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FOREWORD to the new imprint
In this insightful consideration of Gen. Hoyt S.Vandenberg, Col. Phillip Meilinger
has described the career of one of the major leaders of the United States Air Force.
Born in 1899, General Vandenberg's career spanned the interwar years, World War II,
the tumultuous postwar years, and the Korean War.
Vandenberg served in a variety of important operational as well as staff posts,
providing him with an ideal background for positions of great responsibility. In World
War H, as chief of staff of the Twelfth Air Force, and then the Northwest African
Strategic Air Force, Vandenberg directed crucial air campaigns. In early 1944, Major
General Vandenberg went to Europe as deputy air commander-in-chief of the Allied
Expeditionary Forces and commanding general of the American air component.
Subsequently, as commanding general of the Ninth Air Force, he was involved in planning the Normandy invasion. Late in the war, he returned to Army Air Forces headquarters as assistant chief of the Air Staff. In this capacity, he played a leading role in
organizing the postwar Air Force.
After an interlude in 1946 as the first director of central intelligence for the
Secretary of War, Vandenberg returned to Army Air Forces headquarters. In October
1947, he was appointed vice chief of staff of the newly independent United States Air
Force and in April 1948, he succeeded Gen. Carl A. Spaatz as USAF chief of staff.
As chief of staff, Vandenberg headed the fledgling Air Force during a critical,
tumultuous period. Shortly after becoming chief, he played a leading role in the Air
Force presentation during the hearings on "the Revolt of the Admirals." Vandenberg's
own testimony became a key ingredient in the persuasive case made by the Air Force
for supporting the strategy of nuclear deterrence. Moreover, Vandenberg made the
decision in late 1948 that the Air Force would emphasize a buildup of its nuclear deterrent forces. Concomitantly, Vandenberg was instrumental in bringing Gen. Curtis E.
LeMay back from Europe to head the Strategic Air Command, thus initiating decades
of SAC as the nation's premier nuclear deterrent force.
In addition to fighting roles and missions battles and inaugurating the Air
Force's era of nuclear deterrence, Vandenberg led the Air Force during the Korean
War, a period when the Air Force's budget increased greatly. General Vandenberg had
to balance needs dictated by the Korean conflict against the requirement to sustain the
Air Force's strategic deterrent in order to counter the Soviet threat.
As Colonel Meilinger emphasizes in this excellent study, General Hoyt S.
Vandenberg was the Air Force's first Cold War leader and his leadership and vision set
the standard for those who followed.
RICHARD P. HALLION
The Air Force Historian
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PREFACE
General Hoyt S. Vandenberg, United States Air Force chief of staff from 1948 to
1953, played an important role in shaping military policy after 1945 and was a
main participant in significant events of his time: unification of the armed forces
and formation of an independent Air Force; the Berlin Airlift; the B- 361
Supercarrier controversy; the formation of the Strategic Air Command, the development of the hydrogen bomb, and the Korean War.
After graduating from West Point in 1923, Vandenberg served as a fighter
pilot for the next decade, becoming an outstanding flier and junior officer who
was recognized as such throughout the Air Corps. In 1934, he began five years
of educational assignments, which broadened his horizons and introduced him to
the necessity of planning and sound staff work.
During World War II, Vandenberg served on the Air Staff in Washington,
D.C., as an air planner for the North African and Normandy invasions, as a diplomat in Moscow, as chief of staff for a major command, as deputy of another, and
as commander of the Ninth Air Force-the largest tactical air unit in history. In
the harsh difficulties of war, Vandenberg consistently showed his ability to adapt
and persevere. While others were competent in staff, planning, or command positions, he excelled at all three.
At the conclusion of the European war, Vandenberg returned to the Air Staff,
where he was instrumental in the foundation of the Strategic Air Command. Army
Chief of Staff General Dwight D. Eisenhower then selected him as War Department intelligence chief. Vandenberg totally reorganized that function in a scant
three months. His efforts were so remarkable that President Harry S. Truman
appointed him as director of the Central Intelligence Group-forerunner of the
Central Intelligence Agency. After one year, Vandenberg returned to the Army
Air Forces as deputy commander and was promoted to the rank of general-until
then the second youngest American to achieve that rank. When the Air Force became independent in 1947, Vandenberg was its first vice chief, and upon the retirement of General Carl M. Spaatz the following year, Vandenberg became Air
Force chief of staff.
Emphasis in this book is on Vandenberg's tenure as chief of staff. His life to
1948 reveals basic character traits, his impressive personal qualities, and the reasons for his rapid advancement. After rising to chief, his career merges with the
great events of the Truman presidency. In 1948, the United States was confronted
by the Berlin Blockade. Vandenberg's Air Force was to bear the brunt of that crisis
by mounting the amazingly successful Berlin Airlift. Soon after, difficulties with
the Navy culminated in the confrontation over the relative merits of strategic
bombers and large aircraft carriers. The congressional hearings that resulted from
this controversy were among the most divisive and bitter in recent American
history.

ix

XI Preface
As a result of continuing Soviet pressures in Europe, the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization was formed in 1949, which brought increased military responsibilities to the United States. With the "fall of China" and the detonation of the
Soviet's first atomic bomb, both in 1949, the United States embarked on a major
program to develop a thermonuclear weapon. Vandenberg, a true "cold warrior"
who distrusted the motives and goals of the Kremlin leadership, strongly supported this development. Soon after becoming chief of staff in 1948, he expressed
strong feelings about the Communist menace.
This philosophy opposed to ours is a suffocating thing, and it is spreading like a disease
throughout a great portion of the world. We must stop this sickness-stop it coldbefore it kills our friends. Our immediate job, therefore, must be to prevent the further spreading of germs by any international Typhoid Mary.'
But America's conventional military capabilities were deficient; and when North
Korean forces exploded across the thirty-eighth parallel in June 1950, the country,
as well as Vandenberg's Air Force, was unprepared. This shortcoming was soon
rectified. At the time of his retirement in 1953, Vandenberg had transformed the
Air Force from an understrength "shoestring air force" into the cornerstone of
American military policy.
Vandenberg's concept of air power was crucial to his success because he
struck a balance between the tactician and the strategist: advocating the primacy
of strategic bombardment doctrine as a deterrent to war and a potentially decisive
weapon, but never forgetting the necessity of tactical air support for the ground
forces. The general's technical expertise as a pilot, combined with his managerial
ability, dynamic personality, and aggressive leadership, made him a dominant and
respected figure in the cold war era. Unfortunately, his early death in 1954, less
than one year after retirement, along with his reticence to commit his innermost
thoughts to paper, has caused his significance to be largely overlooked.
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Tradition means giving votes to the most
obscure of all classes--our ancestors. It is
the democracy of the dead. Tradition refuses to submit to the small and arrogant
oligarchy of those who merely happen to
be walking around.
G. K. Chesterton

Airplanes may kill you, but they ain't
likely to hurt you.

BEGINNINGS
Pieter VanDenBerg immigrated to America as the eighteenth century drew
to a close and the new Republic was born. Little is known of this Dutchman, except that he settled in lower New York state and that the courage and determination it took to move across the ocean to start a new life were transmitted to his
descendants. His grandson, Aaron VandenBerg, was a hard-working leathermaker from Coxsackie, New York, a small town twenty miles south of Albany on
the Hudson River. As a young man he moved across state to Clyde and opened
his own harness-making business. In 1865, while the nation began to recover from
its grievous wounds, Aaron married Harriet Collins. Though a happy and successful match, tragedy cut it short. Their first child, William Collins, was born in 1869,
but Harriet died giving birth to Josephine five years later. The widower needed
a wife and his young children a mother, and so two years later Aaron married
Alpha Hendrick. The VandenBergs moved to Grand Rapids, Michigan, to start
anew; and there in 1884 a third child, Arthur, was born. Aaron opened a retail
sales shop that prospered and later expanded into a wholesale leather goods factory. But the times were not good, and the depression of 1893 drove him into
bankruptcy. The old man's business was broken and so was his heart; he never
really recovered from this setback.'
The two half brothers, William and Arthur, were separated by fifteen years
and thus were not close during their youth. When his father's business collapsed,
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Collins, as William now preferred to be called, moved to Milwaukee and began
his own career. The young man was enterprising and quickly became a local success, having several industrial and brokering interests, owning a bookbinding
company, and serving as the assistant general manager of the Milwaukee Tractor
and Electric Light Company. Photographs show him as fit and dignified, always
nattily dressed, with dark, well-oiled hair and the handlebar mustache in style
at the time. He cut a very dashing figure, and soon Pearl Kane, daughter of a
wealthy hotel owner in town, caught his fancy. Although she was married, the
feeling was mutual, and Pearl divorced her husband to wed VandenBerg.'
Pearl was a tall, strikingly handsome woman of imperial bearing with soft
brown hair and piercing gray eyes. As she grew older her hair turned snow white,
tending to heighten her beauty. This commanding presence, combined with a
strong will, independent mind, and affluent background, made her a most formidable woman. She was also devoted to her family. When the first son, Hoyt Sanford, was born on January 24, 1899, Pearl named him in honor of relatives: Eli
Hoyt was a favored uncle, and Sanford Kane was her father. Collins was enormously proud of his young "Buster" and wrote his parents soon after the happy
and is as smart as a dozen
event: "Our son is as husky as they make them ....
whips. Doesn't talk as yet, but he is 'dead on' to everything that is going on in
his vicinity."'' A second son, Aaron Shedd, was born eighteen months later and
named after Grandfather VandenBerg and Freeman B. Shedd, a close friend and
business partner of Eli Hoyt. The VandenBergs lived in the Prospect Hill area
of Milwaukee, and years later Hoyt reminisced about his childhood: playing ball
in the local sandlots and swimming in the town water tank. It was an enjoyable
4
youth.
In 191o, after Pearl's mother became ill and returned home to Lowell, Massachusetts, Pearl urged Collins to move back East so that her mother could be
looked after. Although Collins was reluctant to relocate, the dark-eyed Pearl was
insistent. Collins sold his prospering business interests and moved to Lowell, a
cotton mill town of nearly one hundred thousand located twenty miles north of
Boston. There he bought a stately Victorian mansion at 386 Andover Street. The
Hoyts, who had owned the house previously, operated a factory that produced
tooth brush liquid, men's cologne, and other toiletry articles. The Hoyts, Shedds
(who lived next door), and VandenBergs were among Lowell's elite. But forced
by circumstances to abandon his chosen career in the prime of life, Collins never
quite recovered; ambition waned and henceforth his time was spent selling insurance, traveling, and in leisure. Collins was a gentleman with family wealth that
provided the VandenBergs with a comfortable life. 5
Hoyt and his younger brother, Shedd, spent their teen years in Lowell. Hoyt
was intelligent, poised, and athletic, participating in several sports while in high
school: baseball, football, hockey, golf, and track. The outdoors held a special attraction for him, and throughout his life he was an avid hunter and fisherman,
activities that helped keep him fit. Six feet tall and 140 pounds with a solid buildnot an impressive upper body, but especially thick, muscular legs-he had cool,
blue eyes, parted his hair down the center, smiled easily, and was unusually handsome. He was already quite popular with the ladies, and his bedroom walls were
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were necessary to produce a quality officer, and he lobbied immediately and continuously to reverse the Congressional decision. In the meantime, he labored to
modernize the three pillars of the West Point edifice: athletics, academics, and
military training. Time would show, however, that many of his efforts were of limited effect and duration.
Although MacArthur had not been a top athlete as a cadet, he appreciated
the importance of conditioning, not only for physical stamina but for mental toughness as well. He therefore required that all cadets take physical education classes
in the major sports and participate in intramural athletics two days each week.'His famous dictum, "Upon the fields of friendly strife are sown the seeds that
upon other fields, on other days, will bear the fruits of victory," became a guiding
principle. The general was also an avid fan of West Point's intercollegiate teams
and spent many afternoons watching practice sessions. His enthusiasm seemed
to be contagious, and the football team began to win games, especially against
arch rival Navy. Such an accomplishment should not be dismissed too lightly.
West Point cadets were almost totally isolated from the outside world, not even
being permitted to leave post until after their first two years. In an age before
the radio, news was gained through newspapers and magazines, but these were
not readily available to cadets. Young women were permitted on the grounds for
periodic "hops," but because only a few minutes were permitted to escort the ladies off-post after the last dance, romance occurred infrequently. Patrick Timberlake, one of Vandenberg's company mates, was put on report and forced to march
"tours" for the egregious offense of dancing cheek-to-cheek.I6 Cadet life, though
busy, was boring, and MacArthur, idolized by most of his young charges, brought
a breath of fresh air into the gray walls on the Hudson with his emphasis on spirit,
competition, and sportsmanship. Unfortunately, he was less successful in his efforts to improve the academic side of cadet life.
The Academy faculty was dominated by tenured professors who, although
military officers, had long past forgotten the requirements of soldiering. For that
matter, they had even forgotten the aims of higher education. One permanent
professor expressed great pride at the fact that they taught no such frivolous subjects as sociology or psychology at the Point: "This is a professional college that
makes no pretense to be a university ...

West Point is conservative. Perhaps it

is not a bad thing to have a few strongholds of conservatism in an educational
world where the roots of radicalism so soon and so widely take hold. '17 To
MacArthur, this attitude was perverse. The Great War had demonstrated to him
that new methods were needed. He tried to modernize the antiquated academic
system, which consisted largely of rote memorization, daily quizzes, and working
problems at the chalk board. The individual attention and academic discipline
these methods engendered-because classes averaged a dozen or so students and
each cadet knew he would be tested every day, he could hardly allow himself
to fall behind-were commendable, but also dated. MacArthur advocated new
courses in the social sciences, electricity, and aeronautics that challenged the cadets' intellect and forced instructors to teach, not merely listen to their students'
recitations. Almost all of his instructors were West Point graduates who had no
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education beyond their cadet training. This situation seemed intellectually incestuous, but again, little was done to alter it.'" One experiment was to have the
professors visit a civilian university for a month to observe and learn. But the
Academic Board-the real power at West Point-was dominated by the aged professors; the superintendent had but one vote. Almost always outvoted on key
decisions, MacArthur could only lament: "How long must we continue to prepare
for the war of 1812?"'"
The third major area of cadet life to be attacked by the "young Mars" was
military training. Cadet life was a democratizing experience. Regardless of their
background, once freshmen ("plebes") entered the Academy gates they became
equals. All wore the same uniform, attended the same classes, and were subjected
to the same discipline. West Point was proud of the fact that in 1923 Emilio Aguinaldo, Jr., entered as a plebe. joining this son of the famous Filipino revolutionary
was Frederick Funston, Jr., son of the officer who had captured the elder Aguinaldo. Now the sons were equals, at least in theory. Because it was prohibited
for cadets to obtain additional money from outside sources, even family wealth
was to little advantage. Unfortunately, such theory did not always prove true in
practice. Hazing and physical abuse had always been endemic at the Academy,
but conditions had become worse because of the war. A new class of plebes was
ordinarily given its basic training by first classmen (seniors). Although there were
excesses, first classmen at least had three years of experience and maturity; but
owing to the early graduations during the war, plebe indoctrination was being
conducted by men barely past basic training themselves. MacArthur, who had suffered severe hazing as a cadet, was afraid things would get out of control. In fact,
shortly before his arrival one plebe had committed suicide, allegedly because of
mistreatment by upper classmen.
It was MacArthur's intention that military training should be administered
by cadets acting as "proud gentlemen" and not as "common thugs. "" The trenches
of France had impressed the general profoundly, and he felt that the previous
methods of discipline and training were no longer applicable in the age of the intelligent, patriotic citizen-soldier. The officers leading such men must be similarly
intelligent and trained along "broad, humane lines." After graduation it was too
late to begin teaching a new lieutenant how to take care of his men while in the
field. MacArthur had seen West Pointers assigned to occupation duties in Germany who were unable to cope with diverse problems involving social, economic,
and political factors, matters beyond their ken. MacArthur thought this shortcoming was largely an educational deficiency that could be remedied before commissioning."
MacArthur wanted cadets to be given more responsibility and to have an opportunity to lead and experiment, rather than merely follow the orders of the
Academy staff. That he arrived when only two classes were enrolled was seen as
a blessing because it offered a clean slate; the cadets had not (it was hoped) become too ingrained in the old, outmoded ways.Y Tactical officers-the Army officers who supervised the cadets-were directed to monitor events closely. The
so-called beast barracks (summer basic training) was to be run by officers instead
of cadets, and a move was also made to strike at the root of the problem. Cadets
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acted like children because they were treated like children, cooped up on the
Academy grounds with no freedom and no social contacts. MacArthur granted cadets increased free time; they could venture off-post, even as far as New York
City. In addition, Christmas and summer leaves were given, six-hour passes were
allowed on the weekends, and cadets were authorized to visit the quarters of faculty and staff officers. They were even given five dollars per month to spend as
they saw fit!2 During the summers the Corps had ordinarily encamped on Academy grounds at Fort Clinton, where they learned the rudiments of soldiering in
the field. Now they were marched one hundred miles to Fort Dix, a real Army
post, where they observed actual maneuvers and received instruction from qualified noncommissioned officers in the use of machine guns, artillery, chemical warfare (gas), and aviation.2
The purpose of these changes was to drag the Military Academy into the
twentieth century, to treat men like men and to grant them some measure of responsibility. In this realm too MacArthur was foiled; the Point had endured over
a century of tradition blithely unhampered by progress and there were many who
were loath to change. Surprisingly, it was not just the alumni and "Old Guard"
at the Academy who resisted such designs; many cadets did so as well.21
Although the tenure of a superintendent was ordinarily four years, MacArthur was transferred after only three. It was widely believed the early departure
was owing to his attempts at change. His successor, Brigadier General Fred W.
Sladen, moved quickly to reestablish the old ways by returning summer camp
to Fort Clinton, taking away spending money and weekend passes, and restoring
beast barracks to cadet supervision. Perhaps to signal his swing back to conservatism, Sladen declared soon after his arrival that the mission of West Point was
to train platoon leaders, nothing more.2
Vandenberg, who experienced all this turmoil, had an undistinguished cadet
career. He again demonstrated a knack for producing minimally acceptable academic work; his study habits were virtually nonexistent, and he was constantly
in difficulty with the dean. Vandenberg was often late getting home for Christmas
leave because he had to remain behind for special "turnout" exams. His grades
were so low that only by passing these perennial "last chances" was he able to
avoid disenrollment.27 There was no question that he had the ability-later events
would prove his mental sophistication and intelligence-but the motivation was
simply not there. One classmate recalled that "Van," as he was now called by
everyone but his family, often needed help with mathematics and engineering.
He would wait until a major examination loomed and then belatedly seek assistance. One of the brighter men in A Company, Jerry Rusk, usually came to the
rescue. Later, Vandenberg stated that he might not have made it through without
Rusk's help.a However, another friend from those days concluded simply that
Vandenberg could have done the work himself but was too lazy.2
Vandenberg's military performance was even worse than his academic work.
Demerits for such infractions as sleeping in chapel, slouching at the dinner table,
dirty rifle, late for class, and "improper expression during breakfast" (?) were a
constant blot on his record.' During second class year (junior) he ranked a dismal
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276 out of 293 in military efficiency and conduct, with a personal four-year high
of ii8 demerits (the "top" man in the class had i6o that year)." One of MacArthur's innovations was to have cadets rank each other on military ability and
potential, a task previously performed by the tactical officers. Although Vandenberg was well liked by his classmates, they obviously were not in awe of his performance because it was they who repeatedly ranked him low.' As one classmate
noted wryly: "Van was not a fileboner"-cadet slang for an ambitious classmate.3
Like two cadet predecessors who would also become famous airmen, Henry H.
Arnold and Carl M. Spaatz, Vandenberg was a "clean sleeve" and never attained
cadet military rank. Later, he referred to the Academy as "the Dump" and told
his son that "he slept through his four years." The cadet yearbook also notes his
inclination for the "arms of Morpheus. ""
The main reason for Vandenberg's poor performance was that he simply did
not like the Academy. He had worked hard to secure an appointment-attending
prep school for a year and then living with his uncle for an extra year-but West
Point obviously did not live up to the expectations awakened on Plum Island. He
wanted to resign as a plebe, but was dissuaded by an old friend from Lowell.-"
To Van the disciplinary system was demeaning, archaic, and counterproductive,
despite MacArthur's exertions. Cadets were not taught leadership, and there was
little opportunity for practicing it. The Corps was still run by the tyrannical tactical
officers, and it was they who determined the rules and how they would be enforced.3' Perhaps Vandenberg's permissive upbringing made him particularly unsuited for rigid regimentation. Possibly his maturity-he was already twenty years
old as a plebe and one of the oldest men in his class-placed him above the ofttimes childish hazing and harassment. Perhaps he was farsighted enough to look
beyond the narrow traditionalism of the West Point system and see a future militar)y organization based on more enlightened methods. Or perhaps he was angry.
Although MacArthur successfully reversed the decision to make West Point
a three-year program, Congress thought it only fair to grant all cadets then serving
the option to graduate after three years or remain for the full four. MacArthur
did not welcome this breath of democracy into such a crucial decision and instructed his commandant, Colonel Robert M. Danford, to encourage those leaning toward the three-year option to reconsider. Danford and his staff hinted
strongly that the future careers of those electing to graduate early would suffer.
Two who remember the incident speak of "terrific pressure" applied on them to
remain the extra year. 37 Another stated later that he had been deliberately lied
to and told early graduation would not be permitted for him since he would not
yet be twenty-one years old." In the spring of 1920 the Corps was mustered, and
each man stepped forward to state his decision. Those wishing to leave early were
then taken aside and counseled once again by Colonel Danford. The final tally
showed that the entire class of 192o opted for four years; but seventeen from 1921
voted to leave early, as did twenty-seven from Vandenberg's class of 1922 (which
then became the class of 1923).- Van elected to stay. One wonders why a cadet
would choose to remain at West Point when he could instead be an officer with
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freedom, a commission, and a paycheck. Either the sense of comradeship and esprit was especially strong, which seems unlikely, or the pressure campaign of
MacArthur and his staff was effective. Whatever Vandenberg's reasons for staying,
love of West Point was clearly not one of them.
Fortunately, there were outlets for his frustrations. Vandenberg remained active in athletics and played left wing and defense on the Army hockey team for
all four years, although he was not a starter and lettered only during his sophomore year. In addition, while a senior he was a starter on the polo squad that
won five of its seven matches 40 He also regularly attended the weekly hops and
was known for his social graces. An activity record was kept on all cadets, awarding
points for those who participated in various events, and this played a role in the
graduation standing. Being a class officer, on the Honor Committee, in the choir,
a Sunday school teacher, a cheer leader, or on the yearbook staff all earned points.
Vandenberg garnered an impressive 722 such activity points; however, 710 of
them were for escorting young ladies to hops. 4" Classmates from those days are
virtually unanimous in describing him as slim, handsome (a real "Lothario"), outgoing, and friendly: "Van was a good dancer and very popular with the ladies.
He had a mischievous twinkle in his eyes and was not at all shy. He was a very
2
good looking cadet [who] made friends easily and was well liked."4
At one of these dances Van met Gladys Rose from nearby Sloatsburg, who
was attending teacher's college. Glad was a remarkably beautiful and vivacious
woman with amber eyes and long, auburn hair. Of Scottish descent, her father
was a well-to-do realtor in Sloatsburg. Gladys, who owned her own car, attended
many of the West Point dances, often staying on post with the family of Major
Harold Loomis, a French instructor. In fact, her visits were so frequent that
Loomis had a special brass visitor's pass made for her car so the post guards would
quickly wave her through. Glad's loveliness and charm-almost coquettishmade her irresistable to the cadets. While attending a dance as the date of one
cadet, she was introduced to Van, and after a single dance, Glad was "his girl."'4
After this initial encounter, Glad visited the Loomises even more frequently,
where Van would call for her on the weekends, and they would walk the Academy
grounds or go into New York City for the afternoon. Glad had been courted by
many cadets, but it was Van who would win her hand.44
Significantly, there may have been another avenue through which the restless young man could channel his energy. There were others in Vandenberg's
company who felt similarly exasperated and constrained by the juvenile and outmoded plebe system. These "radicals" hoped to correct this situation during their
first-class year by introducing reforms into beast barracks: "Those who were in
Summer Camp in '22 well remember that unquenchable spirit of reform that
swept like wildfire through the Corps." 04 Attempts were made to humanize the
disciplinary system and remove the excesses that were so demotivating. Whether
or not Vandenberg played a role in such events is uncertain. Most underclassmen
from A Company remember him as largely indifferent to plebes and their training.
None could recall a single instance when he corrected a subordinate; one recalled
him as an "invisible man who ignored most people, including plebes."I It is possi-
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ble that he played a role behind the scenes, urging and nudging his classmates
into a more mature approach to plebe training, but it seems more likely that his
attitude was one of indifference.
Vandenberg had wanted to join the Cavalry upon graduation, but his lowly
class standing of 24o out of 261 made entrance to this elite branch an impossibility.
The last cavalry slot was taken by the man ranked 15o.1 Chance then intervened
to play a significant role. The class of 1923 was the first to be offered the opportunity of entering the Air Service upon graduation. Brigadier General William
("Billy") Mitchell, the vibrant, dynamic air leader and hero of the First World
War, had spoken to the Corps about the future of air power. In addition, a dashing
young pilot had once landed on the Plain in a SE- 5 pursuit aircraft, discussed his
trade, and offered a flight to anyone interested; he had cut a most impressive figure.4' Vandenberg was moved by such incidents and decided on an aviation career.
That his only other choice, at number 240, was the Infantry, may have made flying
seem all the more attractive. 9
It might be said that Hoyt Vandenberg's cadet career was a failure; he had
not excelled in any endeavor during his four years, and he left with a bitter taste.
But the Academy cannot help but have an enormous impact on an individual,
whether positive or negative. The feelings, experiences, and interpersonal relationships are too intense. Vandenberg left West Point with memories, as well as
certain values and beliefs (if not necessarily those officially endorsed), that were
shared by hundreds of other graduates. The vast majority of high-ranking generals
with which he was associated during the rest of his life were among them; their
destinies seemed always linked. Twenty-eight years after Vandenberg's graduation, an American president would ask him to travel half way around the world
to assess a brother officer and Academy graduate whose performance had been
deemed questionable. Upon completing his journey and after much reflection,
Vandenberg agreed with Mr. Truman that General MacArthur-the man who was
superintendent when he was a plebe-should be relieved of his command.

KICK THE TIRES AND LIGHT THE FIRES
Lieutenant Vandenberg attended pilot training at Brooks Field in San Antonio, Texas. Although experiencing difficulty at first, he applied himself far more
seriously than he had at West Point and did well. His instructor pilot, Lieutenant
Jimmy Taylor, had several years of teaching experience, and Van responded well
to his direction. Van's fellow students remember him as a "good but not outstanding pilot. "' Others were not so fortunate: nearly half of Vandenberg's fellow students "washed out," and six more were killed in air crashes, one of them Jerry
Rusk, the close friend who had helped him with his studies at West Point. Rusk's
death hit Van particularly hard. Death was to be the constant companion of airmen
in the years ahead. Flying was a hazardous endeavor and Van was to see numerous
friends and squadron mates killed in air crashes. Indeed, during World War II
aircrews were engaged in the most parlous occupation encountered by American
officers. This almost daily exposure to danger and death led many airmen to be-
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come jaded and fatalistic. Often, these feelings were manifested by cockiness and
arrogance. Van was not immune to such tendencies. Of importance, several men
who would play large roles in later years were at Brooks that year: Ben Chidlaw,
Larry Craigie, Orval Cook, Benny Giles, "Opie" Weyland, and Ralph Royce. 5" It
was also while in pilot training that Vandenberg began carrying a bag of "lucky
coins" whenever he flew. He believed they kept him safe.3 2
During the Christmas break of 1923, things were sufficiently under control
for Van and Gladys to wed. Although they had planned to wait until after the completion of his pilot training, the longing was too painful, and they decided to be
married immediately. The nuptials took place at Saint Mark's Episcopal Church
on December 26. Collins and Pearl VandenBerg took the train to Texas for the
wedding and then remained with the newlyweds until the following April. This
unusual decision set the pattern for the years ahead. Collins's early retirement
left him a great deal of leisure time, and Pearl needed a warm climate, and so
they usually spent the summer months with Shedd in Boston and the winter with
Hoyt and his bride. Not surprisingly, Gladys grew to resent and dread the long,
annual visits of her willful mother-in-law. 5
After winning his wings in 1924, Vandenberg requested and received an assignment to the 3rd Attack Group, based at Kelly Field, across town from Brooks.
This tour began a decade of association with pursuit-type aircraft that made Vandenberg an expert pilot and tactician. The mission of "attack" had developed during the First World War and consisted of aircraft being employed near the battlefield to bomb and strafe enemy troop concentrations, supply lines, communication
centers, and other military targets. "Pursuit," on the other hand, was concerned
with the concept of air superiority. Pursuit aircraft would sweep the skies of
enemy planes to ensure that friendly reconnaissance, bombardment, and attack
aircraft could operate unimpeded. Equally important, air superiority ensured that
friendly ground troops were safe from enemy air attacks. In later years the distinction between "pursuit" and "attack" would blur somewhat as similar aircraft were
used to perform overlapping missions. Significantly, although attack missions
often bore resemblance to those of bombardment, attack pilots were averse to consider themselves bomber pilots-the butt of derogatory jokes around the bar. Although theoretically the most important mission was to become bombardment,
in reality there was always more glamour attached to pursuit.5 Vandenberg considered himself a "pursuiter."
As a measure of his flying ability, in 1926 the lieutenant was chosen for a
role in the motion picture Wings, then being filmed in San Antonio. This epic,
the last of the great silent movies and the first to win an Academy Award, was
a tale of love and rivalry involving World War I pursuit pilots vying for the same
woman. Starring Buddy Rogers, Richard Arlen, Clara Bow, and Gary Cooper,
Wings cost two million dollars, a phenomenal sum in those days. Over two hundred aircraft were assembled for the filming, including several Spads and Fokkers
brought from Europe. Three hundred pilots, most from the Air Service, were to
do the actual flying. Van was selected to fly Rogers's aircraft, making the takeoff
and performing the various acrobatics and dogfighting scenes. As the camera
mounted on the front of his aircraft was activated, Van would duck down in his
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seat to reveal the grim visage of Rogers, who had been sitting behind him. When
the camera was turned off, Van would reemerge from under the dashboard and
regain control of the plane.51
To simulate being shot down in one of the dogfighting scenes, Van filled a
large bag with flour and lamp black. His plan was to pitch up the aircraft at the
appropriate moment, stall, and enter a spin. At that point he would open the bag
and the cameras would record the downward spiraling Fokker trailing a thick
plume of black smoke. It was a good plan. Unfortunately, when Van opened the
bag its entire contents dumped back into the cockpit with him. Said the intrepid
aviator later: "I was blinded, suffocated, bewildered and even unhappy." While
Van gasped for breath and flailed his arms wildly to dissipate the smoke, the plane
gyrated about the sky. Finally, Van was able to regain his vision and aircraft control
moments before impact. Rolling to a stop he staggered from the cockpit and collapsed. The film crew ran over to him, ebullient. It was the most realistic nearcrash scene they had ever witnessed. They asked if he would do it again.6
The Air Corps held annual gunnery competitions, and in the two in which
he participated (1925 and 1926) Vandenberg did quite well. Earle E. ("Pat") Partridge was a main competitor in both these events. To his chagrin, Partridge
claimed that he would begin practicing weeks in advance to hone his skills for
the meet; Vandenberg never bothered to practice, yet still excelled.57
An incident that occurred en route to one of these gunnery meets paints an
interesting picture of life in the Air Corps in 1926. Vandenberg and his crew chief,
Sergeant Rudy J. Baros, took off from Boiling Field in Washington, D.C., and
headed for West Virginia. About half way there it began to snow. As conditions
worsened, Vandenberg descended and shouted to Baros to look fir a suitable
emergency landing field. A corn field was spied and Vandenberg landed. After
talking to the local farmers, the two men hitched a ride into town, stayed in a
hotel, and bought some gasoline for their craft. The next day Van had the farmer
cut down a few trees in his take-off path and then departed. The weather was
still poor and it was extremely cold in the open-cockpit biplane. Landing at a small
town called Fairfield, the young pilot and his crew chief once again stayed in a
hotel. When it was time to depart the next morning, however, Van confessed to
Baros that he had no money to pay for his room or breakfast (a bowl of chili). The
sergeant therefore cashed a check for five dollars, paid the bills, and the two hardy
aviators continued on their journey. Hardly a glamorous life!"
The young pilot served for three years in the 3rd Attack Group, eventually
becoming the commander of the 9 oth Attack Squadron. Although such a position
did not then have the authority usually associated with the term commander, it
was nevertheless a distinction for a man so young.' Soon after Vandenberg's arrival, General Billy Mitchell visited the group to evaluate their performance. After
being briefed on the tactics to be employed for the demonstration, Mitchell
snorted that such methods would be useless in combat situations. He then briefed
the pilots on the "proper" altitudes and tactics. Four pilots subsequently crashed
their aircraft and died trying to negotiate Mitchell's spontaneously revised maneuvers, for which theyhad not been trained. The result was near mutiny.' This
tragic incident illustrated a problem that would haunt air leaders throughout the
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interwar period. Air power at that time was "sensed" rather than demonstrated.
American involvement in the First World War had not lasted long enough to formulate an effective strategic or tactical doctrine and allow it to be tested in combat. Mitchell and his followers would labor to write a formula for air power employment, but their efforts would take years, and until they could prove their
contentions, many of their theories were just words.
In late 1927, the Vandenbergs moved to March Field, California, where Van
became a flight instructor in the basic training aircraft, the PT-i, PT- 3 , and DH- 4.
It is often said that a pilot never reaches his full potential until he has been an
instructor and allowed the opportunity to watch, guide, and correct other pilots
and learn from their mistakes. This duty was among the most satisfying of his career, and years later Vandenberg would advise his son, who wanted desperately
to become a fighter pilot: "Don't overlook a tour as an instructor pilot early in
your career. You never really learn how to fly until you teach someone else.",6
The unique combination of flying and personal interaction appealed to Vandenberg. Hie soon acquired a reputation as an excellent instructor, and students having difficulty were often transferred to his care. One individual, though he was
washed out, wrote Vandenberg afterwards that he was an outstanding instructor
who seemed to know instinctively how to teach. The former student expressed
his gratitude for Vandenberg's efforts and stated that had he been his instructor
all along, he certainly would have won his wings.' He did, however, employ some
unusual instructional techniques. Another of Van's students, future chief of staff
John P. McConnell, provided an interesting insight into his instructor's "charm
and personality." It seems McConnell had the bad habit of forgetting to fasten
his seat belt before flight. To teach him a lesson, Vandenberg climbed his opencockpit biplane to eight thousand feet and rolled the aircraft on its back: "Boy,
I grabbed everything in that cockpit to stay in!"6'
The Vandenbergs had two children: Gloria, born in 1925, and Hoyt, Jr., in
1928. "Gogo" and "Sandy," somewhat spoiled by frequent visits from doting
grandparents, had a father who was dedicated and strict, but not demonstrably
affectionate. On the other hand, Van seldom spanked his children. There were
exceptions. Sandy remembered an incident when he and a friend had taken turns
breaking out lights with a broom handle one evening. The lights smashed were
the runway approach signals at Maxwell Field. The boys were soon caught, and
the elder Vandenberg was severely chastened by his commander: "If you can't
control your own son, how the hell can you control your men!" The seriousness
of the youngsters' offense plus the stinging rebuke from a superior resulted in
one of the worst hidings Sandy ever received from his father.4 Van was not the
type to play baseball with his son or push his daughter on a swing. Yet, the relationship between father and children was a close one, as evidenced by this Father's Day poem written by Gogo and Sandy:
F is for your face, so big and ugly
A is for your addle-pated brain
T is for your temper, hot and spicey
H is for your hair, ain't it a shame

14 I 1101I'

S. VANIENIWIR(;

E is for your ears, so big and flapping
B is fir your rump so fat

Put them all together and they spell Father.
The sweetest guy in all the world.'
It takes a special closeness to write something that sarcastic.
Sundays were usually set aside fir the family, and virtually every weekend
all four would bundle into the car and drive to a nearby lake or forest preserve
for an afternoon picnic. This was Van's time to relax with his family, but also to
contemplate. At such picnics, while obviously enjoying the closeness of Glad and
the kids, he would often sit quietly, thinking deeply, his mind many miles away.
This was to be characteristic. Later in life, Van would often sit for long periods,
staring out a window, ruminating. It was his way of arriving at difficult decisions.
Free time during the rest of the week was reserved for Vandenberg's real passions:
flying and golf." He loved the air and flew constantly, not only in the local area
but whenever a cross-country flight was available. Vandenberg was a hard worker
who labored long hours to become a good officer; he was a dedicated, aggressive
professional and an excellent pilot.
Van's love of the air was almost equaled by his love of golf. Glad was a "golf
widow" who saw her husband off to the links nearly every free morning or afternoon he bad. Even during his later years as chief of staff with an onerous work
schedule, he found time to golf at least once a week. On the other hand, his flying
and golfing skills were not matched by his usefulness around the house. He hated
routine chores and was never accused of mowing a lawn or fixing a leaky faucet.
Apart from flying machines, all things mechanical defeated him. Unlike many men
who enjoy tinkering with cars in their spare time, he could not even find the hoodlatch release. Nonetheless, this did not stop him from taking pleasure in a good
automobile; as chief of staff he enjoyed driving a custom-made, powder blue Cadillac with a plush interior that included knobs and levers shaped like airplanes.6,
This disinclination toward understanding technology carried over into his career.
His job was to fly airplanes; he left it to others to fix them. He did, however,
ensure they were indeed fixed. In all aspects of his life it was one of his great
strengths that he recognized his weaknesses and took steps to compensate for
them. If he was personally uninformed on a particular subject, he admitted this
shortcoming, but then found someone who was an expert and gave that person
the responsibility and authority to ensure success.
Glad remained beautiful and shapely. She and Van were devoted to one another and protected their private times together. Having the children's grandparents visit so frequently allowed Van and Glad time to slip away by themselves,
vacationing in Canada, Mexico, and Europe while the youngsters remained at
home. Glad exercised an enormous influence on Van. She seemed to possess a
sixth sense about people, their personality and trustworthiness. Van relied heavily
on her advice and intuition throughout his career. Glad would meet Van's colleagues, watch, listen, size them up, and then pass on her intuitions. He did not
always agree with her assessment or act upon such feelings, but he always listened. In addition, Van was basically shy. He was always well liked and friendly,
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but if given the choice, would have preferred to remain in the background. Glad
would not allow this. She was too vivacious and gregarious to remain at home
and too proud of her husband to let him hide his light under a basket. They were
an incredible team.
After two years at March, the Vandenbergs were transferred to Wheeler
Field, Hawaii, to join the 18th Pursuit Group. This was an enjoyable tour in which
the lieutenant once again became a squadron commander, sharpening still further
his leadership skills. His style of command was subtle; he led by example and
seemed sincerely concerned about his subordinates' welfare. He did, however,
make mistakes. In April 193o his squadron received the new Boeing P-12s, and
all were curious to test the performance of the aircraft. Without briefing them
on his intentions, Vandenberg led his squadron up through the clouds to determine how high the new fighters would go. The P-12 was unpressurized, unheated,
and lacked oxygen equipment. The aircraft were well over twenty thousand feet
when the commander finally began his descent. Most of the pilots experienced
hypoxia, and some even collapsed upon landing. Although he later apologized for
such foolishness, the incident reflects Vandenberg's still-maturing personality.6
To Van, pursuit flying was an invigorating challenge. He enjoyed this new
mission, and his family was so enchanted with Hawaii that he asked for an extension of his tour. He was dissuaded by his commander, who warned that staying
in the Islands too long would sap ambition and distance him from the mainstream
of the Air Corps. The rest of the family did not particularly agree with that line
of reasoning, so leaving was difficult. As the Vandenbergs rounded Diamond Head
on their long sea voyage back to the States, a flight of P-12s from the group flew
overhead to say aloha. Sandy and Gogo burst into tears and refused to smile again
for several days. 69
The Vandenbergs returned to San Antonio, Texas, in September 1931 for an
assignment at Randolph Field. Van was once again to be an instructor pilot, this
time at the new "West Point of the Air." As before, he acquired a reputation as
an outstanding pilot and officer who was sincerely concerned about his men. One
of his students later said: "He was a man of charm and personality . . . a great

guy."70 Another described him in even more graphic terms:
He was lighting a cigarette with cupped hands over which he trained on me the most
piercing blue/gray eyes that I had ever seen-jaw to jaw. My hopes of getting the
best instructor were instantly furnished substance as he looked the part in every
respect-tall, lean, tanned by the weather, flight cap at the casual position, squint
lines around the eyes, lips rather compressed and a rather stern expression that did
not hide the gleam in those piercing eyes. And best of all, a hot pursuit pilot from
foreign service-not like some of the other instructors without such a glamorous background."'
By the mid-193os, Captain Hoyt Vandenberg was recognized by his contemporaries as one of the hottest pilots in the Air Corps. These early years as a junior
officer-when he flew a bewildering variety of aircraft and amassed over three
thousand hours of flying time-were crucial in establishing a foundation of technical competence and expertise.7 2

16

I IIOYT S. VANDENBERG

After three years at Randolph, in 1934 Vandenberg received orders to attend
the Air Corps Tactical School at Maxwell Field, Alabama. Before he was to report,
however, there was one final air challenge awaiting him. In February of that year,
President Roosevelt had abruptly canceled all airmail contracts with the civilian
air lines, alleging corruption in the awarding of those contracts. Not fully appreciating the gravity and complexity of the situation, the Air Corps commander, Major
General Benjamin Foulois, volunteered his service to deliver the mail. This tragic
interlude is usually referred to as the "Air Mail Fiasco," and with good reason.
For four months the Air Corps flew the mail, initially in abominable winter conditions, with obsolescent aircraft. The Army flyers were not prepared to carry out
these missions at night over unfamiliar terrain without proper instruments, any
more than airline pilots could have flown in formation or accurately dropped
bombs.7" The demands of the two activities were totally different, and each required specialized training. Twelve pilots were killed in the sixty-six aircraft accidents that occurred while the Air Corps flew the mail. Although air leaders maintained that this performance was not appreciably worse than normal flying
activities, in fact the accident and fatality rates were four times what they had
been the year before. 7'
Vandenberg, like most Air Corps pilots, found himself pressed into service.
One wintry night he took off in marginal weather and soon encountered severe
icing conditions. Unable to maintain altitude, he began scanning anxiously for an
emergency landing site. After circling for a few minutes he saw someone waving
a light alongside a snow-covered field on the top of a low mountain. Van decided
to take a chance and set down near the light and rolled to a stop without mishap.
The man with the lantern came through the snow over to the plane, and when
he held up the light to look at the pilot exclaimed: "Why, Captain Vandenberg,
you don't remember me, but you were the check pilot who washed me out of
pilot training a month ago! I just came up to this mountain to get away from it
all and write a book. When I heard a plane circling overhead I knew it was in
trouble and came out to have a look. "' Vandenberg must have been carrying his
lucky coins with him that stormy night.

IN QUEST OF A THEORY
In 1934, Vandenberg began a string of educational and staff assignments that
were to fill out the other half of his professional character. The Tactical School
was the intellectual center of the Air Corps. Aviators were never accused of being
thinkers, but what theorizing was done concerning the proper roles and missions
of air power took place at Maxwell. Attendance at the Tactical School was virtually
mandatory for all officers aspiring to a command in the Air Corps, and the vast
majority of high-ranking American air officers in World War II had either attended
or instructed there. 76 The curriculum was designed to train students in the strategy, tactics, and logistics required for air power employment and was also instrumental in the formulation and codification of doctrine.
Vandenberg arrived at a highly significant time. Air power enthusiasts since
Billy Mitchell had been pushing for an independent air force. The rationale used
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to support this demand was that air power was a unique force that had rendered
traditional methods of warfare obsolete. The goal of war, it was often said, was
to destroy the enemy army. Once accomplished, an invader could then march
unhindered to the heartland and dictate peace terms. Mitchell argued that such
thinking had mistaken means for ends. The true goal of war was the enemy's
heartland, but defeating his army first was until then the necessary means to
achieve it. Air power now obviated the bloody and protracted first step of engaging
the enemy's ground forces. Airplanes could fly over slow-moving and static armies and strike directly at the enemy's vital center. Air power, as exemplified
by strategic bombardment, was unique. Not only could it avoid the trench deadlock and its carnage, but it was also an effective and economical defense against
sea invasion. Because of this uniqueness, it should not be tied to the ground army
but should be independent. According to Mitchell, his bombing and sinking of
the captured German battle cruiser Ostfriedland in the tests of 1921 heralded a
new era in warfare.77
Such ideas, and especially Mitchell's impolitic way of expressing them, were
not welcomed by the army hierarchy. When the Navy's dirigible Shenandoah
crashed in a thunderstorm in September 1925 and its commander, an old friend
of Mitchell's, was killed, the dam burst. Mitchell accused his superiors of "incompetency, criminal negligence, and almost treasonable administration." His unwarranted outburst earned him a court-martial."8 Moreover, Mitchell's claims for the
bomber aircraft of his day were clearly exaggerated. The lumbering, open-cockpit
biplanes of the 1920s achieved a top speed of barely one hundred miles per hour,
easy prey for enemy pursuit. Less than a decade after Mitchell's fall, however,
new technology seemed to make his dreams attainable. The Martin B-io bomber
was an all-metal, twin-engine, cantilever monoplane with enclosed cockpits, retractable landing gear, and an internal bomb bay; it had a speed and altitude capability nearly equal to that of contemporary pursuit planes. The B-io prototype
had been flown in 1932, and the first production models were delivered to the
Air Corps in June 1934-two months before Vandenberg arrived in Alabama. Coincidentally, he left Maxwell Field in 1935 just as the Boeing XB-1 7 made its
maiden flight.
The effect of such aircraft on thinking at the Tactical School was profound.
Major Donald Wilson and Captain Harold L. George, instructors there at the
time, were vocal and zealous advocates of the strategic bombing theory. Their
influence helped initiate a shift in Air Corps thinking toward bombardment. Wilson himself later admitted that the ideas expounded during that period were a
radical departure from Army doctrine, and only the fact that Washington was unaware of what was being said at Maxwell allowed it to go unchallenged." The importance of pursuit was clearly downplayed in the curriculum. In fact, Major
Claire Chennault, the instructor and main champion of pursuit employment at
the Tactical School, later claimed that there was a strong movement to drop the
pursuit section altogether, and it was only the strong intervention of the Army
ground forces instructors that convinced the commandant to retain the subject.80
Such views must have been a jolt to the Captain Vandenberg who had had scarcely
any contact with bombardment aircraft during the previous decade. The year at
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Maxwell introduced him to a theory of air power employment that was fully to
emerge fifteen years later when, as chief of staff, he would make the Strategic
Air Command the cornerstone of American military policy.
Vandenberg's year at Maxwell was followed by more schooling: Command
and General Staff School at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. Unlike the Tactical School,
Leavenworth was designed to instruct Army officers in all facets of their profession, but the focus was on the ground-based combat arms. Because the Air Corps
was still part of the Army, air officers hoping for promotion were expected to attend Fort Leavenworth to become well-rounded. Unfortunately, the curriculum
was boring and routine for airmen like Vandenberg. The course of study emphasized map reading and staff exercises. Students planned and led attacks, pursued
a retreating enemy, conducted reconnaissance, and defended strong points. Supply, logistics, and transportation of large units in the field were also taught. Air
power, however, was barely mentioned; only 5 of the 158 conference periods were
dedicated to aviation, and these did not discuss its strategic employment. Apparently this omission was deliberate. The school's official history admits that the
Army was so fearful of an independent air force that it refused seriously to discuss
air power lest it "further inflame the matter." The air power concepts taught at
Leavenworth in 1939 were the same as those taught in 1923.8 Moreover, although

there was an Air Corps representative on the faculty to introduce aviation to the
ground officers, his influence was minimal because of the lack of modern aircraft
available at the school to demonstrate air capabilities.82 Aviators complained that
too much time was spent on minutiae-how to emplace machine guns and the
like. Pat Partridge later stated that Leavenworth was a "letdown after going
to the Tactical School where they were really using their imagination and running exercises." He added that the Army still seemed to be "marching down the
road at 2 1/2 miles an hour" instead of keeping pace with developments such as
mechanization, then being introduced in Europe.' Vandenberg graduated in
June 1936 near the middle of his class, respectable considering the caliber of the
competition.
Major Ira C. Eaker, who attended Leavenworth the year after Vandenberg,
wrote a light account of his tribulations as a student. The Command and General
Staff School was referred to as "The Little House," to distinguish it from "The
Big House" next door-the Federal Penitentiary. It was an old post, with large
trees and reasonably good facilities. The students lived in an ancient and rambling
converted barracks called the "bee hive" that was extremely hot and noisy. After
shooting a few darts at the staid and unimaginative curriculum, Eaker saved his
choicest barbs for the considerable emphasis placed on "equitation." Three afternoons each week were spent at the stables, thus underscoring the significance of
the large sign at the main gate: "Horses Have Right of Way." Fortunately, the
aged quadrupeds had been at Leavenworth for so long they were most tolerant
of the inexperienced pilots assigned to ride them. Indeed, they could be very
helpful: "Abbie Waller was wont to work his General Terrain Exercises sitting on
the ground, holding his horse's reins, while the beast looked over his shoulder.
Abbie would put down a solution on his map, then look up. If the horse shook
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his head, Major Waller promptly changed his set-up. It worked." Eaker concluded
his article with advice to his fellow pilots: "don't ruin your eyes"-the course was
not worth the effort.'
As usual with Vandenberg, it was the people, not the curriculum that he
found stimulating; and although the course itself made little impact, he made or
renewed friendships that would be of great importance in the years ahead: Charles
Chauncey, John R. Deane, Leslie Groves, Lyman Lemnitzer, Ralph Stearley, Pat
Timberlake, Vic Strahm, Louie Brereton, Tom Hanley,and George Stratemeyer.n
Of far greater importance to Van, however, was making the acquaintance of fellow
student Major Carl M. Spaatz, soon to be one of the great commanders of World
War II. He too was unenthusiastic about attending school, and after his selection
wrote: "I am going to Leavenworth not because I expect it will do me any good,
but primarily because I am ordered there and secondarily to get away from here
[Washington]."'' Although eight years separated Spaatz and Vandenberg in age,
their personalities complemented each other. "Tooey" had been a fighter pilot in
the First World War and had shot down four German aircraft. He was a superior
pilot and had participated in the famous "Question Mark" flight of 1929 that demonstrated the possibilities of midair refueling. Spaatz was a hard drinker "with
a face like a rusty nail" who munched cigars and whose all-night poker games were
legendary. He was a diamond in the rough, but he also had a knack for judging
character and picking top subordinates; such an ability was never so evident as
in his later support of Vandenberg.
In 1936, Captain Vandenberg returned to the Tactical School as an instructor
in fighter tactics. It would seem that his background as one of the premier pursuit
pilots in the Air Corps would have made him uniquely suited for this position.
Surprisingly, this was not the case, and his two years at Maxwell proved remarkably unremarkable. The highly charged intellectual environment at the Tactical
School still spawned endless debates over the proper role of air power, and these
arguments occurred not just with ground-based Army officers, but between aviators as well. Although incendiaries like Wilson, George, Kenneth Walker, and
Claire Chennault had by then departed, their replacements-Larry Kuter, Haywood "Possum" Hansell, and Muir "Santy" Fairchild-were just as vociferous.
One would think that inserting a dedicated pursuiter like Vandenberg into this
cauldron would have brought matters to the boiling point, but surprisingly, sparks
did not fly; rather, tempers and rhetoric cooled. With the firebrand Chennault
gone, pursuit doctrine decisively receded into the background, and strategic bombardment became the gospel of American air power.' Typically, Vandenberg
played the role of arbitrator, referee, placator, and soother. He labored to effect
cooperation and understanding, not inflame passions. His personality was one of
his greatest strengths, and he used it to produce harmony.
Vandenberg was a good lecturer, but gave the impression that he would
rather be doing something else, preferably flying.m His lectures were neither inflammatory nor controversial; he presented the "conventional" approach to pursuit doctrine, as demonstrated by the experiences of the World War and his own
career. Before departing, Major Don Wilson had given Van directions on how to
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teach his course: "Pursuit is merely an element of antiaircraft defense." It was
not to be used to escort bombers-that would be unnecessary-lbut rather
to defend fixed bases and forccs.?• Vandenberg heeded these instructions, teaching
that although the pursuit mission was a vital component of an air force, it had
limitations. It was not an effective weapon against ground personnel; use as escort
for bombardment was possible, though "uneconomical," and even as an interceptor pursuit was of dubious utility: "It is extremely unlikely that a general defense
can be provided that is strong enough to successfully oppose an enemy penetration in force." Van admitted that "technology has favored bombers" to the extent
that pursuit was relegated to a "point defense security force." lie concluded one
of his lectures gloomily by saying that pursuit's defensive capabilities were such
that "it must lay new plans if it is to continue to wage a successful battle against
the attacking airplane."" Another striking aspect of Vandenberg's Tactical School
lectures was their incredible knowledge of the details involved in gun calibers,
rates of fire, penetration capabilities of different ordnance, firing angles, and the
like. It was obvious that he was exceptionally skilled in the technical aspects of
his job. Significantly, in an essay published later, Vandenberg likened pursuit aircraft to a "mobile antiaircraft unit" that could be directed from the ground.
Although he anticipated the need for an escort fighter to protect bomber formations, he painted the characteristics of such a mission in purely defensive terms:
"the pursuit ship places itself between the possible enemy attack and
the
planes to be protected, thus greatly deflecting the attack itself. If the pursuit
breaks off its protective duties fir a fight, the friendly planes will be forced to go
unescorted." This is bland stuff and sounds almost like an apology for pursuit."
Strange thoughts for a fighter pilot, but perhaps Vandenberg was already beginning to see beyond the narrow confines of his cockpit. It seems clear that Vandenberg was in the process of a profound philosophical transformation. Although
never forgetting the importance of pursuit, he now began to realize the overriding primacy of bombardment. Fighter aircraft are not by themselves a warwinning weapon-bombers are.
Lieutenant Larry Kuter and his wife, Ethel, later recalled that Vandenberg
never took the Tactical School very seriously, either as a student or as an instructor. They stated that although Van and Glad were an attractive and popular couple
who attended the parties and enjoyed themselves, they were not socialites and
did not feel a need to be always a part of the group. They were a complementary
team--"sufficient unto themselves. "12 There was little social distinction between
students and faculty; all mingled freely at the Officers Club and each others'
homes. This was intentional; students and faculty alike were told: "this is a place
where we want you to relax and take time off to try to think about what is going
on. Get acquainted with your contemporaries." In fact, although students were
graded on their work, they were deliberately not given their relative standing in
the class, for fear it would lead to hostile competition and unnecessary study."
Vandenberg took this advice literally. He was outgoing and gregarious, but always
preferred the company of men with whom he could unwind. Poker with the boys
was his favorite card game; he shunned the "bridge set" and the cocktail circuit.
He occasionally drank alcohol, but not to excess, and although he could swear,
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it was never in the presence of women. There was no hint of scandal in his private
life; Van and Glad were devoted to each other and were best friends; they relied
on each other's strengths and were a happy, supportive match."4
After two years in Alabama, Captain Vandenberg returned to school in 1938
when chosen to attend the Army War College at Fort Humphreys (presently Fort
McNair) in Washington, D.C. This was a vitally important tour. As one observer
noted, the list of War College alumni was a veritable "Who's Who" of the Army.
Such an assignment for a man of his junior rank was unusual and indicated a promising future for Vandenberg. Although he had not achieved fame as a student or
an educator, Vandenberg's reputation as an outstanding pilot, leader, and officer
was reflected in annual efficiency reports and was largely responsible for this latest
honor. To use the jargon of the selection board: "The most desirable candidates
were the officers of great promise with curves of rising efficiency. "' In addition,
luck and timing were significant factors because new selection criteria specified
for the first time that a certain number of Air Corps captains be chosen who had
good records, had already attended Fort Leavenworth, and who were available
for immediate reassignment. Not many officers fulfilled all these conditions; Vandenberg had "filled the squares" for such a tour while most others had not."
The course of study at the War College was on a considerably higher plane
than that of the Command and General Staff School. Instead of dealing with mundane map reading and tactical exercises, the War College addressed matters of
national policy, the role of economic and social factors in war, and the formulation
of foreign policy."
The entire course followed a building-block approach and began with a
month-long discussion of American military organization and doctrine. This was
followed by a similar examination of the military forces of Great Britain, France,
Germany, Italy, the Soviet Union, and Japan. The second phase examined mobilization plans, a subject that had been largely ignored in military circles up to that
time. The student body was divided into several groups, and each was responsible
for preparing various reports. Van's committee examined the mobilization of manpower for industrial purposes in the United States, trying to formulate the most
efficient use of personnel in the event of a major war.'
The class then turned its attention to the foreign policy of the United States
in Latin America. Army Chief of Staff George C. Marshall was particularly interested in this topic and directed the War College to look into it closely. Specifically,
the students were to discover what threat Germany presented to Brazil and Argentina and to devise a course of action to oppose that threat.'
Having thus determined American military organization, policy, and capabilities, as well as those of potential foes, the students were then directed to use that
knowledge to prepare war plans. The previous year the hypothetical enemy had
been Germany, but new neutrality legislation that feared American involvement
in European quarrels prohibited such a scenario for Vandenberg's class. Instead,
pursuing the thread of hemisphere defense, the students were to draw up a plan
for invading Mexico and installing a "friendly government." The preparation of
these plans took seven weeks, and the results were impressive."
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The officers compiled an enormously large and detailed plan of attack involving joint operations acting on two axes-an overland strike toward Monterey, and
an amphibious assault at Vera Cruz. Vandenberg was a member of the committee
that prepared the Vera Cruz operations order. This scenario, consisting of two
large binders, considered a host of factors including weather, terrain, climate,
water supply, intelligence, logistics, occupation duties, and treatment of prisoners
of war. Upon completion of their plan, the authors briefed it to the entire class,
who then discussed its strengths and weaknesses."'
While studying the best method of subduing Mexico, the students were
asked by the General Staff to consider another question: "What should be the military policy of the United States in the western Pacific with special emphasis on
the Philippines?" In short: How should the United States defend the Islands
against Japanese attack? The students concluded after a very lengthy examination
that the Philippine archipelago was of crucial importance to this nation and must
be staunchly defended."" As will be seen, this study was to have a significant impact on Vandenberg's strategic thinking.
Following this effort, there was a Command Post Exercise that postulated an
invasion of America's northeast coast. The students had to organize, plan, and simulate fighting a defensive campaign to repel the invaders. Once again, the detail
and thoroughness of these activities were impressive."• Because the Army was
small and funds were short, large-scale maneuvers were impossible in the United
States. These games were designed to take their place; therefore, every attempt
was exerted to make them realistic. They seemed to succeed in that goal.
As at the Command and General Staff School, the personal encounters at the
War College were at least as important as the academic curriculum. Again, there
was little distinction between students and their teachers; all were professionals
gathering to ponder and debate weighty matters. The actual technique used was
for small groups to work together on a particular topic of study, and, after thrashing it out, to prepare a report and brief the entire class on their findings. "Lively
discussion" would then follow.'4 The opportunity to meet and work with these
top soldiers, sailors, and airmen, and to exchange views on crucial questions, was
a rare gift. Vandenberg later maintained that this aspect made the War College
one of his most important assignments.,"
In retrospect, 1939 can be seen as a milestone in Vandenberg's life; he was
slowly awakening to the importance of staff work. Heretofore, only flying had
stirred his professional interest and elicited concentrated effort. As the commandant of the War College had stated in his welcoming remarks: "No one likes staff
work, but what must be realized is that war is staff work-preparing for one is
preparing for the other." After sixteen years, Vandenberg finally understood that
fact. The timing was propitious, because only two months after his graduation war
broke out in Europe, and Vandenberg's new duty was across town in the Plans
Section of the Air Staff.

Campaigns and battles are nothing but a
long series of difficulties to be overcome.
The lack of equipment, the lack of food,
the lack of this or that are only excuses; the
real leader displays his quality in his triumphbe.over adversity, however great it
may
George C. Marshall
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Strategy is finding a sonofabitch whom you
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rank and telling him to take a place, and
relieving him if he doesn't.
George S. Patton, Jr.

THE AIR STAFF
While Captain Vandenberg was attending the Army War College, the Air
Corps had begun planning for a massive expansion. War threatened in Europe,
and President Roosevelt declared in January 1939 that American defenses were
"utterly inadequate." The Air Corps was especially deficient, consisting of
only
seventeen hundred aircraft and sixteen hundred officers; therefore, projections
were hurriedly made to determine the size and composition of the necessary
force. As each plan was drawn, however, it was almost immediately eclipsed by
events. Within a year estimates had leaped from twenty-four combat-ready
groups, to forty-one, then fifty-four, and finally to eighty-four. The main problem
with these plans was that they simply did not contemplate fighting a war on the
massive scale then being conducted in Europe. To complicate matters further,
in May 194o as German armies swept through western Europe, the president unexpectedly called for fifty thousand airplanes, an astounding figure. To underline
his new-found attraction for air power, Roosevelt also appointed Robert A. Lovett
as assistant secretary of War for Air, a post that he had declined to fill for the
first eight years of his administration.'
Unfortunately, events were unfolding in Europe and the Pacific so rapidly
that air planners could not keep up. One difficulty was that the Air Corps and
General Staff did not agree on the basic mission of air power. An independent
air force required heavy bombers for strikes in the enemy's rear; but a ground
support arm had greater need of attack, observation, and medium bombers for
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close support near the battlefield. Moreover, the vocal debate over doctrine
within the Air Corps itself on this same issue had not disappeared. The result of
this constant tug between factions produced near chaos.' Although much studying, reporting, and projecting took place, few aircraft were actually built. One
airplane builder commented in exasperation that the Air Corps plans for mobilization were nothing but "hogwash."'
The new chief of the Air Corps Plans Section, Lieutenant Colonel Carl
Spaatz, needed able officers to bring order to this confusion and in April 1939
requested that Captain Hoyt Vandenberg, his classmate at Fort Leavenworth four
years previously, be assigned to his staff. The request was approved. Managing
the expansion program was the major responsibility of the Plans Section, and for
the next two years Vandenberg was occupied in this effort, attempting to resolve
the thorny issues of what to buy and in what quantity, as well as ensuring that
there were bases to house the new aircraft and personnel to maintain them.'
The Air Corps had been pushing expansion for years and was eager to carry
out the president's designs, but a major obstacle soon appeared that was to cause
anxious moments for air leaders. Not only did Roosevelt want to build an American air force, he also wanted to supply the British, French, Chinese, and others.
Although increased production orders were a welcome incentive to an American
aircraft industry just emerging from a debilitating depression, there were simply
not enough aircraft yet being produced to satisfy all needs. When General Hap
Arnold, chief of the Air Corps, balked at these plans, he received a pointed warning from President Roosevelt that his negative attitude would soon get him reassigned to Guam unless he "played ball."- Since speed was essential, quantity temporarily outweighed quality as America rearmed. On several occasions
Vandenberg directed that proposed aircraft modifications be halted in the interest
of hurrying specific models into production.' During this period he had the delicate task of balancing national defense and training needs against the desire to
send planes to the "future allies" who were taking the war to the enemy. Vandenberg matured quickly during this period, but the pressures of war preparation led
to mistakes. In March 1941, Van advised Spaatz not to develop drop tanks or other
range extension devices for pursuit that would allow the escorting of heavy bombers. He believed that the escort function was "incompatible with the mission of
pursuit." This atypical display of rigid dogmatism would prove extremely costly
over the skies of Europe. Fortunately, Vandenberg made such errors of judgment
7
infrequently.
Another area under Spaatz's purview was war plans. There were no "air war
plans" as yet, only air appendixes to War D)epartment plans. Arnold pushed for
a separate unit, but was consistently rebuffed and told it was "fundamental" that
only one agency be responsible for Army planning.' Air Corps leaders nevertheless had their own ideas on the proper way to win a war. Building on the study
he had participated in at the Army War College a few months previously, in September 1939 Vandenberg wrote a lengthy memorandum for Spaatz addressing
strategic air operations in the Far East. Assuming war with Japan, the memorandum offered three possible roads to victory: an invasion force, a naval blockade,
and a sustained air offensive. An invasion force of sufficient strength was not
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deemed feasible because there were no suitable supply bases within two thousand
miles of Japan to maintain such an army. A naval blockade was also unfeasible
because the blockading ships would need air cover, and no airfields were available. On the other hand (using classic Tactical School logic), because Japan's industry and population were densely concentrated in certain areas, they were particularly susceptible to air attack: "It is probable that sustained air attack alone would
be sufficient to force Japanese acquiescence in our national policies.'9
To mount this air attack, secure bases and a strategic air force were necessary.
Hawaii was too distant-thirty-nine hundred miles from Japan. The solution was
either to extend the range of bombardment aircraft to four thousand miles-an
unlikely option-or to locate bases closer to Japan. Excluding territory then occupied by the Soviet Union and Japan, the only possibilities left were China, Guam,
and the island of Luzon in the Philippines-all within two thousand miles of Tokyo. (Not coincidentally, the B-1 7 had a range of two thousand miles.) After eliminating China and Guam for political and strategic reasons, Luzon remained. Dismissing the concern that such a base would present a major target for a Japanese
preemptive strike, Vandenberg opined confidently:
If an air base were prepared and available in Luzon, a suitable striking force could
fly from peace-time stations to the Philippines immediately upon the outbreak of hostilities. Such a striking force could establish an air defense zone about the Island of
Luzon and prevent its seizure by Japan by interdiction of its overseas expedition."0
Preventing an attack would be possible by employing three groups of medium
bombers (200 aircraft) and three reconnaissance squadrons (75 planes). But this
would suffice only to stop a Japanese invasion; to prevent an air assault would require additional forces: two groups of heavy bombers (64 planes), three more reconnaissance squadrons, and three groups of interceptor fighters (15o planes).
This firce (total: 565 aircraft) would ensure the defense of Luzon. In order to conduct the strategic air offensive, six more heavy bomber groups (200 planes) and
six reconnaissance squadrons (15o planes) would be necessary. Vandenberg recommended to General Arnold through Spaatz that airfields and facilities be built
on Luzon and that forces be specifically earmarked for transfer, although they
would not actually be sent until "the threat or outbreak of hostilities.""
There are several interesting aspects to this memorandum. The strategic war
plans of the United States at that time called for abandonment of the Philippines
because they were believed indefensible. This postulate, as detailed in RAINBOW
5, would be reaffirmed in early 1941 at the so-called ABC talks with Great Britain."

This decision would begin to change only in July 1941 after Germany invaded the
Soviet Union. It was then feared that Russian preoccupation with Germany would
leave a power vacuum in Asia that Japan would be tempted to fill. To help prepare
for this eventuality, General Douglas MacArthur, retired and living in Manila,
was recalled to active duty and made commander in the Philippines. His "contagious optimism," coupled with the "startling success" of B-1 7 raids by Britain in
the European war, induced the War Department to believe that the Philippines
could become a self-sustaining fortress. Talk of abandoning the Islands was
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scrapped; and plans for defense and reinforcement were substituted, with air
power playing a special role.' 3 General Marshall's change of mind was evidenced
when he wrote Arnold in July that he was "unalterably opposed" to any more aircraft shipments to the Soviet Union until the Philippine defenses were improved. ,1
Although only thirty-five B-17s and 178 fighters were located in the Philippines by the time of Pearl Harbor, 270 more bombers and 130 fighters were slated
to arrive by March 1942.'" When it is noted that this would have left a total of
only seventeen B-17s in the United States, it is apparent how radical a change
had occurred in American thinking over the previous months. In November, Marshall held a press conference in which he reiterated the high priority being given
to Philippine defense. He feared, however, that the movement of aircraft to the
Islands had been completed with such secrecy that the Japanese might not be
aware of it; hence, the buildup's deterrent value was wasted. Prophetically, Marshall stated that the "danger period" was the first ten days of December: "If we
get by that we're OK until February. By then MacArthur will have plenty in the
Philippines."'16 The token air force available in Luzon on December 8, 1941, hopelessly inadequate, was soon destroyed by Japanese attackers. Nevertheless, it is
interesting to speculate on what effect the scheduled 6oo-plane deterrent force
would have had on events. It is more interesting to imagine the 9oo-plane strike
force envisioned by Vandenberg in 1939.
It is a positive commentary on Vandenberg's intelligence and foresight that
he pushed for a defensive force on Luzon nearly as large as the entire combat
strength of the Air Corps at that time. It is also illuminating that he, a fighter
pilot, would have the breadth of vision necessary for such a broad strategic plan
based primarily on bombers; moreover, that he looked to the Pacific at a time
when the eyes of most others were riveted on Europe. Relatively defenseless on
December 7, the Philippines fell in four months, and it would be three years before they could be retaken. A strong and defensible position on Luzon could have
had a powerful impact on the course of the Pacific war. To be sure, there was
simplistic and illogical thinking in this study: no mention is made of aircraft carriers; a blockading force of submarines scarcely needs air cover; and advanced bases
for an air offensive could just as easily be used to protect the invasion or sea blockade that had quickly been shrugged off as "inadequate." Nevertheless, these
criticisms are glaring only in hindsight; the strategic vision and boldness displayed
are commendable.
Vandenberg's concern with the defense of the Philippines was not ended. As
the Battle of Britain unfolded in late i94o, the vulnerability of bombers to effective
fighter aircraft that were combined with radar and a central control network became apparent. Air Chief Marshal Hugh Dowding, head of the Royal Air Force
Fighter Command, visited the United States in early 1941 and assured Major Vandenberg, who had been promoted in March 1940, that a defense of Luzon was
viable."7 Whether Vandenberg's efforts were a factor in the mid-1941 decision to
defend and reinforce the Philippines, such moves were destined to be too little
and too late. Seven radar sites were scheduled for the Philippines, but only two
were operating by December 7, and the entire defense communications network
was inadequate."
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As war with Japan approached, promotion and responsibility came quickly.
In November 1941, Vandenberg was promoted to lieutenant colonel and assigned
to the Operations and Training Section of the Plans Division. General Arnold was
concerned with Japanese activities in the Pacific islands, but had no accurate intelligence. '" He therefore directed Vandenberg to send two aircraft on a long-range
photographic reconnaissance mission to overfly the Japanese-held islands of Jaluit,
Truk, and Ponape (in the Caroline and Marshall Island groups) to monitor a possible military buildup. Army Chief of Staff General George C. Marshall sympathized with Arnold's concern and authorized the highly classified mission. This
was a grave decision, and the pilots of the two planes, fully armed B-2 4 s, were
instructed to defend themselves in the event of attack by Japanese forces. The
requisite orders were dispatched, but the Army's adjutant general, Major General
E. S. Adams, who normally sent such messages, had not been notified. Upon seeing a copy of the order sent without his approval, Adams hurried to the Plans
Division to court-martial whoever authorized "such an act of war." Vandenberg
replied blandly that he had sent the order but had done so on the oral directive
of General Marshall. Preparations continued, and the aircraft winged westward
on their secret sortie. The first B-2 4 arrived in Hawaii on the morning of December 5; it was still there two days later when it was destroyed along with most of
the Pacific Fleet."'
On December 7, Van and Glad were talking in the kitchen of their Westchester apartment on Cathedral Avenue while Gloria was reading a book and Sandy
was listening to a Redskins football game on the radio. The broadcast was interrupted to announce the Pearl Harbor attack. Van grabbed the car keys and headed
for his office in the Munitions Building. He returned home for supper, had Glad
pack a small suitcase, and then returned to the office for the next two days. He
was especially busy because the chief of his section, Colonel Earl Naiden, had
been caught, quite literally, with his pants down. Apparently, Naiden had taken
off that weekend on a tryst with General Arnold's secretary. He could not be
reached.21
In late January 1942, Vandenberg received the silver eagles of a colonel and
took over as chief of the Policy Section of the Plans Division. Besides being in
a position of significance, he stayed in daily contact with General Arnold and accompanied the chief to Britain in May 1942 to discuss aircraft allocations.' During
the next few months, Vandenberg was deeply involved in aircraft shipments to
both American and Allied units: B-i7s to Australia, T-6Bs to South America, B-24s
to China, night fighters to Britain, and P-4os to the "Flying Tigers." In truth, Vandenberg was responsible for allocating virtually all aircraft produced in Britain and
the United States to all the Allies, based on their needs and attrition. He held
an extremely important position and handled it admirably.*2 Part of his success
was directly attributable to his personality; he got along with virtually everyone.
At that time, most coordination could still be accomplished on a face to face basis,
much of it over a round of golf or on another social occasion. Van was most effective
in such environments, and this ensured smooth relations with other staff members.24
Vandenberg had performed exceptionally well while on the Air Staff; in Au-
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gust 1941, a comparison of efficiency ratings shows that he was rated the top major
on Arnold's staff with twenty-four others below him.2 - As a consequence, rapid
promotion followed, and in June 1942 Vandenberg was nominated for promotion
to brigadier general. He was rejected, but the reason is unclear. An associate in
Plans maintained that it was common knowledge within the office that the president himself had disapproved the promotion because of Vandenberg's earlier push
for Philippine defense and also the political connection with his uncle, the Republican senator.' This explanation seems inadequate-others of greater rank had
also advocated such ideas and not suffered-besides, it had become the accepted
national policy over a year previously. As for his relationship with Uncle Arthur,
such an explanation would assign to President Roosevelt a pettiness and vindictiveness that would be out of character. It also attributes a political importance
to the airman that appears questionable. Another contemporary thought the passover was simply owing to Vandenberg's upcoming transfer to a combat assignment
overseas, which he had requested to liberate him from a desk. Had Vandenberg
remained on the Air Staff, a star would probably have been his, but the desire
for action was too great and seemed a small price to pay for glory.2 It does appear,
however, that Vandenberg himself and several others on the Air Staff were expecting his promotion. As he was getting ready to board a transport plane for London
at the end of June, Spaatz smiled at him and then silently slipped a set of stars
into his pocket. When the brigadier's list was published the following week, however, Vandenberg's name was not on it.' Vandenberg's labors on the Air Staff were
finally rewarded in September 1942, when he received the Distinguished Service
Medal for his "ability, energy, judgment and brilliant professional knowledge" in
planning the vast expansion of the Army Air Forces (AAF) to meet global commitments, while at the same time assisting the buildup of Allied air strength.,

NORTH AFRICA
In mid-July 1942 Colonel Vandenberg accompanied Generals Marshall and
Arnold and the president's close advisor, Harry Hopkins, to London for discussions regarding American aircraft shipments to Britain. The result of these meetings was the "Arnold-Towers-Portal Agreement" that scheduled nearly three thousand combat aircraft to England during the coming year. It also decreed that
American combat units stationed in Britain would remain "homogenous" and not
be used to fill out British units.' These issues settled, the war leaders turned to
the question of the Second Front. The United States wanted to attack Germany
quickly, but determining the optimum location for such a strike was difficult. General Marshall believed that a limited invasion of France (codenamed SLEDGEIIAMMER) should be attempted in 1942 to establish a bridgehead for a major invasion
that would take place in 1943.31 This proposal was supported by American air leaders because it allowed a continued buildup in England for a bombing offensive
against Germany. If an invasion were launched in a different theater, it was feared
the bomber offensive would be downgraded in importance and its air units
drained to support the new attack site.3 2 The British, however, were absolutely
opposed to a cross-channel invasion in 1942, believing the chances of success were
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too small. The prime minister and his military advisors proposed something less
ambitious: an invasion of French-held North Africa. Though Marshall objected,
seeing this as a distraction from the major theater of war, the British were insistent. President Roosevelt deferred to his allies and project TORCH was launched.3
Vandenberg remained in London for a week and met daily with General
Spaatz, who was now the senior air officer for the European Theater of Operations, United States Army (ETOUSA). Although at first these talks centered on
SLEDGEHAMMER, the decision of the president signaled a speedy shifting of
gears.' As usual, Spaatz was impressed with his young prot6g6 and wrote Arnold
urgently requesting that Vandenberg be assigned to his staff. The chief concurred
and Vandenberg became the air planner for TORcCH.3
Even though the venue for attack had been decided, debate did not end,
and disagreements over the details continued. Arnold pointedly wrote Marshall
on August 29 that it was "generally accepted that the North African operation has
less than a 50% chance of success," and in order not to diminish those odds still
further, all available aircraft should be diverted to the operation. The Far East
and Europe would have to wait.3 Marshall agreed, but General Spaatz did not;
he favored a strategic air offensive against Germany, and from his position at
ETOUSA was instrumental in directing the Eighth Air Force to that goal. It was
apparent that the aircraft Arnold thought necessary to ensure TORCH's success,
especially the bomber component, could come from only one source. The Eighth
Air Force had the only American heavy bombers and trained crews in the European theater, and it was to be denuded to supply the new Twelfth Air Force.
Spaatz wired Arnold on at least four occasions, protesting that stripping the Eighth
would jeopardize the war effort and delay ultimate victory over Germany. He
pleaded for the Eighth Air Force to be left alone, but to no avail.' Admitting defeat, on October 31 Spaatz wired Arnold that although he objected to his aircraft
being diverted to Africa, at least they were not being sent to the Pacific!- Characteristically, when TORCH was launched the following month, he backed it totally.
General Arnold chose Brigadier General James H. Doolittle, recently returned from Tokyo, to be commander of the new Twelfth Air Force; he was a controversial choice. First, he did not get on well with the TORCH commander, General Dwight Eisenhower, who had requested either Spaatz or Ira Eaker for the
position. The first meeting between Eisenhower and Doolittle was not auspicious:
the airman's prewar reputation as a racing pilot, unconventional soldier, and affluent executive for Shell Oil Company had preceded him. A replacement was
sought. Marshall and Arnold agreed that if Doolittle was really not wanted, perhaps someone else could be found, but they were confident the Medal of Honor
winner would perform capably. Eisenhower acquiesced. Arnold's decision also
raised eyebrows among airmen because Doolittle had not been in uniform
throughout the interwar years. It was felt that he had not paid his dues, and the
Twelfth Air Force plum should go to someone who had, but Arnold recognized
Doolittle's outstanding leadership qualities and stuck to his decision. 9 Later
events would prove that the selection was a sound one.
Arnold did, however, include a safeguard by personally choosing Doolittle's
staff for him. Although ordinarily a commander's prerogative, Arnold wanted to
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ensure that top-notch officers were on hand. Vandenberg was appointed chief of
staff and Colonel Lauris Norstad the deputy for Operations. This was the first close
contact between "Van and Larry," and soon the two became close personal and
professional friends whose careers were intertwined thereafter. In fact, the entire
Twelfth Air Force staff soon became like one big family during this first great adventure.' The importance of this assignment on Vandenberg's career cannot be
exaggerated. Except for the Eighth Air Force, which was just beginning operations against Germany, the Twelfth was soon to be the only substantial combat
unit in action against the enemy. To be chosen as chief of staff of this crucial force
was indicative of the tremendous confidence that Arnold had in Vandenberg. It
was now essential that his performance match those expectations.
The TORCH planning staff was headquartered on the fifth floor of Norfolk
House in London. Van lived in a nearby flat and ate in local restaurants. The invasion was slated for November, only three months distant, so conferences lasted
sixteen to eighteen hours per day, seven days a week, with Vandenberg meeting
daily with Eisenhower, General Mark Clark, and Doolittle. Originally, it was decided to land at two sites on the Mediterranean shore of North Africa, Oran, and
Algiers. The air support would consist of Doolittle's Twelfth Air Force supporting
the western landing-largely an American affair-and Air Marshal William
Welsh's Eastern Air Command supporting the British in the east. Although
Doolittle's force was three times the size of Welsh's, the two men were equals
and reported directly to Eisenhower. When a third landing was added at Casablanca on the Atlantic coast of Africa, Doolittle's force split its resources to cover
the new beachhead.41
Vandenberg was concerned about the growing scope of the invasion, telling
Clark in late August that he had only one-fourth the air power necessary to ensure
the operation's success. Although later he would be noted for his ability to work
well with his British colleagues, at this early stage Vandenberg was skeptical. He
told Clark that the British were not committing enough air strength to TORCH and
that they were attempting to bleed off some of the Twelfth's forces to support their
own sector. What was worse, they were acting like wise older brothers and constantly trying to take control of both planning and operations." Fortunately, he
was able to get over these initial irritations and work smoothly with the British
for the remainder of the war.
The final plan for TORCH anticipated that land-based air power would play
only a minor role in the actual landings because there were no airfields available
nearby. Instead, aircraft would be held in readiness in England and at Gibraltar
while the beaches were covered by carrier-based fighters. A top priority of the
ground forces upon landing was to secure airfields so that the air armada could
deploy to North Africa. There were also several squadrons of P-4o fighter planes
loaded on the decks of aircraft carriers that would be launched as soon as bases
were secured, and land at the newly acquired fields to begin operations. The aircraft from the North would soon follow.4 As the invasion date approached,
Doolittle wrote Arnold exuberantly: "I have the best staff, the best commanders
and the smoothest running organization in the Air Force

. .

. our key people are
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really tops ....

We have a job-a hard job-to do. We are looking forward with

44
pleasant anticipation to the altogether successful accomplishment of it."
On November 5, Doolittle and Vandenberg left London for Gibraltar in
B-17s. En route, Doolittle's aircraft was attacked by German fighters, the copilot
was badly wounded, and the general jumped into his seat. The damaged Fortress
escaped by finding a friendly cloud in which to hide. Not an auspicious beginning.4 Doolittle and Vandenberg remained with Eisenhower in the tunnels of Gibraltar, monitoring events electronically, when, on November 8, 1942, the combined American and British amphibious forces landed in the face of desultory
resistance. An intelligence report before the invasion had stated that the French
Air Force in Morocco had poor training and efficiency, but high morale. The report noted dryly that the French "retain a confidence in themselves and their aircraft which is not entirely justified. '"4 French Dewoitine fighter planes did duel
British Seafires and American Navy aircraft over the beaches, but by the afternoon
of the first day the airfield at Tafaraoui, near Oran, was in American hands, and
Doolittle ordered the Pst
Fighter Squadron to depart Gibraltar south. The follow3
ing afternoon he and Vandenberg left the rocky labyrinth in a heavily escorted
B-1 7 for their new home. Headquarters was soon established in the Standard Oil
Building in downtown Algiers.47
Numerous problems immediately arose in the austere conditions of North Africa. Aircraft replacements were constantly delayed, and trained aircrews were
scarce. Doolittle reported in late December 1942 that nearly 75 percent of his
crews were either untrained or only partially trained. There was also a severe
bomb shortage, and many missions were flown with short loads for the first two
months after the invasion. Added to these shortages was the abominable condition
of the African airfields. Never very good, before the French had surrendered at
Tafaraoui they had blown up the sewer system, flooding the airfield and turning
it into a quagmire. As a consequence, it could not support the heavy and medium
bombers employed by the Twelfth. To illustrate the problem, when Doolittle's
B-1 7 landed at Tafaraoui and taxied clear of the runway, it promptly sank into the
mud, and four tanks were required to pull it out.48 Owing to the lack of motor
and rail transportation from the ports, it was impossible to acquire the materials
necessary to transform the sod and dirt airfields into hard surface. Eventually,
the heavies moved to the desert airstrip at Biskra, where mud was no longer a
problem; even so, environmental difficulties continued throughout the campaign.
Once it stopped raining, the dust became a major concern, generating some ingenious solutions: "To protect the pitot static tube from dust, we slip on an old
GI sock. At night we cover up the canopies with old mattress covers ....
The
shell extractor chutes have small openings which would permit sand to enter to
jam the guns if we didn't cover them. So we paste paper over the openings. With
a razor we cut little slits. "4"
The living conditions were extremely difficult and were exacerbated by an
Arab culture alien to most Americans. The heat was oppressive, the bugs omnipresent, and the odor unbearable. In addition, the water was unfit to drink and
the local food was inedible. As a consequence, the troops lived on K-rations,
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Spain, and cheap wine. Cigarettes were severely rationed, even for full colonels
like Van, and hard liquor was simply unattainable. Typically, however, Van did
receive two bottles of Scotch from a staff member because on one of his trips back
to London he had located the man's lost footlocker among the thousands left in
a warehouse. Writing to Sandy, Van's main complaint was with the Arabs who
stole constantly and who were prone to commit acts of sabotage.' North Africa
held little charm for Vandenberg in 1942.
As the French resistance in Algeria and Morocco collapsed, Eisenhower's
forces prepared to move into Tunisia. A reorganization became necessary to extract Doolittle's forces from the west and employ them in the forthcoming campaign. Air Chief Marshal Arthur Tedder, air officer commanding Middle East, had
been pushing for a reorganization for some time. In his view, the two air leaders
under Eisenhower violated the unity-of-command principle. He believed that the
existing situation was inefficient and failed to provide adequate close air support
for the ground forces. Instead, he proposed an overall air commander under
Eisenhower who would determine how to parcel out air power based on operational requirements." Tedder himself was the likely candidate for this position.
Although Eisenhower saw merit in the suggestion, he preferred Spaatz for the
job and in early December designated him the deputy commander for Air, Allied
Force. Significantly, although Spaatz moved down from London to fill this new
position, he did not relinquish control of the Eighth Air Force through his ETOUSA
role. Wearing two hats effectively allowed him to maintain control over all American air power in Europe.52
Eisenhower's decision was not well received by some. Tedder was amazed
that Spaatz, who "lacked operational experience and knowledge," was placed in
such a position.' As a result, the issue was brought up at the Casablanca Conference the following month, and the TORCH forces were reshuffled once again.
Under pressure from Churchill and his chief air advisor, Air Marshal Charles Portal, the infant Allied Air Force under Spaatz was interred, and the Middle Eastern
Theater was separated from the European Theater for the first time. This maneuver forced Spaatz to sever his connections with ETOUSA. The Mediterranean Air
Command under Tedder was then formed and controlled all allied air units in Africa. It consisted of three main organizations, the most important of which was
the Northwest African Air Forces (NAAF), commanded by Spaatz.,4 The NAAF was
then organized along functional lines. The Northwest African Strategic Air Force
(NASAF) was given to Doolittle, with Vandenberg remaining as his chief of staff.
The NASAF contained most of the allied heavy and medium bombers (about
six hundred aircraft: B-17s, B-2 5 s and B-26s; P- 3 8s and P-4os for escort; and four
wings of British Wellingtons), and was responsible for striking targets behind
enemy lines such as transportation centers, port facilities, and Axis shipping in
the Mediterranean. Largely as a result of the bombing, enemy shipping tonnage
soon dropped by two-thirds, and a total of 185 merchant ships were sunk with
another i io probable.I As the campaign in North Africa moved toward a successful conclusion, NASAF increasingly hit targets in Sicily, Sardinia, and Italy, far removed from the desert ground action. In fact, the target priorities assigned to
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in January were as follows: the eviction of Axis forces from Africa; strikes
on Axis air and naval forces in the Mediterranean; direct support of the Sicilian
landings; and destruction of oil refineries at Ploesti, Rumania. By April 1943 most
of the missions flown by NASAF were against Sicilian or Italian targets.'
In December 1942 Vandenberg received the star of a brigadier that had been
denied him six months previously. He had been supported in this quest by the
Air Force hierarchy that thought the promotion was overdue. Shortly after
Vandenberg's arrival in London, Major General George Stratemeyer had written
Spaatz:
NASAF

Vandenberg was recommended for his promotion and that I am sure that it would have
gone through had he not volunteered for his present assignment in England. General
Arnold thought that he would have been one of the best minds available to you and
for the work that he is doing. I feel confident that Vandenberg felt that such an assignment would probably bring about his promotion, but it just worked out to the contrary.
Had he stayed there at A-3 , he would be a brigadier general today. Because of his
present assignment, I feel rather sure that his name was taken off the list so if you
can see your way clear to do so, it is recommended that you recommend Vandenberg
for promotion. There is not a more deserving officer on the Air Staff than he is to
become a brigadier general. 7
Once TORCH was underway, Doolittle approached Eisenhower, explained that
Vandenberg was performing excellently, and recommended him for promotion.
Eisenhower agreed and on November 22 forwarded the proposal to General Marshall. Approval soon followed.n
Doolittle and Vandenberg were kindred spirits in many respects and worked
well together. Both loved the air and flew numerous unauthorized combat missions in British and American aircraft. Vandenberg logged twenty-six combat missions, mostly in the B-2 5 and B-26, and considered it effective leadership to let
the men "see the brass go flying." He flew as a copilot, gunner, and observer
on these sorties, and for his "gallant and courageous leadership" was awarded the
Silver Star, Distinguished Flying Cross,and five Air Medals. He led by example.5
On one occasion during a premission briefing, a B-26 tail gunner stood up and
shouted hysterically that he would not fly; he could not take it any longer. There
was a stunned silence in the room until Vandenberg said softly from the rear:
"Why, that's all right, Sergeant; I'll take your place. "o Vandenberg was not supposed to fly combat because he was privy to Top Secret Ultra information-the
highly classified intelligence consisting of broken German codes. Those who had
access to this material were told not to fly combat for fear they would be captured
and under duress divulge the existence of the broken codes. In North Africa this
rule was widely circumvented, largely because Doolittle himself so loved to fly
and refused to stand down. On one occasion he and Vandenberg flew together
on a B-26 mission that lost three of six aircraft."' Finally, Eisenhower called
Doolittle into his office and told him bluntly that he could either be a major general and command NASAF, or he could be a lieutenant and fly airplanes. Which
did he prefer? Doolittle understood; he and Vandenberg refrained from combat
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thereafter.61 As the campaign moved toward a conclusion, Doolittle was proud and
pleased as he congratulated his command: "An amateur Air Force has gone out
against one of the best professional Air Forces in the world and on equal footing
with it has kicked hell out of it."'' It was indeed an impressive initiation.
The North African experience was of immense importance to Vandenberg,
as indeed it was to American air power in general. Many of the men with whom
Vandenberg would work in the years ahead were main actors in the TORCH drama:
Eisenhower, Bradley, Patton, Clark, Spaatz, Doolittle, Norstad, Larry Kuter, Joe
Cannon, Pete Quesada, and Pat Partridge. As in the past, Vandenberg's superiors
were impressed by his performance, and they lauded him for his achievement
in organizing NASAF in the face of "almost insuperable difficulties due to lack of
time, experienced personnel, and equipment."' It is also important to note that
Vandenberg was not only introduced to combat and all its complexities, but within
the realm of strategic air power. For the first time in his career, Vandenberg was
directly involved with strategic bombing operations concerned with more than
just the immediate tactical situation on the battlefield. The purview of the fighter
pilot was continuing to broaden. Although he would return to tactical aviation in
mid-19 44, this experience with heavy bombers and strategic doctrine was of use
later in his career.
Vandenberg was only indirectly concerned with close air support operations
in North Africa, but the lessons learned there would shape tactical air doctrine
for the remainder of the war. At the outset of the campaign there was a constant
struggle between the ground and air commanders to decide who would control
air power. Most ground leaders desired to have a clearly defined air unit assigned
to them at all times to strike targets they deemed appropriate. Air leaders, on
the other hand, resisted attempts to divide their resources, believing that air
power should remain concentrated to strike quickly and decisively. They maintained that this inherent flexibility and ability to intervene en masse gave air
power its decisiveness.-s Close air support was unsatisfactory in the early months
of TORCH as soldiers and airmen labored to convert prewar theory into combat
practice. Official doctrine followed Army thinking, but it was not effective in either the American or the British experience. Based on his desert campaign, General Bernard Montgomery firmly concluded in September 1943:
Nothing could be more fatal to successful results than to dissipate the air resources
into small packets placed under command of army formation commanders, with each
packet working on its own plan. The soldier must not expect, or wish, to exercise direct
command over air striking forces.'
As the war progressed, air power grew increasingly independent of Army control,
and airmen gradually took charge-North Africa was the crucial first step in this
process. Spaatz, in his typically outspoken manner, asserted that it was time to
realize that the war would be prolonged indefinitely unless it was fought "by the
modern method of Air assisted by Armies and Navies."' 7 In July 1943, the Army
published a new doctrine manual dealing with air power employment that was
based on the previous year's wartime experience; the entire first three paragraphs
were printed in capital letters and stated boldly:
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Land power and air power are co-equal and interdependent forces; neither is an auxiliary of the other. . The inherent flexibility of air power is its greatest asset ... control of available air power must be centralized and command must be exercised
through the air force commander if this inherent flexibility and ability to deliver a decisive blow are to be fully exploited."
Somewhere, Billy Mitchell must have been smiling.
Upon returning to Washington after the African campaign, Vandenberg resumed duties on General Arnold's staff. While there, he accompanied Arnold to
the Quadrant Conference in Quebec. During his tenure in Washington, Vandenberg was closely watched by a young captain who was working as one of Arnold's
speech writers. James Gould Cozzens was a sensitive and observant man who
studied people and events at AAF Headquarters, making copious mental notes for
future use. In 1948 Cozzens won a Pulitzer Prize for Guard of Honor, a somewhat
steamy novel of war, sex, and racism. The time is 1943 and the setting is an airfield
in Florida. A racial incident has occurred on the base, and Washington is concerned. The Old Man, General Arnold, sends his "Deputy Chief of Staff for Assassination," Brigadier General "Jo-Jo" Nichols, to investigate. The young general
is a friend of Spaatz and confidant of Arnold. He is a West Point graduate, described as handsome, debonair, wise, a good flyer, equable, and clinical. Nichols
is deadly serious about the war; he has fought in North Africa with distinction
and upon returning to Washington accompanied Arnold to the Quebec Conference, where he briefed Roosevelt and Churchill. Nichols is known as a "good
man" who is fair and honest. He is especially adept at getting people to speak
their mind and reveal their inner thoughts. He tells humorous anecdotes with
a deadpan seriousness for which he is famous. These stories always have a moral,
always seem appropriate, and always contain a slight admonitory edge. He supports the Old Man totally and is determined that his orders are followed completely and unreservedly. It is obvious that Nichols has a bright future in the separate Air Force that will undoubtedly follow the peace.
Cozzens patterned Nichols on Vandenberg. His portrait is remarkable.•

MISSION TO MOSCOW
When Germany invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941, Premier Stalin frantically
sought help from Britain, asking Churchill to send twenty-five or thirty divisions
to fight in the Caucasus. Although the request was bizarre-there were only ten
divisions in the entire British Army at the time-it is significant because Stalin
was seeking allied troops on his territory.70 As the immediate peril passed such
requests became infrequent.
Although the United States was not yet a belligerent, it was President
Roosevelt's policy to aid "anti-Axis forces." When Averell Harriman visited Moscow in September 1940 to discuss lend-lease, Stalin presented a long list of
needed items that included heavy bombers (B-17s and B-2 4 s). General Arnold had
anticipated such a request and quickly refused. The Air Corps was still weak, but
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the chief was especially concerned about the paucity of strategic bombers. There
were but a handful available, and he resisted sending them to the Soviet Union
where they would not be used effectively by the untrained, tactically minded
Soviets."'
By the following May, the United States was also at war, and plans to hit Germany directly began brewing in the mind of General Arnold. He envisioned
bomber bases at several points on the periphery of the German empire: England,
North Africa, the Middle East, China, and the Soviet Union. He discussed his
ideas with the president, who agreed to advance them to Stalin. At the Moscow
Conference of August 1942, it was proposed that a combined British-American
air force consisting of several hundred aircraft be based in the Ukraine. Stalin
seemed receptive to the idea, saying that he would "gratefully accept."" As soon
as air planners tried to work out the details, however, the Soviets began to backtrack. Taking the position of the previous year, they said planes were needed,
not people. Instead of an Allied air force, Stalin countered with a request for heavy
bombers to be flown by Soviet aircrews. Once again Arnold was adamant, but the
president seemed to be softening on the question. 3 In an effort to head off such
a possibility, Arnold wrote a boldly worded memorandum to General Marshall
spelling out his rationale for opposing the request: it was a wasteful diversion of
scarce resources; the Soviets did not know how to use such equipment; there were
too few heavy bombers for American use without squandering them on the Soviet
Union. In a disarmingly frank manner Arnold asserted: "Our policy of aid to Russia, in which I concur heartily, is based upon the necessity for hurting Germany,
and not upon any desire to help Russia.""4 Arnold wanted sustained, mass bombing by American planes flown by American crews. Roosevelt concurred; there
would be no B-17s for the Soviet Union.
Arnold then took a different tack to obtain Soviet bases. A foreign ministers'
conference was scheduled in Moscow for October 1943 at the same time a new
American ambassador, Averell Harriman, and a new chief of the military mission
to Moscow, Major General John R. Deane, were to arrive. General Arnold proposed that rather than giving bombers to the Soviets or stationing an Allied air
force on Soviet soil, "shuttle bases" be provided instead. The aircraft operating
from England and Italy did not have sufficient range to strike targets in eastern
Germany and return home. Bombers could, however, make such attacks if they
then continued east and landed in the Soviet Union-a comparatively short distance. After rearming and refueling, the fleet would depart for home, bombing
Germany again on the way. This procedure would open up previously invulnerable targets in northeastern Germany, promote Allied good will, and confound the
German defenses that would be forced to redeploy to meet the new threat from
the east. This last rationale was considered particularly useful in light of the upcoming Normandy invasion. Every German plane distracted to the Eastern Front
was one less to worry about over the French beaches. There was also another motive for the American desire to plant shuttle bases on Soviet soil.75
The war against Japan was predominantly an Army and Navy affair. The Japanese Empire was so large that it was not yet possible to strike at its heart-the
Doolittle raid notwithstanding. The largely amphibious forces of MacArthur and
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Nimitz were slowly inching their way toward the Home Islands, while air power
was either based on aircraft carriers or conducting strikes in support of the ground
forces. General Arnold itched to hit Japan directly with strategic bombing as was
then being done to Germany, but not even the new B-2 9 s had the range to strike
Tokyo from Hawaii or New Guinea. The simple map exercise described by Captain Vandenberg in 1939 was still applicable: with Guam, Luzon, and much of
China in enemy hands, the only locale left to base an air force from which to strike
Japan was the Soviet Union. Arnold believed as early as December 1941 that he
would be able to obtain bases near Vladivostok from which to bomb Japan."' But
Stalin and the emperor were not at war, and so the bases were not forthcoming.
The idea did not die; Arnold thought that war between Moscow and Tokyo would
break out eventually, and when it did, he would have his precious bases. Until
then, airfields in the Ukraine would provide operational and administrative experience and serve as a precedent for future cooperation. This hope, never to be
realized, kept air leaders pursuing the chimera of entente long after it had proven
futile.
After Brigadier General Vandenberg returned to Washington from North Africa in June 1943 again to serve on Arnold's staff, he was chosen to accompany
Harriman and Deane to Moscow with instructions to negotiate an agreement for
American bases. Besides his professional expertise, it is likely that Vandenberg's
affability and aplomb were factors in Arnold's decision to send him to Moscow.
The young airman's patience would soon be severely tested. It was assumed the
mission would take six weeks; Vandenberg remained in Moscow for three months.
Harriman, Deane, and Vandenberg left Washington on October 16, 1943.
Stopping in London, Vandenberg attempted to persuade the British to collaborate
on the shuttle bombing concept, but the night tactics employed by Bomber Command were not conducive to such a scheme, and Air Marshal Arthur Harris politely declined.' Taking a circuitous route through Jerusalem, Baghdad, and Persia, the diplomats arrived in Moscow on October 18, the day before the
conference was to start, and were greeted by a guard of honor playing "The Star
Spangled Banner." Deane, Vandenberg, and Major General Sidney P. Spalding,
who handled lend-lease matters, shared an apartment in the American embassy
overlooking Red Square. From the window, Van could see many soldiers walking
the broad avenues, but few civilians. The Americans were not restricted in their
movements, and there was some opportunity to meet the people and fraternize
over a drink of vodka. For example, Vandenberg attended an afternoon picnic with
several Soviet air officers, which he reported as quite productive. In addition, he
visited aircraft factories in the Moscow area and spoke with engineers and workers. He was greatly impressed by their determination and energy, later remarking
that he could hardly imagine American workers operating so feverishly and in such
austere conditions.78 Over the next few months Vandenberg would spend his free
time walking about the city, taking Russian language lessons, and shooting pool
at Spaso House. He often complained about the intense cold, against which he
drank vodka, and the periodic power failures." A member of the attach6's office
who had been in Moscow for over a year recalled that he and the other "old timers" looked with "amused tolerance at the enthusiasm of the 'quick fix' artists who
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dropped in to straighten things out overnight . . . who in general found themselves in a sort of revolving door and back on the street wondering what the hell,
if anything, they had accomplished. "I General Vandenberg was in store for an
education in diplomacy.
At the first meeting with Foreign Minister V. M. Molotov and his staff, Vandenberg attempted to impress the Soviets with a short lecture on the efficacy of
strategic bombing, complete with slides of a recent mission that had destroyed
a Focke-Wulf aircraft factory at Marienburg. His effort was well received, although
one Soviet airman was heard to comment that "all altitudes above fifteen feet over
the tree tops are wasted." Deane, carried away by the seeming good will in the
air, stepped forward to talk specifics. He asked for the Soviet Union to make ten
air bases available for the Americans, to improve the exchange of weather information between the two countries, and to institute more effective air transport facilities. Molotov appeared shocked at such requests and replied flatly that these issues would "need study.""'
Two days later Molotov informed Deane and Vandenberg that their proposals
had been agreed to "in principle." The soldiers were elated; after only a few days
they had scored an impressive diplomatic triumph. Such feelings quickly evaporated. A hint of what was to come occurred at the conference's termination when
Molotov refused to include Deane's proposals in the official communique." A few
days later Deane visited the office of General A. Y. Vyshinsky to discuss details
of the arrangement to which Molotov had agreed, but was thunderstruck when
the general received him with an icy stare and a prolonged, insulting harangue
that criticized the United States for stalling on the opening of the Second Front
and for not fighting courageously in Italy. Vyshinsky then said discussions dealing
with the shuttle bases would be held "in due time"; Deane was dismissed." This
type of treatment would occur on several more occasions.
The following week, Vandenberg met with Colonel General A. V. Nikitin to
discuss tactics and aircraft employment. Things went smoothly, and the two airmen seemed to get on well together until the matter of bases was mentioned.
Nikitin then stated crisply that he was not yet empowered to discuss the matter,
but that "data was being assembled and discussions should start in a few days."
Vandenberg then asked for permission to visit the front and witness Soviet close
air support operations, especially to see how the American P- 3 9 Aircobras were
being employed. He was told that his trip would be arranged.'
Weeks passed, however, and the Military Mission was studiously ignored.
Advice and assistance were sought from Washington to help break the impasse.
With the Tehran and Cairo conferences looming, it was hoped that guns of a
greater caliber could be brought to bear on the stolid Soviets. General Arnold
spoke to the president about the stalled negotiations and stressed their importance
to the defeat of Germany. He also mentioned the Siberian bases and how useful
they would be in the war against Japan. Roosevelt agreed to mention the matter
to Stalin. Vandenberg also went to Cairo and Tehran, perhaps briefing the president personally, and the matter was broached to the premier. Stalin promptly
agreed "in principle" and directed Molotov to work out the details. Deane and
Vandenberg were once again elated. Deane noted dryly in his memoirs that he
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hurried back to Moscow to increase his staff in order to handle all the AmericanSoviet cooperation that would be coming his way.'
Once again such hopes proved ill-founded; little happened, and the telephones at the Military Mission remained silent. Vandenberg met with Soviet officers on several more occasions, but because nothing of substance was accomplished, he began to grow restive. His original orders were due to expire, and
he was expected at a new assignment-the planning staff in London working on
OVERLORD. His tenure was extended until a breakthrough was accomplished.6
Ambassador Harriman took up the issue with Molotov and was once again
told of "agreement in principle." Still nothing happened. In early January, Harriman cabled Washington that he was getting a "complete runaround" on the bases
issue. He concluded that if progress was not made soon, he would take the matter
up with Stalin personally.87 One month later he did so. Surprisingly, Stalin was
receptive to Harriman's overtures and discussed the entire operation in great detail. The ambassador was impressed by the generalissimo's technical knowledge
and his appreciation for the many problems involved in such an operation. Stalin
did not agree to everything Vandenberg had requested-instead of ten air bases
there would only be three, and instead of two thousand American ground personnel, only twelve hundred would be allowed. There were also restrictions regarding such things as equipment for the men and aircraft, targeting, and reconnaissance flights. More significantly, all efforts to address the Siberian bases were
avoided; Stalin merely said the proposal would be studied. Nevertheless, this discussion signaled real progress." Within the next few days more was accomplished
than in the previous three months. Deane was impressed by the cooperation between Vandenberg and the Red Air Force representatives. "Airmen world over
are a people apart," he noted, "they seem to be much more cooperative, casual
and energetic" than their ground based counterparts.8 9
Unfortunately, the result of Vandenberg's labors proved ephemeral. The
three air bases near Kiev were soon built, and the first mission of Operation FRANTIC was scheduled for June 2, 1944. Led by Lieutenant General Ira Eaker, it
landed at Poltava, the main base, amid much fanfare. Medals were presented,
speeches delivered, and cameras whirred. Deane tabbed the event "the high tide
of our military relations with the Soviet Union. "I From then on things went downhill quickly. Conflicts over targeting, supply, fraternization with the local populace, and air traffic control procedures grew continuously. On the night of June
21, German aircraft attacked Poltava and destroyed over fifty American aircraft
that had landed there earlier in the day. This raid, the second most costly of the
war for the Army Air Forces, left bitter feelings. There was little Soviet antiaircraft
protection at the bases, none of the German raiders were shot down, and Soviet
airfield controllers would not allow American fighter aircraft to take off to duel
9
with the attackers. '
Two months later the Warsaw Poles rose against their German masters in anticipation of imminent liberation by the advancing Red Army. Unfortunately, the
Soviets stalled on the far side of the Vistula River, and the Polish resisters were
crushed before they could be rescued. When Roosevelt and Churchill proposed
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that the shuttle bases be used in an operation to air drop supplies to the beleaguered Poles, Stalin flatly refused. The bases were for bombing Germans, not
feeding Poles. The acrimony that arose from this tragedy was the death knell of
FRANTIC. No more missions were flown, and the bases were closed.u
Although Vandenberg's venture into diplomacy was as successful as could be
expected, the shuttle bombing concept itself was a failure. None of the reasons
originally advanced for the operation were fulfilled: all of the targets hit were
within range of bombers based in England and Italy. (The Soviets chose the targets and inexplicably would not allow those in northeast Germany to be struck.)
The German defenses were not baffled; there is no evidence that any Luftwaffe
units were pulled from France in order to bolster the Eastern Front. Ultra intercepts indicated that the Luftwaffe was aware of the shuttle bases, but their response was to improve their route-tracking information in the East, not to send
interceptors.' Siberian bases for the B-2 9 armada were never granted; after the
capture of the Marianas Islands in late 1944, Arnold finally stopped pushing the
issue. As for the intention of fostering good relations between allies, the official
Army history concludes that FRANTIC was a success because valuable experience
was gained in negotiating and dealing with the Soviets.9' Perhaps, but if such contact was valuable, it was also largely negative. Most negotiators left Moscow with
feelings of frustration and disillusionment over the constant delays, rigid and bureaucratic Soviet decision-making apparatus, distrust bordering on paranoia, and
bluntness akin to rudeness. Admiral Kemp Tolley, a member of the military mission, later remarked: "The Soviets did what they wanted, usually in a brutal manner without any finesse at all. "9' It is likely that Vandenberg left with similar feelings. As a junior member of the negotiating team he was given scant deference:
"The Soviets respected only power, influence, and rank. They dealt with Deane
directly because they knew he was a prot~g6 of Marshall's and held the authority
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Vandenberg was just another messenger boy [who]
got thrown an occasional bone."'w If such was indeed the treatment received, it
must have had a powerful impact on the young general who four years later would
be Air Force Chief of Staff and facing those same Soviet officials and generals during the Berlin Blockade crisis. The words of General Spaatz on the significance
of this mission to Vandenberg's future outlook are of weight.
General Vandenberg's visit to Russia was one of the most enlightening experiences
of his career. He was impressed by the restless energy of Red technicians and the
importance attached to the building of Red air power. He gained an understanding
of Soviet progress which caused him to call attention repeatedly, both in high councils
and in public statements, to the generally unrecognized threat of growing Russian
power in the air.'

LIBERATING FRANCE
When Vandenberg arrived in London in February 944, he joined the combined staff drawing up plans for OVERLORD. This work had already been going
on for several months, but was in a state of confusion. In the first place, the plan-
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ners were needlessly and foolishly scattered all over the London area while working on various aspects of the problem. In addition, most of the planners were
Army officers who knew little about air power.u Consequently, upon
Vandenberg's arrival in this imbroglio there were several burning issues in need
of resolution, most regarding the role air power was to play before and during
the invasion.
Heeding the lessons of previous campaigns, it was decided early in the planning process that under the Supreme Commander Allied Expeditionary Force,
General Dwight Eisenhower, would be three coequal commanders for air, land,
and water. The Allied Expeditionary Air Force (AEAF) was slated to include the
Tactical Air Force (TAF) under Air Marshal Arthur ("Mary") Coningham, and the
Ninth Air Force of Lieutenant General Lewis Brereton. Because the AEAF commander would also be responsible for the air defense of Great Britain, it was expected that he would be British. Air Chief Marshal Trafford Leigh-Mallory was
chosen for the post.
Leigh-Mallory, the son of a stern clergyman, had enlisted in the infantry during the Great War and had been wounded at Second Ypres. He received a commission, transferred to the Royal Flying Corps, and advanced in rank during the
interwar years. In the Battle of Britain he had commanded the illustrious iith
Fighter Group and had become a well-known figure in Britain." Leigh-Mallory
was a fighter pilot throughout his career, and was described by contemporaries
as hot-blooded, brusque, "wanting everything his own way," aggressive, "too
much high-hat and Oxford accent business," tactless, and dogmatic. He was usually at odds with his superior, Air Marshal Arthur Tedder, whom Eisenhower had
chosen as his deputy, as well as his chief subordinates, Coningham and Brereton.
The impact of personalities is always important, but especially so in coalition warfare when national pride and interests are at play. The Allied leaders had difficulty
getting along; this was particularly the case with Leigh-Mallory. Because Tedder
questioned Leigh-Mallory's ability to command such a large force, he had appointed Coningham to head the TAF-without notifying "LM," whom Coningham
detested. Unfortunately, throughout the campaign Coningham's command was
primarily responsible for supporting Montgomery's 2ist Army Group. Monty did
not like Mary and usually went over his head to LM, or worse, under his head
to Coningham's deputy, Air Vice Marshal Harry Broadhurst-who, by the way,
had been appointed by LM without Coningham's consentl Added to this, Brereton
could hardly stand to be in the same room with LM. '1 It was all very confusing.
When it initially appeared that air support for the invasion would be primarily
concerned with close air support on the beaches and their immediate vicinity,
Leigh-Mallory's selection seemed reasonable and elicited slight comment. It had
early on been decided that the AEAF commander would have "administrative control" over all Allied air power. This did not particularly upset the American air
leaders because they defined this term, as the British official history relates with
a straight face, as embracing "the award of decorations and decisions about promotion and pay.""'° Soon, however, it became obvious that the massive air support
demanded by Eisenhower called for far more than merely the fighter planes and
attack bombers earmarked for the AEAF. Eisenhower insisted on the use of Ameri-
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can and British strategic bombers. This was an entirely different matter, and as
Eisenhower noted, not even the British (including Churchill) trusted the air marshal for such a task, although they had specially selected him for the position."°
Air Marshal Arthur Harris of Bomber Command was an extremely capable and
forceful personality who held the confidence of the Prime Minister, often dining
alone with him at Downing Street. General Spaatz, leader of the United States
Strategic Air Forces (comprised of the Eighth and Fifteenth Air Forces), was similarly influential. Apart from personalities, it was also a fact that it was the bombers
of these two men that had thus far been primarily responsible for carrying the
war to Germany. Noted victories in far-off Africa and Sicily were gratifying, but
after the London blitz it was a powerful morale factor that each day and night
there were hundreds of aircraft lifting off from Britain to bomb the enemy heartland. Indeed, Bomber Command had already lost forty thousand crewmen in the
war, more than the entire British army to that point. " Both of these bomber forces
had become powerful and influential entities that enjoyed a wide degree of operational independence.
Since January of the previous year, when the Casablanca Conference had
sanctioned the start of the Combined Bomber Offensive, codenamed poiNTBLANK, airmen had labored to destroy the war-making potential of Germany and
render invasion unnecessary. In late January 1944, Harris wrote that if left alone
his airplanes could bring Germany to its knees by April. Spaatz believed likewise,
maintaining as late as July that if he had just thirty consecutive days of good
weather his bombers would finish the war by year's end. "' It was bad enough having to admit that such hopes were overly sanguine, but it was even worse to see
the offensive against German heavy industry, which finally seemed to be taking
effect, diverted to the destruction of railroads and bridges in France. The final
straw was talk of appointing a "tactical flyer" like Leigh-Mallory as temporary custodian of the "heavies."'0
Because of such turmoil, Leigh-Mallory soon found himself in the untenable
position of having responsibility for the air campaign to ensure the success of
OVERLORD, but without the authority to control the air forces necessary to guarantee that success. To add further insult-for Eisenhower realized Leigh-Mallory's
unpopularity-Eisenhower had appointed his old friend Air Marshal Arthur Tedder as his deputy with the result that any orders issued by the AEAF chief that
were unwelcome to his subordinates were inevitably made known to Tedder for
his support against them; and not infrequently, Tedder overrode Leigh-Mallory.
Close observers also noted that both Harris and Spaatz were at best uncooperative, and at worst downright hostile. Spaatz was the worst, studiously doing his
best to ignore LM. What was demanded in this situation was a supreme commander for air; someone who could "send orders and not ambassadors to the strategic air forces." Although Tedder played this role to some extent, he was never
able to gain full control of the maverick airmen. '
The issue of air support for OVERLORD evoked one of the most vociferous and
lengthy debates of the European campaign. As early as December 1943,
Eiserihower had begun questioning whether he would have authority over the
heavy bombers. In January, he wrote Arnold that he did not wish to use terms
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or language that would "startle anyone," but he intended to have his way. Arnold
soon agreed, but the British continued to drag their feet regarding Bomber Command. Finally, during an unsatisfactory discussion with Prime Minister Churchill
on the matter, Eisenhower threatened to "go home" unless he was given control

over Harris. Churchill surrendered.'07 Thus, the question of which airplanes
would be used now turned to how they would be used. Professor Solly
Zuckerman, a noted biologist before the war, had been an operations analyst for
Tedder in North Africa and Sicily and was now charged to draw up an air plan
that would most effectively seal off the invasion area from German reinforcement.
His solution, usually referred to as the transportation or rail plan, called for a systematic and sustained attack on the French railroad network. Leigh-Mallory supported this plan unreservedly, which to Spaatz and Vandenberg clearly demonstrated the man's limited strategic vision. Also not surprisingly, all the ground
commanders involved strongly approved of Zuckerman's scheme as well. General
Omar Bradley commented:
For untold years we infantrymen had been subjected to the glib, enticing arguments of strategic air power advocates, who unfailingly promised a quick-easy-cheap
victory through air power. But I had seen the reality . . . Air Power had not lived
up to the glamorous advance billing.... I argued fervently for the destruction7of the
French transportation system."•

For his part, Spaatz saw Zuckerman's proposals as a wasteful dispersion of
air power. He maintained that rail systems were notoriously difficult to destroy-a
line cut one day was repaired the next-such targets were more suitable for the
medium bombers of the AEAF. To use B-17s to plow up wheat fields and railroad
tracks was an egregious misuse of air. He pushed instead for a far-reaching campaign against the German oil industry. Although admitting that the effect of such
attacks would not be as immediate as the transportation plan, the end result would

be far more devastating: the entire German war machine would gradually grind
to ahalt. 109
Spaatz's position was implacable, and Leigh-Mallory asked Vandenberg to

intercede with his countryman to try to soften his stance. It was to no avail. Spaatz
was adamant."' Somewhat surprisingly, Tedder rejected Spaatz's view and instead
favored the rail plan. Although realizing the importance of oil, he felt the effect
of striking it could only be felt in the long term. OVERLORD was only weeks away,
and destroying the transport network would more effectively hinder German
movement in the short term."'
Air Marshal Harris also protested the rail plan, but gave different reasons.
He maintained that such a campaign would endanger French lives. His night
bombers were far less accurate than their American daylight counterparts, and
he confessed that they were not capable of the pinpoint accuracy the transportation plan required. He pointed out that because the numerous near misses would
be falling on French and Belgian soil, this was an important consideration. Harris
estimated there would be between 8o,ooo and 16o,ooo civilian casualties. " Vandenberg also felt strongly about the idea of destroying French morale with what
could be misconstrued as indiscriminate bombing. Such arguments swayed
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Churchill, who was acutely attuned to the political implications of devastating
France from the air. Long after military leaders had fallen in step behind the rail
plan, Churchill still refrained from giving it his support. It was not until Roosevelt
convinced him that military considerations should predominate in this case that
he gave his approval.'"
Another important factor to Spaatz was the belief that it was absolutely essential to destroy the German Air Force and gain air superiority. In order to accomplish that task, the Luftwaffe must be lured into battle. The transportation plan
would not be sufficiently threatening to the German forces to guarantee that the
Luftwaffe would rise to contest it, but the black life blood produced by the eastern
refineries would undoubtedly be defended at all costs. For the past year Spaatz's
beloved "Forts" had suffered grievous losses, but now long-range escort fighters
were arriving in ever-increasing numbers, and he ached for revenge. It was
a cardinal tenet of American theorists since Billy Mitchell that command of the
air was a necessary prerequisite for victory, and Spaatz would not relinquish such
beliefs. Tedder agreed with the basic concept of gaining air superiority, but
thought the time was too late to stake everything on hitting the Luftwaffe."' Tedder's views were to prove decisive.
In an emotionally charged meeting of the top Allied military leaders for ov'ELORD held on March 25, 1944, the rival transportation and oil plans were presented for discussion. After acrimonious debate lasting several hours, Eisenhower
opted for the railroads over the refineries. "' Events would soon show, however,
that this decision was not as definite as it first appeared.
Leigh-Mallory's deputy at AEAF was Major General William Butler, a somewhat pedestrian airman who had managed to alienate almost everyone at AEAF
headquarters, as well as Generals Spaatz and Brereton. It was not all Butler's fault.
Anyone placed in such a position would have had a difficult time reconciling the
desires of his various masters. Butler was simply not up to the task. In early
March, Eisenhower asked him to step down." 6 Vandenberg was selected as his
replacement because his personality made him better suited than most to get
along with the choleric LM, as well as the American air leaders, but also because
he was tough enough to stand up for AAF interests. He assumed his duties on
March 25, the day of the climactic meeting at Saint Paul's School that decided
upon the rail plan. At the same time, he was given a second star.
Vandenberg's relations with Leigh-Mallory got off to a rocky start when he
reported to AEAF headquarters at Bentley Priory in Stanmore and realized that
the entire "combined" staff, save himself and his assistant, were British. The Air
Marshal explained that he felt more comfortable with British methods of operation, and so he had relieved the American officers. Vandenberg was outraged by
this slight, but Spaatz advised him to stay his anger so as not to upset relations."'
Some time later when two American air generals attended the daily staff meeting,
referred to as "morning prayers," Leigh-Mallory summarily dismissed them from
the room, saying their attendance was unnecessary,"'
General Vandenberg was in a difficult position. Though recognized as a tactical expert with sound combat experience, he had long since broadened his horizons beyond the narrow focus of a fighter pilot. He was and would remain a
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staunch advocate of strategic bombardment as a war-winning weapon. His tactical
experience and strategic theory were a unique blend that gave him a foot in both
camps without ever becoming too closely associated with either. Nevertheless,
his tendency to think in terms of "strategic" air power was often in conflict with
his AEAF commander. To make matters worse, his old friend "Tooey" Spaatz gave
him clear guidance regarding where his true loyalties should lie:
Conference with General Spaatz, at which time I pointed out my dual role of coordinating interests for air, loyalty to C-in-C, AEAF [Leigh-Mallory] and the task of guarding the operational use and fulfilling the administrative requirements of the American
Component. General Spaatz directed that the number one priority was to be the safeguarding of the interests of the American Component and suggested that I make this
clear to General Eisenhower and ask for his concurrence ....

Later General Spaatz

and I met General Eisenhower, at which time these matters were discussed and General Eisenhower concurred. Then met ACM Tedder and discussed the position of AEAF
with SHAEF and the Allied Tactical Air Force, the Ninth Air Force, the Eighth Air
Air Force, etc."9
This is a striking admission; it would seem that Leigh-Mallory's deputy, superiors,
and colleagues had all agreed in advance to conspire against him. Caught between
Spaatz and Leigh-Mallory, Vandenberg was placed in an untenable position. How
could he balance loyalty to his superior, his friendship with Spaatz (who was also
a superior), dedication to his nation and service, his personal desire for advancement, and, most important, the necessity of defeating Germany? Typically, he
played the role of referee, a thankless but essential task. That he was successful
in this melancholy part is evidenced not only by his continued support from
Spaatz, but also by the respect won from the British. Solly Zuckerman, an important British civilian on the AEAF staff, recognized Vandenberg's predicament, but
was convinced that he was absolutely loyal to Leigh-Mallory. Air Commodore
E. J. Kingston-McCloughry, chief of staff for the AEAF, was similarly sensitive to
Vandenberg's plight and his efforts at maintaining a balance: "it was General Vandenberg himself. . . who said that after he really got to know the man he realized
Sir Trafford was one of the whitest and best British leaders with whom he had
worked."120 The next few months would be most challenging for the new major
general.
The March 25 directive stated that "depleting the German Air Force to ensure command of the air" was a primary mission of the strategic air forces, and
Spaatz seized upon this statement to continue his POINTBLANK strategy.12 1 Vandenberg was a willing assistant, arguing with Leigh-Mallory that proposed bombing
missions were inefficient and that more suitable targets should be sought. If his
reasoning failed to move Leigh-Mallory, he contacted Spaatz or his former commander, General Doolittle, who was now running the Eighth Air Force, and advised them of the proposed target selections. They would then prepare suitable
arguments about why such a mission could not be conducted. If all else failed,
they would appeal to Tedder. ' The conflicting loyalties and responsibilities inherent in such actions must have been difficult for Vandenberg.
At every opportunity, attempts were made to bomb targets thought more ap-
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propriate than those specified in the daily mission orders. At first rebuked for such
tactics, Spaatz told Eisenhower he would resign unless allowed to strike the refineries whenever his bombers could be spared from the rail targets.' 2 On April 5,
the Ploesti marshaling yards were slated for destruction; as the official history
blandly states: "Most of the 588 tons of bombs, with more than coincidental inaccuracy, struck and badly damaged the Astra group of refineries near by." Ploesti's
oil was attacked again on the fifteenth and twenty-fourth of April. In truth, both
strategies were employed to support OVERLORD, rail and oil. "4The Normandy
area was effectively sealed off, to the obvious pleasure of the ground commanders;
the Luftwaffe fighter force was lethally wounded and failed to make a serious appearance over the beaches on D-Day; and the refineries began to suffer the damage that would eventually lead in large measure to the collapse of the Reich's military forces. Ultra intercepts confirmed that the German leaders were concerned
about the fuel attacks that were having serious effects on the war effort. In the
period from March to June 1944, the Luftwaffe's fuel supply had plummeted from
927,000 tons to 50,000 tons. After the war, German Armaments Minister Albert
Speer declared that it was the oil raids of May 1944 that decided the war."'5 As
a result, proponents of air power have often asked: what if Spaatz and Harris had
been allowed to continue their air offensive undisturbed?
When the Allied troops went ashore at Normandy on the morning of June
6, 1944, Major General Vandenberg jumped into a P- 3 8 and headed for the
beaches. Although the visibility was poor, the view was spectacular. He wrote
his parents that it was immensely gratifying to work so hard on planning an operation and then finally see it executed. Returning to Stanmore, he entered the war
room and noted to his chagrin that there was very little information displayed on
the battle maps concerning the American landings, whereas the British sites were
clearly and copiously marked. He was shocked. After asking why there was not
a single mark on "Omaha" or "Utah," he was told there had been no requests
for reconnaissance. Hardly a suitable answer; reconnaissance was essential and
such flights should have been launched as a matter of course. Vandenberg stormed
into the office of Air Vice Marshal Stephen C. Strafford and insisted that something be done; it was, but "ten hours too late" as far as he was concerned. He
blamed this incident on the fact that all the Americans had been removed from
the war room except those one or two who were being used as "messenger
boys."'2 On a lighter note, Vandenberg's air transport chief, Colonel Ralph Bagby,
disappeared the night before the invasion and did not surface until a week later.
He had talked his way onto a glider plane loaded with members of the ioist Airborne Division and landed with them behind German lines, where he took part
in the initial fighting on the morning of D-Day. Upon returning to Stanmore, Vandenberg first chewed Bagby thoroughly and then recommended him for a
medal.' 7 The man who had flown over two dozen unauthorized combat missions
himself could hardly be too punitive.
The following weeks were spent planning air strikes to support the Allied
troops bottled up near the beaches and laboring to destroy the launching sites
of the dreaded new "flying bombs" (V-i). Vandenberg landed at Cherbourg soon
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after it fell, noted the bodies of German soldiers lying everywhere, and was shot
at by snipers. He was particularly fascinated by the V-is: "It's an amazing
gadget-If the Huns could only apply such ingenuity toward their military effort
I believe they would reap a greater reward-It is uncanny however to hear and
see them and realize no one is directing them."i
Disagreements with Leigh-Mallory over staffing and target selection continued, and as the invasion forces failed to break free from the beachhead, the comments of the Allied leaders became increasingly anxious and acerbic. Most such
barbs were directed at Montgomery, whose prelanding predictions increasingly
rang hollow. On June 14, Coningham warned that things were not as rosy as Montgomery was painting them and that there were elements of a crisis developing.
Tedder agreed. Monty retorted that they were being alarmist; things were going
according to plan. Leigh-Mallory suggested that heavy bombers be used to soften
up the German positions in front of Montgomery at Caen. The other airmen rejected the idea. On June 16, Coningham began badgering Montgomery to admit
that his original plans had failed and that it was now necessary to devise a new
solution. The latest effort, Operation EPSOM, was sarcastically referred to as a
"Break-in" at Caen. Leigh-Mallory confided glumly to his diary that he feared another Anzio. He suggested once again that heavy bombers be used to "carpet
bomb" the German defenders. This time, his colleagues began to listen.'2
Another offensive, GOODWOOD, was launched by Montgomery on July 19.
Following Leigh-Mallory's advice, nearly two thousand bombers of Bomber Command as well as the Eighth and Ninth Air Forces pounded the enemy positions
near Caen in an attempt to "unstick" Montgomery. To no avail. The following day
Leigh-Mallory admitted he was "bitterly disappointed" in the meager results of
the attack. The performance of the Army was "monstrous." Even so, Generals
Eisenhower and Omar N. Bradley were much impressed by the bombing's effectiveness and determined to try it again further west, at Saint-Lb.'1
General Bradley suggested that for his plan, Operation COBRA, the Eighth
and Ninth Air Forces be directed to carpet bomb the area near Saint-L6, after
which his forces would pour through the resultant gap into the open French countryside. Realizing that something had to be done to break out from the beach area,
the air commanders agreed to mount another maximum effort to support the
ground forces. The tactical employment of the American heavy bombers caused
disagreement.
Leigh-Mallory and Bradley wanted the heavy bombers to track parallel to the
front lines, thus theoretically never flying over friendly troops. They thought this
plan would lessen the chance of "short bombs," or those released too soon and
thus threatening friendly forces. Spaatz and Doolittle, however, insisted on a perpendicular bomb pass. Because the target area was five miles in width, but only
one mile deep, they argued that to employ a parallel track would expose the
bombers to enemy antiaircraft fire for a much longer period of time. Moreover,
Bradley specified that the bombardment last only one hour; a narrow, parallel
eam would take over twice as long. Finally, the target area was just beyond
a clearly defined road. If the bombers held release until after passing it, they were
assured of not dropping short. A parallel pass would risk the danger of lateral drift,
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and all the bomb group commanders agreed with this line of reasoning. Vandenberg was still concerned about the perpendicular tactics, but deferred to the
bomber commanders. Even so, some misses were inevitable in an operation of
this size and General Bradley was told by Leigh-Mallory to expect some accidents.
He accepted the risk providing
the bombardment was successful in blowing open
3
'
troops.'
his
for
hole
a
COBRA was scheduled for July 24, but because of miserable weather was postponed until the following day. Tired of sitting behind his desk, Vandenberg
grabbed his aide, and the two jumped into a light aircraft and headed for the battlefield. The sight was spectacular, but strong winds and heavy smoke obscured
the road below, which was not as large and prominent as it appeared on the map,
and the high-flying B-17s began straying off target. Several dozen of the fifteen
hundred airplanes-flying perpendicular to the front-released their loads too
soon, and the result was over one hundred American soldiers killed, including
Lieutenant General Lesley McNair. General Bradley was livid. He later claimed
the perpendicular bombing attack was unauthorized: "I have seldom been so
angry. It was duplicity-a shocking breach of good faith." When confronted,
Spaatz replied he had never agreed to a parallel pass, a response Bradley termed
an outright lie. Doolittle said simply and somewhat callously: "Well, the bomber
shouldn't be in this sort of close support business, it isn't the thing they are trained
3
to do."' 1
The official investigation that followed the incident (conducted by the AAF),
exonerated the airmen in theory, although blaming the short bombs on individual
personnel error. Spaatz concluded crisply that unforeseen crosswinds were a
major culprit and that "all our bombing experience shows that lateral error [parallel] is greater than range [perpendicular] error.""' Even so, the air strikes caused
incomparably more harm to the German defenders. Although enemy casualties
were light, the destruction of equipment and materiel, plus the effect on enemy
morale, was massive. General-Leutenant Fritz Bayerlein, commander of the
Panzer-Lehr Division, had no doubts about the bombing's effectiveness and related this story after his capture:
The waves of planes kept coming, like a conveyer belt, seemingly without end. From
o93o-123o all his communications were totally knocked out and he was using runners.
The front line was a moonscape and at least 70% [of his troops] were out ofcommission,
either dead, wounded, crazed or dazed. All 30-40 of his tanks were knocked out. He
was forced to withdraw."'
Field Marshal Karl R. Gerd von Rundstedt, German commander on the Western
Front, echoed this statement, declaring categorically that the carpet bombing at
Saint-L• was the most effective, as well as the most impressive, tactical use of
air power in his experience. Eisenhower and Bradley agreed, saying that the
breakout would have been impossible without the strikes.'" Overall, air leaders
were gratified by the successes, dismayed by the short bombs that killed McNair
and the others, but still inclined to believe that heavy bombers were best used
in a strategic role.
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Vandenberg's diary is disappointingly terse on the events taking place in
France during the month of July. He apparently was distracted by events more
personal.
In mid-1944 it was proposed that an Allied Airborne Army be formed consisting of two paratroop divisions and the IX Troop Carrier Command, transferred
from the Ninth Air Force. Eisenhower first considered Vandenberg for the job
because he was "imaginative and energetic." It is also likely that Eisenhower was
aware of Vandenberg's difficult position at AEAF. Cooperation with allies was one
of Eisenhower's litmus tests for high command. Vandenberg met that challenge.
General Marshall was amenable to Eisenhower's suggestion, but then the supreme commander reconsidered; although acknowledging Vandenberg's excellent
qualifications, he feared the young major general had neither the rank nor the
prestige for the position-Generals Matthew Ridgway and Frederick Browning
(British army) would outrank their commander. " Eisenhower suggested that Vandenberg be promoted if it could be done "without too great embarrassment." He
was convinced that Vandenberg could perform the job superbly, but he had to
have three stars. 37 Marshall was unwilling to take this step so instead proposed
that Lieutenant General Lewis Brereton, then commander of the Ninth Air Force,
be given the new army; Vandenberg would then replace him. Brereton, who had
been one of Vandenberg's instructors at the Command and General Staff School
and thought he was "one of the most promising young officers in the Air Force,"
also recommended Van as his replacement.'3 It is also likely that Arnold and
Spaatz were simply disenchanted with Brereton's performance and wished him
removed; from this point on his career entered an eclipse from which it never
reemerged. One Army commander described Brereton as "taciturn almost to the
point of rudeness and inclined to be too stubbornly an airman in matters pertaining to the air and ground."'" Bradley, who had to work closely with the tactical
air commanders in order to attain his objectives, did not think Brereton was sincere, energetic, or cooperative. Bradley asked Eisenhower to find a replacement
for the pompous Brereton.14'
General Spaatz confidentially notified Vandenberg on July 16 of his impending transfer. He was elated; after walking on egg shells at the AEAF for five months
he was eager for a change.' 4' Two more potential hurdles presented themselves.
Major General Ralph Royce, who was slated to take over as Leigh-Mallory's deputy, was not highly regarded by Vandenberg, thinking his tactical ideas "ridiculous." For his part, Royce feared he did not possess the requisite prestige for the
position of deputy, and proposed to Spaatz that he be given command of the Ninth
for four to six weeks to enhance his reputation as a commander. Vandenberg was
shocked and no doubt liked Royce even less. 142Spaatz eventually shelved the idea,
but a more serious obstacle presented itself when Brereton suggested that the
entire Ninth Air Force be combined with the two airborne divisions to form
one massive unit; he would agree to command it. General Bradley supported the
idea. He appreciated the support given by the Ninth to his l2th Army Group
in the six weeks since the invasion began, and the vision of such an impressive
fighting machine under his control must have been enticing. This suggestion also

faded. 14'
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On August 4, 1944, Vandenberg received his long-awaited orders to take
command of the mighty Ninth Air Force. The young general had good credentials
for such a position. His performance had already won him two Distinguished
Service Medals, a Silver Star, Distinguished Flying Cross, Legion of Merit, and
five Air Medals. Even in wartime when decorations are relatively easy to obtain,
such a collection is impressive. More importantly, his superiors and British allies
recognized his ability and had progressively nudged him into positions of increasing responsibility and prominence. Vandenberg had done well in Washington, Africa, Moscow, London, and France; now would come his first opportunity for independent command.

THE NINTH AIR FORCE
When Vandenberg assumed command of the Ninth Air Force on August 8,
it contained nearly 18o,ooo personnel, 4,000 aircraft, and was the largest tactical
air unit in history. The organizations that comprised the Ninth were the IX and
XIX Tactical Air commands (a third, the XXIX, was added in mid-September),
the IX Bomber Command, an Engineers Command that was responsible for building and repairing the 285 airfields used by the Ninth Air Force in the course of
the European campaign, the IX Air Defense Command (an antiaircraft unit), and
a large supply organization.'"
The men who commanded these units were outstanding, and two deserve
special notice. The IX TAc was led by Major General Elwood R. Quesada. "Pete"
was a forceful, dynamic, handsome, and independent bachelor who had earned
his wings in 1925 and then served as aide to Major General James Fechet, chief
of the Air Corps. In 1929 he had been a crew member, along with Spaatz and
Eaker, on the "Question Mark" endurance flight that had demonstrated the potential of midair refueling. During the 1930s he was the private pilot for Assistant
Secretary of War F. Trubee Davison and then aide to Secretary of War George
Dern. His political connections were formidable. Quesada had been commander
of the 12th Fighter Command in North Africa before taking over the IX TAC in
October 1943. He was held in high regard by most, and the ground commanders
with whom he worked considered him an ideal airman. In December 1944, Bradley rated him the fourth best American general in the theater behind Spaatz, Walter Bedell Smith, and Courtney H. Hodges."' On one occasion he offered to take
General Eisenhower along in his P-51 on a fighter sweep. With more enthusiasm
than sense the supreme commander agreed. After taking off and heading over
enemy territory, however, Quesada realized the foolishness of his action and
quickly took his passenger back to headquarters. "6 Because of his operational experience and tactical expertise, it is probable that Quesada expected to command
the Ninth Air Force when Brereton left (Vandenberg outranked him by less than
a month). Although the two worked together amicably, there seemed always to
be a tension between them. Later, Quesada would say that he and Vandenberg
were neither friends nor enemies, but they had exchanged some
"unpleasantries."I"7 One member of the Ninth Air Force staff thought that Vandenberg was afraid of Quesada. That is doubtful, but it is possible that Quesada's abil-
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ity and seniority allowed him more latitude and independence than Vandenberg
granted his other subordinates. The IX TAC was responsible for providing support
to the First Army under Lieutenant General Courtney Hodges.
The XIX TAC was led by Brigadier General Otto P. Weyland. "Opie" was a
brash and fun-loving Texan who had been in Vandenberg's pilot training class at
Brooks Field. A fighter pilot throughout his career, he had arrived in the theater
in November 1943 to command a fighter group. Tendered the XIX TAC in March
1944, he was directed to provide air support for the newly formed Third Army
under George Patton. The two men became fast friends and a legendary team.
Said Patton: "It was love at first sight between the XIX Tactical Air Command
Van also liked Opie.
and the Third Army. "14's
The mission of the Ninth Air Force was to provide air support for Omar
Bradley's 12th Army Group, and Vandenberg resisted all attempts to distract him
from that task."' During the preceding months the air-ground team had hammered out a system of cooperation that was eventually to run like a fine watch.
Constant liaison was maintained between the air and ground leaders at the top
echelons: Vandenberg's headquarters was situated near Bradley; Weyland's near
Patton, and so forth. There was to be no leading from the rear. The airmen attended the daily staff meetings of their Army counterparts in order to be intimately familiar with their dispositions and intentions. This allowed the airmen to
plan and prioritize their own operations so as to maximize the effectiveness of the
air support given. It is important to note that there were airmen assigned to the
army staff and ground officers to the TAC staffs; this helped ensure smooth coordination. In fact, Vandenberg's initial chief of staff was an infantry officer. '5
Vandenberg's responsibility was to coordinate the activities of the TAcs to ensure that their resources were being used most effectively and that they were not
taking off on a nonessential tangent. If one sector had unusually high activity, he
would often shift a fighter group or two from one TAc to another. It must also
be remembered that there were far more than just fighter pilots in his command.
Indeed, the vast majority of the i8o,ooo troops were support personnel belonging
to the supply and engineer units. There were thousands of tons of supplies and
gasoline moved daily, and Vandenberg held the ultimate responsibility for the
smooth operation of this massive enterprise. At the higher echelons, Van worked
closely not only with Bradley but also with Spaatz, Doolittle, Brereton, and
Coningham. Most combat operations in the European Theater required detailed
coordination between the various units these men commanded, and Van was
adept in such situations."'

After one such high-level conference, Van and Colonel Palmer Dixon, a member of his staff, were flying back to Ninth headquarters while engaged in a loud
and animated discussion. Suddenly, Dixon, who was piloting the aircraft, looked
around and failed to see anything familiar. Landing in a friendly looking field,
the men asked a French farmer where they were. Thirty miles behind German
lines. Vandenberg and Dixon quietly climbed back into their craft and hurried
home. "'
At the lower levels, the cooperation was also close. When the American armies were on the move, there was a pilot attached to each tank squadron-termed
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an "air-ground cooperation officer" (Aco)-who was equipped with a VHF (very
high frequency) radio to allow him to converse with the four-ship fighter-bomber
formations constantly overhead. Aircraft would range up to thirty-five miles from
the columns seeking enemy troops and fortifications and report this intelligence
to the tankers below. The tank commanders or Acos would similarly relay information to the pilots above. If targets were located, the "jabos" (short forjagdbomber)
would attack; if additional firepower was needed, a radio call to TAC headquarters
would generate the scrambling of "armed recon" aircraft to the scene. The Acos
were also supplied with portable radar sets that allowed them to vector the "jabos"
toward the target area, bring them down through an overcast to hit the objective,
and then vector them back out and up through the cloud deck-a sophisticated
and effective operation. These air-ground teams soon became adept at spotting
well-hidden German gun positions and cooperating to eliminate them. On many
occasions when antiaircraft fire was too intense for the fighters to operate comfortably, they would request counter-battery fire from their ground partners to eliminate the menace. Eventually, this procedure was even used at night as radar5
equipped P-61 Black Widows began arriving in the theater."
This system was never more effectively employed than in the fall of 1944
when Patton's Third Army began its dash from Brittany to the Loire. At the time
Vandenberg assumed command, Patton requested that the XIX TAC be used to
guard his southern flank. Weyland assured him that if the weather was good, his
planes would keep all German forces at least thirty miles from his columns. In
addition, Ultra intercepts confirmed that no major German attacks were expected
against that flank. Not being distracted with this chore, Patton streaked eastward
in a huge enveloping movement."i The results achieved were remarkable. On August 14 while strafing an enemy column, Thunderbolt pilots noted that the German soldiers below were waving white flags at them. Realizing that they wanted
to surrender, the fighters radioed the nearest American ground forces with their
location and requested a detachment to pick up the three to four hundred prisoners. The planes then orbited the area at low altitude, keeping watch, until American forces arrived. `
More impressively, the following month Major General Eric Elster sought
to surrender his command of twenty thousand men and two women at Beaugency
Bridge on the south bank of the Loire River. The constant and devastating air
raids he had been suffering were simply too intense. Because air power had been
instrumental in his decision to surrender, Elster requested that the American air
commander be present at the ceremony. Weyland attended and received a number of Lugers from the German officers-one of which was sent to Vandenberg.
Patton was so impressed he offered Opie command of a corps.'6 On August 17,
Patton wrote Marshall: "The cooperation between the Third Army and the XIX
Tactical Air Command . . . has been the finest example of the ground and air
working together that I have ever seen."1
Those were heady days. In an illuminating letter to Vandenberg in late August, Quesada invented a mock war conference taking place in Bradley's headquarters. "Monty," Bradley, Lt Gen Miles Dempsey, and Hodges are discussing
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whether they should advance. All are against the idea; Monty's troops lack toothbrushes, and he will not move until his men are fully equipped; Hodges had not
yet found a suitable chateau on a lake to use as his headquarters; Bradley does
not feel Patton has cleared the way sufficiently to ensure a safe general advance;
Dempsey (commander of the Second Army) concurs with all of the above. Vandenberg and Quesada are also present at the fictitious meeting, shouting progressively
louder: "Christ, why don't we move?" and "Goddammit, let's go!""' Patton was
a favorite of the airmen, and the feeling was mutual. After liberating a supply of
enemy whiskey, the Third Army commander sent a consignment to the Ninth
with his best wishes: "My dear Vandenberg, if it were not for the Ninth Air Force
and its affiliated units, we would not be able to capture the liquor which it gives
us great pleasure to present to our comrades of the air."'" When Vandenberg
pinned on the stars of a lieutenant general in April 1945, Patton held a parade
in his honor.
Vandenberg enjoyed this period immensely. He flew often and frequently
visited his units to award medals, listen to the complaints of the men, and play
volleyball or ping-pong. On one such trip he dropped his P-4 7 into a fighter group
commanded by an old friend, Colonel "Dyke" Meyer. Van knew that the unit had
recently transitioned into the P- 5 1 and asked how it was working out. Meyer was
heavy with praise and suggested they grab two Mustangs and go for a ride down
to the Riviera for dinner. Van thought it an excellent idea, but confessed that he
had not yet been checked out in a P-5 1. No problem. Meyer would start the aircraft for him, point out the various switches and buttons, then jump out so Van
could get in. Meyer then looked at the big Thunderbolt and mentioned that he
had never flown a P- 4 7 . That was no problem either. Van would likewise fire up
his ship and give a quick brief to Meyer before exiting. By means of running back
and forth between the cockpits, each pilot got his plane started and the other
briefed. Then the two lifted off and headed south, smack into a thunderstorm.
Pitched about in the lightning and darkness, the two aviators in their unfamiliar
aircraft struggled to keep each other in sight. Arriving at Cannes, both men
headed for a bar. They agreed that perhaps it would be best to fly their own planes
home. "
Vandenberg tried to build a rugged, gung-ho image by wearing outlandish,
distinctive clothes such as the GI woolen helmet liner that made him look like
a cross between a "lumberjack and a Russian peasant." One witness remembered:
"Van was wearing his limp flier's cap and his famous disreputable trenchcoat, a
battered old garment held together by a knotted belt from which the buckle long
since had been lost, and on which he wears no insignia of rank.""'' To an extent,
this was an affectation. While at his headquarters, photographs and descriptions
always portray him as impeccably dressed in an immaculate uniform. But it is almost a truism that air leaders consciously and ostentatiously dispensed with the
finer points of military discipline when among their troops-the sloppy uniforms,
"5o-mission crush" hats, and lack of saluting are common depictions. Perhaps this
was because flying was considered a young man's game, and if an air commander
wished to participate, he must look and act youthful. Or perhaps because in the
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air (especially in the fighter units), combat was usually performed by officers; and
leading fellow officers is quite different from leading enlisted men. For whatever
reason, Vandenberg, like Patton, cultivated an image that was designed to inspire
his men. It seemed to work.
With his staff, Van was considerate, but also aggressive and efficient. Upon
arriving at headquarters he quickly replaced many of Brereton's people who were
thought to be too parochial in dealing with the other commands, especially the
British. He then reorganized the headquarters, instituting a "deputy system" in
which colonels were appointed to act in his name. This system, which he later
employed as chief of staff, presumed the delegation of authority. Vandenberg was
never a "details" man, refusing to become bogged down in the daily minutiae of
his command. He hated paperwork, complaining that too much reading would
ruin his eyes. Instead, he dwelt on a broader plane and left the routine to his
subordinates. He managed by exception, leaving his deputies alone unless it became evident that something was going wrong, then he would intervene. When
action became necessary he invariably moved quickly and politely. He was seldom
if ever seen angry and never raised his voice, pounded his fist on the desk, or
stood people at attention while upbraiding them. Former staff members speak
continually of his compassion, deference, and politeness. Most considered him
an ideal commander.'" 2 It is interesting that the Germans also held him in high
regard. An intelligence document captured by the British during the war evaluated several Allied air leaders. It described Vandenberg as follows: "One of the
most capable General Staff Officers in the American Army Air Corps. Pupil of
West Point Military Academy. Known as the organizer of strategic warfare against
Reich territory. Was destined to be commander-in-chief of the strategic air forces
in the Far East." The report then concludes tenuously: "Not particularly well liked
among the units. Also has difficulties with those American Air Corps commanders
who have risen from the ranks [Quesada?]."''1
Though not all air strikes had such impressive results as the Elster surrender,
the good weather of August and early September provided a fertile hunting
ground for the Ninth. As the American armies headed toward Argentan, a giant
noose began tightening about the German forces. Realizing their danger, they fled
eastward to escape through the increasingly narrow funnel of the Falaise Gap. As
one enthusiastic pilot put it, "The whole goddam German army is moving through
the Gap!"'" Rich pickings. Although many escaped from the trap so slow to spring,
it appeared the frenetic war of movement was only beginning. In fact, it was about
to end temporarily.
Main activities of the Ninth were bridge-busting and railway interdiction, and
the medium bombers of the IX Bomber Command were especially adept at the
latter. Initially, the intent of the interdiction campaign was to prevent German
reinforcement and supply. General Patton also wanted the bridges hit, but to stop
the Germans from escaping his grasp-a crucial distinction. I Soon, he asked that
the bridges be left intact for American use; it was taking too long for his engineers
to rebuild them. As a way of acknowledging that the Ninth's mission had shifted
from air superiority to ground support-the Luftwaffe was largely destroyed by
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late 1944-Van sought out those pilots who had proven most effective at destroying bridges, trains, and supply depots. These "busters" were singled out for special praise and recognition. This was an interesting tactic by Vandenberg and illustrates his keen eye for public relations. Air Force exploits needed continually to
be brought to the public's awareness. The prodigious feats of Patton's Third Army
could not be allowed to dominate the headlines." In September, General Montgomery convinced Eisenhower to break temporarily from the broad front strategy
and allow him to attempt a narrow, concentrated thrust against the German lines.
Bradley's army group was, therefore, slowed and supplies diverted to Montgomery so that he could launch his rapier thrust to the Rhine. More to the point,
the entire logistic system of the Allies began to snap under the strain of the rapid
advance from Normandy. There was little food or ammunition and, more importantly, there was no fuel. Patton moaned: "My men can eat their belts, but my
tanks have got to have gas." The Ninth resumed its efforts to interdict German
reinforcement while the American armies impatiently waited through their forced
inactivity.161 The Allies continued to move forward, but on a much tighter rein
than during the halcyon days of August.
In addition, as the weather deteriorated with winter's approach, the Ninth
was increasingly grounded, flying only one-third as many sorties in October as
it had in August. This had a noticeable impact on the ground campaign. "There's
lots of times," noted a platoon leader, "when we can't move an inch and then
the P-47s come over and we just walk in almost without a shot."IM The preponderance of American air power had achieved almost total air superiority. The Army's
official history states succinctly: "Few of Patton's troops ever saw more than a single German plane at a time. . . Either the Luftwaffe lacked the planes and gasoline to make a major effort or the American fighters cut down the enemy short
of the goal."'" In mid-November, a new attempt, QUEEN, was made to blast
through the German lines east of Aachen employing a preparatory bombardment
of over forty-five hundred aircraft-far more than were used at Saint-L6. To ensure there would be no accidents, air and ground commanders met at
Vandenberg's headquarters to iron out the details. The assault forces were pulled
back nearly four thousand yards from the target area, and the bombers were to
open and lock their bomb bay doors over the English Channel to preclude an inadvertent drop on American troops.
The assault began on the morning of November 16, with over ten thousand
tons of bombs rained on German defenses. There were few mishaps, and only
one American soldier was killed in the bomb avalanche. The effect on the German
soldiers was slight, however, because the American troops were so far back from
the front. By the time they reached the impact area, the dazed defenders were
beginning to come to their senses. A German prisoner said later: "I never saw
anything like it. These kids .

.

. were still numb 45 minutes after the bombard-

ment."1l° Unfortunately, the First Army could not move quickly enough to exploit
the temporary paralysis of the German defenders, and on the first day QUEEN advanced a mere two miles. "' Even so, General Bradley warmed to the idea of air
support. In December 1944, he told newsmen: "The confidence ...

in air support
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has been firmly established, and now you cannot find a ground commander who
[the] Gerwill think of an operation without thinking in terms of air as well ....
man Army and Air Force in their heyday never had the degree of cooperation
that we have."172
Hodges had failed; now it was once again Patton's turn. In early December
he sat down with Vandenberg, Spaatz, and Doolittle to discuss his plan for a breakout that would get the war rolling again as it had in August. Air preparation was
essential. The airmen proposed a massive two or three-day bombardment that left
Patton jubilant; he was certain this assault would break him loose to the Rhine.
The plan was approved by Eisenhower and set to begin on December 19."'
The three airmen left Patton's headquarters to fly home. Spaatz and
Doolittle, flying in one aircraft, noted tracer bullets whizzing past their canopy.
Assuming they had been jumped by a German fighter, the generals dove for the
trees to escape. Vandenberg, alone in the aircraft behind, followed. The bullets
continued and grew in intensity. Suddenly, Spaatz realized the rounds were coming from the ground; some of Patton's troops had mistaken them for Germans and
opened fire. Both aircraft escaped, but upon landing, Spaatz phoned Patton to
vent his ire. Upon hearing the situation, Patton bellowed with laughter. Spaatz
hung up, sighed, and then smiled thinly: "You just can't stay mad at George."'"
On December 16, Vandenberg, along with Brigadier General Frederick L.
Anderson representing the Eight Air Force, Colonel Robert M. Lee, Solly
Zuckerman, and other staff members, visited Quesada at Spa, Belgium. After
spending the night in Quesada's chateau, Vandenberg and Anderson planned to
brief Generals Hodges and William H. Simpson on the bombing operation scheduled for the nineteenth. Because Hodges was busy upon their arrival, the airmen
began briefing Simpson. Hodges then interrupted the meeting to announce that
the assault was off, the supposedly quiescent Germans were beginning to stir. The
conference adjourned, and the airmen returned to Quesada's villa to spend the
night, but upon waking in the morning learned that the Germans had launched
a major offensive; indeed, there were reports that enemy paratroopers had landed
nearby. What was more disconcerting, Hodges's headquarters had packed up and
moved to Liege during the night without informing Quesada! Vandenberg
strapped on a revolver and suggested that everyone fly back to his headquarters
at Luxembourg City, but the fog precluded that possibility. Feeling helpless, the
airmen wandered about the headquarters of the IX TAc, whose airplanes were also
grounded. Finally, Vandenberg decided to drive back to his command post. Because the Germans had penetrated close by to the south, he detoured to the West
and stopped at Paris, visiting with Spaatz at his headquarters to discuss a plan
for containing the German offensive. 15 Vandenberg requested that additional air
units be placed under his control, and Spaatz agreed. The Ninth Air Force would
be shifted and shuffled like a "fire brigade" to whichever sector it was needed
the most.'76 The Battle of the Bulge had begun.
There was little that air power could do to stem the German breakthrough.
Hitler had planned his weather well; one hundred-foot ceilings and dense fog
made air strikes nearly impossible. Quesada asked for two volunteers to fly a re-
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connaissance mission, hoping at least to pinpoint the location of the enemy columns. The volunteer pilots flew their F-ss (P-38s armed with cameras instead of
cannons) at tree-top level most of the flight and did locate an enemy armored unit.
The Germans were advancing on Stavelot, a scant twenty-two miles from Libge,
a major supply depot whose loss would be disastrous. Thunderbolts were
launched below the clouds to hit the armored columns, and the results were impressive: 126 tanks, armored vehicles, and trucks destroyed and an additional 34
damaged. Reconnaissance the following day revealed that the Germans had abandoned their attempts on Stavelot; this was a classic instance-seldom seen-of
air power halting an attack singlehanded. Still, such episodes were isolated because the weather precluded extensive air operations.1"I
Whether or not it was owing to General Patton's prayer for good weather to
smite the enemy, on December 23 the skies finally cleared, and the Ninth was
able to act. Vandenberg planned a two-pronged attack; first, he borrowed a bomb
division from the Eighth Air Force and sent it, along with his own IX Bomber
Command, to destroy the bridges, railroads, and road intersections behind the
German lines to dry up their reinforcement. Colonel-General Alfred Jodi (head
of the operations staff of the Armed Forces High Command) testified later: "We
still had lots of material and sent it to the front in hundreds of trains, but the
trains got there only after weeks or not at all.""'• German commanders were unanimous in acknowledging the impact of the tactical air strikes. After Reich Marshal
Hermann Goering's capture, Vandenberg asked him which tactical operations had
caused him the most damage. Said Goering:
The attacks on the Marshalling Yards were most effective, next came the low-level attacks on troops, and then the attacks on bridges. The low flying airplanes had a terror
effect and caused great damage to our communications. Also demoralizing were the
umbrella fighters, which after escorting the bombers would swoop down and hit everything, including the jet planes in process of landing. Second, Vandenberg borrowed two fighter groups from the Eighth Air Force
and, along with his own commands, directed them against the German armored
columns. From December 23 to 27, the Ninth flew 5,291 sorties, with the enemy
forces around Bastogne singled out for a hammering. There were mistakesnearly 150 civilians and American soldiers were killed at Malmedy by friendly
aircraft-but overall the air strikes were devastating. Once the skies were clear,
the winter weather worked to American advantage as the "jabos" followed telltale
tank tracks into the forest to find targets. The Luftwaffe was conspicuous by its
absence, and the ubiquitous fighter-bombers of the Ninth soon made daylight operations virtually impossible for the German Army. Sepp Dietrich, the butcherturned SS general, complained after his capture that the American fighter planes
showed no respect for general officers. '1 As the German offensive stalled and then
retreated, Brigadier General Anthony McAuliffe, commander of the beleaguered
Bastogne garrison, thanked Vandenberg for the "tremendous support" that was
a "vital contribution" to his division's successful defense. Von Rundstedt later said
ruefully that if not for Allied air power he could have taken Paris."'8 Basking in
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success, Vandenberg stated: "We have bottlenecked the enemy's supplies and
throttled his offensive power. The results underscore the fact that tactical air
82
power has come of age.''
On January 15, 1945, Vandenberg's portrait appeared on the cover of Time
magazine. Inside, there was a highly complimentary article that described him
in glowing terms.
He combines the energy of an athlete with mature judgment. He is dead serious and
fluent about anything having to do with aviation,... He rates as one of the top U.S.
Air Force's thinkers as well as doers, with a talent for staff work and planning, and
an added gift of good looks and attractive, easy manner, 8
The article then documented his woeful West Point record, the fact that he was
the nephew of a prominent senator, and that he was highly regarded by both British and American military leaders. This was followed by a lengthy paragraph that
apparently caused Vandenberg some anxiety:
If other top airmen [read Arnold and Spaatz] had any criticism of the Ninth, it might
be that its bosses had got to working too closely with ground-force commanders ...
Somewhere in the process of whole-hearted cooperation, the air commander may find
himself being seduced into giving extra ground support at the expense of sound tactical
doctrine. u"
It is understandable why such a charge would cause Vandenberg consternation. What did it mean? Was the story prompted by someone above who was trying to give him a message? A member of his staff, Colonel Richard Hughes, paints
an unflattering picture of Vandenberg and his response to the Time article. It
seems necessary to quote extensively from his unpublished memoir because it is
virtually alone in its vivid negative criticism of Vandenberg, whom Hughes perceived in a light like few others-at least of those who would put their thoughts
on paper:
General Vandenberg was extremely handsome, looked many years younger than his
real age, and was completely unsure of himself professionally and socially .... He
was definitely a sub-normal type, intellectually. However, he had an almost animallike instinct for self-preservation, and his ready acceptance of me as his Chief of Intelligence reflected only his strong desire to have someone on his staff who was in General
Spaatz's close confidence, and who, if need arose, could easily explain and, if necessary, excuse, his actions, or the lack of them, to the General.. . . In my own particular
field, intelligence and planning, General Vandenberg knew less than the average
American Air Force General."'s
Hughes then states that the Time article made his commander "almost frantic" and seared "the insecure Vandenberg almost to death." In response, Hughes
was ordered to "dream up some semi-strategic operation immediately" to restore
the general's credibility. The result was a heavy interdiction campaign in the
Ruhr, about to fall to the Allies in any event, which concentrated on bridges and
rail centers. The plan was presented to Vandenberg, who "pounced on it like a
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starving lion." The air strikes were carried out, the Ruhr was overrun, and "in
General Vandenberg's mind his professional reputation was saved.""'
Such animosity is difficult to handle. The representation of a handsome and
affable but shallow and political general is an enticing one. Vandenberg was handsome and affable, and his meteoric rise to high rank needs an explanation. That
his career progression can be explained by political connections, both in and out
of the Army, is one such theory. But Hughes's argument lacks grace. It is not
logical that Vandenberg, a major general who had known Spaatz for over a decade,
would need a colonel to intercede on his behalf; or that he could be considered
ill-informed on planning and intelligence matters when he had spent much of the
previous six years in that area. In fact, the Ninth's intelligence officer, Colonel
Palmer Dixon, had become ill and was sent back to the States. Vandenberg had
then asked Doolittle for the loan of his intelligence chief. Doolittle said no, so
Van turned to Spaatz, who assigned Hughes to the position. He was not, there87
fore, someone that Vandenberg had requested or'even known very well."
As for
the Ruhr isolation campaign, on February 8 Vandenberg did approach Supreme
Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force (SHAEF) with plans for the operation,
and both Bradley and Tedder supported it enthusiastically. Germany desperately
needed the coal and steel supplies of the Ruhr, and its isolation would "soon have
a catastrophic effect on Germany's capacity to carry on the War." Indeed, Vandenberg confided to his diary that he had to force the Ruhr program "practically down
[Hughes's] throat.""" Had the colonel been less obviously hostile to Vandenberg,
his interpretation would be more believable.
It seems more likely that Vandenberg quickly advanced in rank because of
his success in every task and position he was given. Whether as a staff officer in
Washington, a planner in London, a diplomat in Moscow, a combat pilot and chief
of staff in North Africa, or in his ticklish position as deputy of the AEAF, Vandenberg had performed well and elicited unstinting praise from superiors. Nevertheless, this would have meant nothing if he had failed as the commander of a combat
unit. He did not. There were others in the Air Corps hierarchy who had begun
the war with great promise. Vandenberg was not the only youthful flyer on December 7, but eventually the Monk Hunters, Larry Kuters, Possum Hansells, Don
Wilsons, and Ken Wolfes fell by the way because they did not have the ability,
or luck, to succeed. They were outstanding officers and leaders to be sure, but
a crucial element seemed lacking. Though it sounds somewhat flippant to include
chance as a factor in such vital matters, it is nonetheless at play. Bradley later
remarked on the role of luck in his own career:
I would say luck plays an awfully large part in your success. You have to be able to
perform when the opportunity occurs; however, the opportunity doesn't occur for
everyone. I was very lucky, being at the right place at the right time to get a good
job, and having a lot of good people to help me do it."'
For Vandenberg, the command of the Ninth Air Force during the last eight months
of the European war was the galvanizing test that assured his professional future.
It must be admitted, however, that Van's timing for a command was most
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propitious. The Luftwaffe, although not yet dead, was wobbling severely, and although there were a great many planes still available-including jets-the best
German pilots were gone. The invasion had succeeded, and the Allies were firmly
established in France. Indeed, when Vandenberg assumed command of the Ninth
Air Force in August, the beginning of the end was in sight; the Allies continued
to grow in strength, while the Axis powers continued to weaken. It is quite possible that Vandenberg would have been equally successful had he been given a
major command a year earlier. Fortunately, he did a superb job when he was
given the chance.
Generals Arnold and Spaatz were two of the most pragmatic, calculating, and
ruthless of military leaders; they demanded results, and friendship was not nearly
enough to win their favor-they had already relieved many old friends. It is not
possible to imagine these men being swayed by a winning smile and firm handshake. For years both Arnold and Spaatz had observed Vandenberg's performance.
They knew his capabilities. Hoyt Vandenberg did not become the prot~g6 of Arnold and Spaatz because he was good company, but because he was good.
The question of strategic versus tactical air power also needs to be addressed.
Vandenberg never forgot the tactical experiences of his early career and was unable fully to accept the claims of those who advocated strategic air power. He recognized the primacy and potential of heavy bombers, but he never overlooked
the necessity of tactical air for supporting the ground forces. Whereas Spaatz and
Doolittle often seemed to oppose in principle the use of heavy bombers in a tactical role, Vandenberg recognized that there were occasions when such bombing
was a valuable weapon, if only in the minds of the ground commanders benefiting
from the support. Because the Army Air Forces were not yet independent, it was
essential to gain the confidence of Army leaders to secure separate air power. It
has been said that the impressive performance of the Eighth Air Force in destroying the German economy assured independent status for the airmen. Perhaps not,
perhaps it was the Ninth Air Force, because the close cooperation established by
Vandenberg with Generals Bradley, Patton, Hodges, Simpson, J. Lawton Collins,
and the rest allayed their fears of being left without air cover in a future conflict.
Army leaders were unwilling to release their precious air support without assurances. Bradley's bitter comment at the time of the debate over the transportation
plan that he was tired of the "glib, enticing arguments" of strategic bombing advocates brings the matter into sharp focus. Bradley never trusted Brereton, but he
did trust Vandenberg and thought he carried out his duties with "extraordinary
competence." Bradley told Eisenhower in January 1945 that he would not settle
for any other airman as his strong right arm. "o When the war ended and the Air
Force pushed for its freedom, Eisenhower was Army chief of staff; he was succeeded by Bradley, and he in turn by Collins. Old friends. It is not unreasonable
to speculate that Arnold and Spaatz were aware of Vandenberg's gifts for accommodation, and they supported his career for that reason. Air Force independence
was vital; it might be more attainable if Army leaders saw Vandenberg as heir apparent.
In sum, Vandenberg had performed exceptionally well in every position held
during the war. Whereas others lacked the adaptability or perseverance to cope
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with unexpected and complex problems, he consistently succeeded. He was one
of the top air leaders of the war who had proven himself in conference, combat,
and command. On May x, 1945, Spaatz penned an efficiency report on Vandenberg that described him as "alert, keen and brilliant" with a "most pleasing" personality that generated confidence. The report concluded that Vandenberg was
"one of the most brilliant of our young officers."'"' As he arrived back in Washington in May to serve again on the Air Staff, General Arnold welcomed him warmly:
"I want you to know that I have personally been proud of your achievements and
that I count on your ability and judgment in the final prosecution of this war."'
The future was bright.

Whenever science makes a discovery, the
devil grabs it while the angels are debating the best way to use it.
Alan Valentine

boo"

Science is in the saddle. Science is the dictator, whether we like it or not. Science
runs ahead of both politics and military affairs. Science evolves new conditions to
which institutions must be adapted ... let
us keep our science dry.

Carl M. Spaatz

THE ATOMIC STRIKE FORCE
Lieutenant General Vandenberg left Europe in May 1945. Because of War
Department policy, returning heroes arrived home at different times and at different places so that the entire nation could join in the welcome ceremonies. Vandenberg flew into San Antonio, Texas, en route to his new assignment on the Air Staff
in Washington. During the first few weeks there were numerous calls for speeches
and appearances around the country. Vandenberg responded to many of these requests, on one occasion sharing the podium with Clark Gable-former B-17 tail
gunner-and was introduced by a certain young reservist, Captain Ronald Reagan. At most of these engagements Vandenberg hailed the performance of his illustrious Ninth and called for the formation of a separate Air Force.
Returning to familiar surroundings on the Air Staff, Vandenberg headed the
Operations, Commitments, and Requirements Division and immediately became
involved in postwar planning.2 The abrupt and dramatic conclusion of the Pacific
conflict in August forced military men to rethink basic premises of war and peace
in the atomic age. Airmen pointed triumphantly to the new weapon that had devastated two cities and announced that protective oceans were no longer a guarantee of American security. The atom bomb could destroy a nation and win a war
and, significantly, because of the weapon's enormous size and weight, as yet only
aircraft could deliver it. The implications of Hiroshima needed serious thought,
so in October 1945 General Arnold directed three of his top men, Generals
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Spaatz, Vandenberg, and Norstad, to study the issue. The results of their efforts,
referred to as the Spaatz Report, were in many respects an updated version of
what air theorists had been advocating for decades.
The Spaatz board went about its task in two stages. The first report, produced
at the end of October, said nothing startling. After a lengthy recapitulation of strategic bombing doctrine and its practice in the war, the generals drew predictable
conclusions. In future wars, it would "undoubtedly" be the Air Force that first
engaged the enemy. The atomic bomb's awesome destructiveness meant that an
enemy surprise attack could decide a war because there would be no time for mobilization. The United States must, therefore, maintain a strategic bombing force
in being capable of either "smashing an enemy air offensive, or launching a formidable striking force." In short, the Air Force "on the alert" was to be America's
new first line of defense-and offense-in the future?
The report continued that in order to carry out its mission, the Air Force
needed seventy combat groups (about ten thousand aircraft), and four hundred
thousand personnel, which included strategic, tactical, and air transport units.
More importantly, the air component must have "full parity and coequal status
with the Ground and Naval forces" in the framework of a unified Department of
National Defense. This first Spaatz Report concluded that the defense of America
was best assured by an "irresistible offensive capability" armed with atomic
bombs.4 This was one of the few occasions when the new weapon was mentioned.
Its omission was deliberate because the following month the three generals took
another look at military strategy, focusing specifically on atomic weapons.
The second Spaatz Report began by noting that current atomic weapons could
utterly devastate a four-square-mile area, but that future weapons could be developed that would obliterate an area of up to ten square miles. The generals then
made several assumptions: other nations would eventually develop atomic weapons and the means to deliver them; strategic air bases around the world would
be available for American use; the B-2 9 and its descendants would remain the
prime carrier for atomic weapons; a bomb stockpile would be established; and the
United States would never again have time to arm after war had begun.5
This was an interesting start. Although most of these postulates are logical
and give little pause, three catch the eye. First, the idea of needing overseas bases
from which to launch a strike is a sharp break from the past policy of isolation.
Already the air leaders had realized the new world role that America was to play.
It is quite possible that this new understanding occurred to Vandenberg first. In
October 1942, he had told Spaatz that the AAF should start planning for selfcontained airfields around the world for use after the war. When it is considered
that this statement was made by a mere colonel prior even to the North African
invasion, it is remarkable. The quest for overseas bases would indeed become a
crucial issue during the decade following the war. 6
The second assumption of interest was the claim that the airplane would remain the prime carrier for atomic weapons. This was a highly contentious assertion
that both the Army and Navy would vigorously challenge in the years ahead.
Finally, the generals reiterated the warning of the first report: that future
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wars would no longer provide the luxury of leisurely mobilization. This belief was
to figure prominently in all subsequent Air Force thinking as the airmen strove
to build a large, peacetime force.
The report then discussed potential targets and frankly acknowledged that
not all were suitable for the atomic bomb. In many cases conventional bombs
would be more efficient and effective. Besides, the new weapon was expected to
exist only in very limited numbers, and it would be unwise to spend them on
frivolous targets.
The report then stressed three more essential elements for a postwar Air
Force: an effective air defense, a vastly expanded intelligence network, and an
urgent upgrading of research and development. 7
The first requirement, an effective air defense, was seen as necessary to
American security, but events would soon make such a system expendable. Severe
budget cuts imposed on the military necessitated the elimination of certain missions and weapons. Vandenberg was to decide that the best defense was a good
offense; an active air defense system was made a low priority.
The call for a greatly expanded intelligence organization is important. This
too probably indicates Vandenberg's influence. The report decried the lack of an
effective intelligence system before the war. Because there would be no time to
mobilize in the event of a future war, the nation would have to be well prepared
in advance. One aspect of this preparation was a large strike force in being, but
the other side of that coin was the knowledge of a potential enemy's intentions
and capabilities. As will be seen, Vandenberg felt strongly about this issue and
would soon have the opportunity to act upon his beliefs.
The final recommendation of the Spaatz board was a strong call for continued
research and development, especially in the atomic field. There was, however,
a complication to be overcome. Although the Air Force possessed the only delivery capability for the atomic bomb, airmen had been largely frozen out of the
weapon's development program. The Manhattan Engineering District, jealously
guarded by Major General Leslie R. Groves, was an Army and Navy project; few
outsiders had access to its secrets. Spaatz and his colleagues recommended that
a new post be created on the Air Staff-deputy chief of staff for research and
development-and that someone of the caliber of Major General Curtis E. LeMay
be appointed as its head. In his memoirs, LeMay disingenuously remarked that
the appointment surprised him because he had little experience and knowledge
of such technical matters. It appears, however, that the cigar-chewing combat
leader was selected for other reasons. He was just the type of forceful, blunt, and
goal-oriented individual who could break down the protective facqde erected by
Groves. LeMay's task was not so much to monitor the design of new aircraft engines as to strong-arm Groves into allowing the Air Force a voice in atomic development.'
Soon after assuming his new duties, LeMay proposed to Groves that the AAF
assume responsibility for the procurement, storage, assembly, and transportation
of the bombs. The Manhattan District would retain the responsibility for research
and development, fabrication, and delivery to the AAF. Groves flatly declined,
and the airmen were irritated. Every aspect of the new weapon was so highly clas-
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sified that even critical members of the operational units tasked to deliver it were
not given sufficient information to perform that duty. This was a major obstacle
because the bombs required special handling, assembly, and transportation arrangements that took laborious training. Knowledge was power, and the AAF had
little knowledge. General LeMay worked to change these circumstances, but it
would take time.9
The story for the next two years was one of continuous conflict over these
crucial issues. The AAF, not yet independent, was becoming paranoid because the
one weapon so necessary for its institutional future was denied it. The Army and
Navy, perhaps fearing their own inferiority in an atomic age, repeatedly used their
seniority to elbow the upstart Air Force out of a dominant role. There were many
bitter debates over who would exercise primary responsibility for the special
weapons, but for the most part LeMay was frustrated in his attempts to gain entrance to the atomic sanctum. Indeed, when the Atomic Energy Commission was
formed in January 1947 to replace the Manhattan District, it was even more secretive than its predecessor.' 0 As the official historians of the Ac phrased it, "It
seemed that the Commission had the exaggerated idea that its control of atomic
energy information was a sort of sacred trust which took precedence over even
military requirements."" It would be two more years before Vandenberg, as Air
Force chief of staff, was able to pick the atomic lock and gain authority to act as
the executive agent for the Joint Chiefs of Staff in atomic matters.
Lieutenant General Ira Eaker, now deputy commander of the AAF, was also
concerned about the atomic bomb and its impact on his organization. How many
groups should be trained for the atomic mission? There was only one unit so designated at the time, and Eaker feared that Congress and the War Department might
conclude that that was all the strategic air force needed. Perhaps several groups
should receive atomic training.'" Along the same lines, a member of Eaker's staff
suggested that the unit not even be called the "atomic bombing force," or any
similar term, since it would immediately call attention to the fact that it was the
only such group in existence. Specially train it, yes, but do not single it out. " In
order to help clear the air, Eaker asked Vandenberg to study the matter.14
In January 1946, Vandenberg wrote a lengthy, detailed directive that established guidelines for the proposed "atomic strike force." He called for an organization manned with the most competent personnel, the best equipment, and the
most advanced aircraft in the Air Force. This unit should be based near the atomic
storage area at Albuquerque, New Mexico, so as to maintain an "extremely close
and continuous coordination and liaison with the Manhattan District Project with
particular regard to the development, manufacture, handling, and general technical aspects of the bomb itself." (Once again, the fear of being kept at arm's length
from the new weapon is evident.) The force must be ready to deploy worldwide
at short notice, although the actual decision to do so would come from the president. It was expected that the aircraft would deploy to forward bases first, with
the bombs themselves remaining in New Mexico until needed for delivery. Specific units were designated to form the strike force: the 5 o9 th Composite Group-the original B-2 9 unit that had staged the combat strikes from Saipan-was designated as the nucleus to train two more bomb groups. Eventually, all medium and
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heavy bomb groups would be so capable."5 Vandenberg noted various tactics that
could be used by the atomic strike force: the group could penetrate enemy airspace in a mass as had been common in the European war; a single aircraft could
attack at night or in bad weather; or individual aircraft could be launched simultaneously in a widely dispersed strike. The unit should be prepared for all such
methods, but it was imperative that the actual bomb drop be carried out under
radar conditions-visual drops were inadequate."6
This memorandum demonstrates clearly that Vandenberg had completed a
long philosophical journey. His background and education were now complete;
he was a total airman and air-power advocate. Although a fighter pilot at heart,
he now believed in the primacy of bombardment. Vandenberg's varied experience
and training better prepared him for the future than any of his contemporaries,
and that truth would soon become apparent.
Two months after Vandenberg's memorandum, General Spaatz reorganized
the AAF into three major combat air commands: Air Defense Command (ADc),
Tactical Air Command (TAC), and the Strategic Air Command (SAc). The mission
of ADC was defense of the continental United States, while that of TAC was close
air support for the Army and Navy. SAc, of which the 58th Bomb Wing (atomic
capable) was the prime component, was charged with conducting intense and sustained long-range offensive operations in any part of the world using the latest
and most advanced weapons. 7 To a great extent SAC was patterned after the blueprint drawn by Vandenberg in January. The first sAc commander was General
George C. Kenney, "MacArthur's airman," who had led the highly successful Far
East Allied Air Forces during the Pacific war. In the years ahead, he and Vandenberg would have their differences.

SPY MASTER
When General Dwight D. Eisenhower returned from the Crusade to become
Army chief of staff in November 1945, he reorganized the War Department General Staff. He was particularly concerned about his Intelligence Division (G-2),
and a special committee was appointed under Assistant Secretary of War for Air
Robert A. Lovett to study the matter. The three-man committee, of which Vandenberg was a member, was highly critical of Army intelligence and recommended its complete revision. The report began by charging that Army intelligence was dangerously inadequate for the tasks that lay ahead. During the war
there had been an "incredible" lack of cooperation between intelligence users and
producers, and the G-2 function had been held in such low regard that it seldom
attracted quality personnel. The report specifically recommended that the head
of the G-2 Division should have high rank and possess the unquestioned confidence of the Army as a whole; that intelligence should be placed on a par with
operations, supply, and war planning in practice and not just name; an intelligence
school should be established to train career intelligence specialists; and that these
individuals receive equal consideration on promotion boards. The men concluded
that the defects within G-2 were fundamental to the degree that a total reshaping
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was necessary if it was successfully to perform its new peacetime mission in the
atomic age. "8
Eisenhower doubted that the situation was quite as bleak as painted, but
agreed there was a need for reorganization. Consequently, on December 20,
1945, he told General Spaatz, Arnold's successor as commander of the Army Air
Forces, that he wanted the man who diagnosed the disease now to effect a cure.
He wanted Vandenberg as his new G-2. Spaatz concurred, and Vandenberg assumed the position on January 26. He was not enamored with this new job, telling
his parents that "Ike wanted him to straighten out a real mess that has been going
on since before the war." He declared glumly that it was a place where he could
"get his throat cut with no difficulty." What was worse, there would be little time
for golf. 9
Vandenberg had been in close contact with intelligence operations throughout the war. In fact, he was interested in all aspects of the mysterious new form
of information called "communications intelligence," which consisted of intercepting and exploiting enemy radio messages. If these were encrypted in the
high-grade cipher that employed the complex "enigma" machine, the product was
termed "Top Secret Ultra," or simply Ultra. If plaintext (unencrypted) or
low-grade ciphers were used, the information was dubbed "Y." Because of its importance, Ultra was more rigidly segregated and protected than other forms of
intelligence.
The Ninth Air Force had a group of signals intelligence specialists who
plucked German messages out of the airwaves both day and night. Ultra signals
could not be deciphered at the unit level, and were thus relayed to Hut 6 at
Bletchley Park, near London. Once decoded, those Ultra intercepts thought relevant were transmitted to the field commands concerned. At Ninth Air Force
Headquarters two dozen or so individuals were aware of Ultra's existence, and
only two, Van and Bob Lee, were given daily briefings on the subject. The information obtained from Ultra was often of great importance, but one had to be careful how it was used. As General Quesada colorfully commented: "I assure you
that Ultra didn't permit us to do something tomorrow. You were not allowed to
respond to Ultra tomorrow. If you did you would get your ass kicked out of the
theater so fast it would make your head swim."' Notwithstanding Quesada's caution, if cleverly handled, Ultra could be put to use quickly. In one instance an
intercept indicated that a large number of enemy trucks were bivouacked in a certain forest. Vandenberg launched reconnaissance aircraft to examine several areas,
one of which was the suspected forest. Sure enough, the trucks were spotted visually, air strikes were ordered, and within hours over four hundred vehicles were
destroyed."'
Y traffic was also of great importance. At times it consisted merely of German
pilots talking to their ground controllers. Their language was not in code except
for coordinates and the like. These codes were quickly broken, providing near
real-time intelligence information to the Ninth Air Force: enemy aircraft would
report their position to their base, these messages were intercepted and decoded,
and fighters would be launched to engage.' It was a very efficient system.
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What bothered Vandenberg about both Ultra and Y was that, except for a
handful of Americans, the entire interception and decoding network was in the
hands of the British. Vandenberg wanted access to the raw data and more intelligence personnel in his command to handle such duties. In February 1945, he
wrote Washington that the "lack of an Air Force organization for the control of
'Y' would seriously prejudice our operations in war and our development and research in peace." The utter dependence on the Royal Air Force for such material
was "a bad situation." He advocated the development of an Air Force intelligence
system on a par with the British; with peace looming, friendly relations and equal
access to British sources would no longer be guaranteed.,
In addition, on February 12, 1945, Vandenberg had been placed in charge
of the training of all Office of Strategic Services (oss) agents worldwide.u What
precisely this position entailed is unknown; Vandenberg's papers contain no more
than a cryptic diary entry. But it is apparent that he was well aware of the capabilities and activities of the secret organization-information that he would use later.
Similarly, there is no evidence that Vandenberg had contact with Major General
William ("Wild Bill") Donovan, the famed war hero and leader of the oss, but
many of Donovan's ideas regarding clandestine activities would later be adopted
by Vandenberg.
Donovan had written to President Roosevelt in November 1944 advocating
an entirely new intelligence setup after the war. He proposed a "central authority"
reporting directly to the president that was to collect intelligence and be responsible for the final evaluation of all intelligence within the government. This authority required an independent budget, but it should not have any police or law enforcement functions. It would perform "subversive operations" abroad.2 Although
Roosevelt seemed favorable to the proposal, a copy of Donovan's memorandum
was soon leaked to an unfriendly newsman. The resulting furor over what was
depicted as a proposed Gestapo unit caused the president to back off. He told
Donovan to wait patiently for a few months until things quieted down. By the
time things were quiet, however, Roosevelt was dead, and the new president,
Harry S. Truman, had little use for "Wild Bill."''
This was the background with which General Vandenberg approached his
new duties on the General Staff. His predecessor, Major General Clayton Bissell,
was not effective. One staff member recalled his lamentable attention to detail
at the expense of the broad view. Producing multicolored viewgraphs for the
morning briefing became a top priority in G-2. On one occasion he was displeased
with the physical arrangement of the offices within his division. Bissell ordered
everyone to move, and while this was taking place, all the phones were disconnected. The day was June 6, 19 4 4 .' Into this morass stepped Vandenberg. First,
he instituted an intelligence school at Fort Leavenworth to train people for the
new and complicated duties of collecting, filtering, and analyzing raw data. Before
the war there had been virtually no such thing in the Army as a "career intelligence officer." Most of those chosen for such service during the war were in the
fields of advertising, newspapers, or publicity. Vandenberg realized that professionals were needed for the tasks ahead-people trained in economics, statistics,
and engineering, who also had a firm foundation in military intelligence proce-
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dures and requirements. He also pushed for more funds in a secret budget. Asking
for a "blank check in trust," Vandenberg insisted that a large, well-organized and
worldwide intelligence apparatus was necessary for the United States: "In my
opinion, the vital importance of effective military intelligence is not generally
understood. Our first line of defense is neither the Navy nor the Air Force, but Intelligence. "2
Another imperative was to clean up the shambles left by rapid demobilization. Donovan's oss had been disbanded by President Truman in September
1945, and the remnants of the people, equipment, codes, and networks were then
split, with some being given to the State Department, while most (90 percent)
went to G-2. Vandenberg thus inherited a sizable contingent of trained agents
ready to carry on their work of "espionage and related special operations" around
the world. This tended, however, to confuse the situation further as the influx
of new personnel flooded the unprepared War Department. Reorganization was
imperative. Vandenberg first grouped all administrative, coordinating, and planning responsibilities under a single executive director. The remaining activities
were formed into functional offices: intelligence, security, combat intelligence and
training, the Army Security Agency, and collection. The result was a far more
streamlined and coherent intelligence organization.,' What had been even more
disconcerting during the war was the lack of cooperation between G-2, the Office
of Navy Intelligence (oNI), the State Department, and the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI). These different organizations seemed continually to be in competition with one another and working at cross purposes.' In order to avoid wasteful duplication of effort and confusion, some type of national centralizing body was
necessary.
This type of problem had been forcefully brought home to Vandenberg on
January 1, 1945. On that day, the Luftwaffe launched major strikes against Ninth
Air Force airfields. The damage was heavy, but it could have been far worse. The
day before, Y intelligence had learned that "Operation Goldrigen" was scheduled
for New Year's Day. Unfortunately, the signals experts did not know what that
meant. The previous week, a prisoner of war interrogation had revealed that an
operation called "Goldrigen" was planned that would be an all-out attack on Allied
airfields, but he did not know when it would take place. Fortunately, Vandenberg
had directed his intelligence chief to review information from all sources and compose a composite picture of enemy capabilities. On New Year's Eve, the various
puzzle pieces were fitted together and the attack planned for the following morning was revealed. Vandenberg ordered his fighters alerted for dawn takeoffs and
to wait in ambush for the Luftwaffe. Although the mass attacks were still punishing, the Ninth suffered losses only one-third as great as Coningham's TAF that
had not reacted as quickly to the intelligence clues.31 Vandenberg had learned a
valuable lesson.
It was this problem of centralization that prompted President Truman to
move for a Central Intelligence Group in January 1946. He told his chief legal
counselor, Clark M. Clifford, that the confusing and contradictory reports he was
receiving from the various intelligence entities were cluttering his desk and helping him not at all. He said that he had gone through all the evidence relative to
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the Pearl Harbor disaster and concluded that the lack of cooperation between the
Army and Navy's intelligence teams had been responsible for the surprise. It was
therefore necessary to have some central agency to put all the pieces together and
to ensure such things did not recur. 2 As a result, on January 22, 1946, Truman
issued a directive establishing the National Intelligence Authority (NIA) that consisted of the secretaries of War, Navy, and State. It was their duty to make sure
that all foreign intelligence activities were planned, developed, and coordinated
to guarantee the most effective accomplishment of the intelligence mission. To
assist the NIA a Central Intelligence Group (cIG) was formed, headed by a Director
of Central Intelligence (Dci). 32
It was soon apparent that there were serious structural flaws in the president's plan. First, the cic was not a governmental agency, but merely an interdepartmental group whose personnel were borrowed from the Army, Navy, and
State departments for a temporary period. The group could not hire anyone; it
asked for leftovers. Similarly, it had no budget; all funds had to be garnered from
surplus in the other departments. In addition, the ciG was not authorized to "collect" intelligence, only to correlate, evaluate, and disseminate. This meant that
it had no spies; it merely gathered the reports from the other agencies and combined them for presentation to the NIA. In practice, this quickly amounted to a
hasty stapling together of various cables and memoranda with little attempt at interpretation. The DuC himself, though responsible to the NIA, was not a voting
member of that body; hence, he held essentially the same status as the heads of
the other intelligence services.'
There were even those who resented the cic's existence. The Navy had
fought it, seeing it as a precedent for "unification of the armed forces," the sinister
bdte noire of all admirals who clung tenaciously to their separate service.
Eisenhower apparently believed that Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, chief of Naval
Operations, was dragging his feet on the issue of centralized intelligence, and so
he directed Vandenberg to effect the cooperation that others seemed reluctant to
impose.32 Besides the Navy, the FBI of J. Edgar Hoover was also recalcitrant.
Hoover's organization had expanded enormously during the war because of the
threat of foreign agents and subversion. Hoover probably expected to head the
new cIG, which would then be combined with his beloved FBI. President Truman,
however, had no intention of giving one man that much power, and upon realizing
this, Hoover fought the ciG tenaciously; if it were not controlled by him then it
would be emasculated.3 Finally, the State Department looked upon the cIG as
encroaching on its traditional territory. State had long gathered information on
foreign powers through its embassy personnel around the world. It too resented
the new organization that seemed to be dictating how foreign events should be
interpreted and acted upon. 37
In short, Truman's creation was an anemic organ with no arms or legs, a small
voice, and no visible means of support-but with numerous predators. To make
matters worse, the first DIo had no intention of expanding his position, protecting
his turf, or flexing his muscles. Rear Admiral Sidney Souers had wanted to retire
from his position as Navy intelligence chief, but was prevailed upon by President
Truman to remain in uniform and head the new cia. After reluctantly assuming
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his new desk, the admiral was asked what he wanted to do. "I want to go home"
was the reply. Although from Missouri like the president, Souers was not one
of Truman's cronies. In fact, one observer thought Truman liked Souers because
he was not ambitious or "wanting something." Nevertheless, Souers was not a
forceful personality and had not the stomach for the tough fight that a truly effective CIG would have provoked.3 During the four months of Souers's tenure, the
CIG was an inconspicuous entity.
When considering a successor, Souers decided upon General Vandenberg for
several reasons. First, he thought it important that the director be military, but
the position should be rotated between the services, and it was the Army's turn.
Second, the CIG had no statutory authority because it had been established by
an executive order. Acquiring legal legitimacy might require friends in Congress,
and the nephew of the powerful senator from Michigan would no doubt have such
friends." Another consideration was Vandenberg's known skill, evidenced during
the war, at developing teamwork among diverse individuals. If anyone could
break the personality logjam in the intelligence community, he seemed to be the
one. His brief tenure at G-2 had been truly remarkable; one columnist wrote that
Vandenberg had achieved more in two months than all the other intelligence
chiefs had in twenty years. Vandenberg had also headed the State-Army-Navy
Communications Intelligence Board, charged with coordinating all signals intelligence within the United States and also effecting cooperation with the British.
The British-US Agreement, or BRUSA (later renamed UKUSA) was negotiated in
March 1946 under Vandenberg's tenure. This enormously important agreement
established the official basis for continuation of the wartime relationship in the
field of communications intelligence. Vandenberg knew only too well how vital
this cooperation had been to winning the war.' In addition, Vandenberg's threestar rank also seemed to ensure the group would have some degree of protection
from pressures by the other services and departments. Vandenberg outranked the
other intelligence chiefs (in fact, he had outranked Souers), and this provided
some leverage in achieving cooperation. Most importantly, he was known for his
ability."'
When offered the job, however, Vandenberg expressed reluctance, which
Souers thought was owing to his ambition to command the AAF. Souers pointed
out to him that the DCI position was an excellent stepping stone to such aspirations
because he would gain "visibility" working closely with the Secretaries of War and
Navy and, more importantly, the president. Besides, Souers asked Vandenberg
"if he thought that they would make him Chief of Staff just because he was
pretty."42 The general finally relented, and Souers recommended him to Admiral
William D. Leahy, chief of staff to the president. Leahy concurred with Souers
and wrote General Eisenhower, asking him to release Vandenberg for the vacant
post. The chief hesitated, saying he did not want to part with his new G-2 but
would think it over. Outflanking Eisenhower, Leahy then informed President Truman on May 9, 1946, that the new DCI should be an officer of proven ability in
the intelligence field, possess superior executive skill, and have "established prestige." He told the president that Vandenberg, head of G-2 for the previous four
months, was the only Army officer who filled those specifications.' President Tru-
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man then told Secretary of War Robert Patterson that he had thought about the
matter and decided Vandenberg was the proper man for the job because he knew
the intelligence business "from A to Z," was a diplomat, and would be able to
get along with State and Navy. Under such pressure, the Army chief relented and
after meeting with Vandenberg, Truman appointed the general as DIO effective
June lo, 1946." That Vandenberg would have his hands full was apparent. When
the appointment was made public, one reporter commented: "It will take all of
Vandenberg's boldness, enthusiasm and charm, and his airman's broad view of the
world, to make anything of his as yet rootless organization.'"4
Vandenberg plunged into his new office with customary vigor; in the cic he
had the nickname "Sparkplug." He had brought with him several colonels from
G-2, and this cabal closeted themselves away for a week to rethink the mission
of the cm. After their seclusion, Vandenberg and his staff announced their plans
for the future. First, the group had to be expanded; second, it had to be reorganized; and third, it needed enabling legislation. Vandenberg had big plans for the
"Company" and made it clear that he would do things differently from his predecessor. As one observer put it, Vandenberg was ambitious and "inclined to rock
any boats" on the way to his goal.*
Under Admiral Souers, the cic had contained seventy-one people; Vandenberg requested three thousand. More money was also sought, an extra ten million
dollars, which nearly doubled the current cia budget. He pushed to have all federal espionage and counterespionage activities outside the limits of the United
States under his control, and also insisted that monitoring of foreign press and
radio broadcasts be done by the cic. In short, Vandenberg wanted all raw data
gathered by all intelligence sources to pass through his agency so it could be
screened and filtered, believing that was the only way an accurate picture of the
world situation could be presented. He pushed hard to gain a separate budget
for the ciG, thus ensuring a degree of freedom and independence from the other
departments. It would not be necessary to reveal the size of the budget; in fact,
it would be undesirable from a security standpoint to do so. The amount could
be hidden within the appropriations of the other departments, as long as it was
clear the money belonged to the cic.11 The ability to hire and fire was also imperative. Because the other departments supplied the people, the cic was at their
mercy. If, for example, the State Department disagreed with a certain policy or
decision, it could effectively throttle the group by withholding the necessary personnel needed to implement it.
Soon after, Vandenberg moved to expand his authority still further. He absorbed the rump of the oss clandestine organization that had been given to the
Army G-2, and renamed it the Special Operations Office. He then took over the
task of collecting and examining data concerning foreign atomic energy programs,
a task previously performed by Major General Leslie R. Groves in the Manhattan
Engineering District.' It is interesting that at the same time Vandenberg was
moving on Groves, General LeMay was also hitting him on the flank concerning
control of atomic weapons development. Was this a planned, two-front attack by
the AAF to undermine Groves's position?
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When engaged in the effort to assume responsibility for atomic intelligence,
Vandenberg briefed the Atomic Energy Commission on his duties. The chairman,
David Lilienthal, remembered the occasion:
A discussion of "foreign intelligence" by a slim young fellow-Gary Cooperishturned out to be General Hoyt Vandenberg, head of "clandestine" intelligence-his
word. The talk cannot be committed to paper-not now-but it sounded like a
Hitchcock movie and the quite tall young man like a character just off the set.49
Although Groves and Lilienthal resisted the encroachments of the CIG, the
real friction came from J. Edgar Hoover over the issue of Latin American operations, a province of the FBI. Fear of Nazi infiltration had precipitated a great increase in counterintelligence activity in Latin America during the war, and Hoover was adverse to relinquishing control. After a struggle, Vandenberg won his
point, but Hoover was not a good loser. The FBI immediately began to pull its
agents from the south before CIG personnel were available to take their places.
When Vandenberg requested that they be left temporarily and replaced at a systematic rate, Hoover replied it was "impractical." The assistant secretary of state
for American republics affairs, Spruill Braden, lent his support and also requested Hoover to relent, but to no avail. Finally, Admiral Leahy prevailed upon
the FBI chief to stay his anger. Leahy then told Vandenberg to ease off on Hoover,
deal with him directly and not through underlings, and avoid hiring any former
FBI agents for the cIG. Even so, although Hoover slowed the recall of his agents,
it was rumored that "the CIA agents [sic] arrived in the morning to find the FBI
files burned and the FBI agents booked for departure that afternoon.'"`
One of the main functions of the ciG as Vandenberg saw it was to gather intelligence from the other agencies, combine it with information gathered from his
own organization, and fit these pieces into a comprehensive, logical, and accurate
picture for presentation to the president. The other agencies were suspect because of their own particular biases and areas of concern, but the CIG could and
should be above such parochialism. In order to perform this task adequately, Vandenberg felt it necessary to become a collection agency-an activity not specifically authorized in the Group's original charter. The general did it anyway, later
admitting that he interpreted his directive rather broadly.51
Once he had decided to collect intelligence, the next step was fairly simple:
the agents to perform this task-the oss people-had already been transferred
from the Army. Even so, the main focus of such operations, the Soviet Union,
was largely an enigma. Even after four years of wartime alliance, the Kremlin
leadership was still mysterious and unknown; there were few, if any, American
agents operating in Moscow in 1946, although the Soviets had been operating in
Washington, New York, London, and Paris for thirty years. Much of the information on the Soviet Union was obtained from former German intelligence agents,
especially General Reinhard Gehlen's network.5" This was a serious shortcoming
for the United States because it helped foster and perpetuate mistrust, speculation, and misjudgment: "It was our almost total ignorance of what was going on
in the 'denied area' behind the Iron Curtain that helped create the false image
of a superpowerful Soviet Union. "-- A few well-placed sources could have helped
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penetrate this shield and see a truer picture. Vandenberg understood this fact and
labored to establish such an intelligence network. In late June, he hired George
F. Kennan, recently returned ambassador to Moscow, as a consultant for one
month. Kennan had authored the now-famous "long telegram," followed by the
"Mr X" article in Foreign Affairs that preached a policy of containment. At that
time, Kennan was considered the foremost American expert on the Soviet Union.
Vandenberg thought his expertise would "contribute immeasurably to the accuracy and adequacy" of cic reports.5 Although the first American agents to enter
the Soviet Union did not do so until after Vandenberg had left the cic, ironically,
they parachuted in from an aircraft flown by the Ninth Air Force.'
A more mundane but no less important source for piercing the dark shroud
of the Iron Curtain was American citizens abroad in business and scientific communities, and various educational and religious organizations. Vandenberg's
agents contacted these individuals upon their return to the United States from
sensitive areas and listened to their views on what they had just seen.1 In addition, he moved to use the offices of American journalists. In December 1946, Vandenberg wrote Arthur Sulzberger of the New York Times explaining the importance of the cic and asking if he and his newspaper could "render assistance in
accomplishing our assigned task."57 Sulzberger pledged his fullest support. Vandenberg was seeking access to the "For Your Information Files," confidential reports sent by reporters to the home office that discussed rumors, tips, hunches,
and unsubstantiated information not yet suitable for publication. Such information
could be a gold mine, and the DcI knew it. The requests were granted and proved
to be a valuable intelligence source. It is likely that Vandenberg made similar
"special arrangements" with the other major media organizations.'
As an increasing volume of information began to flow into the cIc, Vandenberg tackled the next obstacle: presenting the total picture. When he was G-2,
Vandenberg had begun an intelligence newsletter for major commanders around
the globe. This paper, which was prepared two or three times weekly, contained
information that might be useful to those in occupation duties or American defense. One or two pages in length, these reports warned commanders of events
such as the Soviet occupation of northern Persia or the latest developments in
Soviet military technology.TM Admiral Souers had attempted a similar report for
the president's use, but because the other intelligence agencies refused to allow
the cic to include any analysis, it became little different from the estimates it
was designed to replace. Vandenberg wanted to rectify this shortcoming, arguing
with the Navy and State Departments that if he had to obtain the approval of
everyone in each case, the NIA would become a "debating society" and nothing
would be accomplished.60 Vandenberg insisted that he, as Dci, be the arbiter in
deciding what should be included in the daily reports to President Truman, and
that it should include analysis, not merely raw intelligence. The State Department
continued to resist, but Vandenberg proceeded by his own lights; occasionally,
however, his reports included a "dissenting opinion" from Foggy Bottom.6" The
DcI also suggested a weekly summary that would deal more with long-range estimates, something not suitable for the daily reports. Once again there was opposition, but Vandenberg continued to push the idea and when President Truman in
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July 1946 asked for a CIG estimate of Soviet intentions, the opportunity was seized.
For two days, Vandenberg and his staff labored over the report that was presented
on July 26. Significantly, the study was not coordinated with the other intelligence
chiefs beforehand, causing immediate protest from State and Navy. Vandenberg
apologized and said he would try to do better in the future.6
The weekly reports were fairly short, usually two or three pages, the length
a busy chief executive could be expected to handle. It is significant that these papers were surprisingly mild in tone. Although the cold war was in its formative
stages, Vandenberg avoided the hardness that was to be prevalent in government
statements a few years hence. In August 1946, for example, he wrote that the
threats of Premier Stalin concerning Turkey and Yugoslavia were merely propaganda for internal consumption and a "war of nerves"; there was little danger of
overt aggression. In September and October 1946 and again in January 1947, Vandenberg expressed similar sentiments, discounting Soviet military action as being
caused by economic, social, and subject nationality problems. The United States
should be watchful and prepared, but there was no reason to act precipitously.'
Clandestine intelligence collection and prophetic reports were important, but
another of Vandenberg's major goals was to attain statutory status for the CIG. One
of the key issues of the immediate postwar era concerned "unification," the combination of the Army, Navy, and an independent Air Force into a single Department
of Defense. The legislative proposals for this scheme usually included provisions
for a Central Intelligence Agency that would solve Vandenberg's concerns. He was
reluctant, however, to tie his hopes for the CIG to this vehicle because unification
was a very controversial issue being fiercely resisted by the Navy. He visualized
this fight dragging on for years and thought it would be faster and easier to obtain
separate legislation for the group.61
Soon after arriving at CIG, Vandenberg was given a briefing by Lawrence R.
Houston, the group's general counsel. Houston had been working on proposed
legislation for several weeks and showed Vandenberg his efforts. They were a detailed charter that addressed all the concerns about the CIG'S structural flaws that
Souers, Vandenberg, and others had already noted. Vandenberg liked the proposal, it went even further than he had originally contemplated, and directed Houston to continue. The result was a lengthy document calling for new legislation
to include a separate budget, independent status, and the DC reporting directly
to the president and sitting on the proposed National Security Council. In fact,
after studying the question firsthand, Vandenberg arrived at conclusions similar
to those advanced by General Donovan more than two years earlier. Houston took
the draft to Clark Clifford, who was the White House representative coordinating
the proposals of the various agencies involved in the new legislation. Clifford was
surprised at Houston's submission: "I thought you were to be a small coordinating
group!" Houston said, "No, we are to be an operating agency.", Clifford promised
to study the ciG proposal carefully.
On January 23, Clifford unveiled a draft of the proposed unification legislation
that included a section on intelligence. It was a shock. The suggestions of Vandenberg and Houston had been ignored, and Clifford's proposals would leave the ciG
as weak as before. With a strong personality like Vandenberg in charge, the group
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could hold its own, barely, but anyone less dynamic needed a stronger statutory
position. That same day Vandenberg visited the White House and complained that
the proposals did not address the difficulties of finding, staffing, and responsibilities.' Once again, Vandenberg considered separate enabling legislation, but after
much thought elected to stick with the proposed National Security Act and keep
the cIG section of that act as general as possible. The unification issue would provide enough fireworks; there was no need for him to add gasoline.
It appears Vandenberg may have discussed this problem on several occasions
with his Uncle Arthur, seeking advice on the strategy that would best secure the
desired statute. Whether "Unk" could offer more than political advice to his favored nephew is unknown. The cic legislative counsel, Walter Pforzheimer, recalls that the general would often state that he had to see the senator; the two
would drive to his office, where the senator and the general would speak privately.
Pforzheimer was never told what was discussed; he wondered why Vandenberg
67
even asked him to go along.
Pforzheimer remembers Vandenberg as a tremendously forceful, dedicated,
and hard-working individual. The DCi was very informal at the office, usually wore
civilian clothes, and would often come into his staff members' offices just to chat:
"Van would walk in smiling, sit down and put his feet up on your desk and ask
what was going on." Vandenberg had an open mind on most matters and was approachable. If he thought an individual had doubts regarding a certain course,
he would sit back in his chair and ask: "You aren't really satisfied with the decision,
are you?" He wanted dialogue, not yes-men. What most impressed Pforzheimer
was Vandenberg's intellect. He never gave the impression of being a scholar, but
he was very intelligent. The first time the young lawyer had to brief his chief hc
found him sitting behind his desk reading a newspaper. Van told him to start talking. Pforzheimer did, but noticed that Van continued to read the paper, paying
little attention. When Pforzheimer finished, Van said "thanks" and the meeting
was over. Pforzheimer was irritated and left thinking, "what a lightweight." A few
days later, however, Vandenberg stopped Pforzheimer in the hall to ask some
questions regarding the previous briefing, which he quoted verbatim. After this
happened on several other occasions, Pforzheimer realized that there was far more
to the DCI than met the eye. He did not underestimate him again.' It was not
unusual for Vandenberg to employ such tactics to catch people off balance. He
would frequently feign indolence to strangers. Invariably, they would let down
their guard, confide in him, speak too freely, and attempt to take advantage. All
the while Vandenberg would sit behind his mask, watching and evaluating.
When the unification hearings began in Congress, Pforzheimer attended a
few of the sessions and was surprised at the rough handling being given the witnesses: "Congress was loaded for bear." He then went to Vandenberg and suggested that the DCO attend one of these sessions to get a sample of what would
be in store for him when it was his turn. Vandenberg thought it an excellent idea.
The two men went over to Congress the next two days; Vandenberg also noted
the treatment meted out to high-ranking generals and admirals. He returned to
his office and warned his staff to prepare his testimony very carefully. Vandenberg
then visited the office of Senator Chan Gurney, chairman of the committee he
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would testify before, asking for guidance. This was a wise move that broke the
ice.'
When he appeared before the Armed Services Committee, Vandenberg
began by assuring the senators that the pending bill would give the United States
the best intelligence system in the world, which was essential to the national security. Vandenberg reasoned that the earth had shrunk dramatically since the advent
of the atomic age-another Pearl Harbor could prove disastrous. The ad hoe apparatus formed during the war eventually provided a massive amount of raw data,
but nowhere was there an agency charged with coordinating this information. The
result was monumental waste. The war system had been only a stopgap measure;
indeed, most of the significant intelligence had been supplied by the British. In
the words usually quoted in the newspaper accounts of the hearings, Vandenberg
stated:
The United States should not ... find itself confronted with the necessity of developing its plans and policies on the basis of intelligence collected, compiled, and intercepted by some foreign government . . . the United States should never again have
to go hat in hand, begging any foreign government for the eyes-the foreign
intelligence-with which to see. We should be self-sufficient.7"
In executive session a few months later, Vandenberg returned to clear up the concerns of some lawmakers, stressing that the CIA should possess no police, subpoena, or law enforcement powers; he did not intend to contest domestic jurisdiction with the FBI. As for covert activities, the general stated that such matters
were overdramatized and exaggerated, but they were essential and he recommended that they be sanctioned.7
Vandenberg's eleven-month tenure at cic was moderately successful. The
goals he set, though sound, were not totally attainable in such a short time. It
would be more accurate to conclude that a detailed blueprint had been drawn
which other men at other times could build upon. As one reporter commented,
the intelligence system of the United States was "infantile" compared to other nations, but Vandenberg had gone a long way toward rectifying that shortcoming.
Unfortunately, the helm was surrendered to a "lackluster leader" who failed to
exploit the advantages prepared by Vandenberg." Of importance, the path staked
out in 1946 was a true one; there is no evidence of wrongdoing or extralegal activity. The scandals revealed in the seventies-the drug experiments on unsuspecting individuals, domestic spying on student radicals and dissidents, and mail
interceptions-did not begin until years after Vandenberg's departure. 37 When
asking for a "blank check in trust," he did so as one who would honor that charge.
On April 30, 1947, President Truman wrote Vandenberg that General
Eisenhower requested his return to the Army Air Forces for important duties.
He added that he regretted losing Vandenberg because his task had been "exceptionally well performed."74
Lieutenant General Ira C. Eaker, deputy commanding general of the Army
Air Forces, decided to retire in early 1947. Eaker felt that the nation was heading
into serious trouble with the Soviets, and he could be more valuable leading a
fight against their encroachments out of uniform. He also felt it necessary for the
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"older men" to step aside now that the war was over and give "new blood" a
chance to move upward. Finally, his thirty years were enough; he was tired and
wanted to go fishing.'5 The emphasis on youth was strong within the AAF. In April
1943 Arnold had written Spaatz that it was time to get rid of the older officers
who had outlived their usefulness: "It is vitally necessary that we ease out such
men and make room at the top for those more junior officers who have not been
left on the roadside by the parade." Spaatz was told to look for young men who
could "carry on after we pass out of the picture, "76 Spaatz had listened closely.
Vandenberg's prestigious and somewhat unexpected honor was a giant step upward. Admiral Leahy wrote in his diary that Vandenberg was being groomed as
Spaatz's successor. Newsweek echoed that observation, and the prophecy gained
credibility when Vandenberg received his fourth star on October 1, 1947. Such
a promotion for a man of his youth was surprising. When the war ended there
were twelve airmen who outranked him; although many of these retired, there
were still three lieutenant generals who were senior. At forty-eight he was the
second youngest American ever to reach the rank of full general; only U. S. Grant
had advanced more rapidly." Of far greater significance, Vandenberg returned to
uniform just before unification of the armed forces.

UNIFICATION
Unification of the armed forces was a bitter and laborious process. The separate cabinet departments of Navy and War had existed since the first years of the
Republic. Though attempts to achieve cooperation between the services had often
been explored, they had scant success. In 1903, the joint Board was formed,
which, although a precedent, produced few results; even in the First World War,
joint action was largely nonexistent. During the Great Depression, Congress
looked at unification as a potential economizing move, but General Douglas
MacArthur, then Army chief of staff, stated in 1932 that any such attempt would
be fraught with potential disaster, and only enemies of the United States would
welcome such an amalgamation.78 Before 1939 all the service secretaries and service chiefs opposed any form of unification.
Nevertheless, the outbreak of World War II made it apparent that the "mutual cooperation" exercised by the joint Board in the past was inadequate. Global
war against powerful enemies necessitated unity. Moreover, on a more pragmatic
note, American military leaders found themselves at a disadvantage when conferring with their British counterparts because they could not match the efficiency
of the Imperial General Staff. As a consequence, the Joint Chiefs of Staff were
formed in 1941, which allowed them to conduct business with their allies on a
more equal footing. After March 1942, the Joint Chiefs were composed of Admiral
William D. Leahy, chief of staff to the president and ranking member (although
presiding officer, he had no command authority), General George C. Marshall,
Army chief of staff, Admiral Ernest J. King, chief of naval operations, and General Henry H. Arnold, commanding general of the Army Air Forces. Although
the AAF was still a part of the Army, Arnold was given a seat on the jcs so that
he could treat with the Royal Air Force-which was an independent arm-on an
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equal basis. Even so, it was recognized that Arnold was subordinate to Marshall,
and he never publicly disagreed with his chief throughout the war."9
One of the first problems addressed by the jcs concerned unified theater
commands. The stakes were too high to allow admirals and generals to operate
autonomously, as had been the case in the past. Unified commands were established that gave one man command of all land, sea, and air forces located in his
theater of operations. Although the Pacific command structure tended to bend this
rule somewhat, the Army looked upon unified commands as an important precedent.8
In early 1943, General Marshall directed General Brehon Somervell, commander of the Army Service Forces, to explore the requirements for demobilization. Somervell's planners quickly realized that any attempt to judge the size of
a postwar army required knowledge of what character such an organization was
to take. They recommended that a single department with a joint staff from all
the services be established at the highest echelons in Washington, as well as in
the theater commands overseas. Unification was deemed necessary because the
former Joint Board system had not only been proven inadequate in wartime but,
because of the growing complexity of modern war, was also inadequate in peace.
War Department spokesmen claimed that the Navy's bureau system of organization was archaic; it perpetuated inefficiency and dissension. The tightly organized
staff system of the Army was hailed as far more conducive to the needs of modern
war. (Upon hearing this rationale, Navy Undersecretary James V. Forrestal commented sarcastically that until he could see the Army control the Corps of Engineers and General MacArthur, he would remain unimpressed.)"' Somervell's planners also believed that unification would be more economical. Although precise
figures were seldom given, it was often stated thereafter that substantial savings
of money and materiel would be saved by unification. General Spaatz said in June
1946 that the defense budget could be cut by as much as one-third."2
In addition, the Joint Chiefs had worked well together during the conflict,
but there was no legislative basis for their existence. General Arnold was particularly worried about this point because the War Powers Act and Executive Order
9o82 stated that the jcs would automatically dissolve six months after the end of
hostilities. The AAF might then lose the foot that had taken such time and labor
to put in the independence door. It should also be pointed out that, although air
leaders were firm advocates of unification, it was with the clear understanding
that unification must include an independent Air Force.'
In November 1943, General Marshall approved Somervell's study and its recommendation for a unified defense establishment. This was the first time that he
publicly backed unification. Admirals King and Leahy, however, disputed the
Army's findings. Indeed, when Marshall suggested that the Joint Chiefs of Staff
consider the matter of unification (Somervell's study was merely an internal Army
project), the Navy refused even to agree to the proposal in principle. They feared
that to charge planners with the task of studying postwar military requirements
based on the premise of a unified defense establishment was stacking the deck.
They were not convinced unification was desirable or necessary, even in theory,
and they refused to agree. The Army, on the other hand, felt such guidance was
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necessary, or else the planners' task would be too vague. Deadlock resulted, and
the jcs could only agree that the matter needed further study.84
The following year, partly under pressure from Congress, which was also exploring the issue of unification, the jcs formed a joint committee, headed by Admiral James 0. Richardson, to examine the matter of a postwar defense department. The Richardson Committee, composed of two Army and two Navy
members, submitted its report on April 11, 1945. The committee had interviewed
fifty-six high-ranking combat officers, including MacArthur, Eisenhower, Nimitz,
and Admiral William F. Halsey, all of whom supported the committee's majority
conclusions favoring a single department of the armed forces.M Nevertheless, Admirals Leahy and King repudiated these findings and refused to endorse the recommendations. On October 17, 1945, the report and the separate Navy view on
its conclusions were submitted to President Truman.
To lessen the impact of this study, Navy Secretary Forrestal asked an old
friend and business associate, Ferdinand Eberstadt, to look into the subject.
Eberstadt, whose staff was composed of young naval officers, not unpredictably
reached conclusions that were quite different from those of the Richardson Committee. He opposed unification under one head and instead called for the jcs to
continue as they had during the war. He proposed separate cabinet-level departments for sea, land, and air, a national security council, a central intelligence
agency, and a national resources board. Specifically rejected were a single defense
department, defense secretary, or military chief of staff. The Navy used these proposals as the basis for its unification position during the next two years. In the
event, its vision of the future was more accurate than that of the War Department.8'
While the jcs was wrestling with the unification question, Congress was also
studying it. In late 1945 both the House and Senate held extensive hearings and
called numerous witnesses from military and civilian life to testify. Almost without
exception all Army witnesses favored unification, with the Army Air Forces becoming independent. It appeared that an independent Air Force was an idea
whose acceptance was finally acknowledged by Army leaders. Air power had
played a major role in the war, and Arnold had worn five stars while sitting on
the Combined Chiefs of Staff. In addition, airmen like Joseph T. McNarney, Frank
Andrews, and Lewis Brereton had commanded ground forces, and their loyalty
and team spirit were appreciated. It is also possible that General Marshall, realizing the inevitability of a separate Air Force, supported the idea in the hope of
maintaining a close working relationship with air leaders. Given the intractability
of naval opposition, an ally was always welcome. 87
On the other hand, Navy witnesses at the hearings opposed both unification
and a separate air force. Those admirals who had earlier told the Richardson Committee that they favored such proposals now reversed themselves. Their reasons
were disarmingly open: they feared losing influence in a unification scheme; they
feared losing access to the president via a Navy secretary; they feared losing naval
aviation to the Air Force; and they feared losing the Marine Corps to the Army.
Admiral John Towers put the matter frankly in 1946: "I fear . . . that the Army
Air Force advocates of a separate air force have well established in mind the plan,
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upon realization of a separate service, to absorb naval aviation. Approximately 40
percent of our post-war Navy is aviation. Its loss would be completely disastrous
to the Navy. "I Another admiral said simply that naval matters were "too damned
complicated for any outsider to understand. '"
The fact that the Navy was concentrating so heavily on air power is a fascinating study in pragmatism and flexibility. For decades the Navy had been dominated
by the doctrine of Alfred Thayer Mahan and the battleship admirals who worshipped him. Most of the sea leaders of World War II were of this old guard.w
Secretary Forrestal realized, however, that the days of battleship warfare were
over, and that the Navy must concentrate on aircraft carriers that could be deployed worldwide. Naval planners called for a postwar budget that allotted 53 percent of the funds to naval air."'
It has been claimed that Forrestal's affection for aviation stemmed not from
doctrinal motives regarding the superiority of carriers over battleships, but from
practical economic considerations. The Navy had always based its budget projections, and therefore the size and composition of the fleet needed, on the strength
of its most likely enemy. In 1945 it was clear that the only potential enemy was
the Soviet Union, which had virtually no navy, so another system for determining
force size must be found. Forrestal saw that naval aviation could perform far more
missions than "control of the sea lanes." Diversification of the water role could
be translated into more ships-aircraft carriers-more personnel, and more
funds. The fundamental principle of traditional Mahanian doctrine-that ships
fight ships-was being transformed. Navy leadership was not slow to appreciate
the importance of atomic weapons, although they often claimed publicly to the
contrary, and realized that future growth was largely dependent on acquiring a
piece of the atomic pie. In 1947, the Navy began to design carriers that could
launch aircraft large enough to haul the new weapon.9
In truth, the Navy had some justification for fearing that a nascent Air Force
would have designs on its aircraft. During the House hearings of 1944, Assistant
Secretary of War for Air Robert A. Lovett had testified that he envisioned a separate Air Force that would take over all of the Navy's land-based aviation, including
that used for long-range reconnaissance, antisubmarine warfare, and the protection of shipping.' One of the more outspoken air power advocates, Lieutenant
General Jimmy Doolittle, told Congress in 1945 that the battleship was obsolete
and the aircraft carrier was becoming so: "The carrier has two attributes. One attribute is that it can move about; the other is that it can be sunk. "94General Spaatz
was equally indiscreet: "Why should we have a Navy at all? . . . There are no
enemies for it to fight except apparently the Army Air Force. . . . The only reason

for us to have a Navy is just because someone else has a Navy and we certainly
do not need to waste money on that. "9 Perhaps the most tactless outburst was
made by Brigadier General Frank Armstrong.
You gentlemen had better understand that the Army Air Force is tired of being a subordinate outfit. It was a predominant force during the war, and it is going to be a predominant force during the peace, and you might as well make up your minds whether
you like it or not, and we do not care whether you like it or not. The Army Air Force
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is going to run the show. You, the Navy, are not going to have anything but a couple
of carriers which are ineffective anyway, and they will probably be sunk in the first
battle.*
The Marine Corps was as fearful about the designs of the Army and Air Force
as were the naval aviators. Many, including Eisenhower, made no secret of their
opinion that the Marines had grown too large and had become a "second army,"
complete with their own tanks, artillery, and air support. When it was noted that
the Corps had the special mission of amphibious operations, soldiers retorted that
Normandy was the greatest such exercise in history and no Marines had taken
part. Once again Spaatz was blunt; there need only be enough Marines to guard
ships, wave visitors through the gates of Navy shore installations, and protect
American embassies in foreign countries." General Arnold had accentuated these
fears when he called for the "ruthless elimination of all arms, branches, services,
weapons, equipment or ideas whose retention might be indicated only by tradition, sentiment or sheer inertia. "I It is not difficult to recognize at whom his attack was directed.
The aim of Navy and Marine Corps leadership was to maintain their primacy
as the first line of defense, using new weapons, but without the constraints of a
unification scheme. With such luminaries as Admirals Leahy, King, Nimitz, and
Halsey, as well as Navy Secretary Forrestal, testifying strongly in Congress against
all unification proposals, matters were delayed for two years.' President Truman's
patience wore thin; in early 1947 he directed the services to reach agreement,
or he would reach it for them. Although President Roosevelt had never taken a
public stance on unification, Truman had long held the belief that military reorganization was necessary: "One of the strongest convictions which I brought to the
Presidency was that the antiquated defense setup had to be reorganized quickly
as a step towards insuring our future safety and preserving world peace. "1' One
observer wryly noted: "When Mr. Roosevelt, an ardent collector of ship models
and Assistant Secretary of the Navy from 1913 to 1920, died and his place taken
by Mr. Truman, the commander in 1918 of Battery D, the time had obviously
come. "101
In an effort to comply with the president's wishes and resolve differences,
the Army appointed Major General Lauris Norstad to work with Vice Admiral
Forrest Sherman to seek compromise. After many months of difficult work, an
acceptable middle ground was discovered. On January 16, 1947, the two men
wrote the president that they had "reached agreement on all aspects of the unification problem. "'2 The breakthrough occurred when the Army agreed to Navy demands that there not be a single military department, but instead three equal cabinet level divisions for the Army, Navy, and Air Force. The Navy feared that a
single service secretary would deny them ready access to the president and Congress, but the compromise solution removed this fear. In addition, the Army
dropped demands for a chairman of the Joint Chiefs who would be the ranking
military man and advisor to the president. To many, this proposal smacked of a
"man on horseback. ""3 (When passed, the National Security Act provided for a
chief of staff to the president-the position held by Admiral Leahy-but he pos-
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sessed little real power and was far removed from what the Army had desired.)
Congressional climate regarding the proposed legislation was favorable to the
Navy. The chairman of the newly formed House Armed Services Committee was
Carl Vinson, former chairman of the defunct Naval Affairs Committee. Vinson was
0
a long-standing friend of the Navy and could be expected to protect its interests. 14
Perhaps realizing this, the Army-and especially members of the Army Air
Forces-attempted to sway congressional opinion to their point of view. Extensive
lobbying was done by the War Department, even to the extent of sending each
congressman a copy of William Bradford Huie's book, The Case Against the Admirals, a blatant anti-Navy diatribe."l
Even aside from such machinations, the legislation might not have passed
had it not been for Forrestal. Sensing that opposition to unification was no longer
conducive to Navy interests, he threw his support behind the proposed bill. His
action took the last ounce of steam out of the senior admirals still opposed to reorganization.t
Vandenberg's feelings about unification echoed those of his fellow airmen; to
him it was a logical evolution. In December 1945, he stated that a unified command like that in Europe, coupled with a separate air arm, was essential to avoid
the "bickering, compromise, delay and waste that comes from disunity at the top."
He believed that unification was a "practical and economical way of safe-guarding
the taxpayers' money." He did not think that either the Army or the Navy would
"lose its identification." He stated on numerous occasions that the Air Force had
no intention of absorbing naval aviation.'0 7 Realizing the necessity of making a
strong alliance with the Army, Vandenberg wrote Norstad that the time was "peculiarly appropriate" to brief the new chief of staff (Eisenhower) on the goals of
air leaders so that he would be on "our side. "'o Such precautions were probably
unnecessary. Eisenhower was a staunch supporter of unification and air power,
lending his considerable prestige to the issue early on.
Vandenberg played a more direct role after returning to uniform in May 1947
following his year at the CIG. As Spaatz's deputy, he worked closely with his Army
counterpart, Lieutenant General J. Lawton Collins, to facilitate a smooth transfer
to independence. The main issues to be settled concerned the service and supply
personnel. The Air Force needed a large number of these people in order to function effectively, and the generals had to decide how many would be transferred
to the Air Force. Vandenberg and Collins attempted to resolve all such difficulties
rather than submit them to the Eisenhower/Spaatz level for decision. In this they
were largely successful. Their relations were so effective and amiable that complete agreement was reached on over two hundred basic items in a matter of
weeks. President Truman was greatly impressed and termed the relationship a
"record of cooperation." It was one of the few times he could pay such a compliment. "
On July 26, 1947, the National Security Act became law. The act was a compromise and none of the services was completely happy; it provided for a federation, not a unification. There were to be three separate executive
"departments"-Army, Navy, and Air Force-administered by a National Military "Establishment," The Secretary of Defense had an "office," but no staff to
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assist him. Moreover, the service secretaries were granted the express right to
go over his head to the president if they so wished. General Eisenhower remarked
that under such a setup the Defense secretary was "nothing more than a damned
switchboard operator." The secretary did not "administer" the establishment, he
"coordinated" it."I This distinction, administration versus coordination, was seen
by the first Air Force secretary, Stuart Symington, as one of the National Security
Act's greatest weaknesses. Symington was an old colleague of Forrestal, and the
two argued a great deal over the new establishment and the defense secretary's
role. Symington foresaw that a weak administrator was worse than none at all;
Forrestal disagreed. After his years of experience with the Navy, Forrestal was
conditioned to fear the specter of a powerful secretary. He would soon change
his mind."'
President Truman offered the mantle of defense secretary to Robert Patterson
of the War Department, but when he turned it down for personal reasons, the
job was accepted by Forrestal. " The last safeguard to Navy interests thus seemed
to click into place. Although strenuous efforts had prevented the complete merger
preferred by the War Department, there was no cause for rejoicing among the
admirals. Unification, however limited, had indeed taken place against naval opposition. Moreover, the vociferous and proselytizing Air Force had gained separate status, anathema to the seamen. Finally, and most important of all, the crucial
issue of specific roles and missions assigned to each service was not spelled out
in the National Security Act. The president intended to address that thorny problem in an executive order, reasoning that the commander in chief should make
such decisions, not Congress: in that the legislative branch did not command military forces, it should not attempt to write specific functions into law. But an executive order can easily be changed by another executive order, and it was the questhat would serve as the fuel for interservice rivalry in
tion of roles and missions
3
the following years."

We do not want war any more than the
West does, but we are less interested in
peace than the West, and therein lies the
strength of our position.
Joseph Stalin

If you aren't fired with enthusiasm, you'll
be fired with enthusiasm.
Vince Lombardi

THE MAN
One of the remarkable aspects of Hoyt Vandenberg in 1948 was the image
he presented to his contemporaries and the news media; almost without exception
they remarked on his youth, vigor, and good looks. One aide from the cic recalled
that when Vandenberg walked past, the secretaries would "swoon." He once saw
Van at a Washington Senators baseball game with Lauris Norstad and Air Force
Secretary Stuart Symington: "You never saw such pulchritude! The women were
falling all over themselves trying to get a look at them."' Another aide recalled
that the Chief was so handsome and "debonair" that when he walked the halls
of the Pentagon, the secretaries would hurry out of their offices just to watch him
pass. Another said simply that he was the best-looking man in American public
life. Marilyn Monroe named him as one of the three men with whom she would
most like to be stranded on a desert island; the others were Joe Dimaggio andAlbert Einstein.'
When the Air Force became independent, Vandenberg personally took a
major role in designing a uniform for the new service. He decided upon a blue
suit with silver buttons. Upon receiving the first models, Vandenberg and Norstad
visited the White House to sell the president. Truman was favorably impressed
and told the generals now to convince Congress. Vandenberg had an idea. Remembering an officer who had been in the Ninth Air Force and whose size and
build were similar to his own, Vandenberg called Colonel Richard Sims to his office. The confused and anxious Sims arrived to find the chief of staff looking at
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the new uniforms. Vandenberg told him to put on the one with the eagle insignia.
Vandenberg himself donned the garb of a sergeant. He then handed the befuddled
colonel a copy of a speech he had written that was to be read to Congress. Sergeant Vandenberg then opened the door for the colonel and announced it was time
to go. Walking one step behind and to the left and opening doors for his superior
as he went, the sergeant escorted the colonel to the Senate Armed Services Committee. Sims read his prepared address that talked of the new uniform and took
pains to point out that the new officer dress was nearly identical to that of the
enlisted men. He then turned and announced that he wished to introduce the
enlisted garb, presently being worn by Air Force Chief Hoyt S. Vandenberg.
There was a stunned silence in the room and then pandemonium broke loose.
The senators rose to their feet and began cheering. The new uniforms
were ap3
proved and Vandenberg solidified his relations with Congress.
When the uniform was issued to everyone, Vandenberg demanded that it be
worn properly. One of his techniques was to stop an Air Force officer who was
wearing his hat with the stiffening grommet removed (thus affecting a "5o-mission
crush" reminiscent of World War II), ask to see the hat, and then throw it in the
trash. He reasoned that the news media tended to look down on the Air Force
as consisting of immature "wild-blue-yonder boys." If the airmen wished to be
treated like professionals, then they would have to look the part.' Vandenberg well
understood the benefits of a supportive news media.
Vandenberg at forty-eight was six feet tall, weighed 165 pounds, and had a
thirty-inch waist. He still played golf regularly and shot in the low eighties. Whenever an old friend was in town Van tried to break away for a round at "Burning
Tree." He was good enough, and popular enough, to play in the National Celebrities Golf Tournament with Bob Hope, Bing Crosby, Ben Hogan, and Sam Sneed.
When he drank liquor it was Scotch (Haig and Haig), martinis, or Mexican beer,
though still not to excess. At home he preferred tea. He enjoyed fine clothes and
was an excellent, though conservative dresser. On the links, however, he displayed a certain panache, wearing shorts and outlandish shirts-it was rumored
that he bought them from the same tailor that served President Truman. He
smoked continuously-Chesterfields, Cuban cigars, and a pipe-although he resolved to quit every January, and usually did for thirty days or so. As noted earlier,
he also liked fancy cars, and drove a posh, custom-made Cadillac.
The general was a Bing Crosby fan and loved to dance, as did Glad. He loved
to sing, but could not carry a tune in a bucket. He was still shy, especially with
strangers, even though his ready smile made him seem approachable and friendly.
As one friend remarked: "It is easy to get acquainted with Van, but hard to know
him well. Most people never really figure him out." Vandenberg had many acquaintances but few close friends. He preferred to keep people at arms' length.
Perhaps all the friends he had lost in peace and war, beginning with Jerry Rusk
in 1923, had hardened him. He confided in no one but Glad. He was consistently
described as shy, polite, and proper: "Can he help it if he is tall and handsome,
polite as a small boy at his first party and looks like Joe College?"' In fact, his
politeness could be a problem. Sandy remembered that while he was washing the
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car one day his father arrived home in a black mood and stormed into the house.
Sandy looked to his dad's driver for an explanation. The story was told with a
barely concealed grin. A young captain in the chiefs office had asked for several
autographed photos for friends and family. Van obliged. Later it was discovered
that the young man was a homosexual and had indeed sent many photos to his
friends. As FBI agents tracked down his illicit contacts they began discovering
numerous photographs of the chief signed, "with my sincere best wishes."'
Van still considered himself a good pilot and insisted on flying; his personal
aircraft was a converted B-17 that he flew himself, commenting: "Most of the strategic mistakes of the German Air Force were made by generals who no longer
knew the air." During the war he was selected by a women's magazine as "Mr.
America"; in 1948 Vandenberg crowned the Shenandoah Apple Blossom Festival
Queen; he presented the Walter Camp Memorial Trophy for the Touchdown Club
to Notre Dame All-American quarterback Johnny Lujack; and in December 1949
he appeared on the cover of Life magazine modeling sports clothes. Though such
distinctions would seem incongruous for a general officer today, he was the perfect
choice at that time: "At 49, he looked like a college senior playing the last act
in 'Cavalcade.' His handsome face was unlined, his grey-blue eyes were sharp and
piercing, and his hair was touched with proper streaks of distinguished grey at
the temples."'" Even General Omar Bradley, soon to be chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, was impressed: "Van was as handsome as a movie star and cool
as a cucumber.'"8 Contemporary photographs bear out such descriptions.
When Vandenberg returned home from the war, Glad and the children were
still living in the apartment on Cathedral Avenue. Van looked around and said
they had been living there since he was a captain; now he was a lieutenant general
and it was time to move on base at Bolling Field. Sandy objected. He did not
want to spend his senior year at Anacostia High School. Dad said no problem,
he would take care of that; he would have someone pick Sandy up every morning
and take him to school, then bring him home every afternoon. Sandy liked that
idea, although he later would trade the staff car for a jeep. His friends at school
were much impressed. When chosen as vice chief, the family moved again, to
quarters at Fort Myer."
The Vandenbergs seldom went to the theater on post because it had a special
row reserved for them. This was so embarrassing to the general he refused to go.
Instead, the latest movies were borrowed and shown at home. He liked stories
where strong-willed men overcame strong-willed women. He did not like sad
movies, and whenever a film started to become melancholy, he would leave the
room and pick up a book. His favorites were westerns, which he read by the bagful, but also science fiction and Dick Tracy. He also enjoyed crossword puzzleshe and Glad would race to see who finished first. After the war he temporarily
became a photography buff. Poker and gin rummy were still his favorite card
games.
It was somewhat difficult for Glad and Van to readjust to each other in 1945.
While he had been in Europe becoming a hero, she had been plodding along,
keeping her family together, raising two teenagers and running the household.
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Glad had become used to being independent and there was some tension when
Van returned home in glory. Theirs was certainly not an uncommon problem; tens
of thousands of other couples experienced similar troubles. Van and Glad worked
through them the way they had their previous problems-long talks and love.
Nonetheless, Glad was not quite the same thereafter. She too had matured greatly
during the war and had become her own woman. Like her husband, she did not
suffer fools gladly and once even asked one of Van's aides to deliver an order to
the officers' wives concerning a project she had in mind. The aide was taken aback,
saying that he could not. "Van has charge of the men, why don't I have charge
of the women? He issues orders to the men; why can't I issue orders to the
women?"' She was a formidable woman, but Van remained devoted to her, deferring to her judgment, heeding her advice, and showering her with affection.
When Glad fell and broke her arm in 1950, Van bought her a mink coat, prompting
the remark: "I can't wait till I break a legl!""
Vandenberg still remained surprisingly free of vices. The pressures and temptations that so often inflict men of his position and power were absent. A flaw
in this image was his opinion of blacks. During the war he had been negatively
impressed by the performance of the all-black 322nd Fighter Group. In a memorandum to General Arnold in October 1945, Vandenberg maintained that it had
been more difficult to train Negroes owing to their "lower than average intelligence." Moreover, after being activated for combat, the group had scored only
one-third as many aerial victories as the remaining three fighter groups (all-white)
in the parent wing. He concluded heavily:
Due to lower average intelligence, the demonstrated lack of leadership, general poor
health, and extremely high elimination rate in training, it is far more expensive to
train Negro officer personnel than white. Also statistics indicate that the end product
obtained in Negro training is much less efficient than that obtained in white ...
[therefore] further training of Negro personnel cannot be economically justified."a
A colleague from the war years also relates the rather astounding story that
Vandenberg so believed in the inherent inferiority of blacks as combat pilots that
he went for an afternoon drive in Washington, D.C., to prove his point. Vandenberg drove about until he spotted a black behind the wheel of an automobile; he
would then head straight at him. Inevitably the black would give way first-no
aggressiveness or determination--QED. " This tale, though perhaps apocryphal,
is not totally at variance with Vandenberg's written remarks to Arnold. It was not
that he was overtly or viciously racist, but rather that he sincerely believed the
black was deficient as a combat officer. It is important to note that this prejudice
was shared by most high-ranking officers in the services at that time." It is therefore characteristic and to his credit that when President Truman in 1948 directed
the services to integrate, Vandenberg complied unreservedly. Once again realizing that there were areas in which he was inexpert or uninformed, he chose a
man, Lieutenant General Idwal D. Edwards, who wholeheartedly and enthusiastically supported the president's policy. Though there was resistance to change
by some, Vandenberg made it clear to all his commanders that anything less than
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full cooperation and compliance were unacceptable. This directive was so unequivocal that the Air Force achieved total integration in 1949--the first service
to do so."
At home, Vandenberg had changed little. He still had an aversion for household chores, though his rank now gave him an excuse to avoid such things more
honorably. Van had a sweet tooth, and would often bake a cherry pie in the evenings, which he was occasionally known to share with his family. He enjoyed arguing with his children at the dinner table and would often deliberately provoke
them to express their thoughts and feelings, training them to think logically and
systematically. Father had other peculiar ways of making people think.
Sandy had a problem late one night that he simply had to discuss with his
dad. Waking him up, Sandy said he needed to talk. Dad asked: "Now?" Yes, it
was important. Both men trundled down the hall in their pajamas to Sandy's room
and sat cross-legged on the bed facing each other. Sandy had fallen into something
less than love with a neighbor girl who came from an extremely wealthy family.
She was beginning to talk of marriage. Although he did not feel a similar emotion,
the monetary aspects appeared promising. He asked: "Dad, can a guy marry just
for money?" Father stared at him thoughtfully and said, "Sure." Sandy, taken
aback, queried: "He can?!" Father unblinkingly responded again: "Sure. Any
other questions, son?" Crushed, Sandy muttered he thought not. "OK. Good
night, son." Having expected a long-winded philosophical discourse on love and
marriage and receiving a shock instead, Sandy sat there for the rest of the night
thinking things out for himself. He decided against matrimony.'"
Van hated cats but loved dogs. During the war he had been given a handsome, buff-colored bulldog puppy by Prime Minister Churchill, appropriately
named "Winston of Alderhouse." Nicknamed "Alfie," the pup would often fly with
Van or ride with him in the front seat of his jeep. He had free run of Ninth headquarters and was often seen chewing on furniture legs. Unfortunately, the mutt
had been so spoiled overseas that he returned to America with no manners whatsoever. Glad threw him out.' 7
As a father Van seemed closer to Gloria than to his son. When Sandy graduated from high school, his parents had already made plans for the evening and
did not attend the ceremony; Gloria went instead. The young man was deeply
hurt by this rejection, but it appears that his father realized his error and tried
to make amends thereafter.
Even though Van had not been happy at West Point, it was still his strong
desire that Sandy go there as well. During the war he wrote his son, chiding him
for his poor performance in school, noting that he too had been a lazy student,
but it was a fault that had to be overcome. He would correct Sandy's letters for
punctuation and spelling, which Van thought were "stinko," and warned that
Sandy would have to shape up if he wanted an appointment to the Academy.
Sandy did improve and did enter West Point in 1947, but he was unhappy. One
day he called his father and told him he wanted to resign. Van told him to hang
on, he would fly up there shortly. Wearing civilian clothes and notifying only the
Academy superintendent that he was on post, Van met Sandy at the cadet library
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to talk. Everything was wrong-the plebe system, the Mickey Mouse discipline,
the academics--everything. He just wanted to quit and come home. Dad listened
quietly and said: "O.K., go pack your suitcase and fly back with me." Sandy was
startled: "Well, dad, I'll have to out-process. It will probably take a couple of
weeks."
"No problem, I'll take care of all that, just go grab your toothbrush."
"Well, now, wait a second, dad. I have to see some of my buddies, and-well,
get ready."
"Oh, well, Sandy, let me know when you're ready, in a few weeks or so,
and I'll come back and get you." 8
Sandy, of course, did not resign, even enjoyed the Academy, and did wellfar better than his father had many years before. On one occasion, however, the
cadet was having difficulty with calculus and feared he would have to forego
Christmas vacation so he could study. Upon hearing this the chief offered to fly
up to West Point, move in with his son, and help him with his calculus. Based
on the elder Vandenberg's cadet academic record, one wonders what possible help
he could have provided. But it was a nice thought. Over Christmas leave another
year, Sandy and a classmate, Myron Slatter, were visiting in Washington, and
when it was time to leave, Sandy announced he would have to get going: it was
a long train ride back to the Point. "No problem, son, I'll fly you both back. We'll
land at Stewart Field, only take us an hour." The two cadets settled back and
relaxed. A few hours later the three men headed out to Andrews where the chiefs
B-17 and its crew were waiting for them. En route the weather became extremely
rough; Myron became violently airsick. Struggling forward to the cockpit, Sandy
saw his father behind the yoke, arms outstretched, body taut, his brow heavy with
perspiration; the aircraft pitched about as lightning flashed and hail beat against
the windscreen. "No problem, son, just a little weather; we'll be through it soon."
After what seemed an interminable period the aircraft landed, and there was a
staff car waiting for the still-shaking cadets. Father said: "Good-bye, good luck,
this car will take you back to West Point." Back to West Point?l Unfortunately,
Stewart Field was socked in; they were forced to land at Mitchel Field at the
southern tip of Long Island. It was about a three-hour drive up to West Point.
Sandy and Myron were of course late, were written up, and had to serve punishments. Van wrote his parents breezily that poor Sandy had gotten into trouble
again. Can't budget his time. Was late getting back to school after Christmas
leave. Gonna have to learn. When appearing before the Battalion Disciplinary
Board to receive his "award," Sandy was subjected to a long harangue by an infantry major who admonished him sternly: "Based on my experience in World War
II, one should never rely on Air Force aircraft; they are never on timel"''
In the summer of 1949 when the chief decided to visit Europe to relive memories and renew acquaintances from his war years, he asked his son to go along.
While staying in London's Columbia Hotel, Sandy amused himself by making
water bombs, which he dropped on unsuspecting passersby from his seventh-floor
window. His father saw him and asked sternly what he was up to. Upon hearing,
a slow smile broke across the chiefs face, and he asked if he might have a go.
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It was great fun. Later, the travelers arrived in Paris and one evening the old
comrades were having a particularly good time in the bar, so Sandy went to bed.
Well after midnight, he was roused by the chief, looking for more francs; it was
his round and he was broke. It was noted that the old man's voice was a bit huskier
and his moves somewhat more deliberate than normal.20
In 1951, Sandy graduated from West Point and reminded his father that a
new car had been promised in reward for the momentous event. The two men
flew to Detroit, bought a new Oldsmobile, and then drove it back to Washington.
For fifteen hours father and son were alone together to talk. It was an experience
to be cherished. Only a year later Lieutenant Vandenberg's new auto was struck
head-on by a drunk driver, and Sandy spent eleven months in bed. The chief had
his son moved to Walter Reed Hospital in Washington, where he visited him three
times a week. They would talk and play checkers; a flask was usually smuggled
in, and the two would get "jolly.'"21 It is an old proverb: when your son grows
up, treat him like your brother.

THE CHIEF
After forty years, the Air Force was independent; General Carl Spaatz was
the first chief of staff and Vandenberg his vice chief. But Spaatz was tired, and
with the great battles of the war and unification now behind, the mundane rebuilding of the Air Force was too much effort. During his last months in uniform,
matters seemed to drift. It was time to go, but who would be the successor? Joseph
McNarney, George Marshall's deputy during the war and then Eisenhower's successor as commander of the ETO, was still the ranking general. His prestigious
position and reputation within the Army was, however, a two-edged sword-he
had been away from his service for too long. There were rumors that Arnold did
not like McNarney, thinking him insufficiently air-minded. After the war, Arnold
did not want McNarney on his staff, and so McNarney served as the occupation
commander in Germany and then as a United Nations advisor. George Kenney
also had seniority, but he too was suspect. In fact, both McNarney and Kenney
outranked Spaatz and far outranked Van, but Vandenberg was to be chosen. Why?
Lauris Norstad maintained that it was owing to his close relationship with
Spaatz that went back a dozen years; Van was known and trusted. Laurence Kuter
thought there was no clear front-runner, but Van seemed the reasonable and natural choice. Robert Lee believed that younger men were needed. The Air Force
was new; it needed new ideas and new leaders. Laurence Craigie said it was simply a question of ability; his old friend had excelled in every job given to him.Y
There is no question Vandenberg wanted the position. One associate commented
that he had been "running for chief since the war ended."24 It will be remembered
that his predecessor at the Cic also noted that desire. Vandenberg himself told
an associate that as a student at the Army War College he had heard several highranking generals speak and realized he was as competent as they; he too could
become a general, and was spurred to achieve that amnbition.n
There were, however, rumors concerning Vandenberg's selection, and the
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most prevalent dealt with the role of his Uncle Arthur, who had become a powerful force in American politics. Neither the senator nor the general trumpeted their
relationship publicly because they realized that too close an association was inadvisable. In a letter to columnist Walter Lippmann, Arthur explained:
I could very easily embarrass my distinguished nephew in his work-just as he
could easily embarrass me in mine-if we did not both scrupulously avoid a "family
pipeline." As result, we have also rather amazingly avoided any public criticisms about
"too many Vandenbergs" in high place. Such criticism-warped by unfriendly
motives--could easily impair the efficiency of both of us.6
Even so, the two men were very close. Hoyt and his family often visited
"Unk" at the Wardman Park Hotel in Washington, using the underground entrance to avoid notice. Usually Glad and the children would remain in the front
room while the men went to the kitchen "to discuss politics." The subject of these
conversations can only be guessed, but foreign policy was certainly an issue. Senator Vandenberg later said that it was the arguments of his nephew that finally
coaxed him from his isolationist shell into supporting the United Nations and
North Atlantic Treaty Organization. 7 It also seems apparent that Arthur was very
fond of his nephew and treated him like a surrogate son, perhaps because of his
disappointment over his own son. He wanted Hoyt to succeed and was justifiably
proud when he did.2
The question of the senator's influence on the general's career is a difficult
one, and much must be inferred. Certainly, Arthur's political connections had obtained Hoyt an appointment to West Point in 1919, giving an advantageous start
to his military career, but for the following decade there was little contact between
the two men. Arthur entered the Senate in 1928, but bearing in mind that he
was a conservative Republican and an isolationist, it can hardly be claimed that
he helped his nephew during the 193os. In fact, the reverse may have been the
case, and Arthur hoped that he was not a hindrance to Hoyt's military career.
(As mentioned previously, there were some who thought that Hoyt had been
passed over for promotion to brigadier general in 1942 because of his name.) During the war it is clear that the younger Vandenberg rose on his own meritGenerals Marshall, Eisenhower, Arnold, and Spaatz pushed for his advancement,
not politicians. The crucial period thus becomes the three years following the war.
Arthur Vandenberg was one of the main architects of the bipartisan foreign
policy, which ensured President Truman of Republican support in his diplomatic
efforts. From his position on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Vandenberg was frequently touted as presidential timber for 1948. Consequently, skeptics opined that a deal of some sort had been struck between the White House
and the Vandenbergs: Arthur traded his support in foreign policy for his nephew's
career. Air Force Secretary Stuart Symington rejects this as slander; President
Truman and the Vandenbergs were not made of such stuff, and vigorously maintains that Hoyt Vandenberg was selected for chief of staff because he was the best
man available. Symington relates that Spaatz came to his office and announced
that he was planning to retire and it was time to choose a replacement; he had
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two men in mind, McNarney and Vandenberg. Symington, replying that such operational matters were out of his line, suggested they talk to General Eisenhower,
Army chief of staff. When asked his opinion, Eisenhower responded that the
"combat man" (Vandenberg) should get the job.' Spaatz said later that he chose
Vandenberg because he trusted him and because his broad experience gave him
the best overall understanding of the Air Force and its mission.' This is cogent
logic. Vandenberg had served in numerous positions on the Air Staff before, during, and after the war; he had held various responsibilities in several combat commands; and he had been War Department G-2 and then DCI. These experiences,
plus his political acumen and diplomatic skills, gave Vandenberg a breadth of
knowledge unsurpassed by any other airman. To believe a conscious plan existed
to maneuver Hoyt Vandenberg into the position of chief with the connivance of
his uncle suggests that he did not deserve the post and that someone better qualified was deliberately bypassed. This in turn would lead to the conclusion that
Spaatz, Eisenhower, Leahy, Symington, Forrestal, and Truman-the men responsible for deciding the matter-were all more concerned with politics than
with the nation's best interests. That idea is not credible.
Although there was unquestionably a certain amount of prestige involved in
being the nephew of a senator-one photograph shows Lieutenant Vandenberg
in Hawaii with his uncle and a two-star admiral; when the senator visited he had
to be entertained, and his nephew as well-it is perhaps fair to conclude that the
senator had a neutral, or perhaps even negative impact, on his nephew's career
until 1945. By then, Hoyt's reputation was so well established he needed no assistance, but the political connection with Arthur may then have had an unconscious
or subliminal influence on the Army and AAF hierarchy, which recognized that
such an affiliation could be an asset to the Air Force. Even so, such arguments
would have more weight either if Arthur had been a Democrat. Indeed, Arthur
had alienated the Thomas Dewey supporters within the GOp by making it apparent
that he favored an Eisenhower candidacy. 3" But Dewey was the Republican nominee in 1948, and if Dewey had a favorite airman, it was General George Kenney.
There were some in uniform who expressed concern over Vandenberg's appointment. First, his youth troubled some of the older men. Lieutenant General
Ennis Whitehead, commander of the Far East Air Forces, wrote his old friend
George Kenney relating the discontent over how senior officers were being
treated: "The Air Corps and the spirit thereof which we knew and worked for
for years is no longer in existence. .

.

. I mean the fact that the effect of the present

handling of Senior officers and constant maneuvering to get them out of the way
has resulted in a spirit that penetrates down through all ranks of officers."3 2 Realizing this, Vandenberg consciously tried to treat the Old Guard with deference. For
example, to fill the position of vice chief of staff he chose Muir "Santy" Fairchild,
commander of the Air University, who was five years his senior and a member
of the Old Guard. Fairchild was jumped from two stars to four and brought to
Washington. As usual, Vandenberg's conciliatory personality had positive results.
General Kenney, disappointed that he had been rejected for the position of chief,
wrote Vandenberg that he had expected the job himself, but knew the Air Force
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was in good hands: "After all, that is what both of us are really concerned over."
Kenney then assured him of "personal loyalty and utmost cooperation for the hard
work that seems to be facing us."-"
Second, Vandenberg was viewed by some as too mild and agreeable; it was
feared the Navy and Army would be able to manipulate the new Air Force. General LeMay, for example, thought the new chief "lacked personal force" and would
fall easy prey to the admirals.3 Events would prove, however, that although pleasant and friendly most of the time, Vandenberg was also an "icy sonovabitch to
whom friendship meant nothing when the chips are down." It was noted that
when discussing serious matters he had a smile of steel; when you saw it, you
knew the hatchet was about to fall. Nevertheless, on several occasions in the years
ahead he would be required to relieve commanders-old friends-who were not
measuring up, and that was difficult. General Norstad recalled that one man in
particular who had to go was too close; Van simply could not tell him personally,
so he asked Norstad to break the news in his stead. Although a weakness for a
man in his position, it also demonstrates Vandenberg's compassion, but more importantly, reveals a strength. The man was relieved; the alternative, too often
taken by lesser leaders, would have been to work around the individual, provide
an alternative power source, cover for him. Because Vandenberg knew such actions were counterproductive, he took steps to ensure the right thing was done,
even on those few occasions when he was unable to do it himself.3 3
Other critics claimed the new chief was a "lightweight" and pointed to his
behavior at press conferences and congressional hearings, when he would often
sit "dreamlike, chewing absently on a cigar, until someone asks him a question."
One colonel recalled being summoned to brief the joint chiefs on a certain issue.
He noted that Bradley, Collins, and Admiral Denfeld were sitting at the table
erect, attentive, and bemedaled, while Vandenberg was leaning back, coat off,
legs stretched out straight in front of him, staring at the ceiling. The colonel
thought his behavior rude and complacent. Apparently, the other chiefs were
used to it.' Major General Donald Wilson believed that Vandenberg was not a
"top-notch efficient officer." He was likeable and had a pleasing personality,
but
"he didn't begin to measure up to the bright boys. '' This "intellectual lightweight" charge has been refuted by those who worked most closely with him.
General Norstad and others have said that, although not a "philosophizer," he
was an extremely intelligent man who would concentrate intensely on problems
until he devised a solution. He had a great deal of very uncommon common sense.
He was consistent, logical, had an unusual ability to go to the heart of a problem,
and was extremely persuasive in discussion.'
His Army and Navy colleagues found him a formidable adversary, but they
also thought him professional and dignified. He did not become vindictive or
petty; Vandenberg remained above the name calling and mudslinging rife among
the services. Spaatz later said that this was one of his greatest strengths; he refused to become emotionally involved in key issues, and he did not make enemies.
Members of the news media noticed this trait quickly, commenting that whereas
Arnold and Spaatz had approached the fourth estate with an air of belligerency,
Vandenberg was always smooth and friendly. Walter Cronkite later commented
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that, "of all the generals, Hoyt Vandenberg certainly was among the warmest in
his relations with the press. He would brief one or a dozen of us, and I always
felt we got the straight scoop from him. "39
Vandenberg had remarkable self-control and seldom lost his temper. When
angry, he did not raise his voice, but merely grew more quiet, and his jaws tightened. When contemporaries were asked if they had ever seen Vandenberg angry
or lose his temper, all save one said no. General Robert Lee was the dissenter.
He remembered accompanying the chief to a series of meetings in the Pentagon.
Unfortunately, there was a scheduling conflict; Van was expected in a jcs meeting
at the same time he was to meet with Defense Secretary Lovett. Van told Lee
to attend the jcs meeting in his stead. Lee said he could not; he had another briefing that required his presence. Vandenberg stopped dead in his tracks, wheeled
on Lee and said in a voice barely above a whisper: "Bob, why can't you get yourself
organized!" then stalked off.40
Finally, there were those who worried about his possible preference for tactical air power. In fact,Vandenberg's five-year tenure as chief saw bombardment,
in the form of SAC, become the dominant military force in the nation. Some would
even claim that he favored bombers too much, that close air support dangerously
atrophied during his tour. This was to become a controversial issue in 1949, and
the Korean War would show whether or not such a charge was accurate. 4'
When it was announced that Vandenberg was to be the new chief of staff,
there were dozens of congratulatory letters that flowed into his office, but none
was more warm and welcome than that from General Hap Arnold.
We have seen you handle responsibility, and know your ability "to get the job done."
...From my experience I believe you will come to know that the challenge of your
position is too big to permit you to have "goals," as such: You will find you are able
to have new vistas, only--from different viewpoints; new horizons, from different directions; for the inherent challenge of Air Power is as limitless as man's imagination
itself. So don't let the few snags you may run into from time to time discourage you,
nor lessen your enthusiasm."
Two months later the new chief encountered his first "snag."

BERLIN
America found itself in a major cold war crisis in 1948 over Berlin, where
tensions with the Soviets had been increasing for some time. The American military governor in Germany was General Lucius D. Clay, a stately and distinguished southern gentleman who was the son of a Georgia senator and direct descendant of the famous orator. On March 5, 1948, he sent a startling cable to
Washington stating that he had felt previously that war with the Soviets was unlikely for "at least ten years," but had changed his mind because of various intangible impressions and now believed that war could come with "dramatic suddenness."''3 At the same time, Admiral Leahy noted in his diary that unconfirmed
reports indicated that the Soviet Union was making preparations for a move into
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Europe within three months."4 The Czechoslovakian coup had occurred the previous month, and the tension was palpable. Although the CIA reported that war was
"unlikely in the next sixty days," the Air Force refused to concur in the estimate,
murmuring that the situation was not stable. The CIA did, however, predict the
Soviets might blockade Berlin in an attempt to isolate the Allied forces there.4
These fears gained credence when the Soviets began tightening the screws
on West Berlin. There had never been a written guarantee of surface access to
Berlin from the Allied occupation zone in West Germany, and on March 30 the
Soviets used this oversight to impose severe restrictions on all rail and road traffic
into the city. General Clay reacted aggressively, informing Washington that he
would not allow interference with Allied rail lines, and had instructed his guards
to "open fire if Soviet soldiers attempt to enter our trains."I' General Bradley later
remarked dryly that if he had had any hair on his head that cable would have
made it stand on end.47 Secretary of the Army Kenneth Royall quickly wired Clay
not to fire unless fired upon. Clay did send a train into the Eastern zone to test
the response, but the Soviets merely pulled a switch and shunted the train onto
a siding, where it remained for several days until Clay had it "ignominiously withdrawn. "''
The Soviets were concerned about Allied plans to constitute a West German
government, and also the Allied refusal to evacuate the divided city-perhaps
they believed that pressure would hasten a withdrawal. On June 19, the Soviets
cut off all passenger trains and road traffic to Berlin and limited freight trains to
one per day. Two days later all rail and barge traffic was stopped. The American
response was confused and tentative. President Truman failed to convene the National Security Council, the apparatus recently created for just such a crisis. The
Joint Chiefs were similarly not consulted or adequately informed about the situation, a circumstance Bradley and Admiral Leahy much resented. Instead, the
president told his close advisors, Secretaries Forrestal, Lovett, and Royall, that
the United States would not evacuate Berlin, period. It was not until July 22 that
the National Security Council was convened, but by then tentative decisions had
already been made.49
In order to demonstrate American resolve, General Clay requested on June
27 that a group of B-2 9 s be sent to Europe. Vandenberg supported such a move
because he had been trying to shift additional SAC units into Europe for some time,
and the blockade offered him the opportunity.-' Vandenberg turned to his war
comrade Lord Tedder, then chief of the RAF, and asked him if it would be possible
to deploy B-2 9 s to England. Tedder was agreeable, but stressed that he would
have to consult his government. Approval was obtained from Prime Minister
Clement Attlee and his Cabinet, and the B-29s were sent. Apparently there was
little officially committed to paper on this arrangement. The foreign secretary,
Ernest Bevin, wanted it that way, stating that there would be no formal agreements;
rather, that "long-standing arrangements for visits of goodwill and training purposes" would be the rubric under which the bombers would be accepted.5" Writing in Newsweek, recently retired General Spaatz emphasized the significance of
this event and described the potency of the ninety heavy bombers sent to England
as "comparable to a fleet of 79,2oo fully loaded B-17s carrying TNT ... and these
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demonstrations have not been lost on the rest of the world, including Soviet Russia."" Most observers accepted this judgment at face value, but it now appears
that the B-29s may have been less of a threat than originally thought.
The 58th Bomb Wing at Roswell Field still had only one atomic-capable
group at that time, the 50 9 th. Because of the unusual size, shape, and arming
procedures of the atomic weapons, only specially modified aircraft (SADDLETIREE)
could carry them. These modifications were extensive and expensive, but also essential because unmodified aircraft could not drop an atomic device. The only SADDLETnEE planes were the dozen or so in in the 5o9 th, and it did not deploy to
England. General Curtis LeMay, commander of United States Air Forces Europe
(USAFE), stated bluntly that the B-29s sent to England "weren't too much good";
not only did they not have an atomic capability, "they didn't have the capability
of much of anything. "I The B-2 9 crewmen were told they were on "normal train-

ing missions," although the rumor was widespread that they were going to be used
for hauling coal.," It is apparent now that the initial groups of B-2 9s sent to Britain
were not atomic capable. It was not until the following July that the first squadron
from the 5o9th was deployed. Therefore, if the B-29 move of July 1948 was sabrerattling, it was also a bluff.•
Although the planes capable of delivering atomic weapons were not deployed, were the devices? Bomb assembly facilities had already been built in England, but the atomic cores were not under military control. As a result of the
Berlin crisis, Vandenberg and the Joint Chiefs pushed for a transfer of custody
from the AEC to the military. They argued that the delay involved in a transfer
of weapons during an emergency would be prohibitively long and would endanger
national security. All the service secretaries supported this opinion, as did Forrestal. On July 21, the secretary of defense and David Lilienthal, chairman of the
AEC, met with President Truman. Lilienthal argued passionately against the transfer proposal, maintaining it would jeopardize civilian control over the military.
After listening to the opposing arguments, Truman said he would think the matter
over. Later, he informed Forrestal that the bombs would not be transferred; he
did not want some "dashing lieutenant colonel" starting World War III.1 The
Atomic Energy Commission retained custody. It was not until the Korean War
that Vandenberg persuaded President Truman to transfer custody to the Air Force.
Nevertheless, two highly placed officials who should know the facts of the incident
told me confidentially, but in emphatic terms, that the devices were indeed
shipped to England: "We were not of a mind to bluff." Whatever the truth, most
laymen thought the atomic strike force had been positioned for action; more informed observers, including the Soviets, were probably uncertain. In any event,
if the B-2 9 deployment was an attempt to force the Soviets into blinking first, it
failed; the blockade was not lifted."7
As a temporary expedient, General Clay had requested an airlift to supply
needed items, and LeMay concurred. General Curtis E. LeMay was perhaps the
top combat air commander of the Second World War. Gruff, cigar-smoking, and
blunt, he spoke his mind and worried little about his popularity: "I don't mind
being called tough because I find that in this business it's the tough guys who
lead the survivors."'' When asked by Clay if he could deliver coal to Berlin,
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LeMay answered that he could deliver anything. Brigadier General Joseph Smith
was placed in charge of the airlift and told to assume that it would last two or
three weeks-negotiations would surely break the impasse quickly."'
LeMay was opposed to an extended airlift and so advised Washington. The
transport aircraft under his command were intended for war mobilization and
evacuation in the event of an emergency, not for hauling food and coal.60 Vandenberg agreed, and on June 30 impressed upon his jcs colleagues the drawbacks
of such an operation. The number of aircraft necessary (primarily four-engine
C-54s) for an effective airlift would cut Air Force capability by over one-half. It
would be impossible to carry out the emergency war plan and conduct an airlift
simultaneously. Moreover, the airfields housing the air fleet would be highly vulnerable to Soviet attack, and in a few minutes over 8o percent of the Air Force
heavy transport capability could he lost. The Joint Chiefs concurred: "Continued
air supply for Berlin as a long-term operation is not feasible. Hence, unless ground
routes are established, our position in Berlin will eventually become untenable."
The jcs did not, however, advocate an armed convoy-although they directed
General Clay to draw up plans for one. They realized that such a step was "fraught
with the gravest military implications including the risk of war." Their proposed
solution was ambivalent-negotiate a settlement. Vandenberg and the Joint Chiefs
wanted neither an airlift nor an armed convoy.6"
By the end of July, negotiations had clearly failed and President Truman
called a meeting of the National Security Council to discuss options; General Clay
was summoned from Germany. At the crucial meeting of July 22, 1948, the alternatives of an airlift versus an armed convoy were argued. Clay, who had originally
pushed strongly for a show of force, now changed his mind; the realities of the
situation were compelling: the Soviets outnumbered the Allies by a margin of
twenty-four divisions to two. Moreover, although lauding the staunchness of the
British, he totally distrusted the resolve of the French. Vandenberg no doubt
shared such sentiments, knowing that the French Air Force had been heavily infiltrated by Communists.6 Clay did not wish to bluff. Vandenberg, still opposed to
a major airlift, reiterated his concern regarding the impact such a massive operation would have on the rest of his commitments and the possibility of losing-his
fleet in a Soviet attack. The Joint Chiefs agreed. President Truman asked Vandenberg if he preferred to risk an armed convoy. No, but his command's capability
would be severely crippled by an airlift. The president pointed out that a war
would also severely cripple his command's capability. Seeing that he was losing
ground, Vandenberg then countered that the single airfield in Berlin was not adequate to handle the scale of activity envisioned. General Clay interjected that a
new runway, Tegel, was already under construction. Vandenberg admitted defeat.
The airlift was on. 6'
Once the decision was made, Vandenberg gave it his full support. Within a
week, he despatched Major General William H. Tunner to take charge of Operation "Vittles." "Willie the Whip" had been commander of the Hump operation
over the Himalayas during World War II and was by common assent the world's
expert on mass airlift. The decision to send Tunner to Germany was a wise one;
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however, precisely whose idea it was to put him in charge is murky. Major General Laurence Kuter was the commander of the newly formed Military Air Transport Service (MATS) and later recalled approaching Vandenberg to suggest that
MATS run the airlift and that his deputy, Tunner, be put in charge. Tunner, on
the other hand, maintained that he suggested it to Kuter; but his commander was
noncommittal; so he went to Vandenberg. The chief was reticent until General
Albert C. Wedemeyer, a member of the General Staff who had just returned from
Berlin, finally convinced him that the airlift would be extremely complicated and
that Tunner should be put in charge. Wedemeyer, who had been Tunner's superior during the Hump airlift, related that "Ton-Mile" had performed "unbelievable feats" during the war and was ideal for the task. Vandenberg was cool to these
suggestions, believing that Smith was a good man and perfectly capable of running
the operation. He soon changed his mind, decided on Tunner, and the results
were outstanding. Although he had enormous respect for Smith, who had been
his roommate at West Point, the chief realized that an airlift of this magnitude
required special expertise. General Smith was hurt and disappointed, feeling certain the task was within his capability, but he did not question his old friend.61
Tunner flew to Wiesbaden, and noted the chilly atmosphere on arrival:
We went to Germany and reported in to LeMay. He wasn't very pleasant, he was
very cold. He said, "Well, you'd better get started." So I said, "Tell Smith I'm here
and taking over." He said, "Goodbye." I said, "Goodbye," and that's about all the conversation we ever had."
Tunner was impressed by the spirit and desire of the "Vittles" aircrews, but
what he saw also seemed inefficient and dangerous. He moved quickly to introduce procedures that would eventually become standard in all airlift operations
and were already employed by most airlines. Flight plans, weather briefings, aircraft servicing, and unloading were all prepared in advance by ground crews.
Each pilot was no longer required to check in at several different offices while
on the ground in Berlin, the offices came to the aircraft; even coffee and doughnuts
greeted the arriving crews. More radio marker beacons were installed to help pilots keep track of their exact position, radio transmissions were simplified, and
air traffic control was systematized with aircraft landing around the clock at threeminute intervals. If for any reason an inbound airplane went "missed approach"
and was unable to land, it was sent back to its takeoff base. In the past, overworked
controllers had placed such airplanes in holding patterns over Berlin, thus further
congesting the airways. In marginal weather-the rule rather than the
exception-such practices invited calamities.'
Under Tunner's guidance the airlift soon became a marvel of efficiency and
reliability as tonnage and sortie rates climbed markedly. Eventually a fleet of
three hundred American and British cargo planes were delivering over 5,600 tons
7
of supplies daily-far more than Clay had requested or even thought possible.
When Vandenberg visited Berlin in August, he was visibly impressed. Characteristically, he worried about his crews and realized that their morale was the real
key to a successful airlift. Upon hearing the men had not been receiving their
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mail, he "raised hell" and said it would be corrected. The men had to know someone cared about their efforts. They also had to be assured that their families back
home were secure-many had left for Germany with virtually no advanced notice.
Vandenberg instructed his commanders throughout the Air Force to pay particular
attention to the needs and welfare of the airlifters' dependents-some still
stranded in foreign countries. He initiated Project Sleighbells to deliver Christmas presents and letters back and forth.' Such attentions were perhaps just as
important to increased productivity as the efficiency measures invoked by Tunner.
As morale and tonnage figures continued to soar, the crews became increasingly
enthusiastic. Many aircraft would rig small, handmade parachutes to which were
attached bundles of candy. On takeoff from Berlin the "Bon-Bon Bombers" would
jettison their cargoes to waiting crowds of children.6
One aspect worrying Vandenberg was the pressure the Airlift was placing on
Air Force capabilities. As he foresaw, Berlin swallowed up a growing number of
transports. By February 1949, "Vittles" was employing 287 cargo planes, and
there were few left for other commitments. When the British asked for the loan
of twenty-four Air Force C-5 4 s, Vandenberg's staff examined their resources.
There were a handful of airframes at training bases, some were being used for
vip transportation, forty were loaned to commercial airlines, and two dozen were
in the Far East. MacArthur's staff "non-concurred strenuously with the mere idea"
of giving up their transports. 71 Vandenberg instructed his commanders to dig
deeply and do more with less. In one instance he apologized to the Army's Pacific
commander in Hawaii-overzealous subordinates had confiscated his personal
plane. The Air Force was stretched to the breaking point. Kuter implored Vandenberg to leave him alone since his command had only twenty-six planes left!'
Planners even contemplated converting new B-3 6 bombers into massive cargo
planes that could haul sixty thousand pounds, but the cost and time needed were
prohibitive. 7,
Meanwhile, the political situation continued inconclusively. The central
question of how important Berlin was to the United States was often asked by the
jcs, but never answered. As Tunner requested more and more airlift, Vandenberg
grew increasingly restive. Soviet fighters had begun harassing his planes in the
Berlin air corridors, barrage balloons had been suspended at different points to
interfere with air traffic, and occasional ground firing had been reported. It was
recommended that fighter escort be provided. 73It appeared to some that the Soviets were trying to goad the United States into a fight. Colonel R. B. Landry, military aide to the president, wrote a memorandum to Admiral Leahy in which
he spelled out his fears: "It seems to me that within the next three months, unless the Western states should yield, and they can never do this, the situation
will come to a head and there will be war."7" Defense Secretary James Forrestal
was also pessimistic, and in early September he and the Joint Chiefs visited the
White House to voice their apprehensions. That night President Truman wrote
in his diary: "Have a terrific day. Forrestal, Bradley, Vandenberg (the Gen., not
the Senator!), brief me on bases, bombs, Moscow, Leningrad, etc. I have a terrible feeling afterward that we are very close to war. I hope not ... Berlin
is a mess.''"5
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General Vandenberg directed USAFE to prepare for evacuation to Britain, destroying its facilities and equipment as it departed. Once established in England,
it was to "interdict Soviet communications at specifically designated points." General John K. Cannon, who had replaced LeMay, responded that he was woefully
6
unprepared for offensive operations. He could evacuate, but he could not fight.7
In early October, Van reported to the jcs that he fully supported American
foreign policy but pointed out that the Air Force could not continue "Vittles" indefinitely without seriously jeopardizing American security.' On October 13,
General Bradley reiterated to the NSC that the Airlift was putting enormous strain
on military capabilities; moreover, the issue of increasing Soviet belligerence was
becoming worrisome. Bradley stated that the Air Force could send in fighter escort, but only if the NSC had decided that "war in the near future and for the Berlin
cause is acceptable." The NSC was stunned; such bluntness was unexpected and
unwelcome. The jcs was accused of "getting the jitters" and "trying to pass the
buck." The question of whether or not Berlin was worth fighting for was never
answered; fortunately, it never had to be."s The Soviets did not want war any more
than did the Allies.
When the Soviets relented and reopened the land lines in May 1949 the West
had achieved an enormous psychological victory. Allied popularity increased dramatically throughout Germany, while that of the Soviets declined. Winston
Churchill observed: "The spectacle of the British and Americans trying to feed
the two million Germans in Berlin, while the Soviet government was trying to
starve them, has been an object lesson to the German people, far beyond anything
words can convey. "I The Berlin Airlift was perhaps the West's greatest victory
of the cold war.
The Berlin crisis showed deficiencies in the national decision-making apparatus. During the initial stages of the confrontation, the jcs had been largely ignored
and had had no say in the decision on whether to resist blockade or launch an
airlift. Civilian leaders and General Clay largely determined the course of action
and then communicated directly with either the service chief involved or the commander on the scene. jcs involvement was not significant until October, and then
it was resented (Bradley's "war scare"). One reason for this confusion was the National Security Act that had set up the NSC and the jcs. There was no statutory
requirement that the Joint Chiefs be consulted. This deficiency was not corrected
until 1949, when the act was amended and the Joint Chiefs became standing members of the National Security Council. As for Berlin, General Bradley said later:
"We were very, very lucky. ",

For Vandenberg's Air Force it was an excellent opportunity to demonstrate
its ability and professionalism. After initial hesitation, the chief had acted dramatically and effectively. He chose the right man for the task, and his troops did not
let him down. Besides giving valuable experience in a major airlift operationexperience that would be tested the following year in Korea-it also illustrated
the necessity for a large, strategic cargo plane. Overall, the Airlift moved nearly
2.5 million tons of cargo (mostly coal) in over 275,000 flights. Sixty airmen were
killed in air crashes.8' It was a most impressive display of air power as an instrument of peaceful diplomacy, and Vandenberg summed it up well:
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Above all the Berlin Airlift has provided the United States Air Force an opportunity
to demonstrate to the American people, whose instrument it is, and to the world at
large, what it can do and what it will continue to do to the best of its ability to make
air power a true force for peace. 2

RESHAPING THE BOLT
General George Kenney had not been among the inner circle of Air Corps
leadership. He was not from West Point, and his name infrequently appears in
accounts of the great air events of the interwar years. He did not participate in
air refueling demonstrations, long-range flights to Alaska and South America, or
air races, or write inflammatory articles from a desk at Maxwell Field. Nevertheless, he was an excellent officer with a solid combat record in World War I who
had served as chief of staff of the CtiQ Air Force under General Frank Andrews.
Soon after Lewis Brereton's fleet was destroyed on the ground at Clark Field in
December 1941, Kenney became the chief airman in the Pacific theater. The aged
warrior with the corncob pipe soon grew fond of the garrulous Kenney, who remained in the Pacific until the end of the war.
There was recurring talk of General MacArthur's political ambitions, to which
Kenney allowed himself to be a party. In April 1943, the airman returned to Washington and met with Senator Arthur Vandenberg to discuss MacArthur's presidential aspirations." It is probable that such political dabbling was frowned upon by
Arnold, and Kenney was never completely trusted. When B-2 9 s became operational in 1944 and were deployed to the Pacific, Kenney fully expected his Far
East Air Forces to receive them as replacements for the B-17s and B-2 4 s. However, Arnold would not relinquish control; instead, he personally directed the
bombers from Washington. After Germany's defeat, Spaatz left for Asia and took
command of the B-29s. The implication of Spaatz's arrival in his theater was not
lost on Kenney, and he resented it. 8'
When the war ended and the victors returned home, it was apparent that,
upon Arnold's retirement, Spaatz-Kenney's junior in rank-would command the
AAF. However, the United Nations was in its formative stages, and one proposal
envisioned a UN military force to act as world policeman. Kenney was told he
would lead its Air Force, and this assignment assuaged his pride. In February
1946, Spaatz reorganized the AAF into three combat commands, with Kenney receiving the Strategic Air Command. Surprisingly, Kenney did not relinquish his
UN post, but instead wore two hats. What was even more surprising, Spaatz allowed him to remain in New York for the next six months, even though SAc headquarters was located at Andrews Field near Washington."
The Strategic Air Command was in deplorable condition at the time, Only
one of its groups, the 5 o9th, was considered combat-ready in May 1946, and the
rest of the command had a "very low" capability.' Some historians have made
much of "atomic diplomacy," suggesting that the United States used its new
weapon to club allies and adversaries into line. This interpretation is difficult to
accept when one examines the facts.
There were still very few SADDLETREE bombers available in the Air Force.
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In March 1948, the commander of the 43rd Bomb Group, which was supposed
to be atomic-capable, complained that his B-29s had not yet been modified./7 In
July, soon after the start of the Berlin Airlift, Vandenberg wrote AEC chairman
Lilienthal urgently requesting that more aircraft be modified; an additional eightytwo SADDLETREE bombers were necessary to carry out the atomic mission.'
In addition, sAc was deficient in trained atomic aircrews, having only six available in January 1948." The number of atomic weapons was similarly small, with
only thirteen devices in the American stockpile on June 30, 1947. Moreover, the
bomb canisters and their atomic cores needed to be joined in a highly complex
and time-consuming operation. Exercises in early 1948 demonstrated that one assembly team, consisting of thirty-nine persons, could prepare one weapon in approximately two days. Once the new mark IV bombs became available in late
1948, the preparation time was cut to between sixteen and twenty-four hours."
Unfortunately, there were no military assembly teams in 1947, and only three partially trained teams at the start of the Berlin crisis in March 1948. (It took six
months to train an assembly team.) It was estimated, therefore, that it would take
five days to get the first bomb assembled and delivered to the 5o 9 th at Roswell
Field. In thirty days it was doubtful that even twenty bombs could be built." Putting this data together it becomes clear that the United States possessed a very
small atomic punch in the immediate postwar era, and it was certainly not able
to react quickly. An atomic strike would have taken weeks and would have consisted of only a few dozen weapons. Unfortunately, Kenney said he would need
at least two hundred bombs, delivered simultaneously, in order to carry out a successful strike. Thus, sac would have been hard pressed to defeat a potential enemy
in 1948.9"

These difficulties were not the fault of General Kenney. The Army Air Force
did not control the atomic stockpile and had little voice in determining its size
and type. The Manhattan District and its successor, the Atomic Energy Commission, infrequently solicited the views of the military regarding the size and composition of the atomic stockpile. Moreover, very few military leaders were even
privy to that information. The president himself was not regularly briefed. Under
the procedures worked out during the war and continued until mid-19 4 7, General
Leslie R. Groves reported to his superior-the Army chief of staff-and he in turn
reported to the secretary of war. There was no provision that any other military
or civilian leaders be briefed. In February 1947, Navy Secretary Forrestal and Admiral Chester Nimitz were asked for recommendations on future atomic production. Neither knew anything about the matter, but each assumed the other did;
consequently, they recommended that "the current production rate" be maintained.0 When General LeMay, as deputy chief of the Air Staff for Research and
Development, attempted to ascertain information regarding the size of the atomic
stockpile in April 1947, General Groves told him: "That information is quite complicated and is based on many factors, I cannot answer your question because I
force myself to forget the numbers involved."9" It is likely that General Kenney,
as SAc commander, was not told how many atomic bombs would be available for
use in the event of war.
There were, however, sAc deficiencies that could have been corrected.
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Kenney's deputy was his former logistics chief in the Pacific, Major General
Clements McMullen, and it was he who actually ran the command for the next
two years. McMullen was an uncompromising and difficult man; nicknamed "Concrete" and "Cement-head" because of his intractability, he soon alienated most
of his subordinates with a disastrous personnel experiment involving crosstraining. The effects of demobilization, which had left the AAF devastated, were
still being felt, and McMullen's cross-training plan was designed to insulate sAc
from its recurrence. He endeavored to train all pilots as navigators, bombardiers,
flight engineers, and radar operators, and they were also to become familiar with
the gunner's duties; all bombardiers were to be proficient navigators, flight engineers, and radar operators. In fact, all crew members were to be trained at different positions. McMullen reasoned that such a scheme would make SAC invulnerable to personnel fluctuations. A shortage of navigators would be solved by excess
pilots or bombardiers filling in until the shortage was rectified. It would take four
years for the average pilot to complete this scheduled training, with less time expected for the other crew positions.'
The result of this unusual experiment was predictable. Aircrew members
were spending so much time learning how to do someone else's job they forgot
how to do their own. Proficiency in the primary mission of sAc plummeted, but
wily and fearful subordinate commanders labored to cover such shortcomings.
High-altitude bombing made accuracy difficult owing to increased winds, air pressure differential, and equipment limitations; but because accurate bomb scores
were required, crews flew training missions at fifteen thousand feet. Although that
altitude would have spelled suicide in combat, it made for good scores. Radar
bombing was also difficult and required long hours of experience and training to
differentiate the radar returns made by buildings, weather, and ground features.
The crews, therefore, relied upon visual identification, trusting they would go to
war only on a clear spring day. When radar bomb drops became required, special
radar reflectors were installed near the Texas Gulf Coast to be used as "targets."
Even cross-trained pilots could locate the reflectors on a cluttered radar scope.
In short, McMullen's theories and the lack of realistic training made SAC incapability a scandal.r
There were also problems with the commander. General Kenney loved to
make speeches; his crusty personality and turns of phrase made him an especially
popular guest speaker. Moreover, he was initially encouraged in such actions because the airmen were attempting to nurture grass roots support for a separate
Air Force. But Kenney did have a tendency to get carried away. A former director
of Air Force public relations, Steven Leo, remembered Kenney as his "problem
child":
George ... used to think that the way to promote air power was to make speeches
before the largest possible audience in which he could forecast that as soon as the
enemy bombers dropped a bomb on New York City, radioactive taxicab fenders would
be found out beyond Danbury, Connecticut.f
Leo told Kenney that he gave too many speeches and should spend more time
at his headquarters. Kenney's former deputy in the Pacific, Lieutenant General
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Ennis Whitehead, echoed these warnings: "If anything should happen and units
of the Strategic Air Command be called upon for combat operations, the only
thing which people would remember would be that George Kenney was the commander.'"" Such cautions were not heeded.
As the Berlin crisis began to heat up in the spring of 1948 and there was talk
of war with the Soviet Union, the ability of SAC to carry out its mission was questioned. Although General Vandenberg was favorably impressed by a SAC exercise
of early June, there were still nagging doubts in his mind. General Norstad recalls
that Defense Secretary Forrestal inquired whether sAc was ready for war; Norstad
stated that the reports said they were. Forrestal responded that he did not give
a damn what the reports said, were they ready? Vandenberg decided to look into
the situation more deeply and sent Major General Frederic H. Smith to evaluate
the sAc personnel situation. Smith reported that it was very bad; in some units
one-quarter of the personnel had turned over in one two-month period.9 Digging
further, Vandenberg asked an old friend, Charles Lindbergh, to serve as his special assistant, visit sAc bases around the country, study their operations, and report back on performance. Lindbergh was chosen for several reasons: he was unquestionably one of the greatest pilots in the world and would know better than
anyone else how proficient crew members actually were; he had enormous prestige and commanded respect wherever he went; his name opened doors and
mouths that would have been closed to most others; as a civilian, he had no fear
of what impact such a study would have on his career; and finally, Lindbergh was
honest and straightforward. He would tell Van the truth.'m
After several weeks and over one hundred flying hours with SAc crews at six
different bases, Lindbergh returned to Washington and reported to Vandenberg
on September 14, 1948. His conclusions were largely negative: "Average pilots'
proficiency is unsatisfactory, teamwork is not properly developed and maintenance of aircraft and equipment is inadequate. In general, personnel are not sufficiently experienced in their primary mission." Because of the atomic mission's importance, crews should be the best available, but instead, their skills were below
those of the average airline pilot. Accident rates were too high. The cross-training
program was especially singled out for criticism because it interfered with the primary mission of atomic training. The foolishness of radar bombing using reflectors
and visual drops at low altitude was also noted. Overall, Lindbergh thought that
SAc was seriously deficient."0 At the same time that Lindbergh was evaluating SAc
performance, Vandenberg directed Colonel Paul W. Tibbetts, pilot of the Enola
Gay and first commander of the 5o 9 th, to inspect SAc headquarters. Tibbetts reported his findings at the same time as Lindbergh, and the results were similar:
"There isn't anybody out there that knows what the hell they are doing. The crews
don't know how to fly an airplane. The staff officers don't know what they are
doing. "Im
A few days before the reports from Lindbergh and Tibbetts, Vandenberg had
also received word that the jcs wanted a briefing on atomic readiness. Nerves
were frayed by the Berlin crisis; President Truman had made his melancholy reference to war on September lo, and now the Joint Chiefs wanted to examine their
readiness posture. Vandenberg notified Kenney of the required briefing on Sep-
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tember 15. General Norstad later recalled that Kenney's subsequent presentation
was not well received; the sac commander seemed ill-prepared and uninformed.
It is possible that this incident was the last straw for Vandenberg. Several days
later, he spoke with Norstad and his vice chief, General Muir Fairchild, about
"certain command changes about to take place." On September 21, Vandenberg
summoned Kenney to his office and notified him that he was being transferred
to Maxwell Field to become commander of the Air University. His replacement
at SAC was to be Lieutenant General LeMay. That same day Vandenberg directed
that the cross-training program be scrapped."•
LeMay said later that he had no inkling of the proposed change; he was immersed in his own problems in Berlin. He thought that perhaps Vandenberg had
been impressed by the recent visit to Europe, leading to his choice.'°4 LeMay was
being modest. By all accounts, the man who had directed the B-2 9 s over Japan
was not the obvious choice to replace Kenney; he was the only choice. Vandenberg
wrote President Truman on October 5, requesting approval for the proposed
change. 11
This was one of Vandenberg's most important decisions as chief of staff. The
downward spiral that had gripped sAc since its inception had never been arrested.
Unquestionably, there were many things beyond Kenney's control: demobilization had devastated his command, and he had been given little support in his efforts to secure atomic energy information so that his crews could receive better
training. His command also had a higher-than-average personnel turnover that
necessitated constant training of new people. There was more to it than that, however. After more than two years Kenney had been unable to make his troops
combat-ready. His frequent absences from headquarters and failure to keep a firm
rein on the overzealous McMullen, whose cross-training program had become an
obsession, were largely to blame for his fall. Kenney had been warned. The stakes
were simply too high to allow failure. Vandenberg's action was probably overdue
because sAc's defects had been manifest for some months.
General Whitehead was shocked upon hearing news of the transfer and expected that he would be next. Although realizing Kenney's deficiencies, he
thought sinister forces were at play:
Sep 24, 1948
Dear George,
I was shocked at your new assignment; shocked over your leaving sAc. You are
the only USAF officer who has even a chance to be a theatre commander in event
war comes. You and I have seen the position of the Army and Navy strengthened
because their generals and admirals commanded theatres in World War I and World
War II.
Without any dope I G-2 it this way:
a. Navy to Forrestal to Symington.
b. One USAF three star general had a hand.
c. Van acquiesced.
d. Santy [Fairchild] could do nothing.
e. LeMay is a pawn in the game; will lose his job in a year or two to make way
for the guy who wants to complete his build-up to succeed Van in 1952.10
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Whitehead was wrong. Van did not "acquiesce," and strings were not pulled by
Whitehead's anonymous three star general-probably Norstad. Those who had
thought the young chief would be passive and easily placated were shocked into
realizing the error of their thinking. Vandenberg meant to command the Air Force,
and he expected results.
Although General LeMay would later acquire many detractors because of his
overemphasis and favoritism toward SAC, his lack of tact, his position on the Vietnam War, and his abortive political career, there are few who fail to acknowledge
his stunning transformation of the derelict command he had inherited. After talking to his new subordinates he realized they were not aware that they "weren't
worth a goddamn.""I They needed to be shown. The story of his "lesson" is well
known: He announced a special exercise that had the entire SAc fleet carry out
a simulated attack on Dayton, Ohio-from high altitude, at night, in marginal
weather, and using a radar bomb drop. As he expected, not a single aircraft completed the mission as directed."' Having proved his point, LeMay began to rebuild. Vandenberg had given him no specific directives, just to reshape SAC and
make it ready for war. LeMay appreciated that kind of leadership; he had full authority to accomplish a mission without someone telling him how to do it. " The
results were remarkable. Within two years, SAc became a "cocked weapon"combat-ready and able to carry out its war plan rapidly and effectively. This improvement was owing partly to LeMay and partly to new bomb designs that allowed faster development and assembly, thus solving the crucial shortage that had
plagued Kenney. It was also a result of General Vandenberg's emphasis on the
importance of the atomic mission and his single-minded resolve to put the right
man in charge to ensure that that mission was viable."' A deterrent force that is
not credible is not a deterrent; it is an invitation.
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The end of the world will be when some
enormous boiler shall explode and blow
up the globe. And they [the Americans]
are great boilermakers.
Jules Verne
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"A
soldier should be sworn to the patient
"endurance of hardships, like the ancient
knights; and it is not the least of these
necessary hardships to have to serve with

"sis

Bernard Montgomery

STRATEGIC PLANNING
General Vandenberg had taken a decisive step toward preparing the Air Force
and the nation for war, but was war likely, and if it did occur, how would it be
fought? General Omar Bradley commented that America was "lucky" the Berlin
crisis did not become violent. Why did he feel so? Was there something more
than the deeply embedded fear of war that abides in all soldiers? The answer is
yes; Bradley and the other Joint Chiefs were aware that in 1948 the nation was
not prepared for war, either mentally or materially. Not only was the Strategic
Air Command in shambles, but demobilization and budgetary restraints had taken
their toll on all the services. Moreover, there was no coherent national war plan
to implement in the event war did break out.
Soon after World War II ended, the political situation between the United
States and the Soviet Union deteriorated rapidly. As a consequence, the Joint War
Plans Group began tentatively to address the question of what a future war with
the Soviet Union would entail. Air power was seen as a crucial ingredient of the
American response in the form of a major strategic air offensive against twenty
urban targets that would severely cripple Soviet industry. The use of atomic
bombs, 196 to be exact, was assumed and considered essential to the success of
the strike. The losses sustained by the attacking B-2 9 s would be high, but they
would nonetheless accomplish their mission.'
Soon after, the Joint Strategic Plans Group was formed to devise a war plan,
and in early 1946 wrote PINCHER, a rudimentary outline for use in an emergency.
PINCHER assumed that the Soviet Union had launched an aggressive war of con-
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quest for Western Europe and the Middle East. The plan predicted that most
of continental Europe would be quickly overrun but thought that a toehold could
be maintained in either the Italian or Iberian peninsula. The American response
would unfold in six stages: first, the United States had to ensure the defense of
the Western Hemisphere. Second, it needed to secure bases in Britain, the Middle East, and possibly China, which would be necessary for step three: the start
of air operations against the war-making capacity of the Soviet Union. Fourth, the
Navy would institute a blockade and destroy Soviet naval forces and shipping.
Fifth, the Army would seize the Dardanelles and the oil fields in the Caucasus.
Finally, the United States would carry on "as resources permit."2
Beyond this rough sketch, little detail was provided on how the war would
actually be fought. Although annexes outlined the size of Allied and Soviet forces,
there were no targeting data. The intelligence available on the Soviet Union was
so limited that it was deemed impossible to list specific targets, other than to note
that the majority of Soviet industry was located in urban areas. Again, the use
of atomic bombs was assumed, but it was acknowledged that the number available, though unknown, was small. As an emergency war plan, PINCHER was deficient. The Joint Chiefs refused to approve it because of its limitations but did
eventually allow its use as a planning document for further studies.' This was a
very short and hesitant step. It appeared that the outbreak of peace had returned
war planning to the dismal status it had held under the old Joint Board. It has
been suggested that the Navy was deliberately stalling on the completion of a joint
plan. Until the atom bomb went to sea, the Navy had only a minor role in a future
conflict (blockade and commerce raiding), and that was unacceptable. The Navy,
therefore, worked to develop more diverse capabilities so that it could then insist
that a war plan be written to incorporate those new abilities. Until then, however,
it would have to block agreement on a joint plan or else be constrained to a minor
4
role and thus be prevented from expanding.
In November 1947, Vandenberg wrote Secretary Symington in frustration
that there was no agreed-upon joint war plan and that the planners were severely
handicapped by the lack of a definite statement of the country's long-range objectives as well as a reasonable estimation of the nation's industrial and manpower
mobilization capabilities.' Thomas K. Finletter, chairman of the President's Air
Policy Commission, was also apprised of this deficiency by General Eisenhower.6
Something had to be done. As the political situation deteriorated in Europe in
1948, the need for action became compelling. In March, the National Security
Council declared unequivocally that "the ultimate object of Soviet-directed world
communism is the domination of the world." To counter this threat, the United
States must have an aggressive, offensive plan that incorporated military, eco7
nomic, and political factors.
It had been hoped that the National Security Act of 1947 would remedy this
shortcoming because, for the first time, the Joint Chiefs were specifically tasked
to prepare war plans. Initially, this appeared to be true when in May 1948 staffers
presented a short-range emergency plan, codenamed HALFMOON, that envisioned
war launched by Soviet ground forces against Western Europe. Heavily outnum-
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bered, the West would retreat, retarding the onslaught by an atomic air offensive
from bases in Britain and the Middle East. While the air campaign was in progress, the West would mobilize, secure control of the Atlantic and Mediterranean,
and march eastward until Europe was once again liberated.9 The emphasis placed
on forward bases from which to launch the air offensive is important. For the next
several years, overseas bases were an important goal of American foreign policy.
B-29s could not reach Soviet targets from the United States and return home; they
either had to fly one-way missions (presumably suicidal), increase their range,
or obtain airfields closer to enemy territory. Within two years, this problem
was solved through a combination of foreign bases, long-range bombers, and
aerial refueling. Air crews would no longer have to plan on crash-landing in enemy
territory. 9
It is also significant that the jcs did not anticipate air power alone bringing
victory. The air campaign was to be the first step, but both the Army and the
Navy would be necessary to bring the Soviets to their knees; on this point Air
Force doctrine was consistently and unequivocally clear. Even a devastating
atomic strike "could guarantee neither a military victory nor the accomplishment
of our National Policy objectives.""° General Vandenberg publicly affirmed this
stance on numerous occasions: "We do not expect, of course, that our initial air
assault will win the war. Its primary objective will be to delay the enemy as much
as possible" (May 12, 1948). "Air power alone and unassisted is scarcely capable
of winning a complete victory ....

We need an effective Army and Navy" (May

1, 1949). "Mr Symington has said, I have said, and many other representatives
of the Air Force have said many times that to win a war or to maintain peace this
nation must have adequate land forces and sea forces, as well as an adequate force
in the air" (July 2, 1949)." These statements are important because the Air Force,
and the jcs, would later be charged with "putting all their eggs in one basket"
and relying solely on an "atomic blitz."
HALFMOON was a flimsy compromise. There was no agreement between
the services on exactly how the war could or should be fought. As a result, in
the tradition of World War II, everyone had a major role: the Air Force would
have a strategic air offensive, the Navy its fast carrier task forces, and the Army
dozens of divisions slugging their way toward Moscow. None of the chiefs was
pleased with HALFMOON, especially Admirals Leahy and Louis E. Denfeld (chief
of Naval Operations), but all reluctantly agreed to approve the document. One
glaring defect involved the lack of provision for operations beyond the first year;
in reality, HALFMOON was just an introduction to war, the details had not yet
been worked out. Although it was barely feasible, military leaders had finally
agreed, however tentatively, to a joint war plan three years after the end of
hostilities. 12
In early 1949 this basic plan was improved, expanded, and renamed TROJAN.
The importance of this revision lay in its detailed annex, which gave flesh to the
skeleton of an atomic attack. Specific targets, seventy Soviet industrial centers,
were slated for vaporization by the sAc fleet of B-2 9 , B-5o, and B- 3 6 bombers.
The seventy designated targets included urban industrial centers, POL facilities,
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submarine bases, and the transportation system. To destroy these targets would
require 133 atomic weapons.' 3 General LeMay had been especially concerned
about the lack of detailed target data in earlier war plans. He commented that,
previously, the jcs had only provided general guidance like "take the high ground
around Gettysburg," but he wanted specific objectives in specific locations. TROJAN was the first such attempt.' 4 It was also stressed by the jcs planners that "not
the slightest doubt can be allowed to creep into Soviet minds that we will use
the bomb, or they may miscalculate and start the war we are trying so hard to
avert."'" Vandenberg concurred, adding that in the event of war and if national
survival was at stake, we would certainly use atomic weapons. He therefore resisted suggestions that the United States renounce their employment or include
provisos. Either admit that the bomb would be used or remain silent; do not send
6
complicated mixed signals.'
In order to improve sac's targeting information, Vandenberg engineered a
clever operation. Communications intelligence (COMINT) had proven extremely
valuable during World War II as evidenced by the Ultra operation. It will be remembered that Vandenberg well realized the importance of this intelligence
source, and as early as February 1945 he pushed strongly for an Air Force COMINT
capability. Because of budget limitations, however, these hopes had not been realized. In 1948, an opportunity presented itself when James Forrestal formed a
board headed by Rear Admiral Earl F. Stone to study the issue of COMINT. Stone
concluded that in the interests of unification and efficiency, an agency should be
established to handle all COMINT for the three services. Vandenberg objected and
sided with the Navy in opposing the merger. After haggling over the issue for
the next year, the chief offered a compromise: he would agree to the new Armed
Forces Security Agency-eventually to become the National Security Agency-if
the Air Force was permitted to develop further its own COMINT capability for SAc
targeting purposes. Secretary of Defense Louis Johnson, Forrestal's successor,
agreed. But Vandenberg was not quite through. When the Armed Forces Security
Agency's charter was written, it was stipulated that all "mobile collection facilities"
would remain under the control of their respective services. Vandenberg then
promptly defined all Air Force collectors-from reconnaissance aircraft to stationary intercept sites-as "mobile collection facilities." The Air Force had its cake
and ate it too-a COMINT capability for sAc, with no strings attached. It was a
very clever piece of work.'"
Getting the three services to agree on a basic war plan, though a step forward, did not resolve all problems. The exact conduct of the strategic air campaign
was ambiguous, stipulating that Navy aircraft would destroy the "other elements
of the Soviet war-making potential as part of the coordinated air offensive against
the Soviet . . . will to fight." It was made clear, however, that Navy air would
"supplement and support" the Air Force, who had primary responsibility for the
air offensive, and only after its required naval tasks were completed.' 8 How could
naval air best "supplement and support"? There were two quite different schools
of thought on that subject.
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ROLES AND MISSIONS
The term "roles and missions" was far more than a question of doctrine-it
was the life blood of the military services. The breathtakingly rapid demobilization
after the war left all the services devastated. The Army Air Forces went from a
strength of 2,253,000 on V-J Day to 303,000 by the end of May 1947. The aircraft
situation was equally grim, with the number of combat-ready groups falling from
218 to 2 by December 1946."' To make matters worse, there was little order or
logic used in returning the warriors to mufti. The primary and overriding concern
of the American people was to "bring the boys home." Those who had served the
longest, and were therefore the most experienced, were the first to obtain discharges. The insidious aspect of such a system was that numbers told only part
of the story. If a unit lost 50 percent of its manpower, it could easily lose 75 percent of its combat capability if those departing were centered in a particular job
specialty."2
The nation was weary of wartime rationing and shortages, and the president
knew he must dramatically curtail military spending and shift priorities to the domestic scene. Although there were already disturbing events in Eastern Europe,
the euphoria of peace was such that Americans could not be induced to continue
tightening their belts. General Marshall's words were painfully apt: "For the moment, in a wide-spread emotional crisis of the American people, demobilization
has become, in effect, disintegration, not only of the armed forces, but apparently
of all conception of world responsibility and what it demands of us.",'
Faced with such a climate, the services clamored for funds to maintain their
combat capability. This period is often depicted as a time of selfish, childish parochialism orchestrated by a group of uniformed Colonel Blimps bent on undermining civilian authority, but such an indictment is far too harsh. These men were
self-confident and accomplished professionals; they had not risen to the top during
the war by being passive and pliable. They sincerely believed they were right
and that the desires of their service were in the best interests of the country. As
Admiral King pontificated: "Any step that is not good for the Navy is not good
for the Nation. "2 It was assumed that unification would clearly delineate roles and
missions, but such was not the case. The National Security Act had made only
broad and vague references to these matters. An executive order from the president attempted to clarify the act, but this was still not satisfactory. The services
needed clear-cut guidance because the limitations on funds and resources made
it essential to resolve ambiguities for the purpose of sound planning.2 The two
issues causing greatest argument among the services were the Navy's "private air
force" and its "private army." Generals Bradley and Vandenberg maintained that
these large Navy and Marine forces were an unnecessary and wasteful duplication
of effort, and they pushed to have them reduced.
In an effort to resolve this disagreement, an ad hoc committee was appointed,
but it failed to reach agreement; and so in March 1948, Secretary Forrestal gathered his chiefs to Key West, Florida, to effect a compromise. A result of these
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meetings was a statement of "primary" and "collateral" functions. A primary function was one in which a particular service had a clear-cut responsibility; whereas,
in a collateral function, a service supported and supplemented the service that
was primary in that area.' Forrestal realized that overlap was inevitable-some
missions simply defied neat categorization-but he tried to make it clear that a
service claiming collateral responsibility in a given mission could not use such a
claim as a basis for establishing an additional force requirement. In other words,
when a service was preparing its budget and the composition of its forces, it would
plan on the basis of its primary responsibilities; if these were adequately covered
and there were forces or funds remaining, they could then be allotted to collateral
functions. Who would determine if the primary responsibilities were adequately
met? The jcs; if they were unable to agree, then the matter would be decided
by the secretary of defense.2s
At Key West, the jcs agreed to assign twelve primary functions to the Navy;
unfortunately, the wording in some of them was sufficiently vague to perpetuate,
not solve, problems:
- To establish and maintain local superiority (including air) in an area of naval operations.
- To conduct air operations as necessary for the accomplishment of objectives in a
naval campaign.
Those primary functions assigned to the Air Force included:

"*To gain and maintain general air superiority.
"*To defeat enemy air forces.
"*To be responsible for strategic air warfare.
This last term was then supplied with a definition:
Strategic Air Warfare-Air combat and supporting 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 the will to wage war. Vital targets may include
key manufacturing systems, sources of raw material, critical material, stock piles,
power systems, transportation systems, communications facilities, concentrations of
uncommitted elements of enemy armed forces, key agricultural areas, and other such
target systems.2
Even this was not good enough, however. What was "an area of naval operations" and which air operations were necessary "for the accomplishment of objectives in a naval campaign"? If such air strikes were against power or transportation
systems, did they then come under the aegis of strategic air warfare, and hence
the Air Force? The more such questions were addressed and "clarified," the more
complex they became.
Although it was not included in the written text, Forrestal noted in his diary
that an oral understanding between the Joint Chiefs was somewhat tighter. The
Marines would be limited to four divisions, and the Air Force recognized the
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"right of the Navy to proceed with the development of weapons the Navy considers essential to its function, but
with the proviso that the Navy will not develop
27
a separate strategic air force."
This last decision appeared to be important. The Air Force was responsible
for strategic bombing; the Navy could assist, but only after its primary missions
were fulfilled and then under the direction of the Air Force. Unquestionably, the
Navy wanted the mission of strategic bombing. In December 1947, Vice Admiral
Daniel V. Gallery had written a memorandum stating that the Navy was "the
branch of the National Defense destined to deliver the Atom Bomb." Gallery admitted that the next war would not be like the last. He thought this fortunate
because if it were like the last, the Navy was obsolete. No, he predicted a war
dominated by atomic weapons. Gallery wanted the Navy to control those weapons.2 Given this type of thinking in the Navy, it is not surprising that Denfeld
immediately tried to alter the delicate balance just agreed to at Key West, submitting a memorandum to Forrestal that sought to clarify the agreements outlined
in the Secretary's communique. Denfeld thought targeting for the atomic air offensive should be a joint responsibility-the Navy should not have to take directions from the Air Force but should be permitted to attack any targets it thought
necessary, "inland or otherwise." Denfeld wanted his clarification accepted as official policy. The other chiefs protested: Denfeld was attempting to change the entire thrust of the Key West decisions. If the Navy were allowed to develop any
weapons it wished and employ them against any targets, regardless of their relevance to the primary mission as defined in the war plan, the chiefs were back
to square one. Forrestal listened to the opposing arguments and agreed with the
majority (which included Admiral Leahy); Denfeld's ploy was brushed aside, but
disagreement did not abate.29
The next major argument to erupt among the services was the old thorn of
atomic weapons control. Now that the Air Force had apparently gained clear jurisdiction in strategic bombing, Vandenberg moved for the next step: control of the
development and targeting of atomic weapons. This proposal met with expected
resistance from the Army and Navy, which feared being frozen out of this crucial
area. Quite rightly, Denfeld reasoned that strategic bombing and atomic weapons
were not synonymous; the devices could be used for other purposes. It may appear that Vandenberg was making a power grab, but in truth, his argument held
much logic for that time. The rapid growth of the atomic stockpile that resulted
from improved weapon design had not yet occurred. A very limited amount of
fissionable material was available, and the weapon stockpile was small. It made
sense to consolidate the control of that valuable resource to ensure its most effective use. In later years thousands of atomic warheads were in the American arsenal, and although planners never seem satisfied, there were enough weapons to
allow all the services to build an atomic capability. In 1948, this luxury could not
be afforded. Even so, the Joint Chiefs were not convinced. When Forrestal called
his quarrelsome chiefs together again at Newport, Rhode Island, in October, this
question was the main item on the agenda. A compromise was reached by which
Vandenberg agreed not to deny the use of the atomic weapon to the Navy, nor
to interfere with its strategic planning. In return, Denfeld agreed to place the
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atomic arsenal under Air Force control in the event of war. 0 Vandenberg considered USAF control over atomic bomb production as crucial. In February 1948, Brigadier General Roscoe Wilson wrote him concerning the forthcoming retirement
of Major General Leslie Groves. Wilson argued that the USAF could not allow
Groves's replacement to be a naval officer: "The Navy has not attempted to conceal its ambition to control the military atomic bomb program, including a major
portion of its strategic air aspects." Wilson feared the Navy would use its position
to outmaneuver the Air Force. Vandenberg penciled on the memorandum that
he concurred with Wilson's reasoning. The result was a compromise; another
Army officer, Major General K. D. Nichols, was chosen to head the Special Weapons Group."
Overall, the meetings at Key West and Newport were disappointing displays
of interservice squabbling. Admiral Leahy disgustedly wrote in his diary: "All parties fought vigorously for the interest of their own group and not for the interest
of national defense."'a Forrestal had been working himself into a state of exhaustion and was already beginning to evidence signs of the strain that would eventually bring about his suicide. In his annual report to the president, he mentioned
the conflict among his subordinates and stated the key problem tersely: "What
is to be the use, and who is to be the user of air power?"31
Open warfare over the issue of strategic missions broke out in 1949 when the
new secretary of defense, Louis Johnson, canceled the order for the Navy's first
"supercarrier," the U.S.S. United States. This ship, whose keel had already been
laid, was designed as a flush-top 65,ooo-ton aircraft carrier that would be capable
of launching and recovering heavy, multi-engined aircraft-bombers. Vandenberg
was consistently opposed to the supercarrier as an infringement on what was an
Air Force primary mission as defined at Key West and Newport. The resulting
furor over Johnson's action led to a remarkably vicious and dangerous fight.

MUTINY BETWEEN DECKS
As early as July 1947, Vandenberg had expressed his thoughts to Secretary
Symington on the proposed supercarrier. To his mind aircraft carriers were relatively poor weapons because they lacked mobility and flexibility. The aircraft they
carried had short range and poor altitude performance caused by the weight of
their arresting mechanism and heavy-duty landing gear, necessary for carrier deck
landings. Vandenberg asserted that the carriers would be so busy defending themselves against air attack that they would have little time to do anything construetive. (If the carrier was as valuable as the Navy claimed, then it would be a prime
target for enemy attacks.) He maintained further that this vulnerability, coupled
with the limited range of its aircraft, would relegate the carrier to attacks against
relatively safe, and therefore inessential, coastal targets. Looking back to the war,
he said: "Not until the Japanese Air Force was pounded into impotency did our
carriers dare to venture sufficiently close to the Japanese main islands or strike
at shore installations." Moreover, Allied carriers had never been able to operate

War Plans and War Planes

I 129

in the Mediterranean for fear of the Luftwaffe; Soviet land-based aircraft would
make the ships just as vulnerable.? The Navy disputed such opinions and historical conclusions.
The supercarrier had been under discussion in the jcs for some time. At the
Key West conference in March 1948, Forrestal, who believed the Navy should
have one such ship, though not an entire fleet, reported that he would support
its development, "if so decided by the Joint Chiefs of Staff."'' Admiral Louis
Denfeld ignored the qualification and joyfully announced that the jcs had approved the ship. General Spaatz angrily denied this claim and stated in a letter
to Senator Chan Gurney that at Key West he had been informed the supercarrier
was part of the president's defense program. When asked if such a program was
acceptable to him, Spaatz replied yes, he would never presume to contradict the
commander in chief. Spaatz maintained that such a deferral to the president's wish
was not an expression of support for the carrier.3 To clear up the confusion this
denial caused, Forrestal asked the jcs in May for a formal opinion. Denfeld and
Bradley supported construction, but Vandenberg (who had recently replaced
Spaatz) stated: "I have not felt, nor do I now feel, that I can give my approval
to the 65,ooo ton carrier project."'' Congress, not aware of the Spaatz letter or
the Vandenberg memorandum, had the public assurances of Forrestal and Truman
that there was no opposition to the program; the funds were approved.
Verbal jabs between the Navy and Air Force continued during the next few
months. The Navy organized a special office within the Pentagon called OP-2 3 ,
a classified planning group led by Captain Arleigh Burke, whose purpose was to
carry the fight for the United States to Congress and the public. Burke had
pleaded with Denfeld to fight for the supercarrier, claiming melodramatically that
if the ship was scrapped, the next step would be the transfer of all Navy and Marine air units to the Air Force. Denfeld was sufficiently swayed by such arguments
to authorize OP-2 3 ; unfortunately, he neglected to notify his civilian superiors
of the secret office, and when Secretary of the Navy John L. Sullivan discovered
its existence, he was irate. He ordered the OP-2 3 office raided and its files impounded. The Naval personnel working there were arrested and held incommunicado for the next three days. The office was permanently closed.3 It appeared
there were stormy seas ahead.
Sensing that this matter was far from concluded, Vandenberg, in turn,
brought in a Harvard law professor and former AEAF staff member during the war,
Barton Leach, to prepare a similar public relations effort. One of the first fruits
of this program was the stunning around-the-world flight of the B-5o, "Lucky
Lady II," on March 2, 1948. For the first time, an aircraft had used aerial refueling
to circle the globe nonstop. Vandenberg exuberantly compared the achievement
to that of Kitty Hawk and Lindbergh's 1927 solo flight; "our bombers," he reported, were now "virtually invulnerable to enemy interception. "3 The implications of such a feat for a strategic air offensive were not lost on the Navy. The
following month it mounted an experiment: a Lockheed Neptune took off from
the deck of the U.S.S. Coral Sea, flew two hundred miles, and dropped a load
equivalent to ten thousand pounds of bombs (the weight of an atomic weapon).
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Admiral Denfeld emphasized that "it is not the Navy's intention to make strategic
bombing a major Navy mission. But the Navy could do that type of bombing if
requested."40
On April 18, 1949, the keel of the United States was laid amid much fanfare;
it appeared the admirals had won their fight. Secretary Forrestal, however, had
resigned the month before. The pressures of his office had become too burdensome, and it was apparent to everyone, including the president, that he was becoming mentally unbalanced; in two weeks he would be dead. His successor was
Louis Johnson, a brash, abrasive businessman who believed in controlling people
with an iron fist. It was said that he had been running for president for nearly
a decade and looked upon the Department of Defense as his last stepping stone.
A contemporary account said that he was "used to being sworn at. Big, two-fisted,
and tough-skinned, Johnson has been hitting hard and getting his way for most
of his life."" It was rumored that when choosing a Navy secretary, Johnson had
originally favored Jonathan Daniels, son of Josephus Daniels, but when the prospective appointee asked who would actually run the department, Johnson replied: "I will." Daniels declined such a sinecure, and the seemingly more pliant
John L. Sullivan was selected instead.' 2 President Truman, Dean Acheson (then
secretary of state), and General Bradley all came to believe that Johnson was mentally ill; his operation for a brain tumor a few years later seemed to confirm this
view. 3 Upon taking office, Johnson stated that he had no preconceived notions
about the supercarrier, but the dissension it was causing concerned him. He asked
the jcs for their opinion once again. The chiefs remained hopelessly divided and
therefore submitted separate memoranda.
Denfeld justified the carrier with the following arguments:
1. It could operate heavier aircraft capable of carrying "the more complex
armament and electronic equipment presently available."
2. It could operate larger numbers of smaller aircraft.
3. It could provide for more defensive armament and radar.
4. It could carry more fuel for prolonged operations.
5. It could carry more armor to withstand attacks.
Denfeld stated that the United States was a logical progression in carrier development and was not designed simply for strategic air warfare, although it would indeed be capable of such a mission if so directed."
Vandenberg argued that the ship was simply not necessary, and was therefore
a waste of money. The Navy maintained that it would cost $19o million; Vandenberg thought the figure more like $500 million, and even that amount was for the
ship itself, without aircraft or a supporting destroyer squadron. When added together, the total was $1.265 billion.4The carrier was also vulnerable to three types
of attack: aircraft, surface vessel, and submarine. Vandenberg reckoned that the
Navy was basing its plans for carrier operations on its Pacific War experience, circumstances that would not exist in a future conflict with the Soviet Union, which
had a very small surface fleet. The Soviets did, however, have many submarines.
Since primary Navy missions were protection of sea lanes and antisubmarine operations, supercarriers were unnecessary; small escort carriers would be more efficient. Let the Air Force attend to strategic bombing.46
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Both these responses were predictable-that of General Bradley was not.
Earlier, he had approved the project; now he reversed himself with a line of reasoning similar to Vandenberg's. "The Navy's mission as agreed to by the Joint
Chiefs," he declared, "was to conduct naval campaigns designed primarily to protect lines of communication leading to important sources of raw materials and to
areas of projected military operations." The United States, however, was being
programmed for strategic air operations, and that task fell to the Air Force. The
only conceivable enemy was the Soviet Union; the existing fleet of eight large carriers was ample to carry out the Navy's role in war. The supercarrier was too expensive.4" General Eisenhower, filling in for the ailing Admiral Leahy, was also
queried by Johnson regarding the new ship. Like Bradley, Eisenhower had originally supported the construction of one prototype vessel, but again like Bradley,
had changed his mind. Money was crucial, and the Navy's arguments were illogical. Eisenhower confided to his diary in January 1949 that the seamen continually
claimed Air Force planes could not penetrate Soviet airspace, but that for reasons
inexplicable to him, carrier planes would be able to do so. In April, when Johnson
asked his opinion on the United States, Eisenhower said scrap it. Johnson then
called Millard Tydings and Carl Vinson, chairmen of the Senate and House Armed
Services committees, respectively, and the two men approved the proposed cancellation.48
After conferring with President Truman, Secretary Johnson sank the supercarrier. The Navy was livid; Sullivan resigned in protest. The acting secretary
then asked Johnson if the money thus saved could at least be used to remodel
two conventional carriers. The secretary of defense asked the jcs for their opinion,
and the verdict was once again two to one. Vandenberg said the proposed conversion program was simply another attempt to build carriers capable of handling
bombers, and that was unacceptable. He proposed instead that the funds be used
to increase the Navy's antisubmarine capability. Failing that, the money should
be returned to the "national economy." Bradley concurred.", Even though Johnson overruled the majority and agreed to the conversion, Navy supporters had
had enough.
The sailors felt outnumbered and surrounded, and had even begun referring
to themselves as "the water division of Johnson's Air Force." No doubt because
of anger and frustration, anonymous individuals began circulating rumors that cast
shadows on Johnson, Symington, the Air Force, and the new intercontinental
bomber they supported, the B-36. The Navy saw villainy at work, and one of their
favorite bogeymen was the Air secretary.
Symington, a naturally aggressive individual, had often attracted naval gunfire in the past. In March 1948, Sullivan had written an angry and accusatory letter
to Forrestal charging Symington with attacking the Navy and trying to undermine
its position. Symington riposted that the Air Force was faithfully adhering to the
unification agreements and had made no attempts to absorb naval aviation. The
Navy, on the other hand, had repeatedly tried to infringe on the strategic bombing mission and Admirals Chester Nimitz and Dan Gallery had even called for
the elimination of SAC to be replaced by carrier-borne bombers. Symington concluded angrily that Sullivan's charges were a smoke screen to mask his own evil
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intentions. Army Secretary Kenneth Royal], who had also been smeared in the
Sullivan missive, replied more stoically that the Navy's charges were unfounded,
outrageous, and tiresomely typical.5 0
In October, Vice Admiral Arthur W. Radford was called before the Hoover
Commission that was examining reorganization of the Executive Department. Although asked to address Navy capabilities, Radford used the hearings as a platform
to attack the Air Force and the new B- 3 6 bomber. Once again Symington saw duplicity and complained to Forrestal that although he objected strenuously to the
naval tactics, he would not sink to their level and engage in an unseemly public
brawl.51

With the cancellation of the supercarrier, however, a public brawl is exactly
what ensued. Rumors of impropriety became so frequent and damning that the
House Armed Services Committee announced that it would hold hearings concerning those disturbing reports. Noted newspaper columnist Hanson Baldwin
(Annapolis, class of 1924) hinted darkly of fraudulent airplane contracts and "financial high jinks."52
When the hearings began, Congressman James E. Van Zandt (commander,
USNR, "with thirty-two years of naval service and proud of it") reiterated the
charges of fraud and misdoings that had been circulating for weeks. Referring to
an anonymous document, he stated that reports had reached him linking Symington and Johnson with Floyd Odlum, president of Consolidated-Vultee Corporation, builder of the B- 3 6. (Johnson had been a director of that company before
taking office.) It was claimed that contracts with four other aircraft companies had
been unfairly canceled in order to transfer funds to larger B-36 orders. It was then
suggested that plans were afoot for Symington to resign from government office
and head Consolidated. Van Zandt called for a full investigation, Symington was
quick to respond; he not only welcomed an investigation, he demanded it.5
The B- 3 6 hearings were a squalid affair. It was soon clear that Van Zandt had
little more to offer in proof than his infamous "anonymous document." The innuendo and barroom gossip that he attempted to pass as fact finally riled Symington
to dare Van Zandt to drop his congressional immunity and make his allegations
public so that he could take "proper recourse."-' Van Zandt declined the offer.
A host of Air Force witnesses then took the stand and swore that the B- 3 6 had
been chosen on its merits and was the best aircraft available; there was no pressure
from anyone at any time. Vandenberg defended his superior forcefully and convincingly: "I raise my voice . .. as any man might who hears a friend unjustly
accused." It was "utterly unthinkable" and "absolutely fantastic," he maintained,
that Symington would have bought planes for political motives when men's lives
were at stake. Vandenberg said that General LeMay knew more about strategic
bombing that any man alive, and if he said the B- 3 6 was a good airplane, then
it was. As for the charge that the B- 3 6 was a "sitting duck," the chief replied that,
if so, it had a healthy sting to it.' Admiral Radford admitted ruefully that
Vandenberg's testimony was very good. All attacks on the Air Force, its leaders,
and its weapons were effectively parried.-"
The authorship of Van Zandt's secret document was quickly becoming a cru-
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cial issue; if the charges were so demonstrably false, where did the congressman
get the information, and why did he believe it was accurate? Demands were made
on Chairman Vinson to reveal the anonymous accusers; the committee's counsel
threatened to resign if they were not. At last relenting, Vinson called Cedric
Worth to the stand on August 24. Worth was a former Hollywood script writer
who held a top secret clearance as an aide to Assistant Secretary of the Navy Daniel A. Kimball. When asked if he knew the author of the document, Worth responded that he had written it himself, but then admitted that he had no proof
as to its accuracy. Kimball later claimed under oath that he was not aware Worth
had been up to such activities. In fact, because Kimball was curious about the
authorship of the document, he had directed his assistant to try to find out, but
the assistant was unable to solve the mystery. His assistant was Cedric Worth.5'
After some very hostile questioning, Worth admitted that it was all a "tragic mistake," and that he had no intention of impugning the integrity of honorable men
like Secretaries Johnson and Symington.5 Newsweek called this admission a
"knockout blow" and concluded: "If the Air Force fights with the B- 3 6 the
way it fights for it, heaven help America's enemies."51 Even Hanson Baldwin
was forced to conclude that the hearings were "an impressive Air Force vindication," and that its opponents had not displayed "perspicacity or judgment" in the
matter.6
Worth's testimony brought the hearings to a conclusion, with the committee
stating that there was not one iota of evidence to substantiate any of the charges
made by Van Zandt. Within days, the Navy launched a court of inquiry to determine if Worth had received assistance from members of the Navy Department
in composing his fable. The account of this investigation is even more melancholy
than the congressional hearings." Testimony before the court of inquiry made
clear that Worth indeed had had help-a great deal of it-although many who
admitted passing "rank gossip" claimed they never expected it to be used.'6 In
fact, it would not be an exaggeration to say that a small group of willful men, in
and out of uniform, had deliberately conspired to smear the Air Force and its leaders. It was an astonishing display of insolence and insubordination to civilian authority, but the episode was far from over.
When Vinson recessed the hearings in August, he announced that they would
reopen in October, not to investigate more charges of wrongdoing, but to examine
the entire issue of unification, national defense, and strategy. Once the Navy's
court of inquiry began turning into a fiasco, however, Secretary Francis Matthews
(Sullivan's replacement), Admiral Denfeld, and Vinson quietly decided to postpone the hearings, perhaps indefinitely. Such was not to be; certain officers had
a definite case to make, and although the Worth affair was an embarrassment, it
did not detract from their overall theory of the primacy of naval warfare. Consequently, a much decorated war veteran, Captain John C. Crommelin, threw himself into the breach by releasing a classified document to the press that revealed
wholesale discontent in naval ranks. He said it was "necessary to the interests of
national security" that he make the report public. He wanted a public airing of
the issues.' Barely closed wounds immediately reopened as a group of high-
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ranking admirals, led by Admiral Arthur Radford, jumped to Crommelin's defense. Although Denfeld was loath to wash more dirty linen, Radford insisted that
the October hearings be used as a platform to debate defense priorities.
When Vinson's gavel fell on October 5, most of the Navy hierarchy was
primed for battle. Admiral Radford, commander in chief, Pacific Fleet (cINcPAc),
had been recalled from Hawaii to "give advice and otherwise help to strengthen
the Navy's case." Captain Arleigh Burke was also available to prepare testimony
for "less articulate officers."'' The admirals' arguments fell into three main categories: the concept of an "atomic blitz" was a poor strategy in the event of war; the
B- 3 6 was a substandard aircraft that could not successfully carry out the "blitz"
even if it were an acceptable strategy; and the Navy was being treated as an unequal partner in the defense establishment as evidenced by the cancellation of
the United States.
It was the Navy's contention that the Air Force was deluding the American
public with promises of a "cheap victory" won by an atomic air strike. The Navy
maintained that strategic bombing would never win a war, and reliance on it
would only result in the loss of valuable time and allies. In an effort to clear the
air, the jcs appointed Air Force Lieutenant General Hubert R. Harmon to chair
a committee to evaluate the effect of the strategic air offensive on the war-making
capability of the Soviet Union. In order to complete this evaluation, Harmon visited sAc headquarters near Omaha, Nebraska, and asked for briefings on targeting
plans, aircraft availability, crew training, and performance. LeMay was irritated
and called Fairchild complaining that he did not like the depth and specific nature
of the questioning. Vandenberg responded firmly that he expected LeMay's unqualified support given to Harmon's staff: "We cannot afford to be hypersensitive
when we are questioned about our capabilities." He concluded with a faint warning: "please give careful consideration to the matter of [your] attitude. "''
Perhaps LeMay was sensitive for good reason. He had only been the sAc commander for six months and had not yet been able to correct all of his command's
deficiencies. The conclusions of the Harmon Report were not a ringing endorsement of sAc. It acknowledged that the planned atomic offensive, which envisioned
133 bombs dropped on seventy Soviet cities, would reduce Soviet industrial capacity by 30 to 40 percent and kill 2.7 million people while wounding 4 million
more. Although such destruction was massive, it would not cripple the Soviet
economy and might even harden the population's will to resist. In addition, the
atomic offensive would not prevent the Soviets from overrunning Western Europe. Nevertheless, the report concluded somewhat ambiguously that the air offensive was still the only way of rapidly inflicting shock and serious damage on
the Soviet Union; moreover, "every reasonable effort should be devoted to providing .

.

. for prompt and effective delivery of the maximum numbers of atomic

bombs to appropriate target systems."'' In other words, Harmon seemed to be
saying that although the air offensive would not win a war under present conditions, it might in the future if more bombs were used. Vandenberg was not pleased
with these findings. Although in truth the report was similar to what current war
plans postulated and what Vandenberg had been saying publicly, it is possible that
the chief had been deliberately understating his case in order to sound reasonable
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and measured. He hoped that the Harmon board would more resoundingly ring
sAc's praises. The Navy was a bit more pleased with the report's findings, but was
also concerned with its ambiguities. In short, the Harmon Report was a mixed
bag that neither satisfied nor offended. Perhaps because of this, neither the Air
Force nor the Navy made much of the findings, and, miraculously, the report was
not leaked to the press. 67
Although the August hearings had destroyed all charges of wrongdoing in the
selection of the B-36, the Navy still maintained that the leviathan was substandard
technically and virtually obsolescent. Radford said that the B-36 could easily be
detected, intercepted, and destroyed by fighter aircraft then available. "I can sincerely say to you," he remarked, "that I hope the enemy bombers which may
attack our country in any future conflict will be no better than the B-36." What
was worse, Radford maintained, the Air Force was concentrating on the bomber
to such an extent-"putting all its eggs in one basket"-that other vital missions,
such as transport and close air support, were deficient.6
Finally, the Navy claimed that it was not an equal partner in the defense
setup because the Army and Air Force consistently united against it. The admirals
claimed that their budget had been cut so drastically that it threatened to reduce
them to impotency. The cancellation of the supercarrier was the symbol of this
discrimination. They believed that the carrier would prove to be an effective and
efficient weapon system, tailored to the needs of modern war. The abrupt, and
in their minds arbitrary, cancellation of the ship dealt a severe blow to Navy morale of all ranks.6
The Air Force trade magazine referred to this performance as a "revolt against
the Law of the Land." jcs Chairman General Bradley later wrote that he was
aghast and could scarcely believe the Navy's actions. "Never in our military history," he asserted, "had there been anything comparable-not even the Billy
Mitchell rebellion of the 192os, a complete breakdown in discipline occurred.
Neither Matthews nor Denfeld could control his subordinates ... Denfeld...
allowed his admirals to run amok. It was utterly disgraceful." Admiral Denfeld,
whom Bradley described as an "affable glad-handing Washington bureaucrat with
only minimal naval combat experience and no grasp at all of large-scale land warfare," bore the brunt of his ire. Bradley charged Denfeld with complete dishonesty regarding Navy claims pertaining to American war plans. He also said that
the admirals had deliberately skewed data from atomic bomb tests to support their
claims against the Air Force.7" From retirement General Spaatz snorted: "The
Navy is having a miscarriage-in public. "71 It was all very unsettling.
Vandenberg rose to defend his service against these various charges. In
Bradley's words, he was "icily cool and precise" and "utterly demolished" the testimony of the "crybaby [Navy] aviators." Reading the transcript of the hearings
even forty years after the event, one cannot help but agree. Vandenberg's testimony was remarkably dispassionate and logical. It was often said by contemporaries that he was at his best in situations of this type; as things grew hotter, he became cooler and quieter. The effect was devastating.
Vandenberg began by describing the organization of the Joint Chiefs, who
by law were charged with formulating strategic war plans. They were assisted in

1361

IlOYT S. VANDENBERG

that task by a Joint Staff, composed of an equal number of officers from the three
services, which at that time was headed by an admiral. The Joint Staff was advised
by two important groups: the Research and Development Board and the Weapons
Systems Evaluation Group, both led by distinguished civilian scientists. After
many months of study and debate, these diverse groups presented a war plan
(TROJAN) that was officially approved by all members of the jcs. The claim that
strategic bombing was an Air Force plan was simply not true; it was the national
plan. The tool of the air offensive called for in the war plan was SMC, under the
direct control of the jcs-not the Air Force-and whose targets were selected by
the jcs. The purpose of the strategic air campaign was not to win the war; only
surface forces could ensure that. Rather, its purpose was to serve as an equalizer
to the hordes of enemy troops that greatly outnumbered our own. What was the
alternative? Vandenberg asked. "Is it proposed that we build and maintain a standing Army capable of meeting the masses of an enemy army on the ground in equal
man-to-man, body-to-body, gun-to-gun combat?"
As for the effectiveness of the B- 3 6, Vandenberg stated that although the airplane was not perfect, it was the best bomber of its type in the world, and it would
get through. It had already flown ten thousand miles, dropped a ten-thousandpound bomb, and returned to its base, all at an altitude of forty-two thousand
feet. When questioned about Navy claims that it could be detected, intercepted,
and destroyed, the general replied that radar and fighter aircraft were not new;
the bomber would get through. When asked if escort fighters should be provided,
perhaps supplied from aircraft carriers, Vandenberg responded that such aircraft
had insufficient range. Escort was desirable but not necessary. The bomber would
still get through.
Concerning the issue of overemphasis on bombers to the detriment of other
air arms, Vandenberg noted that of the forty-eight combat groups in the Air Force,
only four were equipped with the B- 3 6. If current plans to expand to seventy
groups were fulfilled, still only four groups would operate the B-3 6. When all aircraft (including the reserves) available on M-Day (the hypothetical date for the
outbreak of war) were counted, the B- 3 6 comprised only 3 percent of the total.
Moreover, as commander of the Ninth Air Force during World War II, he fully
realized the crucial importance of close air support. General Bradley did not dispute the point.7
As for the United States and claims that the Air Force was trying to absorb
naval and Marine Corps aviation, Vandenberg stated once again that such was not
the case. He objected to the supercarrier because the ship was not needed for
the Navy's primary mission. Funds were too scarce to buy weapons not directly
supportive of the nation's war plan. Perhaps the carrier was a good weapon, but
was it necessary? TROJAN called for specific tasks to be accomplished by specific
forces; that was what unification was supposed to be all about. That the Army
agreed with him on this issue did not suggest a conspiracy; rather, the Army also
thought the Navy was mistaken.Y
Reading the testimony, one is also struck by the lack of vitriol in Vandenberg's
statement. Considering the emotional, sometimes personal and vicious charges
that had been levied against him, his secretary, and his service, Vandenberg's mild
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remarks are amazing. To ensure that the rest of the Air Force remained similarly
low key, he had press officers assigned to handle all public statements by his two
most rambunctious generals-Kenney and LeMay--so that intemperate remarks
would not cause an incident.71 After Cedric Worth's charges were proved fraudulent, the chief must have realized that the tide was flowing in his direction; he
could now afford to be reserved and subtle, attempting to soothe bruised egos
rather than exacerbate a split. Revenge was an unjustified luxury.
As a result of the hearings, few heads rolled in the Navy. Worth resigned;
Vice Admirals William Blandy and Gerald Bogan were nudged into retirement;
and Captain Crommelin was eventually reassigned and given a letter of reprimand, although not without one last bit of controversy. Secretary Matthews ordered Crommelin transferred as punishment, but when told this had been done,
the Secretary discovered the "banishment" had been to a rear admiral's billet!
Crommelin was reassigned once again. 75 Admiral Denfeld was not so fortunate.
When the "revolt of the admirals" began, Matthews and he had fought a losing
battle to maintain order within the bulkheads. When Denfeld testified, however,
he "defected" to the enemy and joined the Radford group; Matthews stood alone
in condemning the actions of those in uniform, and he did not like it. Denfeld
was relieved, and in his message to the president, Matthews gave his reasons.
The chief of naval operations did not accept unification. What was far worse: "A
military establishment is not a political democracy. Integrity of command is indispensable at all times. There can be no twilight zone in the measure of loyalty to
superiors and respect for authority existing between various official ranks.'"7
The Navy had fought unification from the beginning, ostensibly because it
threatened civilian control of the military-the fear of "the man on horseback."
How ironic that the sailors would then deliberately slander their civilian superiors. In truth, the admirals were not repentant, steadfastly maintaining that their
astonishing display of insubordination was justified in order to protect naval interests. Those few who suffered for their conduct were considered martyrs. Even
three decades later, the revolt was considered by the Navy hierarchy as a glorious
chapter in their history." In contrast, General Vandenberg ran a very tight ship
indeed.
In the long term, the effect of the incident was small. Within two years increased defense spending would permit the Navy to build supercarriers, and one
of the individuals most responsible for the clash, Admiral Radford, would four
years later be chosen by President Eisenhower as chairman of the Joint Chiefs
of Staff. In the short term, however, the affair had more significance. Observers
on both sides of the Atlantic were shocked by the whole incident; one called it
a display of "pettiness, inconsistency and hatred." The London Economist asked:
"What faith can the United States have in Chiefs of Staff who behave like children?
What faith can the powers who signed the North Atlantic Treaty have when their
strongest partner shows much internal weakness?"" Of far greater significance,
relations between the services were at their nadir, and in less than a year there
would be war.
Vandenberg never forgot the affair. Three years later he still kept a thick dossier in his safe that documented Navy criticism of the Air Force together with his
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projected responses to such charges. Although he never was required to defend
himself again, he was ready if it became necessary.'
Vandenberg's performance in this entire controversy was an eloquent response to those critics who thought he was too soft and agreeable for the job of
chief of staff. When put to the test, he proved a sturdy and determined spokesman
for Air Force and national interests. He resolutely defended unification and the
principle of civilian control, and he demanded that his subordinates do so as well.
In the aftermath, Secretary Johnson told his troops to shake hands and forget
it; he recommended that they all go golfing together. Johnson congratulated the
victors: "My informants stated General Vandenberg sank three fantastic fifty-foot
chip shots, and General Norstad constantly played over his head. "' It is reported
that Van and Larry won two dollars each.

There is no present to aviation--only a
past and a future. And, no man can properly develop aviation who cannot change
his mind every twenty-four hours.
Italo Balbo
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Youk'n hide de fier, but w'at you gwine do

wid de smoke?
Uncle Remus

THE BUDGET BATTLES
Money was the underlying cause of the B-36/supercarrier controversy and
the main factor that would lead to the resignations in 1950 of Secretaries Johnson
and Symington and nearly of Generals Vandenberg, Bradley, and Collins. Disagreements between the services were unavoidable given the magnitude of the
issues and the aggressive personalities of the individuals involved. What made
the clashes so violent was the frustration, almost desperation, caused by budget
cuts that left each service feeling it was ill-prepared to carry out its mission. Soldiers, sailors, and airmen fought bitterly because they believed they were fighting
for their institutional lives. Had more funds been available for defense, then each
service could have had the weapons and forces it thought necessary to carry out
its mission; but more funds were not available, and so the budget fights became
particularly heated.
When the Air Force gained independence in 1947, its strength, like that of
the other services, was far below what it considered sufficient for safety, but budget cutting was paramount. After much urging, the president and Congress decided to look into the issue of air power, because advocates had long held that
"..winged defense" was the most economical method of protecting the nation. In
mid-1947, President Truman appointed a blue-ribbon panel, the Air Policy Coin-
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mission, led by Thomas K. Finletter, to study the question. Symington and Vandenberg were called to testify, and both pushed strongly for a more powerful Air
Force. Vandenberg called for 131 groups, 70 of which would be active. These 70
would consist of 21 heavy bomb groups, 22 fighter groups, and the rest attack,
reconnaissance, and transport aircraft. At that time, the Air Force had only 40
groups but was hoping to expand. Vandenberg's testimony was so frank as to be
shocking. Aviation Week called his candor an "astonishing break with military policy" because it extensively detailed Air Force capabilities. This candor was deliberate. Vandenberg wanted the American public to know the state of its Air Force,
and that state was not good.'
The Finletter commission continued its examination and after interviewing
over 150 witnesses, released a report in January 1948 that caused a stir. "Survival
in the Air Age" stated boldly that "this Military Establishment must be built
around the air arm. . . . our military security must be based on air power." It
stressed the necessity of being powerful enough not only to defend the country,
but capable of"dealing a crushing counter offensive blow on the aggressor." The
report added that, unfortunately, the Air Force was not then strong enough to
ensure such a deterrent. A seventy-group Air Force composed of 12,400 modern
aircraft, of which 700 were atomic-capable heavy bombers, should be immediately
available for war. These were almost the exact numbers that Vandenberg had suggested the previous month. The naval air arm was also deficient and had to be
increased; 5,793 front line planes were required, with another 5, ioo in support.'
Such findings were a welcome encouragement to both the Air Force and the Navy.
The touchstone of the seventy-group Air Force had been a major goal of airmen
even before the war had ended. Vandenberg and other air leaders continuously
emphasized the necessity for maintaining a force of that size to assure national
3
defense.
Aviators received more good news two months later when the House, which
had also been studying the question of air power, released its findings in the form
of the Hinshaw-Brewster Report, which concluded that air power was the weapon
most likely to discourage an aggressor from attacking, and that it was also the most
effective method of thwarting such an attack if it were launched. It too called for
a seventy-group Air Force.'
These two reports coming in rapid succession seemed to augur well for the
nascent Air Force. In addition, the public also admired the airmen: a Gallup poll
revealed that 74 percent of those surveyed thought the Air Force would be the
most important factor if another war broke out.' The Air Force and the joint Chiefs
began immediately to estimate what the proposals called for by the commission
and the board would cost and how long they would take to implement. Problems
quickly arose. Under existing budget ceilings, an Air Force buildup could only
occur at the expense of the Army and Navy, and the sister services were in no
mood to be generous. Secretary Forrestal felt similarly that the Defense dollar
must be shared, warning that the expansion of one service at the expense of the
others would be dangerous.' Tension increased further when President Truman
made it clear that, reports and surveys notwithstanding, budgetary restraint was
the order of the day. It was an election year, and increasing taxes to finance a
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defense buildup was not feasible. The budget was as much a political question
as an economic one; at times the services forgot that simple truism, but President
Truman did not.
On May 13, 1948, the president informed the secretary of defense that: "Unless world conditions deteriorate .

.

. it is my purpose to hold the 195o budget

.. . to a level which can be supported on a continuing basis and which will not
undermine our economy." He added it was his desire that "increased emphasis
be placed . . . on efficiency, economy and getting a dollar's worth of value for

each dollar expended." In order to ensure there was no misunderstanding, Truman sent memoranda to each of his chiefs with the admonition: "There are still
some of you who are thinking more of representing the interests and objectives
of your individual service than of interpreting the broad national program and its
requirements to your subordinates and to the Congress."' The president was of
the opinion that healthy economies in America and Europe were the best guarantee of success in war, and thus launched the European Recovery Program (the
"Marshall Plan") largely to shore up European economies to better withstand Soviet pressures. Truman believed that the enormous capacity of American industry
would be able to generate victory in a future conflict just as it had in the world
wars. This theory necessarily postulated that war was not imminent and that existing force levels were sufficient to deter Soviet aggression. In his message to Congress the president put it this way:
This Nation's military security should rest on a nucleus of highly trained and mobile
forces ...

backed by ready reserves of trained men, standby equipment and produc-

tion facilities, and an integrated mobilization plan which relates our national security
requirements to the tremendous productive capacity of American industry.'
Vandenberg questioned this logic; in the future, a lengthy breathing spell allowing gradual mobilization might not be available. All American war plans called
for three basic goals in the event of attack: defense of the United States; the
launching of a strategic air offensive; and preparation for the "later phases of war."
The first two steps were largely the responsibility of the Air Force and would have
to be taken with forces in being; the third phase allowed time for mobilization.
Vandenberg reasoned that the Air Force's duties required the bulk of its capability
constantly available for battle, but the forces of the Army and Navy could be relatively inert until the outbreak of hostilities."
The president was insistent that the military hold its fiscal year (FY) 1949
budget to $15 billion, fearing a higher figure would generate inflation and necessitate unpopular wage and price controls. (The figure of $14.4 billion is usually used
because $6oo million was to be skimmed off the top for stockpiling; hence, the
services were left with $14.4 billion to spend.) After studying the limitations this
budget would place on the Air Force, Symington remonstrated with the president,
asking him to reconsider, but to no avail. Symington then wrote Forrestal that
the president's directions were unrealistic and that "vital objectives in our program of national security are jeopardized." The seventy-group program mandated
by Congress could not be achieved with such a budget ceiling.' 0 Forrestal was
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sympathetic, but events would prove him no more successful at changing
Truman's mind.
The JCS attempted to meet the president's spending limit, but were unable
to decrease projections below $30 billion-twice what the president had ordered.
In an effort to break the logjam, the jcs agreed to appoint a committee to concentrate on the budget. This group, referred to as the McNarney board after its senior
member, General Joseph McNarney, labored for weeks to resolve the budget impasse, but had only partial success. " Most arguments were between the Navy and
the Air Force. An indication of the seriousness of these disagreements can be
gained by reading the transcript of one such budget meeting:
ADMIRAL RADFORD: I doubt if your bombers will get through.
GENERAL VANDENBERG: If we can't get in there with a 300 knot bomber, how are
. you going to exist in there with a 30 knot task force?

RADFORD: We will have fighter protection. You won't be able to conduct successful
bombing operations in World War III without fighter protection and not with 300
knot bombers.
GENERAL GRUENTiHER: Then you would cast considerable doubt on the air offensive
conducted from Great Britain?
RADFORD: I would go further than that. In my opinion it is almost certain to fail.
VANDENBERG: The Russians have poor air defenses and they are not centrally
controlled.
RADFORD: That reminds me of the 30s when you were putting forth the

thesis that you could do bombing without fighter protection. It certainly fell fiat
during the war.
VANDENBERG: It was done during the last war.

RADFORD: Yes, but at great cost.
VANDENBERG: They bombed their objectives and destroyed them. That is all you have
to do with the A-bomb.
RADFORD: You have got to get an entirely different type of A-bomb carrier to make
A-bomb delivery more satisfactory. I think the Air Force has to develop high-speed
bombers that can go in and have a fair chance of success.
VANDENBERG: We think the Navy ought to develop an anti-submarine force.
GENERAL BRADLEY: I don't think this is getting us anywhere except to bring out our
weaknesses. "2

Secretary of the Army Kenneth Royall grew impatient with the incessant
bickering and advised Forrestal to end the squabbling once and for all; either give
all the airplanes to the Navy and abolish the Air Force, or give all the planes to
the Air Force and let the sailors run the ships.13 Others also believed that Forrestal
was exerting insufficient control over the jcs. Director of the Budget James Webb
told David Lilienthal of the Atomic Energy Commission that Forrestal was being
"bulldozed" and was not carrying out the president's wishes in budgetary matters.
Webb concluded that the defense secretary's lack of control was a "very disturbing" situation. Truman agreed, confiding to his diary that Forrestal "can't take it.
He wants to compromise with the opposition.'""
After two months, MeNarney's committee decreased estimates to $23 billion,
still far too high. On October 6, Forrestal prodded his chiefs once again: "I want
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it clearly established . . . that I am expecting a definite recommendation from
you, as an entity, under a ceiling of $14.4 billion."'' While directing his chiefs
to decrease their figures, Forrestal visited the president once again in an effort
to convince him to raise his, but was unsuccessful. In exasperation, General Vandenberg wrote Forrestal that the Navy's proposals were "out of balance in relation
to the estimated strength and capabilities of our only possible potential enemy."
He therefore suggested the following split: Army, $4.9 billion; Navy, $4.4 billion;
Air Force, $5.1 billion."6 Bradley concurred, arguing that the Navy said it needed
carriers in the Mediterranean to help stop a land invasion. Why? asked Bradley.
Naval air had never stopped an army movement before, and that was not their
mission anyway: "The Navy should have whatever air force is necessary to carry
out its naval mission but when there is a limited amount of money available I think
we must consider primary missions first." Admiral Denfeld disagreed with the
generals and offered the following division: Army, $4.9 billion; Navy, $4.9 billion;
Air Force, $4.6 billion."7
Forrestal sent his Chiefs back to their desks; he did not want split decisions,
he wanted consensus. Finally, on November 8 an agreement of sorts was reached
and forwarded to the secretary: Army, $4.8 billion; Navy, $4.6 billion; Air Force,
$5.o billion." However, there was still dispute about what weapon systems should
be purchased; specifically, how many carriers would be authorized for the Navy?
Denfeld wanted nine, Vandenberg offered four, and Bradley compromised at six.
Vandenberg argued that the Navy's figure anticipated a carrier task force in the
Mediterranean. He pointed out that no such mission was projected in the war
plan (HALFMOON); therefore, four carriers were sufficient. All were in agreement
on one point: $14.4 billion was "insufficient to implement national policy in any
probable war situation that can be foreseen." Forrestal once again wrote the president, asking him to raise the Defense budget to $16.9 billion, contending that
the Joint Chiefs did not believe national security could be adequately safeguarded
with the lower ceiling. He had tried to enlist the support of Secretary of State
George Marshall by asking him to assert that higher defense spending was needed
because of the hazardous political situation. Marshall would not bite, however;
he was pushing his own European Recovery Program and did not want funds
diverted to a military expansion. The most he offered Forrestal was the bland
assurance that a bigger military budget would provide a state of readiness that
would help negotiations and reassure European allies. The president remained
obdurate.' 9
Forrestal reluctantly accepted his lot and the fund split recommended by the
joint Chiefs of the $14.4 billion; he then resolved the carrier issue by settling on
a total of eight. Although the secretary breathed a sigh of relief, he realized the
battle was not over and a struggle in Congress would probably be inevitable. He
reminded his subordinates that it was their responsibility to support the budget
if called upon to testify. This was far from a "gag order," but Forrestal clearly foresaw that nerves had been rubbed raw during the prolonged budget discussions
and an attempt by the services to "take their case to court" was a possibility.'
Eugene M. Zuckert, then assistant secretary of the Air Force, remembers Forrestal asking Symington pointedly if he would support the budget before Congress.
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Symington replied that he would be under oath and could not lie; Forrestal
agreed. The president later asked Symington the same question and received the
same response. Truman then asked for Symington's word that he would not "originate any questions" before the committees. When the secretary agreed, the president told him to answer all questions honestly."2
Vandenberg was disgusted by the constant arguing. He and Admiral Denfeld
did not see eye to eye, and it was doubtful that they ever would (the B- 3 6 hearings
were going on at that same time). Writing Forrestal in November 1948, he deplored the powerlessness of the jcs to reach a timely decision even on elementary
issues; something must be done.
Specifically, there is a difference of opinion as to whether the jcs, as a body, should
determine the strategic concept for future war and establish the major elements of
forces required to carry out such a concept. I firmly believe that law and precedent
make this, together with the strategic direction of such forces in the event of war,
the primary function of the jcs.
He strongly recommended that a Chairman of the Joint Chiefs be appointed
to force a decision if unanimity was impossible.= To his mind, a definite decision,
even if wrong, was preferable to weakness and vacillation. In a lengthy and
strongly worded memorandum to Secretary Forrestal in January 1949, Vandenberg expanded on the ideas he had presented in November. Citing provisions in
the National Security Act, the president's executive order of 1947, and the Key
West Agreement of 1948, he reasoned that it was imperative for the jcs to take
charge of military strategy. It seriously concerned him that the chiefs refused even
to acknowledge that such was their function. He concluded: "In the face of the
failure of the Joint Chiefs of Staff to either recognize or discharge their collective
responsibilities, this memorandum constitutes my unilateral opinion concerning
that advice which I strongly believe should properly be provided the Secretary
of Defense by the Joint Chiefs of Staff. ""
Ironically, Secretary Forrestal, who had been one of the main architects of
his virtually powerless position, finally realized his error, and in the month following Vandenberg's first memorandum pushed for increased authority. In addition,
the Commission on the Organization of the Executive Branch of the Government,
led by former President Herbert Hoover, also studied the problems of the Defense establishment and agreed that changes were necessary. Vandenberg was
called to testify before the commission and repeated his opinions regarding the
inadequacy of the Defense secretary's position and the need for a jcs chairman."
The president concurred with the Hoover commission's conclusions and
wrote Congress in March 1949 asking for amendments to the National Security
Act. The changes, which took effect in August 1949, were an improvement but
did not go as far as Vandenberg had wanted: the service secretaries were demoted
below cabinet level rank and placed directly under the Defense secretary, and
the posts of one deputy secretary and three assistant secretaries of Defense were
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added to help administer the newly named "Department of Defense." The role
and composition of the National Security Council were more clearly defined. The
Joint Chiefs were specifically authorized to present to Congress, "on their own
initiative, after first so informing the secretary of Defense, any recommendation
relating to the Department of Defense, that [they] may deem proper." In addition, the post of chairman of the Joint Chiefs was established; unfortunately, he
had no vote and thus was denied the authority which Vandenberg thought so crucial. Split decisions would continue. General Bradley was named the first chairman and his place as Army chief was taken by General J. Lawton ("Lightning Joe")
Collins.2
Finally, an entirely new section was added to the act that detailed a new
budgeting process, centering more decision making in the Defense secretary's office. This provision especially rankled Vandenberg. The budget had always been,
quite properly, a largely civilian affair-proposed by the president on the advice
of the service secretaries and the Bureau of the Budget, and then debated and
decided by the Congress-but now even technical details regarding force structures and weapon systems were being taken out of the hands of the Joint Chiefs.
To make matters worse in Vandenberg's opinion, Wilfred J. McNeil, the Department of Defense Comptroller, was a particularly unsatisfactory choice to be making such decisions. McNeil, an officer in the Naval Reserve, was seen as an opponent of the Air Force, and this interpretation was not tempered when he was
promoted to rear admiral at the height of the budget fights in 1949--reputedly
just after deciding the Air Force did not need an extra twenty-two groups, but
the Navy did need an extra carrier. One reporter commented that McNeil was
the man in Washington whom Vandenberg hated the most.
Another reason for disliking McNeil was because he and his staff did not seem
to appreciate what Vandenberg regarded as the superior efficiency of the Air Force
budget process, which he maintained was more economy-minded than those of
the Army and Navy because of the organizational efforts of successful businessmen
like Symington and Zuckert. Cost analysis and modern management techniques
implemented by the secretaries helped ensure that fat was trimmed from the budget before it ever reached McNeil's office. In October 1947, the Air Force had
created the position of air comptroller and appointed a Harvard Business School
graduate to the post, Lieutenant General Edwin Rawlings; his job was to oversee
the entire Air Force budget process. One of his first moves was to purchase the
military's first computer, the UNIVAC 1, to more efficiently manage finances. Rawlings then introduced into the Air Force organization the modern business methods he had learned at Harvard, and executives from Sears, Roebuck and Company
were called in to study the Air Force supply and inventory system in an effort
to improve efficiency. Moreover, Vandenberg insisted that all officers be annually
rated on their ability to manage resources and personnel.Y7 Because of the rapid
obsolescence of aircraft, a close association with industry was a necessity. It was
believed this symbiotic relationship helped keep the Air Force running smoothly
and efficiently. As Vandenberg put it: "It is our theory that as long as we are using
taxpayers' money we should employ as many as possible of the methods and techniques that enabled the taxpayers to make the money. "' Nevertheless, "the ad-
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miral" slashed Air Force estimates anyway, assuming they were as bloated as those
of the Army and Navy. Vandenberg and Symington complained frequently, charging that the other services were guilty of bad management and of padding their
personnel and cost figures. McNeil and his superiors, Forrestal and later Johnson,
were not receptive to Air Force claims.'
When the proposed budget for fiscal 1949 went before Congress and the Joint
Chiefs were called to testify, their words were hardly a ringing endorsement. Vandenberg was the most vocal. Although careful not to attack the overall budget ceiling, and thus the president, he did disagree with the division of funds. He maintained that an adequate defense could be purchased for $15 billion, but if
Congress was serious about its previous pledges to build the Air Force to seventy
groups, then the Air Force needed a total of $7 billion.3 Symington expressed
similar opinions, and this especially rankled Forrestal. There was some thought
of Symington being asked for his resignation, but Forrestal realized he did not
have sufficient clout with the president to risk such a confrontation. Even so, the
relationship between the two secretaries was never the same. Forrestal considered Symington insubordinate and thought he was maneuvering for the position
of secretary of Defense. Eugene Zuckert later stated that he also thought Symington was given too much rein and that was ironic, because Symington would never
have tolerated such actions by a subordinate."
Symington and Vandenberg were alike in many respects, and their opinions
were often the same. The two men were exceedingly self-confident and poised.
Perhaps because they did not look upon each other as a threat-as was so often
the case in the Navy and would be in the Air Force when Symington resignedthe two worked together closely, loyally, and smoothly. Their offices were close
together in the Pentagon, and Symington was always invited to Air Staff meetings.
The two became close personal friends and this relationship continued after their
professional one was severed. Not surprisingly, Vandenberg and Symington
thought similarly on the budget problem, and the secretary wrote in late 1948:
It is our earnest desire to support the administration's budget, because we realize that
economic disaster could be equivalent to military disaster. That, however, does not
change the position of the Air Force; namely, from a purely military standpoint, 70
groups, or its equivalent (now 67 groups) is necessary for the minimum peacetime
security of the United States."
What had put the services even more on edge in the budget struggle was
the realization that President Truman intended to hold the Department of Defense to the same funding levels for the following year. The anguished armtwisting necessary to commit a fiscal plan to paper was barely completed, and it
was time to begin anew. No doubt aware of how difficult the prospect was, at
Forrestal's urging Truman recalled General Eisenhower to active duty and made
him "presiding officer" of the jcs in January 1949. (This was before the NSA amendments passed later in the year that resulted in Bradley becoming chairman.) Forrestal had become chary of the Navy hierarchy's constant carping, telling
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Eisenhower he no longer trusted most of them. He hoped Ike would "unify the
services."" Although he had no power to compel agreement, it was hoped that
Eisenhower's enormous prestige would smooth conflicts. Such hopes were not fulfilled, and Eisenhower soon found himself frustrated. Nevertheless, Eisenhower
began his task optimistically. He saw the first hurdle as being the need for an
agreed upon strategic war plan. Once such a document was officially approved,
then the services could determine what forces were necessary to carry out their
primary missions as defined in the plan. It was anticipated that these forces, which
Eisenhower called "red bricks," would absorb about 8o percent of the budget.
The remaining 20 percent would be used for secondary missions-"blue bricks."
On February z8, Eisenhower directed the chiefs to push ahead with war plans
and budgetary projections and be prepared to meet together to discuss these matters the following week.'
When the requested plans were unveiled on March 2, 1949, it was clear that
the problems of the previous year had returned with a vengeance. Projections
for the Army were similar among the three services and thus presented little controversy. Regarding the Air Force, Vandenberg once again proposed an expansion
to seventy groups while the Navy repeated that forty-eight were sufficient. Even
so, the strategic bombing forces in both plans were comparable; it was the tactical
air units that were deleted by the Navy. When one remembers that the Navy
was at the same time in the B- 3 6 hearings charging the Air Force with overemphasizing strategic forces and neglecting the tactical, this fact is ironic and significant.
The forces rejected consisted of six medium bomber groups (B-5os for the strategic air offensive), four light bomber groups (close air support aircraft), three reconnaissance, five tactical fighter, and four troop carrier groups. In other words, if
the Air Force had been expanded to seventy groups as desired, sixteen of the additional twenty-two groups would have been earmarked for use with the ground
forces. It was precisely in this area that the Air Force was deficient when war came
the following year.' The Air Force was unbalanced, and Vandenberg knew it, but
he could do little to redress the problem. In a major war with the Soviet Union,
the United States could be defeated unless it had an adequate atomic strike force,
but the lack of a sizable conventional capability would only delay victory in a minor
war. If funds were available, then Vandenberg wanted both; his plans for the
composition of the seventy groups clearly prove this. But funds were not available, and so Vandenberg had to set priorities. Total war was more dangerous and
must be provided for first. He did not like it, but there was nothing to be done
-not yet.
It was the radical difference of opinion regarding naval forces that was to precipitate the most conflict in the budget process. In the first place, both the Army
and the Air Force proposed the elimination of all Marine aviation units. Two independent air forces were undesirable but acceptable, three separate air arms were
not. As for aircraft carriers, Vandenberg threw down the gauntlet: there were insufficient funds and reason to justify any fleet carriers, although he agreed to
twelve escort carriers for use in an antisubmarine role. Eisenhower disagreed and
thought the Navy needed large carriers; Vandenberg told him he was "nuts. "3 The
Air Force commander argued that the naval function of paramount importance in
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the war plan was the maintenance of the sea lines of communication; this required
the elimination or containment of the Soviet submarine menace. Fleet carriers
were inefficient in such a role. When Denfeld countered that the four large carriers originally conceded by Vandenberg were too few to be of use, the general,
no doubt with a twinkle in his eye, quickly agreed: it would be best if no large
carriers were built.-, Vandenberg stated that the United States already had the
largest navy in the world and was allied with Britain, the second greatest naval
power. There was only one major enemy; that enemy had neither a surface fleet
nor a strategic air force. It did, however, have an enormous army, great tactical
air strength, and a sizable submarine fleet. Aircraft carriers would not survive in
the Mediterranean because of Soviet air power; if the carriers remained well offshore in the Atlantic, the short range of their aircraft would make them useless
in a major land campaign. Besides, the Navy's mission did not include strategic
bombing. The Department of Defense was "out of balance"; the Air Force and
Army should be enlarged and the Navy decreased in order to restore equilibrium.3 Bradley generally agreed with this line of reasoning, and so did
Eisenhower, at least privately.
Upon assuming his duties, Eisenhower had discussed basic military strategy
and budgetary considerations with the president, and the two had agreed that
the Air Force should be strengthened and the Navy cut back. In July, he reiterated
this position to Johnson, stating his "inescapable conclusion" that the Air Force,
and especially its atomic strike force, be reinforced, even if that meant "cutting
into other features of our program more than we believe desirable or wise." By
November, Eisenhower seemed fully to accept the thrust of Vandenberg's arguments, writing to an old friend and naval officer that the Navy should worry more
about Soviet submarines and less about strategic bombing. The naval mission was
first and foremost the control of the seas, and Eisenhower was not convinced that
the admirals were sufficiently concerned with that mission.' Publicly, however,
the general had to maintain a much more even keel.
In his quest for reconciliation, Eisenhower showed commendable innovation.
He devised one formula after another in an attempt to draw the estimates of the
three services closer together and within presidential guidelines. But all such
attempts-"red bricks," the "four estimates," and "Ike I and Ike II forces"ended in failure. The problem about which Vandenberg had railed the previous
December was still painfully apparent: Eisenhower could suggest formulas, but
if any one of the services refused his overtures, deadlock resulted. Even so, there
was some progress made until July 1949, when things erupted once again. At that
point, President Truman reevaluated the nation's fiscal balance sheet and decided
the defense budget would have to be trimmed still further, to $13 billion. Secretary Louis Johnson quickly and energetically endorsed the cut.4 It would seem
that if Johnson's political ambitions were as lofty as reported, he looked upon the
economy as a major campaign issue, feeling that this concerned the American
public more than potential Soviet aggression. Johnson hitched his wagon to the
star of thrift and hoped it would carry him closer to the executive mansion.
It was thought by many and hoped by some that Johnson would be partial
to the Air Force because of his previous association with Consolidated-Vultee Air-
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craft Corporation, but in truth the Air Force fared no better than under Secretary
Forrestal. A phrase bandied about by the budgeteers at that time was "balanced
forces." All wanted balance, but like many catchwords it meant different things
to different people. Because the Navy considered itself as having world-wide commitments that it thought the other services did not, it moved for the lion's share
of the funds. Eisenhower had suggested at one point an even three-way split.
Bradley thought balanced forces meant "effective forces equal to the tasks that
modern warfare may thrust upon this military." Vandenberg suggested that funds
should be balanced against the proposed enemy's capabilities; weapons projected
for use in war plans should have precedence over all others." Whose definition
was to be used?
Although the services argued and fumed that the new cuts were totally unrealistic, Johnson remained impassive. The final figures submitted to the president
on September 20 were: Army, $4.0 billion; Navy, $3.8 billion; Air Force, $4.3
billion."2 This budget would permit the Air Force forty-eight groups, of which four
were heavy bombers; the Army would have nine divisions, and the Navy six carriers. Johnson realized that not everyone would be happy with such a decision, but
he was certain that the economy measures he had instituted would soon bear fruit
and save millions of dollars. Of greater concern, Johnson believed that: "The Department of Defense recognizes the overriding necessity of keeping military costs
within limits which will not endanger the fundamental soundness of our
economy-one of our primary military assets.""'I When questioned about this allocation, Vandenberg refused to toe the line and replied as he had the previous year:
he supported the president's budget; the secretary's was another matter: "The Air
Force believes that it can perform its responsibilities in the national defense with
an establishment usually described as the '7o-group Air Force.' It does not feel
that it can take responsibility for the military risks involved in any lesser force.""4
Congress was also in an economizing mood, but not to the same degree as
Truman and Johnson, and it was especially favorable to the Air Force. In a surprising transformation, the Navy's erstwhile legislative supporter, Carl Vinson, became a strong advocate of air power and pushed for seventy groups. In April 1948,
he had expressed the opinion that the United States could not compete with 175
Soviet divisions, but it could compete in air power." Congressman Clarence Cannon voiced this same feeling more colorfully: "We will not necessarily have to send
our land army over there in the next war, as in the last war. Let us equip soldiers
from other nations and let them send their boys into holocausts instead of sending
our own boys. That is what long-range planes mean. "I Even so, President Truman
remained unconvinced. The crisis atmosphere of mid-1948 that had led to a modest attempt at military buildup had cooled by early 1949 and with it all thoughts
of rearmament. Moreover, the president's surprise reelection probably emboldened him to carry on with his policy of fiscal restraint. The people had apparently
spoken. The previous year, Congress had defied the president and had added
$615 million to a supplemental Air Force budget-the House vote was 3o6-1.
When Truman vetoed the bill, Congress overrode him by a wide margin. The
president then said the extra money was "inconsistent with a realistic and bal-
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anced security program" and would "interfere with orderly planning." He therefore directed the Defense secretary to "place in reserve" the additional funds appropriated for the Air Force.4" As a result, Vandenberg held little hope for relief,
even with a sympathetic Congress. What later proved especially ironic was the
deteriorating world situation, which seemed to dictate increased defense spending. China had fallen to the Communists in 1949 and with it much of American
foreign policy in the Far East. The coup in Czechoslovakia followed by the Berlin
Blockade had shown the aggressive intentions of the Soviets, and there were still
fears for the stability of Western Europe. Of far greater significance, however,
were the events in Siberia.

JOE I AND THE SUPER
In April 1947, Lewis L. Strauss of the Atomic Energy Commission, concerned over the dearth of intelligence regarding foreign atomic research, asked
his colleagues if there was any agency tasked to monitor the level of radioactivity
in the atmosphere. Strauss thought this the best means of detecting an atomic
test conducted by another nation. When told there was none, Strauss approached
Vandenberg, then head of the Central Intelligence Group, and requested that a
long-range detection system be established. Vandenberg agreed and wrote the
secretaries of War and Navy, suggesting a meeting to discuss the matter, but the
initial response was negative. Many American experts believed that the Soviets
were so far behind in atomic energy development that a monitoring program
would be a waste of time and effort. Eventually, however, Army Secretary Royall
became convinced of the programn's necessity and directed Spaatz to take action.48
Events moved slowly, but by mid-1948 the Air Force's monitoring system
consisted of seismic and sonic listening posts at various points around the globe
and periodic flights by specially equipped aircraft to sample the atmosphere at
high altitude for signs of radioactivity. The system was in full operation by July
1948, when the United States conducted atomic tests at Eniwetok Atoll in the Pacific. The blast data collected by the Air Force at numerous locations as the radioactive cloud drifted across the globe were examined, and proved conclusively to
David Lilienthal that the detection methods were a success. He wrote in his diary
that the results were "quite remarkable and beyond our expectations." Unless it
happened in a cave, an atomic detonation occurring anywhere in the world would
be picked up by Air Force sensors.4
On the morning of September 3, 1949, an Air Force WB-2 9 weather reconnaissance aircraft registered an unusually high concentration of radioactivity over
the North Pacific, east of the Kamchatka Peninsula. Later that day, other aircraft
began reporting the same phenomena farther to the south, so the data were sent
to Washington for further analysis. Vandenberg appointed Vannevar Bush to head
a committee to study the evidence. After two weeks, Bush and the other top scientists, including J. Robert Oppenheimer, met with Vandenberg to discuss the results of their investigation. Upon reviewing the facts, it was clear that an atomic
detonation had occurred in Siberia between August 26 and 29. More importantly,
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the Soviets had engineered an advanced plutonium bomb-the type used at
Nagasaki-and had bypassed the cruder uranium device dropped on Hiroshima.
It was also quite powerful-six times larger than the first American blast.n When
Secretary Johnson was briefed the following day, he was highly skeptical, suggesting instead that the Soviet detonation was probably an accident and not a true
bomb at all. Nevertheless, it was decided that the president should be notified.
The next day, September 21, Lilienthal, Johnson, the Joint Chiefs, and Bush
met at the White House, with Vandenberg briefing the president on the detonation. The president was stunned, and, like Johnson, expressed doubt, but after
repeated assertions by Vandenberg and Bush, Truman finally understood. Even
so, the president ruminated for two more days on the news. Finally, on September 23, President Truman went before the nation and announced: "We have evidence that within recent weeks an atomic explosion occurred in the USSR." He
called for calm and assured the public that everything was under control."' Somewhat melodramatically, the next issue of the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists had
a new cover. It had always featured a clock showing the time at eight minutes
to midnight-Armageddon. After the announcement of the Soviet blast, the Bulletin moved its chronometer up to three minutes before midnight.
Administration officials quickly announced that the Soviet explosion was not
a surprise and had been anticipated for some time, pronouncements that Lilienthai labeled "bunk."52 In truth, there had been a plethora of estimates as to when
Red Atom Day would occur, and many would-be prophets changed their views
over time. In 1946, Major General Lauris Norstad had briefed the president that
1949 would be the most likely date for the Soviets to develop a bomb; but by
1949 the Air Force had officially endorsed the 1951 date as most probable, while
the other services and the CIA predicted 1953. Major General Leslie Groves and
Vannevar Bush had also originally prophesied a date of 1949 or 1950, but in August
1949, Groves had changed his estimate to twenty years in the future and Bush
to ten years hence. In truth, events in the Soviet Union were so hidden that an
assessment of their atomic capabilities was little better than guesswork. Air Force
officers have since maintained that their predictions for Joe I-the name given
to the first Soviet blast-were always more conservative, and thus more accurate,
than those of the CIA, AEC, or other military services. However, General Charles
P. Cabell, chief of Air Force intelligence in 1949, later admitted that although
he had a hunch the Soviets would detonate by 1949, he was not certain enough
to put his feelings on paper.'
Whether or not anyone in America was caught by surprise, everyone was certainly caught unprepared. Vandenberg admitted as much and wrote LeMay that
the event had "serious implications on plans for the national security."' It now
became necessary to build air defenses for the United States, which at that time
were virtually nonexistent. A radar fence had to be constructed to warn of a possible Soviet attack, and Vandenberg diverted $So million from other Air Force projects for that purpose.n He then wrote a sobering memorandum to the Joint Chiefs
stating that Joe I had occurred four years earlier than estimated and that there
was no guarantee the Soviets had exploded the first completed bomb; they might
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have been stockpiling weapons for the past two years (as the Soviets themselves
claimed). If such a stockpile did exist, and American intelligence could hardly
claim authoritatively that it did not, then a Soviet air strike could be catastrophic.
With the United States defenses against air attack in the state they are today, almost
any number of Soviet bombers could cross our borders and fly to most of the targets
in the United States without a shot being fired at them and without even being challenged in any way. Moreover, implementation of the program of air defense which
we have approved will not suffice to correct this situation.
Vandenberg therefore called for a "Manhattan Project" to build American defenses
and "reduce this peril" to the United States.'
War plans also had to be modified and the atomic stockpile examined; the
slow, almost leisurely expansion of the American atomic arsenal had to be accelerated. In early October, the Joint Chiefs pushed strongly for an expansion of the
atomic energy program. The Eniwetok tests had demonstrated methods of using
fissionable material more efficiently, so that the precious uranium 235 and plutonium 239 could be used to build more bombs. The chiefs also noted that the "continuing refusal of the Soviet Union to become a cooperating member of the world
community" was likely to become even more pronounced as a result of Joe I. Truman agreed, and the AEC budget was immediately boosted by $300 million.57 Of
greater importance, the new thermonuclear weapon-the so-called "super bomb"
that still only existed in theory-needed to be addressed.
The theory of the super, or hydrogen, bomb had been discussed as early as
the 192os when a scientist described the evolution of the sun as a continuous series
of massive explosions caused by the conversion of hydrogen into helium. These
explosions resulted from the fusion of atomic nuclei; however, only incredibly
high temperatures could cause such fusion to occur-far higher than anything produced by man. With the detonation of the atomic bomb--which was a result of
fission, or the splitting of an atomic nucleus-scientists realized they now had a
method of generating the tremendous heat necessary to induce fusion in light elements such as hydrogen. Potentially, thermonuclear weapons could be thousands
of times more powerful than atomic bombs, but the technical obstacles were formidable. Even so, Vandenberg realized the significance hydrogen bombs would
have for an atomic air offensive and pushed steadily for their development. A debate over targeting was going on within the Air Force at the time, and the projected super bomb could quickly resolve the conflict.
The strategic bombing doctrine of the United States since the days of Billy
Mitchell had emphasized precision bombing of selected military and industrial
sites. During the European campaign, the AAF had resisted attempts to switch
this doctrine to the city-busting tactics of RAF Bomber Command. The Pacific Theater was a different matter. Unique problems of weather and distance prompted
Curtis LeMay, commander of the XXI Bomber Command, to scrap precision doctrine and opt for mass incendiary bombing of Japanese cities. These tactics seemed
at least as successful as those employed against Germany. After the war, the debate over precision versus area bombing did not disappear. Vandenberg advocated
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the former and directed that the enemy's industrial capacity-specifically the petroleum and electrical facilities-be prime targets. When LeMay became SAC
commander, he disputed this policy, claiming that the Pacific war experience had
demonstrated the superiority of an area bombing strategy. To help crystallize the
issue, Vandenberg invited noted historian Bernard Brodie to study the matter.-"
Brodie had gained prominence with the publication of The Absolute Weapon,
a discourse detailing how the atomic bomb had changed the world. This work
caught the attention of General Norstad, who suggested to Vandenberg that
Brodie might be useful to the Air Staff. Characteristically, the chief concurred;
he had relied on such civilian expertise in the past, and would continue to call
on the services of men like Jimmy Doolittle, Charles Lindbergh, Theodore Von
Karman, and Barton Leach in the years ahead. Brodie, according to his own account, made few friends at SAC headquarters when he reviewed their targeting
procedures and offered "heretical" advice. He utterly rejected the LeMay thesis,
arguing that a massive air offensive designed to leave the Soviet Union in ashes
was not a viable military or political strategy. Brodie urged restraint and precision
strikes. Rather than lessening the debate over targeting, Brodie's views fanned
the flames.5, Fortuitously, the prospect of the thermonuclear weapon offered a way
out of this heated controversy. The destructive power of the projected super was
so massive-predicted at one thousand times more powerful than existing atomic
bombs-that questions of precision became meaningless. Whether a hydrogen
bomb was aimed at Moscow's city center or at an electrical plant several blocks
away would make little difference to the several hundred thousand people who
would be killed in either event.
There was, however, strong opposition to the super bomb from noted scientists J. Robert Oppenheimer and Leo Szilard. Many of the leading scientists who
had helped build the atomic bomb began to develop moral scruples. In March
1948, Oppenheimer, the intellectual doyen of the atomic scientists, uttered his
famous apologia: "In some sort of crude sense which no vulgarity, no humor, no
over-statement can quite extinguish, the physicists have known sin; and this is
a knowledge which they cannot lose. "60Many of his colleagues at the Los Alamos
laboratory shared these sentiments, frequently baring their souls in their trade
journal, the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. One of their members, however,
was not similarly afflicted. Harold Agnew, a director at Los Alamos, later described his coworkers: "There were remnants of this feeling that we shouldn't pursue these endeavors [thermonuclear development]. I was not in sympathy with
these individuals; in fact, I thought they were nuts ....
they even got into religious matters. They would quote the Bible. I thought they were quite off their
6
rockers, frankly." 1
When the General Advisory Committee to the AEC studied the issue of the
super's development during the month following Joe I, they opposed it unanimously. The committee, composed of such luminaries as Oppenheimer, Enrico
Fermi, James Conant, and Isaac Rabi, not only doubted the technical feasibility
of the device but decried its construction on moral grounds: "We base our recommendations on our belief that the extreme dangers to mankind inherent in the
proposal wholly outweigh any military advantage that could come from this devel-
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opment." The scientists said that employment of the hydrogen bomb would be
akin to genocide; therefore, it should never even be built.6 2
David Lilienthal, the chairman of the AEC, was strongly opposed to super
experimentation, and thought it would be a waste of precious radioactive material.
In truth, however, Lilienthal was opposed to atomic weapons in principle. When
General Groves retired in 1948, his replacement as chief of the Armed Forces
Special Weapons Group was Major General K. D. Nichols. Lilienthal and Nichols
had known each other for some time and were not friends. When appointed as
chief of the Special Weapons Group, Truman called both him and Lilienthal to
the White House and sat them down in front of his desk. Nichols remembered
the incident.
After we sat down, as I recall it, the president said to both of us, "I know you two
hate each other's guts." Then looking me squarely in the eyes, he said, "Nichols, if
I instruct Mr. Lilienthal that the primary objective of the AEC is to develop and produce atomic weapons, do you see any reason why you cannot cooperate fully with Mr.
Lilienthal?" I replied: "There is no problem if that is the primary objective." Then
the president turned to Lilienthal and said: "Dave, I am signing the letter appointing
Nichols a major general and he is to be chief of AFswc and a member of the MLC
[Military Liaison Committee to the Atomic Energy Commission]. You will have to
forgo your desire to place a bottle of milk on every doorstep and get down to the business of producing atomic weapons."u
Lilienthal's opposition to thermonuclear development was, therefore, not unexpected. Writing to the president, the AEC chairman said that he opposed the new
weapon because it was a tool for mass destruction. He feared that the administration's constant calls for world peace would ring hollow if such a device were built.
Moreover, even testing the weapon could release large amounts of dangerous radioactivity into the atmosphere, polluting the world. Finally, a decision to build
the super would merely cause another round in the arms race, which would not
enhance American security.6 Lilienthal was so opposed to the very idea of the
super that when Louis W. Alvarez, a leading physicist at Los Alamos who favored
the weapon, came to argue the question with him, Lilienthal turned his back on
Alvarez, looked out the window, and refused to discuss it.61 Lilienthal's views were
shared by Commissioners Henry Smythe and Sumner Pike.
The other two commissioners disagreed. Gordon Dean stated simply that retiring from the thermonuclear lists would leave the Soviets a monopoly, thereby
inviting aggression.' Lewis Strauss was more emphatic, arguing that the super
was indeed technically feasible and that the atheistic Communists would not desist
from building it on moral grounds. In fact, he suspected they were already hard
at work on its development. If the United States refrained from building the new
bomb, then the Soviets would almost certainly gain a monopoly. "I am unable
to see any satisfaction in that prospect," he remarked soberly. Responding to
Lilienthal's arguments, Strauss scoffed at the suggestion of atmospheric pollution,
claiming it would take hundreds of thermonuclear detonations to wreak the havoc
envisioned by Lilienthal. As for the claim that super development was incompatible with a peace offensive, Strauss said simply that unilateral renunciation by the
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United States would probably be seen by the Kremlin as a trick. The United States
should build the bomb.67
Vandenberg strongly supported thermonuclear development. Soon after Joe
I, Edward Teller, a leading physicist in the atomic program, approached Major
General Roscoe Wilson, deputy chief of the Special Weapons Group. Teller detailed to Wilson his thoughts on the hydrogen bomb, suggesting that the matter
be broached to the Air Force hierarchy. Wilson concurred, and Vandenberg was
briefed on Teller's ideas. The chief was impressed. That afternoon, October 13,
he informed the jcs of these developments and the following day testified before
the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy. Vandenberg spoke forcefully concerning
the new weapon, warning that it was essential for the United States to acquire
it before the Soviets did. Senator Brian McMahon, the committee chairman,
agreed wholeheartedly with Vandenberg's assessment and soon after wrote an impassioned letter to President Truman advocating thermonuclear development.•
It appears, however, that the jcs were not overly enthusiastic about the hydrogen bomb. A possible reason may have concerned interservice rivalry. The
super, if it could be built, was expected to be a massive device, weighing perhaps
fifty thousand pounds. The equally massive B- 3 6 was capable of carrying such a
load, as were the new B- 4 7 and B- 5 2 jet bombers then undergoing development;
but the Air Force appeared to be the only service that would have a delivery capability for the new weapon in the foreseeable future. On the other hand, if scientists
concentrated on atomic development, soon there would be small, tactical warheads available for Army and Navy weapon systems. Before the Eniwetok tests,
all attempts to build small atomic weapons had ended in failure. Three or four
bombs could be assembled for the amount of fissionable material it took to build
one artillery shell. Until energy production was drastically increased or a method
was discovered to use existing uranium and plutonium more efficiently, Vandenberg was adamantly opposed to the excessively wasteful tactical weapons.'
Writing his jcs colleagues in March 1951, Vandenberg argued forcefully that
the future security of the United States depended upon air power: "The first nation
which gives full recognition to the potential of Air Power and as a consequence
acts to secure and maintain a controlling military position in the air will dominate
the next chapter of military history. I feel that we must and will be that nation."
Vandenberg went on to state that there were so many strategic targets to strike
in the event of war with the Soviet Union, and not enough bombs yet available
to cover them, that it would be foolish to begin production of weapons for secondary, tactical targets. He asked that Air Force requirements for fissionable material be "primary and over-riding."7°
Although eventually thermonuclear warheads would also be miniaturized,
the other services may have been reluctant to surrender their now attainable
atomic status in return for an Air Force armlock on supers. Nevertheless, in late
November, the Joint Chiefs did agree that Soviet monopoly of the super would
be "intolerable." Although stopping short of calling for all-out nuclear development, the chiefs did stress the necessity of not being left behind by the Soviets."'
They reiterated this somewhat ambivalent stand in a lengthy memorandum to
Secretary Johnson on January 13, 1950.'
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The arguments of Vandenberg regarding the danger of a Soviet breakthrough
in thermonuclear research were given ominous credence when in January 1950
the atomic scientist Klaus Fuchs confessed to spying for the Soviets. Fuchs had
worked at Los Alamos during the war; more importantly, he had been involved
in early thermonuclear experimentation in 1946. After his arrest, Fuchs confessed
proudly that his efforts had saved his Soviet masters several years of hard work
in their atomic program. He was able to detail which avenues not to explore, thus
saving steps that the Americans had mistakenly trod. Edward Teller agreed
gloomily with this assessment; the Soviets were no doubt well on their way to
a thermonuclear device.7 3
Although it is clear that the president was leaning toward development, he
was concerned about the lack of consensus among his advisors and thus decided
to appoint a three-man panel to study the matter: Secretaries Acheson and Johnson and Chairman Lilienthal. Johnson was an early and vocal advocate of the
super, stating in his own inimitable way: "There is but one nation in the world
tonight that would start a war that would engulf the world and bring the United
States into war ....
We want a military establishment sufficient to deter that aggressor and sufficient to kick the hell out of her if she doesn't stay deterred.,""
In a rare circumstance, Acheson agreed with Johnson. Oppenheimer had argued
fervidly against the super, but Acheson was unmoved, commenting: "You know,
I listened as carefully as I know how, but I don't understand what Oppie was trying to say. How can you persuade a paranoid adversary to disarm by example?"-3
On January 31, the three presented a split decision to the president, with
Acheson and Johnson opting for development of the super: "Possession of a thermonuclear weapon by the ussR without such possession by the United States
would constitute a situation fraught with danger to the United States, and must
be avoided." The report went on to state that such a weapon would have a powerful deterrent effect on the Soviets. Besides, just because the United States renounced development did not mean that the Soviets would.7"
Lilienthal's heart was heavy. He disagreed fervently with Acheson and Johnson and tried to articulate these fears to the president. Truman cut him short;
people had predicted the end of the world when he decided to support Greece
in 1948. Nothing happened, and he was certain things would be all right now as
well. The bomb would be built.T Two weeks later, Lilienthal was no longer at
the AEC, replaced by Gordon Dean, a staunch advocate of the super. In 1954,
President Eisenhower remarked on this momentous decision: "If the Soviets had
beaten us to the hydrogen bomb, Soviet power would today be on the march in
every quarter of the globe."7" The cold war plummeted several more degrees.
Although the president's decision seemed clear, there still existed a certain
amount of inertia within the jcs regarding the urgency of the situation. Such lethargy evaporated the following month. Brigadier General Herbert B. Loper, a
member of the Military Liaison Committee to the AEC, wrote a lengthy memorandum that shocked the Department of Defense hierarchy. Loper had reviewed the
facts regarding the Soviet atomic energy program; and based on the availability
of fissionable material, production capabilities, technical expertise, and the fruits
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of recent espionage operations (Fuchs), he concluded that it was possible that the
Kremlin already had a super. 79 Louis Johnson was obviously startled. His earlier
scoffing at Joe I was forgotten, and he wrote the president on February 24 that
he too feared the possibility of an already existing Soviet super. Referring to "the
limitlessimpli cations to our national security" of such a situation, Johnson asked
that an all-out program of thermonuclear development be instituted forthwith.)
The president agreed, but even so, friction remained among the atomic scientists. Over the next eighteen months, Teller became increasingly unhappy with
the AEC and the personnel at Los Alamos who seemed to be hindering as much
as helping his research. In November 1951, Teller approached Oppenheimer suggesting that a second laboratory be built, independent of Los Alamos, that would
concentrate on thermonuclear experimentation. Oppenheimer demurred, maintaining that such a lab would lower morale among the personnel at Los Alamos
and would also be a wasteful duplication of effort. Teller was unconvinced and
turned to the Air Force for help. After talking to Jimmy Doolittle-often seen by
civilian scientists as a bridge to the military leadership because of his extensive
engineering background plus his high military rank-Teller informed Vandenberg
of the slow progress on the super. Vandenberg was concerned and immediately
took Teller to see Secretary Finletter. Their solution was not subtle, but effective.
The Air Force officially proposed that an entirely new laboratory be established
under Teller's direction at the University of Chicago to pursue thermonuclear research. It would be independent of the AEC and Los Alamos. Seeing the danger,
Gordon Dean, the new head of the AEC, suggested a compromise-the new laboratory would be built under Teller's leadership, but under AEC auspices. This plan
was approved (although the new laboratory was actually built at Livermore, California). Teller's sobriquet, "Father of the H-Bomb," is an exaggeration, but the
first thermonuclear detonation of November 1952 was in great part owing to his
efforts and those of the staff at Livermore, which had been established only at
Vandenberg's insistence.'

ON THE EVE
The budget process for FY 1951 was a repeat of the previous two years. The
Air Force and Navy continued to haggle over the relative merits of bombers versus
aircraft carriers, with Vandenberg's staff providing numerous studies "demonstrating" the inefficiency of naval air operations during and after World War II. These
studies were lengthy and detailed, but the conclusions were usually similar: the
Air Force could deliver a strategic air offensive at one-tenth the cost it would take
the Navy: "The cost of naval operations is a luxury which the country can ill afford
with the present budgetary limitations. "'2
Once again the Defense Secretary tried to keep his subordinates in line. General Eisenhower continued his efforts at reconciliation and compromise, but the
debilitating B- 3 6 hearings of late 1949 made agreement nearly impossible. The
president's budget cuts in July had also caused consternation when it became clear
that even more reductions were likely in the years ahead. These fears seemed
confirmed when in his Annual Budget Message of January 1950, Truman boasted
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that fiscal efficiency would allow continued reductions in defense overhead and
the elimination of low priority activities. The final figures he submitted to Congress were: Army, $4.o billion; Navy, $3.9 billion; Air Force, $4.4 billion.' The
Air Force sum included the funds impounded previously, and although the total
was greater than that of either the Army or Navy, it would still permit only fortyeight groups."
The chiefs were extremely discouraged by these events. Generals Bradley
and Collins admitted later that they came close to resigning in protest over the
budget issue, but stopped short upon realizing that the American people supported the president's fiscal policies; resignation would have been an empty gesture.' Symington did not feel similarly constrained. When a soldier ends his career, he is indeed retired and must begin anew; but a politician can leave one
position for another and continue to work effectively toward his goals. In March
1950, Symington resigned as secretary of the Air Force to demonstrate his disagreement over the administration's defense policies.' He would later return to
Washington as chairman of the National Security Resources Board and after that
as a senator from Missouri.
When the budget went before the Senate, Johnson defended it staunchly,
admitting that more money would be useful, but not necessary. He listed the benefits gained from his tightened management practices that cut fat, but not muscle.
When asked by Senator William Knowland how he could possibly advocate a cut
in defense spending in light of events in China, Europe, and Siberia, Johnson re8
sponded with optimism and assurance. 1
General Bradley followed his superior, but was not as sanguine in his view
of the future and stated bluntly: "It is truly understood that our Forces-Air, Army
and Navy-are not sufficient now to fight a major war. Nor do we expect them
to be sufficient for such a calamity by the end of fiscal year 1951." He then claimed
that the budget was prepared before the Soviet atomic explosion had occurred,
and that it was now clear more funds should be added."
Vandenberg echoed the statements of Bradley and reminded the senators that
the determination of whether there would be an atomic war was no longer the
sole decision of the United States. The nation must rebuild its defenses and that
was expensive. The proposed budget was adequate for peacetime operations, but
not for war. More than ever the Air Force needed a large force in being to deter
enemy attack and defend the nation; current plans for forty-eight groups were insufficient for that purpose. He was quick to add that it was not his job to determine
the overall budget and he would wholeheartedly support whatever the civilian
leadership decided, but in his military opinion the Air Force needed an additional
$2 billion.9
Although members of Congress sounded sympathetic, they made few
changes in the president's requests. As a result, just as the military was gaining
new responsibilities in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization, the Military Assistance Program, and thermonuclear weapons development as a consequence of Joe
I, it was simultaneously having its capabilities progressively lowered. Columnist
Stewart Alsop viewed this contradiction with puzzlement. It seemed that the president and the government were gripped with a "curious euphoria" in the early
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months of 1950. Truman expressed the opinion as late as May 1950 that the inter-

national situation was improving all the time.' Vandenberg did not agree with
such an optimistic appraisal. At a Pentagon meeting in March 1950, he listened
to Secretary Johnson tell a group of congressmen that the Soviets were not interested in expansion, but would rely instead on subversion and covert operations
to advance their goals. Congressman Clarence Cannon disputed the secretary's
statement, asking for proof that the Soviets had mollified their actions or temperament in recent months. Vandenberg agreed with Cannon: "I want to stand up
and be counted as one who admits there will be a war-and soon."1
Three months later the much pared budget for FY 1951 was approved
by the House, only days before North Korean forces exploded across the 3 8th
Parallel.

You will usually find that the enemy has
three courses open to him, and of these he
will adopt the fourth..00
Moltke the Elder

For it's Tommy this, an' Tommy that, an'
'chuck him out, the brutel
But it's "Savior of 'is country" when the

guns begin to shoot.

SRudyard

Kipling

THE ONSLAUGHT
"Korea hung like a lumpy phallus between the sprawling thighs of Manchuria
and the Sea of Japan." That is how William Manchester picturesquely describes
the geographical location of Korea. Another more conventional metaphor limns
the Hermit Kingdom as a dagger pointed at the heart of Japan. The meaning of
both these depictions is that events on the Korean peninsula have always been
of great interest to all three of its neighbors, Japan, China, and the Soviet Union.
Although the roots of crisis were buried in centuries past, the events of 195o are
directly traceable to World War II.
Since Japan occupied Korea, its liberation was discussed by Churchill, Roosevelt, and Chiang Kai-shek at the Cairo Conference of December 1943. The three
leaders proposed that Korea endure a period of trusteeship, then gain its independence; Stalin agreed at Yalta in February 1945. With the defeat of Japan, however,
problems immediately arose as the Soviet troops occupying the northern portion
of Korea installed a strong Communist, Kim II Sung, as leader. In the Americanoccupied South an equally strong anti-Communist, Syngman Rhee, soon gained
the upper hand, and all attempts at negotiating a unification scheme between the
two factions were fruitless. American Secretary of State George Marshall therefore decided to turn the problem over to the United Nations, and in November
1947 the new organization agreed to assume responsibility for Korean unification.
The UN commission sent to Korea was ignored by the Communists, who did
not acknowledge its authority or permit its access to the North. Nevertheless, the
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commission decided to hold elections throughout the peninsula as a means toward
unification under one government. When Kim I1Sung refused to participate, the
elections were held anyway, but only in the South. Rhee won, and the United
Nations proclaimed him president of a unified Korea. Not to be outdone, Kim
II Sung then staged elections in which he was victorious, proclaiming himself president of the entire country also. In late 1948, the Soviet Union withdrew its occupation troops from Korea; and by June 1949, the United States followed suit. But
the removal of foreign forces did not solve the basic political problems of Korea,
and because diplomacy had failed to achieve unification, force was the obvious
next step.I
When North Korea attacked on June 25, 1950, the United States was profoundly surprised, both strategically and tactically. Defense Secretary Louis Johnson and General Omar Bradley, who had left the Far East only the day before,
had no inkling that invasion was imminent. The CIA had been highly suspicious
of Soviet designs, stating categorically in April 1950 that the Kremlin was bent
on world domination and would use any means to achieve it. The study continued
that the Soviets were expansionist, as evidenced by Stalin's article, "Problems of
Leninism," which called for capitalism's overthrow through violence and war. The
CIA concluded that World War I had brought communism to Russia; World War
II had brought it to Eastern Europe and China; and the Soviets probably expected
that World War III would bring communism to the rest of the globe. Even so,
the study concluded that the main danger area was Europe, not Asia.' When it
is recalled how often the specter of Pearl Harbor had been raised to justify a reorganization of the intelligence function, the Korean shock is remarkable. In truth,
things could have been worse. In late April, Dean Acheson had pushed hard for
the conclusion of a peace treaty with Japan. Vandenberg, however, argued against
an agreement because it would reduce American occupation troops to a token
force, unable to protect Japan in the event of Soviet attack. 3The occupation forces,
such as they were, remained, and upon them fell the initial burden of South Korean defense. Although MacArthur's intelligence staff had also been caught by surprise, it appeared the CIA had blundered badly by not predicting the North Korean attack. In August, the CIA director, Rear Admiral Roscoe Hillenkoetter, was
replaced by General Walter Bedell Smith.
When reports of the invasion began arriving in Washington, the president
returned from vacation and called his chief advisers to Blair House on the evening
of June 25 to discuss the situation. Interestingly, these men included neither a
CIA representative nor a Soviet expert, such as George Kennan or Charles Bohlen,
although all present assumed it was the Kremlin that had instigated the attack.
(Bohlen was in Paris and Kennan, as was his wont, had taken his family on a secluded weekend vacation in the country where he had no telephone, newspapers,
or radio.) Secretary of State Dean Acheson began the conference by advancing
two suggestions: that the United States furnish the Republic of Korea (noK) with
arms and equipment; and that American personnel be evacuated from Seoul. He
also recommended that the Seventh Fleet be positioned so as to protect Formosa
from mainland attack. Acheson was fearful that the events in Korea might signal
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a wholesale Communist offensive in Asia. General Bradley said that the line had
to be drawn somewhere and suggested that United States air and naval forces be
used to stein the enemy advance and shore up ioK morale. He did not recommend introducing ground units, "particularly if large numbers were involved.'N
All the chiefs were fairly bellicose: Admiral Forrest Sherman stated that the
North Korean attack was a "valuable opportunity" for the United States to act decisively. Vandenberg agreed that the North Koreans must be stopped, but worried
about Soviet intervention. He was confident that American air power could handle
the North Korean air force and blunt its tanks, but if the Russians intervened with
air, he thought the situation would be radically altered. When Truman asked if
the Soviet air bases could be "knocked out," Vandenberg said yes, but that would
take time and require atomic weapons. The president did not pursue the matter.
The others present expressed their views, and all agreed that something had to
be done but thought that the use of American ground forces was inadvisable. In
any event, Sherman and Vandenberg thought that air and sea power alone could
stop the North Korean attack-a serious miscalculation. 5
After listening to the discussion, Truman announced the following decisions:
i. General Douglas MacArthur, commander in the Far East with headquarters at Tokyo, was to send supplies to the ROK.
2. A survey team was to be sent to Korea to assess the military situation.
3. The Seventh Fleet would leave the Philippines and position itself between
Formosa and the Chinese mainland.
4. The Air Force should make plans to "wipe out" all Soviet air bases in the
Far East but take no action for the time being except to cover the evacuation of
American personnel from South Korea.
5. Careful calculation should be made about where the Soviets might strike
next.
Vandenberg then asked if his aircraft could attack North Korean tanks if it
were necessary. The president said yes, and finished the conference by stressing
that in order to maintain international support, all American efforts must be linked
to the legitimacy of the United Nations.' Bradley said later that the shadow of the
appeasement policies of the 1930s colored the discussion at Blair House that night.
No one was willing to be cast in the role of a Chamberlain.7
The commander of the Far East Air Forces (FEAF) under MacArthur was
Lieutenant General George Stratemeyer. "Strat" was a West Point graduate and
classmate of Eisenhower and Bradley (1915). Predominantly a bomber pilot
throughout his career, he had met Vandenberg at Fort Leavenworth when he was
an instructor and Van a student there in 1935. The two attended the Army War
College together in 1938, then served on the Air Staff for the next three years
under General Arnold. For the last year of the war Strat had commanded the AAF
forces first in the India-Burma Theater, then in China. After the war, Stratemeyer
headed the Air Defense Command until April 1949, when he was reassigned to
Tokyo. He was an amiable, avuncular-looking gentleman who had always provided
steady, reliable service. He loved to play golf and enjoyed taking a nap every afternoon. Vandenberg would soon worry about his lack of tactical air experience.
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Stratemeyer's chief subordinate was Major General Earle Partridge, commander of the Fifth Air Force, also based in Japan. At the time of invasion,
Stratemeyer was out of town, and Partridge acted in his stead. "Pat" was
Vandenberg's company mate at West Point, although a year ahead. A fighter pilot
initially, he had served with Van in the 3rd Attack Group at Brooks Field, followed
him as instructor in fighter tactics at the Air Corps Tactical School, and, like Van,
had served on the staff of the Northwest African Air Forces in 1942-43. By the
end of the war, Partridge had commanded a bomb group, a bomb division, and
finally the Eighth Air Force, succeeding Jimmy Doolittle. He had assumed command of the Fifth Air Force in October 1948. Of great importance, the Fifth's
mission was the air defense of Japan, so its pilots were not trained for close air
support; their aircraft-F-51s, F-8os and F-82s-were obsolescent. This deficiency had been noted before, but little had been done about it. Major General
Edward Almond, MacArthur's chief of staff, said later that the lack of training in
air-ground cooperation was a costly error. Before June 195o, however, the mission
of the American army in Japan was occupation duty, and it was too busy acting
as a police force to train for war. The airmen and soldiers stationed in Japan had
to learn cooperation through trial and error while in actual combat, and it took
several weeks.'
Upon hearing of the invasion, Partridge directed a deployment of fighterbombers to cover the evacuation, and the following day the first wing left for
Korea. Soon after arrival on station over Seoul, a flight of F-82s was attacked by
enemy fighters. Not knowing if they should fight back, the American pilots took
evasive action, and the enemy aircraft withdrew. When he was informed of the
incident, Vandenberg was irritated and told Partridge to be more aggressive and
to have his men defend themselves if attacked: "no interference with your mission
will be tolerated."'
On the evening of June 26, the president once again called his advisers to
Blair House. Vandenberg began the meeting by announcing that the Air Force
had shot down its first "Yak" (a Soviet-made fighter plane). Truman retorted that
he hoped it was not the last; he then authorized the Air Force to take whatever
action necessary to stem the invasion. When asked if this included operations
north of the thirty-eighth parallel, Truman said, "Not yet. "'a Possible diplomatic
moves were then discussed, and it was again made clear that UN support was
essential before each escalatory step was taken. General Collins said the military
situation in South Korea was bad: "The Korean Chief of Staff has no fight left in
him." The president appeared melancholy and remarked that he had done everything he could for five years to prevent this kind of situation. He did not want
to go to war.
Following the meeting, the Joint Chiefs sent a directive to MacArthur authorizing him to attack all North Korean forces below the thirty-eighth parallel, but
not to commit ground troops." According to Partridge, when MacArthur received
this directive he was "astonished" and muttered: "I don't believe it; I can't understand." He had not expected to fight for South Korea; there were no war plans
for that contingency, and he had been specifically told by the administration that
Korea did not fall within his area of responsibility.' 2
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The following day, both Congress and the United Nations Security Council
approved the American response and labeled the North Koreans as aggressors.
The Soviet Union, boycotting the United Nations over the question of the admittance of the People's Republic of China, was powerless to stop the proceedings.
Even so, the Joint Chiefs were still reluctant to commit themselves to an Asian
war and hoped that air and sea power alone would be sufficient to prevent South
Korean collapse. They especially did not want to provoke a war with the Soviet
Union. 3 By the twenty-ninth, however, it was clear that American ground forces
would be necessary to prevent a Communist victory. Seoul had fallen, and 1OK
forces were streaming southward in ever-increasing numbers. MacArthur visited
the front and reported to Washington that the 1mK Army was in confusion, had
not fought tenaciously, and was incapable of counterattack. He recommended the
immediate dispatch of an American regimental combat team, to be followed by
a buildup to two divisions. Collins, who received this communication in his capacity as Army chief of staff and therefore MacArthur's immediate superior (even
though he wore only four stars to MacArthur's five and was twenty years junior
in rank), reluctantly agreed with the assessment and passed the request to the
president. Truman approved, and none of the Joint Chiefs protested the decision.
At the same time, Vandenberg was authorized to strike military targets in North
Korea, although he was warned not to violate Manchurian or Soviet air space."4
The police action was beginning in earnest.
On July 3, Vandenberg explored the possibility of sending two B-2 9 groups
to Britain. He, as well as most other political and military leaders, believed the
Korean invasion was a diversion and that the real threat was still to Europe. At
the time of the Berlin crisis two years previously, the bombers had also been sent
to England as a signal to the Soviets, but the aircraft had not been atomic-capable.
This time they would be. Because such a step had serious political implications,
Air Chief Marshal Arthur Tedder, chief of the Royal Air Force, took the request
to Prime Minister Clement Attlee. The British government was reluctant to approve the deployment for fear the Soviets would look upon it as an "unfriendly
act." Within a few days the prime minister acquiesced, but stressed that the operation must look normal and not be advertised as a show of strength.' 5 Atomic
bombs, minus their nuclear cores, accompanied the B-2 9s, and the sAc crews conducted numerous assembly and loading exercises while in England.
On July 3, Vandenberg also ordered two B-2 9 groups to the Far East for use
in a strategic bombing campaign against targets in North Korea. "While I do not
presume to discuss specific targets," he asserted, "it is axiomatic that tactical operations on the battlefield cannot be fully effective unless there is a simultaneous
interdiction and destruction of sources behind the battlefield.'"16 To command the
strike force, Vandenberg sent Major General Emmett "Rosie" O'Donnell, an experienced and colorful bomber pilot who was then commanding sAc's Fifteenth
Air Force. The vigorous training program and high standards introduced by
LeMay were evident in this deployment; within five days of being notified of their
move, the B-2 9 s were established in Japan and carrying out air strikes against
North Korea. It was O'Donnell's intent to strike the enemy hard and fast. The
day of his arrival in Tokyo, O'Donnell briefed MacArthur and suggested a "fire
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job" (incendiary attack) on the five industrial centers of northern Korea.
O'Donnell argued that the bombing of airfields, tanks, bridges, and "Koreans on
bicycles" was useless; he wanted to go after "sources of substance." MacArthur
said no; only high explosive bombs were to be used and then only against bona
fide military targets, O'Donnell ordered three thousand tons of incendiaries to
be shipped to the Far East anyway-in the event MacArthur changed his mind."7
Soon, however, the bombers found themselves in a tactical role, hitting targets
in support of the hard-pressed 24 th Division. Stratemeyer apologized to Vandenberg for this diversion, but said that it was necessary because of the critical ground
situation. " The 24 th's commander, Major General William F. Dean, was appreciative of the aid: "Without this continuing air effort it is doubtful if the courageous
combat soldiers ... could have withstood the onslaught of the vastly numerically
superior enemy."'" It was soon evident that the two divisions estimated by
MacArthur would not be enough-by July 9 he was seeking eight divisions.
In order to gain a better impression of the rapidly changing situation, Collins
and Vandenberg decided to observe things firsthand. Arriving in Tokyo on July
13, the two chiefs met with MacArthur for a situation briefing. Collins recalled
the old warrior as displaying his typical coolness, poise, and 6lan. The situation
was serious, but not desperate; he no longer underestimated the ability of the
North Koreans, but was certain he could smash them. He told his audience (although only a handful were present, Collins said he always spoke as if he were
lecturing to a packed auditorium) that he would soon stabilize the battlefront, and
the reinforcements en route would be used for an amphibious counterstroke that
was already forming in his mind. He did not wish merely to repulse the invaders,
but to destroy them. The ultimate goal of his enveloping movement would be "to
compose and unite Korea." Presciently, Vandenberg asked if, in the event of Chinese intervention, MacArthur would need to advance into Manchuria. MacArthur
said that since Korea was a cul-de-sac, he could effectively choke off the peninsula
from either Chinese or Soviet supplies: "I see here a unique use for the atomic
bomb-to strike a blocking blow-which would require a six month repair job.
Sweeten up my B-2 9 force-(we'll give them back)-perhaps by a rotational feature, and we can isolate the Korean peninsula."'' In any event, he wanted two
more B-2 9 groups; O'Donnell's bombers were proving extremely valuable.
Against MacArthur's wishes, Vandenberg flew to Korea to confer with Partridge
and talk to his troops. He returned to Washington guardedly optimistic and
briefed the president and secretary of Defense. Plans were made to dispatch the
air and grouxd reinforcements requested by MacArthur."'
The UN commander had been extremely tight-lipped about his proposed amphibious assault. For security reasons, he declined to provide the jcs with a detailed plan for his intended landing at Inchon-a stance Bradley later recalled as
"insultingly evasive. "'2In order to ascertain these plans, General Collins and Admiral Sherman flew to Tokyo and on August 21 were treated to the famous
MacArthur oratorical talents that left his audience "spellbound." Although the
chiefs were not enthusiastic about the risky venture, they were unwilling to reject
it. MacArthur's staff worked out the details, but although specifically asked by the
jcs to do so, once again refused to send a detailed plan to Washington, fearing
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a security leak. Instead, a courier was dispatched to brief the jcs personally. The
messenger left Tokyo on September io with MacArthur's injunction: "Don't get
there too soon." By the time the chiefs were thoroughly informed on September
14, it was too late to cancel the assault-scheduled for that afternoon-even if they
had wanted to.Y Control over MacArthur was beginning to slip from the hands
of the Joint Chiefs.
The story of Inchon needs no retelling, but as a result, the North Korean
army retreated as quickly as it had advanced. Ironically, MacArthur's victoryand it can be attributed to no one else-was so total that it destroyed him. The
words of one historian are so powerful that they deserve to be quoted in full:
Inchon, then, could not have happened under any other commander but MacArthur.
It sprang from his overpowering personality and his self-confidence, and his plan was
supported by no one else for it looked back to an age of warfare unencumbered by
specialist objections and peripatetic Joint Chiefs. It remains an astonishing achievement precisely because it was a triumph not of military logic and science, but of imagination and intuition. It was justified on no other grounds, but the most overwhelming, most simple; it succeeded and remains a Twentieth Century Cannae ever to be
studied.u
Inchon put MacArthur beyond the orbit of the Joint Chiefs, and that was unfortunate because only they had the expertise and experience to offer him sound
military advice.
As the widening conflict swept into North Korea, Vandenberg increasingly
unleashed his aircraft on targets beyond the thirty-eighth parallel, The North contained most of Korea's industry, just as the South had the agriculture and greater
population density. At first there were many lucrative targets for the B-2 9 s. Even
so, some areas were kept off-limits: the city of Rashin near the Soviet border, the
hydroelectric plants that supplied power to China, and the capital city of Pyongyang. Aircraft were also prohibited from violating the Soviet and Chinese
borders-not even reconnaissance flights were permitted north of the Yalu
River.' Vandenberg warned Stratemeyer of this repeatedly, so when two pilots
inadvertently flew sixty miles into Soviet territory and attacked the airfield at Vladivostok, destroying several Yaks, the chief was irate. He ordered Stratemeyer
to court-martial the two pilots and relieve their commander within forty-eight
hours. There were enough difficulties without precipitating a war with the Soviet
Union.2
There was, however, another problem that was troubling the Air Force
chief-the control and capability of tactical air power.

THE CLOSE AIR SUPPORT CONTROVERSY
The question of whether tactical air power should be commanded by soldiers
or airmen had raged for decades. By the end of World War II the answer seemed
to favor the airmen; Vandenberg's Ninth Air Force was an independent unit that
effectively coordinated its efforts with Bradley's 12th Army Group. Almost imme-
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diately after the war, however, demobilization and confusion led some Army officers to return to the old arguments for air power being controlled from the
ground. They suggested that when the Air Force gained independent status it
should consist only of strategic units; tactical air power should remain with the
Army. This argument threatened to erupt into a major confrontation until General
Eisenhower intervened to settle the dispute.
In November 1947, Eisenhower, then Army chief of staff, wrote Forrestal a
clear and unequivocal memorandum expressing his views. The general's experience proved to him that tactical air power must be under the command of a single
individual to ensure flexibility and concentration of force. During the last war,
tactical air power had been unified and controlled by airmen, and this system
worked: "effective support of the front-line fighting units was provided and
proved an essential element in the achievement of the Army objectives.''2" The
proposal that tactical air units should be developed within the Army was misguided: "The Army does not belong in the air-it belongs on the ground." The
resources necessary for a tactical air force complete with its support functions,
base facilities, and research and development organizations would result in a
wasteful duplication of effort. The entire issue had been thoroughly explored by
Congress and decided by the National Security Act: air power belonged to the
Air Force. Eisenhower concluded that he had full confidence that the airmen
could provide the close air support so vital to the Army mission, and he recommended adherence to that proven concept.' Perhaps to ensure Eisenhower's support, General Spaatz had formed three major combat commands in mid-1946: the
Strategic, Defense, and Tactical Air commands. The formation of TAC served as
clear evidence that air leaders intended to take close air support seriously and
regard it as a primary mission.
When Vandenberg took over as chief of staff in April 1948, he directed his
staff to reevaluate close air support owing to budgetary pressures necessitating
economy measures. As a consequence, a young colonel, William Momyer, wrote
a study in August 1948 that called for a diminution in the importance of TAc.
Momyer reasoned that tactical air power would only be useful in a major war if
the atomic offensive failed, and the conflict degenerated into a conventional airsurface action. He estimated that such a situation would take as long as two years
to develop after the outbreak of hostilities; therefore, the only missions for fighter
aircraft during the initial phases of a major war were air defense and escort. The
Tactical Air Command should be assigned a lower priority.9
Partly as a result of this study and partly because of financial constraints
caused by the Berlin Airlift and presidential budget limits, Vandenberg decided
to downgrade TAC. In December 1948 he directed that TAC and ADC be combined
into a Continental Air Command (coNAc). This would consolidate the dwindling
tactical resources of the Air Force into one organization that could allocate personnel and aircraft to whatever mission was most pressing. All pilots were to be
trained in both air defense techniques and close air support. Because of guidelines
determined by the Joint Chiefs, air defense had a greater priority, so TAC, commanded by Lieutenant General Pete Quesada, was relegated to a "planning headquarters, charged with writing joint doctrinal manuals and organizing joint train-
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ing exercises. "mQuesada resented the change, viewing it as a violation of the trust
between Spaatz and Eisenhower to maintain tactical air support as a major function of the Air Force.3' Vandenberg disagreed, arguing that it was a financial necessity because of the jcs decision that the two primary missions of the Air Force
were air defense and the atomic offensive, with close air support a distant third.
The perennial budget fights over the forty-eight versus seventy-group Air Force
made it plain that tactical air power was a pawn to be bartered. As long as
jCs priorities remained constant, forty-eight groups would not permit sufficient
tactical strength. CONAC was an attempt to do more with less. The detonation
of Joe I in late 1949 accelerated the emphasis on air defense at the expense of
tactical air.
Vandenberg may have had another motive for the formation of CONAC.
Quesada had never been a close friend, but he could hardly be removed as George
Kenney had been; by all accounts TAC was in excellent condition, given its severe
budgetary restraints. But if TAc were downgraded, its three-star commander
would either have to suffer the resulting embarrassment or be transferred.
Quesada was reassigned, becoming Air Force Reserves chief; the following year
he moved to the Joint Staff and served as commander of the Eniwetok atomic
bomb tests of 1950. In February 1951, Quesada wrote Vandenberg an extremely
stiff and formal letter stating his desire to retire; the offer was accepted.3 2
The formation of coNAc was not well received by the Army, and rumblings
of discontent were heard throughout 1949. In April of that year, an Army study
concluded that the United States had no tactical air force "worthy of the name."
It hastened to add, however: "In stating these facts we ascribe no fault. We know
that the Chief of Staff of the Air Force, the outstanding tactical-air Commander
the U.S. produced during the war, has recognized this need and has repeatedly
sought resources to meet it. "31The following month General Jacob Devers, commander of the Army Field Forces, commented that Army-Air Force cooperation
was unsatisfactory and that the lack of dedicated tactical air support would seriously hamper the ground mission in war. In response, CONAC's commander, Lieutenant General Ennis Whitehead, suggested that the Fourteenth Air Force be specifically designated as a tactical unit to support the Army, that its commander be
of two-star rank, and that his headquarters be located with General Devers at Fort
Bragg, North Carolina. It was hoped that this solution would lessen Army complaints, but it was still short of what was necessary.Y Although the Air Force had
increased the number of training missions it conducted in support of the ground
forces by over 30 percent since 1947, fund shortages continued to limit such cooperation below what was desired."
Vandenberg also directed his Air Board to review close air support. In November 1949, the board (of which Quesada was a member) determined that the
number of groups designated for close air support (seven) was adequate for the
Army's ten divisions. There were still not, however, enough joint training exercises to remove the "recurring suspicion that the USAF was placing inadequate emphasis on tactical air operations." The report recommended that CONAC be disbanded and the two commands of TAc and ADC be reestablished. The board
concluded gloomily:
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If the Air Force continues its present relatively negative tactical air policies for a period
of four to six more years, the Army will have compiled a dossier of facts which will
completely justify its requisitioning a budget for its own air force on the grounds that
the USAF has neither been able to meet nor has it physically discharged its responsibilities for providing support to the ground forces.36
For fiscal reasons, Vandenberg still resisted an increased emphasis on tactical air
power at the expense of air defense and strategic air, but the controversy continued. In early 1950, Congressman Carl Vinson "jokingly" remarked that the Air
Force must pay more attention to support of the Army or else the job would be
given to the Marines.37 Such comments increased in number after the Korean War
broke out.
As the American and ROK troops retreated southward to Pusan, reports began
reaching Vandenberg in July that the close air support provided by Stratemeyer's
forces was not satisfactory. Turning to an old friend, Vandenberg asked Jimmy
Doolittle to visit the Far East and study the problem. Vandenberg believed and
trusted his subordinate commanders, but he well realized the necessity of having
advisers who could step back and monitor events objectively. Doolittle's reputation, popularity, and expertise made him ideal for the task. The balding war hero
visited Korea during July and reported that the Air Force had already eliminated
the enemy air force and thus enjoyed almost total air superiority. He was impressed by the interdiction campaign against North Korean supply lines that
forced the enemy to travel only at night. He was, however, concerned about inadequate coordination between the services and the lack of tactical expertise among
the top FEAF planners.3 Realizing that neither Stratemeyer nor Partridge had recent tactical experience, Vandenberg decided to send an expert to the Far East
to assist. Major General Samuel Anderson was initially considered for the mission.
Anderson, who had led Vandenberg's IX Bomber Command during World War
II, would have been an excellent choice, but he had just received orders for a
new assignment in Texas, so Vandenberg looked elsewhere. The man sent was
Major General Opie Weyland, Patton's comrade, who had led the XIX TAC in Europe.-" Stratemeyer welcomed the assistance and immediately put Weyland to
work straightening out the close air support tangle.
The first problem noted by Weyland was that tactical air operations were
being directed from Tokyo by MacArthur's staff. This procedure was inadequate
for two reasons: Tokyo was too far from the battle area, and MacArthur's staff was
heavily weighted with ground officers who did not understand tactical air.
MacArthur's Far East Command was theoretically subdivided into the three services: Far East Air Forces, Naval Forces Far East, and Army Forces Far East, each
under a separate commander reporting to MacArthur. The Army component's
headquarters was never formed, however; MacArthur's staff performed that function along with its duties as General Headquarters Far East. In addition,
MacArthur never relinquished his responsibilities for the Japanese occupation.
His staff, nearly all Army personnel, was therefore heavily burdened and unable
to manage the air war. Under Weyland's prompting, Stratemeyer gained control

170 1 llOVT S. VANDENBERG
over air operations; Partridge moved to Korea, and established Fifth Air Force
headquarters near that of Major General Dean.4"
Weyland also had to resist the traditional efforts of Army commanders who
desired "their own personal air force." Claiming the situation was critical, Generals Dean and Walton Walker (commander of the Eighth Army) requested that air
power, including the B-29s, be placed under their direct control until the emergency passed. Major General Almond, leading the X Corps, was especially insistent on this arrangement, stating that he believed in unity of command and concentration of force, but in the hands of the ground force commander. Almond
wanted tactical air under his control to strike targets of his choosing.' Weyland
reiterated to all these men the lessons learned during the Second World War and
refused to parcel out his airplanes. MacArthur concurred, and Army efforts to control air power were deflected for the next two years."2
Weyland's third problem concerned coordination with Navy and Marine air
units, but in this area he was largely frustrated. The Task Force 77 commander,
Vice Admiral Turner Joy, used Navy and Marine aircraft as he thought necessary
to assist the war effort. Because of deck handling procedures necessitating a mass
launch of aircraft, the Navy could not fly on-call close air support missions, which
usually required one or two aircraft to strike specific targets. In addition, since
the fleet usually maintained radio silence at sea, it was difficult to plan USAF strikes
when it was not clearly known where the Navy planes would be operating. In
one instance, a B-29 strike had to be canceled when it was discovered at the last
moment that carrier aircraft would be operating in the same area. 3 Stratemeyer
was irritated and asked MacArthur to place all Navy and Marine air under his
command to ensure effective coordination. Admiral Joy objected, saying that Air
Force control of his aircraft would interfere with fleet defense. Although the North
Koreans possessed no air force or navy to threaten the American fleet, Joy was
concerned about denuding his ships of air protection. Stratemeyer compromised,
and it was agreed that he would assume "coordination control" of land-based Marine aircraft and carrier-based Navy planes when they were operating over Korea.
Unfortunately, the new term held little meaning, and Stratemeyer remained
largely in the dark in regard to Navy intentions. When asked if there was a special
office established to coordinate USAF and Navy air operations, General Partridge
later replied, "If there was one I never found it.""
Eventually, the Navy was assigned a specific geographic area where it held
exclusive responsibility for conducting air operations. This area, located in northeastern Korea, permitted the Navy to conduct an air war without having close
air support responsibilities or contesting air superiority with the Chinese jet
fighter planes that in late 1950 began operating in "Mig Alley" to the west.' This
arrangement irked Weyland; he did not want the Navy "roaming around North
Korea" fighting a strategic war, when at the same time, he was being told the
ground situation was so critical that his B-29s were needed to strike battlefront
targets. Because of the unbalanced headquarters at the theater level, however,
the only person who could compel unity was MacArthur. Perhaps believing that
it was more important not to precipitate inter-service rivalry than it was to run
an efficient air war, MacArthur never took this step.'
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To exacerbate matters further, a United Press International (upi) correspondent visiting Korea, Robert Miller, wrote a sensational news story in August 1950
that highly lauded Marine air and ground units while denigrating efforts of the
Army and Air Force. The article stated that Marine pilots operating propellerdriven aircraft conducted air strikes within yards of friendly troops and inflicted
massive enemy casualties. On the other hand, the report continued, Air Force
jets had such high fuel consumption they were unable to loiter in the battle area
long enough to be effective. (At that point in the war there were no airfields in
South Korea with runways long enough to accommodate the jets; they therefore
had to launch from bases in Japan, which left little loiter time over the Korean
battlefield.) Moreover, the story added, because the jets were inaccurate, strikes
were not permitted within three miles of friendly forces. Miller concluded that
inferior training and doctrine kept the Army bogged down while Marine ground
units supported by Marine air surged ahead.4 7
Vandenberg was flabbergasted and immediately fired off a message to
Stratemeyer demanding an explanation. Equally irate, Stratemeyer responded
that the article was "one of the most reprehensible pieces of carefully contrived
propaganda and untruths that I have ever read in my military career. It is my
opinion and that of my Pio [public information officer] that this was not only stimulated by Navy sources, but was ever [sic] prepared by them in detail."
Stratemeyer listed several factual inaccuracies in the article and said that he had
already complained to General MacArthur; he urged Vandenberg personally to
discuss the matter with Admiral Sherman.4
To dig further, Vandenberg asked a distinguished civilian professor, Robert
Stearns from the University of Colorado, to visit Korea and evaluate Air Force
performance. Upon arriving in Korea, Stearns, a lawyer and historian who had
served in the Operations Analysis Division of the Twentieth Air Force during
World War II, interviewed MacArthur and asked him to comment on the support
given by the FEAF. MacArthur said it was outstanding and, referring to Generals
Stratemeyer and Partridge, stated: "no Air Commanders in history have been
more superb." Stearns then asked for MacArthur's opinion on the controversial
news item by Miller; the general's remarks were surprisingly strong. He began
by stating that the Marine was an outstanding fighting man when hitting the
beaches in a brief, intense assault, but was wholly inadequate when inserted into
a protracted ground struggle like that in Korea. He lacked staying power. As for
Marine air, yes it was very good, but that was because of several unusual factors
peculiar to Korea. First, the Air Force had achieved air superiority, which allowed
the slow, propeller-driven Marine aircraft to operate unimpeded. Second, Marine
pilots had no responsibility other than that of close air support so they should be
experts at such tasks. But such specialization was highly inefficient and necessitated that air power be used as a substitute for heavy artillery, which Marine
ground forces did not possess. Finally, MacArthur stated that the Marines were
at least 20 percent overmanned, whereas all Army and Air Force units were
under-strength. 0
Judging from MacArthur's unusually cutting remarks, it would appear that
he also had felt the sting of the ill-advised newspaper column. Stearns heard much

172 1 IIOYT S. VANI)ENBIWII(;
the same from the other Army commanders in Korea. He told Vandenberg that
FEAF operations at the beginning of the war were relatively ineffective, but countered that all operations in Korea, both air and ground, were ineffective during
the first month. Initially, FEAF had neither the training nor the equipment necessary to perform the Close Air Support (CAS) mission. The Marines were indeed
more accomplished than the Air Force because they were overmanned, but
Stearns maintained that this advantage had quickly evaporated. The USAF was now
every bit as able as their Navy and Marine counterparts. Stearns concluded: "I
want you to understand that the Air Force has a good system which can be improved in detail, not a bad system that must be scrapped and replaced."-"
Although the Marines were short of heavy artillery by design, the Army was
short by accident, since the Eighth Army's occupation duties had not required
such equipment. As a result, Army commanders were apt to call for air strikes
to compensate for their lack of canon. Although there never seemed to be enough
air cover during the frenetic weeks of July and August when American and ROK
troops were ever in retreat, senior ground commanders were loud in their praise
of Partridge's pilots. General Walker told Collins and Doolittle: "If it had not been
for the air support that we received from the Fifth Air Force, we would not have
been able to stay in Korea."" Walker also acknowledged the excellent work of
the Marines, but, echoing MacArthur, noted that Marine air was proportionally
much larger and thus more inefficient than the Army-Air Force team.52
As for the question of propellers versus jets, the opinion of ground and air
officers on both sides (based on prisoner interrogations), confirmed that the jet
was far more effective at close air support. In the first place, the slower, pistonengined aircraft were more vulnerable to ground fire and suffered far greater
losses than the jets. The F-51 was especially vincible because of its liquid-cooled
engine-one round in the radiator and the plane was down. Indeed, the Mustangs
suffered losses at twice the rate of the more durable and quicker F-8os.1
Vandenberg's discussions with his pilots in Korea confirmed this fact. As the chief
himself later phrased it when questioned about the matter by a congressman: "You
can slow down an F-8o for a strafing run, but you can't speed up an F- 5 1 to fight
a MIG."` As soon as F-8os and F-84s became available, the old F-5 1s were phased
out. Once airfields were built in South Korea with runways long enough to handle
the jet fighters and they were transferred from Japan, the only factor working in
favor of the aged Mustangs-range-was removed. As one member of the 8th
Fighter-Bomber Group said: "A lot of pilots had seen vivid demonstrations of why
the F-51 was not a ground-support fighter in the last war and weren't exactly intrigued by the thought of playing guinea pig to prove the same thing again."''
What was most unfortunate about the upi editorial was that it caused serious
ill will between the services just when the police action was about to enter a new
phase.

THE NEW WAR
The Inchon victory sent the North Korean Army reeling back north of the
thirty-eighth parallel. Flushed with confidence, MacArthur was granted permis-
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sion by the president on September 3o and the United Nations on October 7,
1950, to destroy the remnants of the North Korean Army and, more significantly,
to unify the country. Thus, the political objective changed from the initial goal
of merely restoring the status quo ante. Like MacArthur, political leaders were
optimistic. Although the abrupt reversal of Allied fortunes enormously enhanced
the supreme commander's reputation, two events occurred almost simultaneously
that eventually served to check his independence.
On September 22, Omar Bradley was elevated to the rank of general of the
army (five stars), allowing him to deal with MacArthur on a more equal basis. The
disparity between the UN commander and his titular superiors, the Joint Chiefs,
must be understood to appreciate fully why MacArthur was given so much free
rein. Bradley and Collins had been instructors at West Point and Vandenberg a
plebe when MacArthur was superintendent in 192o. A decade later, MacArthur
became Army chief of staff and was promoted to full general at a time when Bradley was still a major, Collins and Vandenberg both captains, and Forrest Sherman
a Navy lieutenant. (Even the illustrious Dwight Eisenhower had been only a
major and one of MacArthur's aides during the 1930s.) It was not uncommon for
exceptional officers to advance more rapidly than their peers and have former superiors become subordinates, but the MacArthur-JcS situation was unprecedented. The man was a living legend, and although the chiefs have been criticized
for not controlling their subordinate in Tokyo, their reticence, especially after
Inchon, is understandable.
The day after Bradley's promotion, another change took place when George
Marshall, called from retirement once again, was made secretary of Defense.
Louis Johnson had been deeply discredited by the events in Korea. He had fully
embraced the president's economic policies and had constantly boasted that he
was merely trimming fat from the defense budget, not muscle. Although persistently warned by the Joint Chiefs and service secretaries that this was not so, Johnson persevered. In April 195o, Johnson had lectured Vandenberg: "I know that
Russia does not plan to try to conquer the United States by force or by war. They
intend to do it by pushing us into an economic collapse and a depression so that
the discontents and the agitators and others can take us over in the confusion.""
Johnson insisted that, in any event, the United States could easily deal with the
Soviet military threat, boasting that "he wanted Joe Stalin to know that if he starts
something at four o'clock in the morning, the fighting power and strength of
America will be on the job at five." As is often the case, silly words came back
to haunt the speaker; after the North Korean invasion and initial American defeats, one wag commented that when Johnson promised we could lick the
Russians,he did not say anything about the North Koreans.5 7
By early September, Truman had decided to fire Johnson and replace him
with George Marshall. On the morning of September 1i, President Truman summoned Johnson to the White House and asked for his resignation. Startled, the
secretary nearly fainted, but recovered and tried to reverse the president's decision. He had, he thought, merely been carrying out the president's wishes to cut
the budget; he had not set the funding limits, just enforced them. Johnson wept
and begged the president not to fire him. His efforts were futile; the president's
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mind was made up. Truman later explained: "He is the most ego maniac I've ever
Potomac fever and a pathological
come in contact with-and I've seen a lot ....
He offended every member
condition are to blame for the fiasco at the end ....
of the cabinet."'" In his letter of resignation, Johnson referred bitterly to the many
enemies he had made in attempting to achieve unification of the Armed Forces.
lie admitted the Korean War required a Defense secretary who was not hampered
by such a past."
Dean Acheson and Bradley thought that an underlying cause of Johnson's dismissal was his repeated political maneuverings behind the president's back. On
the morning of September ii, Averell Harriman was in Johnson's office while the
secretary spoke on the telephone with Republican Senator Robert Taft. Johnson
told Taft: "We've got Acheson on the run at last," then turned to Harriman and
said: "Averell, I think I can assure you-you're in." Harriman left and went
straight to the White House; Johnson was fired that afternoon. Consorting with
the enemy was an unforgivable sin.6
George Marshall was a welcome choice to Acheson and the Joint Chiefs.
More importantly, he was the only military man in the nation who had the confidence and prestige to deal with MacArthur.
There had been evidence throughout October that Chinese troops were infiltrating into Korea. Nevertheless, warnings from Peking leaders through the Indian government went unheeded, and intelligence agencies both in Washington
and Tokyo discounted the possibility of large-scale Chinese intervention. Perhaps
because China was seen as a pawn of the Soviet Union and Moscow was not making similar threats, the signals from Peking were disregarded. Even so,
MacArthur was directed to employ only ROK troops near the Manchurian border.
On November i, the first MIG-15s crossed the Yalu River into Korea and attacked
US aircraft. After disengaging, the MIGs flew back to their airfields in Manchuria.
The next day, Stratemeyer asked MacArthur for permission to pursue the enemy
across the border. Stratemeyer argued that the Chinese Air Force had about three
hundred aircraft, including MIms, which if employed en masse could seriously hinder UN ground operations. MacArthur too was concerned and pressed the jcs
for permission to pursue. Vandenberg was initially inclined to grant such authority
but, after extended talks with Marshall and Finletter, decided against such a widening of the war.6" On November 7, however, MacArthur was sufficiently concerned about Chinese infiltration that he ordered Stratemeyer to destroy the
bridges spanning the Yalu River. MacArthur had not sought jcs permission for
this air strike, thinking it was not applicable to his limiting directives. Stratemeyer
wired his intentions to Washington, but Vandenberg balked. The chief, realizing
that MacArthur's order was not in keeping with previous jcs directives, informed
Secretary of the Air Force Finletter. After several hours, the situation percolated
upward to the president, who directed cancellation of the proposed air strikes.
MacArthur was angry, and wrote passionately to Washington that his command
was threatened with ultimate destruction unless the bridges were struck. This
message shocked the Joint Chiefs, who had had no inkling that doom was impending. 1 After consulting with the president, the jcs informed Tokyo that if the situa-
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tion was sufficiently serious, the bridges could be hit, but only on the Korean side.
Manchurian airspace could not be violated by the attacking aircraft.
When the Chinese struck in full force on November 25, 195o, and the UN
forces were nearly trapped and destroyed, tempers flared and jaws tightened
among military leaders. Plans were made for evacuation, under the umbrella of
atomic bombs if necessary. Stratemeyer wired for more fighter planes immediately in the event Japan was attacked. Vandenberg appreciated the seriousness
of the situation and placed sAc on a worldwide full alert." Stratemeyer suggested
that, because of the possibility of war with China, two more B-2 9 groups, armed
with atomic bombs, should be sent to the Far East. Vandenberg instructed him
to prepare for their use and designate suitable targets. Stratemeyer complied, listing the following objectives: Antung, Mukden, Peking, Tientsin, Shanghai, and
Nanking. Strat then added that if we got "in the big one," he would strike Vladivostok, Khabarovsk, and Kirin.'
On 3 December, Vandenberg argued with his jcs colleagues that China
should be punished and that targets in Manchuria should be struck. He maintained that a limited series of attacks involving only two B-29 groups would not
jeopardize the defense of Europe.' At the same time, LeMay was alerted to
sharpen his spear; the SAC commander responded quickly that he was ready and,
if the deployment order was given, would personally leave for the Far East.' On
December 6, the Joint Chiefs sent a warning to all commanders: "The jcs consider
that the current situation in Korea has greatly increased the possibility of general
war. Commanders addressed take such action as is feasible to increase readiness
without creating atmosphere of alarm."67 This warning gained credence when intelligence revealed in early January that the Soviets had hastily withdrawn their
personnel from Mukden in anticipation of US atomic strikes in Manchuria.'
Meanwhile, the CIA reported pessimistically that both China and the Soviet Union
seemed willing to "risk a showdown with the West at an early date." Admiral Sherman admitted later that he thought a major war was imminent.' When President
Truman was asked at a press conference if atomic weapons might be used to stop
the enemy in Korea, he replied: "that includes every weapon that we have. "17The
world seemed very close to another global war.
In March 1951, Vandenberg requested that nine atomic bombs plus their
atomic cores be transferred to the Air Force. There was evidence that Soviet
troops were massing north of the Yalu. More ominously, it was reported that some
seventy Soviet submarines had gathered near Vladivostok. It was feared that the
Soviets were about to attack, pushing the United Nations out of both Korea and
Japan. On April 6, 1951, Vandenberg visited the White House and convinced the
president to authorize the transfer. This was a momentous decision. For the first
time, the custody of atomic weapons slipped from the hands of the AEC. It had
taken five years, but Vandenberg had finally unlocked the atomic door.7'
It seems that Vandenberg was in a bellicose mood in the month following
the Chinese invasion. When the North Koreans first attacked back in June,
Vandenberg had been one of the primary advocates of limiting the war. Although
he had taken steps to increase Air Force readiness for global war-ordering his
atomic weapons storage facilities to remain on "battery alert"-he maintained a

176 1 IIOYT S. VANDENBERG
tight rein on rambunctious subordinates. When Major General Orvil A. Anderson, commandant of the Air War College, made intemperate remarks to reporters
regarding the desirability of a preemptive atomic strike on the Soviet Union, Vandenberg relieved him.72 But after the massive Chinese attack in November and
as reports of reverses continued to roll in from the Far East, the chief looked for
ways to react quickly and decisively. It would soon become apparent, however,
that the situation in Korea was not as bleak as was being painted.
When American ground forces were struck by the Chinese onslaught, their
leaders once again revived complaints about the lack of air cover. In late November, General Collins wrote a pointed memorandum to Vandenberg stating that
close air support requirements were "currently not being met satisfactorily." He
recommended the by then traditional position that control of tactical air operations
be given to the ground commanders.1 At the same time, Collins wrote MacArthur
advocating that the Army be given operational control of cAs units as far down
as army or corps level. He added, however, that he was not suggesting that the
Army control all tactical units or form their own tactical air force. Collins recognized that budgetary restraints imposed over the previous two years were largely
responsible for the deemphasis on tactical air-a deemphasis that the jcs had concurred in-but the time had come to change directions.74 Vandenberg, expressing
surprise at his colleague's charges, asked for clarification:
My impression of the reports from the Far East--other than certain press comments
of dubious origin [a probable reference to the Miller article of August]-is that the
tactical air effort has been effective. However, if the close support picture is unsatisfactory, I want to know it, and I also want to know exactly the respect in which it has
failed, so that corrective measures can be aimed at the specific difficulty."
In a move that some thought overdue, Vandenberg reestablished Tactical Air
Command and chose General Joe Cannon as the new commander. The war had
brought a great expansion in the Air Force, and claims that austerity prohibited
a separate tactical command were no longer valid. Indeed, the first ten Reserve
groups activated for combat were tactical units. The elevation of the new TAC commander to the rank of full general was a sign to the Army, and perhaps even to
the tactical people within the Air Force, that Vandenberg had miscalculated and
now wanted to mend fences. 7'
General MacArthur was also on edge as he watched the fruits of Inchon slip
through his fingers. As Chinese forces continued to push south, he became increasingly vocal in demands for assistance. On November 30, in a response to jcs
queries concerning force dispositions, he sent a message to Washington that Bradley later remembered as particularly insulting: "He treated us as if we were children."'' The situation in Korea continued to deteriorate; and on December 2,
MacArthur sent his famous "entirely new war" message with its insistence on new
political decisions and plans. The following day, the Joint Chiefs met with Secretaries Acheson and Marshall to discuss the crisis. Lieutenant General Matthew
Ridgway, also present at the meeting, approached Vandenberg, whom he had
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known since West Point, asking him why the Joint Chiefs did not simply order
MacArthur to do what they wished:
Van shook his head. "What good would that do? He wouldn't obey the orders. What
can we do?" At this I exploded. "You can relieve any commander who won't obey orders, can't you?" I exclaimed. The look on Van's face is one I shall never forget. His
lips parted and he looked at me with an expression both puzzled and amazed. He
walked away then without saying a word.'
General Collins flew to Tokyo to confer with MacArthur and tour the battle
area. Returning on December 8, he reported the situation as serious, but not desperate. At the same time, the president and the United Nations reverted to their
original goal: the repulse of the invading forces. All talk of unifying Korea was
ended." Nevertheless, as the days passed and the situation failed to improve,
MacArthur continued to ask for reinforcements. On December 19, at a meeting
with Secretary Marshall and Assistant Secretary Dean Rusk (Acheson was in Europe), Vandenberg suggested that withdrawal of American ground forces from
Korea, with continued air and sea operations, would be preferable to the debacle
of being pushed back to Pusan again. If Korea was merely a diversion preparatory
to a Soviet move into Europe, then Vandenberg thought it wise to avoid a lengthy
war of attrition in Asia.' MacArthur had said that if conditions persisted, then
he would be forced to evacuate. So be it. Focusing on the global situation, Vandenberg, as was the case two years previously in Berlin, was growing impatient with
the entangling morass of a peripheral conflict. The jcs had reacted to the Chinese
attack with confusion, produced by conflicting reports from Tokyo, Korea, and
Europe, on the nature, focus, and extent of Communist actions. Vandenberg was
caught up in this mood, hence his desire to step back from the Korean smoke
and look for the real fire elsewhere. As it became apparent that a worldwide conflagration was not imminent, Vandenberg refastened his attentions on the Far
East.
As Chinese attacks continued, MacArthur withdrew south; on January 4,
Seoul fell once again to the enemy. One week later, MacArthur wrote angrily that
political indecision was leaving the initiative to the enemy. Under the "extraordinary limitations" placed upon him, the position of his command was becoming
untenable. During the months of December and January, MacArthur's emotions
rode a roller coaster from optimism to despair. Bradley later referred to many
of the messages from the Far East as "hysterical." Although that term is too strong,
MacArthur did seem to be losing the poise and self-confidence displayed in July
when the situation was also grim. Talk of abandoning Korea was continually discussed. Collins decided to return to Korea, with Vandenberg accompanying him
to review Air Force evacuation plans. The Air Force chief had wanted General
LeMay to make the trip as well so that he could meet with the B-2 9 personnel
and prepare for possible future contingencies, but Acheson vetoed the idea;
LeMay was known as "Mr. Atom Bomb," and his presence in Korea would "excite
people unduly.""'
Vandenberg later told an aide that, upon arriving in Japan, they found
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MacArthur in a "dramatically tragic mood." Fearing the worst for his forces in
Korea, MacArthur insisted that the chiefs give him an order either to evacuate
or to "stand and die."82 Vandenberg was taken aback, but upon visiting Korea
found the situation less serious than depicted in Tokyo. After touring the frontline
units and conferring with General Ridgway (the replacement for General Walker,
who had died in an auto accident), Collins and he determined that the front had
stabilized and that there was no cause for alarm. To confirm the optimistic reports
of Ridgway, Vandenberg flew twelve miles past the front line in a helicopter,
landed, and participated in a ground patrol. One American soldier, astonished
to see a four-star general-and an airman at that-on the front lines, commented:
"Hey General, we say a prayer of thanks for your flyboys every night, sir." Vandenberg was much impressed with what he saw regarding the resiliency and high
morale of the American troops."3
In an official report to Secretary Marshall, General Collins concluded that
unless the Soviet Union intervened, the Eighth Army could continue operations
in Korea.' As for bombing Manchuria to stop the Chinese, Vandenberg now argued that it would be ineffective. The majority of war supplies and equipment
being used by the enemy were coming from the Soviet Union. In order to interdict Communist supplies, it would thus be necessary to strike Siberia as well as
Manchuria. Vandenberg was "not in any sense urging that we do this. ",, The January visit was the beginning of the end for MacArthur; his influence was ebbing
rapidly with the chiefs, who were growing weary of his incessant carping. It had
now become clear to Vandenberg that disaster in Korea was not imminent, atomic
strikes against China were not necessary, and the limited war would remain
limited-with the tacit consent of all parties involved.
As weeks passed, it became clear that neither the United States nor the
United Nations was willing to expand the war in Asia; both wanted stability and
peace. As MacArthur realized this, he became ever more outspoken in his criticism of administration policy. He was not accustomed to losing and was too old
to learn new habits. His string of intemperate speeches and remarks finally culminated in a letter to Congressman Joseph E. Martin, the House minority leader,
made public on April 5, 1951. The president was incensed, and later said that
it was then he decided to fire the general. First, however, he asked his advisers
for their opinion. On Friday afternoon, April 6, Truman met with Secretaries Acheson and Marshall, Averell Harriman, and General Bradley to discuss what action
should be taken regarding the Martin letter. Acheson and Harriman recommended immediate relief, but Marshall and Bradley counseled restraint and deferment of any action until after the weekend. The following day the same five
men met again for over an hour, with the same results, although Bradley and Marshall had weakened somewhat on their call for restraint.
Because the president wanted to hear the opinions of the other Joint Chiefs,
Bradley gathered them to his office on Sunday afternoon. The four discussed the
matter for over two hours, then met with Marshall to talk further. Finally, all
agreed that MacArthur should be relieved for two reasons. First, the general "was
not in entire sympathy with the policies being followed by the government" regarding the Far East. Moreover, as Bradley wrote, the chiefs were afraid that
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MacArthur might make a "premature decision" and attack targets in Manchuria
without specific authorization. (The jcs had drafted an emergency order authorizing such strikes as a retaliatory measure if the Communists made a major attack
against UN forces. Because they did not trust MacArthur, however, the order was
kept in jcs files and not sent.)
Second, the chiefs were concerned that if MacArthur were not relieved, "a
large segment of our people would charge that civil [ians] no longer controlled the
military.""' The chiefs never really addressed the question of whether MacArthur
had disobeyed orders. In the memoirs published after his death, Bradley stated
that the question of disobedience was raised, but not pursued. To charge
MacArthur with such an offense would have required a court-martial-a trial that
would have been worse than the Billy Mitchell episode of the 1920S or the revolt
of the admirals in 1949. The chiefs wanted MacArthur removed, not martyred.8 7
The following morning, April 9, President Truman listened as his chief counselors unanimously recommended relief. Agreeing, Truman told Bradley to draw
up the necessary orders. When asked afterwards what his personal feelings were
about the matter, Vandenberg replied that he had enormous respect for General
MacArthur and thought him a truly great man, but that he was wrong." The storm
that erupted over the president's decision culminated in the dramatic Senate hearings of May and June 1951 when the Old Warrior and key leaders testified on
American policy in the Korean War.

THE OLD SOLDIER FADES AWAY
The importance of the MacArthur hearings was not lost on Vandenberg. He
knew that Congress would address more than the removal of a famous general;
the administration's entire foreign and military policy was to be on trial, and there
were numerous senators who were standing ready to draw blood. Before testifying, Vandenberg called in Barton Leach, the Yale-educated lawyer who had helped
during the B-36 hearings, and asked for guidance. Leach staged a trial run of what
the senators' questioning would be like. He queried the chief about his personal
feelings toward MacArthur: "Well, I admire him," said Vandenberg, "I recognize
him as a great strategist; I recognize his abilities." Was there any criticism he
could levy against the former UN commander? "Yes, I think he is pompous; he
is egotistical; he's not as sharp as he used to be in that he made some serious
errors here in the war, and I think he has almost openly defied the President,
which is foolish." Leach cautioned him that he must not allow personal criticism
or animosity to creep into his testimony; he must stick to the facts and remain
dispassionate.8"
Vandenberg took the stand on the morning of May 28 and was questioned
closely by twenty-six senators over the next two days. There were three major
topics addressed: did he concur in the relief of MacArthur; did he agree with
MacArthur's plans to widen the war in the Far East; and what were the global
capabilities of the Air Force?
Vandenberg was emphatic that he concurred in the relief of General
MacArthur, but sidestepped the question of disobedience; that was a complex
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legal question, and it was not of major importance in his decision. Vandenberg
supported dismissal because MacArthur's views on the conduct of the war were
not in consonance with those of the Joint Chiefs and the president. Such disagreement could be dangerous given the power of MacArthur as a theater commander
with enormous forces at his disposal. A man in MacArthur's position had to be
given great latitude and independence, and it had to be hoped he would use that
power wisely; Vandenberg no longer trusted MacArthur to do so. Vandenberg's
reasoning was far more sobering than that of Secretary Marshall and the other
chiefs, who hung their rationale on the pegs of MacArthur's failure to clear
speeches in advance and differences in his strategic outlook." The Air Force chief
strongly implied that he feared MacArthur would precipitate World War III; and
because his Air Force would bear the initial brunt of operations against China and
the Soviet Union in the Far East, he did not want to fight that war. As cautioned,
he spoke of the general as "brilliant" and a man for whom he had great personal
admiration, but one who was too narrow-minded in his outlook. The Air Force
had global responsibilities that MacArthur's Far East Command did not."'
The question of whether Vandenberg thought the war in Asia should be expanded to include the bombing of Manchuria brought a definite no. That such
an air effort would be successful in compelling China to negotiate a truce he did
not doubt, but it would also weaken the Air Force so that it could no longer fulfill
its other responsibilities.
The fact is that the United States is operating a shoestring air force in view of its global
responsibilities ... we cannot afford to peck at the periphery ....
While we can lay
the industrial potential of Russia today waste, [sic] in my opinion, or we can lay the
Manchurian countryside waste, as well as the principal cities of China, we cannot do
both, again because we operate a $20 million business with about $2o,ooo.•
In further testimony deleted by the censors, Vandenberg went on to state
that 8o percent of the usAF's tactical strength and 25 percent of her strategic forces
were tied up in Korea. An expansion of the air war to involve China would severely strain Air Force resources. Recounting the enormous Soviet air strength
available for use in the Far East, Vandenberg was even less sanguine. The Air
Force would be extremely hard pressed if forced to take on both the Chinese and
the Soviets. In that regard, Senator Russell raised again the question of "hot pursuit." Vandenberg was not in favor of such actions because it would signal a potentially dangerous escalation of the war. Yes, the Communists had "privileged sanctuaries," but so did the United States. American air bases in Japan had never been
attacked; therefore, both sides appeared to be tacitly limiting the war.'
Vandenberg's stance on the issue of hot pursuit is significant because he had
been under increasing pressure from the Far East since early November 1950 to
sanction such retaliation. In late December, Stratemeyer had sent a personal,
"your eyes only" letter to Vandenberg pleading for a reevaluation of the no-pursuit
policy. Strat said his pilots were loyal, devoted, and efficient, "but are becoming
rebellious against being used as sacrificialexpendables."'4 When Van once again
said no, Strat was disappointed and angry.
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The FEAF commander was coming increasingly under MacArthur's spell and
was also moving for a widening of the war. Stratemeyer's affection for MacArthur
was evidenced when he awarded him a Distinguished Flying Cross for merely
riding along on a routine reconnaissance patrol. In November, Stratemeyer recommended his commander for an oak leaf cluster to his Medal of Honor. (Vandenberg dismissed the request out of hand.) When MacArthur began to go over the
edge in April 1951 Stratemeyer followed, waxing rapturous in his diary concerning
the brilliance and patriotism of the old general. On -April 6, MacArthur and
Stratemeyer met with a visiting delegation of congressmen at which time the UN
commander lectured his visitors on the "fantastic" restraints placed upon him by
his enemies in Washington. MacArthur thought the Soviet "bluff' should. be
called. Stratemeyer stood by admiringly during this display, noting in his diary
that MacArthur's performance had left the lawmakers "speechless." Indeed. It is
possible that Vandenberg was aware of Stratemeyer's psychological drift, for after
MacArthur was relieved, Strat was issued strict orders to desist from any public
comments regarding the politics or strategy of the Korean War. The week before
the MacArthur Senate hearings began, Stratemeyer suffered a severe heart attack
while on the golf course.' It is not unlikely that Vandenberg would have soon replaced him in any event.
When Vandenberg was asked at the Senate hearings what should be done
to ensure that the Air Force could carry out its global commitments and also win
the war in Korea, he stated, as he had for the previous three years, that forty-eight
groups were inadequate. With the advent of the Korean War, the Air Force was
finally beginning to expand and had an interim goal of ninety-five groups. Such
strength would be adequate to cope with the Soviet menace and Korea, but, as
the Soviet atomic stockpile increased, ninety-five groups would also be insufficient because air defenses, hitherto neglected, must now be built as well.9
At several points during his testimony, Vandenberg was able to expound on
his theory of air power and its role in war. This testimony is of great importance
because it constitutes the largest single body of Vandenberg's ideas on the subject.
These were his own words, not those of a speech writer, spoken for the record
to a group of distinguished officials. Vandenberg stated the basic military strategy
of the United States in the event of World War III with the Soviet Union as follows:
first, to defend the United States and the Western Hemisphere; second, to launch
an atomic air strike against Soviet industry; and third, to liberate Europe, which
would have been overrun soon after the outbreak of hostilities, through the use
of a combined air-land-sea campaign reminiscent of World War II. That was the
war plan approved by the Joint Chiefs and the secretary of Defense.
The Air Force's role in the war plan was also agreed to by military leaders.
Vandenberg preached that the best defense was a good offense; American strategic
air power was the most important factor in keeping the peace. His aim was not
to fight and win World War III, but to prevent it from ever happening with a
strong deterrent force. Therefore, the first two tasks of the war plan required a
strong strategic Air Force in being at all times. The third phase of the war, liberation, would require strong tactical air power. But phase three, though crucial to
ultimate victory, was a longer-range task. Tactical air power could wait. The Sovi-
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ets would not be deterred from major aggression through fear of our fighter bombers but because they feared our strategic bombers. Vandenberg even opined that
if the Air Force had been up to strength (seventy groups) when the Korean War
broke out, China might not have dared to enter the fray.97 Yes, he wanted tactical
air power as well, but forty-eight groups were insufficient to provide it, as he had
stated many times before. Nevertheless, the Air Force had done an excellent job
of close air support in Korea, even with its meager resources. All the talk of poor
air support for the Army was grossly exaggerated; virtually every commander from
MacArthur and Ridgway down to the regimental level had said on numerous occasions that it was air power that had prevented the Army from being pushed off
the peninsula. Vandenberg was proud of the Air Force effort in Korea, though
he had often warned that more was needed.9
This theory of air power employment, though most fully articulated here, had
been evident in Vandenberg's words and actions ever since he had taken over as
chief of staff. Whether arguing over the budget, jousting with the Navy over the
B- 3 6 and the supercarrier, pushing for a more realistic war plan, forming CONAC,
or selecting General LeMay as SAC commander, Vandenberg had consistently and
single-mindedly sought to establish strategic air power as the cornerstone of
American defense policy. He was rapidly approaching that goal because an increasing number of civilian and military leaders were being swayed by the logic
of his arguments.
It is easy to criticize Vandenberg's seeming shortsightedness in focusing too
intently on World War III while ignoring the possibilities of limited war, but he
was not alone in this myopia. Few military leaders were yet speaking of "brush
fire wars" or those of "national liberation." His colleagues were no more prescient
than he. More to the point, Vandenberg would no doubt have claimed that such
arguments missed the mark. Defeat in Korea would not result in the destruction
or subjugation of the United States; defeat in World War III most certainly would.
Prepare for the worst case, and then deal with the lesser alternatives as resources
permit.
Typically, Vandenberg's performance under tough questioning was smooth
and precise. He consistently refused to tumble into the snares laid by wily legislators. He would not comment on whether MacArthur should have traveled to
Washington rather than the president flying to Wake Island for their famous conference. He had no opinion regarding the method by which MacArthur had been
relieved. When asked who was at fault for the Air Force not expanding to the
promised seventy groups, he replied that there were political factors at play that
were beyond his expertise. When pressed and told that the funds for expansion
had been appropriated by Congress but were impounded by the president, the
general once again refused to bite; the commander in chief had multiple concerns
that far transcended military opinion. In fact, he even declined to state at that
time how large an Air Force he deemed necessary, lest his statement be misconstrued and he be accused of using the hearings as a "sounding board" for service
interests." When asked if he had ever been restrained in his public statements
on military policy, he said no, giving several instances when he had publicly disa-
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greed with his civilian superiors on military matters. It was his duty to advise the
civilian leadership and to tell the truth.'0
General Vandenberg did, however, make one serious blunder. In an exchange with Senator Styles Bridges over the objective of the UN forces in Korea,
the chief stated: "I believe our objective is to kill as many Chinese Communists
as is possible without enlarging the war at the present time in Korea.''... Bridges
let the statement slide, but the following day Senator Guy Gillette said he was
"tremendously perturbed" by the remarks: "Now, if there is that uncertainty
in
the mind of a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and a great United States Senator, what can we expect from the general public that is committing their resources
and their sons to this conflict?"'' A good question, and Vandenberg beat a hasty
retreat, stating that besides killing Communists, it was the UN objective to restore
freedom to the South Koreans and push the aggressors back. Senator Gillette was
assuaged by the response, but others were not. That afternoon, when it was Senator Bourke Hickenlooper's turn to ask questions, he went straight to the mark:
"I have been under the impression, General, our objective is to terminate that
war and save American lives, and to win the victory against aggression, . . . and
not to kill as many Chinamen as we can." Once again Vandenberg waffled, acknowledging that killing Chinese was "incidental" to the main objective of "stopping aggression." The embarrassing incident then passed and the questioning took
a different tack. ' By this point, the hearings were already beginning to lose widespread interest, and although more testimony would follow, the fireworks were
over.
Chairman Richard Russell thanked Vandenberg for his help, candor, and usefulness; he had enunciated "some mighty good old American doctrines." After two
months of extensive testimony, the hearings anticlimactically shuddered to a halt.
A new soldier fended and an old soldier faded, while the police action continued.
The total wars of an earlier era were passing; limited wars of circumscribed objectives fought with restrained means were now in the ascendancy. Vandenberg realized this change in the nature of war. MacArthur did not.

STALEMATE AND TERMINATION
With MacArthur gone and Ridgway the new United Nations commander, the
chiefs were assured of a subordinate who was obedient to their will and a staunch
advocate of the administration's limited war policy. Ridgway launched no warwinning offensives, made no provocative speeches, and threatened no attacks on
China. ` For the next two years, the Korean War stabilized into a static war of
trenches and dug-in gun emplacements, faintly resembling the First World War.
A major difference was the effect of air power. Although arguments over the control of close air support did not disappear, they were muted. Since there was little
maneuvering, there was also less need for tactical air strikes. Moreover, as the
Communist forces dug in ever deeper such strikes became less productive. As
a result, FEAF and Navy fighter-bombers were able to concentrate more firepower
on interdiction targets in North Korea.
In mid-1951, FEAF planners devised a massive interdiction campaign, opera-
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tion STRANGLE, designed to dry up supplies to the enemy's front line. One of
General Weyland's first recommendations upon arriving in the theater had been
to launch such a campaign, arguing that attempting to rely solely on close air support was like trying to dam a river at the bottom of a waterfall. It was far more
productive to stop enemy supplies before they reached the front. " Vandenberg,
well remembering the effects of Ninth Air Force efforts during World War II,
needed no convincing on this score. He often stated that the most efficient way
of preventing an enemy bullet from killing an American soldier was to destroy
the factory that produced the bullets; that would save hundreds of American lives.
Because the enemy factories were located in China and the Soviet Union, however, Vandenberg advocated an alternative: hitting the railroads and trucks that
were delivering the shells to the front lines. STRANGLE was intended to do that. 106
The choice of codename for the air campaign was unfortunate. Although FEAF
planners hoped the interdiction campaign would force the Chinese back to the
Yalu, Vandenberg was more realistic. He maintained repeatedly that it was not
possible to halt the flow of all supplies, but only to slow them down and make
their delivery highly expensive. He knew the Chinese would not retreat because
of STRANGLE, but he hoped they would be unable to attack. The air campaign
was successful in attaining that goal; the Chinese were unable to launch a sustained attack, and losing seven thousand trucks per month had much to do with
that failure. '•
To avoid the jet fighter-bombers that roamed North Korea striking roads,
bridges, railroad lines, and trucks, the Communist forces were compelled to travel
at night. Unfortunately, night operations were an Achilles heel of the FEAF, as
Vandenberg realized early in the war. Writing Stratemeyer in August 1950, he
urged that no stone be left unturned in an effort to improve night interdiction
strikes; new tactics must be devised to deny the enemy the security of darkness. "
Numerous solutions were attempted: flare drops, spotlights, radar, pathfinders,
and so forth, but each innovation was countered by Chinese ingenuity. The rugged and dangerous terrain exacerbated the problem. The Fifth Air Force was
never able to throttle the enemy's night movements to any appreciable extent. ,09
In addition, another method was devised to retard the American interdiction
campaign. The two hundred aircraft of the North Korean Air Force had been neutralized within the first month of the war, and the small Chinese Air Force seldom
contested American air superiority. In September 1951, that situation changed
dramatically when Soviet-made MIG-15 jet fighters began appearing south of the
Yalu in great numbers. By October, it was estimated that at least seven hundred
MIGs were stationed at a string of airfields just inside the Manchurian border. The
MIG-15 was an extremely good airplane. Smaller, lighter, faster, more maneuverable, and with a higher altitude capability than most American fighters, its appearance augured ill. The only aircraft in the American inventory that could compete
with the MIG, barely, was the F-86 Sabre."' The fact that the MIGs seldom strayed
far from their bases, whereas the Sabres were usually at the limit of their range,
gave the Communists an advantage. Moreover, because US aircraft were prohibited from pursuing the MIGs into Manchuria, the Chinese retained the initiative
in air battles by attacking only under advantageous conditions. Worse, there were
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only seventy-nine F-86s in the Far East, and Vandenberg had to refuse Weyland's
request for more; the Sabres were also needed for American air defense and in
Europe. "'
As mentioned earlier, the area of northwest Korea where the MIGs ventured
forth to challenge the Sabres was known as "Mig Alley." Given the comparability
of the two jets, it is remarkable that American pilots achieved such results. By
the end of the war, there were 792 confirmed MIG kills at the cost of seventy-eight
F-86s-a ratio of over ten to one." 2 This incredible statistic is usually credited
to the superior skill of the American pilots. Most of the MIG aviators were clearly
inferior in air-to-air combat and seldom offered a challenge, but there were a number of excellent enemy flyers, dubbed "honchos," who usually flew apart from
the main formations. The nationality of these honchos has always been in question. The bodies of two Soviet officers were recovered from MIG crashes, and a
Polish pilot who defected in Europe stated that several of the Soviet instructor
pilots in his unit had fought in Korea. Vandenberg testified unequivocally before
the Senate that enemy pilots were Soviets, East Germans, and Chinese."' Fortunately, there were only a few honchos in Mig Alley.
When reconnaissance revealed that three major airfields were being built one
hundred miles south of the Yalu, however, there was much concern. If the MiG
range was thus extended, they could interfere with the ground struggle near the
thirty-eighth parallel. The FEAF launched dozens of air strikes to destroy these
fields, and the MIGs rose by the hundreds to stop them. Consequently, the massive air battles of late 1951 were of great importance. Vandenberg believed that
air superiority had been the decisive factor preventing American defeat; without
it, the Eighth Army would have been pushed off the peninsula. Too often this
was overlooked by Army officers who saw the air battles as glamorous and interesting, but largely insignificant. To Vandenberg this view was naive; the numerically
superior foe, operating on shortened supply lines, was virtually prohibited from
traveling or operating in the daylight, while UN forces had complete freedom of
movement. What if these conditions had been reversed? To his mind, the struggle
in Mig Alley was as crucial and decisive as the Battle of Britain had been in World
War II-whoever controlled the skies controlled the ground beneath."'
It concerned Vandenberg that, although Sabres were defeating MIGs at a wondrous rate, it was still not enough. The swarms of enemy fighters did more than
just dogfight with their American counterparts: they went after far bigger gamethe B-29s. One purpose of the Chinese air assault was to disrupt STRANGLE, and
in this they were successful. The B-29s were no match for the MIGs, and the escorting Sabres were too few. After three of the big bombers were shot down and
five others were damaged on one raid, Weyland made the difficult decision to use
them only at night using radar bomb drops. The new tactics were not nearly as
accurate or effective as daylight operations, but were necessary to prevent decimation of the bomber force."'
As the military stalemate continued into 1952 and the armistice negotiations
begun the previous June proved fruitless, command changes provided new ideas
for the air war. General Stratemeyer who, as mentioned earlier, had suffered a
serious heart attack in May 1951, returned home. After filling in for a month, Par-
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tridge was also transferred to a new assignment, with Weyland taking over FEAF.
In early 1952, Weyland had his planners thoroughly reevaluate the objectives and
assumptions of the air war. Interdiction as understood by the STRANGLE operation, though a good concept, had outlived its usefulness. Weyland wanted to apply
pressure to the Communists so that they would negotiate more seriously. He did
not want to disrupt enemy movements and supplies but to destroy enemy resources. The war had to be made too costly for the enemy-especially the
Soviets-to continue."9
The most obvious targets were the eleven hydroelectric plants of North
Korea, which supplied not only the North but a large portion of Manchuria as
well. The plants had been suggested for attack before, but the jcs had denied
permission because of their political implications. In April 1952, Vandenberg
asked his colleagues to reconsider this decision; the glacial pace of the armistice
negotiations led the chiefs to approve the request."' However, General Ridgway
now balked, saying he did not wish to jeopardize negotiations unless absolutely
necessary. When Ridgway was replaced by General Mark Clark the following
month, Weyland reintroduced the question of the hydroelectric plants. Clark assumed his new command understandably eager to produce tangible results, and
he approved the strikes immediately."'
The eleven generator complexes were hit by USAF and Navy fighter-bombers
between June 23 and 27. The strikes were successful, blacking out all of North
Korea for two weeks, reducing power to lo percent of its former capacity for the
remainder of the war, and, more significantly, reducing the electricity supplied
to Manchuria by 23 percent."' Unfortunately, the impact of these strikes was diluted by the international uproar that followed. The British government was particularly upset by what it perceived as a widening of the war, especially since it
had not been consulted in advance. The furor caused Secretary of Defense Robert
Lovett (Marshall had once again retired) to announce that there had been no
change in UN policy; the air strikes did not signal an increasing of pressure on
the Communists. In fact, increasing pressure was precisely what the attacks were
all about, but Lovett's official denial probably sent a mixed signal to Chinese leaders that undercut the value of the strikes. "o
Clark and Weyland, still determined to raise the price of the war to the enemy, suggested additional targets previously off-limits: the oil refineries at Rashin
near the Soviet border, the North Korean capital of Pyongyang, and the earthen
dams that kept the numerous rivers of North Korea in check. Having learned his
lesson, Clark cleared the attack on Pyongyang through Washington, which in turn
notified the Allies."' The capital was hit in August, the oil refineries in September.
Although the attacks were militarily successful, they failed to produce a political
breakthrough. The major stumbling block in the negotiations-the disposition of
prisoners-was not yet resolved. The Communists insisted on forced repatriation
of all captives on both sides. The American position was that repatriation should
be an individual choice."'
In an attempt to lever the American position on the issue, the Chinese introduced a new wrinkle. On March 8, 1952, Chou En Lai declared that the United
Nations was using chemical and bacteriological weapons against the Korean peo-
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pie. This was genocide and captured American pilots were not, therefore, prisoners of war, but rather common criminals. Vandenberg responded vehemently that
such charges were false. He saw it as a propaganda trick by the Chinese and
warned that the United States would hold the Communists responsible for the
treatment of captured pilots."' There is no question that the USAF had a chemical
and bacteriological capability. Hundreds of such weapons were in the American
stockpile and were deliverable by a variety of aircraft. One such weapon was described as a converted leaflet bomb that contained ten pounds of feathers dusted
with a toxic agent that could destroy up to 75 percent of the entire Soviet wheat
crop.'24 There is no evidence, however, that such weapons were ever used in
Korea. Moreover, Jcs orders to Clark in September 1952 specifically prohibited
their use.12 The entire question did serve, however, to further aggravate Vandenberg and the Joint Chiefs.
As stalemate limped into 1953, plans were being discussed in Washington
for an even greater escalation than that witnessed by the powerplant and oil refinery strikes. One of Dwight Eisenhower's campaign promises had been to end the
war in Korea. After his inauguration, therefore, he directed the Joint Chiefs to
study possible courses of action to end the war, including the use of atomic weapons. On May 19, 1953, the Joint Chiefs presented their proposal, which stated
in part:
It is the view of the Joint Chiefs of Staff that the necessary air, naval, and ground operations, including extensive strategical and tactical use of the atomic bombs, be undertaken so as to obtain maximum surprise and maximum impact on the enemy, both
militarily and psychologically. If undertaken piecemeal-for example, starting with a
naval blockade, followed by gradually increasing air operations, and finally followed
later by ground operations-we would minimize the chance of success of the course
of action outlined.-12

Two days later, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles met with Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru in New Delhi and implied strongly that American patience had
reached an end:
I agreed with his estimate [Nehru's], stating that if the armistice negotiations collapsed, the United States would probably make a stronger rather than a lesser military
exertion, and that this might well extend the area of conflict.',,
It has been commonly assumed that Dulles warned Nehru that if the Chinese did
not become more amenable at the peace table, an air attack on Manchuria, to
include atomic bombs, would be the next step. This message was passed to Peking. At the same time, Vandenberg secured the transfer of atomic weapons to
Okinawa in the event they were to be used.
Vandenberg's views on the conduct of the war evolved considerably from
1951 to 1953. As noted, he was strongly opposed to a widening of the war at the

time of the MacArthur hearings-both his public and his private remarks confirm
this. After the Chinese intervention, Vandenberg seriously considered a with-
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drawal from Korea rather than risk a major war. As it became clear that the Communists also intended to fight a limited war, his fears subsided. With STRANGLE'S
auspicious beginning, Vandenberg's attitude began to harden. He advised against
an armistice while the enemy was on the run; pressure should be tightened, not
relaxed."' The initial air victories in Mig Alley tended to strengthen this hawkish
position. But as the MIG threat continued to build, the B-2 9 s began to suffer losses,
the interdiction campaign petered out, and negotiations remained stalled, Vandenberg began to question the value of attrition warfare. By December 1951, he
was once again weighing the option of withdrawal; in February 1952, he urged
an armistice, and by September, he was obviously growing exasperated."' At a
meeting between representatives from State, Defense, and the jcs, Vandenberg
listened to desultory debate concerning peace negotiations and finally asked if
anyone had considered what steps should be taken if the talks failed:
There has been no real thought as to what we should do if this thing is going on indefinitely. You have to have a new tack sometime. . . . The people in Michigan and Ohio
and out there across the country where I have been are red-headed about this. They
want something done. The people here in Washington don't realize that. It is going
to affect the elections ....
the lid will blow off.'-"
As the months dragged on without progress, Vandenberg grew increasingly
restive and became a prime mover in the campaign to step up the air pressure
on North Korea and China. In May 1953, he gained authorization to bomb the
North Korean dams. The initial raids were even more devastating than had been
predicted as thousands of acres of rice fields were flooded, roads and rail lines
were washed away, and whole villages inundated. Thus, by mid-1953, Vandenberg's attitude had hardened considerably. Speaking before the Air War College,
he advanced proposals from which he had shrunk two years earlier.
We ought to put on a very strong blockade of the Chinese coast; we ought to break
her rail lines . . . we ought to mine her rivers . . . and we ought to destroy those
small industrial installations that are contributing either toward her welfare or toward
her war-making capacity."'
Vandenberg thought that atomic bombs were neither necessary nor desirable; he
did not wish to "fritter away" the limited atomic stockpile unless a truly strategic
target prcsented itself. He suggested Mukden.
This was a remarkable speech, but another given to a different audience the
same day was substantially the same. He had had time, therefore, to retract his
previous statements, but did not. Why had his views changed so markedly? Why
was he now advocating the major war he had so dreaded earlier? It is apparent
that the months of attritional warfare took their toll on him emotionally. The frustration and anger felt at the intractable Communist leaders were mounting in him.
Like American leaders two decades later, his patience finally expired; Vandenberg
wanted to lash out and end the source of so prolonged an agony. The war was
draining men, material, and money in what seemed a never-ending ordeal. The
war was a cancer that needed to be excised.
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The Chief of Staff was due to retire at the end of June. For the previous three
years he had been fighting this apparently interminable war. He must have
wanted to end it before leaving his post, to tie up the loose ends, and present
a clean slate to his successor. The desire to escalate the war was perhaps an attempt to end it-once and for all.
It is also possible that Vandenberg had a need to feel that this war was something within his control, something that a man of action and decisiveness could
influence. The chief was dying of cancer, and he was powerless to stop it; but
perhaps he could stop the war. It was a great disappointment to General Vandenberg that the armistice was not signed before his retirement on June 30, 1953.
He was content to realize, however, that air power had saved American forces
from defeat in the dark days of 195o and had been instrumental in compelling
an agreement at the negotiating table in July 1953.

Our splendid arguments concerning the
cost of war and the expense of defense
have influenced no one but ourselves.
Hoyt S. Vandenberg

Who living had no note,
when death approached,
unlocked her silent throat.
from "The Silver Swan"

FIRST WARNINGS
The relationship between General Vandenberg and Secretary Symington had
always been extremely cordial; they were an effective, complementary team that
worked well together. When in 1950 Symington resigned in protest over administrative fiscal policies, his place was taken by Thomas K. Finletter, a successful
New England lawyer who had chaired the President's Air Policy Commission in
1947. Finletter, not a businessman or manager as Symington had been, was more
interested in the abstract, philosophical aspects of his position. Leaving the management of the Air Force to Vandenberg, Finletter dwelt often on the most effective method of air power employment, and eventually decided that strategic
bombing was the most important mission of the Air Force. He was a strong admirer of General LeMay.'
Although their personalities were dissimilar, the relationship between Finletter and Vandenberg went smoothly at first. An unfortunate event then occurred, seemingly insignificant, that was to cause hard feelings between the two
men. At a social function attended by the wives of the secretary and the chief,
Glad, for whatever reason, was seated at the head chair. Mrs. Finletter, insulted,
informed her husband, who in turn chastised Vandenberg. The chief immediately
drove home to speak with Gladys. An aide recalled that the ensuing argument
was the stormiest they had had in years. Although Vandenberg apologized for his
wife's faux pas, his relations with the secretary were severely strained thereafter."
And there were other difficulties.
19o
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Secretary Finletter had a drinking problem. On one occasion both he and
General Vandenberg were scheduled to speak in New York City. Upon taking the
podium, the secretary muttered a few incoherent words about the power of SAc,
and then collapsed. After helping Finletter from the room, Vandenberg told the
astonished audience that the man was ill. He said that if an enemy were aware
of his condition they might try to take advantage of the situation. In the interest
of national security he begged their indulgence and discretion concerning the incident. From that point on, the two men seldom spoke to each 3other, and virtually
all communication was in writing or through intermediaries.
Finletter also tried to split Vandenberg from his staff by calling certain members directly to his office without going through the chain of command. On one
occasion, he even gathered several deputy chiefs of staff to his vacation lodge for
a week while Vandenberg was out of the country and attempted to wean them
from their superior. He was not successful. As General Kuter later explained:
"This was a case of a 'civilian mind' not being able to understand organizational
loyalties, organizational discipline, and military structure."' No way to run an air
force.
The ill will between the two men reached public attention by mid-1951,
when questions arose concerning Vandenberg's retirement. The general's fouryear tour as chief of staff was due to expire in April 1952, and although he would
have been eligible to retire at that point, it was clear that he preferred to serve
a full, thirty-year career. The difficulty was what to do with a full general who,
by law, could no longer act as chief, but who, though there were whispers of a
"big civilian job" awaiting him, wished to remain active for the fourteen months
before his thirty-year retirement date. One solution was to ask Congress for a
waiver, allowing Vandenberg to remain in office for the additional fourteen
months. Rumors and speculation regarding the situation became widespread,
forcing the chief to write all his commanders that retirement talk was untrue-he
would remain in uniform until June 1953.' Stories then surfaced that Vandenberg
would be elevated to jcs chairman at the expiration of Bradley's tenure, but this
possibility faded, reputedly owing to the opposition of Finletter. The secretary
wanted Vandenberg retired, not promoted, with LeMay becoming the new chief
of staff. State Department officials quickly objected to a man of LeMay's personality and temperament being placed in such a delicate position; it was said that the
sAc commander "lacked tact."6
As a compromise, Defense Secretary Robert Lovett decided that Vandenberg
would be extended as chief for an additional fourteen months, LeMay would become vice chief, and Nate Twining would move to SAC. In order to effect this plan,
President Truman, a firm supporter of Vandenberg, asked the Senate to approve
the general's extension, telling the lawmakers that he wanted to ensure that "General Vandenberg has the opportunity to round out his full 30 years of military service as Chief of Staff." He did not wish the general to be in a "subordinate com7
mand" before his retirement.
Some members of the Senate Armed Services Committee balked at the president's proposal. Senator Harry P. Cain objected that the stated rationale for extension was "about as meaningless and inconsequential as any reason I have ever
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heard." Senator John Stennis also questioned the move, saying that he had nothing personal against Vandenberg, but it was a "bad precedent." Other members
of the committee were solid Vandenberg backers: Senators Richard B. Russell,
Harry F. Byrd, Styles Bridges, and Wayne L. Morse all expressed support for
the extension and spoke of Vandenberg in laudatory terms.8 In the event, the nomination hearings lasted six weeks; Vandenberg was not confirmed until April 28."
This embarrassing episode made it apparent that relations within the Air Force
hierarchy were far from smooth, but before the compromise that had been hammered out over the previous three months could take effect, crisis struck.
On May 6, 1952, Vandenberg visited the flight surgeon to check on an ailment
that had been troubling him for some time. Perhaps expecting bad news, or perhaps because he was too busy, the chief had not had a physical examination in
years. His fears were confirmed-prostate cancer; an operation was scheduled for
the following morning. That Vandenberg had cancer was not released to the public, not even former Secretary Stuart Symington was told at first; reports said
merely that the general had had abdominal surgery.'" When Vandenberg entered
the hospital, the plans for Twining and LeMay to switch positions were scrapped;
Twining immediately became acting chief of staff, and Major General Larry Kuter,
the ranking deputy, automatically became acting vice chief."
Vandenberg spent two months in Walter Reed Hospital, was given flowers
during visits by, among others, President Truman and General Eisenhower, and
quickly grew tired of lying in bed. By early July, he was back on the golf course,
eager to return to work. (His game wasn't yet up to par, but one golf partner noted
it was far better than his singing-which he still inflicted upon family and friends
alike.) The operation appeared successful; by late August he was back in the office,
and in early September Norstad wrote him that he was looking better than he
had in years.'" In December Van wrote to a seven-year old boy dying of Hodgkin's
Disease. The general hoped Santa would be good to him and encouraged him to
keep fighting; illness could be overcome. Such optimism was short-lived.

NSC-68 AND REARMAMENT
The difficulties between Vandenberg and his secretary were particularly unfortunate because they coincided with the nation's attempts to rearm while fighting a war. Even before the North Korean invasion, there were indications that
American foreign and military policy needed reassessment. The "fall of China"
and the detonation of Joe I pointed to heightened external threats, while the B-3 6
hearings revealed serious disagreements within the uniformed hierarchy.
Consequently, on January 31, 1950, President Truman directed Secretaries

Acheson and Johnson to undertake a "reexamination of our objectives in peace
and war."13 The Joint Chiefs then appointed the Joint Strategic Survey Committee
(jssc) to collaborate with a State Department team headed by Paul Nitze in carrying out the president's wishes." Initially, the jssc wrote plans assuming that current budget limits would remain in effect; Nitze, on the other hand, elected to
ignore fiscal strictures for his projections. The Defense team soon agreed to State's
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method; and the result was a study, NSC-68, which painted a somber picture of
the world situation that required a massive military buildup in America. 5
NSC-68 is a stark document, written in shades of black and white. The Soviet
Union is "animated by a new fanatic faith, antithetical to our own," the study
avers, 'which seeks to impose its absolute authority over the rest of the world."
It continues that "the issues that face us are momentous, involving the fulfillment
or destruction not only of this Republic, but of civilization itself."'' The StateDefense authors then listed the relative strengths and weaknesses of the United
States and the Soviet Union, pointing out that the enemy had substantially greater
forces in being, as well as greater manpower reserves. Soviet atomic capability
also boded ill. Faced with this menace, the United States was presented with four
courses of action: continuation of present policies; isolation; war; or a military
buildup "to better defend ourselves in the event that the free world is attacked."I"
Taking each of these options in turn, the authors of NSC-68 projected probable
outcomes, concluding that only the last strategy was viable. America must rearm.
The report conceded that this program would be costly, but asserted that the
United States could routinely devote up to 20 percent of its gross national product
for defense while not lowering the American standard of living; in an emergency,
it could devote up to 50 percent, as it had during World War II."8
The Joint Chiefs unanimously endorsed NSC-68, sending it to the president
on April 17, 1950. Truman, however, was reluctant to support its conclusions and
instead sent the document to the Bureau of the Budget for analysis. Not surprisingly, the accountants severely criticized NSC-68 and stated the nation's economy
could not support rearmament. 91 Debate continued within the administration between opponents and proponents of Nsc-68, with the president remaining above,
neither accepting nor rejecting the study that he had commissioned. It appeared
that his inclinations remained on the side of fiscal restraint, for on May 4 he expressed the hope that the defense budget could actually be lowered the following
year.20 It was this prospect that had led Generals Bradley and Collins to consider
resignation. This was the climate when war broke out in late June. Dean Acheson
remarked candidly in his memoirs that those in favor of retrenchment were in
charge, and only the Soviets "being stupid enough to have instigated the attack
against South Korea" enabled rearmament to take place.'
In June 1950, the Air Force consisted of forty-eight wings and 411,000 personnel, numbers that Vandenberg had often stated were insufficient. Within days of
the Communist invasion, however, increased estimates were being projected to
deal with the crisis. On July 6, the Air Force requested 25,000 more people and
then doubled that amount the following week. On July 17, Secretary Johnson approved a jcs request for ten more combat wings.2 Communist victories in Korea
continued, prompting the jcs to revise their requirements once more. The chiefs
now requested an additional six divisions, forty ships, and twelve wings. Once
again, President Truman assented. The Air Force was finally to achieve its magical
seventy-wing strength; moreover, this increase was to take place by June 1951,
only nine months distant.Y It was further stated that the entire military establish-
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ment should continue to expand until mid-1954, with the Army receiving an extra
division, the Navy seventy-five more ships, and the Air Force a total of ninety-five
wings. Although Vandenberg welcomed the increased emphasis on air power,
thinking it long overdue, he disagreed with the timing. He suggested that instead
of 1954, "wherever possible ...

we [should] bend every effort to telescope exist-

ing target dates in the direction of the 1952 date." His suggestion was rejected."'
As MacArthur's "war winning" offensive swept forward during October 195o,
it appeared the other chiefs had been correct: there was no need to institute a
rapid buildup; in fact, by November there was already talk of halting rearmament.2 Korea had demonstrated that some expansion was necessary, but on a limited scale. Such fancies evaporated two weeks later when Chinese forces savaged
two American divisions near the Manchurian border. By early December, jcs estimates once again called for ninety-five Air Force wings and stated that goals previously advanced for 1954 should be met no later than mid-1952. Vandenberg's

proposal of two months before had been resurrected.M
As the seriousness of the Chinese intervention became apparent, the jcs
pressed for more troops and weapons. Talk of global war prevalent in December
195o and January 1951 suggested massive rearmament. In addition, the tenets of

NSC-68, which seemed confirmed by events in Korea, also begged for military expansion. The MacArthur hearings of May and June provided a forum for the chiefs
to state their case directly to Congress. Vandenberg's claim that the nation possessed a "shoestring air force" was the opening salvo in an attempt to establish
air power as the first line of American defense. In May 1951, Vandenberg submitted plans calling for a buildup to 140 wings by mid-1955. This proposal met with
predictable responses from the Army and the Navy, as debate over force levels
raged for several months. Admiral William Fechteler (chief of Naval OperationsAdmiral Sherman had died of a heart attack in July 1951) maintained that not only
was the 140-wing figure too high, it was also out of balance, placing too much

emphasis upon strategic air power. General Collins tended to agree,', Vandenberg
responded that rapidly changing technology affected the Air Force more than the
other services: the Army had reserve divisions and the Navy put ships into mothballs, but rapidly obsolescent jet aircraft made similar options unavailable to the
Air Force. Vandenberg defended the emphasis placed on sAc, using arguments
he had employed for the previous three years: the war plan demanded it."
It is apparent that a fundamental shift in opinion had occurred among American leaders. President Truman and Secretary Marshall had become enamored
with strategic air power; jcs thinking did not lag far behind. By the end of October
1951, the Joint Chiefs had unanimously agreed to an Air Force consisting of 143

wings, nearly half of which were programmed for the strategic air offensive. Even
more amazing, although the Air Force would continue to grow until 1957, the
Army and Navy would shrink by 13 percent." The reasons for this dramatic aboutface are unclear. One historian lists three primary explanations: a traditional
American love for air power and complex machinery; the likewise traditional
American yearning for simple solutions to complex problems; and economic conservatism.3 The hydrogen bomb was on the horizon, promising enormous destruction at relatively low cost. General Twining later claimed that nuclear air
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power was one-tenth as expensive as previous methods of defense ' Although the
"new look" and "massive retaliation" are terms ordinarily associated with the
Eisenhower administration, the roots of such policies were buried in America's
response to the Korean War.' Vandenberg's arguments on the supremacy and efficiency of air power for defense had finally taken root, and it appeared the momentum was at long last flowing irresistibly in air power's direction. It was now up
to Vandenberg to maintain that trend.

THE LAST BATTLE
Shortly after President Truman approved the new force levels, he began to
retreat in the face of high budget figures-there was a shortage of $26 billion to
cover the FY 1953 rearmament program.' His solution was to stretch out the
buildup. Even so, the new budget presented to Congress on January 21, 1952,
called for defense spending totaling $48.1 billion distributed as follows: Army,
$14. 2 billion; Navy, $13.2 billion; Air Force, $20.7 billion.• Testifying before Congress, Defense Secretary Lovett admitted that the stretch-out was a "calculated
risk" because it assumed that the Soviets would not attack in 1953.1 The joint
Chiefs felt more strongly, contending that "any appreciable delay in attaining the
air force levels . . . which may be dictated by reasons other than military, will
result in a force structure inadequate to perform the survival tasks for a period
at least equal to the period of deferment." The chiefs concluded glumly that a
stretch-out would result "in a relatively low order of readiness to meet major aggression in late 1953 and 1954."'' Nevertheless, Congress, also in a gambling
mood, cut the president's budget a further $2 billion but actually increased the
Air Force percentage of the defense pie: Army, $12.2 billion; Navy, $12.8 billion;
Air Force, $21.1 billion.37
In actuality, the figures do not truly indicate the primacy given to air power,
since much of the appropriations earmarked for the Army were based on Korean
War needs. The Air Force, however, would build to 143 wings even without a
war for justification. Vandenberg had sought 168 wings but consented to the lower
figure. Now, however, the congressional appropriations would delay the expansion further. At that time the Air Force had but ninety-five wings operational.'
Debate continued throughout the remainder of 1952 concerning the size of the
Air Force. Vandenberg continued to press for expansion, warning of the Russian
bear that had been outproducing the United States in aircraft since 1945 by a factor
of five. Such a situation could not be allowed to continue.' At the same time,
he took a heavy swipe at an old antagonist-the aircraft carrier.
In October 1952, Vandenberg wrote a lengthy and detailed memorandum to
his jcs colleagues questioning the persistent emphasis within the Navy on fleetsized aircraft carriers. Over the previous four years, Vandenberg's position had
not changed: "I am convinced that the capabilities of Carrier Task Forces for use
in a war with the Soviet Union are limited; that they do not justify investment
of national resources; that all tasks . . . which a Carrier Task Force can perform
can be performed with greater effect and at less cost by land-based air power."
Carriers were useful in the Pacific during World War II, but would be useless

196 1 IIOVT S. VANI)INIIEIIG
in a European war. Looking over his shoulder at the Korean Conflict, Vandenberg
added that the mission of close air support as performed by carriers would also
be highly inefficient and expensive in a European war. As for the atomic offensive,
land-based fighter aircraft like the F-8 4 were now atomic capable, and, from bases
in Europe, had far greater range than similar planes floating on carriers in the
Mediterranean. Besides, the ships were hopelessly vulnerable to submarine and
air attack. Moving along in a similar vein for some twenty pages, Vandenberg concluded by scoring the Navy for continuing to waste money on fleet carriers when
they should be concentrating on their antisubmarine capability.'4 Vandenberg's ire
over the revolt of 1949 had obviously abated little. He proposed other uses for
the defense dollar.
Next to launching the atomic offensive, air defense was officially stated to be
the most important mission of the USAF. As early as December 1947, Vandenberg
had expressed his concern over the lack of an air defense system for the United
States. 4' Because of budget constraints, however, little money could be diverted
to this area until the explosion of Joe I in late 1949. After that event, Vandenberg
had called for a "Manhattan Project" to beef up the nation's air defense system.
The USAF Research and Development Board, examining the problem over the
next year, concluded that the air defense system was totally inadequate and made
tentative suggestions on what should be done to correct the situation. In December 195o, Vandenberg contacted the president of the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology (MIT) and proposed that a laboratory be established at the school
which would study problems of interest to the Air Force, specifically, air defense.
The offer was accepted."•
The first product of the MIT lab was Project Charles, a comprehensive study
of the problems of detecting enemy aircraft and the control of friendly aircraft
to intercept them. The Charles scientists confirmed the belief that American air
defenses were inadequate. A radar fence was necessary to detect incoming planes,
and more interceptors were required. To control the enormous defense system
envisioned, the scientists suggested a much greater reliance on computers-at
that time still in their infancy.13
To continue investigations into the matter, Vandenberg directed MIT to
launch another study, Project Lincoln. In mid-1952 the first tentative reports on
air defense began issuing from Lincoln." Contrary to what air leaders had been
saying for several years, the MIT scientists suggested that a near total defense
against air attack was possible, if sufficient funds were earmarked for that purpose
(estimates varied from $2o billion to $i5o billion). Vandenberg and others had
stated repeatedly that even the best defense would stop only 30 percent of an
attack force-and experience in World War II had produced a figure far less than
that. Now, however, Lincoln was claiming that a 90 percent destruction rate could
be achieved.a Vandenberg disputed such a theory.
At the same time Lincoln was in progress, the Air Force established ties with
Cal Tech to provide similar research. Cal Tech's effort, Project Vista, examined
the conduct of tactical air operations.' This broad subject was soon narrowed in
a way that was not to Vandenberg's liking. Vista concentrated on the efficacy of
tactical nuclear weapons, arguing that such weapons could and should be devel-
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oped to "take the battle back to the battlefield." Implicit in such a proposition
was that tactical weapons would be more effective in deterring war, and also in
winning a war if deterrence failed, than would strategic weapons. 47 Vandenberg
rejected these findings as he had those of the Lincoln study. Both projects tended
to denigrate the importance and effectiveness of strategic air power: Lincoln because it stated that there was an effective counter to air attack; Vista because it
recommended an increased emphasis on tactical air power at the expense of SAC.
Vandenberg sniffed a plot. One of the key participants in both projects was J. Robert Oppenheimer. This scientific genius, instrumental in atomic weapons development, had since 1949 vocally expressed his opposition to thermonuclear experimentation, the super bomb coveted by the Air Force. Now Oppenheimer seemed
to be once again undermining the foundations of Air Force doctrine. Vandenberg
questioned his motives. After Vista, the chief directed that Oppenheimer be
banned from participating in all future Air Force projects.' Vandenberg wanted
open discussion-he continued to support research studies similar to Charles,
Lincoln, and Vista-but he suspected there were deeper forces at work in
Oppenheimer's persistent and long-standing opposition to Air Force goals. When
Oppenheimer's loyalty was publicly called into question in 1954 and his security
clearance officially removed by the Atomic Energy Commission, it appeared that
Vandenberg's deep-seated distrust had at least some foundation.19
Shortly before his retirement, Vandenberg himself elaborated on his feelings
toward the controversial issue of air defense: "Unfortunately, some people got
hold of Project Lincoln and saw an opportunity for directing or controlling national
thinking, and it developed into a sort of columnist debate in the public press, and
then later it got to the point of putting pressures of various types on the Congress
and the Defense Establishment. And it got out of hand." Vandenberg then added:
"Air defense . . . is not a panacea to all our troubles. It is not a preventative of
atomic warfare ....
Space is too big, speeds are too high, altitudes are too high,
and they are constantly going up ....
I will be very happy, gentlemen, on the
day when you can intercept 30 percent of an attacking force. ",
Not surprisingly, the conclusions reached by the Lincoln and Vista projects
were used by the Army and Navy as ammunition in the budget fights of 1953.
The Navy wanted more aircraft carriers and veiled their request as a plea for more
tactical support in the event the strategic air offensive failed. In the same vein,
the Army argued increasingly for atomic artillery and similar battlefield weapons.
Congress, though ever economy-minded, still seemed to favor the Air Force.
President Truman advocated a stretch-out. The new president's view was more
radical.
One of Dwight Eisenhower's campaign pledges had been to reduce taxes and
balance the federal budget. Upon taking office in January 1953, he knew that
achieving those'two goals required heavy budget cuts, largely from Defense. Robert Taft, Senate majority leader, readily endorsed such plans and actually insisted
on far more than Eisenhower proposed. The new Secretary of Defense, Charles
Wilson, was alarmed at such talk, but the new chief executive was insistent-at
least $io billion had to be cut from Truman's projections. Eisenhower rejected
talk of 1954 as the year of "maximum danger"-when the Soviets were expected
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to possess the hydrogen bomb-and labeled it "rot." Wilson was told to get his
house in order and control the recalcitrant Joint Chiefs. Wilson was only partially
successful and Eisenhower was forced to step in and subdue his restless military
leaders. His greatest difficulties came from the Air Force."'
Wilson informed Vandenberg on February 4 that the Air Force civilian personnel ceiling would be held at 1952 limits, a cut of 93,000 from what had been

planned. By March, Wilson was asking what effect a cut to $il.6 billion-a reduction of nearly 50 percent-would have on Air Force capabilities. Vandenberg responded that this figure would limit the Air Force to seventy-nine wings and force
cancellation of nearly 9,500 aircraft from the production program. Vandenberg
raised a strong protest before the National Security Council, chaired by Eisenhower, but it was to no avail. The jcs echoed this warning, stating somewhat surprisingly that 143 wings were essential; any reduction would increase the risk to
national security.5 2 Nevertheless, in May Eisenhower submitted a revised budget
to Congress for FY 1954: Army, $13.7 billion; Navy, $9.8 billion; Air Force, $11.3

billion-a total of $34.8 billion. Whereas the Army's share actually increased, the
Air Force budget had been cut nearly $io billion from the previous year, and an
"interim goal" of 12o wings was substituted for the 143 wings previously

authorized. Moreover, those i2o wings would not be formed until FY 1956, a year
after the 143 wings were to have been completed."'
Stuart Symington, now a senator from Missouri, remained one of air power's
staunch supporters in Congress, but the real fight for 143 wings was to be carried
on by Vandenberg. The chief was scheduled to retire at the end of June, and Senate hearings on the new budget were to be held earlier that month. These hearings were to be Vandenberg's last, and were also among the most important of
his career. He was deeply opposed to Eisenhower's budget cuts, but how could
he publicly criticize the policies of his superior and old friend?6
Before testifying, Vandenberg gathered several close friends and advisers to
his quarters one evening to discuss his forthcoming Senate statement. An aide
recalled that Vandenberg was obviously in great pain; the cancer discovered the
year before had grown far worse and would soon kill him. Those present that
night, especially Senator Symington, urged the chief to make a strong and unequivocal condemnation of the president's defense policies. Suggestions were offered on what should be said before Congress. Vandenberg listened for several
hours until finally Glad entered, saw the weariness in her husband's eyes, and
asked the visitors to go home. Vandenberg motioned his speech writer aside as
the men were leaving and said sadly that the discussion had bothered him. He
was a team player and now it was suggested that he publicly attack a man whom
he liked and respected. He just could not do it. He told his scribe to prepare
a statement that was more moderate than that suggested by Symington and the
others.m
When Vandenberg appeared before the Senate Appropriations Committee on
June 3, 1953, he began by reviewing the Soviet threat. Since 1948, the communist

powers had become increasingly belligerent. Coupled with this overt animosity
was an enormous military buildup which far outstripped that of the United States.
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More worrying still, although the Soviet Air Force was already larger than the
American, it was also constructing atomic-capable light bombers. These aircraft,
IL-28s, could devastate all of Europe and Asia." Vandenberg was a true cold warrior. His experience in Moscow during the Second World War, his tenure as DcI
in 1946, and his confrontations with the Soviets thereafter convinced him that the
Kremlin leaders were aggressive and untrustworthy. He was unable to view
things from their perspective.
In addition to this specific threat, there were four events that had convinced
the Joint Chiefs unanimously to recommend Air Force expansion to 143 wings by
the end of 1954: the exploding of the Soviet atomic bomb; the invasion of South
Korea; the decision to assist in the defense of Europe; and the determination that
by 1954 the Soviet Union would be able to launch an all-out attack against the
United States. The Air Force strength needed to counter these dangers had fallen
victim to the stretch-out imposed by the Truman administration. The policy of
the new government was even more dangerous; expansion to only 12o wings by
1957 would increase the risk to national security "beyond the dictates of national
prudence." Vandenberg did not approve of the reduction to 12o wings and had
formally protested that decision to the new Air Force Secretary, Harold Talbott.
In addition, the jcs felt similarly and had so reported, in writing, to Defense secretary Wilson. 7 When asked if there were any strategic factors that would make
143 wings no longer necessary, Vandenberg replied:
There are no such factors known to me. I know of no change in the strategy which
the 143-wing Air Force was designed to enable us to carry out. Nor do I know of any
alternate strategy designed to protect the security of the United States and its people
which would not require an equal or greater Air Force than the 143-wing force toward
which we have been building for two years.m
What was worse, not only were funds and force levels being reduced, but
so were authorizations for personnel and base construction. An adequate Air Force
required planes, people, and bases; the administration was curtailing all three and
not providing cogent logic for its action. This resulted in start-and-stop planning
that was causing enormous confusion to military planners, civilian industry, and
allies. n Vandenberg was not satisfied with the strength of the Air Force. He admitted that it was the best and most efficient fighting organization in the world; but
as the Soviet menace grew, it would increasingly become a "one shot" air force.
If major war occurred, the entire fleet would be committed at the outset, and
nothing would be left in reserve. He reiterated that anything less than 143 wings
would be a "calculated risk" to the security of the United States and the free
world.6 After three days of testimony, Senator Margaret Chase Smith thanked
Vandenberg: "I compliment you on the courage and candor of your answers. I
wish the committee could always get such lucid answers."' His Air Force colleagues were similarly pleased with his toughness before Congress. Said the Air
Force Times: "He can now hang up his jet helmet with satisfaction. He has done
his full and complete duty."6' Others did not share this opinion.
Secretaries Wilson and Talbott were irritated at Vandenberg's testimony, at
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variance with their own, and there was talk of disciplinary action.63 Although this
censure never materialized, it was apparent that Vandenberg's retirement was
none too soon for administration officials. Before that last day in uniform, however, the chief had one more round to fire. In a speech to the National Press Club
on June 22, he restated his arguments against the stretch-out. Once again railing
against the confusion caused by changing requirements levied by superiors, Vandenberg exclaimed: "If it had been the deliberate intention of members of the
Office of the secretary of Defense to hamper and delay the Air Force program,
they could scarcely have taken actions which would better have served such a purpose. "6 Vandenberg intended to leave uniform with a bang, not a whimper.
On June 30, 1953, General Hoyt S. Vandenberg retired; Secretary Talbott
pinned an oak leaf cluster to his Distinguished Service Medal as a flight of new
B- 4 7 jet bombers roared overhead. Neither President Eisenhower nor Secretary
Wilson attended the ceremony.' As his successor, Nate Twining, was being sworn
in, the bar of four stars slipped from Vandenberg's shoulders and fell to the floor.
Everyone laughed uneasily and made comments about the finality of retirement. 66
Two days later, Congress voted to approve the administration's budget, which included the Air Force stretch-out. The chief had lost. Although his service was
more than twice as large and powerful as when he took office and had become
the dominant military service in the nation, it was still not what Vandenberg
thought sufficient. In his final message to senior commanders, the retiring chief
said:
Five years of duty as the Chief of Staff and my military career as well end at a time
when the security of this Nation is threatened as never before. I regret that I shall
no longer have the privilege that is still yours of working actively towards the lessening
of this threatAr

DARKNESS
It had been Van and Glad's intention to retire in Colorado Springs where Gloria and her husband were stationed. Accordingly, the Vandenbergs' furniture and
goods were shipped west in anticipation of a leisurely retirement near the mountains. Houses were viewed and building plans were examined. Van wrote Shedd
that he intended to do nothing but play golf for two months and then become
a "tycoon." He had been offered the position of chairman of the board of two companies and also a lucrative airline position. Van's illness was never discussed. But
disease was relentless, and the chief was growing weaker. His old comrades had
given him a new shotgun as a retirement gift, and in a stubborn attempt to pretend
all was well, Vandenberg went on a week's hunting trip to try out the new weapon.
He returned home exhausted. Sandy, now a fighter pilot, visited his parents in
Colorado on his way to San Antonio, Texas. The severe leg injury suffered in the
earlier auto accident needed to be tended. Perhaps sensing that his illness was
becoming worse, Vandenberg decided to accompany Sandy to Texas and spend
some time with his son.
Soon after arriving in San Antonio, they were watching the World Series on
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television and Sandy noted that his father was in obvious pain. Sandy then suggested that the doctor working on his leg examine him as well. Van trusted Doc
Spitler, and agreed. After the examination, Spitler called Sandy aside. The cancer
had spread throughout the body; he recommended the general be hospitalized
and his remaining weeks made as comfortable as possible. Sandy called Nate
Twining in Washington and the new chief immediately sent an aircraft down to
pick up his comrade. On October 3 Vandenberg checked into Walter Reed Hospital. Ike, dismissing recent disagreements over the budget, saw to it that he was
given the presidential suite.'
Glad remained at his side for the final months, but watching her beloved Van
"die by centimeters" took a heavy toll. Glad would soon become a total recluse,
living out her life in solitude in a quiet Washington apartment. Van continued to
waste away, and there was nothing the doctors could do to prevent it. During
one visit, he grabbed the hand of his son and begged him to please do something;
nothing seemed to help; could he please speak with the doctors about attempting
new remedies? Sandy was desperate. He talked to the physicians and although
the situation was hopeless, it was suggested that the bottle of yellow glucose that
was feeding the general intravenously be changed. Food coloring was added to
produce red glucose. This seemed to hearten Van considerably, and he thanked
his son for helping.6e
Death came on the morning of April 2, 1954, ten months after retirement.
The day before, President Eisenhower had signed a bill authorizing establishment
of the Air Force Academy at Colorado Springs. When completed, the cadet dormitory was named in honor of the late Air Force chief of staff who had done so much
for the cause of air power. An air base in California was also named in his honor,
and even the Navy forgot the past and christened one of its new ships the U.S. S.
Vandenberg.
Vandenberg's funeral was held at the Washington Cathedral. The service was
conducted jointly by the cathedral's dean and the West Point chaplin. The pallbearers were George Marshall, Robert Lovett, Stuart Symington, Carl Spaatz,
Omar Bradley, and Bernard Baruch. Most of the Washington hierarchy attended,
including President Eisenhower. A parade was held in his honor, and at Glad's
request, it featured the West Point cadets from A-i and L-z companies, the units
that her husband and son had belonged to.Th
General Vandenberg was buried in Arlington Cemetery on a small knoll near
the Robert E. Lee mansion. On the gravestone were carved four stars and a set
of pilot's wings. Glad returned to his side in 1978.
CONCLUSION
Hoyt Vandenberg's career was marked by a consistent ability to get the job
done effectively, quietly, and diplomatically. Beginning with his first assignment
after being commissioned, Vandenberg endeavored to achieve technical competence as an aviator and junior officer and soon developed into an outstanding
fighter pilot whose reputation was known throughout the small cadre of Air Corps
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officers. Unlike the Army and Navy, the Air Corps had never placed a great deal
of importance on formal education; experience was the key. Air was a new medium with its own laws and its own logic. Air pioneers seldom looked backward
for tradition and legitimacy but emphasized the fuiture. One of the early doctrinal
manuals written at the Air University during Vandenberg's tenure as chief expressed it succinctly: "The principles of air warfare stem from Mitchell, Arnold,
and Knerr more notably than from Frederick or Napoleon, and Air Force thinking
needs no Old Testament text for justification."'"
Because air power was new and unique, airmen consciously tried to break
away from the thinking and traditions of the past; one of Billy Mitchell's most significant achievements was the inculcation among his followers of the feeling that
they were different. The brash, self-confident, and flamboyant personalities of
Mitchell, Arnold, Spaatz, Doolittle, Kenney, Chennault, and Vandenberg were
not atypical in the Air Corps; they were expected, perhaps even cultivated. It
would be wrong, however, to conclude that aviators were men of limited intellect
or vision who were mere manipulators of machines. Most of these men were
highly intelligent and thoughtful; but in order to establish credibility as a leader
in this environment, one first and foremost had to be technically able; he had to
be a good pilot. Almost without exception, air leaders were men with thousands
of flying hours who knew the sky. It was normal for commanders at the two-star
level to fly combat missions and perform the same physical duties as men half
their age. That was the way respect was won. Vandenberg had established his credentials in this area during the i93os; his insistence on flying combat during World
War II and then maintaining his pilot skills as chief confirmed it.
Such ideas made good theory, but in practice the Air Force is a large and
complex organization requiring administrative efficiency. All bureaucracies run on
paper. As Vandenberg put it: "The 50-mission stuff is great, but we must have
people to do the planning as well as the flying."" As chief of staff, he frequently
called attention to the fact that the Air Force was a complex and technical profession that drew heavily on the practices of modern business. To be a fully competent senior Air Force officer, it was essential to become a manager. Although airmen complained about the drudgery of attending service schools and flying desks,
most of them realized the importance of such activities, even though some could
not make the mental shift. Vandenberg was able to adapt to such demands. There
has been much debate in recent years regarding the relative merits of the manager
versus the leader. Individuals tend to become advocates in this debate, stressing
the importance of one trait over the other. Vandenberg demonstrated no such ambivalence. In his view, it was essential that both characteristics be strengths, not
weaknesses. His own experience had shown conclusively that one must lead men
into combat. But his experience also informed him that the new Air Force was
a large organization that depended heavily on advanced technology. In addition,
in the postwar era of budget austerity, Vandenberg realized the necessity of sound
fiscal policy and procedures. As a consequence, Vandenberg was the ideal blend
of leader and manager. One of the great heroes of World War II, Dwight
Eisenhower, was well aware of these issues:
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[I]n the higher positions of a modern Army, Navy and Air Force, rich organizational
experience and an orderly, logical mind are absolutely essential to success. The flashy,
publicity-seeking adventurer can grab the headlines and be a hero in the eyes of the
public, but he simply can't deliver the goods in high command. On the other hand,
the slow, methodical, ritualistic person is absolutely valueless in a key position. There
must be a fine balance-that is exceedingly difficult to find.73
Vandenberg struck that delicate balance and his numerous assignments at the
staff level made him adroit at dealing with other services and allies and at tackling
difficult and multifaceted problems. In a series of tours on the Air Staff, Vandenberg had proven to be remarkably flexible and effective.
More importantly, Vandenberg had the self-confidence to delegate authority. In 195o, he realized that the rapid expansion of the Air Force owing to the
Korean War, combined with his onerous responsibilities as a member of the jcs,
necessitated a new organizational structure. Consequently, Vandenberg established a deputy chief of staff system that relied heavily on the ability and maturity of the Air Staff; orders from these officers were to be obeyed throughout the
Air Force as if they were issued by the chief himself. On one occasion he
chided General Norstad for not impressing this fact sufficiently on his staff in
Europe.'
When delegating authority to a subordinate, he expected it to be used; on
one occasion a commander asked him for advice, prompting Vandenberg's comment: "He's a major general and I expect him to operate like one. I'm not going
to do his thinking for him. I'd a damn sight rather have men make mistakes than
sit quietly and not do anything."7 When appointing a new commander he seldom
gave detailed directives but told his men to accomplish the mission as they saw
fit, the only caveat being that all actions must be legal and ethical.76 One of his
senior commanders noted that the chief was an expert at recognizing a job's requirements and a person's capabilities, and then matching the two. 1 Vandenberg
knew when to decentralize power and when to garner it. Also important, he understood his own limitations, remarking once that he knew there were several
members of his staff who were more intelligent than he; that did not concern him;
it was only important that they all worked together and toward the same goal.7h
Vandenberg was a master at achieving that type of teamwork.
Besides his technical and managerial ability, Vandenberg possessed the intangible and amorphous quality of leadership. To say that someone is a born leader
is a clich6; nevertheless, it may still be true. Vandenberg's leadership was a combination of those qualities just mentioned and his personality. He made few enemies
and had the ability to get along, even with adversaries. Remarkable self-control
prevented him from losing his temper or acting precipitously. He well realized
that one of the keys to effective leadership is loyalty to both superiors and subordinates. Throughout his career superiors trusted him and found him utterly dependable. His tenure as Leigh-Mallory's deputy at the AEAF in 1944 is perhaps the
clearest example of his ability to serve a difficult master without becoming either
recalcitrant or a sycophant. He was never anyone's yes-man. On the other hand,
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loyalty must also extend downward. Men will seldom follow someone they do not
trust. In all my research, interviews, and correspondence, I came across none who
felt Vandenberg had treated them unjustly or with duplicity. Even those with
whom he disagreed strongly respected his honesty and integrity.
Perhaps one of the most crucial reasons for his success as a leader was his
obviously sincere concern for his men. Even as a junior officer, he displayed such
compassion, a quality that did not diminish as he advanced in rank and responsibility. When as chief three members of his staff developed heart ailments, he
called in one of the nation's top heart specialists to examine everyone over forty.'
When an emergency required that a senior officer be transferred back to Washington from Europe on short notice, Vandenberg flew the officer's family and goods
back in his own plane.' General Ben Chidlaw, a friend since West Point, had
worked particularly hard as commander of the Air Materiel Command. Van was
grateful for his service, wrote Chidlaw that he did not want to "ride a good horse
to death," and suggested a quiet command that would allow him to relax for several months while hunting and fishing."' Significantly, such concern was not
merely for his generals.
While Sandy recovered from his auto accident in Walter Reed Hospital, he
made the acquaintance of Captain Clinton Summersill, an Air Force pilot shot
down over Korea during the winter who, while escaping back to American lines,
had suffered severe frostbite, necessitating the amputation of both feet. Equipped
with artificial limbs, Summersill had impressed Sandy with his determination to
the degree that the chief was told of the young pilot's plight. There were no double amputees in the Air Force, but after meeting with Summersill and being similarly impressed by the man's courage, Vandenberg arranged for him to work on
the Air Staff so that he could remain on active duty. Eventually, Summersill even
returned to the cockpit.8 2
Vandenberg was not, however, soft. Fears that he would not have the fortitude for the duties of chief proved unfounded. His numerous and intense confrontations with the other services, Congress, the service secretaries, and even the
president conclusively demonstrated that Vandenberg had the courage of his convictions but the dignity and grace to accept defeat, as in the budget battles of
1948 and 1949. Several months after Van's retirement, Larry Kuter, whom many

considered an adversary, wrote a moving letter. Addressing Van as "ChieF'-a sobriquet Kuter had previously reserved for Arnold-he wrote: "I know that you
are a very great guy. You were never greater than in your last couple of months
as Chief of Staff. You and your service should be very proud of your period of
leadership"81
Although Vandenberg was not usually considered an intellectual, General
Twining and others noted the depth of his intelligence and knowledge, which allowed him to think through even the most difficult problems in a logical and systematic fashion. He comprised the ideal blend of thinker and activist. Once deciding on a particular course of action, he was immensely persuasive in discussion.'
Though one should be wary of testimonials, the London Times described Vandenberg in unusually strong terms: "Though modest and unassuming in private conversation, the clarity and power of his mind, his great natural force, and his gifts
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of leadership were unmistakable." The obituary then listed his qualities of force,
articulateness, and courage, "yet no word of criticism was ever voiced against his
integrity, disinterestedness, and sense of public good. "' By the completion of his
tour as chief of staff, he had convinced the other chiefs and civilian leaders that
air power was the most important element of national defense.
Despite all Vandenberg's efforts, however, when war broke out in Korea, the
Air Force, like the entire military establishment, was unready. Budget cuts had
left Vandenberg's forces barely able to perform their primary, atomic mission.
With only restricted funds available under the bare-bones policies of Harry Truman and Louis Johnson, the air power needed for the specific conditions of Korea's
limited, conventional war were simply not available. Vandenberg wanted a powerful tactical force, but priorities had to be set and decisions made. The result was
what he termed a "shoestring air force."
What is somewhat surprising is the emphasis that Vandenberg increasingly
placed on the Strategic Air Command. Although he was criticized for this decision
when the Korean War revealed deficiencies in tactical air power, his explanations
were consistent and logical. In an era of fiscal restraint, first things must come
first; defense of the United States and the atomic air offensive were his top priorities. Less understandable-especially considering his operational background in
the tactical sphere-was Vandenberg's continued stress on strategic air power
while rearmament was in progress. The chief believed that such air strength
would not only deter major war but minor conflicts as well. He was wrong, but
his logic was not puerile. Vandenberg's arguments made a great deal of sense to
American leaders; he convinced the Joint Chiefs and the majority of civilian leaders that air power was not only decisive, but economical. The doctrine of "massive
retaliation" espoused by John Foster Dulles and President Eisenhower was based
on principles advocated repeatedly by Vandenberg since 1948. The chief was
trusted and his opinion respected. Before his fatal illness, there was talk of a fifth
star and elevation to chairman of the Joint Chiefs upon the retirement of General
Bradley. In addition, Vandenberg's aide thought his commander had political ambitions and contemplated running for the Senate in Wisconsin after retirement.'
A bright future was cut short.
Just getting the air arm through its teething years was an important and challenging task. In this, Vandenberg was a great success. A myriad of decisions regarding organization, structure, and doctrine had to be made. Vandenberg's measured judgment has stood the test of time. His ability to pick quality
subordinates-LeMay at sac, Norstad at USAFE, Weyland in Korea, and Tunner
in the Airlift-guaranteed a competence and professionalism that was recognized
worldwide. Vandenberg was also instrumental in moving the new Air Force into
modern technology. He pushed hard for rocket development, computer proliferation, thermonuclear experimentation, and the transition to an all-jet inventory.
A man of exceptional vision, Vandenberg proved the ideal choice for building the
independent Air Force.
In one of his last public appearances before the War College, Vandenberg
offered air power as the lodestar for aspiring Air Force officers:
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When you leave here, you should understand air power, and you must preach the
doctrine. You will be on staffs where you are going to meet people who do not understand air power, and you are going to have to educate....
You have got to go out
and preach the doctrine of air power and never give an inch on it."
By his retirement in 1953, the air arm was confirmed as the dominant tool of American military policy.
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