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Foreword

intercontinental and nuclear strike forces of the United States Air

Force. During much of this period SAC was the premier operational
command of the service. The rising tensions of the Cold War with
Soviet-directed world communism gave the command a crucial role as the
main force deterring potential aggression against the United States and its
allies. Even after the emergence of airborne strategic nuclear forces in the
late 1950s, SAC’s status as an Air Force major command and the Joint
Chiefs of Staff specified command gave it the pivotal role in national
strategy.

This volume deals with the early years of the Air Force’s effort to
build and maintain a strategic striking force, from 1945 through 1953. It
discusses the period of reorganization in national defense in the years
after the end of the Second World War, as the Army Air Forces dealt with
questions of structure, doctrine, strategy, atomic weapons, and technology.
Crucial decisions were made at the end of 1947 and the beginning of 1948,
but fiscal austerity limited the new United States Air Force in implement-
ing those decisions. Despite this, General Curtis E. LeMay, the SAC
Commander, found means and developed methods to ensure a high state
of combat readiness. The war in Korea triggered an expansion of the
armed forces—including SAC—that culminated in the “New Look” of the
Eisenhower administration. The New Look emphasized nuclear air power
as the foundation of a national strategy of containment and deterrence.

Walton S. Moody’s analytical work discusses the challenges facing Air
Force leaders in this time of stringent budgets, interservice disputes, and
technological change. In particular, it examines the role of that leadership
in fostering the development of an effective war-ready yet peace-keeping
organization. The issues it raises are still relevant today, in a time when
the distinction between strategic and tactical air power is less clear-cut,
and when the armed services of the United States are redefining roles for
themselves in the Post-Cold War era.

From 1946 to 1991 the Strategic Air Command (SAC) operated the

Richard P. Hallion
Air Force Historian






Preface

Continental Air Forces received a new name, becoming the Strate-

gic Air Command. This administrative procedure was intended to
give some suggestion as to what the mission of that command was to be
under the new structure of the air arm. One effect the order had was upon
the American language. Very soon after that order was issued,
“SAC”—pronounced as a word of one syllable—would be commonplace
usage of everyone in or involved with the command. This volume recounts
how the Army Air Forces and its successor organization, the U.S. Air
Force, organized, trained and equipped strategic air forces for a worldwide
mission during the years of the administration of President Harry S.
Truman.

The period of history covered in this volume has been heavily studied.
It is the opening era of the “Cold War” between the Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics and the western countries led by the United States.
There has been work on the diplomacy of the Cold War, the limited
conflicts that arose from it, about the development of the United States
and Europe, as well as the regions then largely under colonial rule.
Students have examined issues of national strategy and defense organiza-
tion. There have even been efforts to study developments within the Soviet
bloc itself. In spite of profound disagreements and attempts to fix blame, a
certain amount of common understanding of events has emerged. What
perhaps has been lacking has been more detailed work to trace the
development of military institutions, especially in the United States, to
deal with what was in effect a new world situation. A major problem has
been the secrecy understandably surrounding much of the information.
Over the years, much material has been made available to researchers, and
a certain amount has been written. This volume undertakes to give the
experience of a particular service in these terms.

The strategic air force that emerged during the period under discus-
sion was central to the nation’s strategy. This was the case in part because
many airmen themselves believed strategic air power to be the most
important component of air power in general. It also was the obvious

On March 21, 1946, by order of Headquarters, Army Air Forces,
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means of delivering the most potent and revolutionary new weapon in the
American arsenal, the atomic bomb. And because of the political difficul-
ties (mainly fiscal) inherent in building and maintaining military forces in
the United States, strategic air power was the one means by which the
nation could be strong at a price it could afford. The development of this
force was also seen as a deterrent which, if powerful enough, would
overawe a potential aggressor (whether the Soviet Union or one of its
proxies) and insure that war would not come.

The decision to develop a strong atomic intercontinental air striking
force was made at the end of 1947. This was not a response to a specific
recent crisis but to the situation that previous crises had highlighted,
namely the rivalry between the United States and the Soviet Union, which
carried a military danger so great as to justify a major effort to deter
aggression and war. The timing resulted from the fact that the postwar
reorganization of national defense had been difficult, and only after some
time had the organization, resources, and techical knowledge existed to
make the creation of a strategic air force possible. Although the Korean
War, beginning in 1950, was essential to the fulfilling of the Air Force’s
own concepts, that any action at all was possible was due to the perceived
urgency of the situation in a time of limited military budgets. A sense of
this urgency grew over time, from the crises of 1948 to the Soviet atomic
test late in 1949 and the onset of war in Korea.

What emerged was something not altogether new in American life.
Before the twentieth century it was not American practice to maintain
forces in peacetime ready for an important war. More recently, the Navy
had emerged as the “M-Day force” (mobilization day) maintained in
readiness for action, while only at the outset or serious threat of war did
the nation start to build up land forces. But the Navy was to be ready to
fight when war came, shielding the nation as it prepared. It was evident
that a strong fleet could also deter an attacker, but its main rationale was
that naval forces were likely to be the first to engage a foreign enemy and
could not be created overnight in the face of an immediate challenge.
Airmen also came to recognize that air forces could not be created
overnight. But the new development had to do with the dynamics of
deterrence. The decision to make strategic air power the means to act at
the outset of war was based on the need to be so strong that war would in
fact not come. The demands of an operational air force changed the
nature of military organization in a number of ways, not the least in
relation to the tensions inherent in a strategy of deterrence.!

! Allan R. Millett and Peter Maslowski, For the Common Defense: A Military
History of the United States of America (NY: Free Press, 1984), pp 303-309.
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It is worthwhile to point out that the Air Force embraced more than
strategic bombers. The other elements of the service had their history, but
there was a special urgency attached to the strategic force. On the other
hand, this volume is not specifically a history of SAC itself, although the
need for one still exists. Much that a work of that kind would need to
cover will not be discussed here. Much of the detail of organizational and
training matters, for example, would be revealing about the nature of what
it was like to be in SAC. The account of the Hiroshima operation tells
something of the complexity that early atomic operations would have
entailed, but little of the way things changed later.

This volume presents a larger focus. It concerns the American air
force’s efforts to build a strategic force. The emphasis is on the leaders,
the political context, programs, and forces. A significant element of the
subject concerns air doctrine, but here this is seen primarily in terms of the
experience the leadership of the air arm had had with air warfare. The
struggle to create a coherent doctrine for the U. S. Air Force is well
described elesewhere. As for the debate in the nation at large, this relates
to the political context mentioned above.

In the years after 1953, a school of expertise on national strategy
developed outside the armed forces. That was the “golden age” of the
civilian strategists. Their work had roots in the period discussed here, and
some of the participants appear in these pages. They, too, have received
coverage elsewhere. Often, however, the issues of direct concern to the Air
Force are not given the same attention. It may be hoped that this work will
cast light on this aspect of the question.

Military history often concerns itself with the interaction of great
events and the operations of military forces. The strategic force here
described was not only by 1953 the premier command of the Air Force. It
was the centerpiece of national strategy. The intention here will be to
connect the development of the strategy of atomic deterrence with the
actual composition and nature of that force. The importance of the Air
Force as an institution in American life, and the role of the strategic force
in that institution, would seem to establish the importance of the subject.

A number of points need to be made by way of introducing the
subject. One of these is the use of the word “strategic”. That word is in the
title of this volume, and it is in the title of the Air Force major command
which stands at the center of the story. Yet objections to the word’s use

% See especially Robert Frank Futrell, Ideas, Concepts, Doctrine: Basic Thinking
in the United States Air Force, 1907-1984 (Maxwell AFB, Ala: AU, 1971 [new
imprint 1989]). An account of the civilian strategists can be found in Fred Kaplan,
The Wizards of Armageddon (NY: Simon & Schuster, 1983).
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in the sense intended continue to appear. In the fall of 1949 the Air
University Quarterly Review printed an article by the British aviation writer
J. M. Spaight. In this article the author suggested an alternative for the use
of the word “strategic” as describing certain types of air forces and
operations. The alternative was “counteroffensive,” a term already used in
a published report to the President of the United States. In a different
vein, SAC’s first commander, Gen. George C. Kenney, once observed: “I
do not think that an airplane should be considered as a tactical airplane
and a strategic airplane; I think it is an airplane.”

These objections have some grounds. The term “strategic” as applied
to certain types of air forces can confuse thinking about strategy in
broader senses, and about things pertaining to strategy. But the usage has
become established. The best to hope for is care in distingushing special
and general meanings of the word.

In the specialized sense the word strategic is used in distinction to
“tactical.” An early example of this distinction is found in the specifica-
tions adopted in February 1912 to replace those under which the Signal
Corps of the U.S. Army had purchased its first Wright airplane. In these
new specifications, two types of airplane were to be bought. The single-seat
“Speed Scout” was for strategic reconnaissance, meaning the reconnoiter-
ing of enemy forces distant from one’s own. The two-seat “Scout” on the
other hand, was for tactical reconnaissance, observing hostile forces ap-
proaching or in contact with friendly units.* The distinction has to do with
collecting information useful for furthering the commander’s strategy or
for aiding in decisions pertaining to tactics.

Strategic air power, for purposes of this volume, should be seen under
three headings: strategic weapon systems, strategic targets, and strategic
forces. Strategic weapon systems are those designed for long-range recon-
naissance (like the Speed Scout) or bombardment. The connection logi-
cally would be that strategic objectives are more likely to require great
range than tactical ones. Clearly, then, range is a major attribute of
strategic weapon systems (the Soviet counterpart to SAC in those years
was called “Long Range Aviation”). Strategic targets are those the de-
struction of which directly furthers the strategic design of the war. Strate-
gic forces are those responding directly to the higher command direction
of the war. That is, they are available to pursue a strategic objective rather
than the tactical objectives of a local commander. Thus anomalies can

% Verbatim Report, 4th Meeting of the Air Board, Dec 3-4, 1946, p 179, RG
340, Proceedings of Air Board, Box 15, MMB, NA.

4 Juliette A. Hennessy, The United States Army Air Arm, April 1861 to April 1917
(Washington: USAF Hist Div, 1958 [new imprint, AFCHO, 1985]), p 58.
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arise. The long-range bomber can be used against a tactical target and can
be placed under a local theater commander. This can be done by the
decision of the highest command authority. And “tactical” aircraft may be
used against strategic targets. Both situations occurred in Southeast Asia
during the 1960s.

Nonetheless, the central conception of strategic air power is fairly
simple. It is to further the national strategy by striking at the interior of
the enemy country. There the objective may be to demoralize the popula-
tion, an objective for which the historical precedents are not promising
(although Hiroshima and Nagasaki may be an exception). Or the attacker
may seek to destroy the economic basis of the adversary’s military power.
Most official statements of doctrine—especially in the United States—tend
to emphasize the latter.’ In any case, a term often encountered, “strategic
bombing,” may be understood primarily as air attacks on strategic targets.

Another note on terminology may be in order on a more mundane
level. This pertains to the organization of the American air force during
the period covered by this volume. At the end of the Second World War,
squadrons were the basic combat flying units. A B—29 squadron had ten
aircraft, while other types had larger numbers. Three or four squadrons
were assembled into a group, usually commanded by a colonel and having
between 500 and 1,000 men. In large commands a wing consisted of
several groups and might be commanded by a general officer. Normally a
group operated from a single base.®

In 1947 the Army Air Forces began to reorganize in anticipation of
independence. Their problem was that the combat base, with all of its
service units, had become too unwieldy for a combat group headquarters
to manage. All too frequently the solution had been to deny the group
commander control of his own support units. Consequently a combat wing
was created, with one combat group under it as well as the support
elements. Ultimately the group disappeared altogether within the normal

5 For definitions of “strategic air warfare,” see JCS Pub 1 and AFR 1-1, U.S.
Air Force Basic Doctrine. The Sep 1, 1970, edition of AFM 11-1, United States Air
Force Glossary of Standardized Terms, Vol 1, p 188, defined “strategic air warfare”
as “Air combat and support operations, designed to effect, through the systematic
application of force to a selected series of vital targets, the progressive destruction
and disintegration of the enemy’s war-making capacity to a point where he no
longer retains the ability or will to wage war. Vital targets may include key
manufacturing systems, sources of raw material, critical material, stockpiles, power
systems, transportation systems, communication facilities, concentrations of un-
committed elements of enemy armed forces, key agricultural areas, and other such
target systems.”

eJ. C. Hopkins and Sheldon A. Goldberg, The Development of Strategic Air
Command, 1946—1986 (Offutt AFB, Neb: SAC, 1986), pp 9, 31, 38.
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wing structure. The level of command immediately above the wing became
the division.”

In force planning, a subject of importance in this volume, staff officers
described a tentative or approved program in terms of the number of
combat groups it would provide, as with the “seventy-group program”
discussed in the early chapters here. By 1950 reorganization had so far
proceeded that the planners more and more spoke of wings in the same
sense. That change in usage will be reflected in the text, but in terms of
combat power, the group of 1946 is the same as the wing of 1952.

Some observations are in order as well on the character of the time
covered in this volume. Since that time the relations of the United States
with the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics have undergone remarkable
evolution. In 1945, however, a number of American leaders had come to
regard the Soviet Union and its leader, Josef Stalin, with the utmost
suspicion, They perceived Stalin as possessed of an insatiable ambition and
shared their compatriots’ aversion to communism as a principle of govern-
ment. The Soviet leader’s reputation as a mass murderer and his actions at
the time did nothing to allay these suspicions and aversions. In due course,
the general public in the United States and most of Western Europe came
to share this viewpoint. In people’s minds, the Munich agreement of 1938
carried the lesson that making concessions to aggressive dictators did not
prevent war. It was therefore necessary for the western nations to be
strong in order to contain Stalinist aggression.

In this atmosphere, although intelligence analysts often doubted that
Stalin actually wanted war, it still seemed possible. The deterrent force
emerged from that fear. But deterrence might fail. Military men knew that
there would be expectations that an atomic offensive against the Soviet
Union could become necessary. As a result, American air leaders believed
that the consequences of the air arm’s not being ready to carry out such an
offensive, through failure to plan or for any other reason, could be grave.
These, then, were disturbing times. In this connection, there are many in
the Soviet Union today who consider the practice of falsifying the histori-
cal record for current political purposes to have been one of the most
corrupting factors in the life of that country. An improved international
atmosphere should not conceal the realities of the past.

A further observation touches on a different set of suspicions, entirely
domestic. The period of postwar reorganization in the American defense
establishment after 1945 did not end with true consensus. Numerous
viewpoints had been put forward during the debate, having in large part to
do with the roles the various services and branches of the armed forces

7 Ibid.
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were to play. An act of Congress in 1947 could not be final proof that any
particular position was correct. Consequently, debate continued, some-
times reaching a level of acrimony that appalled both participants and
observers. At the same time, a rule of discourse seemed to require that
every participant be speaking from a position of undiluted, self-effacing
patriotism. According to these rules, it was totally unworthy of a serving
officer to have any desire to advance his own career or the well-being of
his particular service. The unbiased observer must make allowance for the
existence of these rules and the unrealistic expectations they created. That
an officer might feel that he and his service possessed special qualifications
to serve his country can hardly be grounds to bring his patriotism into
question. Likewise, that honest men might disagree in all sincerity would
seem to be a fundamental tenet of debate in a democratic country. The
words of an officer in the 1950s might be apt here: “How curious it is that
the Congress debates, the Supreme Court deliberates, but for some reason
or other the Joint Chiefs of Staff just bicker?”®

Furthermore, all was not acrimony. The different services were not
hermetically sealed off from each other or arrayed as hostile camps. One
of the figures who appears in this volume, Maj. Gen. Frederic H. Smith,
was the son-in-law of the wartime Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral of
the Fleet Ernest J. King. This relationship was perhaps unusual, but it
should point up the links that bound those who had fought (and lost
friends) in a common struggle, and shared a dedication to the safety and
well-being of their country. Their forthrightness in expressing strongly held
views should not then imply that they existed purely as adversaries.

® Quoted in Samuel P. Huntington, The Common Defense: Strategic Programs in
National Politics (NY: Columbia Univ Press, 1961), p 170.
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Air Power and the Airmen: 1945

for the first time had possession of an atomic bomb. At the “tech

area” adjacent to North Field on the island of Tinian in the
Marianas, airmen had been working for days on the final phase of
assembling the weapon. This was the task of the 1st Ordnance Squadron,
Special (Aviation), 509th Composite Group, 313th Bombardment Wing
(Very Heavy), Twentieth Air Force, United States Army Strategic Air
Forces.!

The technicians and ordnancemen at the assembly area constructed
the bomb, dubbed LITTLE BOY, from components that had arrived during
the previous two weeks. The uranium core was inserted, but the fusing
mechanism was left unarmed. Then on the afternoon of August 5, airmen
placed the weapon aboard a trolley, covered it with a tarpaulin, and towed

On Sunday, August 5, 1945, the combat forces of the United States

' The Twentieth Air Force was responsible for delivering the atomic weapon
on target. The design, testing, and manufacture of the bomb was done under the
auspices of the War Department’s MANHATTAN PROJECT. Lee Bowen, Project
Silverplate, 1943-1946, Vol I in Lee Bowen and Robert D. Little, eds, The History
of Air Force Participation in the Atomic Energy Program, 1943-1953 (Washington:
USAF Hist Div, 1959), pp 106-107, 132-136. The Hiroshima mission has been
described countless times. The most important works on the atomic project as a
whole are Vincent C. Jones, Manhattan: The Army and the Atomic Bomb [The
United States Army in World War II: Special Studies] (Washington: CMH, 1985);
Richard G. Hewlett and Oscar E. Anderson, Jr., The New World, 1939-1946, Vol 1
of A History of the Atomic Energy Commission (University Park, Pa: Pa Univ Press,
1962; Leslie R. Groves, Now It Can Be Told: The Story of the Manhattan Project
(NY: Harper & Row, 1962); William L. Laurence, Dawn Quer Zero: The Story of the
Atomic Bomb (NY: Knopf, 1946 [new imprint, Westport, Conn: Greenwood, 1977]);
an account of the Hiroshima mission that is readable and generally accurate is
Gordon Thomas and Max Morgan Witts, Enola Gay (NY: Stein & Day, 1977).
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it by tractor under heavy guard to the loading area. There LITTLE BOy was
moved down a ramp into a pit and a plane parked over it.2

The Commanding Officer of the 509th Composite Group, Col. Paul
W. Tibbets, Jr., had already selected the aircraft to deliver the bomb. A
Boeing B-29 Superfortress, serial number 44-86292, was one of the
509th’s planes that had been modified under Army Air Forces (AAF)
PROJECT SILVERPLATE to carry atomic weapons. Seventeen feet long and
weighing nearly five tons, even without its electrical connections, LITTLE
Boy would not fit in the bomb bay of a conventional B-29. Tibbets
intended to fly the plane himself, and he named it Enola Gay after his
mother. The bomb was hoisted into the B-29’s bomb bay and secured,
after which the doors were closed.’

Tibbets chose the crew for the crucial mission. Though it resembled a
conventional Superfortress crew, there were some special features. The
regular pilot of the plane was the copilot. Tibbets personally selected the
navigator and bombardier and assigned the 509th’s radar countermeasures
officer, 1st Lt. Jacob Beser. Also on board were the enlisted members of
the regular crew, including a flight engineer, radio operator, radar opera-
tor, mechanic, and tail gunner. Two key specialists were prepared for the
mission: U.S. Navy Capt. William S. Parsons, a leading officer of the
MANHATTAN PROJECT which designed the bomb, went as weaponeer, and
2d Lt. Morris R. Jeppson as his assistant. Parsons was responsible for
arming the bomb during flight.*

At 0245 hours on Monday, a large crowd watched the Enola Gay take
off. Other B-29s, carrying observers, followed it into the air. Tibbets
headed his bomber in the direction of Japan. The primary target was
Hiroshima, with Kokura as secondary and Nagasaki the tertiary. At 0815
hours Tibbets heard from the weather observer over Hiroshima and
decided to attack the primary target. Captain Parsons had already armed
the weapon. At 0911 hours the plane reached the initial point and the
bombardier began his bomb run. At 0915 (0815 Hiroshima time) the
bombardier released the weapon. Tibbets turned the bomber sharply and
began his descent at high speed, thus placing himself at a slant range of
fifteen miles from the detonation point. There was a flash, and shortly
afterward two shock waves struck the plane. The Erola Gay then turned to
circle the area and observe. Parsons considered the blast more impressive

2 Jones, Manhattan, Pp 535-536; Groves, Now It Can be Told, p 317, Thomas
& WlttS Enola Gay, p 232.
Bowen Silverplate, pp 91-101, 157; Thomas & Witts, Enola Gay, pp 232-233.
* Bowen, Silverplate, pp 134-136, 157, 160.
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visually than the test shot he had witnessed three weeks before.” SSgt.
George R. Caron, the tail gunner, recorded his impressions:

A column of smoke rising fast. It has a fiery red core. A bubbling
mass, purple-gray in color, with that red core. It’s all turbulent.
Fires are springing up everywhere.... There are too many to
count. Here it comes, the mushroom shape that Captain Parsons
spoke about . ... It’s maybe a mile or two wide .... It’s nearly level
with us and climbing. It’s very black, but there is a purplish tint to
the cloud. The base of the mushroom looks like a heavy undercast
that is shot through with flames. The city must be below that. The
flames and smoke are billowing out, whirling out into the foothills.

Tibbets set an eastward course and began the journey home, radioing
a report of his success. He touched down at North Field at 1500 hours. In
the crowd waiting to greet him was Gen. Carl A. Spaatz, Commanding
General, U.S. Army Strategic Air Forces (USASTAF). As Tibbets climbed
out of the plane, General Spaatz approached and presented him with the
Distinguished Service Cross.’

In Hiroshima the blast of the bomb generated vast heat, starting fires
and inflicting enormous casualties. The shock wave destroyed nearly five
square miles of the city. Even more devastating was the radiation in the
huge cloud that engulfed Hiroshima. Eighty thousand died instantly or
within a few days. At least as many more were injured. The prolonged
effects of radiation exposure, however, meant that the actual toll would
remain unknown for years.?

The shock of Hiroshima, while great, did not immediately lead to
surrender. The Japanese government was paralyzed by the deteriorating
military situation and the massive destruction inflicted on the homeland by
all types of American bombing. On August 9 Japan learned that Soviet
forces had attacked their positions in Manchuria. Within hours Nagasaki
met the same fate as Hiroshima. Although the damage and loss of life
were less, there was no doubt of the destructive power of the new weapon.
Finally, late that night, in an exceedingly rare personal intervention, the

5Ibid., pp 136-137; Groves, Now It Can Be Told, p 322; Thomas & Witts,
Enola Gay, pp 262-265.

® Quoted in Thomas & Witts, Enola Gay, p 264. Beser carried a recording
machine on the flight, and Caron was among those whose impressions were given.
Thomas and Witts do not state whether the words are transcribed from the
recording or Caron’s recollection of what he said. If the latter is the case, it is
nonetheless an eyewitness account.

7 Thomas & Witts, Enola Gay, p 269.

® Jones, Manhattan, pp 545-547.
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Emperor instructed the government to accept the Americans’ terms for
peace. Further discussion ensued, with another Imperial intervention,
before hostilities concluded on August 15. The world’s first nuclear war
had ended in nine days. The world hoped that a second one would never
start.’

The bomb used against Nagasaki was of a different design from
LitTtLE Boy. Of comparable weight, it had a greater diameter and so was
called FAT MaN. The difference between the bombs represented two
separate solutions to the engineering problems encountered by the three-
year, $2 billion research and development effort known as the MANHATTAN
ProJECT. In LITTLE Bovy, a gun fired a quantity of uranium at another.
When the two portions came together, “critical mass” occurred—the
concentration of the amount of material necessary to make the explosion
take place. FAT MAN achieved “critical mass” by implosion. The plutonium
was placed in separate portions inside a layer of high explosive which, on
detonation, forced the material together.” The fusing mechanism was
designed to create an air burst by sending a radar signal to the ground to
measure altitude. Lieutenant Beser’s job had been to make sure that a
Japanese radar did not set off the mechanism.!!

Although the implosion bomb was more complex than the gun-type,
and its ballistic properties were undesirable from a bombardier’s view-
point, it was more efficient in terms of yield of energy to the amount of
fissionable material used. Since, as will be discussed later, the MANHATTAN
PRrROJECT was concerned about the availability of fissionable uranium and
plutonium, the FAT MAN was preferable. This was the design that had
been tested in the very first atomic explosion at Alamogordo, New Mexico,
on July 16, 1945.'2

The Nagasaki mission on August 9 had not gone as smoothly as the
previous one. Maj. Charles W. Sweeney, commander of the 393d Bombard-
ment Squadron (Very Heavy), the 509th’s combat element, flew the mis-
sion in Bock’s Car, the plane normally flown by Capt. Frederick C. Bock.
Lt. Cmdr. Frederick L. Ashworth, U.S. Navy, was the weaponeer. FAT MAN
could not be armed in flight, but there were other tasks for Ashworth to
do. Kokura had been designated the primary target, but poor weather
dictated the shift to the secondary target. A less accurate drop and the

° Bowen, Silverplate, pp 147-149.

1% Hewlett & Anderson, New World, p 235.

"' Thomas & Witts, Enola Gay, pp 36-41.

'2 Bowen, Silverplate, pp 91-101, 111-113; Hewlett & Anderson, New World,
pp 378-380.
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hilly terrain of Nagasaki combined to reduce the damage to the city,
despite the great power of the bomb."

Meanwhile material for another weapon was being readied at the
MANHATTAN PROJECT’s weapons laboratory at Los Alamos, New Mexico.
But the officer in charge of the project, Maj. Gen. Leslie R. Groves,
anticipated that the enemy would surrender after Nagasaki. He accord-
ingly delayed delivery, and the material was never sent. To Groves as to so
many others at the time, the connection between the atomic bombings and
the Japanese surrender seemed obvious.' Over the years, historians have
debated this simple view of causation, and indeed controversy has sur-
rounded the entire question of the wartime use of nuclear weapons. The
divergence of opinion, however, does not alter the fact that key observers
at the time believed that the atomic weapon ended the war.

One of the German atomic scientists commented that Hiroshima
‘...shows that the Americans are capable of real co-operation on a
tremendous scale.”" Particularly striking was the collaboration between
the MANHATTAN PROJECT and the Army Air Forces. In the summer of
1943 Gen. Henry H. (“Hap™) Arnold, Commanding General of the AAF,
received a request from the project for assistance in testing the ballistics of
the bomb. Arnold and Groves subsequently conferred about organizing a
combat unit. The resulting PROJECT SILVERPLATE was conducted with
maximum secrecy. Even in the 509th Group, few knew the true mission of
the unit. Nevertheless, despite this and other obstacles, the group was
ready on time to receive the first bomb.'®

Those involved in the atomic project had little time to speculate on
the implications of the weapon, but to the AAF commander and his staff,
the atomic bomb confirmed the importance of technological advance in
warfare. Bombs were the basic weapon of the air arm, and the employment
of the atomic weapon called for the airmen to operate in familiar ways.
Questions of the purpose, organization, control, and use of air power
applied to this weapon as to any other. On the other hand, a bomb of such
enormous power altered the entire mathematics of attacking a target.

Arnold’s own experience with the evolution of the technology had
prepared him well for the dramatic new advance. As one of the first three

Bowen Silverplate, pp 139-146.

Groves Now It Can Be Told, pp 352-355.

Quoted in Groves, Now It Can Be Told, p 335.

® Bowen, Silverplate, pp 92-102; Jones, Manhattan, pp 519-520; Groves, Now
It Can Be Told, p 253. Jones and Groves both describe Groves’s meeting with
Arnold, according to Jones “for the first time.” Jones mentions that Arnold already
knew about the project, and Bowen states that Groves “told” Arnold about the
bomb in July 1943.



LitrLE Boy, the first atomic bomb dropped on Japan over Hiroshima, used a
“cannon”-type triggering mechanism, measured 28 inches across and 128 inches
long and weighed 9,000 pounds. It yielded the equivalent of approximately 12,500
tons of high explosive.

U.S. Army officers to become a certified airplane pilot (having learned to
fly from the Wright Brothers in 1911), Arnold became an early advocate of
air power.!” He was thus one of the small group that set the Army on the
path of a major innovation in the history of warfare. It was fitting that in
1943 he should become intimately involved with another revolutionary
technology.

Air Power and Strategy

The surrender of the Japanese left the United States without an
enemy and possessing an unprecedented level of global power. The wartime
British prime minister, Winston S. Churchill, had referred to the United
States as having “a Navy twice as big as any other Navy in the world....
The largest Air Force in the world, with bases in every part of the

"7 Juliette A. Hennessy, The United States Army Air Arm, April 1861-April 1917
(Washington: USAF Hist Div, 1950 [new imprint, AFCHO, 1985]), pp 47, 50, 236.



FaT MAN, the second atomic bomb dropped on Japan over Nagasaki, was an
implosion weapon, characterized by a near-spherical shape. Weighing 10,000
pounds, it measured 60 inches across and 128 inches long. It yielded the equivalent
of 22,000 tons of high explosive.

world...” and “all the gold in the world....”"® Churchill had also known
as he spoke that the first power to build the atomic bomb would be the
United States. The reference to gold highlighted the burgeoning American
economy, which was supporting, seemingly without effort, more than
twelve million men under arms and a national budget approaching $100
billion a year.' In contrast, Germany and Japan lay defeated and in ruins,
destined for a period of military occupation. The strongest of the remain-
ing powers, the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, had a huge land army,
but its industrial plant needed time to recover its prewar vigor, and even
when it did its technological backwardness would remain a handicap. The
British faced staggering economic problems if they were to maintain an

'8 Winston Churchill, Speech to the House of Commons, Jan 18, 1945, in
Parliamentary Debates, 1944-1945, p 407: cols 425-426, cited in Albert Resis, “The
Churchill-Stalin Secret ‘Percentages’ Agreement on the Balkans, Moscow, October
1944,” AHR 83 (Apr 78), p 387.

19 Allan R. Millett & Peter Maslowski, For the Common Defense: A Military
History of the United States of America (NY: Free Press, 1984), pp 407-414; U.S.
Department of Commerce, Historical Statistics of the United States, Colonial Times
to 1957: A Statistical Abstract Supplement (Washington: GPO, 1957), p 718.




Strategic Air Force

international position. Thus, America was the senior partner in the tri-
umphant coalition, although strains had developed with the Soviets.

This situation made many Americans feel confident, although pre-
cisely because it was new, it was also disturbing. The nation needed fresh
ideas as well as guidance based on past experience. For those, like Arnold,
who had risen to positions of leadership, much had changed in just three
decades. In 1911 the United States possessed relatively small armed forces
and had only recently been recognized as one of several world powers.
Victory in two world wars had fostered a realization of America’s stature
in international affairs, and the lessons learned during this period of rapid
political, economic, and military change would aid the nation’s leadership
now.

Two of the events that molded the consciousness of American leaders
appeared to have been crucial in bringing the country into World War I1.
The first, the Munich crisis, was an experience shared with other govern-
ment officials in the West. The other, the attack on Pearl Harbor, affected
U.S. military strategists especially. Together these incidents were consid-
ered warnings against the dangers inherent in appeasement and military
unpreparedness.

At the Munich conference of September 1938, the leaders of France
and Great Britain had yielded to pressure from the German dictator Adolf
Hitler and allowed him the fruits of aggression against Czechoslovakia
without having to fight. “Appeasement,” at first considered a rational
alternative to war, became an epithet for craven surrender. And the best
argument for giving up the Sudetenland to Germany turned on the lack of
sufficient military strength on the part of the European powers to stand up
to the aggressor. The outbreak of war a year afterward seemed to demon-
strate that weakness and appeasement merely postponed the inevitable.
U.S. observers further pondered whether America’s policy of isolation, its
refusal to join the League of Nations, play a role in European affairs, or
maintain strong military forces, had contributed to the crisis.?

% yames L. Stokesbury, A Short History of World War II (NY: William Morrow,
1980), pp 57-63. Although this discussion of the evolution of the American outlook
on strategic air forces relies on traditional sources, some of the new work on the
subject must be noted. Ronald Schaffer, Wings of Judgment: American Bombing in
World War II (NY: Oxford Univ Press, 1985) provides a valuable discussion of the
extent to which American civilian and military leaders, including the airmen,
wrestled with the moral issues of strategic bombing. Another work, Michael S.
Sherry, The Rise of American Air Power: The Creation of Armageddon (New Haven,
Conn: Yale Univ Press, 1987) is a comprehensive account of the role of strategic
air power in American life through 1945. It contains a valuable discussion of the
antecedents of the atomic strike force. The focus of the book, however, is primarily
cultural, and it places the AAF and its predecessors in this much broader context.
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The Enola Gay, above, and her crew, below, prior to take-off from Tinian for
Hiroshima. Standing, left to right: Lt. Col. John Porter, ground maintenance officer,
not on flight; Capt. Theodore Van Kirk, navigator; Maj. Thomas Ferebee, bom-
bardier; Col. Paul Tibbets, pilot and commanding officer, 509th Bombardment
Group; Capt. Robert Lewis, copilot; Lt. Jacob Beser, radar countermeasure officer.
Kneeling, left to right: Sgt. Joseph Stiborik, radar operator; SSgt. George Caron, tail
gunner; Pfc. Richard Nelson, radio operator; Sgt. Robert Shumard, assistant
engineer; SSgt. Wyatt Duzenbury, flight engineer. Not pictured: ordnance officers
Lt. Morris Jeppson and Capt. William Parsons, USN.
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The Japanese surprise attack at Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941,
had spread the war to America and traumatized the public. Though blame
was cast in several directions, the disasters of the following months were
clearly the price of failure to arm sooner. Mere potential strength no
longer seemed enough. And for military personnel there was a pointed
lesson for the future. Years later, Curtis Emerson LeMay, having risen to
general rank and high command, would recall how the Army and Navy
commanders in Hawaii, having failed to be ready for an attack, had been
made scapegoats for the entire disaster.”'

While possession of the atomic bomb had altered the context of
American strategic thinking, it did not immediately affect the conclusions
drawn from the experience of the Second World War. If the nation’s
avoidance of foreign entanglements had contributed to the outbreak of
war, participation in the new United Nations would be essential to keeping
the peace. Anticipating the defeat of the Axis powers, President Franklin
D. Roosevelt had based his plans for the postwar era on the United
Nations and on cooperation between the United States and the Soviet
Union. For the President, as for many Americans, the cost of such
involvement in world affairs seemed worthwhile if another catastrophe was
thereby averted. Roosevelt envisioned including the British and even the
Chinese (for whom he had great hopes) in a coalition with the Americans
and Soviets. The “Four Policemen” would play a leading role in enforcing
the peace,”? and, as Roosevelt told Vyacheslav M. Molotov, the Soviet
Minister for Foreign Affairs, “If any nation menaced peace... it could be
blockaded and then if still recalcitrant, bombed.”

This concept presupposed the maintenance of military forces, espe-
cially at sea and in the air, and was thus consistent with the lessons that
American military leaders had drawn from their experience of the war. Yet
there had been a certain alteration in U.S. strategic thinking. In the past,
advocates of peacetime military strength had spoken of “preparedness,”
which generally meant maintaining a regular army and reserves as a
nucleus around which the manpower pool would be mobilized. The scheme
also called for building stocks of munitions and critical raw materials, with
a national industrial base available for conversion to war production. The
Navy had won acceptance as the force to be ready immediately at the

*! Thomas M. Coffey, Iron Eagle: The Turbulent Life of General Curtis LeMay
(NY Crown 1986), pp 263-264.
2 John L. Gaddis, The United States and the Origins of the Cold War, 1941-1947
(NY: Columbla Univ Press, 1972), pp 25-30.
? Roosevelt-Molotov Conversation, May 29, 1942, in U.S. Department of
State, FRUS, 1942, Vol 111 (Washlngton GPO, 1961) pp 568-569.
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outset of war, and it would serve as the shield for national mobilization.?*
Arnold and his colleagues had lived through the era of “preparedness,”
and they acknowledged the public’s aversion to large standing armies and
peacetime military spending. However, the United States had fallen short
of the level of preparedness that many had urged during the 1920s and
1930s. This in itself seemed to have contributed to the outbreak of war and
American involvement. Moreover, Pearl Harbor demonstrated the swift-
ness with which devastating results could be achieved in the age of air
power. Even the proposed prewar levels of readiness might not have been
enough to forestall a future conflict. And for airmen such as Arnold, naval
forces were no longer the best choice to be the ready shield. Roosevelt’s
concept of a coalition of peacekeeping powers was compatible with such
thinking. Planners in the AAF had already begun to discuss a future role
for American air forces in a United Nations peacekeeping force.”

The Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) were somewhat skeptical of the
potential of the United Nations to enforce the peace, but they supported
official policy. This doubt was shared by others, including diplomats and
political leaders, who saw bipolar cooperation with the Soviets as the
essential factor. The same skeptics were generally suspicious of the com-
munist power and considered the possibility of war with the former ally as
one worth examining. Fortunately, the Soviets’ failure to develop a large
long-range air force or ocean-going navy limited their power to attack
America. Nonetheless, the huge Red Army, ground troops backed up by
large tactical air forces, could threaten security throughout the Eurasian
landmass. In view of the wide dispersal of Soviet industry, even proponents
of air power questioned whether a strategic air offensive could be effec-
tive. These geopolitical and military factors combined to feed a growing
distrust of Josef Stalin’s motives on the part of American officials, both
military and civilian.?

Building a Strategic Air Force, 1917-1945

The immense Air Force that the United States possessed in August of
1945 included thirty-seven groups of B—29 Superfortresses, considered the

2% Millett & Maslowski, Common Defense, pp 363-365.

* Memo, Walter E. Todd for Maj Gen L. Norstad, ACAS /Pl to DCAS, subj:
US Air Force Contingent for Combined International Enforcement Action of the
United Nations, Jul 26, 1945, RG 341, TS AAG File 21, Box 7, MMB, NA.

% Perry McCoy Smith, The Air Force Plans for Peace, 1943—1945 (Baltimore,
Mad: Johns Hopkins Univ Press, 1970), p 53; Michael S. Sherry, Preparing for the
Next War: American Plans for Postwar Defense, 1941-1945 (New Haven, Conn: Yale
Univ Press, 1977), pp 41-43, 159-167, 199-205.
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world’s preeminent strategic bomber.”’ America’s leadership in strategic
air power was a recent development. Just six years earlier, the nation’s
strategic fleet had consisted of scarcely a dozen Boeing B-17 Flying
Fortresses. These had recently emerged from a service test, with many
deficiencies normal in an original design.?® Once earlier, in 1917 and 1918,
the United States had tried to build a strategic bomber force, but the
effort came to very little. The technological advances of the interwar years
made success much more likely.

The effort to create a strategic air force during the First World War
emerged slowly, as American airmen learned of the efforts of their allies in
this direction. Even before the declaration of war against Germany on
April 6, 1917, there had been some public awareness of the attacks by
German zeppelins on Great Britain. The idea of striking the heart of an
enemy nation by air had been a staple of science fiction writers over the
years, and there was a historical precedent in actual warfare. In February
1871 the Germans attempted to end their conflict with France by bom-
barding Paris with artillery. In that case, the war-weariness of the French
countryside had more influence on the cease-fire than the morale of the
Parisians.?? This problem of defining precisely how bombardment can ef-
fect a strategic decision would bedevil military airmen from the very be-
ginnings of their profession.

From the start, the American air contribution to the Allied war effort
in the First World War was plagued with unrealistic expectations. Before it
became clear that the United States would have to send a field army to
fight in France, a great wave of enthusiasm had produced an unprece-
dented appropriation of $640 million to build a vast aerial armada to strike
at the Germans. However, at the time of the armistice on November 11,
1918, not one fully equipped American strategic bomber unit was in
service.* The fundamental lesson of this effort could hardly be better
expressed than by Col. Edgar S. Gorrell, who had played a major role in
the effort to deploy an American strategic air force in France: “[Ilt was
only cold...experience which proved to the world the fact that money and
men could not make an air program over night....”*

27Army Air Forces Statistical Digest, World War 11, pp 7, 16, 135.

8 Thomas H. Greer, The Development of Air Doctrine in the Army Air Arm,
1917-1941 (USAF Hist Study 89, Maxwell AFB, Ala: 1955), pp 44-47.

2 Michael Howard, The Franco-Prussian War: The German Invasion of France,
1870-1871 (NY: MacMillan, 1961), pp 349-357, 361-167, 438—451.

*1. B. Holley, Jr., Ideas and Weapons (Hampden, Conn: Yale Univ Press,
1953 [new imprint, Washington: AFCHO, 1983)), pp 45, 157-158.

3! Extract from History, Col E. S. Gorrell, 1919, in Maurer Maurer, ed, The
U.S. Air Service in World War I (Maxwell AFB, Ala: AFSHRC, 1978), Vol I, p 157.
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In the effort to develop the Air Service of the American Expedi-
tionary Force (AEF), American aviators did acquire much information and
experience. Both Gorrell and Brig. Gen. William (“Billy”) Mitchell met
with British, French, and Italian airmen and studied their bombing pro-
grams. Americans actually flew with the British Independent Air Force in
its night operations and with the Italian forces on the southern front. Maj.
Gen. Sir Hugh Trenchard, who eventually won a peerage and played a
central role in the development of the Royal Air Force (RAF), was in fact
a late convert to the potential of strategic bombing. The French had been
less interested than the British in attacks on Germany, but they did
develop a concept of interdiction focused on points sensibles, “sensitive
points,” the destruction of which would seriously weaken the enemy’s
logistics.*

Not until 1940 and the threat of involvement in another world war
would a new effort to build an effective American strategic air force begin.
In the meantime, the underpinnings of a strategic bombing doctrine began
to emerge. Besides Mitchell’s own writings, airmen welcomed the opinions
of Trenchard and of the Italian Giulio Douhet, both of whom envisioned
the potential of an air force that could strike at an enemy’s heartland and
thereby eliminate the ghastly stalemate of trench warfare characteristic of
World War 1. The RAF in particular would apply a variant of this concept
in its colonial wars. The Americans developed a strategic concept of their
own during the interwar years. Mitchell was influential, and one of his
major contributions before his court-martial conviction for insubordination
in 1925 was to help organize and train operational units as a pattern for
the future. Gradually, during the 1930s, the United States doctrine on
strategic air power crystallized at the Air Corps Tactical School at Maxwell
Field, Alabama.®

%2 Ibid., pp 152-153, 156, 187, 191-192; Holley, Ideas and Weapons, pp 52-59;
Alfred F. Hurley, Billy Mitchell: Crusader for Air Power (NY: Franklin Watts, 1964),
pp 22-32; Lee Kennett, A History of Strategic Bombing (NY: Scribner’s, 1982),
pp 18-29.

3 Kennett, Strategic Bombing, pp 52-57; David Maclsaac, “Voices from the
Central Blue: The Air Power Theorists,” in Peter Paret, ed, Makers of Modern
Strategy, from Machiavelli to the Nuclear Age (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ Press,
1986), pp 629-636; Greer, Doctrine, pp 30-60. In the 1918 reorganization of the
War Department air program, the Aviation Section of the Signal Corps (descended
from the Aeronautical Division created in 1907) was split into a Division of
Military Aeronautics and a Bureau of Aircraft Production, which were subse-
quently consolidated into the Air Service. This new organization was given perma-
nent status by the National Defense Act of 1920. The Act of 1926 renamed the
service the Air Corps. The Army Air Forces was created in 1941, For comments on
the role of Douhet’s ideas in the development of Air Corps thinking, see also John
F. Shiner, Foulois and the U.S. Army Air Corps, 1931-1935 (Washington: AFCHO,
1983), pp 47-48.
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What characterized the American precision bombing concept was a
specific explanation of how strategic bombing could actually produce a
strategic result. Douhet, Trenchard, and the Europeans influenced by
them tended to assume that generalized damage and shaken civilian
morale would undermine a belligerent government. As Arnold later noted,
the American public was reluctant to support pure morale bombing.>*
Airmen began to consider ways that specific damage to an enemy’s
economy could cripple and undermine its military effort. This goal re-
quired accurate and precise attacks on specific industrial facilities. As a
theory, precision bombing depended on a number of assumptions. The
offensive required detailed information about the enemy’s war economy to
allow for identification of targets. Accurate daylight bombing would be
necessary to ensure the most efficient application of bomb tonnage, and
therefore the bombers had to be able to strike at their targets after
fighting their way in with acceptable levels of losses. Analysis at the time
seemed to indicate that all these tasks could be done and that a self-
defending formation of bomber aircraft could actually achieve penetration
of enemy airspace.®

In keeping with its strategic doctrine, the Air Corps of the U.S. Army
developed a new bomber, the Boeing B—17 Flying Fortress. This plane
exploited the possibilities of increased range and payload, the key proper-
ties of a strategic bomber. The B-17 was also designed to carry heavy
defensive armament, and considerable effort was spent developing a top-
quality bombsight. By 1940 and 1941 newer designs—the Consolidated
B-24, the Boeing B-29, and the Consolidated B—-36—tried to push the
evolving technology even farther.*

Another aspect of the concept of a strategic force related to com-
mand. At the end of 1917, Gorrell was Chief of the Strategical Aviation
Branch at Headquarters, Air Service, AEF, and he was coordinating with
Trenchard concerning the latter’s planned “Independent Air Force.” Gen.
John J. Pershing, the AEF Commander-in-Chief, and Marshal Ferdinand
Foch, Allied theater commander in 1918, both were concerned that this
force would not be under their control. Gorrell’s organization was accord-
ingly renamed “General Headquarters (GHQ) Air Service Reserve.” In

* Herman S. Wolk, Planning and Organizing the Postwar Air Force, 1943—-1947
(Washmgton AFCHO, 1984) pp 19-20 & 20n.
> Greer, Doctrine, pp 30-60, 77-81.
% Ibid., pp 44—47; Wesley Frank Craven and James Lea Cate, eds, The Army
Air Forces in World War II, Vol 1. Plans and Early Operations, January 1939 to
August 1942 (Chicago: Univ of Chicago Press, 1948 [new imprint, Washington:
AFCHO, 1983]), pp 177-185, 249.
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the postwar years, the command arrangements evolved further, and in
1934 a permanent peacetime General Headquarters Air Force was created
as part of an upgrading of the Air Corps. Though not explicitly committed
to bombing strategic targets, the force remained under the direct control
of the Army’s high command and could be concentrated against objectives
in furtherance of strategy.’’

In the light of these experiences began the expansion of American air
power on the eve of World War II. General Arnold later recalled that the
Munich crisis of 1938 focused attention on the importance of air power in
international affairs. That autumn the Air Corps chief attended a meeting
with President Roosevelt to discuss military increases.

A new regiment of field artillery, or new barracks at an Army post
in Wyoming, or new machine tools in an ordnance arsenal, he said
sharply, would not scare Hitler one blankety-blank-blank bit! What
he wanted was airplanes! Airplanes were the war implements that
would have an influence on Hitler’s activities.?®

Arnold considered Roosevelt’s decision to expand aircraft production
the “Magna Carta” of the Air Corps. Still, for some time he had to face
the dilemma of increased airplane production without adequate provision
for bases, supplies, or trained manpower. The outbreak of war in Europe
only exacerbated the problems.

Even as late as 1942, LeMay, then a colonel commanding a new
group, the 305th, experienced firsthand the frustrations inherent in the
lack of preparedness.

[The Group] consisted almost 100 percent of inexperienced people.
I had one major, who had been commissioned from the rank of
master sergeant, an administrative clerk, and he was my group
adjutant. I had two pilots, besides myself, who had flown B-17s
before, and we three had to check off the other pilots, who came
directly from single engine school. The armament officer was an
ex-Marine corporal who had been...in Nicaragua [and] knew
something about machine guns.... My prize was a first lieutenant
who had been a line chief in B-17s as a tech[nical] sergeant.

" Kennett, Strategic Bombing, p 29; extract, Gorrell, in Maurer, World War I,
Vol II pp 152153, 156, 187, 191-192; Greer, Doctrine, pp 45—47, 70-75.
Henry H. Arnold, Global Mission (NY: Harper & Brothers, 1949), p 177
(emphasis in original).
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The Dawn of the Atomic Age. December 7, 1941, had brought a surprise
attack by Japanese air forces on the island of Oahu, Hawaii, above. Although the
United States was caught off-guard and plunged into World