacking spare parts or 
fuel, flying obsolete and dangerous aircraft, peacetime service bore little 
resemblance to the heroic image portrayed by the “knights of the sky” in film 
and fiction. It took a strong professional ethos to stay in the service, a com-
mitment reflecting determination, patriotism, selflessness, and above all a 
dedication to something greater than individual glory. And it also required 
being useful to the nation in ways that had little to do with being a warrior. As 
part of the Army, Air Corps professionals ran the Civilian Conservation 
Corps that not only provided jobs and skills to young Americans but also 
saved our national parks. Some Air Corps officers such as Carl Spaatz, Pete 
Quesada, James Doolittle, and Ira Eaker established the limits and potentials 
of long-range flight. All would go on to illustrious careers in war, but their 
peacetime contributions as professionals should not be overlooked. The Air 
Corps also helped American civilians by spraying crop fields, conducting 
search-and-rescue missions, and even delivering the US Mail. In short, the 
Air Corps, like all the armed forces, proved they were not a separate warrior 
caste but able to assume either military or civilian responsibilities when the 
nation required them.

The final challenge for the peacetime professional soldier is to anticipate 
the nature of the next war. At the beginning of my talk, I quoted General 
Chaffee’s claim in 1909 that the airplane would not win any war. Chaffee’s 
dogmatic assertion did not survive World War I, and the aftermath of that 
conflict saw the rise of what might be termed airpower theory. The guns had 
barely fallen silent when those “voices from the central blue” such as Giulio 
Douhet, Hugh Trenchard, and William “Billy” Mitchell predicted that the air-
plane would, if it had not already, revolutionize warfare.27 In the 1920s the Air 
Corps Tactical School began to develop the concepts of daylight precision 
bombardment—and the airplanes required to execute these concepts—that 
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were later applied in World War II. Yet while I applaud the accuracy of some 
of their predictions, I must also point out how many things they got wrong. 
From very early on American aviation enthusiasts based much of their argu-
ments for resources on the imminent danger of a sudden aerial attack on the 
United States. By 1925 they had so alarmed the public that the president 
formed a special Air Board to analyze the threat. It concluded that not only 
was the nation under no danger from aerial attack but that given the effective 
bombardment range was perhaps 300 miles, there was no foreseeable threat. 
Internal US Army studies not only confirmed the impossibility of aerial at-
tack but the prohibitive cost of providing defense against a potential one. Just 
to protect the city of New York would have required virtually all the antiair-
craft artillery guns in the continental United States, most of the troops, and 
much of the service’s budget.28 But these cold hard facts did not stop Billy 
Mitchell from pronouncing New York City “the ideal target for aerial attack” 
and asserting that “when the air raiders come” the city would be soon reduced 
to “a heap of dead and smoldering ashes” with its population “a yelling, bloody, 
fighting mass of humanity.”29 Whatever else one can say of these aviation the-
orists, they certainly did not believe that American civilians possessed any 
semblance of a warrior ethos.

Even when the postwar aviation prophets did “get it right” and correctly 
identified not only the enemy but the actual target, and even the most likely 
day and time for the attack, their predictions were often so wrong in the de-
tails as to be all but useless. In 1924, after touring Hawaii and the Philippines, 
Billy Mitchell wrote a report that predicted the Japanese would bomb Pearl 
Harbor, and even that they would do this on a Sunday morning. But in that 
same report he insisted, “There is nothing whatever to fear from so-called 
naval airplane carriers, because not only can they not operate efficiently on 
the high seas but, even if they could, they cannot place sufficient aircraft in the 
air at one time to insure a concerted operation.”30 In Mitchell’s scenario, the 
Japanese strapped canvas-and-wood airplanes onto submarines and sampans—
apparently with no damage from seawater or wind—and landed them secretly 
on an isolated Hawaiian island where they would soon build an airbase. Then, 
at a time when over-sea navigation was so problematic that there were stand-
ing orders not to lose sight of land—and the range of a US DH-4 bomber was 
less than 400 miles—the Japanese would fly dozens of airplanes across the 
1,100 miles of open ocean from Midway to the secret airbase. This combined 
force would then rise and conduct three attacks within 24 hours that would 
shatter Honolulu and Pearl Harbor. The head of the Air Service himself ad-
mitted this plan was largely theoretical, and the commander in Hawaii mali-
ciously noted that he had offered Mitchell an airplane to fly the very route he 
confidently predicted hundreds of Japanese would take without a single casualty. 
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Mitchell refused. Perhaps when confronted with mountainous waves and 
high winds, Mitchell’s professional ethos trumped his warrior ethos.31

Although he failed to predict the revolutionary potential of new technology, 
Chaffee was correct in his dismissal in two respects. First, no war has yet been 
won entirely by either the airplane or the automobile—they have all required, 
and usually depended on the courage, discipline, and efficiency of the people 
behind these machines. Second, although not all of them deserve Chaffee’s 
description of “hysterical people,” there are still far too many self-styled mili-
tary futurists who predict the imminent arrival of technologies so destructive, 
so powerful, and so awe-inspiring that war must soon be abolished. In the 
1950s the prophets claimed the next war would be won by—depending on 
your service—submarine-based ballistic missiles, airborne thermonuclear 
strategic bombs, or tactical atomic weapons. In the 1970s, smart weapons, 
main battle tanks, and flying platforms would win future wars. In the 1980s 
and 1990s it was stealth warfare, computers, smart weapons, sensors, satel-
lites, and so on. Indeed, in the two decades prior to the Iraq-Afghanistan 
wars, American military commentators often promised—much like the aerial 
enthusiasts in Chaffee’s day—that there had been a technologically inspired 
Revolution in Military Affairs. Both the services and the defense community 
rolled out scores of buzzwords posing as doctrine—Fourth Generation War, 
Vision 2010, Full Spectrum Dominance, Shock-and-Awe—all promising the 
American armed forces rapid, decisive, and near bloodless victory. Indeed, 
according to its proponents, this New American Way of War would allow the 
United States to wage wars with virtually scientific precision, selectively strik-
ing key strategic targets with impunity, “taking down” the enemy’s command 
and control system before it had a chance to react—all cumulatively creating 
cognitive collapse and rapid surrender. But, as Chaffee warned, this “new” 
American Way of War quickly reverted to brutal and lengthy slugging matches 
bearing more than a passing resemblance to the old American Way of War.32

Perhaps it was this dangerous heresy that war had become no more than 
the correct application of technology that prompted Gen T. Michael Moseley 
to recognize the importance of reestablishing the human element within the 
US Air Force. And from the beginning, the “Warrior Ethos” carried with it 
recognition that Americans, and especially military officers, must maintain a 
historical perspective. Technology may promise much, but it has yet to deliver 
on the promises of either the post–World War I aviation enthusiasts or those 
of more recent proponents of Fourth Generation Warfare, Shock-and-Awe, or 
Full Spectrum Dominance.

An American officer made this point in 1915, when World War I had al-
ready made it clear that Chaffee was mistaken, that both the automobile and 
the airplane had transformed battlefields. Nevertheless, this officer told his 
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readers, do not to look to future weapons to defend the nation. Instead, he 
urged that they study the past and learn the lessons of history. He noted that 
in ancient days every man had been a warrior, but with the development of 
modern commercial societies there had come specialization and military af-
fairs had devolved on a small minority of professionals who defended the 
community. Now, with the rise of the industrial society, war had once again 
become democratized, with every citizen now eligible for service. War again 
demanded warriors, and he warned that Americans must reject those false 
prophets who preached that new wonder weapons would somehow relieve 
the citizen of any personal obligation to sacrifice for his nation’s existence: 

The average individual always attempts to avoid personal service and places reliance 
wherever possible on machines or new inventions to do the work which only human 
blood and bone is capable of doing. This is particularly true of a non-military nation 
which is constantly looking out for some invention or marvelous thing which shall be so 
deadly and destructive as to make war impossible [but] those who have placed their sole 
reliance on instruments have experienced a disastrous end.33

These wise words came from none other than Billy Mitchell.
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Over the past thirty years, these essays from the world’s leading military 
historians, including a number of our own Air University faculty, have helped to 
educate our nation’s future air and space professionals. The insights presented at 
the Air Force Academy’s oldest and most prestigious named lecture have ensured 
generations of cadets had the requisite foundation in military history and were 
fully prepared to perform their required duties in the service of our great nation. 
Airmen, military professionals, and civilian academics will all benefit from a close 
reading of these seminal essays on such topics as airpowereading of these seminal essays on such topics as airpower, leadership, 
warfighting, professionalism, and military thought.

General David L. Goldfein
Chief of Staff, United States Air Force

An all-star lineup of scholars has delivered the Harmon Lectures over the years. 
Now these lectures come together in one volume that spans themes, concepts, 
and historical eras. A must-have for anyone interested not just in airpower but in 
military history and leadership.

Dr. Michael Neiberg
Foundation Chair of History and International Studies at the US Army War College

For sixty years the HaFor sixty years the Harmon Memorial Lecture has been among the nation's most 
prestigious military history venues, hosting some of the best scholars delivering 
some of their most respected works. Volume I of this series captured the first 
thirty lectures and is standard reference across a wide variety of subfields. The 
present volume promises the same, offering as fine  a collection of insight and 
commentary across a wide range of subjects as can be found anywhere in a 
single volume.

Thomas A. HughesThomas A. Hughes
Professor, School of Advanced Air and Space Studies
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