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Preface

I f  many  people  unders tand  the  serv ices  and  why  they
behave the way they do, then the collective institutional
behav ior  w i l l  change  i f  on l y  t o  p re se rve  s e l f  e s t eem.
Pretensions or facades,  once pierced and widely discussed,
are likely to be dropped. Foibles or follies, once discovered
and publicly analyzed, are likely to be avoided.

—Military analyst Carl H. Builder
The Masks of  War         

Numerous  s tud ies  have  focused  on  Amer ican  a i rpower ,
par t i cu la r ly  s ince  i t  became a  dominant  fo rce  in  modern
warfare.  Yet,  only a handful of these studies have offered a
cr i t ical  evaluat ion of  a ir  leadership,  and even fewer have
shown a  concern for  the  ins t i tu t ional  dynamics  that  shape a i r
leadership.  Therefore,  at  least  one study needs to ask,  “Who
are the air  leaders  and where have they come from?”

This analysis focuses on the career specialty of Air Force
g e n e r a l  o f f i c e r s  w h o  s e r v e d  b e t w e e n  1 9 5 3  a n d  1 9 7 3 .  I t
indica tes  the  c lear  dominance  by ra ted  or  f ly ing off icers
( m a i n l y  p i l o t s  a n d  a  f e w  n a v i g a t o r s )  w i t h i n  A i r  F o r c e
leadership.

The issue here  is  not  whether  pi lots  should dominate  the
Air  Force—the fact  is  they do.  Rather ,  a  more interest ing
phenomenon is  that  persons who si t  on top of the world’s
most powerful air force are almost exclusively fighter pilots;
yet ,  thei r  ins t i tu t ion and i ts  doctr ine  were  created before
World War II by bomber pilots.

This  real i ty has caused some recent  concern within the Air
Force.  Many nonfighter  pi lots  seem concerned about their
prospects  for  success  within the inst i tut ion.  In  August  1991 a
popular underground “brown paper,” t i t led “TAC-umcizing the
Air Force: The Emerging Vision of the Future,” was circulated
around the air  s taff  and the Air  Force. 1  This  sat ir ical  essay
about  the  dominant  f igh te r  cu l tu re  conc luded  tha t  “ f i r s t ,
manly men [f ighter  pi lots]  must  dominate Headquarters  USAF.
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Second,  they must  command al l  Air  Force major  commands.
Last ,  USAF must have a wing structure [favoring fighter units]
which will  grow and nurture the future leaders of the Air
Force.” The brown paper’s  populari ty sparked a sequel  by the
same anonymous author in August 1992, t i t led “ACC [Air
Combat  Command] Back to  the Future:  The Second Coming of
t h e  M a n l y  M a n . ”2  I n  s u m ,  t h e  l i t e r a t u r e  i n  A i r  F o r c e
newspapers  and journals  indicates  this  cul tural  issue s t i l l
concerns  many wi th in  the  ins t i tu t ion .3

In  th is  s tudy I  descr ibe  when,  how,  and why th is  remark-
ab le  sh i f t  in  l eadersh ip  f rom bomber  genera l s  to  f igh te r
generals  occurred.  In  that  sense ,  the  s tudy is  a lso  a  br ief
history of Air Force thinking. It provides the first detailed
evaluation of rival groups as they cope with change and vie for
i n f l u e n c e  w i t h i n  i n s t i t u t i o n s  l i k e  t h e  A i r  F o r c e .  T h e
methodology  and  message  used  in  th i s  s tudy  enhance  our
appreciation of today’s Air Force and have major implications
f o r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  l e a d e r s h i p  a n d  c h a n g e  i n  o t h e r
organizat ions.

I  address  both  in ternal  ins t i tu t ional  dynamics  and external
i n f l uences  on  t he  i n s t i t u t i on  and  i t s  s e l ec t i on  o f  s en io r
l e a d e r s .  I  b e l i e v e  t h e  c a r e e r s ,  a t t i t u d e s ,  a n d  a c t i o n s  o f
g e n e r a l s  i l l u m i n a t e  A i r  F o r c e  p e r s p e c t i v e s  a n d  p o l i c i e s .
Therefore,  I  use a detai led spreadsheet  to trace the careers of
al l  four-star  generals ,  to show a clear  dominance of  bomber
generals  in the early years,  and to i l lustrate how they created
a revolut ion in  leadership  between 1965 and 1982,  the  t ime
the Vietnam War played a central  role.4 The data uncovered
trends in the grooming, promoting,  and assigning of Air  Force
leaders over time. A survey of institutional statistics helped to
e x p l a i n  f u r t h e r  t h e  n a t u r e  a n d  e x t e n t  o f  t h i s  c h a n g e  i n
l e a d e r s h i p .  T h i s  s t u d y  t e r m i n a t e s  i n  1 9 8 2 ,  w h e n  t h e
leadership change culminated with the selection of the first  in
a  cont inuous s t r ing of  generals  wi th  f ighter  backgrounds as
Air Force chiefs of staff.

To demonstrate  at t i tude formation of  the generals  bet ter ,  I
canvassed the li terature on military sociology and ideology.
Addit ionally,  extensive research and use of Air  Force oral
h is tor ies  and  personal  in terv iews enhanced the  human and
att i tudinal  dimensions of this  study.  The evidence indicates
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that differences in World War II and Korean War formative
experiences of the Vietnam era and post-Vietnam era generals
led  to  a  d i f ference in  perspect ives  as  senior  leaders .5  To
analyze  more  c lose ly  genera t ion  d i f ferences  of  Air  Force
four-star  generals,  I  divided them into generations based on
markedly  di f ferent  format ive  exper iences ,  a l l  of  which is
explained in detail  in chapters 1 and 2.  I  uti l ized oral  history,
personal  interviews,  mil i tary and social  his tory,  s tat is t ics ,
computerized data analysis,  and sociological findings to gain
insights into the remarkable shif t  in Air  Force leadership and
ul t imately completed the manuscr ipt  in  December  1992.

Notes

1. “TAC” is an acronym for Tactical Air Command—the organization of
predominantly fighter pilots.

2 .  ACC is  an  abbrev ia t ion  for  Ai r  Combat  Command,  an  a l legedly
f ighter-dominated organizat ion that  i s  composed of  both  the  asse ts  of
fo rmer  Tac t i ca l  A i r  Command  ( f igh te r s )  and  S t r a t eg ic  A i r  Command
(bombers).

3. See, for example, Julie Bird, “Fighter Mafia Taking Over,” Air Force
Times ,  1 February 1993, 12–13. Bird cites that 7 percent of all  officers are
f igh te r  p i lo t s ,  ye t  more  than  70  pe rcen t  o f  a l l  ma jor  commands  a re
commanded by fighter pilots.  Similarly, all  Air Force four-star generals are
f ighter  pi lots  and more than 50 percent  of  those with more than two s tars
are  a lso;  85 percent  of  three-  and four-s tars  are  ra ted.

4 .  The  Ai r  Force  pub l i c  a f fa i r s  depar tmen t  pub l i shes  s t andard ized
biographies of all  Air Force generals which include their assignment history.

5 .  Other  authors  have come to  the same conclusion.  See Carl  H.  Bui lder ,
The Masks of  War: American Mili tary Styles in Strategy and Analysis
( B a l t i m o r e :  J o h n s  H o p k i n s  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1 9 8 9 ) ,  6 – 8 :  “ L i k e  a l l
i n d i v i d u a l s  a n d  d u r a b l e  g r o u p s ,  t h e  m i l i t a r y  s e r v i c e s  h a v e  a c q u i r e d
personali t ies  of  their  own that  are shaped by their  experiences and that ,  in
turn,  shape their  behavior.  And like individuals,  the service personalit ies
are l ikely to be significantly marked by the circumstances attending their
ear ly  format ion and thei r  most  recent  t raumas.”
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Chapter  1

Formative Years in Total War

All advocates of every theory of American security turn back
to the experiences of World War II for historical examples—
for  i l lus t ra t ions—to  prove  the  soundness  o f  the i r  own
arguments .

—House Armed Services Committee Report ,  1950

Formative experiences condit ion leaders  and enable them to
grow. These experiences apply especially to a person’s most
i m p r e s s i o n a b l e  y e a r s — y o u n g  a d u l t h o o d .  T h e  e m o t i o n a l
intensity of combat,  especially during these formative years,
ampli f ies  the  imprint  on the  memory and behavior  of  the
future mil i tary leader .  In  the case of  this  s tudy,  the generals
who would rule America’s Air Force for its first three decades
developed some lasting perspectives on warfare,  airpower,  and
leadership early in their  careers.  Their pioneering experience
in  aer ia l  warfare  centered  around the  a i rp lane  and i t s  a t tempt
to return decisiveness to wars of the mid-twentieth century.
What  p romise  the  new medium he ld  fo r  speedy  dec i s ion
quickly faded in  bi t ter  combat ,  and the  harsh real i t ies  of  the
f ight ing scratched an indel ible  mark on the minds and souls
of these future four-star  generals.  The consequences of this
profound experience help to explain,  in part ,  the conduct  of
this  generat ion as  senior  leaders  during the Vietnam War era .1

From 1941  to  1977  these  o f f ice rs  rose  to  pos i t ions  o f
command in the United States  Air  Force.  Although the last
one retired in 1981, this “World War II generation” dominated
senior Air Force leadership positions until 1978. Still ,  World
War II  made noticeably different impressions on those who
commanded in  tha t  supreme ef for t  and on  those  under  them
who fought it. Therefore, the section below defines two World
War II generations.

First,  the “senior World War II generation” was comprised of
those four-star  Air Force generals who were commissioned
between 1926 and 1932. They were largely professionals—82
pe rcen t  o f  t hem Wes t  Po in t  g r adua t e s—who  en t e r ed  t he
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shrunken Army during lean years  of  the  Great  Depression.
Finding life in the US Army little better than civilian life
during the depression,  this  dar ing group turned i ts  in terest
s k y w a r d  ( 9 4  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e m  b e c a m e  p i l o t s ) ,  w h e r e  t h e
hazards of  f lying f l imsy airplanes increased fatal i t ies  and
fostered cohesion. This coterie of aviators viewed themselves
as an el i te  group,  a  privi leged few who had entered a realm of
great  future potential .  They entered the newly established Air
Corps (1926) as  pioneer  aviators  in  t ime to see and hear  the
legendary ,  ou t spoken ,  and  recen t ly  cour t -mar t i a l ed  B i l ly
Mitchell ,  air  enthusiast  and prophet.  Relative to society,  this
wel l-educated lot  numbered 94 percent  col lege graduates ,  and
59 percent  of  them par t ic ipa ted  in  the  debate  and u l t imate
canonization of airpower theories by attending the Air Corps
Tactical School (ACTS) before World War II. There the gospel
professed the efficacy of strategic bombing, which promised a
decisive alternative in warfare to the slaughter of World War I.
Bomber pi lots  comprised 69 percent  of  this  generat ion,  and 86
percent of those attending the ACTS before World War II were
bomber  p i lo t s  and  commanders  in  tha t  war . 2  In  addi t ion,  88
percent  of  the  pi lots  in  this  group would command a  squadron
or  wing  in  comba t  in  the  Second  Wor ld  War .  Wi th  f ew
except ions ,  most  of  them depar ted  World  War  I I  as  wing
commanders and air  division commanders,  preoccupied with
the  opera t ional  employment  of  forces  in  to ta l  war ,  whi le
glancing only occasional ly into the world of  s t rategy and
higher  pol icy .  The  most  remarkable  charac ter i s t ic  of  th is
group was  the i r  age .  Explos ive  mobi l iza t ion  for  war  and
wart ime at t r i t ion had catapul ted 90 percent  of  them to f lag
o f f i ce r  r ank  and  r e spons ib i l i t i e s  by  wa r ’ s  end—the  vas t
majority would finish the war while in their  thirt ies.  Such
youth would enable those who remained in the Air  Force to
dominate increasingly i ts  senior leadership posi t ions through
1965.

Second, the “junior World War II generation” of generals
received their  commission between 1932 and 1945.  Rapid
expansion and bloody at tr i t ion also boosted members of  this
group who were commissioned before Pearl  Harbor to the rank
of  colonel  by war’s  end.  The junior  generat ion of  future
four-star  generals reflected a different  demography, one more

RISE OF THE FIGHTER GENERALS
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reflective of the draft and society at large. Only 41 percent of
t h e m  h a d  g r a d u a t e d  f r o m  W e s t  P o i n t ,  a n d  m o r e  t h a n
one-third of the group was comprised of “aviation cadets” who
held no college degrees.  Only 29 percent  had experienced the
oppor tuni ty  to  go to  the  Air  Command and Staff  Col lege
(ACSC) (which had replaced the ACTS in1946), and they went
only after the war. All were flyers, mostly in bombers (60
percent) .  This drafted generation of predominantly pilots  and
flight leaders did most of the fighting in World War II. Only 43
percent  of  them became combat  squadron  commanders ,  and  7
percent  occupied  combat  wing commander  pos i t ions  in  tha t
war.  They held less education and were further removed from
command, policy making, and the vigorous fight for service
a u t o n o m y  ( t h o u g h  n o t  u n a f f e c t e d )  t h a n  w e r e  t h e  s e n i o r
generation.  All  were younger than 35 by war’s end,  and they
would dominate senior leadership posit ions in the Air Force
from mid-1965 to 1977,  with the last  ret ir ing in 1981.

Air Force officers at  the rank of major and below in the
Korean War would become the senior leaders in the “post-
Vietnam era.”3 The “Korean War generation” received their
commissions too late to participate in World War II  but in t ime
f o r  c o m b a t  i n  t h e  l i m i t e d  w a r  i n  K o r e a .  R e g a r d i n g
demographics,  they were much like the junior cohort  of World
War  I I—50 percent  West  Poin t  g radua tes  and  27  percent
aviation cadets.  This reflection i l luminated the draft  and call
u p  o f  r e s e r v i s t s  f o r  t h e  K o r e a n  W a r .  T h e  K o r e a n  W a r
genera t ion  were  bet ter  educated  by the  t ime they became
four-star generals (91 percent had received bachelor’s degrees,
73 percent  master’s  degrees ,  and 14 percent  doctorates)  than
t h e  W o r l d  W a r  I I  g e n e r a t i o n  ( 8 4  p e r c e n t  o f  w h o m  h a d
bachelor’s  degrees,  14 percent  master’s  degrees,  and 2 percent
doctorates). Additionally, they had received more extensive
service schooling: 59 percent had graduated from ACSS, while
86 percent  had graduated from a war  col lege.  Compare this
stat ist ic  to the 38 percent and 59 percent respectively from
the Second World War generat ion.  In contrast  to the lat ter ,  60
percent of the Korean War generation flyers were fighter pilots,
and these  fu ture  leaders  would  take  a  broader  career  path  to
t h e  t o p  t h a n  t h e i r  p r e d e c e s s o r s .  T h i s  g e n e r a t i o n  w o u l d
dominate four-star  general  bi l lets  from 1978 to 1987.
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T o  u n d e r s t a n d  b e t t e r  h o w  t h e s e  f u t u r e  l e a d e r s  w o u l d
approach the chal lenges of  the Vietnam and post-Vietnam
e r a s ,  o n e  m u s t  f u r t h e r  d i s s e c t  t h e i r  e a r l y  f o r m a t i v e
experiences.  Who were these young Americans who wished to
become mil i tary pi lots  in the decade surrounding what  would
become (unbeknowns to them) his tory’s  most  destruct ive war?

Air Corps recruit ing in the United States during World War
II was quite effective. “HERE’S ACTION, BUDDY . . . AVIATION
CADET TRAINING IS THE KEY TO A BRILLIANT FUTURE,”4
s t a t ed  a  handsome  young  f igh t e r  p i l o t  w i th  a  smi l e  and
twinkle in his eye after swooping past a downed enemy fighter.
T h e s e  a n d  o t h e r  a n n o u n c e m e n t  l o g o s  p o s t e d  n a t i o n w i d e
a t t r a c t e d  t e n s  o f  t h o u s a n d s  o f  r e c r u i t s .  W h i l e  A r m y
psychologists cautioned that “the urge to fly is felt  as an
impulse and is  not  subjected to  introspect ion or  analysis ,”
they admitted that  i t  at tracted “action-oriented” young men
w h o  d e s i r e d  t o  m a s t e r  t h e  a i r  w i t h  “ t h i s  s u p e r t o y ,  t h i s
powerful, snor t ing,  impat ient  but  submiss ive  machine  [ that ]
enables  the  man to  escape the  usual  l imi ta t ions  of  t ime and
space.”5

But pract ical  matters  also caused those 18- to 27-year-old
recruits to fly for the Air Corps. Increased pay, the prestige of
becoming part of a technical elite,  extensive technical training,
the  promise  of  fas te r  p romot ion ,  and  a  d i s t inc t  edge  for
postwar employment impacted recruits’  desire to avoid the
dreadful  draft  as “doughboys.”

This effective recruit ing program attracted many of the best
young men from West Point and from society.  Henry H. “Hap”
Arnold, commanding general of the Army Air Forces (AAF),
caut ioned that  an “athlet ic ,  ser ious-minded,  industr ious boy
who  i s  g iven  to  the  pu r su i t s  o f  games  and  who  fo l lows
vigorous athlet ic  schedules is  general ly more successful  than
the bookworm type.”6 Tens  of  thousands of  adventuresome
young men appl ied,  especial ly  when the draf t  began.

To s tem the f lood of  recrui ts ,  the  Air  Corps  ins t i tu ted
r i g o r o u s  e n t r a n c e  r e q u i r e m e n t s  f o r  p i l o t  t r a i n i n g .  P i l o t
appl icants  had to  volunteer  for  combat  duty at  the outset .
Until  1941 they had to have at least two years of college;
thereaf te r ,  they  had  only  to  pass  a  s tandard ized  three-hour
academic examination for init ial  screening (only 53 percent of

RISE OF THE FIGHTER GENERALS

4



them passed  in  1942) .  They  then  had  to  endure  a  r igorous
physica l  examinat ion  and comprehensive  in terv iew by the
flight surgeon. Extensive psychological  screening attempted to
select  those who would be able to learn how to fly with the
least  diff iculty,  and psychiatr ic screening sought to determine
those  bes t  su i t ed  to  wi ths t and  the  emot iona l  s t r e s ses  o f
combat flying. 7 A series of further academic and psychomotor
t e s t s  t h a t  s c r e e n e d  a n d  c l a s s i f i e d  c a n d i d a t e s  f o l l o w e d .
Academic tes t ing valued math,  mechanics ,  and Engl ish scores
m o s t ;  h u m a n i t i e s ,  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s ,  a n d  v o c a t i o n a l  s k i l l s
m a t t e r e d  l e a s t — t h o u g h  a c a d e m i c  a c h i e v e m e n t  d i d  n o t
“materially increase an individual’s score on the pilot’s portion
of the tests or improve his chances of finishing training.”8

Psychomotor  tes t ing evaluated f inger  dexter i ty ,  speed and
dis tance  judgment ,  coord ina t ion ,  a iming  sk i l l s ,  s teadiness
under  pressure ,  balance,  speed and accuracy of  percept ion
and reaction,  and abil i ty to divide at tention and assimilate
st imuli  under  condit ions of  confusion.  The student  was then
awarded a  score or  “stanine” on a  scale  ranging from one to
nine.  Generally,  the highest  scorers overall  were to become
pilots,  followed by navigators and bombardiers.  The needs of
the service would determine what  the minimum acceptable
scores might  be at  any given t ime.  Approximately 25 percent
fa i led  these  tes ts  be tween 1943 and 1945.9

The survivors  were younger ,  heal thier ,  and drawn from a
higher  educat ional  base than other  soldiers .  The Air  Corps
received the “cream of the crop”; i t  enlisted 41 percent of the
top two brackets of the Army General Classification Test. After
passing the bewilder ing ser ies  of  tes ts  and examinat ions,  the
apprehensive applicants  r ipened into cocksure el i t is ts .  As a
research group noted,  “They were very much aware of the fact
tha t  they  represented  a  h ighly  se lec ted  super ior  group of
soldiers.”10

Those selected from outside West  Point  then entered the
indoctr inat ion phase  of  t ra ining—aviat ion cadet  “pref l ight
school.”1 1 Preflight schools had originated in World War I to
social ize and discipl ine raw recruits  and to condit ion them to
accept the goals and purposes of the Army Air Service,  now
the Army Air Corps.  The six-month program was modeled on
the  harsh  disc ip l ine  and regimenta t ion of  West  Point  and
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would last  unt i l  1964,  with a  peak product ion of  114,000
officer-aviators each year during World War II. 12  The objective
focused on loyalty,  hardiness,  obedience,  zeal ,  and, most of
all ,  cohesion. It  solicited active heroic skills and perseverance,
as  opposed to managerial  ta lents  and ref lect iveness.  The once
haughty recrui ts  endured the relent less  pressure of  mil i tary,
academic,  and physical  t raining.

The aviation cadet  schools had l i t t le  t ime to perform the
miracle of instant officership.  The school sought to destroy
and to create.  The staff  sought to weed out those who couldn’t
func t ion  under  menta l  and  phys ica l  s t ress  and  to  s t r ip  the
selfish individuali ty of the student.  In i ts  place the school
fostered teamwork,  honor ,  cohesion,  competi t iveness ,  and a
“ f i g h t e r  s p i r i t . ”  P r a c t i c a l i t y  a n d  a c t i o n  o v e r s h a d o w e d
discuss ion  and theory .  Though the  school  employed such
harsh  methods  as  haz ing ,  s leep  depr iva t ion ,  harassment  a t
meals ,  endless  physica l  and menta l  s t ress—and though i t
sometimes produced exaggerated forms of behavior—it did
yield,  at  least  temporarily,  a disciplined and regimented cadet,
eager for the challenge and relief of pilot training.1 3

Upon  comple t ion  o f  ex t ens ive  t e s t i ng ,  eva lua t ion ,  and
mili tary training,  the young pilot  candidates traveled to the
numerous new pi lot  t ra ining bases  that  were spr inging up in
the South and Southwest ,  where  the  c l imate  offered the  best
condit ions for  f lying.  From nine bases where three hundred
pi lo t s  rece ived  t ra in ing  each  year  before  1939 ,  the  p i lo t
t ra ining system grew to  84 bases  that  produced 30,000 pi lots
annual ly some few years  la ter .1 4

The initial flying experience was profound. Psychologists
noted the following:

Nothing is  so powerful  and yet  so responsive to delicate touch as a
modern  a i rc ra f t .  F ly ing  a  p lane  requ i res  sk i l l ,  s t r eng th  and  f ine
control ,  which is  demonstrable  a t  every turn  and each landing.  The
mastery of  the power in the machine is  a  chal lenge which gives a
just i f ied sense of  accomplishment  when i t  has been successful ly met .
Furthermore,  the fl ier  increases his sense of power by identifying
himself  with his plane,  which he feels as an extension of his own body.
He thereby achieves a feeling of aggressive potency bordering on the
unchal lenged s t rength  of  a  superman.  This  i s  wel l  i l lus t ra ted  in
Colonel Robert Scott’s book, “God Is My Co-pilot,” where, in an
account of his fl ight over Mount Everest in a l i t t le P-43, the author
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descr ibes  how he  fe l t  tha t  he  had  humbled  th is  h ighes t  mounta in  and
then patronizingly saluted his fal len opponent.1 5

The initial glamour, excitement, and pleasure of flying soon
m a t u r e d  i n t o  a  p a s s i o n  f o r  m a s t e r y  a n d  c o m p e t e n c e ,  a s
student pilots competed for choice of aircraft after their first
20 weeks of  “pr imary” and “basic” f lying t ra ining.  Pi lots
l e a r n e d  m e c h a n i c a l  s k i l l s  t h r o u g h  r e p e t i t i o n ,  p r o c e d u r e s
through rote  memory,  and f lying ski l ls  through natural  or
d isc ip l ined  psychomotor  rout ines .  Psychologis t s  found the
new flying activity quickly became a student’s obsession, and
t h e  f o c u s  o n  t e c h n i q u e  a n d  m a c h i n e r y  c r e a t e d  a  m e n t a l
approach that  a t tempted “to avoid ambigui t ies”  and that  kept
t h o u g h t  o n  a  “ c o n c r e t e ,  o r g a n i z e d ,  a n d  r a t i o n a l  l e v e l . ”
In t e re s t ing ly ,  p i lo t s  s co red  r e l a t ive ly  low on  in t e l l ec tua l
skil ls .1 6

At the end of basic fl ight training, students received notice
that  they would enter  s ingle-engine or  mult iengine advanced
training.1 7 Psychologis t s  had  t r ied  to  cons t ruc t  tes t ing  to
discriminate between fighter and bomber pilots .  Bomber pilots
needed to be more deliberate and orderly in their  thinking,
with slower,  but  dependable decisions and actions.  Also,  they
were expected to  be more mature  team players .  On the other
h a n d ,  t h e  a i r  a r m  w a n t e d  f i g h t e r  p i l o t s  t o  s h o w  m o r e
aler tness ,  respond quicker ,  and display higher  motivat ion and
c o n t r o l l e d  a g g r e s s i v e n e s s  t h a n  o t h e r  s i n g l e - e n g i n e  a n d
multiengine pilots. While psychologists never developed such
classification testing satisfactorily,  instructor pilots made their
judgments  a long s imilar  l ines—could the  s tudent  handle  an
aircraft  alone with self-rel iant  judgment and ski l l?  Could he
lead a crew in a complex and expensive aircraft? Ultimately,
the decision was based upon (1) flying aptitude, (2) individual
preference, and (3) aircraft availability. 18  By and large those
w i t h  t h e  b e s t  p u r e  f l y i n g  s k i l l s  p r o g r e s s e d  t o  a d v a n c e d
single-engine training, unless they desired to fly bombers.1 9

At  advanced  s ing l e - eng ine  s choo l ,  i n s t ruc t i on  s t r e s sed
acrobatics  and combat maneuvers to prepare General  Arnold’s
“individualists . . . with quick agility and facility” to fly his
fighters.2 0  The school stressed “the handling of maneuverable,
speedy t ra ining planes  and the  development  of  ins tantaneous
cont ro l  reac t ions  in  s tudents .”2 1  Only  the  mos t  p romis ing

FORMATIVE YEARS IN TOTAL WAR

7



s tudents  in  the  advanced s ingle-engine  school  went  on to
g u n n e r y  t r a i n i n g  a n d  f i g h t e r - t r a n s i t i o n  t r a i n i n g ;  t h e
remainder f lew noncombat  s ingle-engine planes or  t ransferred
to bomber school .2 2

General Arnold’s “more stolid, plugging type” progressed to
mult iengine advanced t raining.2 3 Bombers required maturi ty,
c r ew  l eade r sh ip ,  coope ra t i on ,  and  d i s c ip l i ned  p rocedu ra l
compliance.

Psychologists  noted that  f lying fighters and bombers

requires a different sort of person to fly each type successfully. Or
ra ther ,  the  p i lo t  t ends  to  deve lop  a  d i f fe ren t  f ly ing  and  combat
personality when he is exposed to one type of plane or to another.  In
general, the flying characteristics of heavy, four engine or two engine
bomber type aircraft  are those of steadiness,  lack of maneuverabili ty,
rel iabil i ty and great  power over a long distance.  Combat missions
c o n s u m e  m a n y  h o u r s  a n d  r e q u i r e  c o n s i d e r a b l e  p e r s i s t e n c e  a n d
endurance. The fl iers in such groups,  especially the pilots,  tend to fi t
in  with these character is t ics .  They are usual ly older ,  more mature,
s t e a d i e r ,  a n d  l e s s  w i l l i n g  t o  t a k e  r i s k s  a n d  i n d u l g e  i n  f l a s h y
maneuvers  than  f ighter  p i lo ts .2 4

Indeed,  both  ski l l s  focused on machinery and technique,  and
both  found the i r  f ly ing environment  re inforced behaviora l
pa t t e rn s .

By late 1943 growing numbers of  pi lot- training graduates
entered combat  uni ts  remarkably  exper ienced.  They had more
than three  t imes  as  many t ra in ing  hours  in  f l ight  as  the i r
G e r m a n  c o u n t e r p a r t s  a n d  h a d  s u r v i v e d  a  p r o g r a m  t h a t
suffered more  a t t r i t ion  than combat  would  demand.2 5

B u t  t h e y  d i d  n o t  k n o w  t h a t .  N e w  A r m y  A i r  F o r c e s
(established as AAF in 1941) pilots had all volunteered for
combat and accepted their  role as officer-warriors.  They ran
higher r isks than did other combat officers.  They were more
likely to be kil led,  wounded,  captured,  or  missing in action.26

Twice as many air  officers died in combat as compared to
g round  fo r ce s ,  de sp i t e  t he i r  much  sma l l e r  number s .  A i r
o f f i c e r s  a l s o  d i e d  i n  h i g h e r  p e r c e n t a g e s  i n  n o n c o m b a t
acc idents .2 7 T h i s  d e v e l o p m e n t  l e d  t h e m  t o  d e v e l o p
condescending views of  “paddle-feet”  or  “ground-hounds,”
those  ear th-bound or  noncombat  off icers .28

In return for such sacrifice,  the Army Air Forces rewarded
i t s  f l y e r s .  F o r  a i r c r e w s  c o m b a t  w a s  o n l y  e p i s o d i c ,  a n d
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n u m e r o u s  r e s e a r c h e r s  r e l a t e d  t h a t  “ b e t w e e n  m i s s i o n s
aircrews usual ly  had more physical  comforts  and far  more
opportuni ty  for  re laxat ion,  recreat ion,  and amusements  than
d id  comba t  pe r sonne l  in  Ground  Force  un i t s . ”  The  AAF
created overseas  vacat ion centers  and redis t r ibut ion centers
at  Atlantic City and Miami Beach. Its  leaders gave aircrews
time off  between missions and frequent  leaves or  passes to
cope with the stress of combat.  Aircrews received superior
m e d i c a l  s u p p o r t  t o o . 29  M o s t  i m p o r t a n t ,  u n l i k e  g r o u n d
soldiers,  aircrews could come home after they had flown a
cer ta in  number  of  sor t ies  or  combat  hours ,  usual ly  25 to  35
heavy bomber  miss ions ,  50 miss ions  for  medium and l ight
bombers ,  and three  hundred combat  hours  for  f ighters—all
varied sl ightly depending on the t ime of the war.3 0

As a result,  the Army Air Forces enjoyed significantly higher
morale and quali ty of l ife than the ground forces.  Extensive
surveys,  analyses,  and quest ionnaires  revealed young airmen
enjoyed faster promotions,  greater job satisfaction,  preferential
t r e a t m e n t ,  m o r e  p r i d e  i n  t h e i r  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  a  g r e a t e r
w i l l i n g n e s s  f o r  c o m b a t ,  a n d  m a n y  m o r e  a w a r d s  a n d
decorat ions than their  peers  in any other  branch of  the Army.
Addit ionally,  aircrews were perceived as part  of  the most
respected and desired branch of  the Army and par t  of  the arm
that  contr ibuted most  to  the  war  ef for t  and produced the  most
likely recipients of postwar civilian employment.3 1 B u t  t h e s e
rewards  and  accompl ishments  were  necessary  to  address  the
heavy toll of combat on the Army Air Forces.

F ighter  and  bomber  p i lo ts  were  exposed  comparably  to
combat .  They had roughly  the  same number  of  crews and
aircraf t  on hand overseas .3 2 Fighters f lew more than twice the
sor t ies  and  more  combat  hours  than  heavy bombers  but  fewer
hours  in  the  dangerous  skies  over  Germany.  This  scenar io
was part icularly evident when, in one six-month period,  heavy
bomber  c rews  sus ta ined  40  pe rcen t  more  casua l t i e s  than
f igh te r s  and  60  percen t  more  than  medium bombers  in  the
European  thea te r .3 3 Al though bombers  may not  have los t  as
many pi lots  as  f ighters ,  the total  number of  casual t ies  coupled
wi th  the  sense  o f  he lp lessness  we ighed  heav i ly  on  the i r
morale.34  Bombers were relatively slow and predictable and
could seldom achieve surprise.  For mutual  protect ion,  they
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had to fly rigid formations and couldn’t maneuver well,  even if
they tr ied.  And bombers were the prize of enemy fighters and
flak.3 5 Immobility, long periods of cold and cramped inactivity,
and  unbearable  pos tures  c rea ted  incessant  muscular  tens ion .
C l a u s t r o p h o b i a  a n d  n u m b i n g  d a n g e r s  f r o m  f r o s t b i t e  a n d
h y p o x i a  l e n g t h e n e d  t h e i r  e v e r y  m i s s i o n .  P r o l o n g e d
anticipation of the sudden fury of at tack increased anxiety.
The  sense  of  u t te r  despai r  and he lp lessness  upon miss ing  the
t a r g e t  o r  l o s i n g  a n  a i r c r a f t  d e e p e n e d  t h e  d i s p o s i t i o n  o f
bombers  c rews .36

Survival  depended on teamwork and machinery.  The lack of
either increased anxiety.  Crew members unable to function
under  s t ress  as  they’d  been  t ra ined  reduced the  chances  of
mission success and survival .  The complicated air  machine on
which they depended and wi th  which they in terac ted  was
ei ther  their  coff in or  their  del iverance.  For  the survivors ,
anxiety  over  the  a i rplane’s  performance,  in  t ime,  grew to
rel iance and trust  in i t  as  an effect ive means of  war and vessel
to  safety .  The machines  became fr iends and possessions ,  and
a i r c r e w s  g a v e  t h e m  p e r s o n a l  n a m e s ,  u s u a l l y  f e m i n i n e ,
thankful ly  kissed and pat ted  them,  and cared for  them l ike
the cavalrymen’s horses of  old.  The marriage of man and
m a c h i n e  i n  t h e  t e s t  o f  c o m b a t  w o u l d  h a v e  t r e m e n d o u s
implications for the at t i tudes of surviving future generals.  Like
the cavalryman, the World War II flyer grew subjective and
immodest  about  h is  s teed .37

T h e  g r o w i n g  a f f e c t i o n  b e t w e e n  m a n  a n d  m a c h i n e  w a s
exceeded only by the crew’s bonds to each other.  Psychologists
r emarked  tha t  “ the  imper sona l  t h r ea t  o f  i n ju ry  f rom the
enemy, affecting all alike, produces a high degree of cohesion
so  tha t  pe r sona l  a t t achment s  th roughou t  the  un i t  became
intensif ied.  Friendships are easi ly made by those who might
never  have been compat ible  a t  home and are  cemented under
fire.”38

Aircrews huddled together  on American bases  throughout
the  wor ld .  Ai rc ra f t  commanders  were  respons ib le  fo r  the
conduct  of  thei r  crews;  each crew member ,  in  turn ,  possessed
a special ty  upon which the ent i re  crew depended.  In  the face
of such danger,  crews clung together both on and off duty,
usual ly under  the close supervis ion of  each other  or  of  others
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in  their  uni t .  Close supervision and interdependence in the air
and on the ground coupled with relat ively short  tours  of  duty
evoked a high sense of conformity, discipline, obligation, and
regimentat ion.39  I n n o v a t i o n  a n d  i n i t i a t i v e  w e r e  m o r e  t h e
concern of field commanders,  whose tour of duty generally
exceeded that of the crews.

This sense of cohesion was essential  for  morale.  Medical
s tat is t ic ians at  Eighth Air  Force examined 2,051 aircrews who
began their  25-mission requirement  during the bombing of
Germany.  Only 26 percent  of  them finished their  missions,
and on average 4 percent  were lost  for  each mission.  The
m e a n  n u m b e r  o f  m i s s i o n s  c o m p l e t e d  w a s  1 4 . 7 2 .4 0 M e r e
survival  in the Army Air Forces meant success,  part icularly
when bombing resul ts  were so uncer ta in .  Crews counted their
missions,  not  the number of  targets  destroyed.  Remarkably
low sick-call  rates until  the final mission ended reflected the
st rong cohesion and commitment  between crew members .  By
m i d - 1 9 4 4  i t  w a s  c o m m o n  f o r  b o m b e r  g r o u p s  t o  a w a r d
unof f i c i a l  “ lucky  bas t a rd”  ce r t i f i ca t e s  t o  t hose  who  had
survived their  required number of missions.4 1

To lead men through this  ordeal  provided a great  challenge
f o r  y o u n g  c o m m a n d e r s .4 2 A r m y  p s y c h o l o g i s t s  a n a l y z e d
combat  l eadersh ip  and  found  tha t  a i r  commanders  a t  the
squadron and group level  had to be technically proficient ,
s t rong in  character ,  and decis ive.  They had to  be courageous
and sometimes had to  share  the r isk.  Effect ive leaders  were
demanding,  yet  they respected the l imits  of  the men. They
fought  hard to  make their  men feel  special  by securing passes
and fighting for creature comforts.  Balancing the relentless
demands of  the mission against  the fragi le  morale  of  his
boyish airmen was not  the young commander’s  only problem.
He was overwhelmed also with operat ional  matters .  As one
senior World War II  generation bomber commander related:
“The only thing I  was thinking about was l iving for the next
twenty-four hours and .  .  .  t rying to keep my outf i t  al ive and
the airplanes flying. .  .  .  We weren’t  thinking about strategy at
the time. .  .  .  We had to have an air force before we could do
anything.”43

Bomber  commanders  showed resolve ,  s teadfas tness ,  and
d e t e r m i n a t i o n .  S o r t i e  p r o d u c t i o n ,  t o n n a g e  d r o p p e d ,  a n d
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bombs on target were their  concept of strategy; strict  f l ight
discipl ine,  perseverance,  and growing numbers  their  methods.

Though the fact was not widely publicized, the Army Air
Forces lost more fighter pilots than it  did bomber pilots.44  Yet,
surveys indicated that  morale within the Army Air  Forces was
inversely related to the size of the unit  aircraft .  Fighter units
enjoyed higher morale and motivation.  Part ial ly because they
had to be self-reliant,  f ighter commanders closely monitored
their airmen for any signs of “anxiety reaction” or “slight
physical impairment.” They immediately removed from flying
status  airmen who were s l ipping.  On some occasions,  they
transferred disqual i f ied pi lots  to  another  combat  assignment
as  bomber  p i lo ts .4 5

The fighter commanders benefited from the fil tering process
of pilot training and the affirmative action above, but they
f a c e d  s o m e  d i f f e r e n t  l e a d e r s h i p  c h a l l e n g e s .  L i k e  t h e i r
mult iengine cousins,  f ighter  pi lots  rel ied on and trusted their
machinery  for  sa fe  passage  and  miss ion  accompl i shment .
Similarly,  their  goals  were an obligated three hundred combat
hours ,  wi th  as  much enemy equipment  des t royed in  the  a i r
and on the  ground as  prac t ica l .  But  in  cont ras t  to  bomber
pilots, fighter pilots generally flew shorter missions, were kept
busy with the act ivi ty of  f lying their  machines in a more
dynamic environment ,  and could usual ly  maneuver  to  avoid
enemy threats .  They also normally f lew in less restrained
formations where mates could lend assis tance.  So the f ighter
p i l o t  o f t e n  w a s  t o o  b u s y ,  t o o  b r i e f l y  e x p o s e d ,  a n d  t o o
independent to experience the degree of  anxiety and tension of
the  bomber  p i lo t  and h is  crew.

One psychologist  spent  months with a f ighter  squadron in
combat  and  not iced  how the  squadron  had  i t s  own va lue
system that represented “the total social,  economic, polit ical,
and educational world for the individual member.  .  .  .  [I ts]
s ta tus  sys tem pervades  everything he  does ,  as  there  i s  no way
to get away from it.” He further observed that fighter pilots
were cliquish combat eli tes,  self-reliant and aggressive, who
valued technical  knowledge over education.  He viewed the
qua l i t i e s  o f  the  l eader  as  “dependab i l i ty ,  s t andard  qu ick
judgment,  a ‘cool head,’  aggressiveness in the air ,  and usually
super ior  f ly ing abi l i ty .  .  .  .  [These]  personal  qual i t ies  of
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leadership became the cri teria for  judging men.”4 6 The Army
Air Forces encouraged fighter pilots to stick with their leader
and to  employ teamwork;  i t  forbade abandoning wingmen and
openly criticizing elders. It encouraged initiative, flexibility,
and cooperat ion with bombers ,  ground forces ,  and al l ies .  The
resul t ,  as  wi th  bomber  pi lo ts ,  was  a  cohesive  community
whose first  loyalty resided within that  community.

Inducing cohesion was not  the only profound effect  that
World War II had on its junior generation. The vast majority
functioned in some leadership role at wing level or below. They
were intimately familiar  with the demands and reali t ies of
combat.  They invested in machinery and believed in airpower,
and the survivors proudly felt it  justified. They took pride in
b e i n g  m e n  o f  a c t i o n  a n d  o f  d e c i s i o n — m e n  w h o  v a l u e d
experience over education.4 7 They also appreciated the value
of  t ra in ing and the  supreme impor tance  of  a i r  and numerica l
superiority. They saw themselves as highly skilled elites; as
such ,  t hey  en te red  the  thea t e r  w i th  a  cohes ion  tha t  was
intens i f ied  in  the  dangers  of  war  and would  endure  long
afterwards.  They had finite goals—to perfect  technique as they
fulfil led their combat contracts or to motivate others to do so.

But  perhaps  not  enough of  them,  to  inc lude  the  senior
g e n e r a t i o n ,  r e c o g n i z e d  t h e  t r u e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e i r  w a r t i m e
experience. The explosive expansion in the Army Air Corps
f r o m  2 0 , 1 9 6  p e r s o n n e l  i n  1 9 3 8  t o  t h e  A r m y  A i r  F o r c e s
number ing  2 ,372 ,293  by  June  1944  had  rocke ted  th i s  smal l
cadre of young regular officers into combat unit  leadership
positions.  At that level their  responsibili ty was simply to put
bombs on target  as quickly and as efficiently as possible.
Their  challenges were largely tactical  and operational,  not
strategic.  They were concerned with how best  to execute the
miss ion ,  a s  opposed  to  wha t  miss ion  to  execu te .  As  one
historian puts i t ,  they had “to fashion the machinery of war,
not  to  worry about  i ts  purposes.”4 8 Their  major problems
c o n c e r n e d  a d v e r s e  w e a t h e r ,  b o m b i n g  i n a c c u r a c y ,
maintenance  and supply  problems,  c rew mora le ,  and  enemy
resil ience,  not  strategic issues.

The senior Air Corps generals of World War II were air
strategists.  They had a new technology, a new frontier for
prosecut ing  war ,  and  a  new theory  of  dayl ight  prec is ion
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strategic bombing against  mili tary/economic targets to prove.
Theirs was the realm of strategy and poli t ics,  which proved to
be  more  than  they  could  handle  wi thout  ass i s tance .  And so
their  vis ionary high pr ies t ,  General  Arnold,  hired civi l ian
analysts to help convert nonbelievers to the gospel of strategic
bombing  by  re f in ing  the  t ex t .4 9  In  October  1942  Arnold
authorized the establ ishment  of  operat ions analysis  sect ions
throughout the AAF.50  Their first responsibility was to help
make s t ra tegic  bombing work,  an  accompl ishment  tha t  senior
leaders  fel t  would guarantee service independence af ter  the
war .  Opera t ions  analys ts  he lped to  de termine  enemy bombing
v u l n e r a b i l i t i e s ,  c r i t i c a l  t a r g e t  s y s t e m s ,  b o m b  a n d  f u s e
s e l e c t i o n s ,  b o m b i n g  a n d  g u n n e r y  t e c h n i q u e s ,  a n d  b a t t l e
damage and loss  impl ica t ions ;  they  a lso  provided genera l
miss ion analysis  and s t ra tegic  advice .  Arnold dispatched these
civi l ian missionaries  from his  “Vatican” in Washington to
“prepare to solve problems on the spot  in combat theatres.”51

He a l so  b rought  o ther  c iv i l i ans  in  to  he lp  wi th  mi l i t a ry
analysis,  code breaking, and intelligence.

Realist ically,  the high command could do l i t t le more than to
improvise .  The  Air  War  P lans  Div is ion-1  (AWPD-1)  had
projected that  the ful l  weight  of  the bomber buildup could not
be  exe rc i s ed  un t i l  1944 .  Howeve r ,  i n  1942  the  po l i t i c a l
necessity of doing something quickly, while the Army trained
and the Navy reconsti tuted i tself  from Pearl  Harbor,  produced
a piecemeal implementation of strategic bombing that  yielded
m a r g i n a l  r e s u l t s .  T h i s  u n d e r s i z e d  b e g i n n i n g  h a d  t h e
unfortunate s ide effect  of  ref ining and increasing German
defens ive  measures  and prepara t ions .

Exigencies of  the moment inevitably undermined the air
campaign.  In  la te  1942,  as  US and Bri t ish air  forces  began to
build for the massive strategic onslaught of “Fortress Europe,”
t h e y  w e r e  d i v e r t e d  t o  N o r t h  A f r i c a .  A t  t h e  C a s a b l a n c a
Conference in early 1943, heavy Allied shipping losses and
German air  superiori ty over  the continent  induced poli t ical
leaders  to  change bombing pr ior i t ies  to  submarine  pens  and
the German aircraf t  industry.  In  March of  1944 Gen Dwight
D. “Ike” Eisenhower assumed control of the bomber force to
p r e p a r e  f o r  t h e  A l l i e d  i n v a s i o n  a t  N o r m a n d y .  O n l y  i n
September of 1944 did the Army Air Forces regain full control
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over i ts strategic forces to prosecute the targeting plan in
Europe .

To confound things further ,  airpower proved diff icult  to
assess.  Aerial  reports ,  even photographs,  could be deceptive
and often arrived late.  Certainly,  damage was being done,  but
officials always did not know to what extent.5 2 Because  of  the
lack of criteria and capability to judge the effectiveness of
daylight precision bombing, the strategy of the faithful  became
one of hope. 53  Without being able to agree where to place
emphas i s ,  the  e f fo r t  inc reased  in  s i ze  and  scope  wi th  a
determinat ion that  the  enemy would col lapse  under  the  sheer
weight  of  the assault .  When the enemy refused to buckle
u n d e r ,  a s  h a d  b e e n  p r o p h e s i e d ,  m e a s u r e s  o f  s u c c e s s
de fau l t ed  to  so r t i e s  f lown ,  t onnage  d ropped ,  and  t a rge t s
“hit.”5 4 Strategy was reduced to a targeting exercise,  and the
only recourse was to escalate ,  even to include urban areas.5 5

A related problem arose because i t  was hard to prove how
destruction would bring victory or break the will  of the enemy.
It  also was diff icult  to determine just  how airpower could best
influence surface warfare,  s ince few unbiased progress reports
exis ted.  Convincing judgment  awaited af ter-act ion reports .
And so,  with  few means for  tes t ing ends,  emphasis  turned to
m e a n s .  H e n c e ,  t h e  A A F  c h a n n e l e d  i t s  e n e r g i e s  i n t o  t h e
refinement of technique.5 6

Confusion at  headquarters  meant  confusion in  the f ie ld.
Commanders from squadron to wing level  mistook means for
ends,  tact ics for strategy,  and the lat ter  for  sort ies,  tonnage,
and simple targeting. 5 7 In  June 1945,  when General  Arnold
asked Maj  Gen Curt is  E.  LeMay when the  war  against  Japan
would end, LeMay, soon-to-be commander of Twentieth Air
Force, replied that he’d “been so busy fighting it I haven’t
figured out a date. .  .  .  Give me thirty minutes, and I will give
you a date.” Then LeMay got with his staff and reviewed the
targets  yet  to be hi t .  They est imated that  by 1 September (or  1
October—accounts vary),  those targets would have been hit ,
and “if  there is  no industry left  up there,  there can’t  be much
war left going on.”58

I n  s u m ,  W o r l d  W a r  I I  h a d  a  p r o f o u n d  e f f e c t  o n  t h e
operationally oriented World War II generation. The high price
of admission granted them eli t ism; the high cost  of at tr i t ion
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created  an  unbreakable  cohes ion.  The la t ter  cas t  an  emot ional
veneer ,  as  most  in tense combat  tends to ,  over  their  forming
att i tudes on technology,  leadership,  airpower,  and warfare. 59

T h e  W o r l d  W a r  I I  g e n e r a t i o n  h a d  e m p l o y e d  t r u s t w o r t h y
machines in  increasing numbers  and,  they perceived,  with
increasing effectiveness. Even at their level, they believed their
s ing le -minded  perseverance  towards  to ta l  v ic tory  was  an
e s s e n t i a l  i n g r e d i e n t  i n  t h e  t r i u m p h .  T h e  W o r l d  W a r  I I
generation valued experience over education and discipline
over critical analysis.  They were doers, not thinkers—though
many thought  their  operat ional  experience created suff icient
s t rategic  background.60  They were proud of  their  independent
c o n t r i b u t i o n ,  a  r o l e  t h e y  f e l t  w a s  w o r t h y  o f  s e r v i c e
independence .

Both World War II  generations were too consumed with the
activity of war to comprehend their contribution to victory.
They had to wait  unti l  the war ended, and the postwar analy s t s
began to understand the extent  of  their  contr ibut ions.  Yet
s e n i o r  l e a d e r s  i n  t h e  A A F ,  w h o  w e r e  e x p o s e d  t o  t h e
frustrations of subordination to the Army longer,  had been
actively preparing for service independence since at  least  late
1943 . 61  Army Air  Forces commanders were planning to use
the f indings of  the highly acclaimed and impart ia l United
S ta tes  S t ra teg ic  Bombing  Survey  t o  j u s t i f y  t h e i r  p r e w a r
doctr inal  proclamat ions  and to  assure  independence,  even
before results were complete.6 2 If results weren’t favorable,
some air  off icers were prepared to debate and refute them.63

Senior  leaders  of  the  AAF remained convinced tha t  only
“independent  airmen” could plan and employ airpower to i ts
full  potential,  and they had earned that right in World War II.
Since they viewed their  independent employment of strategic
bombing as  a  potent ial  means of  victory i tself ,  a  concept
wedded to service autonomy, natural ly they held great  interest
in the resul ts  of  the bombing survey.

The United States Strategic Bombing Survey  reinforced the
p reconce ived  no t ions  he ld  by  mos t  r eade r s .  To  s t r a t eg ic
bombing enthusiasts ,  ample evidence indicated “All ied air
power” in Western Europe was decisive in and of itself,  a n d
the survey implied the same in its summary of the Pacific. It
s u r m i s e d  t h a t  s t r a t e g i c  b o m b i n g  w o u l d  h a v e  h a l t e d
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Germany’s  armament  product ion by May 1945 and resul ted in
the collapse of resistance a few months later.  Similarly, i t
s u g g e s t e d  t h a t  b y  t h e  e n d  o f  1 9 4 5 ,  J a p a n  w o u l d  h a v e
surrendered without  a tomic bombs,  Russian intervent ion,  or
land invasion.6 4  The bombing survey suggested that  “even a
first-class mili tary power—rugged and resi l ient  as Germany
was—cannot live long under full-scale and free exploitation of
air weapons over the heart of its territory.”6 5 The  summary
report  for  the Pacif ic  s ta ted the same was t rue for  Japan,  and
it  went on to say that “for the future it  is important to fully
grasp the fact  that  enemy planes enjoying control  of  the sky
over one’s  head can be as  disastrous to one’s  country as  i ts
occupation by physical invasion.”6 6 Satisfied with the survey’s
assessment and confident in the efficacy of strategic bombing,
bomber  commander  l i eu tenant  genera l  James  H.  “J immy”
Doolittle reflected the Army Air Forces’ view when he stated in
l a t e  1945  t ha t  “ the  Navy  had  t he  t r anspo r t  t o  make  t he
invasion of  Japan possible;  the  Ground Forces  had the power
to  make i t  successful ;  and the  B-29 made i t  unnecessary .”6 7

T h o u g h  r e s u l t s  o f  t h e Uni ted States  Strategic  Bombing
Survey  sat isfied the dominant bomber pilots of the World War
I I  g e n e r a t i o n ,  a s  w e l l  a s  t h o s e  w h o  h a d  f o u g h t  f o r  a i r
s u p r e m a c y ,  o t h e r  a i r m e n  h a d  a  d i f f e r e n t  p e r s p e c t i v e . 68

Interestingly,  there was no “tactical  bombing survey” nor was
t h e r e  a  c o m p r e h e n s i v e  a n a l y s i s  o f  h o w  a l l  e l e m e n t s  o f
airpower interacted to achieve victory. The vagueness of the
strategic bombing survey lef t  many uncommitted observers
unconvinced of the decisiveness of strategic bombing. To them
the survey’s “Allied air  power” was more than “American
strategic bombing,” decisive r emained  undef ined ,  and  Japan
did not  necessari ly mean Germany. 69  World War II generation
fighter  generals  who spent  most  of  their  ear ly years  in  support
of  armies and All ies  through interdict ion and close air  support
were more inclined to think of airpower as a decisive element
complementary to  land power.

The bombing survey meant  something else to  many people
outside the AAF. Historian Walter Millis argues that tactical
av ia t ion  was  mos t  s ign i f ican t ,70  a s  does  c iv i l i an  theor i s t
Bernard Brodie.71  Genera l  Eisenhower ,  supreme commander
of the Allied forces, acknowledged that the ability of tactical
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a i r p o w e r  “ t o  i n t e r v e n e  i n  t h e  l a n d  b a t t l e ”  e n a b l e d  t h e
successful  invasion at  Normandy;  without  i t ,  the invasion
would have been “criminal.”72

In this  lat ter  instance tact ical  airpower made i ts  greatest ,
though most  indirect ,  contr ibution to service independence.
The fighter pilots—who had driven the enemy fighter-bombers
away and  had  then  s t ra fed ,  bombed,  and  scouted  in  c lose
coordination with the advancing American armies—had won
the  admira t ion and respect  of  the  ground forces .  I f  these
a i rmen  wanted  se rv ice  independence ,  the  t rus t ing  g round
force commanders were more inclined to oblige. In fact, in
January 1946 Eisenhower  made Gen Carl  A.  Spaatz ,  former
bomber commander and the first  chief of staff of the Air Force,
p romise  to  sus ta in  a  s t rong  t ac t i ca l  a i r  capab i l i ty  be fore
Eisenhower would agree to service independence. 73

In the immediate aftermath of the war,  top AAF leaders were
care fu l  to  acknowledge  publ ic ly  tha t  v ic tory  had  been  a
“triphibious” effort,  a victory of combined arms.7 4 B u t  t h e
loaded quest ion they posed to  governmental  leaders  and to  the
publ ic  was ,  “What  sor t  of  force  s t ructure  i s  bes t  for  the
future?”
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Chapter  2

Marketing A Vision
(1 9 4 5 – 5 3 )

The basic planning, development, organization, and training
of the Air Force must be well  rounded, covering every
modern means of waging war. .  .  .  The Air Force doctrine
l i k e w i s e  m u s t  b e  f l e x i b l e  a t  a l l  t i m e s  a n d  e n t i r e l y
uninhibited by tradition.

—Gen Henry H. “Hap” Arnold

The theory of strategic deterrence that formed the heart of
subsequen t  A i r  Force  s t ra t eg ic  doc t r ine  coa le sced  in
1945–1946 and was wel l  developed by early  1947,  far  in
advance of the war plans, aircraft ,  or supply of atomic
weapons to implement such a concept .

—Air Force historian John T. Greenwood

Contex tua l  fac to rs  a f te r  Wor ld  War  I I  would  in f luence
strongly how the government  and publ ic  responded to  the
airmen’s offer to provide future security. Perceptions of the
threat  to  nat ional  secur i ty  and economic concerns  dominated
the  deba te .  P res iden t  Har ry  S .  Truman ,  a  fo rmer  Sena te
Appropriat ions Committee member,  was determined to control
inf la t ion and put  the  Uni ted Sta tes  back on a  sound economic
footing.  He fel t  a  strong economy would enhance national
secur i ty  th rough  mi l i t a ry  and  economic  a id  p rograms  in
support  of  the  Marshal l  Plan,  the  Truman Doctr ine ,  and his
Fair Deal.  Secretary of State George C. Marshall and George
K e n n a n  o f  t h e  S t a t e  D e p a r t m e n t  P o l i c y  P l a n n i n g  S t a f f
inf luenced Truman’s  assessment  tha t  the  Sovie ts  were  in  no
condit ion at  that  t ime to chal lenge the United States  and i ts
a t o m i c  a r s e n a l .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  T r u m a n  r e d u c e d  d e f e n s e
spending from 40 percent  of  the gross national  product  in
1944 to  4  percent  by 1948.1

Across the river,  in the newly built  Pentagon, the services
expressed concern  about  how they were  to  measure  up to
newfound “superpower” obligations.  Budget cuts and rapid
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postwar  demobi l iza t ion created chaos  wi thin  the  mi l i tary .
Under pressure to integrate,  economize, and demobilize within
shrunken budgets ,  the  services  scrambled for  bureaucrat ic
survival  and a  role  in  the postwar defense establ ishment .  For
the Army Air Forces,  the new environment compelled a unity
of voice and purpose. It  would strive first  for independence
and second for  preeminence,  with airpower as the foundation
of national security. 2

On the heels of  the United States Strategic Bombing Survey
r e s u l t s ,  A r m y  A i r  F o r c e s  l e a d e r s  a r g u e d  t h a t  s t r a t e g i c
bombing was the most economical,  cost-effective,  and sensible
way to provide securi ty to a war-weary nation and i ts  weak,
distant all ies.  The availabili ty of very long range bombers
(including the newly developed B-36) and atomic weapons
rekindled public faith in the efficacy of strategic bombing.3

Even Bernard Brodie eventually would attest  to the revival of
Giulio Douhet’s theories.4  In the eyes of many in the Army Air
Forces,  a  sufficient  number of  atomic bombs would return
decisiveness to war. An expert on the period noted the followin g:

The air  leaders  s t ressed the preeminence of  a i r  power as  the pr imary
rat ionale for  independence.  The advent  of  the atomic weapon and the
achievements of air  power during the war meant that  [ importance] of
the ground and naval  forces had diminished.  The Air  Force was now
the “first line of defense.” The oceans no longer insulated America
from the rude shocks of  war.  .  .  .  Now even a few bombers penetrat ing
enemy te r r i to ry  could  leave  t remendous  des t ruc t ion .  I t  cou ld  be
argued tha t  the  a tomic  bomb had resurrec ted  Giul io  Douhet .  War  had
become total. There would no longer be sufficient time to mobilize.5

The external unity of voice and purpose the Army Air Forces
c o n v e y e d  d u r i n g  t h e  c r i t i c a l  s t r u g g l e  f o r  p o s t w a r  r o l e s
reflected the preeminence of service independence within the
Army Air Forces. As one analyst pointed out, “All energies
w e r e  f o c u s e d  o n  t h i s  f i g h t  f o r  a u t o n o m y ,  a n d  f i g h t e r
doctr ine—which challenged the omnipotence of  bombers—was
suppressed in favor of proving the decisive role of bombers.”6

It  fostered,  as bureaucratic analyst  Phil ip Selznick recalled,  an
excessive value on strategic versus tactical forces “particularly
in an early period of intense struggle for an assured status.  An
emphasis  on s t ra tegic  competence .  .  .  i s  congenial  in  the
struggle for autonomy and prestige.”7  I t  was  not  unusual  for
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the inst i tut ion to focus where i ts  contr ibut ion might  be most
relevant  and exclusive.  The budget  cuts  compelled even more
unanimity in support  of  autonomy by way of the strategic
mission.  By October  1945 General  Spaatz succinct ly s tated,
“We have only one real  defense:  a  planned and ready air
offensive.”8

The implosion of postwar demobilization and reorganization
distorted planning and hindered doctr inal  review. From a peak
of 2.4 million personnel in March 1944, AAF fell to 300,000 by
May 1947. Bewildering challenges from new technologies of jet
engines,  atomic weapons,  long-range ball ist ic rockets,  and air
refuel ing paled in  comparison to  mounting world cr ises—
c o m m u n i s t  a d v a n c e s  i n  e a s t  E u r o p e ;  t h r e a t s  t o  G r e e c e ,
Turkey, and Iran; the fall of Czechoslovakia and eventually
China;  the  Ber l in  blockade;  and the  Soviet  a tomic bomb.
Postwar base closures ,  celebrat ions,  a i r  shows,  and s tate  fairs
further distracted the AAF and later the Air Force. 9 In  this
climate,  officials  neglected doctrinal  review, including real
p r o b l e m s  o f  b o m b i n g  a c c u r a c y ,  t a r g e t i n g ,  e f f e c t i v e
in t e rd i c t ion ,  communica t ions ,  and  in t eg ra t ed  ana lyses  o f
tact ical  and strategic airpower.  Junior f ighter  cohort  general
Will iam W. Momyer recalled,  “Our preoccupation with the
strategic  concept  of  war  did more [ than anything else]  to
frustrate  any thinking on the employment  of  other  aspects .”10

According to ret ired f ighter  major general  Perry McCoy
Smith‘s  ana lys i s ,  “Bombardment  and  au tonomy were  na tura l
partners,  but  f ighters were anti thet ical  to both.”1 1 To suppor t
a f ighter-oriented doctrine was to point  out weaknesses in
s t ra tegic  bombing and hur t  the  case  for  autonomy.  Appeased
by the role of long-range escort ,  most of the fighter community
wi l l i ng ly  conceded  doc t r ina l  p reeminence  to  t he  bomber
enthusias ts  in  the  interes ts  of  autonomy.  The achievement  of
autonomy,  however ,  came too la te  to  arrest  the t rend towards
strategic tunnel  vision and dogmatic doctr ine.  The postwar
doctr ine differed from prewar doctr ine in l i t t le  more than
incorporation of long-range escorts.1 2

In the first  major postwar reorganization of the AAF in
March 1946, the Army chief of staff ,  General Eisenhower,
s u p p o r t e d  a n  i n d e p e n d e n t  A i r  F o r c e  c o n t i n g e n t  u p o n  a
capable Tactical Air Command (TAC). This ensured TAC’s
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exis tence as  an independent  command and a  haven for  f ighter
and transport  pilots.  However,  TAC’s commander was Elwood
R.  “Pe t e”  Quesada ,  a  f i gh t e r  commande r  w i th  ex t ens ive
combat  exper ience  in  the  European theater  but  only  a  major
general .  The Strategic Air Command (SAC), also known as the
bomber  command,  was  commanded by George  C.  Kenney,  a
four-s tar  general  wi th  extensive  combat  exper ience in  the
Pacific theater. In addition, only one of the eight Army Air
Forces generals  with three or more stars was a true f ighter
general.  One observer noted how officials placed the fighter
generals into “mili tary Siberias far from where the press or
Congress  could  hear  the  ques t ions  they ra ised .”1 3

The Army Air Forces’ proposal for a postwar force structure
was a strategic-oriented, 70-group force-in-being. On the eve
of  independence ,  the  Air  Force  was  c lear ly  commit ted  to
autonomy by way of strategic bombing in i ts  rank and force
s t ructure ,  organiza t ion  and planning,  and doct r ine .  Genera l
Spaatz gave priority to “the backbone of our Air Force—the
long-range bomber  groups  and thei r  protect ive  long-range
fighter groups organized in our Strategic Air Force.”14

In  t he  immed ia t e  pos twar  yea r s ,  t he  Army  Ai r  Fo rces
a t t e m p t e d  t o  k e e p  i t s  “ u n i t y  o f  v o i c e ”  m e a s u r e d  a n d
res t r a ined .  Too  much  ac r imony  would  a l i ena te  the  o the r
services; too much restraint would sacrifice the visibility their
hard-fought  cause needed for  recognit ion and independence.
But  the  fo rmer  was  more  na tu ra l  fo r  the  aggress ive  and
c o n f i d e n t  a i r  v e t e r a n s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  d o m i n a n t  b o m b e r
advocates.  Arnold wrote to Spaatz less than two weeks after
the f irst  atomic bombing at  Hiroshima. He expressed concern
regarding how distract ions from strategic bombing clouded
public opinion as to strategic airpower’s true decisiveness:

We were never able to launch the full power of our bombing attack. . . .
The  power  o f  those  a t t acks  would  ce r t a in ly  have  conv inced  any
doubting Thomases as to the capabili t ies of a modern Air Force.  I  am
afraid that from now on there will  be certain people who will  forget the
part  we played.15

I t  didn’t  take long for  the air  enthusiasts  to respond.  Then a
reservist ,  bomber general James H. “Jimmy” Doolit t le stated
publicly that airpower would l imit  the future wartime role of
the Navy to ferrying supplies and would use the Army only to
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occupy the  homeland of  an  enemy i t  a l ready had crushed.16

General Kenney agreed with Doolit t le that aircraft  carriers
were obsolete and that  al l  airpower should fall  under the Air
Force. 17  Army Undersecretary for Air W. Stuart Symington
commented in December 1946: “To ever relegate strategic air
again to  a  secondary posi t ion under  the Army would be to
e n s u r e  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  a d e q u a t e  n a t i o n a l  d e f e n s e . ”  T h i s
conclusion was evident ,  he said,  to  “anyone who has no axe to
grind.”1 8 Though a  few bursts  of  arrogance escaped,  the  Army
Air Forces was careful  to restrain i ts  active duty members
from provocative remarks.  The more daring remarks were left
to civilian friends and retired or reserve officers of the Army
Air Corps.1 9

W i t h  A r m y  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  b a c k i n g ,  t h e  A A F  b e c a m e  a
separate service in September 1947. This reorganization left
generals  experienced in managing bombers in command of  al l
o p e r a t i o n a l  c o m m a n d s  s a v e  T A C .  S y m i n g t o n ,  t h e  n e w
s e c r e t a r y  o f  t h e  D e p a r t m e n t  o f  t h e  A i r  F o r c e ,  a n d  h i s
self-avowed “tight-knit group of activists” and “revolutionaries”
were not  sat isf ied with administrat ive independence.  At the
first  annual convention of the Air Force Association on 15
September  1947,  he made the fol lowing s ta tement :

No Air Force can be created by legislative action alone. All the National
Securi ty Act of  1947 has done is  to give us the green l ight .  I t  must  be
cons idered  an  oppor tun i ty  and  no t  an  accompl i shment .  .  .  .  We
certa inly cannot  res t  on our  laurels .2 0

Symington went  on to admit  his  determination to get  “as
much of the pie as I  could for the Air Force” and his activist
group was also “determined.  I t  was a  hard f ight  and i t  was a
good fight. We survived.”2 1 The National Security Act did not
c o n f e r  i n s t a n t  p a r i t y  o n  t h e  A i r  F o r c e ;  i t  w o u l d  n o t  b e
se l f - suppor t ing  for  another  two years  and  more  than  two
hundred  agreements  la te r .

Sho r t l y  a f t e r  i ndependence ,  t he  p re s iden t ’ s  A i r  Po l i cy
Commission,  charged to invest igate the integrat ion of  nat ional
aviation policies,  recommended the United States needed “an
adequa te  Navy  and  Ground  Force  .  .  .  bu t  [ the  mi l i t a ry
es tab l i shment ]  must  be  bui l t  a round the  a i r  a rm.  .  .  .  Our
mil i tary securi ty must  be based on air  power.”22  Three months
l a t e r ,  a  c o n g r e s s i o n a l  i n v e s t i g a t i v e  t e a m ,  t h e  J o i n t

MARKETING A VISION

31



Congressional Aviation Policy Board, also endorsed the air
offensive strategic striking force. 23

Entering bit ter  budget  batt les with the growing confidence
of  heading an independent  service,  Symington and the air
advocates  grew increasingly outspoken and radical .  On 10
January 1948 Symington told a New York audience, “We feel,
with deep conviction, that  the destiny of the United States
rests  on the continued development of  our  Air  Force.  The
quest ion of  whether  we shal l  have adequate  American air
power may be,  in short ,  the question of survival .”24  Many in
t h e  o t h e r  s e r v i c e s  f a v o r e d  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  “ b a l a n c e d  f o r c e
concept” which divided the defense budget more equitably
a m o n g  t h e  s e r v i c e s .  S i x  m o n t h s  l a t e r  S y m i n g t o n ,  i n  a
“gloves-off” talk in Los Angeles, criticized the balanced force
concept of American defense and those “axe-grinders dedicated
to obsolete methods” of warfare who contended that Air Force
appropriations might unbalance the three armed services.2 5 O n e
month later General Kenney (SAC) made the following cla i m :

The Air Force that  is  superior in i ts  capabili ty of destruction plays the
dominant role and has the power of decision. The inferior air  force has
no role.  Before it  can be built  up the war will  be over.  The advantage
accru ing  to  the  aggressor  who makes  such  a  surpr i se  a t tack  has
become so great  that  i t  can almost be considered decisive.26

The new Air Force’s professional journal, the Air University
Quarterly Review ,  began cata loguing a  f lurry  of  conf ident
assertions.  Alexander de Seversky, a Russian émigré,  aircraft
manufacturer ,  engineer ,  author ,  and a i r  enthus ias t ,  c la imed
airpower alone could have won World War II: “We could have
bombed them to a pulp destroying the last  vestige of their
industrial  civilization and leaving them to dig out of the debris
for the next two or three generations.”2 7 Lt Col Joseph L.
D i c k m a n  c l a i m e d  t h e  a t o m i c  b o m b  v a l i d a t e d  D o u h e t ’ s
theories,  and in a pinch,  tactical  aviat ion should be sacrif iced
for the development of strategic aviation.2 8 Lt Col Frank R.
Pancake argued for a “Pax Americana” by way of strategic
airpower ,  and Lt  Col  John P.  Healey bel ieved the  proper
deterrent  use of  atomic weapons was suff icient  to meet  our
expanding foreign policy aims.2 9

Outside observers noted an increase in “romantic” views of
the new Air Force. One observer wrote the following:
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A i r  p o w e r  r o m a n t i c i s m  w a s  a  n a t u r a l  s u c c e s s o r  t o  t h e  n a v a l
romanticism which had sprung up a  half-century or  so ear l ier ;  i ts
advocates were in the direct  l ine of  the Mahanist  proponents  of  the
beginning of the f irst  decade of the century.  A preponderant Strategic
Air Command—like the Great  White Fleet—appeared a device for
performing as a world power without getting too deeply enmeshed in
the complex, dangerous, interior affairs of Eurasia.3 0

T h o s e  a d v o c a t i n g  t h e  e x p a n s i o n  o f  a i r p o w e r  a n d  i t s
potential,  especially with atomic weapons, found a receptive
Congress  and public .  America was not  comfortable making
great economic sacrifices in peacetime, and universal  mili tary
training (Truman and Marshall’s preference) was intrinsically
unpopular ,  especial ly in the shadow of a  great  war with i ts
substant ia l  human and mater ia l  cos ts .  Rel iance  on a i rpower
fit  the nation’s industrial,  technological,  and progressive style;
a  long- range  s t ra teg ic  s t r ik ing  force  appea led  to  res idua l
isolationist sentiments as well. 3 1 Like the Great White Fleet, a
strategic air force would be an emblem of a great power, would
deter war, and would be used effectively as a diplomatic tool.
T h o u g h  c o m p r e h e n d e d  b y  f e w  a t  t h e  t i m e ,  t h e  e n d l e s s
capabi l i t i es  of  the  Ai r  Force  were  based  on  i t s  endur ing
doctrinal trinity of globalism, indivisibility,  a n d  decisiveness .

Globalism was predicated on the central ized management of
airpower. From early in World War II, General Arnold labored
to central ize airpower.  In November 1942 he explained his
concept  in  a  le t ter  to  General  Spaatz ,  then commander  of  the
Eighth Air Force in England:

Air  opera t ions  in  Europe must  be  control led  and planned by one man.
.  .  .  Unless we are careful,  we will  find our air effort  in Europe
dispersed the same way we are  now dispersed al l  around the world.
We will  f ind as many different bases of operations operating under as
many d i f fe ren t  commanders  as  there  a re  land  commanders .  This  mus t
be prevented. We should take advantage of the ring of air  bases with
which  we are  sur rounding  Germany so  as  to  secure  maximum s t r ik ing
power .  This ,  of  course ,  takes  in to  cons idera t ion  the  ques t ion  of
weather ,  the  ques t ion of  locat ion of  targets ,  and the  ques t ion of
priority of targets.  Quite obviously, with one man in command of all
the  a i r ,  he  can  move  the  mass  of  h i s  a i r  where  i t  wi l l  be  most
effectively employed and use the rest  of i t  to support the ground
a r m .3 2

After disastrous results  with parceling out  tact ical  airpower
early in the North African campaign, the Army Air Corps
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secured approval  for  central ized control  of  theater  tact ical
airpower under the new field service regulation Field Manual
(FM) 100-20, Command and Employment of  Air  Power,  on 21
Ju ly  1943 . 3 3 Six months later ,  at  the Sextant  Conference in
Cairo,  Arnold was able  to  establ ish Spaatz  as  commander  of
U n i t e d  S t a t e s  S t r a t e g i c  A i r  F o r c e s  i n  E u r o p e  ( U S S T A F )
d i r ec t i ng  bo th  t he  E igh th  A i r  Fo rce  i n  Eng l and  and  t he
Fifteenth Air Force in the Mediterranean.34

Nevertheless,  the centralization of regional airpower had to
take a  fur ther  s tep to  become global .  Arnold turned to  the
Twentieth Air Force in the Pacific to develop and conceptually
validate the roots of globalism.3 5  The strategic bombers of the
Twentieth Air  Force became in Arnold’s  words,  a  “global
weapon the organizat ional  and operat ional  concept  of  which is
unique among the  Armed Forces  of  the  Uni ted States”  in  that
it  answered only to the joint chiefs (with Arnold as executor)
and cut  across  thea ters  and t radi t ional  chains  of  command.36

T o  m a n y ,  A r n o l d ’ s  “ g l o b a l ”  e x p e r i m e n t  o f  t h e  h i g h l y
c e n t r a l i z e d  a n d  t i g h t l y  s u p e r v i s e d  T w e n t i e t h  A i r  F o r c e
de fea t ed  Japan  th rough  s t r a t eg ic  bombing .  Wi th  a tomic -
capable  in te rcont inenta l  bombers  on  the  hor izon ,  the  Air
Force could patrol the globe at the pleasure of the joint chiefs
and independent of the Army or Navy. The Army Air Forces’
posit ion became national  defense policy on 12 December 1946
with the publication of Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) 1259/27. It
stated that “the ‘air atomic’ strategic air force should only
come under  the orders  of  the JCS because of  the overr iding
importance of  i ts  s trategic mission to nat ional  securi ty.”37

A f t e r  t h e  w a r ,  G e n e r a l  S p a a t z ,  w h o  h a d  w i t n e s s e d  t h e
activities of the Twentieth Air Force, routinely emphasized the
global striking force capable of “launching . .  .  heavy blows
f rom any  po in t  on  the  g lobe  aga ins t  any  o the r  po in t . ”38

Strategic Air Command was to become the agent of American
global striking power and the nation’s first l ine of defense. 39

The young Air Force took this calling seriously and invested
h e a v i l y  i n  b u i l d i n g  a  b o m b e r  f o r c e  c a p a b l e  o f  s t r i k i n g
anywhere in the world at any time with overwhelming force on
a moment’s notice.40

T h e o r e t i c a l l y ,  i n d i v i s i b i l i t y  r e f e r r e d  t o  a i r p o w e r ’ s
employment  as  a  s ingle  ent i ty ,  something to  be  managed
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f lexibly by airmen across the strategic and tactical  spectrum
to accomplish the mission.  In the 1943 FM 100-20,  versat i l i ty
of air forces was policy: “The aim of the strategic air force is
the defeat of the enemy nation”; these forces could “be joined
with the  tact ical  a i r  force and ass igned tact ical  a i r  force
missions” when the “action is vital and decisive.”41  Strategic
forces,  indeed,  had performed many tactical  missions in World
War II ,  notably in Italy and at  Normandy. Air Forces thus were
responsive,  f lexible,  effective,  and indivisible—if centrally
controlled by “independent airmen.”

F i n a l l y ,  A i r  F o r c e  e n t h u s i a s t s  p r o f e s s e d  a  decisive
capab i l i ty .  The  bombing  su rvey  gave  be l i eve rs  su f f i c i en t
e v i d e n c e  t h a t ,  h a d  a i r p o w e r  b e e n  m a s s e d  a n d  a p p l i e d
re len t less ly  by  a i rmen aga ins t  appropr ia te  indus t r ia l  v i ta l
centers without recurring tact ical  and peripheral  diversions,
airpower would have shortened the war and won i t  with fewer
American casualt ies.  Airpower clearly would have been the
decisive arm; at  least  no one would have been able to prove
otherwise. Now, given the experience of World War II, the
advocates of airpower could employ better technologies and
additional destructive weapons more effectively to render a
quick decision with less cost to America. This decisiveness,
brought  about  by massive destruct ion of  enemy vi tal  centers ,
f a v o r e d  u s i n g  e x t r e m e  m e a n s  i n  w a r  t o  g a i n  a  d e c i s i v e
end—“no substitute for total victory”—a condition that t imes
and circumstances would chal lenge.

The air arm’s unity of voice, vision, and faith convinced
those who wanted to believe i t ,  or  who thought i t  could be
achieved soon. But,  in reali ty,  the rhetoric exceeded the reach
of airpower.4 2 SAC was  fa r  f rom g loba l ,  w i th  s ign i f i can t
s h o r t f a l l s  i n  b o m b e r  r a n g e ,  a t o m i c  w e a p o n s ,  a n d  g l o b a l
c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  s y s t e m s .43  Indiv is ib i l i ty  ex is ted  only  on
paper,  as SAC would become increasingly il l  equipped for
conventional operations and TAC was rapidly disintegrating,
with li t t le cooperation between the two. And decisiveness was
d i f f i cu l t  w i th  such  sma l l  number s  o f  p l anes  and  a tomic
bombs,  not  to mention poorly trained crews.  As before the
war, airpower advocates oversold service capabilities. Even
though they had achieved service independence,  the fervor of
their  radical  beliefs demanded service preeminence.  As one

MARKETING A VISION

35



analyst  remarked, “Ideology .  .  .  remained more extreme than
interests  required.  .  .  .  The Air  Force overemphasized the
efficacy of airpower in the quest for service independence, and
this radicalism outl ived the incentives that  spawned i t .”4 4 The
r o m a n t i c s  a s s u m e d  t h e  o m n i p o t e n c e  o f  a i r p o w e r ,  a n d
competi t ion for  small  defense budgets  promoted extremism.
Perhaps  unwit t ingly ,  the  Air  Force  entrenched i t se l f  in  a
n a r r o w  a n d  i n c r e a s i n g l y  d o g m a t i c  d o c t r i n e — s t r a t e g i c
bombing.

Technology funct ioned both as  an inst igator  and a messiah
to the air  advocate.  Married to machines,  the World War II
genera t ion  genera ls  unders tood how numbers  and technology
altered the calculus of batt le.  If  numbers were unaffordable,
then, preferably bigger, higher-flying, faster and longer-range
strategic bombers would make up the difference.  In short ,  an
inst i tut ional  technological  zeal  would make doctrinal  dreams
seem real .4 5 This goal would remain the Air Force’s primary
solution to doctrinal shortfalls.

To inst i tut ionalize this  chronic craving for technologies,
General Arnold had appointed Dr. Theodore von Kármán in
the fall  of 1942 as head of a new scientif ic advisory group and
had in 1944 directed him to look into the technological  future
to guide Air Force programs for the next 10 to 20 years. After
a  year ’ s  s tudy ,  the  g roup  produced  in  December  1945  a
33-volume report  enti t led Toward New Horizons .  I t  concluded
that  a tomic-equipped t ransoceanic  rockets  were possible  and
that  weapons  des t ruct iveness  would  increase ,  as  would  the
s p e e d  a n d  r a n g e  o f  a i r c r a f t .  I n  t h e  s h o r t  t e r m ,  m a n n e d
bombers would be the most  decisive instruments  of  warfare.
Kármán’s new horizons held promise,  but  budget  l imitat ions
forced the abandonment  of  many of  these s t ra tegic  programs
and held implicat ions for  tact ical  and transport  aviat ion.  Most
m o n e y  w e n t  “ t o  s u p p o r t  t h e  [ s t r a t e g i c ]  A i r  F o r c e  i n
being.”4 6Additionally, the allocation of funds to the bomber
advocates  b iased fu ture  research and development  programs
away from other promising fields. Maj Gen Donald L. Putt,
director of Air Force Research and Development,  complained
in  1949:

There are those in high posit ions in the Air Force today who hold that
r e s e a r c h  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t  m u s t  b e  k e p t  u n d e r  r i g i d  c o n t r o l  b y
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“ r e q u i r e m e n t s ”  a n d  “ m i l i t a r y  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ”  p r o m u l g a t e d  b y
operat ional  personnel  who can only look into the past  and ask for
bigger and better weapons of World War II vintage. .  .  .  They have not
y e t  e s t a b l i s h e d  t h a t  p a r t n e r s h i p  b e t w e e n  t h e  s t r a t e g i s t  a n d  t h e
scient is t  which is  mandatory to  insure  that  super ior  s t ra tegy and
technology which is  essent ial  to  future success against  our  potent ial
enemies .47

As a result ,  the Air  Force funneled most  of  i ts  research and
development funds towards making bigger airplanes fly faster,
higher ,  and far ther  at  a  t ime many in the Army and a few in
the Air Force were calling for alternative technologies as well
as smaller airplanes that f lew slower,  lower,  and closer.48

The la t ter  concern  became most  publ ic ly  apparent  when the
N a v y ,  c o n c e r n e d  a b o u t  i t s  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  f u t u r e  a n d  t h e
soundness  of  s t ra tegic  bombing as  America’s  f i rs t  l ine  of
defense,  drew Congress into the debate through the “B-36
investigation,” held between May and October 1949. Bitter
over  the  cance l l a t ion  o f  i t s  superca r r i e r  by  the  Truman
adminis t ra t ion and chal lenged by the new Air  Force in  the
Navy’s traditional role as America’s first line of defense, the
Navy publicly criticized the preeminence of the Air Force’s
d o c t r i n e  o f  s t r a t e g i c  b o m b i n g  a n d  s p e c i f i c a l l y  i t s  n e w
c e n t e r p i e c e — t h e  B - 3 6  i n t e r c o n t i n e n t a l  b o m b e r .  W h i l e
promoting i ts  own capabil i t ies ,  the sea service quest ioned the
B-36’ s  capab i l i t i e s ,  t he  e f f i cacy  and  mora l i t y  o f  a tomic
strategic bombing, and Air Force neglect of tactical aviation.
T h o u g h  t h e y  h a d  m a n y  g o o d  p o i n t s ,  N a v y  s p o k e s m e n
s e r i o u s l y  u n d e r m i n e d  t h e i r  o w n  p o s i t i o n  b y  t h e i r  o w n
m e t h o d s ,  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s ,  a n d  i n d i s c r i m i n a t e  a l l e g a t i o n s .
F a b r i c a t i n g  r e p o r t s ,  p e r s o n a l i z i n g  a t t a c k s ,  a n d  d a m n i n g
atomic bombing—while claiming to be better able to do it—did
little for their cause. The politically adept new Air Force chief
of staff ,  Hoyt S.  Vandenberg,  calmly refuted the assaults by
citing Air Force efforts to support existing JCS war plans.49  He
provided assurances that  the indivisibi l i ty  of  airpower and the
versati l i ty of aircraft  would enable adequate support  of armies.
Je t s  and  bombers ,  Vandenberg  a rgued ,  could  meet  the  needs
of the Army. 50  In the hearings,  the Army backed Air  Force
efforts to attend to Army needs of air  support .51

These often acrimonious hearings convinced the Air Force
even  more  so  tha t  i t  had  a  pub l ic  manda te  fo r  s t ra teg ic
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bombing.  The tone of  the debate  embarrassed Secretary of
Defense  Louis  Johnson and resul ted in  the  promulgat ion of
h i s  C o n s o l i d a t i o n  D i r e c t i v e  1 ,  w h i c h  s t a t e d  t h a t  a l l
information emanating from the Pentagon would be reviewed
by censors not only for security but for policy and propriety. 52

Concern over interception of its bomber fleet by fighters, a
point raised in the hearings,  influenced the Air Force decision
to develop and procure the big,  high,  fast ,  and long-range
B-52. The B-36 hearings ultimately compelled the Air Force to
g i v e  e v e n  g r e a t e r  i m p e t u s  t o  s t r e n g t h e n i n g  i t s  s t r a t e g i c
capabili t ies at  the expense of those tactical  capabili t ies.

But  th i s  deve lopment  was  no t  new to  the  Tac t ica l  Ai r
Command. Chaotic demobilization in the postwar Air Force
w a s  m a g n i f i e d  i n  T A C .  N u m e r o u s  a i r c r a f t  f e r r y i n g
requi rements ,  end less  a i r  shows  (159  in  1946  a lone) ,  an
inabil i ty to retain maintenance technicians,  excessive tact ical
air l if t  requests ,  an increasing demand for escort  f ighters and
in terceptors ,  cha l lenges  of  je t ,  radar ,  and  communica t ion
technologies—all served to complicate TAC’s nearly stillborn
establ ishment  in  1946;  i t  was  a  command without  suff ic ient
m o n e y  o r  p r i o r i t y  t o  m e e t  i t s  d e m a n d s .53  The TAC
commander ,  Genera l  Quesada ,  was  wel l  r espec ted  by  the
Army, which his IX Tactical  Air  Command had supported well
in  the  European war .  As a  symbol ic  commitment  to  them,
Quesada moved TAC headquarters to Langley Field, Virginia,
to be close to Army Ground Forces (later Army Field Forces)
h e a d q u a r t e r s  a t  F o r t  M o n r o e ,  V i r g i n i a .  W h i l e  Q u e s a d a
believed in the preeminence of strategic bombing, he worked
hard wi th  minimal  funding and only  a  smal l  s taf f  to  appease
the Army while defending the needs of the Air Force. He was
aware  both  of  Spaatz’s  commitment  to  Eisenhower  and the
Key West agreement which pledged that “the tactical mission
was not  subordinate  to  the  s t ra tegic  miss ion and the  la t ter
m u s t  n o t  b e  p u r s u e d  a t  t h e  e x p e n s e  o f  t h e  f o r m e r . ”54

O u t n u m b e r e d  a n d  o u t v o t e d  i n  t h e  A i r  F o r c e  h i e r a r c h y ,
Quesada could do l i t t le as a fighter general .

By late 1948 the new commander of  SAC, senior bomber
cohort  l ieutenant general  Curtis  E. LeMay, convinced senior
Air  Force leaders to endorse strategic bombing as the young
A i r  F o r c e ’ s  “ p r i m a r y  m i s s i o n . ”  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h e  n e w
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C o n t i n e n t a l  A i r  C o m m a n d  ( C O N A C )  a b s o r b e d  a n d
subordinated Air  Defense  Command (ADC) and TAC. The
emerg ing  co ld  war  pa rad igm favored  ADC,  and  CONAC
relabeled Air Defense Command regulations as i ts  own while
attempting to collocate i ts headquarters with ADC’s. TAC was
neglected,  with no aircraft  assigned and a planning staff  of
on ly  66 . 55  Though  th i s  conso l ida t ion  of f ic ia l ly  sought  to
s t reamline ,  cut  cos ts ,  and address  needs  of  a i r  defense  and
reserves, Quesada felt  i t  had the “sinister motives” of a shuffle
in general officer positions. He fought it ,  refused command,
resigned his  assignment ,  and ret i red a  few years  la ter .5 6 B u t
even CONAC, which commanded two-thirds of the Air Force
mission,  garnered only 20 percent  of  i ts  budget .57

By 1949 TAC was truly a pawn in a game of chess between
the Army and the Air  Force.  Continued budget  l imitat ions
threatened TAC’s existence.  Some in Air Force headquarters
wanted to give TAC to the Army.5 8 Others  saw TAC as a  luxury
whose budget  should be t r immed to  f ree  more money for
SAC.5 9 Fighter  l ieutenant  general  Ot to  P.  “Opie” Weyland
recounted that SAC should have priority, yet “SAC wasn’t
satisfied with most of the chips .  .  .  they wanted them all .” The
tact ical  community,  Weyland argued,  had to f ight  “just  to
preserve  a  force  s t ruc ture .”60  Fur thermore ,  CONAC sta ted
TAC’s primary mission was “to support operations of SAC and
M i l i t a r y  A i r  T r a n s p o r t  S e r v i c e  ( M A T S )  a s  d i r e c t e d  b y
CONAC.”61  But  General  Vandenberg did  not  want  to  lose  the
tactical mission.

TAC had labored hard to appease growing Army concerns
over close air  support .  Both services conducted several  joint
exercises,  but haggling over who was to control CAS and how
it was to be conducted proved an early obstacle.  TAC clung to
FM 100-20 as i ts  Tactical  Air  Force doctrine.  This manual
assigned top priori ty to air  superiori ty,  secondary importance
to air  interdiction, and tertiary priority to close air  support.  I t
also enabled airmen to retain central ized control  over tact ical
a i r  forces .  The  Army was  unhappy wi th  bot tom pr ior i ty ,
part icularly i f  the s i tuat ion desperately cal led for  CAS. A
SAC-dominated Air Force that was building jet fighters to fly
higher  and fas ter  to  escor t  and intercept  cr i t ical  bombers  was
not building technologies conducive to close air support.  TAC
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felt  jets  were more survivable,  but i ts  at tempt to modify the
F-80 jet for CAS was aborted for lack of money. 6 2 F u n d i n g
limits rationalized lack of doctrinal scrutiny and review and
made i t  expedient  to  tolerate  narrowness of  thought .  Most
exerc ises  tended to  demonstra te  doct r ine  ra ther  than to  tes t
it .  As time went by, the Army grew less patient with Air Force
suppor t ,  even though i t  showed sympathy towards  the  pl ight
of a shriveled TAC.

Finally, after the B-36 controversy, TAC convened an air
board of  review that  consis ted of  top f ighter  pi lot  leaders  to
address the doctrinal and technical problems of tactical avia tion.
The  board  came up  wi th  subs tan t ive  recommendat ions  and
concerns regarding TAC’s bureaucratic impotence, the il lusion
of flexibility and indivisibility (SAC knew little and cared less
about TAC roles),  problems of specialization, and concerns
over  Army desires  to  bui ld i ts  own tact ical  a i r  force.  In
r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e  b o a r d ’ s  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s ,  t h e  C O N A C
commander ,  L t  Gen  Enn is  C .  Whi tehead ,  an  exper ienced
Pacific bomber commander,  stated that  CONAC was doing fine
by the Army; that joint cooperation was good; that TAC did
not  need uni ts  assigned to i t ;  that  emphasis  on CAS would
hur t  a i r  defense ;  and  tha t  “ the  very  bes t  suppor t  bomber
avai lable  is  the  B-36,  the  second best  one the  B-50,  and the
third best  the B-29,” all  the Air Force’s largest  bombers.63

Efforts to improve tactical capabilities proved too little, too
late. The Air Force was flying bigger and faster planes, flying
them higher  and far ther ,  and us ing longer  runways .  Fighter
pi lots  had accepted the preeminence of  the bomber pi lots’
Strategic Air Command as America’s first line of defense, and
as t ime went on,  those responsible for interdiction and close
air  support  in  Tact ical  Air  Command found the Air  Force
m o v i n g  f u r t h e r  a w a y  f r o m  i t s  m i s s i o n .  C e r t a i n l y ,  s m a l l
defense budgets  and concern over  the Soviet  Union advanced
i n v e s t m e n t  i n  S A C ,  b u t  t h e  A i r  F o r c e  a p p e a r e d  m o r e
in teres ted  in  explo i t ing  the  na t ional  demand for  a  g lobal
strategic s tr iking force than i t  was in bringing substance to
airpower’s indivisibility and flexibility. Yet the Air Force was
not alone, for despite the National Security Act,  each service
p r o m o t e d  t h e  s t r a t e g i c  o u t l o o k  t h a t  b e s t  p r o t e c t e d  i t s
in te res t s .  A  nervous  Genera l  Vandenberg  expressed  deep
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concern in May 1950 over the widening “gap between Air
Force requirements  and capabi l i t ies  that  was nothing short  of
tragic.”64  I n  l e s s  t h a n  a  m o n t h ,  t h e  n e g l e c t e d  t a c t i c a l
capabilities of the Air Force would begin to cost the lives of
many American soldiers.

One month after voicing concern over Air Force capabilit ies,
General  Vandenberg confidently claimed airpower could halt
the  sudden communis t  invasion of  South Korea.6 5 S o o n  t h e
process  of  publ ic  assurances  again  masked pr ivate  concerns .
Spurred by Army complaints concerning CAS, secret  Air Force
invest igat ive teams returned from Korea and reported on poor
t r a i n i n g ,  d o c t r i n e ,  a n d  e q u i p m e n t .6 6 U n p r e p a r e d n e s s
precipitated improvisation. Jet F-80s yielded to propellered
F-51s,  which were more accurate ,  could carry more ordnance,
could loiter longer, and could work from more primitive fields.
D o c t r i n a l  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  w a s  i n  s h o r t  s u p p l y  ( s t i l l
unpublished formally within the Air Force), as were qualified
forward air  control lers  and communicat ions equipment .67  Yet,
the Air Force theater leaders and staffs (most of them fighter
pi lots)  created a  system that  worked and did much to  preserve
the Pusan perimeter and impede enemy offensive capabil i t ies.
Unpreparedness  and neglect  led to  a  desperate  s i tuat ion;  i t
was  a  hard  and  an  embarrass ing  lesson  the  f igh te r  l eaders
would not soon forget.

Predictably, the Air Force in Korea performed best in those
missions i t  had emphasized since the previous war—strategic
bombing and air  superiori ty.  The strategic bombing campaign
lasted eight  weeks,  f rom 1 August  to  27 September  1950,  and
it destroyed virtually all strategic targets of significance in
North Korea.68  Once China entered the war,  B-29s fel l  as  easy
prey for the Soviet-made MiG-15 jet fighters. Nevertheless,
American jet  f ighters quickly gained air  superiority with the
F-86.  The  ground commanders  remained unimpressed  wi th
t h e  i n t e r d i c t i o n  c a m p a i g n  t h o u g h .  T h e  c a m p a i g n  w a s
confounded by an enemy whose divis ions required only 50
tons of  supplies a day and remained resi l ient  by relying on
camouflage,  a  diverse supply network,  and the cover of  night
a n d  i n c l e m e n t  w e a t h e r .  P r o h i b i t e d  f r o m  s t r i k i n g  C h i n a ,
airpower denied the enemy victory but  i t  could not  provide the
same  v ic to ry  fo r  t he  a l l i e s .  The  dea th  o f  Joseph  S ta l in ,
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unaccep tab le  cos t s  o f  a  success fu l  o f fens ive ,  exhaus t ion ,
threats  to  destroy i r r igat ion dams,  and Eisenhower’s  threat  to
use atomic weapons compelled the armistice. 69  Wi th  some
just i f icat ion again,  the  Air  Force preferred to  bel ieve the
threats  to  destroy i r r igat ion dams and Eisenhower’s  threat  to
use  a tomic  weapons  made  the  d i f fe rence ,  and  once  more
airpower could claim the starr ing role.

The long-term implications of the Korean War on Air Force
culture were twofold.  First ,  i t  introduced to combat a new
generation of future leaders,  the “Korean War generation.”
These leaders differed from the World War II generals in that
they did not  experience total  war,  and 60 percent  were f irs t
generation jet fighter pilots.  They also would achieve higher
levels of civilian and professional education and follow broader
career  paths  to  dominate  top leadership roles  f rom 1978 to
1987 .  The i r  fo rmat ive  combat  exper ience  occur red  in  the
complexities of l imited war, and few felt  the passions of the
struggle for autonomy. The Korean War and the junior World
War  I I  genera t ions  would  ga in  the  most  exper ience  f rom
fighting the limited war in Korea.70

Second, the Korean War highlighted a growing split  between
the bomber  and f ighter  communit ies .  The spl i t  began with  the
founding of  the semiautonomous Twentieth Air  Force in  the
Pacific war. The Twentieth Air Force formed the conceptual
origins of SAC, a global atomic striking force that reported
directly to the JCS and received clear funding priori ty in the
Air Force from 1946 unti l  the mid-1960s.  While TAC paid the
price for i ts  neglect during the Korean War, SAC continued to
receive more funding and preference.

But  what  rea l ly  exacerba ted  re la t ions  be tween  the  two
c o m m u n i t i e s  w a s  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  e a c h  s e r v i c e
component’s view of the war’s meaning. Within the Air Force,
t h e  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  b o m b e r - o r i e n t e d  s e n i o r  A i r  F o r c e
leadership’s view held that war would not have occurred if
SAC had received greater funding; hence, i t  would have been
stronger  before  the  war  and thus  offered a  more credible
deterrent.  Joint  Chiefs of Staff  chairman Omar N. Bradley
asser ted  tha t  s t r ik ing Manchur ia  would  involve  us  in  the
“wrong war,  at  the wrong place,  at  the wrong t ime,  and with
the wrong enemy.” Many senior Air Force leaders used this
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s t a t e m e n t  t o  c h a r a c t e r i z e  t h e  w h o l e  w a r .  T h e i r  p o s t u r e
seemed ironic  when one real izes  how many of  them did want
to  bomb Manchur ia . 71  Senior Air Force leaders “chafed under
t h e  p r o s p e c t  o f  p o l i t i c a l  c o n s t r a i n t s ”  t h a t  r e d u c e d  t h e
decis iveness  of  a i rpower  and surrendered in i t ia t ive  to  the
enemy.7 2

B u t  m a n y  i n  t h e  f i g h t e r  c o m m u n i t y  h a d  a  d i f f e r e n t
perspective.  General  Weyland,  European war veteran,  senior
fighter  cohort ,  and commander of  the Far East  Air  Forces
(FEAF) in the Korean War, wrote in his after-action report that
t a c t i c a l  a i r  f o r c e s  n e e d e d  m o r e  j o i n t  t r a i n i n g ,  a  b e t t e r
command and cont ro l  sys tem,  and grea ter  prepara t ion  for
more l imited wars in the future.  He recommended a TAC
coequal with SAC, one that  was mobile and well  funded.73

Many in TAC saw the Korean War as  a  means to establ ish a
need for a greater rapid-response tactical  capabil i ty.7 4

The  Korean  War  con t r ibu ted  to  an  inc rease  in  de fense
spending to cope with the cold war,  but the allocation of
resources was uneven.  TAC fel t  i t  had proved a need and r ight
for more proportional funding, but to no avail.  TAC pointed to
National Security Council 135/3  of  September  1952,  which
i n d i c a t e d  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  s h o u l d  b e  r e a d y  t o  f i g h t
conventional  wars .7 5 Nevertheless,  SAC would continue to get
funding and inst i tut ional  preference,  which served to harden
feelings between the Air Force’s two combat communities.  By
1 9 5 3  T A C  a n d  S A C  b e g a n  t o  m a r c h  f a r t h e r  a p a r t
institutionally and philosophically.

With few exceptions, the World War II bomber generals,
especial ly the senior  generat ion,  had developed an absolut is t
perspect ive towards war and airpower.7 6 These generals  were
the  natura l  descendants  of  the  prewar  “a i rpower  enthusias ts”
(whom several  of  them knew) and the postwar “romantics”
(whom most  of  them knew or were themselves) .  Their  central
tenet held that  airpower,  specifically strategic bombing, not
only could win wars  but  a lso could end them. These generals
cared not for Carl von Clausewitz, for they believed when
pol i t ics  fa i led ,  war  began ,  and  “nar row mi l i ta ry  s t ra tegy
concerned with complete military victory” reigned supreme. 77

Instead,  they clutched to the gospels  according to a reborn
Douhet  and an aerial  Alfred T.  Mahan.  From the former,  they
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embraced the efficacy of a relentless atomic air offensive; from
the lat ter ,  the economic and strategic framework.  Shrinking
budgets  amidst  percept ions  of  a  growing threat  nour ished
interservice radical ism and strategic monism. Absolutism was
a natural  product  of  the t radi t ions of  their  romantic  promises
(dec i s iveness ) ,  the i r  mos t  des t ruc t ive  and  s ingula r  means
( s t r a t e g i c  b o m b i n g ) ,  a n d  t h e i r  u n c o n d i t i o n a l  e n d s  ( t o t a l
v i c t o r y ) .  A b s o l u t i s t  v i e w s  c o i n c i d e d  w i t h  a  s t r a t e g y  o f
annihi lat ion that  could envision only sui table total  ends by
way of  massive means.  The perspect ive was unambiguous,
s imple,  and easy to embrace.  If  the nat ion decided to declare
w a r ,  i t  s h o u l d  u s e  a l l  m e a n s  i n  t h i s  p u n i t i v e  c r u s a d e ,
unhampered by polit ical interference, to achieve total military
victory quickly. Simply put,  air  absolutists believed resolute
strategic bombing was decisive in and of itself.

The bomber-dominant senior World War II  generation,  who
w o u l d  o c c u p y  t o p  l e a d e r s h i p  p o s i t i o n s  i n  t h e  A i r  F o r c e
through  1965 ,  d i sp layed  a  remarkable  s imi la r i ty  in  the i r
career paths.  Eighty percent of these bomber pilots fought in
the Pacific war. Of those, 75 percent served in the Twentieth
Air Force. Isolated on the Pacific Islands and under the able
leadership of senior bomber cohort  major general  LeMay, they
developed a strong, disciplined cohesion. Reporting directly to
the JCS, they received less political, allied, or interservice
interference.7 8  Responding with resolution and autonomy, in
part  to avenge the disaster  at  Pearl  Harbor,  the Twentieth Air
Force fel t  i ts  air  assault  ended the war in the Pacif ic just  as
dramatical ly as  i t  had begun.  Highly central ized,  undistracted,
and  re len t less  s t ra teg ic  a i rpower  managed by  a i rmen had
brought  about  to ta l  mil i tary  vic tory over  the  Japanese in
spectacular  fashion.  Their  memories  were consumed by two
total  wars fought to exhaustion.  Lit t le wonder that  they,  in
l a r g e  m e a s u r e ,  s u p p o r t e d  t h e i r  P a c i f i c  b r o t h e r  i n  a r m s ,
Doug la s  MacAr thu r ,  bo th  in  h i s  be l i e f  “ tha t  t he re  i s  no
substi tute for  victory” and in his  absolutism. As one noted
analyst  concluded: “The MacArthur legacy was taken over less
by his own service than by .  .  .  the air  force.”7 9 Clearly, they
perceived the Korean War as  an anomaly.  Now, the imminent
danger  of  the gigant ic  communist  threat  coupled with the
p r i m a c y  o f  t h e  s t r a t e g i c  n u c l e a r  m i s s i o n ,  r e k i n d l e d  t h e
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absolutist  mentali ty,  especial ly in SAC and amongst  most  of
the senior Air Force leaders.

On the  o ther  hand,  those  pragmat is t s  who exis ted  came
chiefly from the fighter community. 8 0 Pragmatists  viewed war
a n d  a i r p o w e r  i n  m o r e  a m b i g u o u s  t e r m s .  W a r  c o n t a i n e d
r i v a l r i e s ,  c o n f l i c t i n g  i n t e r e s t s ,  c h a n g i n g  p r i o r i t i e s ,
d i s t r a c t i o n s ,  a n d  c o m p l e x i t i e s  t h a t  d e m a n d e d  p a t i e n c e .
Airpower was multidimensional and flexible and sometimes
d e m a n d e d  i m p r o v i s i o n .  P r a g m a t i s t s  i n c l i n e d  m o r e  t h a n
absolu t i s t s  towards  the  Clausewi tz ian  not ion  of  war  as  a
“polit ical  instrument” and respected that polit ics ult imately
governed the conduct of wars.  Pragmatists favored relative
interes ts  over  absolute  values ,  and the  a i r  pragmat is ts  were
more  comfor tab le  wi th  a l l i ances  and  work ing  wi th  o the r
se rv ices .  They  a l so  p re fe r red  the  mass ive  app l i ca t ion  o f
airpower but  accepted the measured use of force in proport ion
t o  c o s t s  a n d  b e n e f i t s — t h a t  l i m i t e d  a g g r e s s i o n  c o u l d  b e
repel led with l imited response.  In short ,  they accepted the
political and military realities of war better, especially limited
war.

Cur ious ly ,  two- th i rd s  o f  t he  s en io r  f i gh t e r  cohor t  and
th ree -qua r t e r s  o f  t he  j un io r  f i gh te r  cohor t  fough t  i n  t he
European theater of World War II. 81  They were accustomed to
the difficult ies of working intimately with the Army and the
other Allies.  That the Allied air strategy responded to political
redirect ion on occasion was not  surpr is ing to  them. These
fighters  frequently experienced shif ts  in roles and missions as
well as the need for improvisation and flexibility. They fought
and  dep loyed  wi th  the  Army and  wi tnessed  v ic to ry  as  a
combined effort  (as had their  southwest Pacific brethren).  And
their  numbers swelled in the new fighter-dominated Korean
War generat ion.

Though they came f rom common roots  and a  common war ,
the two communit ies  which produced the future Air  Force
leadership did not  have a common experience.  They bonded
together  to  win a  war  and to  gain service independence,  but
p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e  a b s o l u t i s m  a n d  s t r a t e g i c  m o n i s m ,
e x a c e r b a t e d  b y  a  t i g h t  d e f e n s e  b u d g e t ,  f r u s t r a t e d  t h e
subord ina ted  f igh te r  communi ty .  Af te r  in i t i a l  d i f f i cu l t i es
stemming from long neglect,  the fighter community perceived
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that  i ts  ul t imate contr ibut ion to the Korean War just i f ied more
attention and funding for the “more plentiful” future. Yet,  i t
took the  demands of  the  Korean War and the  compassion of
Congress to reestabl ish TAC as a  coequal  command in 1951.
Nevertheless,  1953 portended the advent  of  more troubled
times for the subordinated TAC. Those senior leaders with
m o r e  p r a g m a t i c  v i e w s  l e f t  W a s h i n g t o n ,  a n d  i n  c a m e
Eisenhower’s new chiefs of staff, with two Pacific war bomber
generals  in  the  Air  Force’s  top two posi t ions—Nathan F.
Twining and Thomas D.  White .8 2

As events  later  revealed,  under Twining and White,  the new
chie f  o f  s ta f f  and  v ice  ch ie f  o f  s ta f f ,  r espec t ive ly ,  SAC
c o n t i n u e d  t o  o v e r s h a d o w  T A C .  Y e t  i t  w a s  t h r o u g h  t h e
insightful work and far-reaching efforts of LeMay, oftentimes
called the father of SAC, that SAC became a formidable force.
E q u a l l y  i m p o r t a n t ,  t h e s e  m e n  b r o u g h t  w i t h  t h e m  t h e i r
absolut is t  views.  The ascendancy of  this  t r io helped to shape
military thinking for years to come.
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Chapter  3

Curtis E. LeMay and the Rise of the
Strategic  Air  Command (1948–57)

Up until 1945, the theory that airpower, by itself, could be
d e c i s i v e  i n  w a r  r e m a i n e d  a  t h e o r y  w h o s e  p r o o f  w a s
arguable. But with the dropping of the atomic bombs on
Japan, few could doubt that  airpower,  with this  kind of
bomb, could be a decisive instrument of war, all by itself.

—Military analyst Carl H. Builder
The  Masks  o f  War         

Flying fighters is fun. Flying bombers is important.

—Attributed to Gen Curtis  E.  LeMay

From i ts  incept ion in  March of  1946,  the Strategic  Air
Command was a favorite of the Air Force and later of America.
It was the country’s economical, yet increasingly powerful,
first line of defense against the Soviet Union. As the only
military force capable of delivering atomic weapons deep into
enemy territory, SAC would receive, except during the Korean
War, the l ion’s share of mili tary appropriations for the next 15
years .  Under the command of  the outspoken Gen George C.
Kenney, MacArthur’s former air  deputy in the Pacific war,  the
command quickly released a bold s tatement:  “Destruct ion is
jus t  a round the  corner  for  any fu ture  aggressor  agains t  the
United States.  Quick retaliation will  be our answer in the form
o f  a n  a e r i a l  k n o c k - o u t  d e l i v e r e d  b y  t h e  S t r a t e g i c  A i r
Command.”1

From birth SAC professed more capabil i ty than i t  actually
possessed . 2 Kenney spent  much of  h is  t ime away f rom the
command de l iver ing  speeches  on  a i rpower  and  serv ing  as
senior US military advisor for air  to the new United Nations.
In  his  many absences ,  Kenney granted broad author i ty  to  his
deputy, Pacific war veteran Maj Gen Clements McMullen. With
t h e  t a c i t  s u p p o r t  o f  K e n n e y ,  M c M u l l e n  p u r g e d  S A C  o f
nonflying off icers  and forced the  a i rcrew to  absorb those
nonflying duties,  as well  as to cross-train into other crew
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duties—often before they were adequately trained in their
pr imary duty .

McMullen was determined to  implement  the mandated force
reduc t ions  wh i l e  inc reas ing  e f f i c i ency ,  a s  long  a s  p i lo t s
r e m a i n e d  i n  k e y  p o s i t i o n s .  C h a r a c t e r i z e d  a s  a  “ s t e r n
taskmaster,” he once made the following suggestion: “Give
them hal f  of  what  they ask  for ,  work them twice  as  hard ,  and
they will  get twice as much done.”3 SAC’s deputy commander
absorbed  o ther  s t a f f  pos i t ions  and  organ iza t ions  in to  h i s
h e a d q u a r t e r s  a n d  s o o n  w o r e  d o w n  t h e  c o m m a n d  a n d  i t s
morale.  By the end of 1947 only two of SAC’s 11 groups were
combat  ready. 4  The Air Force chief of staff,  Gen Carl A.
Spaa tz ,  ch ided  Kenney  fo r  th i s  p rob lem,  bu t  none the less
tolerated the s i tuat ion for  18 months.  Final ly,  a t  the request  of
several high-ranking officers, and in the context of the Berlin
and Czechoslovakian crises, the new chief of staff,  Gen Hoyt
S. Vandenberg, sent the highly regarded Charles A. Lindbergh
to inspect  s ix  SAC bases .  Lindbergh spent  more than one
thousand hours  in  the  a i r  wi th  SAC crews.  His  September
1948  repor t  c i t ed  low s tandards  o f  p rofess iona l i sm,  poor
morale,  low proficiency,  personnel  disruptions,  and command
training policies that  “seriously interfered with training in the
pr imary miss ion of  the  a tomic squadrons .”5  Upon the advice
of Lauris Norstad, Vandenberg replaced Kenney the following
month with the fast-rising Curtis E. LeMay. 6

The laconic LeMay was the greatest  operat ional  commander
in Air Force history. Winston Churchill  claimed LeMay was
the savior of the Western world.7 This senior World War II
bomber general  cl imbed from major to major general  in four
years.  After  the war LeMay became the youngest  four-star
general  in  US his tory s ince Ulysses  S.  Grant .  But  perhaps his
greatest  contr ibut ion was to create  from the ashes of  postwar
demobilization a professional fighting force of unprecedented
destruct ive power,  not  to  mention a  s t rong cul tural  legacy that
persists in the Air Force today.

LeMay’s road to fame began before the war when, as a
l ieutenant ,  he  ga ined a  reputa t ion  as  the  bes t  navigator  in  the
Army Air Corps. He was also one of its top test pilots and often
his  own mechanic .  He was noted for  complet ing tasks  to
p e r f e c t i o n  b y  w o r k i n g  h a r d e r  t h a n  a n y o n e  e l s e .  A s  w a r
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approached,  the young LeMay was given a few bombers and
raw crews to prepare for  combat.  He worked 12 hours a  day,
seven days  a  week,  a t  a  barren old  base  out  west ,  where  he
drove aircrews through a gruel ing f l ight  and ground training
schedule  and taught  them to be mechanics  (arr ival  of  his
mechanics  had been delayed) .  LeMay led by example and
suffered every discomfort with his men. Even at this early age,
he believed his  harsh methods ul t imately would save l ives as
well  as  bui ld pr ide and competence.  His  bomb group was
shipped off  to England before LeMay thought  i t  ready and
soon found i tself  in combat.

From England LeMay led the  toughest  miss ions ,  shared his
men’s  danger ,  and learned not  to  count  on f ighter  support .  He
w a s  t h e  t o p  t a c t i c i a n  a n d  i n n o v a t o r  i n  t h e  t h e a t e r .  H e
d e s i g n e d  i n s t r u m e n t  d e p a r t u r e  p r o c e d u r e s ,  b o m b e r
fo rmat ions ,  l eve l  bombing  p rocedures ,  l ead-c rew t ra in ing
programs,  and target-s tudy folders  that  were  soon adopted
commandwide.  He t ra ined and discipl ined his  uni t  harder
than others  d id ,  and i t  soon demonstra ted higher  miss ion
s u c c e s s  r a t e s  a n d  l o w e r  a t t r i t i o n .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  a t  a
r e m a r k a b l y  e a r l y  a g e ,  L e M a y  f e l t  t h e  h e a v y  s e n s e  o f
responsibili ty and witnessed the horrible price in l ives lost
through inexperience and lack of t raining.  His reputat ion for
toughness  grew,  accentua ted  by  a  permanent  fac ia l  scowl
from Bell’s palsy. He didn’t mind being called tough: “In this
racket,” he said, “it’s the tough guys who lead the survivors.”8

LeMay’s rapid promotions chased his growing reputation.
After LeMay had established the standards for the Eighth Air
Force in Europe,  General  Arnold sent  him to fashion the B-29
bomber as  a  “decisive” weapon against  the Japanese.  Firs t ,
LeMay operated out  of  India and China,  where he trained
crews  to  h is  s tandards ,  worked  bugs  out  of  the  B-29 ,  and
continued to innovate by improving weather forecast ing and
experimenting with incendiaries.  Second, Arnold transferred
him to the Pacif ic  to direct  the B-29 bombings against  Japan.
Under intense pressure from Arnold to defeat  Japan quickly
with the B-29, LeMay faced his greatest  challenge.

The Twentieth Air  Force was LeMay’s crowning combat
achievement .  Working from remote s i tes  was famil iar  and
preferable to the batt le-hardened, 38-year-old major general .
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On remote  Pacif ic  i s lands ,  he  and his  men would be  wi thout
the social or political distractions of England, for example.
Having high priority and reporting directly to the joint chiefs
in  Washington  gave  the  reso lu te  LeMay the  f reedom and
support he needed to fulfil l  the promises of strategic airpower.
First ,  he began a r igorous training program to bring aircrews
up to  his  s tandards .  Most  par t icular ly ,  he  t ra ined lead crews
to fly in adverse weather using radar-aimed deliveries.  Second,
he  cen t ra l i zed  main tenance  to  reduce  was te  and  inc rease
sor t ie  p roduc t ion .  Having  learned  in  China  tha t  Japanese
fighters  had diff icul ty in intercept ing the fast ,  high-f lying
B-29s,  LeMay commanded f ighters  to  escort  the bombers  at
the front  of  the bomber formation to force Japanese f ighters
in to  rear  a t tacks ,  where  the  B-29s’  speed and guns  were  most
effective. 9  W i t h  h i g h - a l t i t u d e  p r e c i s i o n  d a y l i g h t  b o m b i n g
largely foiled by bad weather and jet stream winds, LeMay
boldly decided to attempt unescorted, low-alti tude, incendiary
a t tacks  a t  n ight—without  gunners  so  more  bombs could  be
loaded. Many thought he was crazy, but his loyal crews flew
the r isky missions,  which set  Japan af lame in  the spr ing of
1945.  To LeMay and the Twentieth Air  Force,  the atomic
b o m b s  w e r e  a n t i c l i m a c t i c .  A s  L e M a y  s t o o d  o n  t h e  U S S
Missouri  to  wi tness  the  Japanese  surrender ,  he  gazed proudly
upward to see 462 of his “war-winning” B-29s fly overhead.10

LeMay, destined to become the most significant of the young
s e n i o r  W o r l d  W a r  I I  g e n e r a t i o n  a b s o l u t i s t s ,  w a s  a  t r u e
believer. He judged that “conventional airpower would have
won the war in Europe if  we had delayed the invasion unti l  we
had bui l t  suff ic ient  a i r  power” and that  we beat  the Germans
“by keeping supplies from them.”11  Absolutists  also contended
that  the B-29 won the Pacif ic  war  and that  a i rpower was
decisive because i t  directly assaulted the enemy’s abili ty to
w a g e  w a r ,  w h i c h  w a s  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  t h a n  i s o l a t i n g  o r
at tacking his  army. 12

After a brief postwar assignment to the Air Research and
D e v e l o p m e n t  C o m m a n d ,  L e M a y  w a s  d i s p a t c h e d  a s
commander of United States Air Forces in Europe (USAFE) to
handle the trouble that was brewing in Berlin.  The Air Force’s
top operational  crisis  manager was i l l  at  ease with the poli t ical
obl igat ions of  his  job,  but  he rose to  the occasion when the

RISE OF THE FIGHTER GENERALS

58



Berl in  b lockade began in  June 1948.13  LeMay organized the
air l i f t  of  suppl ies  to  the isolated populat ion in  Berl in—a
counterbalance to  his  previous  role  as  des t royer .  He a lso
concocted a “pretty good plan” with Army lieutenant general
Arthur G.  Trudeau to force open the autobahn to Berl in.  He
recommended that  Trudeau’s  smal l  mi l i tary  force  s tar t  up the
autobahn while LeMay provided air cover, with SAC B-29s
poised to destroy Soviet  airf ields should Trudeau run into
trouble.  Though the plan was disapproved, LeMay recalled
that  “had we done that ,  the  f racas  would have ended r ight
there.  There would have been no opposit ion.”1 4 His confidence
in strategic airpower was absolute.

When he took command of  SAC after  the Berl in cr is is ,
L e M a y  m a y  h a v e  r e c o n s i d e r e d .  H e  b e g a n  b y  v i s i t i n g
headquarters  a t  Andrews AFB near  Washington,  D.C. ,  and
soon discovered there was “not one crew—not one crew —in
the entire command who could do a professional  job.  Not one
of the outf i ts  was up to s trength—neither  in airplanes nor in
people nor  anything else” (emphasis  in  original) .1 5  LeMay
postponed h is  remedy to  he lp  move SAC headquar ters  to
remote Offutt  AFB, Nebraska,  a move that  was more than
symbolic.  LeMay had grown accustomed to working in isolated
places and cringed at  the poli t ical  and social  distractions of
the Washington area.  The 42-year-old l ieutenant  general  had
concluded from his  Berl in  experience that  upon his  shoulders
would lie the onerous responsibili ty for the security of the free
world.  He had built  from scratch three flying organizations
with a sense of urgency before;  now, he must do so on a
grander  scale  and with  that  same sense of  wart ime urgency:
“We had to be ready to go to war not next week, not tomorrow,
but  this  af ternoon,  today.  .  .  .  We had to operate  every day as
if we were at war.”1 6 LeMay desired to build a force “so
professional ,  so strong,  so powerful ,  that  we would not have to
fight.”17

But the people in SAC had to be convinced they weren’t  as
good as they thought. So LeMay directed all available SAC
uni ts  to  conduct  h igh-al t i tude s imulated bombing runs  over
Dayton,  Ohio,  on short  not ice.  The resul ts  were abysmal;  not
one airplane “finished the mission as briefed,” and the average
crew missed the assigned target  by more than two miles .18
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With fresh and fond memories of the Twentieth Air Force in
the Pacific war,  LeMay sought to replicate i t  on a grander
scale at SAC. He replaced virtually all of SAC’s command
s t r u c t u r e  a n d  h e a d q u a r t e r s ’  s t a f f  w i t h  h i s  w a r r i o r s  a n d
a b s o l u t i s t s  f r o m  t h e  T w e n t i e t h  A i r  F o r c e . 1 9 L e M a y  w a s
determined to rebuild SAC in his  image—one unit  at  a  t ime.

LeMay had to get top priority in Air Force funding, research,
and personnel .  In  December  1948,  the  same month that  TAC
and ADC were consolidated into CONAC, LeMay convinced
senior Air Force leaders that “the fundamental goal of the Air
Force should be the creat ion of a strategic atomic str iking
force capable of at tacking any target  in Eurasia from bases in
the United States and returning to the points of take-off.” I t
should be able to strike “in one fell  swoop telescoping mass
and t ime.”20  With supreme confidence in strategic bombers,
especial ly those equipped with atomic weapons,  LeMay and
his  absolut is ts  began a nine-year  journey to bui ld capabil i ty  to
match doctrinal claims for strategic airpower—a theory built
on globalism, indivisibility, and decisiveness.

LeMay sought  g lobal  capabi l i ty  by improving a  t rus ted
technology; he pushed for bigger,  higher,  faster,  and longer
ranged bombers.  B-36s set  new distance records,  and SAC’s
air-to-air refueling capability extended the range of SAC’s
bombers.  Meanwhile,  LeMay pushed for the development of
the  speedy je t  B-47 and the  in tercont inenta l  je t  B-52 that
were expected to be difficult to intercept.  By the end of the
Korean War,  SAC was expanding beyond i ts  29 US and 10
overseas  bases .

L e M a y  n e x t  s o u g h t  t o  m a n a g e  h i s  d i s p e r s e d  g l o b a l
command and to make i t  responsive.  Like the Twentieth Air
Force,  LeMay’s new command would be highly centralized and
w o u l d  r e p o r t  d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  J o i n t  C h i e f s  o f  S t a f f .  H i s
persis tence produced a viable command and control  center  in
1953.  By then atomic weapons were more plent i ful ,  and the
need for centralized control and coordination of a growing
a t o m i c  a r s e n a l  w a s  b e c o m i n g  p a r a m o u n t .  T h e  e x p a n d i n g
Sovie t  nuc lear  capabi l i ty ,  which  by  the  mid-1950s  could
threaten America proper ,  required a  credible  deterrent  and
war-fighting force from SAC—a challenge which called for even
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more central izat ion and instant  and rel iable communicat ion
systems to ensure control  over  such a destruct ive force.

The demanding and omnipresent  LeMay again created a
discipl ined command.  He continued to select  bomber crews
for their  ordered and deliberate thinking.  They always had
been screened for rel iabil i ty and dependabil i ty and had grown
accus tomed to  c lose  superv is ion ,  rou t ine ,  and  d isc ip l ined
p r o c e d u r a l  c o m p l i a n c e .  L e M a y  p r e f e r r e d  c o n t r o l  a n d
central izat ion,  especial ly when the stakes were high.

LeMay also professed the indivisibility of his bomber fleet.
H i s  c e n t r a l l y  m a n a g e d  b o m b e r s  w o u l d  c o n v e y  s u c h  a
destructive capabili ty that they would deter war at  any level. 21

Failing deterrence, they could win war at any level through
relentless s trategic bombing.  Furthermore,  a  force designed to
defeat  the Soviets ,  the absolutist  leader maintained,  would
provide a “strategic umbrella” under which limited wars could
be controlled.2 2

B e s i d e s  e n h a n c i n g  c o n t r o l ,  c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  a t  t h e  h u g e
headquar te rs  a t  Offu t t  AFB a lso  would  improve  ta rge t ing
efficiency, streamline the conduct of the strategic air offensive,
and facili tate that long-sought decisiveness. Effective targeting
rel ied on accurate  intel l igence and reconnaissance.  LeMay
buil t  a  f leet  of  reconnaissance aircraft ,  and asked his  crews to
study modified versions of his World War II target folders,
which eventual ly  included photographs and radar  predic t ions
o f  t a r g e t s .  S A C  h e a d q u a r t e r s  d e v e l o p e d  a n  a m b i t i o u s
intell igence program and forged carefully integrated war plans
for  a  s imul taneous  assaul t  tha t  required  s t r ic t  rout ing  and
timing.2 3  SAC’s “positive control” minimized the possibility of
mistakes ,  as  no one moved unt i l  to ld ,  and every order  had to
be verified by others; if it  varied in prescribed form, it was
considered inval id  and crews re turned to  base .2 4 To  ensure
that nothing went wrong, SAC wrote manuals for every job,
demanded str ict  adherence to checklis ts ,  and dri l led aircrews
in a  rugged rout ine of  t ra ining and aler ts  that  created a  body
of “perfect specialists” who were consumed with executing
their  mission flawlessly from their  isolated bases.2 5 LeMay’s
lifetime in flying more than 75 different types of aircraft
c o l o r e d  h i s  d i c t i o n ,  a n a l o g i e s ,  a n d  p e r c e p t i o n s — i n  t h i s
instance his view of teamwork:
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If  you removed that plate from the body of SAC, you could look in and
see people and instruments .  They would be as  the intr icate  electronic
physiology of an airplane today: each functioning, each trained, each
knowing his  special  part  and job—knowing what  he must  do in his
groove and place to keep the body alive, the blood circulating. Every
man a coupling or a tube;  every organization a rampart  of  transistors,
battery of condensers.  All  rubbed up, no corrosion. Alert .2 6

Frequent  inspec t ions  and  compet i t ions  kept  the  command
compliant ,  busy,  and honed.  As one senior  World War I I
bomber general recalled, “It  was a twenty-four-hour, seven
day-a-week job ,  and  you d idn’ t  look  upon i t  as  anyth ing
else.”27

LeMay’s high s tandards and resolute  leadership fashioned
SAC into a disciplined and proud, if  regimented,  command. As
in World War II ,  LeMay’s men were busy with routine and
perfecting technique, and they had li t t le t ime or inclination for
innovation. Once again innovation came largely from LeMay
and his  experienced l ieutenants .  Ini t iat ives for  central ized
m a i n t e n a n c e ,  c o d i f i c a t i o n  o f  m e a s u r a b l e  r e s u l t s ,  h i g h -
f r equency  r ad io s ,  e l i t e  s ecu r i t y  po l i c e ,  i n spec to r  t e ams ,
survival  schools,  accident investigations,  safety programs, and
expanding bomb and reconnaissance competi t ions general ly
came f rom headquar te r s .

The peerless LeMay was the absolute ruler of SAC, and he
ruled absolutely.  He fired those who could not or would not
meet his standards: “I couldn’t afford to differentiate between
the  incompetent  and the  unfor tunate ,”  he  ra t ional ized.2 8 And
he got results.  He remarked with typical brevity, “Our job was
to produce.  And we produced.”2 9 LeMay shouldered much of
the formidable responsibil i ty for war planning and strategic
deterrence in a dangerous nuclear age,  always trying to build
and mainta in  a  s t ra tegic  supremacy that  could  monopol ize
initiative,  maximize deterrence, and win .3 0

LeMay favored the hardworking people of SAC, sometimes
too  much .3 1  He personal ly  des igned barracks  and created
hobby and auto-hobby shops,  family services  centers ,  and
a e r o  c l u b s  t h a t  r e m a i n  s t a n d a r d  f e a t u r e s  o f  m a n y  b a s e s
today. He did all  he could to instil l  pride and professionalism
in  h i s  men  and  women and  reminded  them they  were  the
nat ion’s  f i rs t  l ine  of  defense .  LeMay thought  his  off icers
assumed more responsibi l i ty  than their  Air  Force peers  and
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deserved rank commensurate  wi th  that  responsibi l i ty .  In  la te
1949 he received authority to grant “spot promotions” to SAC
aircrews of his choosing up to a 15 percent l imit .  This private
promot ion  sys tem was  LeMay’s  a lone ,  and  he  used  i t  to
reward performance of  his  best  crews.  As long as the crews
continued to perform well,  they received the pay and privileges
of the advanced rank. In his first  year,  LeMay promoted 237
first  l ieutenants to captain.  The spot promotion system in SAC
would remain as  long as  LeMay remained in the service,  and i t
p e a k e d  i n  1 9 5 9  w i t h  m o r e  t h a n  n i n e  h u n d r e d  s p o t
promot ions .32  SAC pe r sonne l  cons i s t en t ly  en joyed  h ighe r
promot ion  ra tes  than  the  o ther  commands  through 1965. 33

LeMay fought  hard to  get  the  best  for  his  command and his
people.  He usually did so but  not  without  making a good
many enemies along the way.

LeMay’s  lukewarm suppor t  of  the  Korean War  was  one
notable  instance.  The absolut is t  recommended that  SAC go
nor th  and  burn  the  pr inc ipa l  communis t  c i t i es .  When tha t
proposal  was rejected,  LeMay resisted at tempts to use his
strategic bombers for  interdict ion and close air  support .  The
SAC commander believed that massive fire bombing of cities
i n  N o r t h  K o r e a  a n d ,  i f  n e c e s s a r y ,  s t r a t e g i c  t a r g e t s  i n
Manchuria would get  the war over quickly and would save
lives in the long run.  When ordered to part icipate in a l imited
war, he reluctantly sent Maj Gen Emmett “Rosie” O’Donnell
Jr .  and two conventional  bomber uni ts  “ low on the totem pole
[for atomic conversion].”34  For LeMay, airpower was misused
in the Korean War as “flying artillery.” The bomber fleet, he
felt ,  should be preserved for the supreme strategic campaign
against the “real” enemy’s heartland. Senior Air Force leaders
recognized that and continued to give SAC programs priority
during the Korean War.35

Whereas SAC maintained remarkable inst i tut ional  s tabil i ty
and growth during the Korean War,  TAC was overextended.
Manning shor tages ,  d iverse  miss ions ,  and a  surge in  t ra ining
requ i rements  s t ra ined  TAC.  The  s imul taneous  bu i ldup  in
Korea and USAFE drained TAC of i ts  talent and funding.3 6 It
a l so  had  to  dea l  wi th  demands  f rom the  Army,  manage  the
a i r l i f t  m i s s i o n ,  a n d  c o p e  w i t h  c h a n g i n g  t e c h n o l o g i e s .
Additionally,  TAC helped write and rush conventional doctrine
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to Korea and atomic doctrine to the North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) as well as organize, train, and equip
forces for those two diverse theaters.  What resources did not
go to Korea seemed bound for NATO and its  growing demand
fo r  nuc lea r -capab le  f igh te r s ,  desp i t e  SAC’s  oppos i t ion .37

Morale was low and the command overworked.  The TAC
commander ,  f ighter  general  Joe Cannon,  complained in  1950
to senior  Air  Force leaders  that  he could not  meet  his  growing
commitments  wi thout  more  funds  and personnel .  He asked
for better allocation, but the new vice chief of staff, senior
World War II  bomber general  Nathan F. Twining, replied that
Cannon would have to wait  for a review. 38  Cannon would  f ind
few allies among the new Air Force leadership.

The “noncontroversial” Twining had been recommended by
the ail ing but popular Gen Muir S. Fairchild,  Vandenberg’s
vice chief of staff ,  as his own replacement in 1950. A trusting
General Vandenberg concurred, only to find himself suddenly
str icken by cancer as he extended into his  f if th year as chief  of
staff .  As the Korean War ended, a dying Vandenberg also had
to recommend a successor for his  job.  The first  two candidates
to come to mind were noted r ivals:  pragmatist  Lauris  Norstad,
current ly  commander  of  USAFE,  and absolu t i s t  Cur t i s  E .
LeMay, then commander of SAC. Vandenberg, increasingly
es t ranged  f rom the  ou tspoken  secre ta ry  of  the  Ai r  Force
F in l e t t e r ,  r e a l i z ed  how c r i t i c a l  t he se  men  were  t o  t he i r
important jobs. He also recognized how diligent Twining had
been as his vice chief,  and more important,  how well  Twining
got along with Finletter.  And so to the surprise of many,
Twining succeeded Vandenberg. 39

Twining had graduated in the middle of  his  West  Point
class,  five years ahead of Vandenberg. He was consistently
described as simple,  hard working, well  l iked, honest,  patient,
commonsensical ,  and “an old soldier  .  .  .  down-to-earth,  sort
of old salt-type of fellow.”4 0  He lacked guile and sophistication
and was not  perceived as  a  s t ra tegis t  or  an inte l lect .  But  he
w a s  a n  e x p e r i e n c e d  c o m b a t  b o m b e r  c o m m a n d e r ,  w h o
s u c c e e d e d  L e M a y  a t  t h e  c l o s e  o f  t h e  P a c i f i c  w a r  a n d
supervised (indirectly) the dropping of the atomic bombs on
Japan .  Though  more  seasoned  and  less  bo is te rous  than  mos t
romantics ,  Twining remained an absolut is t .41
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Twining’s views on war were typical of those colored by an
indelible and formative experience in World War II. Like his
associates,  the new chief believed in total  means to achieve
total  ends.  He recognized victory only in br inksmanship and
tota l  war .4 2 He believed in America’s crusade for “life, liberty,
and the freedom of men everywhere” and that  the great  victory
of World War II had been forfeited by failing to take Berlin
ourselves and to dictate terms to the Soviets .  Subsequently,
he  thought  “ th is  unfor tunate  program of  appeasement  se t  the
stage for the eventual  loss of China to communist  domination
and created the circumstances for  the Korean War,  the French
loss of  Indochina,  and today’s untenable si tuat ion in Vietnam,
Cambodia ,  and Laos.”43

Twining’s view of airpower in the Korean War also typified
absolutist thought. As vice chief of staff, Twining, unlike his
boss Vandenberg,  endorsed bombing Manchuria:  “We fel t  that
[bombing Manchuria] would never bring on a war,  and if  i t
did,  [ the Soviets]  couldn’t  pick a better  t ime to jump the
United States.  If  they wanted to go to war with us,  we might
have  t aken  them on  then  much  eas ie r  than  we  cou ld  any
other t ime.”4 4 Furthermore,  “By September 1950,  the United
States  had actual ly won the war in  Korea,  but  threw i t  away
precise ly  in  the  manner  in  which th is  nat ion threw away the
pol i t i ca l  v ic tor ies  which  were  poss ib le  a f te r  our  mi l i t a ry
success in World War II.” To Twining, it led to “an inglorious
stalemate;  ‘ l imited war’  became a fad and a convenient  excuse
f o r  d e f e r r i n g  h a r d  d e c i s i o n s  a n d  s w e e p i n g  f u n d a m e n t a l
p r inc ip les  [maximum means  fo r  dec i s ive  ends ]  under  the
rug.”45  Twining’s strongest belief sought to maintain military
supremacy and a resolve suff icient  to “win” and dictate  the
peace. Like other Air Force absolutists,  he claimed superior
s t r a t e g i c  a i r p o w e r  w o u l d  g u a r a n t e e  “ u l t i m a t e  m i l i t a r y
victory.”4 6

To retain Vandenberg’s political skill on Capitol Hill and to
c o m p l e m e n t  T w i n i n g ’ s  e x t e n s i v e  o p e r a t i o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e ,
Thomas D. White was selected as vice chief of staff. At age 18
White  was the youngest  person ever  to  graduate  from West
Point .  His  early career  was spent  in at taché l i fe:  China,  the
Soviet  Union,  I taly,  Greece,  Panama, and Argentina;  and he
was f luent  in  s ix  languages .  Col leagues  descr ibed him as
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in te l lectual ,  a loof ,  pol ished,  pat ient ,  ar t iculate ,  wel l  read,
humane,  gracious,  imaginative,  and of the highest  integri ty.
Longtime Air Force associate and former secretary of the Air
Force Eugene M. Zuckert  recalled that  White “was a sharp
contrast  to the usual World War II  Air Force general.  He was a
deep and thoughtful  individual .  He impressed me more than
any off icer  I  had ever  met .  When he got  that  [ f i rs t ]  job
[legislative liaison to Congress],  i t  became obvious that this
man was  a  man of  super ior  qual i f ica t ions  in  an  area  where
the Air Force was very, very poor.”4 7  White  bui l t  a  t remendous
reputation in Washington for his role in legislative liaison
during the B-36 hear ings.  He also br ief ly  had commanded a
bomber uni t  in  the Pacif ic  war—which ingrat iated him to the
Pacif ic  absolut is ts .  White’s  intel lect  and pol i t ical  acumen
greatly assisted Twining. 48

White’s boss was a welcome addit ion to the JCS formed by
t h e  e a r l y  E i s e n h o w e r  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .4 9  M i n d f u l  o f  t h e
inf luence that  h is  threats  to  use  a tomic weapons in  Korea had
on the Korean armistice and cognizant of  public fat igue with
t h a t  w a r ,  I k e  d e c i d e d  t o  u s e  a t o m i c  w e a p o n r y  a s  a n
economical  way to bui ld a  defense pol icy that  would not
weaken the US economy. He believed that economic vitali ty
and diplomatic  al l iances backed up by a credible mil i tary
strength—“security with solvency”—provided the best formula
for containment.  This New Look relied on bolstering an atomic
striking force (SAC) that would have enough strength to deter
war at  any level .  Drafted by the JCS in August 1953, the JCS
w a r  p l a n s  g a v e  t o p  p r i o r i t y  t o  s t r a t e g i c  a i r p o w e r  a n d
secondary priori ty to air  defense.  Two months later  National
Securi ty  Memorandum (NSM)162/2 s tated,  “Air  power and
nuclear  weapons should provide the  nat ion’s  pr imary means
of  defense—plans should be developed to use nuclear  weapons
whenever desirable  militarily” (emphasis added). 50  From this
mili tary belief  leaders thought they would have the nuclear
option across a wide range of possible military conflicts with
relatively few polit ical  restraints.5 1 The perceived decisive
effects of Hiroshima and atomic intimidation in Korea would
r e m a i n  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  m i n d s  o f  t h e  d o m i n a n t  m i l i t a r y
absolutists  than to American civil ians.
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The new national security policy strongly favored the young
Air  Force;  i t  would receive on average 46 percent  of  the
defense budget  f rom 1952 to  1960.5 2 I t  p leased no one more
so  than  the  dominant  bomber  genera ls ,  who,  under  the i r  new
chief, General Twining, now filled 71 percent of the Air Force’s
rated posit ions (posit ions occupied by aviators)  above the rank
of major general. 5 3

The vastly changed polit ical  si tuation in the post-World War
II  era  had thrust  the United States  into a  leadership role
against  the perceived menace of communism. With a series of
crises culminating in the Korean War, i l l  will  between the two
superpowers ,  each equipped with  growing numbers  of  nuclear
weapons,  made warfare too important  to be lef t  to generals .
The dangers of  high-stakes nuclear  warfare,  coupled with new
communica t ion  technologies ,  necess i ta ted  and  enabled  an
i n c r e a s e  i n  c i v i l i a n  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  m i l i t a r y .  O n e  n o t e d
sociologist made the following observation:

Interpenetration of the civil  and mili tary sectors has deeply modified
the insulari ty of the mili tary profession. The new skil l  requirements,
the  growing impor tance  of  academic  ra ther  than s t r ic t ly  mi l i ta ry
educat ion,  modif ica t ions  of  the  mi l i tary  rank hierarchy mirror ing
changes in civilian society, and a diversification of military careers are
all  elements in this  process.  One can speak of these developments in
their entirety as a “civilianization” of the military; yet the militarization
of society proves an equally apt image, describing dependence of the
mili tary on the total  national resources as a base of mobilization.54

The fusion of military and foreign policy in the cold war era
bewildered Air Force absolutists .  Although the Eisenhower
administrat ion asked the JCS to consider  “a wide range of
domestic and international economic and poli t ical  factors” in
their advice during this complex era,  Air Force senior leaders
generally refused and provided strictly professional military
advice that protected Air Force interests.5 5 As  a  r e su l t ,  many
argue the JCS generally lost relative influence over foreign
p o l i c y  a n d  b u d g e t a r y  m a t t e r s .56  Af te r  r ender ing  mi l i t a ry
advice,  the JCS awaited National Security Council  policy and
interpreted i t  within service doctrine if  possible to further
service interests.  Additionally,  the services were unable to
keep  expanding  fore ign  po l icy  commitments  in  l ine  wi th
mil i tary capabil i t ies  to support  those commitments .  The State
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Department’s desire to function in a world of ambiguity,  and
often bluff,  maximized leverage and diplomatic freedom of
maneuver.  The mil i tary,  on the other  hand,  sought  f i rm policy
and pr ior i t ies  as  a  foundat ion to  s t ructure  forces  and generate
ach ievab le  s t r a teg ies .  The  po la r i ty  be tween  these  d ive rse
i m p e r a t i v e s  w a s  i n e v i t a b l e ;  f o r  t h e  S t a t e  D e p a r t m e n t  t o
“articulate priorit ies of national interest is to create polit ical
l i ab i l i t i e s ,  s ince  they  cou ld  embar ras s  a l l i e s ,  an tagon ize
n e u t r a l s ,  a n d  e v e n  a s s i s t  o p p o n e n t s  i n  t h e i r  p o l i t i c a l
propaganda.”5 7 The  f rus t ra t ion  of  increas ing  requi rements
wi th  l imi t ed  mi l i t a ry  budge t s  encouraged  the  mi l i t a ry  to
search for ways to guard against  a growing threat  with fewer
w e a p o n s .  E x t e n s i v e  r e l i a n c e  o n  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s  w a s  a
natural offspring.

In 1953 the Air  Force’s  f i rs t  published doctr inal  manual
r e f l e c t e d  a b s o l u t i s t  b e l i e f s  t h a t  a c c o m m o d a t e d  t h e  n e w
president’s  defense pol icy.  The manual  argued that  a t tacking
a nation’s “heartland .  .  .  can effectively reduce its will  to
fight ,” and furthermore “no nation can long survive unlimited
exploitation by enemy air  forces uti l izing weapons of mass
destruct ion.”5 8 The doctrine manual would change l i t t le  over
the  next  decade.

Favorable technological,  economical,  and political factors
b o o s t e d  t h e  n a t i o n ’ s  y o u n g e s t  m i l i t a r y  s e r v i c e  a n d  i t s
absolut is t  doctr ine into budgetary and doctr inal  preeminence
d u r i n g  t h e  E i s e n h o w e r  y e a r s .  H o w e v e r ,  t h e  A i r  F o r c e
leadersh ip  was  i l l  equipped  to  inf luence  the  d i rec t ion  of
national security policy. Dominant Air Force leaders generally
were young operat ional  commanders from World War II  and
were growing up with their young service. They were mostly
bomber pi lots  who remained primari ly interested in bui lding
the chief mili tary arm of the emerging national security state.
They pr ided themselves  in  “doing”  versus  “ th inking”  and
tended to define the lat ter  only in terms of  their  absolut is t
beliefs  and in the interest  of  service well-being.  Few had
extensive professional  schooling,  and their  operational  and
tradi t ional  focus encouraged more extensive incurs ions  by
educated civilians in the formulation of defense policy.

Early Air  Force personnel  pol icy i l luminates senior  and
junior  World War II  generat ional  experience and concerns
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during the post-World War II period. The explosive growth of
officers in World War II left little age difference between those
who would lead and those who would follow for the next 20
years .  The Air  Force always had treasured i ts  youth as  well  as
its inclination to be “forward looking.” General Arnold “felt
tha t  anybody pas t  about  45 ,  i f  no t  ear l ie r ,  never  had  an
original idea.”59

T h e  i m m e d i a t e  p o s t w a r  A i r  F o r c e  f a c e d  a n  e n o r m o u s
problem concern ing  promot ions  in  i t s  d ras t ica l ly  reduced
officer  corps.  Gen Laurence Kuter ,  charged to address the
problem,  recal led that  the  Air  Force had a  World War I I
“hump” of officers that included “hundreds of young generals”
who were blocking promotions of “second generation talent”
who, in turn,  were leaving the Air Force early.  As a result ,  the
Officer Personnel Act of 1947 included legislation that ended
the str ict  seniori ty system and replaced i t  with an “up or out”
promotion-by-selection system. Kuter’s policy “forced early
retirement in accordance with the earl iest  provisions of the
Personnel Law.”60  Additionally, to spread rank distribution
within the hump, beginning in 1948 the Air  Force received
permiss ion to  use  “spot  promotions ,”  which advanced many
o f f i c e r s  t o  a  t e m p o r a r y  r a n k  f a r  i n  a d v a n c e  o f  n o r m a l
progression.61

The major problem resided in the flying community.  Flying
officers  had enjoyed a 70 to 30 percent  numerical  advantage
over those who didn’t fly in the early Air Force. After having
demobilized from a V-J day population of 413,890 aircrew
members  to  a  mere  24 ,079  by  June  1947 ,  the  shr ink ing  ra ted
force soon was unable to meet the demands of SAC, NATO,
and the Korean War effort .  Thousands of  reservis ts  had to be
cal led up,  and a  re juvenated aviat ion cadet  program produced
m o r e  t h a n  2 0 , 0 0 0  p i l o t s  d u r i n g  t h i s  p e r i o d  t o  m e e t
demands . 62  The legacy of this disruption after the Korean War
produced a larger “hump” of young officers (especially pilots),
who, after service in World War II and recall for the Korean
War, were too old or committed to return again to civilian life.
By the end of 1954, 50 percent of the officers in the Air Force
had been commissioned within four  years  of  each other .63

Again, the air arm util ized “one shot promotions” to trim the
rank  s t ruc tu re  o f  the  hump.  In  1954  Congress  passed  the
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Officer Grade Limitation Act (OGLA), which placed numerical
c e i l i n g s  o n  e a c h  g r a d e  ( r a n k )  f o r  e a c h  o f  t h e  s e r v i c e s ,
exacerbating the Air Force’s problem. That same year the Air
F o r c e  “ h u m p  s t u d y ”  a d m i t t e d  t h a t  w h i l e  t h e  h u m p  h a d
“previously been a wave that  carried many into posit ions of
responsibili ty,  i t  was [now] becoming a dam that would cripple
the career  plans of  many.”64  The hump of primarily World War
II officers, if not reduced by 1,700 officers each year, would
n u m b e r  a  s t a g g e r i n g  5 4 , 0 0 0  o f f i c e r s  n e a r i n g  r e t i r e m e n t
e l ig ib i l i t y  (20  yea r s  i n  s e rv i ce )  i n  t he  mid -1960s—wi th
insuff icient  posi t ions to accommodate their  rank.

In deference to the loyalty and cohesion developed during
World War II, senior Air Force leaders were reluctant to lay off
fel low combat veterans;  instead,  they received annual waivers
to the OGLA and tr ied their  best  to keep their  peers employed
at  least  through 20 years of service.  Warily,  in 1956 Secretary
of  the  Air  Force  Donald  A.  Quar les  convened a  panel  to
examine off icer  qual i ty .  Compelled by the panel’s  adverse
f i n d i n g s ,  A i r  F o r c e  C h i e f  o f  S t a f f  T w i n i n g  o r d e r e d  a n
aggressive campaign to  ra ise  s tandards.  Improvements  were
slow but  sure  in  coming;  yet ,  force reduct ions mandated by
the Eisenhower  adminis t ra t ion in  1957 “provided a  quick and
easy al ternat ive to  the qual i ty  control  mechanisms just  put  in
place.”65  The effect of protecting the predominantly pilot hump
of World War II veterans was to populate the Air Force with
pilots who grew up with their Air Force, occupied flying and
absorbed nonflying jobs,  and to a  certain extent ,  blocked the
promotion of subsequent generations—at least  unti l  the World
War II  generation retired.  I t  also reflected paternalism and a
broad  d i s semina t ion  o f  Wor ld  War  I I  comba t  exper ience
throughout  an Air  Force that  was aging by the ear ly  1960s.6 6

The infusion of  tens of  thousands of  aviat ion cadets  during
World War II also lowered average officer education levels to
the  lowest  by far  of  a l l  services .67  Despi te  the  extensive
combat experience of Air Force officers in the postwar period,
the  o f f i ce r  r anks  s t i l l  needed  an  academic  educa t ion  to
comprehend the “lessons” of the war,  to keep pace with rapid
a d v a n c e s  i n  s c i e n c e  a n d  t e c h n o l o g y ,  a n d  e x p l o r e  b e t t e r
al ternative strategies for the securi ty of both the United States
and i ts  interests .  The Air Force Times  recognized educat ion as
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the  veteran’s  bes t  protec t ion agains t  manpower  cuts  af ter
World War II. 68  The young service established the Air Force
I n s t i t u t e  o f  T e c h n o l o g y  ( A F I T )  i n  1 9 4 6  a n d  p u s h e d  a n
aggressive Reserve Officer Training Corps (ROTC) program on
col lege campuses .  But  the  Korean War disrupted the s table
establishment of  education programs.  The Air  Force hoped to
get  most  of  i ts  pi lots  from the ROTC program but  found that
c o l l e g e  g r a d u a t e s  p r e f e r r e d  l o w - r i s k ,  n o n f l y i n g  j o b s ,  a
four-year-draft  deferment ,  and the opportunity to serve as  an
officer in a reserve unit .6 9 In 1953 officer education levels had
risen only to 43.6 percent college graduates,  termed “far too
low” by Secretary of the Air Force Harold E. Talbott.7 0

The Air Force of the 1950s continued to value experience
over education, action over contemplation. As Roger Hilsman,
a  h i g h l y  d e c o r a t e d  W e s t  P o i n t  g r a d u a t e  a n d  s u b s e q u e n t
civilian academic, observed in 1953:

There are, of course, intelligent generals,  highly intelligent ones; but
intell igence is not the same as intellectuality.  .  .  .  Military men are not
thinkers.  Intel lectuali ty is  not  a highly prized trai t  because,  in training
a modern armed force ,  and in  bat t le ,  decis iveness  and in terpersonal
and executive skill  are more essential .7 1

T r a d i t i o n a l  s k i l l s  o f  a c t i o n - o r i e n t e d  g e n e r a l s h i p  a n d
leadership dominated the senior World War II generation. If
education held any value,  i t  was a technical  education for  this
service. But even in this effort, the Air Force fell short of its
desired levels.

Professional  mil i tary schooling could compensate somewhat
for a lack of civilian education in matters of strategy, doctrine,
and policy. Partially for this reason, the Army Air Forces
created in 1946 an air  universi ty to match the Army and Navy
War Colleges.  In  the charter  for  the new school ,  General
Fairchild,  the new commander of Air University,  established
that “the Air University will seek most earnestly to develop in
s t u d e n t s  t h e  p o w e r  t o  s o l v e  p r o b l e m s  b y  w e l l  o r d e r e d ,
resourceful  and original  thought ,  rather  than merely to t rain
t h e m  i n  i n f o r m a t i o n  a n d  t h e  r o u t i n e  p e r f o r m a n c e  o f
techniques .”72  The founders  establ ished three schools:  Air
Tactical School (ATS) for junior officers, Air Command and
Staff School (ACSS) for midlevel officers, and Air War College
(AWC) for senior officers.
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Ear ly  eva lua t ions  o f  t h i s  A i r  Fo rce  fo ray  in to  o f f i ce r
educat ion brought  mixed react ions.  An outside board,  chaired
by consul tant  Dr.  Jacob S.  Orleans,  evaluated ACSS in 1949
and found officers were evaluated on the extent of information
they could consume,  versus their  abi l i ty  to reason,  interpret ,
or  reach sound and just i f iable  decis ions.73  The 1949 Board of
Visitors (BOV) for Air University agreed and found the schools
lacking explici t  mission s tatements ,  funct ional  curr icula,  and
f a c u l t y  s k i l l e d  i n  s t i m u l a t i n g  n e w  i d e a s ,  d o c t r i n e ,
technological vision, and good staff work.74  The following year
the Fairchild Board verif ied the desperate need to raise the
educational level of Air Force officers and recommended that
100 percent of all  officers attend ATS, 60 percent ACSS, and
25 percent AWC.7 5

T h e s e  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s ,  h o w e v e r ,  r a n  u p  a g a i n s t  t h e
K o r e a n  W a r .  A s  w i t h  o t h e r  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  p r o g r a m s ,
professional schooling within the Air Force gave way to the
demands of  mil i tary emergency.  During the Korean War,  the
Air Force shortened year-long courses to five and one-half
months ,  sent  much of  the  facul ty  to  the  f ie ld ,  and,  a t  the
direction of General  Twining,  crammed information into the
abbreviated school  year .7 6 After the Korean War, the chronic
problems of a faculty l imited in number and quali ty remained
as the Air Force preferred to draft  officers to populate the
rapidly increasing number of  wings.  SAC was part icularly
reluctant to send people to school,  and Air University facilit ies
could not  accommodate the “hump” anyway. 77  Try as i t  might,
Air University did not receive the support needed from senior
Air Force leaders to educate officers to a level where they
could  bet ter  unders tand and inf luence  pol icy  and char t  new
courses .

In sum, the disruptions of World War II  and the struggle for
serv ice  independence ,  prec ip i tous  pos twar  demobi l iza t ion ,
remobilization for the Korean War,  and rapid growth to meet
the chal lenges of  the cold war dominated the at tent ion of  the
young insti tution and kept i ts  officers busy—often too busy to
attend civil ian or professional mili tary educational programs
of substance. Figure 1 offers a comparison of the civil ian and
professional  education of f ighter  and bomber generals  of  the
senior and junior World War II  generations.  The figure reveals
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that  f ighter  pi lots  were generally made more available for
profess ional  mi l i tary  and graduate  school ing than bomber
pilots in both generations.78  It also shows how World War II
a n d  t h e  K o r e a n  W a r  i n t e r r u p t e d  p r o f e s s i o n a l  m i l i t a r y
educat ion,  especial ly  senior  service  school ,  for  the  senior
genera t ion  and in termedia te  serv ice  school  for  the  junior
generat ion.

Ever rel iant  on the competence of  i ts  combat  experience and
unshakable  doctr ine ,  the  World  War  I I  generat ion hump and
its leaders grew up with the young service largely preoccupied,
comfortable,  and qualified primarily in operational matters.  In
the complexity of the new era, defense policy formulation fell
to civil ians by right and by default .7 9 The resultant policy of
“massive retaliat ion” in the post-Korean era was a welcome
luxury for the Air Force and i ts  absolutist  generals.  I t  mirrored
their doctrine of total victory in total war. Absolutist bomber
general Twining, Air Force chief of staff from 1953 to 1957 and
chairman of the JCS from 1957 to 1960, believed the policy of
massive retaliation was “one of the greatest  things we ever
did.”8 0 Under massive retaliation the Air Force flourished, SAC
expanded rapidly ,  and the  dominant  absolut is ts  pushed for

Figure 1. Advanced Schooling of Air Force Four-Star Generals (World
War II Generation)
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more destructive capabili ty to insure military victory over the
communists by way of overwhelming airpower.8 1

Yet, excessive reliance on massive retaliation failed to deter
l i m i t e d  w a r .  H o  C h i  M i n h ’ s  c o m m u n i s t  V i e t m i n h  h a d
surrounded the  French forces  a t  Dien Bien Phu in  nor thern
Vietnam in  the  spr ing  of  1954,  and France  ca l led  on  the
United States for help.  General  LeMay quickly drew up plans
and desired to  “up the ante” with his  superior  SAC. General
Twining favored a  onet ime atomic s tr ike with three small
atomic weapons: “You could take all  day to drop a bomb,
make sure  you put  i t  in  the  r ight  p lace  .  .  .  and  c lean  those
C o m m i e s  o u t  o f  t h e r e  a n d  t h e  b a n d  c o u l d  p l a y  t h e
‘Marseillaise,’ and the French could come marching out .  .  .  in
great  shape.”82  However, pragmatic general Earle E. Partridge,
commander of  FEAF and a f ighter  general  with extensive
experience in the European theater of World War II  as well  as
t h e  K o r e a n  W a r ,  h a d  a  d i f f e r e n t  v i e w .  A s  t h e  t h e a t e r
commander, he recognized that “this is basically a civil  war,
with pacif icat ion and unif icat ion (as  opposed to destruct ion)
being the prime objective. Air operations,  without the required
poli t ical  and psychological  programs, can be regarded only as
destructive.”8 3 This  d i f ference  of  opin ion  among genera ls
reflected the philosophical difference growing within the Air
F o r c e  b e t w e e n  m a n y  i n  t h e  s t r a t e g i c  a n d  t a c t i c a l
communi t i es .

The fall  of North Vietnam to the communists fewer than six
months  af ter  the  Dul les  massive re ta l ia t ion speech s t imulated
a flurry of analyses that questioned the deterrent credibili ty of
the new policy of massive retaliation.84  Army chief of staff
Matthew B.  Ridgway claimed in 1954 that  we had designed
our mili tary strategy and foreign policy to f i t  the weapon
rather  than the reverse .  He argued that  massive retal ia t ion
may trap us into using atomic weapons,  i f  for  no other  reason
than to demonstrate  we weren’t  bluff ing.  Consequently,  he
concluded, the Soviets would attempt to fight at a level below
nuclear  war .85  But  most  of  the  pressure  came from the  r is ing
community of civilian defense intellectuals from RAND and
other interested circles.86  The Eisenhower adminis t ra t ion also
showed a  concern regarding l imited war,  a  te rm that  entered
the lexicon in 1954. In 1955 the Basic National Security Policy
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acknowledged the  possibi l i ty  that  the  Uni ted Sta tes  might
have  to  choose  be tween  mass ive  nuc lea r  des t ruc t ion  and
yielding to local  aggression,  unless the country developed a
limited war capabil i ty.  Budget-minded Eisenhower,  bolstered
by air  absolutist  claims,  hoped forces for general  war (nuclear
conflict with the Soviet Union) could operate effectively in
l imited wars also to,  as stated in NSM 422/2,  “punish swift ly
and severely any local  aggression in  a  manner  and on a  scale
best  calculated to avoid the hosti l i t ies broadening into total
n u c l e a r  w a r . ”8 7 N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  a n d
practicalities of limited war seriously interested only the other
services and Tactical  Air  Command.

TAC’s fight for survival in the SAC-dominated Air Force
du r ing  t he  E i senhower  yea r s  c en t e r ed  a round  p ragma t i s t
fighter general O. P. Weyland.88  His Nineteenth Tactical Air
Command had suppor ted  Gen George S.  Pat ton Jr . ’s  dash
across  France  in  World  War  I I  and earned accolades  for
Weyland from Patton as “the best  damn general  in the Air
C o r p s . ”  W e y l a n d  l a t e r  c o m m a n d e d  t h e  F E A F  d u r i n g  t h e
Korean  War ,  and  h i s  r econs t ruc t i on  o f  t he  J apanese  a i r
defense  forces  led  to  h is  fame as  “ the  fa ther  of  the  new
Japanese Air Force.” His breadth of operational experience
was matched by extensive professional  mil i tary schooling,
which included s t ints  as  ass is tant  commandant  of  the  Army’s
C o m m a n d  a n d  G e n e r a l  S t a f f  S c h o o l  a n d  a s  d e p u t y
commander of the National War College. Opie knew “ground
forces  fo rward  and  backwards”  and  reca l l ed  h i s  g rea tes t
f r u s t r a t i o n  d u r i n g  t h e  K o r e a n  W a r  w a s  t h a t  “ f e w  o t h e r
commanders  were educated in  other  services .”89

Weyland’s goal as TAC commander was to “hold together
and improve a small,  but very, very proficient tactical air force
s t r u c t u r e ”  a n d  r e m a i n  “ o b n o x i o u s  e n o u g h ”  t o  s e c u r e
organizational ,  doctrinal ,  and technological  improvements.90

But,  in the shadow of SAC and massive retal iat ion,  Weyland,
l ike Cannon,  his  predecessor ,  spent  much of  his  t ime s imply
trying to preserve his force and mission. To fight for missions
that  supported the  Army or  convent ional  war  ran counter  to
Air Force and national defense policy (massive retaliation). In
an  era  when budget  l imi ta t ions  hampered  US a t tempts  to
contend with a growing target  l is t ,  the mil i tary clutched i ts
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growing atomic arsenal. Like everyone else, TAC was forced to
spl i t  up in i ts  own way and did so by the end of  1954.91  The
tactical air forces (TAF) proffered that the “decisive” use of
tact ical  nuclear  weapons in Europe,  for  example,  might  hal t  a
Soviet onslaught while providing an option short  of a global
c o n f l a g r a t i o n  f o r  w h i c h  S A C  f o r c e s  w e r e  t r a i n e d .92

Nevertheless, TAC still  risked absorption by SAC unless it
found a mission outside the scope of  SAC and atomic warfare.

During the French cr is is  in  Indochina,  General  Weyland
suggested at  a  commander’s  conference that  TAC organize and
maintain a highly mobile tact ical  air  force that  could meet
contingencies anywhere in the world.93  While Twining and
White accepted the idea in principle,  they could not  spare
m a n p o w e r  f o r  a  n e w  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  w h e n  t h e y
needed every flyer to man the growing numbers of atomic
capable wings.94  Aided by a convincing and widely distributed
Air War College paper which asserted that “the so called ‘New
Look’ at  national  securi ty policy quiet ly died as a viable
blueprint for defense with the fall  of Dien Bien Phu,” Weyland
a n d  t h e  T A C  a d v o c a t e s  a r g u e d  w h a t  m a n y  d e f e n s e
intellectuals were stating—that coming nuclear parity would
neutralize the uti l i ty of general war with the Soviet  Union and
permit,  indeed encourage, “brushfire” or l imited wars.95  After
a  year  of  br ief ing var ious audiences on the concept  of  a
rapid ly  responding g lobal  tac t ica l  s t r ike  force  capable  of
coping wi th  any mi l i ta ry  s i tua t ion  a t  any  level ,  Weyland
secured approval for his Composite Air Strike Force (CASF),
bu t  on ly  as  a  p lann ing  headquar te r s .9 6 One month ear l ier
senior  Air  Force leaders  had ser iously considered dispensing
with conventional  ordnance and training.  However,  Weyland
and tact ical  commanders  rebuked their  considerat ion,  a l leged
t h a t  e l i m i n a t i n g  c o n v e n t i o n a l  c a p a b i l i t y  w a s  a  p o l i t i c a l
d e c i s i o n ,  a n d  w a r n e d  t h a t  e x c l u s i v e  r e l i a n c e  o n  n u c l e a r
weapons was fraught with “myriads of political, psychological,
and other  implicat ions.” Furthermore,  they contended,  the Air
Force needed to be “psychologically prepared” for limited wars
and reta in  a  var ie ty  of  munit ions.9 7 At the same t ime, the Air
Staff  professed the indivisibil i ty of airpower and asserted that
SAC could do the TAC mission. Weyland responded that SAC
was i l l  equipped and i l l  t ra ined to handle l imited war because
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of the heavy demands of  a potential  general  war;  TAC, on the
other hand, was more flexible. 98

TAC fought  for  survival  and modest  funding under  the
covetous eyes of the insatiable SAC and its growing list of
newly discovered strategic targets—a list  that expanded with
Soviet  mili tary growth and was accentuated by improving US
reconnaissance capabil i ty to f ind targets.99  To contribute to
the nuclear  destruct ion of  Soviet  targets  was TAC’s most
marketable option in support  of the national  defense policy
and the absolutist  doctrine of the Air Force.1 0 0 For TAC to
obtain the favor of  the bomber-dominant  senior  Air  Force
leadership,  the “l ife insurance policy” had to address the three
pillars of Air Force doctrine. 101

Though the CASF emanated from Weyland’s Nineteenth Air
Force,  i t  s truggled to build a ready force without any assigned
aircraft .  The CASF promised globalism through air  refueling
a n d  i m p r o v e d  m o b i l i t y  a n d  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  s y s t e m s .  I t
sought decisiveness through nuclear weapons.  But,  l ike SAC,
i t  was  unable  to  address  fu l ly  the  tene t  o f  ind iv is ib i l i ty
b e c a u s e  t h e  n a t i o n a l  f o c u s  o n  s t r a t e g i c  t a r g e t i n g
overshadowed other missions. Additionally, training to deliver
tactical  nuclear weapons was complex,  leaving l i t t le t ime and
money for much else,  even within TAC. This focus on the
numerous requirements  of  nuclear  dr i l l  d i lu ted t ra ining and
thought  on the versat i l i ty of  airpower across the spectrum of
war.  Consequently,  this  focus caused other Air  Force roles
and missions to suffer and made it difficult to support TAC’s
CASF when it  did not have a visible enemy as SAC did.102

Nevertheless,  under accusations of  harboring a “batt leship
mentality” and following Weyland’s campaign for CASF, the
broadminded Vice Chief of Staff White acknowledged the role
of TAF in rhetoric typical of the time. On 7 May 1955 he
s ta ted ,

Our tactical  air  forces,  with enormous firepower,  global mobili ty,
operational invulnerabili ty and versatil i ty,  have become a deterrent to
aggression and a decisive force in war. As such, our Tactical Air
Command assumes a  place  a longside our  Stra tegic  Air  Command as  a
potent force for peace.1 0 3

But  the  CASF remained an underfunded and poor ly  suppor ted
concept for some time.
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To the predominantly bomber senior Air Force leadership,
l imi t ed  war  and  the  CASF were  neces sa ry  ad junc t s  t ha t
d e m o n s t r a t e d  t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n ’ s  c o n c e r n  f o r  “ c o v e r i n g  a l l
ba se s . ”  The  A i r  Fo rce  s aw  i t s  p r imary  t a sk  i n  i t s  more
exclusive and far more important realm—strategic deterrence.
Many absolutists  fel t  l imited war was a distraction.  As Chief of
Staff  Twining summarized,  “The United States has always
done what  was necessary to total ly win.  .  .  .  There is  no such
thing as l imited war.  Merely discussing l imited war inspires
the  enemy.”1 0 4

As the preeminent  Air  Force expanded to 137 wings in  the
mid-1950s, SAC bombers continued to receive top priority.  In
1955 SAC received i ts  f irst  B-52 intercontinental  bombers and
was directed to give highest priority to the development of
intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBM). In the summer of
that  year ,  Air  Force a t tachés  a t tending an a i r  show at  Tushino
airport  near  Moscow witnessed a distressing number of  Soviet
jet  Bison bombers f ly by in an air  parade.  (The Soviets  duped
the at tachés by circl ing the bombers to overfly the viewing
area  aga in  and  aga in . )  The  ou tcome s t imula ted  a  d ras t i c
revision of the projected Soviet bomber force size. The revised
est imates predicted that  the long-range Soviet  bomber force
would double that  of SAC by 1959.105

T h e  p e r c e i v e d  “ b o m b e r  g a p , ”  i n  p a r t ,  p r o m p t e d  t h e
C o n g r e s s i o n a l  A i r  P o w e r  H e a r i n g s  o f  1 9 5 6 .  A i r  F o r c e
intelligence attempted to prove the existence of the gap when
other intell igence agencies could not substantiate Air Force
a s s e s s m e n t s .  F a c e d  w i t h  u n c e r t a i n t i e s ,  o r g a n i z a t i o n a l
interests  guided choice among competing interpretat ions of
evidence.  According to John Huizinga,  director of the Central
Intelligence Agency’s Board of National Estimates, “The Air
Force was judged the least  competent  of  the services,  and i t
was very hard to deal  with Air Force assert ions.  You had to
prove a negative, a hopeless position to be in.”1 0 6

At  the  congres s iona l  hea r ings ,  Gene ra l  LeMay  warned
against  the  dangers  impl ic i t  in  the  bomber  gap and reminded
congress ional  leaders  and the  publ ic  that  manned s t ra tegic
bombers were still the weapon of choice: “We believe that in
the  fu ture  the  s i tua t ion  wi l l  remain  the  same as  i t  has  in  the
past ,  and that  is  a  bomber force well-equipped,  determined,
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well- t rained,  wil l  penetrate  any defense system that  can be
devised.” Over the objections of Secretary of Defense Charles
Wilson and in spi te  of  Eisenhower’s  responsive supplemental
funding,  Congress  granted a  bonus of  $928.5 mil l ion to  the
strategic forces.1 0 7 The inadvertent  consequence to  the Soviets
of their deception at Tushino was to enlarge SAC.

These years comprised the heyday of SAC. The aggressive
LeMay was building,  modernizing,  and expanding the most
destructive military force in history. SAC fed on perceptions of
a  g r o w i n g  S o v i e t  t h r e a t .  A s  i m p r o v e d  i n t e l l i g e n c e  a n d
reconnaissance uncovered more targets  in  the Soviet  Union,
SAC and the Air Force convinced the US government of the
need for  more bombs and del ivery systems.

L e M a y  h e l d  t r e m e n d o u s  p o w e r  a n d  i n f l u e n c e .  A s  a
commander,  he was operationally responsible only to the JCS
and the president .  But  LeMay held substant ial  c lout  even over
the  JCS and the  Air  Staf f  because  he  determined opera t ional
l imits and strategy. 1 0 8  His f i rs t  war  plan in  1949 at tempted to
u s e  1 3 3  b o m b e r s  o n  7 0  c i t i e s  a t  o n e  t i m e ,  a n  e n d u r i n g
absolut is t  s t rategy to use overwhelming force in one assaul t  to
end  war  qu i ck ly  and  dec i s ive ly .  As  t he  p ro l i f e r a t i on  o f
bombers  and nuclear  weapons  (begun wi th  increased defense
spending during and af ter  the Korean War and the avai labi l i ty
of small H-bombs) exceeded the growing target l ist ,  the atomic
strength of  the United States enabled LeMay by 1960 to turn
to the use of a “counterforce” strategy,  versus rel iance on a
weapons-limited “city-busting” campaign.1 0 9 The Air Force felt
more comfortable with counterforce,  in part ,  because i t  more
closely reflected the Air Force’s doctrinal roots of precision
bombing against  mil i tary- industr ia l  targets  and much of  i ts
World War II  experience. More importantly,  the demands of
counterforce  exceeded in  numbers ,  accuracy,  and range the
Navy’s new submarine-launched ballistic missile (SLBM). 110  In
any case ,  counterforce  demanded more weapons ( to  hi t  more
targets accurately) for a larger Air Force.

Blocking the route to mil i tary expansion stood President
Dwight D. Eisenhower.  In 1955 he had warned the Air  Force
against  overemphasiz ing the  numbers  of  a i rcraf t  and uni ts
w h i l e  n e g l e c t i n g  m a i n t e n a n c e  a n d  s p a r e  p a r t s ,  b a s e
improvements,  and training of personnel.  Claiming the Air
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Force  had more  than  enough money,  the  pres ident  s lowed the
growth of Air Force wings as early as 1955.111  He also directed
the Air  Force to pursue ICBM development that  same year.
E isenhower  subsequen t ly  o f fe red  reassurances  aga ins t  the
existence of  a  bomber gap.  The new U-2 spy plane and other
classified sources had provided the president with evidence of
low Soviet jet  bomber production. Despite repeated efforts,  Ike
could not contain Air Force growth entirely. The Democratic
Congress and an influential  press favored Air Force growth.
By 1957 Air Force manpower nearly equaled that of the Army,
and Air Force assets exceeded those of the 55 largest  US
civilian corporations combined.1 1 2

The year 1957 proved significant for the Air Force. General
Twining became chairman of the Joint  Chiefs of Staff ,  General
White became Air Force chief of staff, General LeMay became
the Air Force vice chief of staff, and Gen Thomas S. Power
became the new commander of  the Strategic Air  Command.
Fur thermore ,  in  October  the  Sovie ts  launched sputnik ,  the
world’s f irst  man-made satell i te which instigated not only a
space race but a public debate over a “missile gap.”

As vice chief of staff,  the articulate White developed a
nuclear strategic expertise “that  overwhelmed others,” at  least
in the military. 113  A former aide remembered “his grasp of
overall  strategy and his abili ty to sort  of look out beyond
today’s world and see what  might  be important  in the future is
what  real ly set  him apart .”114  Though White was a former
bomber  commander  in  the  Pacif ic  war  and ardent ly  supported
a  d e t e r r e n t  S A C ,  h i s  b a c k g r o u n d  a n d  p e r s p e c t i v e  w e r e
broader  than those  of  most  absolut i s t s .  He saw the  need to
push technologies and expand the Air Force’s vision. In a
1956 speech to the Air War College,  he noted stagnation in Air
Force thought:

We see too few examples of really creative, logical, far-sighted thinking
in the Air  Force these days.  I t  seems to me that  our  people are merely
trying to find new ways of saying the same old things about air  power
w i t h o u t  c o n s i d e r i n g  w h e t h e r  t h e y  n e e d  c h a n g i n g  t o  m e e t  n e w
si tuat ions and without  consider ing the need for  new approaches to
new prob lems .115

White’s expansive background, Capitol Hill  experience, and
progressive views served the Air Force well ,  but he lacked the
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operational credibili ty of a Twining. It  was partly for this
reason that  he brought  LeMay to Washington as his  vice chief
of staff. White respected LeMay’s record in SAC, desired to
give LeMay’s force of character a broader arena,  and felt
LeMay would be “the greatest  complement to me. .  .  .  His
experience,  background,  and probably his  personal i ty  were
quite different than mine. I  knew it  might be tough, but if  i t
worked, it would be terrific for the Air Force.”116  It worked,
somewhat .  While  White  concerned himself  most  with JCS and
political issues, he allowed LeMay considerable leeway to run
t h e  A i r  F o r c e .  T h e  c o n t r a s t i n g  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  p r o d u c e d
disagreements,  but  in the end LeMay remained loyal  to his
chief. 1 1 7

L e M a y ’ s  g r e a t e s t  p r o b l e m  a s  v i c e  c h i e f  w a s  t h a t  h e
unconsciously “paid inordinate attention to SAC after he left
it .”1 1 8 Shortly after becoming the vice chief, LeMay presented a
speech to  the  major  commanders  tha t  c la imed the  Uni ted
Sta tes  “cou ld  no  longer  a f fo rd  the  luxury  o f  devo t ing  a
substantial  port ion of our Air  Force effort  to support  ground
forces.”1 1 9 LeMay believed so strongly in the strategic air role
that  he  cont inued to  permit  spot  promot ions  in  SAC and to
foster  disproport ionate research and development funding for
SAC.120  In  the  la te  1950s  Secre tary  Zucker t  remembered how
White  had  expressed  concern  over  the  br igadier  genera ls ’
promotion l is t ,  which had a disproport ionate number of  SAC
names on i t .  Zuckert  and White returned the l is t  to  LeMay
and the  Air  Staff  for  more  equi table  dis t r ibut ion.1 2 1  TAC
commanders also had difficulty in gett ing support  for their
programs and people under LeMay. 1 2 2 When the Air Force
faced budget  cuts  in 1957,  LeMay advocated the absorption of
TAC into a SAC-dominated “air offensive command.”1 2 3

If LeMay were biased slightly, the person who replaced him
at  SAC was obsessed wi th  the  absolute  dominance of  the
Strategic Air  Command. LeMay left  his  successor a thriving
command tha t  had  expanded  f rom 837 to  2 ,711  a i rc ra f t  and
from 21 s ta tes ide bases  to  38,  with  an addi t ional  30 bases
overseas .  “Tough Tommy” Power ,  in  the  words  of  LeMay
h imse l f ,  was  “a  mean  son-o f -a -b i t ch . ”1 2 4  LeMay se lec ted
Power, the only senior World War II-generation general who
had nei ther  a  civi l ian nor a  mil i tary educat ion beyond high
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school,  as his  vice commander at  SAC “because he could get
things  done.”125  One retired four-star general claimed, “LeMay
was a  pussycat  compared to Power.”1 2 6 Another  no ted  tha t
Power was “hard and cruel” and loved to “perform in front of
an  aud ience”  and  “ r id icu le  b r ie fe r s . ”127  P o w e r  h a d  b e e n
LeMay’s strong man at  SAC from 1949 to 1954, after  which he
had commanded Air  Research  and Development  Command
(ARDC). Power had personally led the first incendiary attack
on Tokyo in  March 1945 and orbi ted  the  area  to  assess  the
conflagration. General Power was the ultimate absolutist.  In
his apocalyptic book, Design for Survival,  Power claims that “it
w a s  s t r a t e g i c  b o m b i n g  m o r e  t h a n  a n y  o t h e r  f a c t o r  t h a t
ul t imately forced the uncondi t ional  surrender  of  Germany and
Japan. . .  .  We could have won Korea with nukes overnight. .  .  .
We should have intervened in  Hungary when we had s t rategic
superiority.”1 2 8  He further  asserts  that  the f irs t  principle of
war  was  to  “main ta in  a  c red ib le  capab i l i ty  to  ach ieve  a
m i l i t a r y  v i c t o r y  u n d e r  a n y  s e t  o f  c o n d i t i o n s  a n d
circumstances” and that  deterrence could be achieved only
t h r o u g h  “ s u p e r i o r  m i l i t a r y  s t r e n g t h . ”129  P o w e r  w a s  a
parochial ,  hard-driving autocrat  at  SAC. He presided over
s ignif icant  growth in  SAC, including the  incorporat ion of
intercontinental  ball ist ic missiles.

The ICBM became a widespread national concern only in
response to the shock of the Soviet  launching of the sputnik
missi le into space in October 1957. The Air Force absolutists
slowly supported ICBM development. The US ICBM program
b e g a n  o n  p a p e r  i n  1 9 5 1  w i t h  t h e  A t l a s ,  w h i c h  w a s  i n
developmental  test ing by 1955. In reaction to the new Soviet
H - b o m b  a n d  n e w  t e c h n i c a l  b r e a k t h r o u g h s ,  E i s e n h o w e r
directed that the ICBM receive the highest national priority in
1955.  In  November  1955 Headquarters  Air  Force directed
ARDC and SAC to get ready to develop and employ ICBMs.
Af te r  cons ide rab le  in t e r se rv ice  con t rove r sy ,  Sec re t a ry  o f
D e f e n s e  L o u i s  A .  J o h n s o n  a s s i g n e d  t h e  I C B M  p r o g r a m
officially to the Air Force in 1956. In August 1956 the ARDC
commander ,  bomber general  Power,  warned of  a  “somewhat
distorted and exaggerated picture” of missile capabili t ies and
p o t e n t i a l  w h i c h  “ c a n n o t  c o p e  w i t h  c o n t i n g e n c i e s . ”130

Addi t iona l ly ,  Power  d id  no t  push  Ai r  Force  r e sea rch  in
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sol id-fuel  technologies unti l  threatened by the success of  the
Navy’s solid-fuel Polaris program.131  Finally,  at  the September
1957 conference,  Chief of Staff  White,  concerned about the
successes of  Polaris  and his  generals’  “lukewarm” at t i tude
towards ICBMs, scolded his subordinates for allowing their
dedication to aircraft  to turn into a “batt leship at t i tude.” He
n o t e d  t h a t  “ a l l  t r u t h s  c h a n g e  w i t h  t i m e ”  a n d ,  t h a t
furthermore,  the missi le  was “here to stay.”1 3 2 Despite White’s
enthusiasm for  missi les ,  LeMay and Power worried that  these
unproven weapons would draw funds from bombers .  LeMay
briefed the  Gai ther  Commit tee  in  September  1957 that  he
doubted Soviet  missi les  posed a threat  to the United States  or
that they would be significant in his military lifetime. 1 3 3  Power
test i f ied before  Congress  in  December  (af ter  sputnik)  that
emphas i s  on  miss i l e s  was  “maybe  a  l i t t l e  b i t  s t rong .”134

Despite White’s efforts to influence his generals, only strong
public and congressional  reaction to the “shocking” Soviet
capabi l i ty  demonstrated by the launching of  sputnik sparked
interest  in ICBMs within the senior  leadership of  the Air
Force.

The impact on Air Force strategic doctrine was twofold.
Foremost,  the Air Force did not want to slow the growth of i ts
t r e a s u r e d  a n d  m i g h t y  b o m b e r  f o r c e .  S A C  r e s p o n d e d  t o
a l l e g a t i o n s  o f  a  n e w  v u l n e r a b i l i t y  t o  S o v i e t  I C B M s  b y
dispers ing those  bombers  to  numerous  sa te l l i te  bases  leased
to SAC, placing one-third of i ts  forces on alert ,  and beginning
construct ion on a  network of  radars ,  known as  the  bal l is t ic
miss i le  ear ly  warning system (BMEWS).  Next ,  fears  of  a
missi le  gap could be countered by an ambit ious Air  Force
ICBM program. As in the now-defunct “bomber gap,” the new
miss i le  gap  looked  wider  to  the  Air  Force  than  to  o ther
intell igence agencies.  When U-2 evidence, human intell igence,
and  eventua l ly  sa te l l i te  photos  could  not  subs tant ia te  the
existence of a missile gap, the Air Force, which claimed “every
flyspeck on fi lm was a missile,” responded that the Soviets
were hiding and camouflaging their  missiles.135  And,  as  in  the
il lusory bomber gap, public and congressional furor compelled
an increase  in  funding,  th is  t ime a  52 percent  increase  in  the
ICBM budget ,  as  well  as  a  presidential  move in 1959 to grant
ICBMs top priority again.136
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Despi te  c iv i l ian  in teres t  in  ICBM, the  bomber  genera ls
preferred the proven past  over  the uncertain future.  LeMay
cont inued to  l i s t  long-range  miss i les  las t  on  h is  mi l i ta ry
priorities.1 3 7 Miss i les  would ,  he  argued,  gain  “sa t is fac tory
state of reliability” only after “long and bitter experience in the
field,” a reaffirmation of the senior World War II generation’s
emphasis  on exper ience.138  Pacif ic  war absolut is t  and bomber
general Clarence S. Irvine ridiculed the deterrent effect of a
submerged missile: “I don’t know how to show your teeth with
a missi le .”1 3 9 Even White relented in 1959, voicing his concern
over “a great downgrading of our manned bomber force” in
favor  of  “romant ic  and exot ic”  miss i les  that  he  was “not
prepared to  s take the exis tence of  the nat ion on.”1 4 0 To the
absolut is ts ,  manned bombers had brought  victory in World
War II; now, they could fly higher, faster, and farther to deliver
a  de s t ruc t i ve  power  t ha t  f a r  exceeded  any  i n  h i s t o ry .  A
careful ly orchestrated,  s imultaneous assault  by SAC’s nuclear
bombers would be unstoppable and decisive.  After  witnessing
the  f avo rab l e  r e su l t s  o f  wa r  games  amids t  t he  impos ing
growth of SAC, Eisenhower complained that  bomber advocates
wanted “to kill  every Russian three times.”1 4 1

T h o u g h  a  f e w  m i s s i l e  a d v o c a t e s  d i d  e x i s t  w i t h i n  t h e
institution, the Air Force began to see the need for ICBMs
pr imar i ly  i n  r eac t ion  to  ex t e rna l  f ac to r s .  F i r s t ,  a  Sov ie t
surface-to-air missile (SAM) shot down a high-flying American
U-2 spy plane over the Soviet  Union in 1960—a capabil i ty that
b o d e  i l l  f o r  S A C ’ s  b o m b e r s .  S e c o n d ,  a  m o r e  r e s o l u t e
Eisenhower again demanded that  ICBMs become top priori ty,
in August 1959. Third, the Navy was quickly developing a
submarine-launched bal l is t ic  missi le  which would challenge
S AC’s  monopoly  on  s t ra tegic  de ter rence .  Af ter  less - than -
enthusiast ic support  within the Air  Force for Atlas and Titan
m i s s i l e s ,  b y  1 9 6 0  ( w h e n  S L B M - c a p a b l e  N a v y  P o l a r i s
submar ines  became a  rea l i ty)  the  JCS reques ted  1 ,600 new
Minuteman ICBMs. SAC now wanted 10,000.1 4 2

The Air Force’s expanding arsenal fostered advocacy for a
c o u n t e r f o r c e  s t r a t e g y ,  w h i c h  w o u l d  a i m  o v e r w h e l m i n g
numbers  of  nuclear  weapons a t  mi l i tary  targets  wi th  great
precis ion,  in  hopes of  preempting damage from fol low-on
enemy str ikes.  The advocates also hoped that  focusing solely
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on mili tary targets might induce the Soviets to restrict  their
targeting of US cities. But absolutist general Power and SAC
opposed counterforce  in  1960 on grounds  that  anything less
than an abili ty to destroy enemy society completely would
weaken deterrence.  Power test if ied that  SAC was small  and
n e e d e d  m o r e  m o d e r n i z a t i o n  t o  m a i n t a i n  i t s  e s s e n t i a l
overwhelming s t rength.  Fur thermore,  Power  s t i l l  preferred
rel iance on the strategic bomber:  “We never put  anything to
work in SAC unless  i t  has proven that  i t  can do a man’s job,
can carry the load.”1 4 3

Sputnik’s major casualty in the Air  Force was TAC and the
tactical air forces.1 4 4 While TAC had received research and
development funds sufficient to develop 23 different fighter
aircraft types from the end of World War II to 1954, it  would
receive only one new production series aircraft  from 1955 to
1964 . 1 4 5  SAC had complete dominance in the selection of new
technologies,  and usually the best  TAC could do was to accept
SAC rejects.1 4 6 In 1957 Eisenhower’s restrictions in defense
spending cost the Air Force 10 tactical fighter wings.147  From
41 wings in 1957, TAC would shrink to 23 wings by 1960. In
t h e  i n t e r i m ,  W e y l a n d ’ s  C o m p o s i t e  A i r  S t r i k e  F o r c e  h a d
responded to  cr ises  in  Lebanon and Taiwan in  1958.  Though
marginally trained and i l l  equipped for  conventional  war,  the
deployed tactical striking force did serve its political purpose;
fortunately, it did so without extensive combat. TAC officers
felt they had proven the legitimacy of the CASF; SAC claimed
its mobilization and alert  capabili ty l imited the crises.1 4 8 TAC
was st i l l  spread thin with multiple missions:  air l if t ,  support  of
the  Army,  a i r  escor t  for  SAC,  a i r  defense  augmenta t ion ,
r e t a r d a t i o n  ( t a c t i c a l  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s ) ,  t h e  C A S F ,  a n d
requirements  to  t ra in  and man the tact ical  a i r  forces .  By 1959
General  Weyland claimed his TAC no longer could support  i ts
m i s s i o n s  t o  a u g m e n t  A i r  D e f e n s e  C o m m a n d  a n d  e s c o r t
SAC.1 4 9  At his  re t i rement  that  year ,  he  fur ther  warned “ that
the  Pentagon’s  p reoccupa t ion  wi th  s t ra teg ic  bombing  and
long-range missi les  may soon leave us unprepared to f ight  a
limited war.”150  TAC was trapped by i ts  own commitment  to
n u c l e a r  w a r f a r e .  A f t e r  s p u t n i k ,  e n e m y  t a r g e t s  e x p a n d e d
greatly. Now, with fewer forces, the tactical air forces were
even more committed to an exclusively nuclear role.
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The Air Force’s f inal  response to sputnik was to assess i ts
e d u c a t i o n a l  p r o g r a m s .  S p u t n i k  s p a w n e d  n u m e r o u s  s t u d y
groups that  found disturbing weaknesses in the Air Force’s
educa t iona l  sys tem.  By  1954  the  Sov ie t s  were  p roduc ing
50,000 engineers  each year ;  the United States  only 20,000.151

Studies revealed Air Force personnel with the highest skil ls
were the least likely to stay in the service. The Rawlings Board
of 1956 noted that the Air University professional schools
“produced few truly educated officers,” and the schools were
too small to accommodate the “hump” of aging World War II
ve te rans .1 5 2  In  1957 SAC and TAC had approximately  31
percent of i ts  officers with bachelor’s degrees and 1.5 percent
with master’s degrees.1 5 3  A 1957 study noted that  the Air  War
College emphasized strategic air  operations with no formal
discussion of the American polit ical  system or of arms control
and observed the school  “ lacked cr i t ical  analysis .”1 5 4  Yet,
sputnik alerted the Air  Force,  as well  as the country,  to i ts
educat ional  shor tcomings  and cont r ibuted  to  the  t remendous
expansion of education in the 1960s.  Sti l l ,  i t  would affect
mostly future generat ions;  the Air  Force had to r ide with
experience in the interim.

While the lack of education surely could narrow Air Force
capabili t ies,  the defining phenomenon of the insti tution’s first
two decades of existence was the ascendancy of SAC within
the Air Force.  SAC received clear budgetary,  procurement,
doc t r i na l ,  and  pe r sonne l  p r e f e r ence .  F igu re s  2 ,  3 ,  and  4
indicate the extent  of  SAC’s domination in funding,  numbers
of aircraft ,  and personnel,  respectively, during this period.
Figure  5  shows a  comparison in  the  growth in  the  number  of
wings in SAC and TAC.

More wings for SAC meant additional air divisions, which
m e a n t  m o r e  p o s i t i o n s  f o r  c o m m a n d  a n d  g e n e r a l  o f f i c e r
ass ignments .  The forced dispersa l  of  bomber  uni ts  in  response
to the  Soviet  ICBM threat  posi t ioned this  phenomenon to
SAC’s advantage.  Force structure growth in response to the
guiding national security policy of massive retaliation created
more bomber pilots in the treasured “operational” leadership
posit ions.  From this population, the future ruling eli tes would
be selected. Appendix A samples the backgrounds of the Air
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Source: Headquarters USAF, U.S. Air Force Statistical Digest, FY 1958–1961.

Figure 2. Strategic Air Command versus Tactical Air Command
Operational Costs (1958–61)

Source: Headquarters USAF, U.S. Air Force Statistical Digest, FY 1948–1960.

Figure 3. Bomber versus Fighter Aircraft Inventory (1948–60)
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Source: Headquarters USAF, U.S. Air Force Statistical Digest, FY 1948–1960.

Figure 4. Number and Distribution of Pilots (1948–60)

Source: Headquarters USAF U.S. Air Force Statistical Digest, FY 1948–1960.

Figure 5. Number and Distribution of Air Force Wings (1948–60)
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Force’s senior leaders in 1960.1 5 5 Bomber  dominat ion appears
evident,  and i t  would increase in the next few years.

The apex of bomber domination within the Air Force came
with the selection of LeMay as Air Force chief of staff in 1961.
New secretary of defense Robert S.  McNamara purportedly
asked  Whi te  to  s tay  on ,  bu t  the  phys ica l ly  a i l ing  Whi te
declined.156  The logical successors were LeMay and Norstad.
Laur is  Nors tad  c la imed he  preferred to  cont inue as  Supreme
Headquarters Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE) commander at
NATO.157  That situation left  the well-known LeMay, who had
bui l t  the  great  Stra tegic  Air  Command and had spent  the  las t
four years “running the Air Force” and learning to operate in
Washington,  as the only other al ternative.

Among LeMay’s first actions as chief was to promote his
people into key leadership posit ions.158  Within three months
LeMay had replaced the last of the fighter generals in senior
positions at  USAFE and TAC. By 1 October 1961 all  major
operational commanders,  and the vast  majority of the Air Staff
l eadersh ip ,  had  become a rden t  bomber  genera l s—most  o f
them SAC abso lu t i s t s .  SAC’s  methods  became Ai r  Force
methods . 159

Observed noted military sociologist Morris Janowitz, “In the
military, as in any organization, the ‘big issues’ are personified
by outs tanding  men and  the  fac t ions  tha t  deve lop  around
them. Within the el i te  nucleus the hypothesis  is  a lso relevant
that  an officer’s  perspectives are influenced by his  personal
al l iances  and contacts .”1 6 0  Unknowingly, the Air Force fulfilled
the Janowitz hypothesis while the print was sti l l  wet.
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Chapter  4

The Apogee of Strategic Air Command
and the Missi le  Chal lenge (1961–62)

I think we have been consistent in our concepts since the
formation of the GHQ Air Force in 1935. Our basic doctrine
has remained generally unchanged since that  t ime.

—Gen Curt is  E.  LeMay

The senior World War II  generation reached the apex of
power in the early 1960s.  As shown by f igure 6,  these bomber
generals,  led by Curtis LeMay, rose to four-star rank faster
than  mos t  o f  the i r  peers .

I n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 6 0 s ,  b o m b e r  g e n e r a l s  h e l d  m o r e  t h a n
one-half of the four-star positions (fig. 7).

T h e  g e n e r a l i s t s ,  t h o s e  n o t  i n s u l a t e d  w i t h i n  f i g h t e r  o r
bomber t racks,  were hard pressed to make ful l  general  a t  a l l .

Figure 6. Rapidity to Full General: Senior World War II Generation
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In  1961 Secre tary  Zucker t  concurred  wi th  the  dominant
bomber generals that LeMay, the last of the “World War II
superstars ,”  was most  deserving of  the top uniformed posit ion
in the Air Force. 1  The new Kennedy administrat ion respected
LeMay’s popularity within the Air Force and felt LeMay “had
the  toughness  .  .  .  the  country  needed most  in  the  wake of  the
Bay of Pigs.”2

Within the Air Force LeMay’s popularity was conditional, his
toughness  uncondi t iona l .  LeMay’s  remova l  o f  nonbomber
genera l s  f rom key  pos i t ions  exacerba ted  the  a l ready  bad
relat ions  between the bomber  and f ighter  communit ies .  One
general recalled, “In the early sixties SAC and TAC were like
two rat t lesnakes.  They would hardly talk to one another .”3  A
case in point focused on LeMay’s dismissal of fighter general
F r a n k  F .  E v e r e s t  a s  c o m m a n d e r  o f  T A C .  W h e n  L e M a y
personally notified Everest of his involuntary “retirement” for
m e d i c a l  r e a s o n s — E v e r e s t  h a d  a  r e c e n t  h i s t o r y  o f  h e a r t
problems—the incensed Everest responded, “You are far from
a poli t ician.  You are the bluntest  bastard I  have ever talked to
in my l ife ,  and you are highly opinioned and not  incl ined to
adjust  yourself  to the poli t ical  atmosphere that  any Chief of
Staff,  all  Chiefs of Staff,  must operate in. You don’t have that
sort of a faculty.”4 Unmoved, LeMay appointed SAC bomber
general  Walter  C.  “Cam” Sweeney Jr .  as  the new commander
of TAC because TAC was “behind the times.”5

Figure 7. Time as Full General: Senior World War II Generation
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The unwelcome Sweeney brought  in  bomber major  general
Walter E. Arnold as his chief of staff and began to “do for TAC
what LeMay did for SAC.”6  Sweeney began to “professionalize”
TAC with the “high standards” and programs of SAC. He
implemented SAC’s central ized management control  system
which quant i f ied,  measured,  and evaluated vir tual ly  every
e l e m e n t  o f  T A C ’ s  s u p p l y ,  m a i n t e n a n c e ,  a n d  o p e r a t i o n a l
sys tem.7 Resisted at TAC, Sweeney set up a liaison office with
SAC, centralized TAC maintenance organizations, reorganized
TAC’s numbered air forces from a functional to a geographic
o r i e n t a t i o n ,  a n d  b u i l t  c o m m a n d  p o s t s  i n  e a c h  w i n g .
Additionally,  he implemented new standardization,  evaluation,
and safety programs.  Sweeney based most  of  his  changes on
the SAC model.8

While  some changes  were  warranted ,  the  speed  and manner
i n  w h i c h  S w e e n e y  i m p l e m e n t e d  t h e m  c a u s e d  m u c h
resentment .  Inf luent ia l  f ighter  major  general  Momyer  was
removed  as  TAC’s  depu ty  ch ie f  o f  s t a f f  fo r  p lans  upon
Sweeney’s  a r r iva l ,  and  tha t  pos i t ion  remained  vacant  for
months. Everest’s recently appointed vice commander of TAC,
fighter lieutenant general Gabriel P. Disosway, “didn’t see eye
t o  e y e  o n  a n y t h i n g ”  w i t h  h i s  n e w  c o m m a n d e r  a n d  w a s
replaced by bomber l ieutenant general  Charles B. Westover
the following year.9

As TAC felt  the incursions of the SAC community,  so did the
other  commands that  housed most ly  f ighter  uni ts .  USAFE
r e c e i v e d  a  b o m b e r  g e n e r a l ,  T r u m a n  H .  L a n d o n ,  a s  i t s
commander the same day LeMay became chief of staff .  LeMay
asked the former USAFE commander,  f ighter general  Frederic
H. Smith Jr. ,  to become his vice chief—the only fighter general
on LeMay’s Air Staff. Smith was reluctant to work for LeMay
and sought  counsel  f rom Gen Laur is  Nors tad ,  the  Supreme
Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR). Norstad advised Smith
t o  a c c e p t  t h e  j o b ,  a s  t h e  A i r  F o r c e  n e e d e d  S m i t h  a s  a
“mellowing influence.”1 0  Smith accepted the job as vice chief
of staff  and soon disagreed with LeMay on whether to reduce
the number of  SAC personnel .  LeMay replaced Smith with a
Zuckert nominee, nonflyer general William F. “Bozo” McKee, a
year later.11  LeMay had no regrets: “I was satisfied; I didn’t
think I had [Smith’s] complete loyalty. We disagreed. Once I
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made a decision, I  expected whole-hearted cooperation.  He
was happy to leave.”12

Until  Disosway was removed from TAC and transferred to
the Air  Staff ,  that  organizat ion was thoroughly dominated by
SAC’s bomber generals,  with the exception of the nonrated
G e n e r a l  M c K e e .  D i r e c t o r  o f  M i l i t a r y  P e r s o n n e l ,  f i g h t e r
brigadier general Albert P. Clarke, recalled,

SAC was bleeding us white. [General Thomas] Power was CINCSAC
[Commander-in-Chief Strategic Air Command] and didn’t  have any
pa t i ence  fo r  any th ing  e l se  in  t he  Ai r  Fo rce .  He  was  abso lu t e ly
single-minded on SAC, and ruthless in that  regard.  Whenever I  t r ied
to get  any policy implemented that  in any way infringed on what
Tommy Power thought  was r ight  for  SAC, he would just  cal l  up
General LeMay and say, “Get Clark[e] off my back,” which usually
happened.  So i t  was a pret ty tough t ime to try to protect  any equity in
personnel programs. We had an eli te air  force within an air  force.  I t
was an unhealthy si tuation.  People in SAC were frozen. They were
trying to get every good man in the Air Force and nobody ever came
out of SAC. So everybody else was second-class citizens. It  was a
diff icult  t ime for anybody to run a personnel  program.1 3

When Disosway arr ived as  the lone f ighter  l ieutenant  general
on the Air Staff  in 1962, he remembered being “smothered” by
S A C  g e n e r a l s  w h o  s o o n  g o t  a c c u s t o m e d  t o  h i s  u s u a l
dissenting vote.14

The bomber monopoly on the key leadership posit ions in
the Air Force not only alienated non-SAC elements,  i t  also led
to more dogmatic doctr ine.  The Air  Staff  never was more
populated with absolutis ts  zealously in pursuit  of  technology
to  v ind ica te  a  t ime less  fa i th  in  the  e f f i cacy  o f  s t ra teg ic
bombing .  In  1959  sen ior  s ta f f  eva lua t ion  of f icers  a t  Ai r
University concluded,

Our s tudies  on new weapon systems foreseen dur ing the  next  15 years
have concluded that  the present  s trategy of  deterrence wil l  continue
essential ly unchanged and so wil l  the basic tasks of  our mil i tary
forces.  .  .  .  The key to changes in future strategy will  rest  with
s c i e n t i f i c  d e v e l o p m e n t ;  f o r  t h e  n a t i o n  w h i c h  c a n  g a i n  a  c l e a r
ascendancy over  a l l  the  res t  in  adequate  numbers  of  more highly
effective weapons, whether offensive or defensive, will be in a position
to dominate other nations in all  forms of military conflict .1 5

Short ly thereafter ,  General  White  expressed the same zeal
for technology: “We in the Air Force . . .  always want to see
technology move faster because we realize that  i t  is  from the
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area of new developments that  our l ifeblood stems.”16  In  1961
two Air Force analysts added: “Technology wins wars.  .  .  .
Technology paces s trategy and determines i ts  nature.  Strategy
can place  demands on technology in  order  to  meet  momentary
requirements .  But  over  the long haul ,  changes in  s t ra tegy
c o m e  p r i m a r i l y  f r o m  t e c h n o l o g y . ”1 7 T e c h n o l o g i c a l  z e a l
cont inued as  the pr imary means of  ref ining the three tenets  of
airpower theory: globalism, indivisibility, a n d  decis iveness .1 8

The a i r  advocates  improved  global  access  wi th  h igher ,
faster,  longer range “aerospace” vehicles,  preferably manned
and  coup led  w i th  improved  communica t i on  sys t ems .  The
KC-135 jet  tanker  was developed to extend the range of  the
intercontinental  B-52 jet  bomber as well  as  the faster  B-47
a n d  B - 5 8  j e t  b o m b e r s .  T h e  h i g h - f l y i n g  U - 2  s t r a t e g i c
reconna i ssance  a i rc ra f t  was  fo l lowed  by  the  h igh- f ly ing ,
h igh - speed  SR-71 .  Ground  and  a i rbo rne  command  pos t s ,
ear ly warning radars ,  high frequency radios,  computerized
s y s t e m s ,  a n d  s o o n  c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  a n d  r e c o n n a i s s a n c e
satell i tes also pushed the Air Force closer to true global access
and responsiveness through the central ized control  preferred
by SAC.

Indivisibility, however, remained largely an illusion. SAC
and TAC never  were far ther  apar t  than under  the leadership of
the bomber  generals .  The Air  Force was dis tancing i tse l f
d o c t r i n a l l y  f r o m  t h e  b a t t l e f i e l d .  I n  a  m a j o r  s p e e c h  i n
September 1961, LeMay defined the problem of service unity,
with a slight strategic bias, to unify his Air Force.

Our problem then, as I see it, as we reach higher and  farther,  is that we
must maintain our unity of mission and unity as an organization. .  .  .  To
be a  credible  de ter rent ,  aerospace  power  must  cons is t  of  f lexib le
and  d ive r s i f i ed  fo rces  t ha t  have  a  war -wag ing  and  war -winn ing
capabi l i ty. .  .  .  We need to restate firmly that the United States Air
Force is  an enti ty.  I ts  elements al l  contribute to the aerospace power
that is vital  for our defense.1 9

Indivisibil i ty was difficult  when the training and technical
demands,  as  well  as  phi losophies,  of  nuclear  and l imited war
w e r e  s o  d i s p a r a t e .  B u t  m i g h t  e q u a l e d  r i g h t .  T h e  S A C -
dominated Air  Force consumed i tself  so much with i ts  chief
challenges—the growing nuclear target  l is t ,  the missi le threat ,
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alerts ,  and dispersals—that  i t  had l i t t le  t ime for  conventional
or  nonstrategic  considerat ions.

Driven by the  same imperat ives ,  the  tac t ica l  a i r  forces
continued to struggle for a piece of the nuclear mission, if  only
for fiscal and doctrinal survival. 20  I ts  planes,  however,  did not
have the range to reach strategic targets  in the Soviet  Union,
and SAC had no incl inat ion to  share i ts  mission with another
branch. In the meantime, the conventional capabili t ies of TAF
atrophied,  as  did i ts  budget .  The Air  Staff  planned to cut
TAC’s budget even further in fiscal year 1964.21  Muni t ions
stocks fell  too low to support  training in conventional war,  and
the  TAF remained  d iv ided  geograph ica l ly  ( th ree  separa te
c o m m a n d s )  a n d  f u n c t i o n a l l y  w i t h  a i r l i f t ,  f i g h t e r ,
r e c o n n a i s s a n c e ,  a n d  t a n k e r  e l e m e n t s .22  I r o n i c a l l y ,  t h e
monolithic mind-set of bomber generals divided the Air Force
into SAC and al l  others ,  undermining the indivisibi l i ty  of
airpower that  LeMay had called for.

Final ly ,  the prol i ferat ion of  a tomic weaponry,  del ivered
primarily by way of strategic bombers,  some fighter-bombers,
and now ICBMs, gave the air  advocates,  they believed,  the
arsenal of decisiveness.  The Single Integrated Operation Plan
(SIOP), first developed by the SAC-dominated Joint Strategic
Ta rge t ing  P l ann ing  S t a f f  i n  Augus t  1960 ,  wou ld  de l ive r
LeMay’s (now Power’s) all-out offensive, “the Sunday punch,”
which could demolish the Soviet  Union.23

By the early 1960s, the senior World War II generation’s Air
Force continued to prefer  methods of the proven past  over the
u n c e r t a i n  f u t u r e .  I n  i t s  v i e w  m a n n e d  b o m b e r s  r e m a i n e d
preferable to ICBMs, so bombers remained at  the top of the
Air Force’s procurement l ist .2 4 The Air Force sponsored a
weapons-rich counterforce strategy,  in part ,  to just ify nat ional
p r o c u r e m e n t  o f  b o m b e r s  a n d  I C B M s  v e r s u s  t h e  N a v y ’ s
r e l a t i v e l y  i n a c c u r a t e  P o l a r i s  m i s s i l e s .  T h e  a i r  a r m  h a d
r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s t r a t e g y  o f  p r e c i s i o n  a t t a c k s
against military targets.  This return offered a feasible option
because of plentiful,  accurate weapons of differing yields and
methods of delivery.  Absolutist  generals insisted upon clear
military superiority so instrumental in the victory of World
War II.
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Conveniently preeminent in the national  strategy of massive
retal ia t ion and under  the guise of  bomber and missi le  gaps,
the Air Force was building and maintaining LeMay’s goals of
“overwhelming strength so powerful  that  nobody would dare
at tack us” and an abi l i ty  “always to  be able  to  prevai l  a t  the
highest level of intensity so that any kind of an escalation
would be to the disadvantage of the enemy.”2 5 The Air Force
showed  a  de te rmina t ion  to  bu i ld  the  mi l i t a ry  super io r i ty
necessary to “prevail” in a nuclear war.2 6 The confidence of
the absolutists  grew with the size and lethali ty of their  forces.
In  June 1961 an Air  Univers i ty  Research Studies  Inst i tu te
study boasted, “There would be no necessity for expensive
‘balanced forces’ and ‘combined operations’ if  the proven
irrefutable  fact  that  aerospace power  is  the  dominant  and
decisive force were accepted.”2 7  This at t i tude fueled the arms
r a c e ,  h i n d e r e d  t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  c o n v e n t i o n a l  w a r
capabili t ies within the Air Force,  and furthered conservatism.

The comfort  of  doctr inal  preeminence during the 1950s and
other systemic ai lments yielded conservatism and dogmatism
by the early 1960s.  Oron P.  South,  a  civi l ian his tor ian and
member  of  the  Research Studies  Ins t i tu te ,  had argued in  1958
that  the process of doctrinal  revision involved such lengthy
coordination between staff  and operat ional  agencies that  i t
inevitably resulted in a just if icat ion of present  forces and
ideas .  South  added that  the  process  “discourages  any change
m o r e  r a d i c a l  t h a n  m i n o r  u p d a t i n g  o f  p a r a g r a p h s . ”28

Coordinat ing two- or  three-page doctr inal  or  plans papers took
an average of  10 months .2 9 At the same time fighter colonel
Robert C. Richardson III,  an Air Staff planner, complained of
“the curse of  bigness,” which promoted a “status quo at t i tude”
and a “growing tendency to hold what  we have rather  than
r isk untes ted organizat ional  and doctr inal  changes .”30  One
observer of the period noted that World War II  had the effect of
reducing v is ionary  energy,  accompanied  by a  “shi f t  f rom
forecast to review” and preferring lessons to formalize rather
than  theor ies  to  tes t .3 1  The Air Force was having difficulty
coping with change and was developing a react ive rather  than
proact ive posture by the la te  1950s.

Alarmed, Curtis E. LeMay, then vice chief of staff, had called
for an internal study on the Air Force’s alleged conservatism
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in  la te  1959.  The s tudy blunt ly concluded that  “ today there is
l i t t le  evidence of  any substant ive conceptual  change nor is  the
Air  Staff  now organized so as to best  generate and process
p r o p o s a l s  f o r  c h a n g e . ”  A i r  F o r c e  p l a n n i n g ,  t h e  r e p o r t
continued,  “has been largely l imited to considering the impact
of adding forecast  weapon systems to projections of current
concepts ,”  and the current  s t ructure  was not  capable  of  giving
advice on new strategy and concepts “not influenced by Air
Force interests or past Air Force positions and policies.” The
repor t  c la imed the  Air  Force  had  “defens ive ,  s ta tus  quo ,
react ionary posi t ions on most  issues” and found i t  hard to
“list any policy or strategic goals . .  .  that the Air Force is
publicly fighting for, other than ‘more of the same.’”32

The study warned that  Air  Force doctrine was losing touch
with military realities by attempting to fight the next world
war with the weapons, strategies,  and tactics of World War II.
I t  concluded that  Air  Force vis ionar ies  were  increasingly
n e a r s i g h t e d ,  w h i l e  f a r s i g h t e d  c i v i l i a n  s t r a t e g i s t s  w e r e
beginning to fi l l  the void.  No one acted upon the study’s
recommendations,  but  responsibil i ty for the development of
doctrine was moved from the “ivory tower” of Air University in
d i s t an t  Maxwel l  AFB,  Alabama,  to  the  Pen tagon ,  where ,
desp i te  the  s tudy’s  warn ings ,  doc t r ine  and  concepts  were
subordina ted  to  shor t - te rm requi rements  of  cur rent  pol icy
batt les .33

As the bomber-dominated Air Force became increasingly
d o g m a t i c ,  t h e  n e w  J o h n  F .  K e n n e d y  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n
c h a m p i o n e d  c h a n g e  a n d  f a v o r e d  a  c h o i c e  o t h e r  t h a n
holocaust  or  humiliat ion.3 4 Kennedy’s new national defense
policy of  Flexible  Response chal lenged the Department  of
Defense (DOD) to bolster conventional and counterinsurgency
capabil i t ies to master  the full  spectrum of warfare.  Kennedy
wanted more options to achieve political objectives. He desired
survivable,  f lexible,  and cost-effective forces and weapons
whose judicious use could send effective poli t ical  signals,
preserve maximum poli t ical  options,  and retain init iat ive at  al l
levels of warfare. He desired a close, cooperative relationship
between the  S ta te  and  Defense  Depar tments  to  achieve  a  more
coherent policy.

RISE OF THE FIGHTER GENERALS

110



After the Bay of Pigs, Kennedy issued National Security
Action Memorandum 55,  which instructed the mil i tary chiefs
to become active in the policy-making process by providing
“their best  judgment on economic, polit ical ,  and psychological
matters as well  as str ictly mili tary matters.”3 5 With a few
exceptions, LeMay felt most comfortable with providing strictly
p r o f e s s i o n a l  m i l i t a r y  a d v i c e .  C o n s e q u e n t l y ,  t h e  n e w
administrat ion soon considered him “a poli t ical  actor without
a  p o l i t i c a l  c o n s c i e n c e ” — m u c h  t o  t h e  d e t r i m e n t  o f  h i s
influence.3 6 To make things more diff icul t  for  the chiefs ,
Kennedy abandoned Eisenhower’s formal National  Securi ty
Counci l  Planning Board,  the  process  of  deducing specif ic
policies from consistent general  goals,  as well  as the process
of disseminating National  Securi ty Council  memoranda for
guidance.  Kennedy preferred ad hoc consul ta t ion and task
forces to handle crises.  Mili tary participation decreased and
polit ical  scrutiny of mili tary plans and options increased.3 7

Kennedy’s agent  of  change within the DOD was the resolute
t a s k m a s t e r  a n d  n e w  s e c r e t a r y  o f  d e f e n s e ,  R o b e r t  S .
McNamara,  who caught  the Air  Force off  guard as  much as
the new policy did.  Secretary McNamara drove from the head
of  Ford  Motor  Company in to  the  Pentagon determined to
a d j u d i c a t e  i n t e r s e r v i c e  r i v a l r i e s  a n d  i m p o s e  c o m p e t i t i v e
decision making according to the rat ional  principles of  sound
management  and budgetary restraint .  The resul tant  eff iciency,
in his  mind,  would be essent ial  for  the country to afford the
forces  and  weapons  bef i t t ing  the  new po l icy  o f  F lex ib le
Response .  McNamara  demanded  subord ina t ion  o f  s e rv ice
interests to national goals,  of mili tary judgment to quanti tat ive
analysis,  and of mili tary chiefs and service secretaries to the
depar tment  secre tary  and his  deput ies .  He re l ied  on sys tems
analysis to explore trade-offs between costs and capabili ty.
Within  the  span of  a  few years ,  he  e levated and expanded the
Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) from 500 civilians to
more  than  2 ,500 . 38  Accompanied by a growing host of “whiz
kids ,”  he introduced managerial  innovat ions and a  hect ic  pace
of change that  left  the services dumbfounded.  Few expected
the new defense secretary to wield the full  authority of the
D e f e n s e  R e o r g a n i z a t i o n  A c t  o f  1 9 5 8  s o  q u i c k l y  a n d  s o
thoroughly.3 9
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The Air Force’s honeymoon with the new administration
proved short-lived. Kennedy was dismayed equally by LeMay’s
f a i l u r e  t o  i n c o r p o r a t e  e c o n o m i c  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  i n t o  h i s
m i l i t a r y  a d v i c e  a n d  b y  t h e  c u m b e r s o m e  b u r e a u c r a t i c
processes  of  the  Ai r  Force .  Deputy  Secre ta ry  of  Defense
Roswell  L. Gilpatric recalled that the president was “not one
for men in uniform with pointers reading aloud sentences off
f l ip charts  he could read much faster  himself .”  In the spring of
1961 an Air Force general presented “The Net Evaluation,” an
annual  doomsday brief ing,  Gilpatr ic  continued,  “as though i t
were for  a  kindergarten class .  .  .  .  Kennedy got  up and walked
r ight  out  in  the  middle  of  i t ,  and that  was  the  end of  i t .  An d
w e  n e v e r  h a d  a n o t h e r  o n e . ”40  A  f r u s t r a t e d  M c N a m a r a
occas ional ly  lef t  Air  Force  br ief ings  ear ly  too and of ten
remarked  to  Secre ta ry  Zucker t  on  the  Ai r  Force’s  “ lousy
papers” that  didn’t  “support  your posit ion.”41

By and large,  the  new adminis t ra t ion was not  impressed
with Air Force policies, either. McNamara recalled the Air
Force of the early sixties as extremely parochial,  “so parochial
that  they were  act ing contrary  to  thei r  own interes t  and the
interests  of  the nat ion.”4 2  Zuckert ,  long associated with the
Air Force, reflected in 1965: “It took some time for our old
at t i tudes  and out looks to  change.  .  .  .  New hardware was
welcomed wi th  more  enthus iasm than were  new ideas  in  the
r e a l m s  o f  s t r a t e g y ,  c o n c e p t s ,  a n d  d o c t r i n e . ”  H e  n o t e d
especially in 1961 that  some senior Air Force leaders

were stil l  approaching top-level problems of national security in terms
of the concepts ,  doctr ine,  and study methods of  the early 1950s.  There
were too many who took a parochial view of the big problems of
planning,  programming,  and budgeting;  who refused to bel ieve that
national  policy and strategy were what  the Administrat ion said they
were—not what  an element of  the armed forces thought they ought to
be.  I  suppose this  was a  hangover  from the ten or  more years  when we
had been the  pr inc ipal  guarantor  of  Free  World  secur i ty  and in  many
ways the favored service.4 3

Kennedy’s people found the Air Force striving stolidly for
strategic nuclear  supremacy with a  doctr ine general ly sui ted
only to unleash i t ,  should deterrence fai l .  Kennedy wanted
opt ions .
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McNamara was determined to give the president a flexible
mil i tary instrument,  regardless of  the methods or  opinions of
the venerable World War II generals.  His move to strengthen
the defense secretar ia t  downgraded the service secretar ies  and
created a buffer of civil ians between the service chiefs and the
secretary of defense.  Consequently,  more civil ians had to say
yes before an Air Force initiative could be approved. Soon OSD
officials  bypassed service secretaries and chiefs and worked
directly with action officers.4 4 At  the same t ime,  McNamara
directed 93 s tudies ,  75 of  which recommended curtai lment  of
some authority in the services,  a move fellow civilian Zuckert
found “troublesome.”45

T h e n  t h e  d e f e n s e  s e c r e t a r y  f l o o d e d  t h e  s e r v i c e s  w i t h
projects ,  demands for  s tat is t ics ,  and posi t ion papers—most  of
them with  shor t  deadl ines .  Consensus ,  par t icular ly  in  the  JCS
o r  o n  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  m a t t e r s ,  t o o k  t i m e .  S h o r t  d e a d l i n e s
encouraged split  decisions, which, according to one Air Force
colonel,  gave McNamara the leverage to play services against
each other while he determined policy himself.4 6 Additionally,
the multitude of individual projects with different deadlines
made i t  diff icult  for  the services and the JCS to relate the
projects to each other and to overall  strategic problems. When
d i f f e ren t  o rgan iza t ions  were  a s s igned  the  same  p rob lem,
varying solutions again gave McNamara the option of choosing
for himself. The net effect was to keep the military bewildered
and reactive. As one senior World War II general remembered,
“We spent most of our time in the Air Force trying to cope with
McNamara and l i t t le  towards enhancing airpower.”47

Not ing  the  ins t i tu t iona l  c r i s i s  h i s  Ai r  Force  faced  and
appal led  by  the  dogged res i s tance  of  many of  h is  “o lder
officers who .  .  .  did not really see why it  was necessary to
b u t t r e s s  o u r  p o s i t i o n s , ”  S e c r e t a r y  Z u c k e r t  c a l l e d  f o r  a
conference at  Homestead AFB, Florida,  in December 1961 to
“try to f ind out what was wrong with the way the Air Force
was doing business vis-à-vis  McNamara and the Office of  the
Secretary of Defense.  I  wanted to find out just  what the hell
we could do.”4 8 As a representative of the secretary of defense,
Zuckert was finding that the Air Staff was too doctrinaire,
rel ied on “mili tary judgment” versus facts and figures,  was
gene ra l ly  poor  w i th  s t a t i s t i c s ,  and  was  no t  a r t i cu l a t e  o r
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persuasive.  The Air  Force needed more intel lectual  planners,
more and bet ter  research and development people,  and “good
staff officers that are better in a litigative atmosphere.”4 9 As an
official  responsible for addressing the concerns of the Air
Force,  Zuckert  was having a  diff icul t  t ime convincing his
impatient  boss that  the Air  Force was adequately responsive.

Out of the conference at  Homestead grew Project Alamein, a
confidential  s tudy under Maj Gen Glen W. Mart in.  I t  sought
primari ly to determine how the Air  Force could maintain
control  of  i ts  dest iny,  part icularly through sound long-range
planning.  The s tudy noted how the concepts  of  the  other
services prevailed over Air Force concepts.  It  recommended
t h a t  t h e  A i r  F o r c e  c o m b a t  t h e  p e r c e p t i o n  t h a t  i t  w a s
s ingle-minded and suggested i t  must  adopt  the  methods  of
others,  including a broader perspective with increased “weight
given to political,  economic, and psychological considerations,
[and]  encourage thought  and wri t ing on a i r  i ssues ,  and make
the resul ts  avai lable  to  the people in  OSD and the JCS.”50

Zucker t  added  a  ca l l  fo r  more  pos tg radua te  educa t ion  to
prepare “mil i tary statesmen.”51  Fur thermore,  the  Air  Force
secretary brought  to  the conference Dr.  Edward Learned of  the
Harvard  Bus iness  School ,  whom McNamara  he ld  in  h igh
esteem. Zuckert  commissioned Learned the following year to
help the Air  Force develop bet ter  management pract ices and
write better  posit ion papers.52

An example of Air Force attempts to adapt to OSD’s new
methods was to increase enrol lment  in intensive,  mult iweek
advanced management  programs,  most  notably  the  Harvard
Advanced Management Program. In a survey of al l  1,156 l ine
Ai r  Fo rce  gene ra l s  s e rv ing  be tween  1953  and  1972 ,  one
researcher found operator and staff generals were least l ikely
t o  a t t e n d  t h e  h i g h l y  r e c o m m e n d e d  p r o g r a m  ( f i g .  8 ) .
Apparently, operational experience stil l  counted for more than
educat ion.

T h e  b o m b e r - d o m i n a n t  A i r  F o r c e  l e a d e r s h i p  r e s i s t e d
McNamara’s new policy. Apparently vindicated by the United
States Strategic Bombing Survey ,  the Air Force self-image and
definit ion of purpose seemed directly challenged by the new
OSD. The senior World War II  generation had deep emotional
roots  in this  doctr ine,  and the perceived revolut ionary change
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facing them threatened who they were and what  they had
stood for .  When McNamara and his  whiz kids quest ioned their
credibili ty as military experts with a flurry of statistics and
scientific analyses,  the senior cohort responded belligerently.
They perceived the threat of doctrinal change as sacrificing a
m e t h o d  t h e y  h a d  p r o v e n  w i t h  g r e a t  i n v e s t m e n t ,  a l l  f o r
something unproven and championed by young civi l ians .  The
senior  cohort  general ly  held a  suspicious at t i tude towards
civil ian defense analysts and intellectuals as well  as OSD
civilians.

Short ly after  his  ret irement,  General  White reflected that  he
did not believe “a lot of these often over-confident, sometimes
a r r o g a n t  y o u n g  p r o f e s s o r s ,  m a t h e m a t i c i a n s  a n d  o t h e r
theorists  have sufficient  worldliness or motivation to stand up
to the kind of enemy we face.”53  LeMay added that  defense
intel lectuals were “ ‘experts’  in  a  f ie ld  where they had no
exper ience,  they proposed s t ra tegies  based upon hopes  and

Figure 8. Fighter versus Bomber Generals: Advanced Schooling
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f e a r s  r a t h e r  t h a n  u p o n  f a c t s  a n d  s e a s o n e d  j u d g m e n t s . ”54

Bomber  genera l  Howel l  M.  Es tes  J r .  was  more  b lun t  in
assessing McNamara’s staff  as “a whole bunch of fuzz-cheeked
Ph.D.s that  didn’t  know the f irst  damn thing in the world
about  the  mi l i t a ry .”55  When McNamara’s  people  ob ta ined
classified threat  and intell igence information to make their
own judgments  and when McNamara began to  censor  the  Air
Force in late 1961, the Air Force leadership grew increasingly
irri tated.5 6

LeMay and many of his generation preferred evolutionary
change;  those concepts  and forces his  experienced generat ion
had buil t  should be preserved while the young administrat ion
matured or  passed through off ice.  As leverage against  the
administration, LeMay and the Air Force cultivated a good
relat ionship with Congress  and the publ ic .

Zuckert noticed the foot-dragging. He recalled that the Air
Force didn’t listen to McNamara for the first 18 months: “I
came here to fly generals who were frustrated after World War
II. .  .  .  We took too long to realize that national policy had
changed and i f  we wanted to  par t ic ipate  in  fur ther ing the
national policy,  we had to change.” Zuckert  proceeded to say
that he visited Nellis AFB, Nevada, in the early 1960s and
found that  t raining st i l l  emphasized nuclear  del iveries,  long
a f t e r  “ w e  a l l  k n e w  w e  s h o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  g o i n g  t o
conventional.”57

But there was some creative thought going on in the Air
F o r c e  a s  t h e  n e w  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  s e t t l e d  i n .  P r a g m a t i s t
b r i g a d i e r  g e n e r a l  N o e l  F .  P a r r i s h ,  t h e  a s s i s t a n t  f o r
coordination to the Air Force deputy chief of staff,  Plans and
Programs, was working with William W. Kauffmann of RAND
o n  a  r e n e w e d  R A N D  “ n o  c i t i e s ”  p r o p o s a l  f o r  s t r a t e g i c
targeting.5 8 The t radi t ional  absolut is t  s t rategy was an al l -out
Sunday punch,  appropriate for  the nat ional  securi ty policy of
mass ive  re ta l ia t ion .  The  absolu t i s t  s t ra tegy  a lso  proposed
limited means since the Air  Force had neither sat isfactory
intelligence, sufficient weapons, and means of delivery nor
suff ic ien t  command,  cont ro l ,  and  communica t ion  sys tems.
Having made significant progress in each of those areas in
pursui t  of  the tenets  of  a i rpower theory,  the absolut is ts  in  the
early 1960s began to consider a new “war-winning” strategy to
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counter  the Navy’s Polaris  SLBM system and i ts  countervalue
(cities only) strategy. They also promised procurement of more
Air  Force weapons systems.  Kauffmann and Parr ish proposed
a counterforce s trategy to aim nuclear  weapons exclusively at
mil i tary targets  as  opposed to  urban-industr ia l  complexes.
The Uni ted States  would use  i t s  nuclear  forces  to  reduce
damage to i ts own cities by attacking enemy strategic offensive
systems and by providing an incentive to the Soviets to stop
target ing US ci t ies .  American hardened and dispersed nuclear
weapons were poised to retal iate  under any circumstance with
sufficient might to destroy enemy residual military capability.
In fact ,  some suggested i t  f inally might be possible to make
controlled responses to l imit the war.  This strategy offered an
al ternat ive  to  such a  c i t ies-only spasmodic  response as  that
e n v i s i o n e d  b y  t h e  m a s s i v e  r e t a l i a t i o n  a n d  c o u n t e r v a l u e
stra tegies .

Af te r  the  s t ra tegy  was  t es ted  in  compute r  s imula t ions ,
General  White,  and then General  LeMay, began to support  i t .
However,  absolutist  general  Power opposed anything short  of
total destruction of Soviet society. In fact,  Power argued a
no-cit ies strategy might provoke a Soviet  surprise attack.59

Despi te  internal  disagreements ,  General  White  int roduced the
new strategy to  Congress  in  1960.

It is not a “first strike” concept—it is a concept for the development of
a capabili ty to prevail  under any conditions of attack. This concept
has,  as i ts  central  theme, the application of superior offensive and
defensive mili tary force against  enemy strengths that  directly threaten
the continued freedom and securi ty of  the United States and her  al l ies
[who] must  be superior  to  .  .  .  our  enemies in  decis ive mil i tary
power.6 0

The absolutists shifted their targeting from cities to military
re sou rces  wh i l e  r e t a in ing  t he i r  t r ad i t i ona l  i n s i s t ence  on
“superior decisive military power” and on the ability to “prevail
under  any circumstances.”  I f  the s t ra tegy demanded a  growth
i n  A i r  F o r c e  w a r h e a d s  a n d  s y s t e m s  a n d  u n d e r m i n e d  t h e
strategic importance of the Navy’s inaccurate, “city busting”
Polaris and its “finite deterrence (cities only) strategy,” the
absolutists  would not object .61  To Air  Force absolutists ,  these
advantages occluded any real  bel ief  that  the war would remain
limited.  Like the American air  campaigns in World War II ,  the
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nuclear campaign l ikely would escalate to destroy cit ies.  The
Air Force sti l l  would hold unquestionable strategic superiority
and hence would retain the s t rategic  ini t ia t ive,  which was the
ul t imate  de ter ren t .

While the Air Force liked the prospects of counterforce for
procurement  and cont inuing doct r ina l  dominance ,  the  new
administrat ion accepted i t  for  a different  reason.  McNamara
visited SAC in February 1961 for a SIOP briefing and was
dismayed (like Eisenhower before him) by SIOP’s inflexibility
and reliance on overwhelming retaliation, a vestige of LeMay’s
12-year-old  Sunday punch.  Before  leaving,  he  received a
b r i e f ing  on  the  coun te r fo rce  by  Kauf fmann  and  Pa r r i sh .
Impressed by the  contras t  between the  s t ra tegy and SIOP at
S A C  h e a d q u a r t e r s ,  M c N a m a r a  s a w  a n  a t t r a c t i o n  i n  t h e
rational control of nuclear operations against  str ictly mili tary
targets .  To him this  at tract ion might provide inducements for
negotiations and l imiting conflagration where previously no
option existed.6 2

By early 1962 the new SIOP possessed greater flexibility,
and McNamara began to endorse counterforce as America’s
second-str ike al ternative to countervalue ci ty bombing.  But
Air Force satisfaction suffered at  the hands of the new  United
States Basic National Security Policy  document,  which cal led
for  qual i ta t ive changes without  large increases in numbers of
weapons.  The document also warned that  i f  Soviet  nuclear
capabili t ies were improved, the United States might lose i ts
clear strategic superiority.  The Air Force responded with a
study in 1962 that  objected to the idea of  strategic pari ty,
because i t  e l iminated the possibi l i ty  of  victory and could
damage the traditional US resolve to “win.”63  The absolut is ts
had drawn the l ine.

The new counterforce doctr ine required a restructuring of
forces.  Central  to  this  process was the chal lenge posed by
ICBMs to the turf of strategic bombers.  The Air Force and the
Defense Department  would quarrel  long and hard over  this
issue.

As the air  absolut is ts  sought  bigger ,  higher ,  fas ter ,  and
longer range aircraft ,  the replacement for  the B-52 emerged as
a  ho t  top ic . 64  The  Ai r  Force  p roposed  the  Mach  3  B-70
high-al t i tude s t ra tegic  bomber .  The speed and range of  the
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Valkerie would make i t  vir tual ly impossible to intercept—
except by a missile.6 5 Vulnerability to missiles posed part of
the problem. The B-70 reflected the inertia of the absolutist’s
technological  zeal  to f ly higher and faster  and farther with a
global and responsive capabili ty and relative immunity from
fighters.  Memories of World War II were not so distant.66

Additionally, the single-mission focus of the absolutists was
not conducive to building flexible technologies. The Air Force
cont inued to  push  the  B-70,  which  d id  not  car ry  miss i les  and
cou ld  f ly  on ly  a t  h igh  a l t i t udes ,  a f t e r  Sov ie t  SAMs had
demonstrated effect iveness against  that  capabil i ty.  In fact ,  the
Air Force had begun modifying B-52s and training crews in
l o w - a l t i t u d e  p e n e t r a t i o n  t a c t i c s  i n  1 9 5 8 .  E i s e n h o w e r ’ s
secretary of  defense,  Thomas S.  Gates ,  had reduced the B-70
program in 1960 because of  suspected vulnerabil i t ies  to SAMs
as well  as concerns over delivery accuracies at  such high
speeds.  Nevertheless,  the Air Force thought i t  might convince
the  new admin i s t r a t ion  in  sp i t e  o f  the  o the r  pa r t  o f  the
p r o b l e m — t h e  a l l e g e d  c o s t  o f  $ 1 . 5  b i l l i o n  f o r  t h r e e
experimental  aircraft .

But  the  Ai r  Force  was  unders tandab ly  concerned  about
placing too much faith in the “unproven” capabil i t ies of the
bomber’s rival—the ICBM. In early 1961 Chief of Staff White
admit ted to Congress that  “to say that  there is  not  a  deeply
ingrained prejudice in favor of aircraft  among flyers would be
a stupid statement for me to make.” But,  White insisted,  “I  do
not feel that I am fighting for the life of manned aircraft.  I am
s u r e  i t s  n e e d  i s  s o  o b v i o u s . ”6 7 H e  a r g u e d  t h a t  m a n n e d
bombers offered visible signs of deterrence, and they could be
launched and recal led,  and they could f ind diff icult  targets
af ter  the f i rs t  s t r ike.  Furthermore,  he voiced concern that  an
all-missile force would lead to a “Maginot line” mentality; he
worried that missile crews waiting in a silo would develop a
“ s t a t i c ,  n o n d y n a m i c  f r a m e  o f  m i n d . ”6 8 Ul t imately,  White
recommended tha t  the  bomber  should  be  pursued,  a t  leas t
until ICBMs were proven reliable.

Despi te  Whi te’s  p leas ,  the  new adminis t ra t ion  s ta ted  a
different posit ion to Congress in early 1961:

In reevaluating our general [nuclear] war posit ion, our major concern
w a s  t o  r e d u c e  o u r  d e p e n d e n c e  o n  d e t e r r e n t  f o r c e s  w h i c h  a r e
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[currently] highly vulnerable to ballistic missile attack or which rely
for their survival on a hair-trigger response to the first  indications of
such an a t tack.  Consequent ly ,  we sought  to  place  greater  emphasis  on
the second approach—the kind of  forces  which would r ide  out  a
massive nuclear  at tack and which could be applied with del iberat ion
and a lways under  control  of  the  const i tu ted author i ty .69

By May 1961 McNamara said the Air  Force had enough
bombers  to  las t  unt i l  1967.  He gave a t  leas t  three  reasons:
They were  vulnerable  on the  ground and in  the  a i r ;  they had
to be launched immediately  and a  recal l  was problematic ;  and
their  long f l ight  t ime reduced their  usefulness for  str iking
t ime-sens i t ive  t a rge t s  ( coun te r fo rce  t a rge t s ) .  The  de fense
secretary  suspected that  up to  75 percent  would be  shot  down
i n  a  n u c l e a r  w a r  a g a i n s t  t h e  S o v i e t  U n i o n — i f  t h e y  g o t
airborne.  ICBMs, he reasoned, were faster,  less vulnerable,
eas ier  to  mainta in  and keep on a ler t ,  uns toppable ,  and—most
important—cheaper.  McNamara concluded ICBMs provided a
s t r o n g e r  d e t e r r e n t  t o  t h e  S o v i e t  U n i o n .  O S D ’ s  s y s t e m s
analysts  calculated the  cost  of  a  wing of  B-52s and support ing
tankers  operat ing for  f ive years  could fund more than 250
M i n u t e m a n  I C B M s  o r  s i x  P o l a r i s  s u b m a r i n e s .70  Bes ides ,
ICBMs could be operat ionally ready far  quicker than a new
bomber .

When LeMay took over as chief of staff in the summer of
1961,  his  top procurement  pr ior i ty  remained the B-70,  with
ICBMs well down the list .  McNamara’s l ist  focused on quite
the opposite. LeMay’s superior operational credibility over his
predecessor  did l i t t le  to  sway the administrat ion.  Frustrated
by OSD incursions into mili tary affairs and the impasse with
McNamara,  LeMay tr ied an end run to Congress.  He secured
legislative action to overturn President Kennedy’s decision to
cancel  the B-70 as an operat ional  weapons system. Col David
C. Jones, the B-70 briefing officer, felt LeMay’s maneuver “left
a  great  deal  of  i l l  wil l  in  i ts  af termath and set  back at tempts
by the Air Force to move on to a new bomber program.”71

M c N a m a r a  f e l t  b e t r a y e d  a n d  r e f u s e d  t o  s p e n d  t h e  e x t r a
moneys .

Next  the Air  Force at tempted to  push procurement  of  the
B-70 as  an RS-70,  a  “reconnaissance/str ike aircraf t .”  LeMay
continued to press:  “I  want the RS-70 very badly.  .  .  .  When
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something faster  comes along I  want  i t .”72  The aircraft  was
scheduled to f ly af ter  the f i rs t  s t r ike to assess damage and hi t
undestroyed targets—a unique capabi l i ty  no missi le  could
match.  But the argument f lew in the face of  previous research.
In 1959 the JCS’s Weapon System Evaluat ion Group found i t
doubtful  that  mobile  targets  could be located and at tacked.
The same year,  General  White told Congress “we feel  that  the
atomic phase of  the next  war wil l  be a  matter  of  hours,  and
that  reconnaissance wi l l  not  do us  very  much good af ter  the
war starts .”7 3 OSD scient is ts  argued that  high speed and high
altitude would make it  difficult  for the aircraft  to locate and
assess  ta rgets  accura te ly .  Fur thermore ,  technica l  problems
with  i t s  radar ,  communicat ion sys tems,  and miss i le  sys tems
were significant.  Despite another tug-of-war with a Congress
tha t  backed  the  A i r  Fo rce ,  McNamara  s t a t ed  in  1963  to
Congress that  “the RS-70, by carrying air-to-surface missiles,
w o u l d  p r o v i d e  o n l y  a  v e r y  s m a l l  i n c r e a s e  i n  o v e r a l l
effect iveness.  In my judgment this  increase is  not  worth the
large addi t ional  out lay of  funds est imated at  more that  [sic ]
$10 billion above the $1.35 billion already approved.”7 4

Having decided that  the secretary of defense was immovable
on the B-70 and RS-70,  Colonel  Jones and Col  Russel l  E.
Dougherty approached LeMay and recommended the Air  Force
pursue a  bomber with high speed and low-al t i tude capabil i ty ,
similar in concept to the tactical fighter (TFX) that former TAC
commander General  Everest  had advocated.  LeMay l is tened
and sent the two colonels to brief General Power at  SAC on
the idea.  Power was extremely hosti le  to any substi tute for  the
B-70.  He admonished the colonels  and kicked them off  the
base .7 5

LeMay then di rec ted  h is  s taf f  in  1963 to  s tudy var ious
proposals for a follow-on to the B-52. He did not l ike the OSD
position that the Air Force would not need a follow-on until
the  ear ly  to  mid-1970s.  Nor  did he share  the bel ief  that  the
TFX could be accepted as a SAC bomber. By 1964 LeMay
lamented that “the B-52 is going to fall  apart  on us before we
can get  a  replacement  for  i t .  There is  ser ious danger  that  this
may  happen  to  us . ”7 6

The  sen io r  bomber  cohor t  in  the  Ai r  Force  in f luenced
Congress  on the  need to  keep a  manned s t ra tegic  bomber  in
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the  force.  Bombers  were proven,  vis ible ,  and manned;  and
they had added f lexibi l i ty.  They could be put  on alert  as  a
vis ib le  pol i t ica l  s ignal .  The genera l ’s  pr incipal  argument ,
though,  was the old chestnut  of  experience.  LeMay pointed
out the importance of experience and mili tary expertise over
systems analysis  to Congress:  “My generat ion received i ts
educat ion in  combat  and learned from actual  experience.  .  .  .
We have fought  a  s t ra tegic  war .”7 7  The  SAC commander ,
General Power, emphasized experience, too: “I have been in
the bombing business since the spring of ‘29 and yet  every
other  exper t  in  the  bombers  sa id  we would be  shot  down.  The
Bri t ish said we could not  do dayl ight  bombing.  Everyone
predicted utter  fai lure for the bombing mission.  And yet  an
American bombing mission has  never  been turned back from
its  target .”7 8 Power  a l so  ins i s t ed  “ the re  i s  abso lu te ly  no
quest ion about  our  abi l i ty  to destroy any target  on that  target
l is t  today.” Congress concurred that  bombers should remain
an essent ial  par t  of  s t rategic  deterrence because i t  respected
military experience and felt strategic bombers added flexibility
and insurance should missi les fai l  catastrophically.  A mixed
force would be best,  at least until  missiles could be more fully
tes ted.

To the senior World War II generation bomber generals,
strategic bombers provided the preferred weapon system, with
ICBMs as  an insurance pol icy.  McNamara accepted just  the
opposite as true.  Primarily because of the prohibitive costs of
procur ing  a  f l ee t  o f  complex  B-70s ,  Congress  u l t imate ly
f u n d e d  M c N a m a r a ’ s  I C B M s  a n d  d i d  n o t  i n s i s t  u p o n  a n
i m m e d i a t e  r e p l a c e m e n t  f o r  t h e  B - 5 2 .  A  m i x e d  f o r c e  i s
e s s e n t i a l l y  w h a t  e v e r y o n e  r e a l l y  w a n t e d ;  n o n e t h e l e s s ,
McNamara got  the balance he preferred.

Air Force hostili ty to missiles was not as categorical as
many his tor ians have concluded,  and i t  was not  based solely
on the aversion of pilots to pilotless vehicles.7 9 Robert Perry
has  po in t ed  ou t  t ha t  t he  Ai r  Fo rce  l eade r s  be l i eved  the
t e s t i m o n y  o f  s c i e n t i s t  V a n n e v a r  B u s h .  A p p e a r i n g  b e f o r e
Congress in 1945, he argued that  an ICBM would be far off
and would be plagued by inaccuracies  and high cost .  Instead
of high risk with the radical ICBM, the Air Force initially
pursued an evolut ionary compromise:  a i r- launched missi les .80
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The early Navajo,  Snark,  and Hound Dog missiles gave way
to the Skybolt ,  an air- launched nuclear  missi le  with a  range of
e i g h t  h u n d r e d  n a u t i c a l  m i l e s .  I t  w a s  s c h e d u l e d  f o r
employment primari ly for  defense suppression by the B-52s,
since the B-70 was not equipped to carry Skybolts.  The early
1960s found costs for the Skybolt  escalating rapidly while i ts
accuracy remained suspect .  The vulnerabil i ty of  i ts  carrier
also posed a concern.  Both the US Air  Force and the Bri t ish
wanted the  miss i le ,  but  McNamara began to  enter ta in  ser ious
doubts about its cost-effectiveness. After cutting the B-70 in
e a r l y  1 9 6 2 ,  t h e  O S D  p r e s e r v e d  t h e  S k y b o l t  p r o g r a m
temporarily to avert being, as the director of defense research
and engineering, Dr. Herbert F. York, recalled, “picketed by
men in  l ight  blue sui ts .”8 1 In  December  1962 the defense
secre tary  canceled the  Skybol t  and offered to  request  an
addit ional  one hundred Minuteman ICBMs to f i l l  the defense
suppression tasks .  The Air  Force leadership had lost  another
procurement  ba t t le .

M c N a m a r a ’ s  f a i t h  i n  I C B M s  d i d  n o t  c o m e  w i t h o u t
reservations.  He saw the Air Force’s new Minuteman ICBM as
inflexible,  just  as he had found the SIOP and the B-70.  I t  too
was constructed for  an al l -out  Sunday punch.  As with  Atlas
and Titan,  the Air  Force had designed Minuteman for launch
in one salvo.  I t  had no capabil i ty to be retargeted on short
notice.  All  50 missi les  in one squadron had to be launched,  or
n o  m i s s i l e s  c o u l d  b e  l a u n c h e d  f r o m  t h a t  s q u a d r o n .8 2 In
accordance with the new national security policy of Flexible
Response and the emerging counterforce strategy,  the system
needed more flexibil i ty.  The Air Force began to look into
necessary modif icat ions in  1960.  In  the spr ing of  1961,  the
new OSD requested information on those modif icat ions;  the
Air  Force  rep l ied  tha t  i t  cou ld  no t  p rov ide  a  con t ro l led
response to an at tack.  Unsat isf ied,  OSD responded by freezing
money for  Minuteman and withholding approval  of  the newest
developmental  version.  In June Secretary McNamara directed
Secretary of the Air Force Zuckert to organize a group to study
Minuteman modif icat ions.  The resul tant  Fletcher  committee
r e c o m m e n d e d  m o d i f i c a t i o n s ,  m a n y  o f  w h i c h  e v e n t u a l l y
m a n i f e s t e d  t h e m s e l v e s  i n  t h e  M i n u t e m a n  I I .  A i r  F o r c e
res is tance s temmed in  par t  f rom concern that  modif icat ions
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would incur  delays to  deployment  schedules  and would raise
costs inordinately.8 3

The defense secretary’s interest in Minuteman invigorated
the  program in  1961 and  sh i f ted  emphas is  f rom bombers  and
liquid-fueled ICBMs (Atlas and Titan) to the more cost-effective
(especially in terms of maintenance) solid-fueled Minuteman.
OSD interest helped improve operational flexibility, accuracy,
and penetrabi l i ty .8 4 A l though  f igure  9  shows  tha t  se r ious
investment  in ICBM procurement  began af ter  sputnik,  i t  never
exceeded money spent  on aircraft .

But  money spent  on ICBMs f ie lded many weapons systems
quickly, with high alert rates at relatively low cost.  The result,
a s  ind ica ted  in  f igure  10 ,  was  a  sh i f t  i n  emphas i s  f rom
b o m b e r s  t o  I C B M s  a s  t h e  m a j o r  e l e m e n t  o f  s t r a t e g i c
deterrence.

By the  end  of  1962 the  adminis t ra t ion  had  cance led  the
B-70 and the Skybol t .  That  same year  the las t  B-52 and B-58

Source: Headquarters USAF, U.S. Air Force Statistical Digest FY 1948–1964.

Figure 9. Strategic Bombers versus Intercontinental Ballistic Missiles
(1946–90)
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strategic bombers had been delivered to the Air  Force,  with no
follow-on bomber in sight.  In October the first  Minuteman
ICBM site became operational.  The apex of SAC and bomber
influence within the Air Force coincided with signals of a
d i m m e r  f u t u r e .  O c t o b e r  a l s o  w a s  t h e  m o n t h  t h e  n a t i o n
teetered on the edge of  nuclear  holocaust .
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Chapter  5

Flexible  Response and the Ossif icat ion
of  the  Senior  Absolut ists  (1963–65)

I think one of the tragedies of the Air Force was that some
people in i t ,  especially in the 1950s and 1960s .  .  .  became
so wedded to their  own thinking that  i f  anybody disagreed,
they were hurt.  You had former generals around who could
remember little but the activities of Eighth Air Force in
England, and Fifteenth Air Force in Italy, etc. As a result,
t a c t i c a l  a i r ,  t r o o p  s u p p o r t ,  a i r  c a r g o ,  e t c . ,  w e r e  n o t
adequately represented.

—Stuart  Symington           
Secretary of the Air Force (1947–50)

T h e  A i r  F o r c e  r o l e  i n  t h e  C u b a n  m i s s i l e  c r i s i s  w a s
predictable.  Confident  that  a  missi le  gap existed,  but  in the
favor of  the United States ,  Gen Curt is  E.  LeMay and the Joint
Chiefs  of  Staff  advocated resolute and immediate mil i tary
act ion.  The Strategic Air  Command was at  i ts  peak.  Bombers
were put  on increased aler t ,  many of  them placed on ai rborne
aler t .  Reconnaissance planes gathered incriminat ing photos of
Soviet  miss i le  s i tes  under  construct ion and cont inued to  map
and monitor  ocean traff ic  near  Cuba and act ivi ty in  Cuba.

The Air Force chief of staff advised that surgical strikes on
missiles alone were not sufficient .1  He believed only massive
air  s t r ikes  accompanied by an invasion would remove the
miss i les  before  someone launched them.2  LeMay believed in
U S  s t r a t e g i c  s u p e r i o r i t y  a n d  a s s u r e d  P r e s i d e n t  J o h n  F .
Kennedy  tha t  t he  Russ i ans  wou ldn ’ t  r e spond  to  mi l i t a ry
action. In fact,  LeMay’s intelligence held that Russia was not
showing signs of alert  or mobilization.3 Bu t  t he  p re s iden t
responded that the Soviets couldn’t “afford to do nothing” after
what  they had been saying.4  After  Kennedy decided to use the
blockade in Cuba, he called Gen Walter C. Sweeney Jr.  at  TAC
to ascer ta in  how much damage a  surpr ise  a i r  s t r ike  could
achieve.  Sweeney replied that  they could not be certain of
destroying all  the missiles.  Kennedy’s brother Robert  stated
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that  Sweeney’s judgment removed any l ingering doubts  in the
pres ident’s  mind.5 The  pres iden t  se t t l ed  fo r  a  negot ia ted
agreement;  he agreed to remove intermediate range ball ist ic
missiles (IRBM) from Turkey after the Soviet Union removed
its  missi les  from Cuba.

LeMay’s absolut is t  behavior  in the Cuban missi le  cr is is
reflected the prevailing ethos in the Air Force. The absolutists
believed SAC’s strategic superiority had deterred the enemy at
Taiwan and Lebanon in  1958 and in  Ber l in  in  1961.  They a lso
believed a ful ly alerted and imposing SAC had deterred the
Soviets in the cold war’s greatest crisis. LeMay testified,

I  am convinced that  superior US strategic power,  coupled with the
obvious will  and abil i ty to apply this power,  was the major factor that
forced the Soviets to back down. Under the shelter of strategic power,
which  the  Sovie ts  d id  not  dare  chal lenge ,  the  o ther  e lements  of
military power were free to exercise their full potential. 6

O t h e r  a b s o l u t i s t s  l a u d e d  t h e  d e c i s i v e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  o f
strategic airpower in the crisis .  Bomber general  David A.
Burchinal  added,  “We could have wri t ten our  own book at  that
t ime,  bu t  our  po l i t i c ians  d id  not  unders tand  what  happens
when you have such a  degree of  superior i ty  as  we had,  or  they
simply didn’t know how to use it. They were fully engaged in
saving face for the Soviets  and making concessions,  giving up
the IRBMs, the Thors,  and Jupiters deployed overseas—when
all  we had to do was write our own ticket.” Senior cohort
b o m b e r  g e n e r a l  L e o n  J o h n s o n  a g r e e d .7  G e n e r a l  P o w e r ,
c o m m a n d e r  o f  S A C ,  f e l t  h i s  c o m m a n d  h a d  d e t e r r e d  t h e
Soviets and given Kennedy his confidence. “US forces,” said
Power,  were “ready to invade Cuba and crush the USSR if
necessary.”8

The Cuban missi le  cr is is  bols tered absolut is t  fa i th  in  the
deter rence  of  s t ra tegic  a i rpower .  I t  was  only  a  smal l  but
significant step for them to claim that  strategic superiori ty
deters not only general war but l imited war, too. As LeMay
repeatedly would claim, “If you have the power to stop a big
war,  cer tainly the same power ought  to  be capable  of  s topping
a small  war.”9

On the  o ther  hand,  McNamara  and  o thers  be l ieved  tha t  the
newly added conventional capabili t ies were the key element in
the  c r i s i s .  The  de f ense  s ec r e t a ry  op ined ,  “Pe rhaps  mos t
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signif icant ly,  the forces that  were the cut t ing edge of  the
ac t ion  were  the  nonnuc lea r  ones .  Nuc lea r  fo rce  was  no t
irrelevant  but  i t  was in the background.  Nonnuclear  forces
were our sword, our nuclear forces were our shield.”1 0 Army
generals,  of course, agreed. Gen Maxwell D. Taylor and others
b e l i e v e d  t h e  C u b a n  m i s s i l e  c r i s i s  s i g n a l e d  a  s t r a t e g i c
stalemate which allowed American conventional superiority in
the Caribbean to decide the issue.  Limited war was possible,
not  in  spi te  of  nuclear  weapons but  because of  them.11

Approximate ly  s ix  months  a f te r  the  c r i s i s ,  LeMay was
considered for reappointment as chief of staff. By 1963 SAC’s
forces were stronger than ever;  i ts  advocates never were more
numerous at  top levels  in the Air  Force.  But,  already some
indicat ions  gave the  appearance that  i t s  fu ture  might  not  be
so br ight .  The B-70 and the Skybol t  had been canceled with  a
successor  to  the B-52 remaining quest ionable.  The growing
Soviet  threat  had compelled an increased aler t  posture as  well
a s  t h e  d i s p e r s a l  o f  S A C  a s s e t s .  T a l k  a b o u n d e d  o f  a r m s
l i m i t a t i o n s ,  n u c l e a r  p a r i t y ,  a n d  a  g r o w i n g  i n t e r e s t  i n  a
conventional  war in Southeast  Asia.  These talks challenged
long-held Air Force absolutist beliefs.

Within the JCS, LeMay and chief of naval operations Adm
George  W.  Ande r son  J r .  had  g iven  McNamara  t he  mos t
difficulty. The administration decided not to renew Anderson’s
appointment ,  and renewed LeMay for  only  one year  of  a
normal two-year cycle. Vice Chief William McKee suggested
LeMay survived because he had much clout  with Congress.  In
any case,  most  observers agreed the loss of  two chiefs at  once
would draw undue poli t ical  at tent ion.12

In the early1960s signif icant  change occurred for  the senior
World War II generation. First of all ,  the Cuban missile crisis
heightened the  determinat ion  of  the  adminis t ra t ion  to  secure
some arms l imi ta t ions  to  ar res t  the  spi ra l ing and dangerous
a rms  race .  In  h i s  inaugura l  address  in  January  1961 ,  the
president  had pledged “to make arms control  a  central  goal  of
our national policy under my direction.”1 3 Subsequent  Basic
National Security Policy (BNSP) documents in 1961 continued
to mention bringing an “end to the arms race.”1 4 In  the  wake
of  the  f r igh ten ing  Cuban  miss i le  c r i s i s  in  October  1962 ,
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Kennedy accelerated measures .  Secretary of  State  Dean Rusk
expressed a  new urgency in  la te  1962:

Cuba has provided a dramatic  example of  the deadly dangers  of  a
s p i r a l i n g  a r m s  r a c e .  I t  i s  n o t  e a s y  t o  s e e  h o w  f a r - r e a c h i n g
disarmament can occur.  .  .  .  Nevertheless,  i t  is  also obvious,  as we
h a v e  s e e n  i n  r e c e n t  w e e k s ,  t h a t  m o d e r n  w e a p o n s  s y s t e m s  a r e
themselves  a  source  of  h igh  tens ion  and  tha t  we  must  take  an  urgent
and earnest  effor t  to  br ing the arms race under  control  and to  t ry  to
turn i t  downward i f  we possibly can.1 5

In June 1963 Kennedy welcomed Soviet  acceptance of  his
p r o p o s a l  f o r  a  d i r e c t  t e l e c o m m u n i c a t i o n s  l i n k  b e t w e e n
M o s c o w  a n d  W a s h i n g t o n .  B y  t h e n  h e  a l s o  h a d  s e c u r e d
a g r e e m e n t  w i t h  t h e  U S S R  a n d  G r e a t  B r i t a i n  t o  r e n e w
negot ia t ions  for  a  nuclear  tes t -ban t reaty .  In  July  a  draf t  was
agreed to,  and the president  s igned i t  in  August .  The l imited
t e s t - b a n  t r e a t y  p r o h i b i t e d  t e s t s  i n  t h e  a t m o s p h e r e ,
underwater ,  or  in  outer  space,  but  i t  d id  not  prohibi t  tes ts
underg round  as  long  a s  f a l lou t  r ema ined  wi th in  na t iona l
boundar ies .

T h e  J C S  i n i t i a l l y  o p p o s e d  t h e  t e s t  b a n  u n l e s s  i t  ( 1 )
incorporated a detection,  identification,  and inspection system
to detect treaty violations; (2) did not prohibit  undetectable
testing; and (3) simplified withdrawal procedures.  Kennedy
met with the chiefs and again privately with LeMay in July
and asked that  they consider  al l  factors  ( including poli t ical
and economic)  before  providing advice.  LeMay wanted to
a c q u i r e  a  1 0 0 - m e g a t o n  b o m b ,  t o  c o n d u c t  a  n u c l e a r  a i r
defense detonation,  and to detonate one of his missile si los
before signing the treaty.  The Atomic Energy Commission
convinced LeMay they could  produce a  50-megaton bomb
w i t h o u t  t e s t i n g .  L e M a y  u l t i m a t e l y  b e l i e v e d  t h e  t r e a t y
contained mil i tary disadvantages,  but  he accepted i t  on the
firs t  month of  his  renewed term because,  “I  think i t  might  be
to our political disadvantage if we did not ratify it.”1 6

T h e  m e m b e r s  o f  L e M a y ’ s  c o h o r t  w e r e n ’ t  q u i t e  a s
compromising.  Power claimed “the surest  way to cause a  war ,
nuclear war or any war,  is  to disarm.”1 7 More to the point,
Power wanted to test  his  ICBMs and their  s i los with l ive
weapons to see if  they would function in combat conditions.18

W h i t e  a n d  T w i n i n g  a l s o  o p p o s e d .  T w i n i n g  c o m m e n t e d ,
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“Art if icial  cei l ings on man’s acquisi t ion of  knowledge are
unnatura l .  The uncer ta in ty  of  not  knowing whether  or  not  one
is  behind or  losing superiori ty could create great  internat ional
instability.”19

Never theless ,  the  Limited Nuclear  Test  Ban Treaty  was
proclaimed in effect on 10 October 1963. The following week
the United Nations General  Assembly adopted a resolut ion by
acclamation that  welcomed the desire  of  the United States  and
the Soviet  Union not  to  s tat ion nuclear  or  mass-destruct ion
w e a p o n s  i n  o u t e r  s p a c e .  O n e  m o n t h  l a t e r  K e n n e d y  w a s
assass ina ted .

The  fa l l  of  1963 was  bewi lder ing  to  senior  absolu t i s t s
str iving to maintain strategic superiori ty.  Such superiori ty
required pushing technologies  and procuring weapons to  s tay
ahead of  the Soviets .  They had been doing this  for  the past  15
years.  As Power stated,  “Our security demands that  we stay in
that  [arms]  race ,”  and “ the  name of  the  game is  to  s tay
ahead .”20  But in the aftermath of the Nuclear Test  Ban Treaty,
McNamara  s ta ted ,

T h e  S o v i e t  U n i o n ’ s  a c c e p t a n c e  o f  t h e  U S  p r o p o s a l  f o r  a
t h r e e - e n v i r o n m e n t  t e s t  b a n  o f f e r s  s o m e  e v i d e n c e  .  .  .  t h a t  i t s
l eade r sh ip  has  a t  l a s t  g ra sped  an  e s sen t i a l  f ac t—tha t  t he  shee r
multiplication of a nation’s destructive nuclear capabil i ty does not
necessari ly produce a net  increase in i ts  securi ty.2 1

Many  abso lu t i s t s  had  no t  g ra sped  th i s  f ac t .  As  Power
remarked, “While I  believe in the preservation of mili tary
superior i ty  .  .  .  I  submit  that  we can no more arm and disarm
a t  t he  s ame  t ime  than  one  can  d re s s  and  und re s s  a t  t he  s ame
time.”22  The dilemma of increasing US military security while
decreasing tensions and the level  of  armaments confronted
members  of  the  senior  cohor t .  Disarmament  conjured  up  the
1920s  and  1930s  to  the  sen ior  Wor ld  War  I I  genera t ion .
Burdened with the heavy responsibil i ty of national security in
t h e  d a n g e r o u s  n u c l e a r  e r a  a n d  c o m m i t t e d  t o  s t r a t e g i c
superiority and “prevailing,” many of the senior Air Force
leaders grew increasingly frustrated.

An evolution in counterforce during the fall  compounded
their  frustrat ion.  After  the Cuban crisis  the Soviets  desired to
i n c r e a s e  t h e i r  s t r a t e g i c  l e v e r a g e .  C o n c e r n  a b o u t  U S
counterforce first-strike capability, a growing Sino-Soviet split,
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and a  new US convent ional  bui ldup contr ibuted to  Soviet
determination to expand its  mili tary capabili t ies.  The defense
s e c r e t a r y  w a s  n o t  w i l l i n g  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  f u r t h e r  i n  a n
expensive,  accelerat ing arms race to keep the counterforce
st ra tegy of  super ior i ty  viable .  Other  vi ta l  economic needs
became quite large. Besides, many NATO leaders did not l ike
counterforce, as they felt  this “no cities” strategy might lead to
a US hesitancy to risk New York for Paris.

In 1963 McNamara drifted slowly to the high ground of
compromise between the expensive and rat ional  counterforce
strategy and the Navy’s cheaper finite deterrence. He put forth
two ideas:  damage l imita t ion and assured dest ruct ion.  The
counterforce strategy would focus on damage l imitat ion by
p r e e m p t i n g  f o l l o w - o n  S o v i e t  l a u n c h e s ;  t h e  c o u n t e r v a l u e
strategy would ensure the destruction of Soviet  ci t ies  after  the
Uni ted  S ta tes  had  absorbed  a  nuc lear  assau l t . 23  The secretary
o f  de fense  t hus  r e l i nqu i shed  suppor t  f o r  t he  abso lu t i s t s ’
long-held tenet  of  maintaining strategic supremacy sufficient
to prevail in war, an action LeMay forecast would “inevitably
lead to defeat.”24

Kennedy ’s  New Emphasis

The next  diff icul ty for  Air  Force absolut is ts  loomed in
Kennedy’s new emphasis on conventional and l imited war.  In
ea r ly  1961  some  in  t he  A i r  Fo rce  conceded  to  t he  new
administrat ion that  the Air  Force was unprepared for  l imited
w a r  w i t h  c o n v e n t i o n a l  w e a p o n s .2 5 S e c r e t a r y  M c N a m a r a
quickly elevated fighter and airl ift  procurement on his Air
Force  pr ior i ty  l i s t  beh ind  only  ICBM. In  la te  Ju ly  TAC
commander Gen Frank F.  Everest ,  in  one of  his  last  off icial
ac t ions ,  sugges ted ,  a long  wi th  h i s  a rmy counte rpar t  Gen
Herbert  B. Powell ,  the immediate establishment of a unified
tact ical  command with a  joint  headquarters  as  a  highly mobile
ready force for deployment to crises worldwide. McNamara
concurred,  and Strike Command (STRICOM) was established
in September with primary responsibili ty for the Middle East
and Afr ica and secondary responsibi l i ty  to  augment  other
unif ied  commanders  in  need.2 6
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TAC was looking for opportunities. Its weakened condition
showed in the mobil izations for the Berl in crisis  of  1961 and
the Cuban crisis of 1962. After Berlin,  McNamara received
approval to expand TAC from 16 to 21, and later to 25, f ighter
wings.  He helped change TAC’s dismal prospects.

Chief of Staff LeMay was concerned. In viewing the FY 1963
budget ,  he  complained about  the  convent ional  t rend:

I think that your strategic forces should come first .  .  .  .  I  worry about
the trend as established by this  year’s  budget .  .  .  .  I  do not  think you
can maintain superiori ty in this  f ield with that  sort  of  a program. .  .  .  I
po in t  ou t  tha t  you  canno t  f igh t  a  l imi ted  war  excep t  under  the
umbrella of strategic superiority. 2 7

At the same time the Air Force came out with i ts  concept on
l imited war,  which reminded readers  that  l imited war was not
a “separate enti ty from general  war,” nor should the strategies
and force structures be differentiated.  “Success in l imited war
i s  c o n t i n g e n t  u p o n  m a i n t a i n i n g  a  s u p e r i o r  g e n e r a l  w a r
capability,” it  stated, and “expenditures for forces capable of
f i g h t i n g  l e s s  t h a n  g e n e r a l  w a r  m u s t  n o t  i n f r i n g e  o n  t h e
maintenance of a superior  general  war capabil i ty.”2 8

Two events in 1962 helped to modify the chief’s opinion.
Fi rs t  occurred  the  re lease  of  the  Howze Board  repor t  in
August .  The Army designated the board to invest igate the
potential  of Army aviation.  I t  recommended the expansion of
Army aviation assets to improve i ts  organic f irepower and
mobi l i ty .  LeMay judged  the  board  had  recommended ,  in
essence, the creation of a second tactical air  force.  Expansion
was unnecessary,  LeMay asserted,  in that  the Air  Force could
p r o v i d e  t h e  s a m e  s e r v i c e s .2 9 F a c e d  w i t h  t h i s  d o c t r i n a l
challenge from the Army, LeMay needed to bolster his fighter
and  a i r l i f t  c apab i l i t i e s .  Second ,  A i r  Fo rce  p i l o t s  bus i ed
themselves t raining indigenous pi lots  in  South Vietnam under
combat  condit ions,  and involvement  in war in neighboring
Laos loomed as a real possibility. LeMay would have to rebuild
TAC if the Air Force wished to become effective in further
involvement.

Stil l ,  LeMay‘s focus remained strategic and absolute.  As the
United States stepped closer to overt  involvement in Vietnam,
the new president,  Lyndon B. Johnson, solici ted advice from
the JCS ear ly  in  1964.  LeMay detes ted the  waver ing and
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indecis ion he noted in  the  new Johnson adminis t ra t ion.  I f  the
United States were to get involved, i t  should “stop swatting
flies and go for the manure pile.” LeMay went on to say there
should be no “going to war kinda” just  l ike “you can’t  get a
lit t le bit  pregnant .  .  .  once you get into this you are into it .”30

The ve te ran  of  s t ra teg ic  bombing  campaigns  advoca ted  a
massive aerial  assaul t  against  94 targets  in  North Vietnam.
LeMay la ter  argued that  assaul t  would have ended the  war
“real quick” (in 10 days).  Twentieth Air Force veterans of the
Pacif ic  war ,  bomber  generals  Burchinal  and Jack J .  Cat ton,
agreed.31  Graduated response, LeMay later reflected, “violates
the principles of  war,  and over the centuries we have found
that i t  doesn’t  work. But we couldn’t  convince anybody in the
P e n t a g o n  a t  t h e  t i m e . ”32  T h e  a b s o l u t i s t  d o g m a  o f  u s i n g
massive and relentless strategic bombing to achieve decisive
ends,  r ight  or  wrong,  was passing out  of  fashion in an era of
limited war.

The breeding ground of most  Air  Force absolutists  and of
the vast majority of Air Force senior leaders was faring little
better .  Those principles that  had created SAC’s greatness were
now bringing about i ts  ossification.

SAC’s mission was so important  that  i t  required the utmost
c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  a n d  c o n t r o l .  H a n d l i n g  n u c l e a r  w e a p o n s
worldwide required close supervision and str ict  procedural
adherence to maximize control and minimize risk.  I t  fostered a
closely supervised, regimented, and regulated daily routine of
c o n s t a n t  d r i l l i n g ,  r e p e t i t i o n ,  a n d  “ p o s i t i v e  c o n t r o l ”  ( a
“don’t-go-unless-told” philosophy). A 74-hour-work week of
d i sc ip l ined  behav ior  became the  norm.  Th is  env i ronment
tended to stif le innovation, risk taking, and creativity.  The
cumulative psychological  effect  on aircrews was a curious
mixture  of  s t ress  and boredom.

To keep morale up at  the mostly isolated SAC bases,  the
aggres s ive  and  s t rong-wi l l ed  commander s ,  mos t  o f  t hem
veterans of the bloody war of attrition in the skies of World
War II ,  fostered competi t ions and inspections that  permeated
every  e lement  o f  the  command .  The  management  con t ro l
system of close quantif icat ion,  measurement,  and evaluation
w a s  e v e r y w h e r e ,  a s  w e r e  i n t e n s e  c o m p e t i t i o n s  t o  b u i l d
proficiency, pride,  and activity.  But SAC did not welcome
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second-place trophies.  Though SAC embraced extremely high
standards ,  some of  them bordered on the  unreal is t ic .  There
w a s  a m p l e  i n c e n t i v e  t o  “ f u d g e ”  i n  c o m p e t i t i o n s  a n d  t o
misrepresent  reports  to  meet  s tandards  that  everyone else  was
“meeting.”33

The cold war kept the pressure on SAC. The threat  of Soviet
ICBMs after  1957 induced SAC to disperse i ts  bombers and
eventually put  one-third of them on 15-minute alert .  However,
CINCSAC would not allow his personnel to be transferred to
the  t hea t e r  commands  a long  t he  pe r iphe ry  o f  t he  Sov ie t
Union,  where  many of  h is  d ispersed and isola ted bombers  sa t
on a ler t .  He demanded absolute  command and control .  The
consequence  was  tha t  h i s  dep loyed  uni t s  missed  out  on  some
of the local  support  they could have gained,  spent  more t ime
than necessary away from famil ies  at  desolate  locat ions,  and
received no credit  in the personnel  system for their  remote
t o u r s .3 4 Th is  consequence  increased  s t ress ,  boredom,  and
family problems.

The problem got worse when President Kennedy directed
SAC to a 50 percent alert  rate after  the Berlin crisis .  Fighter
brigadier general Alvan C. Gillem II, now a SAC division
commander,  complained to SAC headquarters  of  the morale
problem and proposed to take one bomber or  tanker off  aler t
each day long enough to fly a training sortie.  This would,  he
contended, increase proficiency (SAC crews only flew from two
to three each month)  and “do much to rel ieve the boredom.”35

Vice CINCSAC lieutenant general John P. McConnell replied
that  these act ions can be taken only “if  and when the world
s i tua t ion  eases .”3 6  SAC did not  receive increased manning
levels to meet the increased alert  commitment.  As a result ,
a i rcrews served so much aler t  t ime that  they often had to get
the i r  normal  du t ies  accompl i shed  dur ing  f ree  t ime  or  by
working long hours when not on alert .  The cumulative effect of
an increased a ler t  commitment  was  chronic  s t ress ,  reduced
f l y i n g  p r o f i c i e n c y ,  b o r e d o m ,  m o r a l e  p r o b l e m s ,  a n d
claustrophobia from insulari ty.

Insularity was not just  personal,  i t  was insti tutional.  SAC’s
enduring focus on a single mission,  single strategy, single
weapon,  and s ingle  enemy promoted monis t ic  th inking and
intense camaraderie .  In return for  their  many sacrif ices ,  some
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SAC officers received spot promotions at  a rate unavailable to
others  in the Air  Force.  Often a short- term advantage,  spot
promoting in  the  long run automatical ly  placed many of  these
ear ly  promotees  up for  subsequent  promotion against  more
senior  of f icers  who had  more  exper ience .  This  procedure
resulted in some inadvertent promotion passovers for SAC’s
spot-promoted officers, especially aircrews. In part to avoid
these unfair  comparisons,  but  more l ikely because of  insular
pride, SAC favored “taking care of its own” by keeping its
people within the command.  A proud but  indict ing saying was
prevalent: “Once in SAC always in SAC; once out of SAC never
back.”37

SAC generally kept i ts  people within the command for an
entire career.  LeMay and later Power often did not let their top
people go to  graduate  school  or  to  Air  Force professional
military schools. LeMay exhorted that if they wanted to learn
about airpower,  the best  place to be was in SAC.38  SAC was
too  busy  w i th  i t s  mos t  impor t an t  m i s s ion  t o  heed  many
peripheral  concerns.  The resul t  produced a growing dispari ty
in education between SAC and other Air Force personnel.

Figure 11 offers  evidence as to the lack of  graduate and
professional military schooling between fighter and bomber
g e n e r a l s  i n  t h e  W o r l d  W a r  I I  g e n e r a t i o n s .39  T w o  w a r s
interrupted the  advanced school ing of  these  generat ions ,  but
one  can  d iscern  tha t  the  bomber  genera ls  f rom SAC had more
d i f f i c u l t y  g e t t i n g  r e l e a s e d  f o r  g r a d u a t e  s c h o o l  a n d  f o r
intermediate service school  than f ighter  generals .

SAC’s  proud insular i ty  mi l i ta ted  agains t  the  breadth  of
exper ience  necessa ry  to  mee t  the  cha l l enges  o f  F lex ib le
Response and Capitol  Hill .  Figure 12 shows the relative lack of
b r e a d t h  i n  a s s i g n m e n t  a m o n g  b o m b e r  g e n e r a l s .  I t  a l s o
i l lustrates  that  more than 90 percent  of  the junior  generat ion
f i g h t e r  g e n e r a l s  h a d  j o b s  w i t h  o t h e r  s e r v i c e s ,  a l l i e s ,  o r
civil ians within government before they reached the rank of
fu l l  genera l ;  a t  the  same t ime ,  near ly  70  percen t  o f  the
dominant  bomber  generals  had l i t t le  exper ience outs ide the
Air Force.4 0

Furthermore,  a  survey of al l  1,156 officers in the general
ranks of the Air Force from 1953 to 1972 revealed that in
1 9 5 3  m o r e  t h a n  4 0  p e r c e n t  h a d  a t  l e a s t  o n e  s e n i o r
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ass ignment  in  an  “outs ide  communi ty .”  By 1972 the  percent
had declined to less than 10 percent .  The Air  Force would pay
deeply for i ts  narrow experience base during the Vietnam War.
Af te r  r e t i r emen t ,  LeMay  l amen ted  tha t  he  wasn’ t  “ smar t
enough” to “have a [broadening] career plan” for his people. 4 1

Adding to SAC’s problems by the early 1960s was a low
retention rate for aircrews. Many of the old warriors stayed on,
but SAC was having difficulty retaining the four-to-seven-year
group of young airmen who were just  f inishing their  ini t ial
mil i tary commitment.  This  group comprised the post-Korean
War  genera t ion .  Many were  d is i l lus ioned  by  the  s igh t  of
“hump” officers—senior majors or l ieutenant colonels—sitting
aler t  in  much the  same job as  the  younger  off icers .  One s tudy
listed “isolation from families, boredom from crew routine,
lack of  career  mot ivat ion,  and the  demanding aler t  s ta tus”  as
the  major  complain ts .42  This  word reached many s tudents  in
pilot training, who, in a survey in 1965, overwhelmingly listed
SAC at  the bottom of their  preference sheet .4 3

Source: Headquarters USAF, U.S. Air Force Statistical Digest, FY 1948–1982.

Figure 11. Air Force Officer Education Levels: Highest Degrees
Achieved
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S A C ’ s  p r o u d  i n s u l a r i t y ,  c o u p l e d  w i t h  i t s  m i s s i o n  a n d
b u d g e t a r y  p r e c e d e n c e ,  c a u s e d  m u c h  b i t t e r n e s s  a n d
divisiveness in the Air Force. Seemingly unaware of the costs
of the limited vision and experience of many SAC officers,
however, LeMay brought his favorites from SAC to Washington
to do bat t le .

Secretary of the Air Force Zuckert  remembered the Air Force
of the early 1960s:

One of the troubles was that they [McNamara’s whiz kids] were bright
as  hel l  and they were ar t iculate  as  hel l .  One of  the great  constant  and
losing fights that  I  fought was to try and make the Air Force more
ar t i cu la te .  The  Ai r  Force  was  re la t ive ly  ina r t i cu la te .  A  mi l i t a ry
requirement  is  a  requirement  because i t  is  a  mil i tary requirement .
End of justification. To try to change that culture in the Air Force was
a  t remendous job.  I t  a lmost  made me qui t  in  the  f i rs t  year  because  I
could see we were not getting anywhere. .  .  .  Eventually,  we got better.
But  to  t ry  to  change the  cul ture  of  an  organizat ion that  had been the
dominant  defense  organizat ion throughout  the  1950s  was  not  easy.44

Source: Arnold Kanter, “The Career Patterns of Air Force Generals,” American Journal of Political Science
21, no. 2 (May 1977): 362.

Figure 12. Fighter versus Bomber Generals: Job Breadth
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The inability of the Air Force to convince the OSD, JCS, and
to  a  lesser  extent  Congress  to  support  i t s  ideas  and programs
in the ear ly  1960s resul ted from many factors .  The senior
leaders  of  the air  arm included warr iors  and operators  who
generally retained an absolute fai th in strategic bombing.  They
h a d  b e e n  s o  b u s y  b u i l d i n g  S A C  t h a t  t h e y  h a d  a l l o w e d
themselves to remain narrowly focused. Insular and relatively
uneducated in poli t ical  and economic affairs ,  as  well  as  the
affairs  of their  sister  services,  Air  Force officers at tached
themselves  to  the  independent  doctr ine  that  had ushered in
such prominence  for  the  pas t  10  to  15 years .  The in tense
s i n g l e - m i n d e d  f o c u s  o n  t h e i r  m i s s i o n  a n d  t h e i r  e n e m y
advanced a monist ic perspective in an increasingly pluralist ic
world .  I ronical ly ,  the  senior  leaders  had become s teadfast
conservatives in a service that professed to be always forward
looking.

The capabili ty and will  to use SAC’s nuclear arsenal formed
the basis  for  the s taunch absolut is t  bel ief  in  the decis iveness
o f  a i r p o w e r .  S A C  a n d  i t s  g e n e r a l s  a r d e n t l y  r e t a i n e d
both—even while the nation began to question both.  The Air
Force was slow to sense the winds of polit ical and economic
change. But i t  was easier for the Air Force to see i t  needed
more than experience to forge i ts  future.  I t  had to improve i ts
educat ional  sys tem.

In late 1961 the Air  Force chief  of  staff  mandated that  more
than 95 percent of all  newly commissioned Air Force officers
should  have  a  bachelor’s  degree ;  by  1962 i t  became 100
percen t .4 5 LeMay terminated the aviat ion cadet  program and
used a more progressive officer training school to increase the
proportion of college graduates in the Air Force.46  By April
1963 even LeMay was complaining to the Air University that
air staff officers could not competently perform their work.47

He encouraged commands to send their  best  people to the Air
Force Institute of Technology for advanced degrees in science,
engineering, and management.  “Project M” studies of 1955–62
indicated degrees in the sciences were increasing only slowly;
social  science degrees were decreasing.4 8 But all  the military
s e r v i c e s  w e r e  e x p e r i e n c i n g  s i m i l a r  p r o b l e m s .  I n  1 9 6 4  a
disappointed President  Johnson directed McNamara to review
the academic education and professional  mil i tary education
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programs and  to  broaden  and  s t rengthen  them.  Educa t ion
became a  top pr ior i ty ,  and the services  would make great
strides in this area (fig. 13). But raising the level of education
within the senior mili tary leadership could pay real  dividends
only in  the future .  For  the present ,  Johnson had to  work with
the avai lable  manpower.

The problems of the Air Force in Washington did not stem
from junior officers.  The hump of aviation cadets had arrived
in the senior ranks.  The proportion of Air  Force generals who
h a d  c o m p l e t e d  c o l l e g e  d e c l i n e d  d u r i n g  t h e  1 9 6 0 s . 49

Additionally,  a large and growing gap existed between the
more highly educated adminis t ra tor  and engineer ing generals
on the one hand and the operat ions  generals  who increasingly
domina ted  the  key  pos i t ions  on  the  o ther . 50  The degrees
obtained tended to reinforce special izat ion,  and management
d e g r e e s  w e r e  l a c k i n g ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a m o n g  o p e r a t i o n s
generals .5 1

Source: Headquarters USAF, US Air Force Statistical Digest FY 1948–1982.

Figure 13. Undergraduate Education Commissioning Source
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Professional military education (PME) also had failed the
senior leadership of the early 1960s.  Figure 11 showed how
two wars had interrupted the PME of the World War II cohort.
In 1962 the Air University Board of Visitors recommended
t h a t  A i r  U n i v e r s i t y  i n c r e a s e  c o n t a c t s  w i t h  t h e  c i v i l i a n
c o m m u n i t y  t o  “ e n s u r e  a c c u r a c y  a n d  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  o f  i t s
ana lyses  and  assessments . ”52  However,  the ambit ious 10-year
plan draf ted for  1963–1973 impressed the board.  The plan
sought to integrate civil ian with mili tary educational  programs
and outl ine goals  for  each.  I t  also recommended an increase in
P M E  q u o t a s  f o r  r e s i d e n t  p r o g r a m s  a n d  t h e  s u c c e s s f u l
accomplishment of PME as prerequisi tes for promotion.  The
plan also called for a more f lexible curriculum and higher
faculty qualifications.5 3 The  la t te r  had  been  a  cons tan t  and
c r i t i c a l  p r o b l e m  a n d  w o u l d  r e m a i n  s o .  T h e  1 9 6 3  B O V
recommended upgrading the faculty’s  formal  educat ion and
noted that  the Air  Force had greater  diff iculty than the other
services  in  developing and present ing clear  views on new
doctrine. 5 4 A 1964 study found “the educational level of the
faculty of both the Air Command and Staff College and the Air
War College has been unti l  recent  date  below that  of  the
student  bodies .”5 5 But events were improving. The mission
statement of the Air War College in 1965 reads as follows:

To p repa re  sen io r  o f f i ce r s  fo r  h igh  command  and  s t a f f  du ty  by
developing in them a sound understanding of mil i tary strategy in
support  of national security policy in order to insure an intell igent
cont r ibut ion  toward  the  ef fec t ive  deployment  and  employment  of
aerospace power.5 6

As Air University received the support required to right itself,
another  war  would  sap  i t s  resources .

That  same summer  of  1964 marked the  near  ext inc t ion  of
G e n e r a l  L e M a y ’ s  o n e - y e a r  e x t e n s i o n  a s  c h i e f  o f  s t a f f .
Concerned that  a retired LeMay would speak out for Barry M.
Goldwater  in  the  approaching e lect ion,  Pres ident  Johnson
extended LeMay’s tenure for seven months,  over the protests
of McNamara and without tel l ing Zuckert .57  LeMay must have
known he  was  a  lame duck.  Never theless ,  he  cont inued to
f i g h t  M c N a m a r a  f o r  w h a t  h e  c o n s i d e r e d  w e r e  e s s e n t i a l
p r i n c i p l e s  a n d  p r o g r a m s  f o r  A m e r i c a n  s e c u r i t y .  B u t  t h e
unswerving and equally strong-willed defense secretary swept
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much  o f  the  “c rude”  mi l i t a ry  adv ice  a s ide  and  began  to
determine military policy himself. A bitter LeMay recalled his
feelings: “The Kennedy Administration came in and right from
the s tar t  we got  the back of  the hand.  Get  out  of  our  way.  We
think nothing of you and your opinions.  We don’t l ike you as
people.  We have no respect for you. Don’t bother us.” He went
on to  say McNamara was l ike  a  hospi ta l  adminis t ra tor  who
i n s i s t e d  o n  d o i n g  b r a i n  s u r g e r y . 58  Z u c k e r t  r e c a l l e d  t h e
intransigence of both parties: “Without a real reflective quality
in the mil i tary .  .  .  we but ted our  heads against  a  s tone wall
and just  kept  doing i t  and doing i t  and doing i t .”59  Senior Air
Force  leaders  couldn’ t  convince  the i r  c iv i l ian  bosses  tha t
bus iness  management  pr inc ip les  somet imes  were  unsui ted  to
d e f e n s e  p o l i c y — t h a t  t h e  m e t a p h y s i c a l  a n d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l
dimensions of  war  were not  quant i f iable .  But  McNamara made
the rules.  In 1964 LeMay finally admitted his  di lemma to
Congress:  “I t  i s  becoming more and more dif f icul t  to  get
e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  j u d g m e n t  g r o u n d  i n t o  t h e  s o l u t i o n s  o f
problems,” he testified. “We have to try to translate experience
and judgment  into  cold hard facts  to  win a  case .  Sometimes
this is very difficult to do.”60

L e M a y  w a s  n o t  a l o n e  i n  h i s  f e e l i n g s .  M a n y  m i l i t a r y
personnel of the World War II generation, confident of past
v a l u e s  a n d  m e t h o d s  t h e y  f e l t  h a d  a s s u r e d  v i c t o r y  a n d
subsequent  US secur i ty ,  ques t ioned the  need for  change.  But
their  t ime was drawing to a close.  One Korean War generation
air staffer noted of the older group: “Their att i tudes may range
from bell igerency to skepticism based on ignorance of the
process ,  and antagonism toward the  c ivi l ian  analys t  who has
presumed to s tudy mil i tary problems.” The same observer  was
representative of many of the younger officers who noted the
failures induced by such obstinacy. “The tradit ional ploy of
the mili tary man who l imited his  argument to an affirmation
of his professional judgment has been generally discredited.”
He continued, “Instead of hostil i ty,  i t  would be more fruitful
for the mili tary strategist  to learn more about the tools of
analysis  in  order  to  apply them both to his  own studies  and in
cooperation with the civilian analyst.”61  The fall of the World
War II  absolutists  in the mid-1960s had a tel l ing influence on
future leadership.
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LeMay’s last seven months of active duty had a similarly
t e l l i n g  e f f e c t  o n  h i m ,  t o o .  T h e  s t r e s s  o f  w a r r i n g  w i t h
McNamara weakened his  heal th  and inf luence.  Nevertheless ,
t h e  b e l e a g u e r e d  c h i e f  f i n i s h e d  h i s  t e n u r e  a s  a n  a r d e n t
abso lu t i s t .  I n t e rv i ewed  sho r t l y  be fo re  r e t i r emen t ,  LeMay
summarized his  feel ings on key issues.  In reference to the
conventional  buildup,  he asserted that  “all  conventional  forces
do is delay the inevitable nuclear confrontation. .  .  .  We have
gone too far with our conventional capability. .  .  .  We don’t
want the ‘beefing up’ if you weaken our strategic capability.”
On the Vietnam confl ic t  he advised,  “The Communists  are  out
for world domination and always have been.” He advocated
bombing North  Vietnam and was  not  concerned about  China ,
w h i c h  w a s  v u l n e r a b l e  t o  “ a  f e w  w e l l - p l a c e d  n u k e s . ”
Furthermore, “Maybe it  would be a good thing if  the Chinese
came to  the  support  of  North  Vietnam. We could set  back the
Chinese nuclear  program, or  knock i t  out  for  good.” On the
use of  nuclear  weapons he said,  “I  am a s trong bel iever  in  the
earl iest  possible use of tact ical  nuclear weapons to stop a
fracas immediately. If aggression is promptly dealt with in
force,  i t  can be control led and there is  a  good chance of
avoiding a general  nuclear exchange.”6 2  While the chief made
sense to many in the mili tary at  the t ime,  to the civil ian
defense analysts he had become “the most primitive thinker in
the  Kennedy and Johnson Adminis t ra t ions ,”  who had los t
inf luence and re t i red  “rebuffed,  f rus t ra ted ,  d isgusted,  and
bitter.”6 3

I n  t r u t h ,  G e n e r a l  L e M a y  h a d  m a d e  t r e m e n d o u s
c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  h i s  c o u n t r y .  H e  w a s  t h e  o u t s t a n d i n g
operational commander for the Army Air Forces in World War
II. After that war he took his methods and vision to Offut AFB,
N e b r a s k a ,  w h e r e  h e  b u i l t  a n  i m p r e s s i v e  S t r a t e g i c  A i r
Command .  LeMay  was  an  ope ra t i ona l  gen ius .  Whi l e  h i s
operational  credentials  were respected in Congress,  his  lack of
poli t ical  judgment did not  set  well  in Washington.  He and
many in his generation relied on “experience” and “military
judgment” alone to determine mili tary policy.  Those skil ls
were inadequate in the new era.  In fact,  most of the Air Force
genera ls  who watched him in  Washington admit ted  tha t  he
was a poor chief of staff.6 4  America’s leading bomber general
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did not l ike the poli t ical  or  social  atmosphere and obligations
of Washington.6 5  He confessed the l imitations of his expertise
as  wel l  as  his  a t t i tude much later :  “I  was in  the operat ional
and command end of  the  game most  of  the  t ime except  for  the
unpleasant  tours  I  had  in  the  Pentagon.”66

The senior World War II generation of Air Force four-stars
r e t i r e d  e n  m a s s e  i n  t h e  m i d - 1 9 6 0 s .  T h e  e x t r e m i s t  o f
a b s o l u t i s m  a n d  c o m m a n d e r  o f  S A C  f r o m  1 9 5 7  t o  1 9 6 4 ,
Thomas  S .  Power  re t i red  on  1  December  1964 and  soon
thereaf ter  publ ished Design for Survival (1965). Curtis LeMay
r e t i r e d  w i t h  l i t t l e  f a n f a r e  o n  1  F e b r u a r y  1 9 6 5  a n d
subsequent ly  publ i shed  America Is in Danger (1968). They
joined absolutist  general Twining’s Neither Liberty Nor Safety
(1966) to form a trio of foreboding books that warned America
of  the dangers  of  abandoning absolut is t  teachings.

Though his civil ian contemporaries perceived him to be an
“unreconstructable” cold warr ior ,  LeMay was an oracle  to
many in the Air  Force.  Many of  the programs and methods he
fashioned in  SAC became Air  Force methods and s tandards
that  would endure for  decades.  His  imperat ive to focus on the
mission and his  cal l  for  dedicated act ion-oriented off icers
made an indelible imprint on the soul of the Air Force.  Even
many absolu t i s t  be l ie fs—most  prominent ly  LeMay’s  av id ,
uncond i t iona l  be l i e f  in  the  e f f i cacy  o f  a i rpower  th rough
st ra tegic  bombing—would endure .  Technological  zeal  a lso
would continue.  To his  junior cohort ,  however,  the bi t terness
and fa i lure  of  h is  methods  mandated  a  change of  approach,  a t
least in degree.

A few thought the message should change, too.  “Prevailing”
in nuclear war with overwhelming strategic superiority proved
no longer economically practical—given escalating costs as
w e l l  a s  o t h e r  d e m a n d s  o n  t h e  e c o n o m y — a n d  a p p e a r e d
increas ingly  dubious  pol i t ica l ly .  Pragmat is t s  were  making
headway by the  mid-1960s.  In  the  spr ing of  1963 Secretary
Z u c k e r t  h a d  e s t a b l i s h e d  P r o j e c t  F o r e c a s t  t o  p r o v i d e  a
blueprint  of technological  and strategic possibil i t ies in the
1965–75 t ime frame.  Fighter  major  general  Jerry  D.  Page
headed the policy panel  that  sought to mate goals of  the Air
Force with national policy. In April  1963, after discussions
with pragmatist  major general Page, Maj Gen Dale O. Smith
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delivered a scathing indictment of “the deplorable condition of
aerospace power today” that  was “to a large extent  the result
o f  a l l o w i n g  A i r  F o r c e  d o c t r i n e  t o  s t a g n a t e  a n d  b e c o m e
inapplicable to  modern condit ions.”  The Air  Force,  Smith
argued, “was a victim of ‘hardening of the categories’ by
avoid ing  fu l l  cons idera t ion  of  na t iona l  mi l i t a ry  doc t r ine ,
n a t i o n a l  a n d  f o r e i g n  p o l i c y ,  a s  w e l l  a s  a r m s  c o n t r o l
philosophies.” It  had not “appropriately related or influenced
developments in these fields to pure Air Force doctrine nor
anticipated their  impact .”67

In February 1964 Page received permission from Secretary
Zuckert to clarify Air Force basic doctrine. Most Air Force
doctrinal  manuals were nearly nine years old.  The Air Force
basic doctr ine manual  was almost  four years old.  I t  originated
from a belated 1959 revision which hadn’t  revised much more
than  chang ing  the  t e rm air power t o aerospace power.6 8  In
contrast ,  Army basic  doctr ine was one year  old and the naval
equivalent  one and one-half  years  old.6 9

The contras t  between the  old  bas ic  doctr inal  manual  and
Page’s new August 1964 manual revealed the shift  in Air Force
th ink ing .  The  o ld  manua l s  had  a s se r t ed ,  “Bas ic  doc t r ine
evolves from experience and from analysis  of the continuing
impact of  new developments.” The new manual stated,  “Basic
doctr ine evolves through the cont inuing analysis  and tes t ing
of mili tary operations in the l ight of national objective and the
changing mil i tary environment .”  Older  manuals  indicated that
the Air  Force was “the primary aerospace arm of the United
States. .  .  .  Of the various types of military forces, those which
conduc t  opera t ions  in  the  ae rospace  a re  mos t  capab le  o f
decisive resul ts .”  The new manual  cautioned that  “Aerospace
Forces  a r e  one  pa r t  o f  a  na t iona l  mi l i t a ry  e s t ab l i shmen t
m a i n t a i n e d  t o  s u p p o r t  n a t i o n a l  p o l i c y  o b j e c t i v e s  i n  o u r
relations with foreign powers.”7 0 Secretary Zuckert believed
the new manual  revealed a i r  leaders  had abandoned their  o ld
belief that “there was [not] any war which couldn’t be won by
air power alone,” but, according to Zuckert,  the new AFM 1-1
r ight ly  accla imed a i rpower  was  “ the  supreme deterrent  to
general  war” and “that  there was no war which could be won
without  a i rpower .”  He was wrong on both  counts .
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Chapter  6

Absolut ists  and the Frustrat ion of
Airpower in Vietnam (1964–69)

There seems to be a trend toward viewing al l  nat ional
questions in the context of the frustrating struggle against
aggression in Vietnam. . .  .  But there is no doubt that,
however frustrated we are with the conflict in Vietnam, the
cost of failure to provide adequate forces for our security
could be infinitely higher than the cost of Southeast Asia.

—Secretary of the Air Force Robert  C. Seamans Jr . ,
March 1969                       

The retirement of Curtis  E.  LeMay in 1965 placed the junior
World War II  generals in charge of an air  force that faced the
twin challenges of  a  spiral ing arms race and the prospect  of
outright  American involvement in the confl ict  in Southeast
Asia. In the wake of the Cuban missile crisis,  the Soviet Union
engaged  in  a  mass ive  s t r a t eg ic  a rms  bu i ldup  a s  we l l  a s
continued support  for “wars of national l iberation.” The United
States,  in turn, found itself reversing the il lusory “missile gap”
and confidently building its military to fulfill Kennedy’s war
doctrine. The new national defense policy of Flexible Response
fed on a  s teady increase in  the defense budget .  I t  was more
generous than previously to “general  purpose forces” of the
long-neglected Army and Navy than to i ts  strategic-minded
sister service.  By 1965 the Air Force claimed it  was hard
pressed f i sca l ly  to  mainta in  s t ra tegic  super ior i ty  over  the
growing Soviet strategic threat and to build a credible force for
conventional  war  at  the same t ime.

The air arm found it  difficult  to adjust doctrinally to the
c h a l l e n g e  r i s i n g  i n  V i e t n a m .  T h e  d o m i n a n t  a b s o l u t i s t s
cont inued to  argue that  a i rpower  was  indivis ib le  and that  the
m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  g e n e r a l  ( n u c l e a r )  w a r  f o r c e s  w o u l d  b e
adequate for fighting limited war. However, as early as 1960
TAC had confessed that  the Air  Force was unprepared for  a
l imited war using conventional  weapons.1  The 1964 Air Force
doctr inal  manual  s ignaled change,  but  only as  a  modest  shif t ,
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which had yet to be digested widely.  Doctrinal  and budgetary
emphasis  remained on s t ra tegic  nuclear  warfare .2

The tools  at  hand mirrored this  doctr ine.  Strategic  bombers
c o n c e n t r a t e d  o n  s i n g l e - s h i p ,  l o w - a l t i t u d e ,  h i g h - s p e e d
pene t r a t ion  t ac t i c s  t o  avo id  SAMs and  in t e rcep to r s .  A i r
refueling capabili ty had expanded to increase the global reach
o f  a i r p o w e r .  P r o p e l l e r e d  a i r c r a f t  h a d  v a n i s h e d  f r o m
speed-consc ious  SAC and  TAC by  1961 . 3 The  Ai r  Force
p roduced  long - r ange  and  s t anda rd i zed  r ad ios  t o  enhance
con t ro l  and  coo rd ina t i on  o f  i t s  a s se t s .  Bu t  t he  a i r  a rm
n e g l e c t e d  e l e c t r o n i c  c o u n t e r m e a s u r e s  ( E C M )  a s  w e l l  a s
conventional  munit ions and delivery systems unti l  the early
1 9 6 0 s .4

With l imited budgets ,  a  growing strategic  threat ,  and the
inertia of a long-held doctrine and force structure,  the Air
Force  s tood  under s t andab ly  r e luc tan t  t o  ge t  i nvo lved  in
c o u n t e r i n s u r g e n c y  w a r f a r e  i n  a  d i s t a n t  l a n d  d u r i n g  t h e
Kennedy presidency.  Nevertheless,  pressured by Washington,
Air Force Chief of Staff LeMay, whose concern over losing
c l o s e  a i r  s u p p o r t  t o  t h e  A r m y  e x c e e d e d  h i s  s u p r e m e
conf idence  in  a i rpower ,  o rdered  the  es tab l i shment  o f  the
4 4 0 0 t h  C o m b a t  C r e w  T r a i n i n g  S q u a d r o n  i n  A p r i l  1 9 6 1 .
Funding came out  of  TAC’s meager budget ,  and deployment to
Vietnam occurred eight  months la ter .5

From the beginning,  many senior Air  Force leaders fel t  the
conflict resembled a conventional war worthy of jet aircraft
and  a  s t ra teg ic  bombing  campaign .  Jun ior  cohor t  f igh te r
major  genera l  Momyer  reca l led  tha t  by  1961 ,  “whi le  we
c o n s i d e r e d  t h e  m e r i t s  o f  v a r i o u s  a p p r o a c h e s  t o
counter insurgency warfare,  the f ight ing in parts  of  Southeast
Asia  had  a l ready passed  through tha t  s tage  of  conf l ic t .”6

Assessments from the field reflected similar beliefs in the need
for jets—even against guerril las.  Lt Col Charles E. Trumbo Jr. ,
d i r e c t o r  o f  p l a n s  i n  t h e  2 d  A i r  D i v i s i o n  ( A i r  F o r c e
headquarters)  in South Vietnam, expressed a “commonly held
opinion” in mid-1963 when he claimed “a squadron of  F-100s
[ je ts]  over  here  could puncture  the  bal loon of  skept ics .”7

Momyer and fellow cohort bomber lieutenant general David A.
Burchinal  vis i ted Vietnam in ear ly  1963 and recommended
“augmentation of United States tactical aviation [jet]  units.”8
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Uncomfor t ab l e  w i th  t he  i n t r i c ac i e s  o f  coun te r in su rgency
warfare and implicit  Army domination in that  realm, the Air
Force sought  a  contr ibution more in concert  with i ts  doctr ine
and  weaponry .  As  one  ana lys t  no ted ,  “Many .  .  .  hoped
escalation would clarify and simplify the conflict.”9

B e f o r e  t h e y  r e t i r e d ,  s e n i o r  W o r l d  W a r  I I  a b s o l u t i s t s
persistently advocated a massive strategic bombing campaign
a g a i n s t  “ i n s t i g a t i v e ”  N o r t h  V i e t n a m .  G e n e r a l  L e M a y
summar ized ,

All along I said that if we were going to get anywhere in Vietnam, we’d
have to attack the North. But voices have been saying repeatedly: “No
we must  recognize a  s table  government  down there  in  the South
before we dare carry the war to the North.” I don’t believe that. If you
carry the war to the North and really carry i t  there,  you’ll  get  your
stable government.  The mili tary task confronting us is  to make i t  so
expensive for the North Vietnamese that  they will  stop their  aggression
against  South Vietnam and Laos.  If  we make i t  too expensive for them,
they will  stop. They don’t want to lose everything they have. There
came a t ime when the Nazis  threw their  towel  into the r ing.  Same way
with  the  Japanese .  We didn’ t  br ing that  happy day about  by sparr ing
with 16-ounce gloves.1 0

Momyer noted, “All of [LeMay’s] experience had taught him
tha t  such  a  campaign  would  end  the  war .”11  The absolut is ts’
swift  strategic bombing campaign would extract  “an economic
penal ty” that  should decide the issue quicker  and ul t imately
save lives by averting a commitment of ground forces. At least
i t  would determine whether  the United States  real ly wanted to
make  tha t  g round  commi tmen t .

Others noticed that  the Air Force absolutists  tr ied to mold
the war to f i t  their  doctr ine and equipment .  Army general
B r u c e  P a l m e r  J r . ,  w h o  h a d  a  r i n g s i d e  s e a t  a t  J C S
deliberat ions and later  served as  deputy commander of  US
forces in Vietnam, noted that  the Air Force senior leaders were
“unwavering in their beliefs, [they] believed that an all out air
offensive not only could make North Vietnam incapable of
further  f ighting,  but  could also compel i ts  leaders to cease and
des is t  in  the  South .”12  Defense civil ians failed to share the
beliefs  of  the Air  Force.  Secretary of  Defense McNamara
recalled the “strong school of thought in the Air Force that you
could win the war  in  Vietnam with a i r  power;  a  constant
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exaggeration of the potential use of air power in Vietnam, with
a constant  overstatement  of  the resul ts  of  air  power.”13

Air absolut is ts  saw a counter insurgency war  in  the South
as  defensive,  long,  and agonizing.  The ini t ia t ive  could be
seized best  with a vigorous application of airpower against
North  Vietnam.  Despi te  the  November  1964 JCS endorsement
of LeMay’s strategic air campaign against 94 targets in North
Vietnam, McNamara rejected i t ,  saying there was insufficient
provocation for i t  and the focus should be on South Vietnam.
A s  t h e  m o n t h s  w e n t  b y ,  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  J o h n s o n
administrat ion (including the chairman of the joint  chiefs,
Army general Maxwell D. Taylor) did not believe airpower
could achieve i ts  goals.  Nonetheless,  they came to regard i t  as
useful  in  s ignal ing  resolve .14  U n t i l  r e t i r e m e n t  t h e  s e n i o r
absolutists  continued to advocate LeMay’s Sunday punch.  Yet
t h e y  l o s t  p o l i t i c a l  i n f l u e n c e  w i t h  e a c h  p r e d i c t a b l e
recommendat ion .

Little did the junior World War II generation realize as they
received the mantle of Air Force leadership that this pesky
li t t le  confl ict  in Southeast  Asia soon would consume them.
The Air Force would spend more t ime fighting in Southeast
Asia  and spend more  money there  than  any of  the  o ther
se rv i ces .  A i rmen  wou ld  f ly  more  than  tw ice  the  comba t
missions and drop twice the tonnage in  Southeast  Asia  than
they did in World War II. The Air Force would deploy more
than one-third of  i ts  ent ire  inventory to Southeast  Asia and
lose 2,257 aircraft  and more than 2,700 personnel.  Ultimately,
US airpower dropped 500 pounds of bombs for every person in
country  or  70 tons  per  square  mile .1 5 Besides being absorbed
and frust ra ted in  Vietnam, the  junior  generat ion fa i led to
realize the extent  to which the senior cohort  had lost  the ear
of  the adminis t rat ion.

Bomber general  John P.  McConnell  succeeded LeMay as
chief of staff.  Sensing his alienation from Secretary of Defense
McNamara and Secretary of the Air Force Zuckert ,  LeMay had
been carefu l  not  to  recommend a  successor ,  as  i t  might  cause
a d v e r s e  p r e j u d i c e  a g a i n s t  t h a t  n o m i n e e .1 6 During SAC’s
domination of the Air Force in the early 1960s,  LeMay sent
SAC bomber generals Walter C. Sweeney Jr.  to command TAC
( O c t o b e r  1 9 6 1 )  a n d  M c C o n n e l l  ( S e p t e m b e r  1 9 6 2 )  t o  t h e
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European Command. This “broadening” experience factored
into Zuckert’s nomination of McConnell. 17  But McConnell’s
select ion had more to do with his  relat ionship with President
Lyndon B.  Johnson than with his  breadth of  experience.  In
1957 McConnell  had vis i ted then Senator  Johnson’s  ranch in
Texas to give him a two-day briefing on SAC. He subsequently
re turned to  the  ranch on several  o ther  occasions ,  and the  two
became fr iends,  both comfortable  in  homespun deal  making. 18

In  1964 President  Johnson recal led McConnel l  f rom Europe to
ask if  he wished to become chief of staff ,  and if  so,  how he
would behave.  McConnell  responded that  he would provide
profess ional  advice  but  would remain loyal  and support  the
p r e s i d e n t  i f  t h e r e  w e r e  d i s a g r e e m e n t .1 9 T h e  n e w  c h i e f
exhibi ted strong characteris t ics  from his  SAC background—
described as “intensely competitive, aggressive, operationally
oriented, hard-driving, ambitious, ruthless, brash,” and as on e
s ecretary of the Air Force recalled, “A pretty salty character . . .
certainly of the old school.”20  While this junior cohort  of the
bomber school lacked LeMay’s “incisiveness,” he had other
d imens ions  tha t  made  h im more  e f fec t ive  on  Capi to l  Hill—
he was “wily,  plott ing,  opportunist ic,  poli t ically charming,
compromising,” and he had a “reputat ion for  knowing his  way
around Washington.”2 1

In  the  mid-1960s  the  new chief  and his  peers  a t tempted to
handle the challenges of  Flexible Response better  than their
highly respected yet politically disenfranchised seniors. While
the  junior  cohor t  was  not  as  s teeped in  the  memories  of  the
long s truggle for  service independence and the management  of
the tremendous air  effort  in World War II ,  they generally
remained believers in the absolutist  vision of the decisiveness
of  a i rpower  th rough s t ra teg ic  bombing .  As  squadron  and
group leaders  in  World  War  I I  and as  apprent ices  of  the
seniors ,  the  jun ior  cohor t  remembered  the  va lue  of  us ing
supreme means to  a t ta in  decis ive ends.  But  they suffered
from inherent  diff icul t ies  that  would l imit  their  abi l i ty  to
c o n t e n d  w i t h  t h e  c h a l l e n g e s  o f  t h e  V i e t n a m  e r a .2 2 T h i s
g e n e r a t i o n  h a d  f e w e r  c o l l e g e  g r a d u a t e s  t h a n  t h e  s e n i o r
generat ion;  in  large measure because of  their  membership in
the largest “aviation cadet” population bulge, one-half of them
never received a college degree (fig. 14). Besides  unde rg radua te
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education,  the World War II  and the Korean War generat ions
had  in te r rup ted  oppor tun i t i e s  fo r  g radua te  educa t ion  and
professional military education (figs. 15 and 16). A survey of
all  Air  Force general  officers from 1953 to 1972 shows that  the
annua l  p ropor t ions  o f  genera l s  ho ld ing  advanced  degrees
increased s teadi ly  throughout  the  per iod.  But  there  occurred a
“large and growing gap between the more highly educated
adminis t ra tors  and technologis ts ,  and those  genera ls  whose
careers  were in operat ions and staff  work”;  that  is ,  those
running the Air Force. 23

The junior  generat ion also emanated from the insular i ty of
the senior  generat ion in  the  1950s and ear ly  1960s.  Figure  17
reflects the distribution by area of formative experience of
four-star generals in the World War II  generations.  Although a
slight decrease from senior to junior generations occurred in
bomber pi lot  dominance (no doubt ,  in  par t  f rom the demands
of Vietnam),  the large decrease in the number of generalists
made the effect  of  insular i ty apparent .  An analyst  noted that
in 1953 more than 40 percent  of  the generals  on act ive duty

Figure 14. Graduate Education of Air Force Four-Star Generals
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Figure 15. Professional Military Education of Air Force Four-Star
Generals

Figure 16. Distribution of Full Generals: Senior World War II
Generation

THE FRUSTRATION OF AIRPOWER IN VIETNAM

163



had at  leas t  one senior  ass ignment  in  an outs ide  community .
By 1972 the f igure had decreased to  less  than 10 percent .24

The insular i ty  of  the f ighter  and bomber communit ies  was
breeding members of the junior cohort who were narrow in
e x p e r i e n c e  i n  a n  e n v i r o n m e n t  t h a t  d e m a n d e d  b r e a d t h  o f
experience and knowledge.  In sum, the junior  cohort  too were
field marshals ,  busy building their  sword and shield for  the
e m e r g e n t  n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y  s t a t e ,  m o r e  t h a n  t h e y  w e r e
sophis t icated soldier-s ta tesmen.

As Air Force vice chief of staff during LeMay’s last six
months,  McConnell  witnessed a steady erosion of Air Force
in f luence  ove r  de fense  po l i cy .  The  new ch ie f  hoped  h i s
fr iendship with the president ,  as  well  as  his  pol i t ical  acumen,
would serve the interests of the Air Force better.  He realized
that  divis iveness  and some archaic  methods had to  change i f
the Air Force were to regain its sway. The top junior cohort
desired to widen the perspect ive of  the Air  Force without
destroying the pride and preeminence of  SAC.2 5 Broadening
and reunif icat ion became a top priori ty;  the chal lenges of
Vietnam would provide the opportunity.

The Vietnam crisis flared in McConnell’s first week as chief.
On 7 February 1965 the  Vietcong s t ruck American forces  a t
the Pleiku Air  Base (AB),  and the United States responded the
following day with reprisal  air  str ikes,  code named Flaming
Dart  I .  Two days later  enemy forces struck American bil lets  at

Figure 17. Distribution of Full Generals: Junior World War II
Generation
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Qui  Nhon ,  wh ich  p rovoked  F laming  Dar t  I I .  As  the  US
g o v e r n m e n t  s e a r c h e d  f o r  a  c o u r s e  o f  a c t i o n ,  t h e  J C S
recommended an 11-week s t ra tegic  bombing plan to  destroy
m o s t  o f  t h e  “ 9 4 ”  s t r a t e g i c  t a r g e t s .2 6 M c C o n n e l l ,  i n  t h e
tradi t ion of  LeMay,  favored an even more intense 28-day
stra tegic  bombing campaign.2 7

Like LeMay, McConnell was now anxious to demonstrate
the efficacy of airpower against the only worthy target,  the
war-making capaci ty  of  North  Vietnam, and by inference,
North Vietnamese will .  As in World War II,  i t  must be a
supreme,  compressed  e f for t  aga ins t  the  enemy’s  economy
(rather  than his  deployed forces)  that ,  as  one analyst  noted,
“could not  help but  have s ignif icant  resul ts .”2 8  McConnell
insisted airpower must be exercised before deciding to commit
ground troops. Nevertheless,  in March, without approval for
their  s t rategic bombing campaign,  the JCS agreed to commit
troops over McConnell’s objections.2 9

The junior cohort’s failure to influence the president was
not  surpr is ing.  Johnson had been suspic ious  of  the  mil i tary
for some time. He had warned LeMay not to do to him on
Capitol  Hil l  what  LeMay had done earl ier  for  Johnson as
senator :  p r ime members  to  ask  ques t ions  tha t  when answered
would  be  c r i t i ca l  o f  t he  admin i s t r a t ion .30  T h e  p r e s i d e n t
r e t a i n e d  t h e  K e n n e d y  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ’s  d i s m a y  o v e r  t h e
narrowness  of  mil i tary  advice.  Johnson lamented in  1965:

And those generals.  Oh, they’d love the war, too. It’s hard to be a hero
without  a  war .  Heroes  need bat t les  and bombs and bul le ts  in  order  to
be heroic. That’s why I am suspicious of the military. They’re always
so narrow in their appraisal of everything. They see everything in
mili tary terms.31

The consistency of JCS advice for an aggressive bombing
campaign dis turbed both the  domest ical ly  focused pres ident
and his  business-or iented defense secretary.  Both recal led the
“frightful” behavior of some in the JCS during the Cuban
missile crisis and desired to keep a close rein on the military.
As the  Vietnam War progressed,  Johnson began to  chide his
generals .  All  he heard from them was “bomb, bomb, bomb. .  .  .
Well,  I  want to know why there’s nothing else. You generals
have al l  been educated at  taxpayers’  expense,  and you’re not
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giving me any ideas.  .  .  .  I  want some solutions.  I  want some
answers .”3 2

What the perplexed commander  in  chief  and his  ineffectual
m i n i s t e r  o f  w a r  f a i l e d  t o  a p p r e c i a t e  w a s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f
American military traditions. Historian Russell  F. Weigley has
characterized the “American way of war” as being aimed “at
carrying the war to the enemy, and at  winning victory by the
m e a n s  s a n c t i o n e d  b y  t h e  m o s t  d e e p l y  r o o t e d  h i s t o r i c a l
Amer ican  concep t ions  o f  s t r a t egy ,  t he  des t ruc t ion  o f  the
enemy’s armed forces and of his abil i ty to wage war.”3 3  The
desire to use maximum available means to seize the ini t iat ive
and end the war  with  overwhelming force ran deep in  the
veins of  the World War II  generat ions.  To them even the
Korean War had been a conventional  experience against  an
identifiable enemy. Now they faced an elusive enemy who was
difficult to identify. Most in the military considered Kennedy’s
recent  cal l  for  counterinsurgency capabil i ty as  “romantic .”
Convent ional  exper ience and a  cold  war  focus  on Europe
circumscribed the American military’s abili ty to respond. The
Air  Force  leadership  had nei ther  the  educat ion nor  breadth of
experience to challenge the emerging civilian solution, at least
to the satisfaction of their  superiors.

That  solut ion,  l imited war  theory,  was embraced by the
administrat ion.  Academically in vogue at  the t ime, i t  espoused
the  no t ion  tha t  the  p r inc ipa l  a im of  s t ra tegy  was  no t  to
destroy the enemy but  to deter ,  compel,  or  coerce him (usually
towards  a  nego t ia ted  se t t l ement )  by  the  th rea t  o r  use  o f
careful ly cal ibrated force.34  T h e  t h e o r y  a p p e a l e d  t o  t h e
pres ident  because  i t  was  a  cheap,  low-r isk  answer  to  what
became an increasingly difficult  problem. Johnson believed
a i rpower  would  be  the  ch ie f  ins t rument  o f  th i s  coe rc ive
diplomacy:

I saw our bombs as my political resources for negotiating a peace. On
the  one  hand,  our  p lanes  and our  bombs could  be  used  as  car ro ts  for
the  South ,  s t rengthening the  morale  of  the  South  Vietnamese and
pushing  them to  c lean  up  the i r  cor rupt  house ,  by  demonst ra t ing  the
depth  of  our  commitment  to  the  war .  On the  o ther  hand,  our  bombs
could be used as  s t icks  against  the  North ,  pressur ing North  Vietnam
to stop i ts  aggression against  the South.  By keeping a l id on al l  the
designated targets ,  I  knew I  could keep the control  of  the war  in  my
own hands.  If  China reacted to our s low escalat ion by threatening to
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retaliate,  we’d have plenty of time to ease off the bombing. But this
control—so essential for preventing World War III—would be lost the
moment  we unleashed a  to ta l  assaul t  on the  North—for  that  would be
rape  ra ther  than  seduct ion—and then  there  would  be  no  turn ing  back .
The Chinese react ion would be ins tant  and tota l .3 5

But the assumptions implici t  in  l imited war theory were
inva l id  in  revo lu t ionary  war .  Johnson’s  c iv i l i an  adv isors ’
rat ionale assumed a North Vietnamese economic motivat ion,
mechanist ic  concern over  costs  and benefi ts ,  and a sensible
threshold of pain.  But North Vietnam did not f i t  the mold of
rat ional  systems analysis .  Vietnamese reunif icat ion was an
absolute  va lue  more  than a  re la t ive  one . 3 6 The fai lure to
rea l i ze  t h i s  conc lus ion  r e su l t ed ,  i n  l a rge  measu re ,  f rom
A m e r i c a n  a r r o g a n c e .  N e i t h e r  t h e  J C S  n o r  t h e  J o h n s o n
adminis t ra t ion would ever  dream that ,  in  Johnson’s  words ,
“this raggedy-ass l i t t le fourth-rate country” would be able to
resist  the threat  or use of American mili tary power.3 7 Both  the
mili tary and the civi l ian leadership preferred to accommodate
events to fit their notion of strategy. The civilians believed,
t h e n  h o p e d ,  t h a t  t h e  e n e m y  w o u l d  b r e a k  a t  t h e  n e x t
increment of force.  For the mili tary,  operational successes
took precedence over political signaling. The military sought
maximum acceptable  force;  the civi l ians  desired minimum
practical force. Arrogance of American military might, coupled
with  poor  c ivi l -mi l i tary  re la t ions ,  fos tered pursui t  of  two
disparate  not ions of  means at  the cost  of  r igorous scrut iny of
assumptions,  objectives,  costs,  and strategy.

McConnell  had fai led to escape Johnson’s stereotype or to
re s u r r e c t  i n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  A i r  F o r c e  o v e r  t h e  c o n d u c t  of
the war.  By July 1965 the administrat ion viewed the war in
the  south  as  pr imary,  and the  Rol l ing Thunder  campaign of
s e l e c t e d  b o m b i n g  a g a i n s t  N o r t h  V i e t n a m  t h a t  h a d  b e g u n
i n  F e b r u a r y  1 9 6 5  w a s  a n  a d j u n c t — a  t o o l  f o r  J o h n s o n ’ s
diplomacy of violence. 38  Publicly, the Air Force chief supported
what he termed Johnson’s strategy of “strategic persuasion,”
which McConnell claimed “gives the President a highly flexible
tool in inducing North Vietnam eventually to accept his offer
of  uncondit ional  discussions.”3 9 Privately, he told his field
co m m a n d e r s  o n l y  a i r p o w e r  c o u l d  d e f e a t  t h e  g u e r r i l l a s
in  th e  s o u t h ,  a n d  t h e  a i r  c o m m a n d e r s  w e r e  t o  s u p p o r t
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Gen William C. Westmoreland in his first  phase of operations.
McConnell predicted that things would “rock along” for a few
months ,  and  i f  the  s i tua t ion  con t inued  to  de te r io ra te ,  the re
w o u l d  be  a  change .  Fu r the rmore ,  he  con t i nued ,  f o r ce fu l
act ion against  the north scheduled for  next  year ,  could check
Westmoreland’s  second phase.4 0

At home,  General  McConnel l  now real ized that  chal len ges
of th e  new e ra  t axed  h i s  i n s t i t u t i on .  Growing  invo lvem ent
o f  t a c t i c a l  a i r  f o r c e s  i n  S o u t h e a s t  A s i a  n e c e s s i t a t e d  a
r e b u i l d i n g  o f  T A C .  H o w e v e r ,  M c C o n n e l l  i n h e r i t e d  a
bomber-dominated senior  leadership  and a  long-subordinated
m inority of f ighter generals.  The only fighter general  wh o
stood in a key operat ional  four-star  posi t ion was Gen Gabriel
P. Disosway. He had “escaped” the SAC-dominated Air Staff to
command the Uni ted States  Air  Forces  in  Europe.  In  August
19 6 5  M c C o n n e l l  t o o k  a c t i o n  t o  p r o v i d e  m o r e  t a c t i c a l
(fighter) experience in key senior positions. The retirement of
bomber  genera l  Sweeney  tha t  month  opened  command  o f
TAC to Disosway. The widely respected fighter general Bruce
K. Holloway replaced Disosway at USAFE. Two months earlier,
McConnel l  had promoted f ighter  major  general  Joseph H.
Moore,  the in-country Air Force commander in South Vietnam
(2d Air Division), to lieutenant general. 41  St i l l ,  the senior
theater  commander,  the commander of  PACAF, would remain
a  b o m b e r  p o s i t i o n — w h e r e  f u t u r e  c a n d i d a t e s  f o r  c h i e f
would get their  “tactical  experience” and supervise fighter
subord ina tes  who waged war .

McConnell remained optimistic for most of 1966. Like his
romantic  predecessors ,  he cont inued to praise  the capabi l i t ies
and relevance of  a i rpower in  Vietnam. In  a  January speech he
concluded,

Above all  .  .  .  i t  must be recognized that,  in this day and age, wars of
any kind cannot be won without airpower and without exploit ing i ts
almost l imitless potential  to the fullest .  .  .  .  Whoever proves his
superiority in the air will prevail in all other dimensions. We have that
superiori ty in Vietnam, and that  is  why I  have no doubt that  we wil l
achieve our stated objectives.  .  .  .  I  assure you that  airpower in
Vietnam is accomplishing and will  accomplish every task assigned to
i t ,  within whatever l imits  are or  may be established.42
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What the chief had believed would be a temporary policy
governing the air war—strictly controlled political signaling by
way of slow gradualism—continued indefinitely.  The JCS had
learned to act  with unanimity to avoid exploitat ion of any
divis iveness  by McNamara.  They cont inued to  recommend
faster  escalation but publicly remained loyal  to the president.
Johnson gave them jus t  enough hope for  the  fu ture  to  prevent
revolt  but  not  enough to lose sight  of  who was boss.  As one
his tor ian observed,  “His  consensus-or iented modus operandi
effectively stifled debate [and] by making concessions to each
side without  giving any what  i t  wanted,  he managed to keep
d i s s e n t  a n d  c o n t r o v e r s y  u n d e r  c o n t r o l . ”43  A s  t h e  w a r
progressed,  Johnson grew more  fearful  of  publ ic  mi l i tary
dissent .  In  February 1966 he asked General  Westmoreland
not to “pull a MacArthur” on him.4 4 By la te  1966 the  pres ident
and his  mil i tary advisors  deal t  with each other  by “steal th and
indirection.” As tensions heightened,  the chairman of the JCS,
Army general  Earle  G.  Wheeler ,  a ler ted commanders to the
“absolute necessity for every mili tary man to keep his mouth
shut  and  ge t  on  wi th  the  war .”4 5

The disi l lusionment of McConnell  with both l imited war
theoris ts  and the performance of  airpower became apparent  in
his  speeches beginning in  ear ly  1967.  Hindered by inadequate
technologies for limited war, ineffective strategies, and the
lack of  adequate  in te l l igence and bomb damage assessment ,
the performance of airpower fai led to l ive up to romantic
expectations.4 6 McConnell began to qualify the capabilities of
a i rpower  more  of ten .  At  a  Pentagon  press  conference  in
February 1967, the Air Force chief answered that  “airpower
alone cannot bring the enemy to the conference table,  but  i t
has reduced his  f ight ing capabil i ty  and morale .  .  .  to  the point
where  he  can  no  longer  re ly  on  h is  tac t ics  to  of fse t  the
advantages which superior personnel,  efficient organization,
and modern  equipment  provides  [sic ] to us.”47  Indeed, massive
doses of airpower helped to forestall  an enemy victory and
altered the calculus of land warfare.  But airpower fai led to
ach ieve  the  dec i s iveness  tha t  en thus ias t s  had  hoped  fo r .
Privately, absolutists rationalized limited efficacy as a product
of civilian interference.
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Part  of  the  f rust ra t ion s temmed from the confusion that
limited war theory conveyed to the World War II generations.
The mil i tary saw policy as the independent  variable from
which  s t ra tegy  and  tac t ics  were  der ived;  the  l imi ted  war
theorists viewed policy as a dependent variable reevaluated in
l i g h t  o f  s t r a t e g i c  a n d  t a c t i c a l  r e s u l t s .4 8 T h e  l a t t e r  w a s
perplexing, especially to Air Force absolutists,  and many could
not  fathom the continued l imits  placed on airpower.49  Even
a i r  l eaders  who  be t t e r  unders tood  l imi ted  war  expressed
d i s b e l i e f .  S e v e n t h  A i r  F o r c e  c o m m a n d e r  f i g h t e r  g e n e r a l
Momyer witnessed a boomerang effect of the theory: “To wait
u n t i l  [ t h e  e n e m y ]  h a s  d i s s e m i n a t e d  h i s  s u p p l i e s  a m o n g
thousands  of  t rucks ,  sampans ,  raf ts ,  and bicycles ,  and then
to send our multi-mill ion dollar  aircraft  after  those individual
v e h i c l e s — t h i s  i s  h o w  t o  m a x i m i z e  o u r  c o s t ,  n o t  h i s . ”50

McConnell  himself reportedly lamented after a 1967 Rolling
Thunder briefing: “I can’t tell you how I feel. . . . I’m so sick of
it .  .  .  .  I  have never been so godd– – – frustrated by it  all .”51

Traditional notions of victory emerged subordinated to mere
denial of enemy victory. The differing perspectives espoused
by the absolut is ts  and by the l imited war  theoris ts  created an
artificial  incongruity between methods of mili tary and polit ical
victory.  This development confused McConnell  throughout his
tenure .  He concluded upon re t i rement :

If you want to achieve military victory, then you fight a war a lot
different than we’re fighting this one. You don’t  circumscribe the
commanders in the f ield;  you tel l  them what the job to do is  and let
them go do it .  If  you’re attempting to use the military to achieve a
polit ical  decision, then that’s an entirely different proposi t ion.  So I
w o u l d n ’ t  s a y  t h a t  t h e  m i l i t a r y  h a s  b e e n  m i s u s e d  i n  t e r m s  o f
attempting to achieve a poli t ical  decision,  but i t  certainly has not been
proper ly  used  fo r  the  purpose  o f  ach iev ing  a  mi l i t a ry  dec i s ion .
(Emphasis  added)5 2

The junior cohort faced exacerbated civil-military relations
and pressure from the ret ired senior  cohort  by the fal l  of
1967 . 53  The Senate  Preparedness  Subcommit tee  Hear ings  on
the Air War in North Vietnam (Stennis hearings) in August
provided a forum for the tight-lipped generals to vent their
f ru s t r a t i ons  and  endor se  e sca l a t i on .  As  h i s to r i an  George
Herring notes,  in response Johnson “kicked the now obviously
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dissident  McNamara downstairs  to  the World Bank and tossed
the JCS a  bone by author iz ing a  handful  of  new bombing
targets .  But  he refused to  confront  head on the larger  issues
of  ei ther  the air  or  ground war.”54  One researcher  uncovered
e v i d e n c e  t h a t  t h e  J C S  n e a r l y  r e s i g n e d  e n  m a s s e  o n  2 5
Augus t .55

Tension increased in  the  new year  as  the  US Marine  base  a t
Khe Sanh came under  s iege  by  the  communis ts .  The  pres ident
feared that  the  loss  of  Khe Sanh would have the  same fa ta l
effects  that  the loss of  Dien Bien Phu had on the French in
1954.  Johnson t ransformed his  White  House s i tuat ion room
into a mil i tary command post  and closely supervised detai ls  of
the unfolding operat ion.  Reports  emanated that  the worried
pres iden t  demanded  guaran tees  f rom each  ch ie f  tha t  Khe
Sanh would not  fal l .5 6

Khe Sanh did not  fal l ,  in  part  because McConnell  by 1968
had moved generals with more tactical  experience into key
leadership posit ions.  General  Momyer,  then commander of Air
Training Command (ATC), assisted General Disosway at TAC
i n  i n c r e a s i n g  a n d  i m p r o v i n g  p i l o t  t r a i n i n g  t o  m e e t  t h e
d e m a n d s  o f  V i e t n a m .  I n  J u l y  1 9 6 6  M o m y e r  r e c e i v e d  a
promotion to full  general  and became commander of  Seventh
Air Force, the senior Air Force position in South Vietnam. In
August  1968 he succeeded Disosway as commander of TAC.
Momyer was followed by generalist general George S. Brown at
Seventh Air Force in August  1968. In September 1966 fighter
genera l  James  Ferguson  became commander  of  Ai r  Force
Systems Command,  a  cr i t ica l  posi t ion for  developing new
technologies  and weapons systems.

McConne l l  had  r ea l i z ed  a l so  t he  need  t o  b roaden  and
nurture  a  few generals  he considered capable  of  succeeding
h i m .57  In  February 1967 he re l ieved bomber  general  Hunter
Har r i s  J r .  a s  PACAF commander  and  r ep l aced  h im wi th
former  SAC commander  bomber  general  John D.  Ryan.5 8 In
August  1966 McConnell  had brought f ighter  general  Holloway
from USAFE to be his vice chief of staff. Holloway gave the
fighter  community int imate access to McConnell .  In July 1968
the Air Force chief demonstrated his resolve to “reunify the Air
Force”  when  he  moved  f igh te r  genera l  Hol loway  to  t ake
command of SAC. Holloway vacated the vice chief’s position to
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make room for  bomber general  Ryan,  who returned from his
broaden ing  exper ience  in  PACAF to  bu i ld  exper ience  in
Washington before  succeeding McConnel l .  Bomber  general
Joseph J. Nazzaro followed Ryan from SAC to PACAF. The
bomber generals stil l  held most of the top Air Force positions,
a n d  a  c h o s e n  f e w  g a i n e d  e x p e r i e n c e  i n  l i m i t e d  w a r .
Meanwhile,  more fighter generals were gaining crit ical  combat
c o m m a n d  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  s l o w l y  b r e a k i n g  i n t o  t h e  t o p
echelon.

T h e  a r r i v a l  o f  m o r e  t a c t i c a l  a v i a t o r s  i n  p o s i t i o n s  o f
command did not alleviate the Air Force’s problems in fighting
against an elusive, strong-willed enemy while shackled with
c l o s e  c i v i l i a n  c o n t r o l  o f  a i r  s t r i k e s .  J o h n s o n ’ s  n i n e
“cease-fires” and 10 “bombing halts” seemed to earn only
enemy contempt.  Problems with the efficacy of airpower were
becoming clear to McConnell in his last year.  In late October
1967 absolutist  McConnell  advocated attacks on the enemy’s
rice crop to suppress the “enemy’s will  to wage war.”59  By
A u g u s t  1 9 6 9 ,  a  f e w  w e e k s  a f t e r  r e t i r e m e n t ,  M c C o n n e l l
admit ted  that  a t tacks  on the  dikes  would have been a  pre t ty
f ru i t l ess  opera t ion .6 0 L i m i t s  o f  a i r p o w e r  w e r e  b e c o m i n g
apparent,  even to the chief.

At  home,  a  demand for  B-52s in  Southeast  Asia  complicated
the Air Force’s primary mission of contending with the Soviet
strategic threat .  Ironically,  the appearance of many ICBMs as
the new centerpiece of  s trategic deterrence in part  had opened
the venerable bombers for consideration as a viable weapon in
l im i t ed  wa r .  S t i l l ,  s t r a t eg i c  fo r ce s  ma in t a ined  budge t a ry
preeminence within the Air Force until 1966 (fig. 18). SAC’s
a l e r t  p o s t u r e  f o r m e d  t h e  c o r n e r s t o n e  o f  i t s  m i s s i o n  o f
deterrence.  In the late 1960s clear strategic superiori ty proved
too cost ly and yielded to what  ul t imately became known as
s t ra teg ic  suf f ic iency .  Pres iden t  Kennedy  had  d i rec ted  50
percent of SAC’s bomber crews to serve alert  at  dispersed sites
on the heels of the Berlin crisis.  A reduced insistence on
strategic superiori ty and a growing rel iance on the cheaper
and more plentiful  ICBM systems rel ieved the hard-pressed
bomber  crews.6 1 But  requests  for  B-52s in Southeast  Asia
offse t  th is  reduct ion in  the  demands on the  now shr inking
bomber force.
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SAC had refined its centralization and control, so vital in its
high-s takes  miss ion conducted f rom dispersed bases .  This
approach proved helpful in the Cuban missile crisis and was in
consonance with close control of military means emerging from
the White House. But constant alert  encouraged the dominance
of routine and stifled innovation. Shortly before retirement,
General White had warned of “a static, nondynamic frame of
mind”  tha t  might  resu l t  f rom extens ive  a le r t  duty . 62 T h e
monistic focus on general war against the Soviet Union and the
cult ivat ion of  control  and routine left  SAC somewhat less
prepared in mind and body for limited war in Southeast Asia.

SAC’s institutional imperative for nuclear war was amplified
b y  t h e  s e n i o r  a b s o l u t i s t s  d o m i n a t i n g  S A C  w h o  s t r o n g l y
resisted committ ing resources to Southeast  Asia in the early
1960s.  SAC commander general  Power told the Air Staff  not to
“talk to me about that;  that’s  not  our l ife.  That’s not  our
business.  We don’t  want  to get  in  the business of  dropping
any convent ional  bombs.  We are  in  the  nuclear  bus iness ,  and
we want to stay there.”6 3 The feeling permeated the SAC staff.

Source: Department of Defense Budget Office, Washington, D.C. This chart appeared in the annual Air
Force Almanac issue of Air Force Magazine.

Figure 18. Air Force Budget  Allocation (1963–81) in 1994 Dollars
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SAC’s  depu ty  d i r ec to r  o f  p l ans ,  bomber  ma jo r  gene ra l
Howard A. Davis,  told a study group later  that  “he would have
put  anyone in  a  s t ra ight  jacket  who had told  him a  few weeks
before that  he would be using B-52s to  drop i ron bombs on
guerrillas in Vietnam.”6 4 Power a lso res is ted the commitment
of SAC air-refueling tankers to Southeast  Asia.  SAC had three
major objections: first ,  i t  would detract from its SIOP and alert
c o m m i t m e n t ;  s e c o n d ,  i t  w o u l d  t a k e  t o o  m u c h  t i m e  t o
reconf igure  the  a i rc ra f t  and  resume con t ro l  fo r  s t r a teg ic
operat ions,  i f  needed;  and third,  the B-52’s  systems could be
compromised  in  Sou theas t  As ia ,  wh ich  wou ld  r educe  i t s
deterrent credibility in general war.6 5 Besides ,  of  what  use
could B-52s be in  a  counter insurgency war? Nevertheless ,  a
growing minority in SAC, especially in lower echelons, became
“bored with alert” and excited about joining Military Airlift
Command (MAC) and TAC in action in Southeast Asia.6 6

Junior cohort  bomber general  Ryan replaced Power at  SAC
in December 1964 and was more wil l ing to deploy B-52s to
Southeast  Asia.  In response to Vietcong at tacks on Pleiku and
Qui Nhon,  SAC deployed 30 B-52s to Guam on 17 February
1965 to conduct  “strategic aerospace warfare on a l imited or
global  scale  using conventional  and/or  nuclear  weapons.”67

Conventional  t raining in SAC had resumed only in late  1963,
and the B-52 fleet was slowly converting to a conventional
capabili ty.  But Ryan accelerated the process.  Init ially,  most of
the crews on temporary duty (TDY) at  Guam had “li t t le or no
experience” in formation flying and pattern bombing. 68  Many
were  o lder  p i lo ts  who had grown accustomed to  years  of
discipl ined procedural  adherence inherent  in  execut ing the
SIOP. SAC was having problems with adapting bomb bays for
conventional  operat ions.  They also needed navigational  and
aiming aids for  Southeast  Asia.  The lack of  radar  return data
from Vietnam for radar aiming stymied early employment.  On
23 May the B-52s began flying a few unarmed missions over
S o u t h  V i e t n a m  t o  t a k e  r a d a r  p i c t u r e s  a n d  l a t e r  t o  t e s t
bombing with  the  ass is tance of  ground beacons.6 9

Finally,  on 16 June the B-52s received tasking for  their  f irst
Arc Light mission—missions to carpet-bomb a target area in
South Vietnam. Commander of  Mili tary Assistance Command,
Vietnam (MACV), Army general Westmoreland, reserved for
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himself  targeting decisions and approval  of  requests  for  the
B-52s:  “Such an important  weapon system was worthy of  his
personal  a t tent ion.”70  Each request  required the approval  of
the JCS and the White House before SAC received tasking.
According to the vice commander of SAC, bomber general
Nazarro ,  the  f i rs t  B-52 bombing miss ion in  Vie tnam was
planned well  in  advance,  but  as  the order  to  execute  was
being transmit ted from SAC to Guam, Nazarro found problems
with  i t  and took 15 minutes  to  change i t ;  spacing between the
three-ship  format ions  had been based ent i re ly  on the  use  of
onboard  radars .

Next,  the US ambassador to Vietnam, Army general Taylor,
directed an Air Force general  to be airborne in the area to
ensure  tha t  the  ground  beacon  used  as  an  a iming  re fe rence
was properly coordinated with the bombers.7 1 The World War
II-l ike 30-plane bomber stream of three-ship elements (cells)
f lew in trai l  from Guam to their  night rendezvous with the
tankers .  A typhoon put  the  f i rs t  e lement  a t  the  rendezvous
point  nine minutes  ear ly ,  so the cel l  leader  decided to  make a
360-degree turn to lose t ime.  As he neared completion of the
turn,  he  ran one of  his  cel l  mates  into  the  format ion behind
him. Two B-52s caught f ire and plunged into the dark Pacif ic .
One frustrated f ighter  general  assigned to SAC at  that  t ime
mourned, “How in the hell we ever lived with it  [rendezvous
plan], I’ll never know.”72  PACAF commander,  bomber general
Harr is ,  s imply blamed the accident  on bad weather .73  It was
an unfortunate beginning;  SAC would have to innovate and
show flexibility in this different war.

The centralization and control of the Pacific bombers rivaled
that of the Twentieth Air Force in the same region in World
War II. The Army-dominated MACV staff nominated targets for
preplanned Arc Light  missions,  which were then validated by
t h e  J C S  a n d  a u t h o r i z e d  b y  t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  M i s s i o n
planning was accomplished at  various SAC headquarters  with
“all  detai ls  approved by at  least  six separate planners;  al l
must  agree on al l  phases of  the s t r ike.”7 4 Mission orders were
dispatched normally 24 hours prior to time over target (TOT)
but  somet imes  as  la te  as  18  hours  pr ior  ( though changes
could be made up to 12 hours before TOT).  Missions began as
3 0 - p l a n e  r a i d s  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  t w o  m o n t h s  b e f o r e  s m a l l e r
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formations were flown.75  SAC closely supervised all sorties
and  by  regula t ion  demanded  tha t  cockpi t  t ransmiss ions  be
recorded.  This  procedure resul ted in aircrews passing notes
“ankle deep” in the cockpit  so as not to indict themselves.76

But the greatest difficulty was that SAC violated the Air
Force’s chief doctrinal commandment of indivisibility —which
inferred the  centra l ized management  of  a i rpower .  A SAC
liaison was set  up in MACV in March 1965 to coordinate
tankers and,  later ,  Arc Light missions.  I t  reported to SAC and
not  to  the theater  a i r  commander ,  the commander  of  2d Air
Division (after April 1966 commander of Seventh Air Force). In
most of World War II and the Korean War, the theater air
commander controlled air  force assets.  SAC chose to take i ts
heritage from the Twentieth Air Force experience and refused
to relinquish control over its aircraft. SAC still “took care of its
own,” fearing that  i f  needed,  i t  would not  be able to resume
control of its assets from Seventh Air Force promptly in a
crisis.

Addi t ional ly ,  i f  the  pres ident  approved the  long-sought
massive bombing campaign of the North,  SAC’s commander,
b o m b e r  g e n e r a l  R y a n ,  i n s i s t e d  o n  r u n n i n g  t h e  s t r a t e g i c
bombing effort.7 7  After repeated pleas from the fighter generals
at  Seventh Air Force and (in 1967) Westmoreland for control
of the “tactical” Arc Light missions, McConnell convinced the
JCS to move the SAC liaison office to Seventh Air Force
Headquarters, call it the SAC advanced echelon (SACADVON),
and attach i t  to the new MACV air deputy (Seventh Air Force
commander). 78  In  shor t ,  l i t t l e  changed  bu t  o rgan iza t iona l
titles and office locations. If the fighter generals in South
V i e t n a m  c o u l d  n o t  g e t  a n o t h e r  b l u e - s u i t e r  t o  i n t e g r a t e
a i rpower ,  how could  they  convince  the  Navy to  agree  to
coopera te  under  a  s ingle  thea ter  a i r  commander?

T h e  V i e t n a m  c h a l l e n g e  s l o w l y  e r o d e d  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l
insularity and rigidity of SAC. Fighter cohort, SAC Lt Gen
Alvan C. Gillem II, 3d Air Division and later Eighth Air Force
commander  a t  Guam f rom June  1968  to  Ju ly  1970 ,  s aw the
Vietnam War as a great  escape from the stat ic  routine at  SAC.
Gil lem set  up a  popular  rotat ion out  of  Guam, Okinawa,  and
Thailand for his TDY SAC personnel to “see the world.” He
called the Arc Light missions “the greatest training we ever
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had”; they revitalized the bomber fleet,  helped boost morale,
provided much flying training and a strong learning curve,
and enhanced ai rcrew opportuni t ies  to  mature  into  posi t ions
of  f l ight  leadership and instructor  s tatus .7 9  SAC personnel
r e s p o n d e d  w e l l  t o  t h e  c h a l l e n g e .  M a i n t e n a n c e  c r e w s
p e r f o r m e d  a d m i r a b l y  w i t h  a n  a v e r a g e  o f  o n l y  e i g h t
cancellat ions for maintenance deficiencies out  of  up to 1,800
sor t ies  each  month .80  Aircrews and staffs  reduced reaction
t ime ,  an t i c ipa t ed  d ive r t s  and  mis s ion  changes ,  i nc reased
flexibility, and refined bombing accuracy.8 1

A s  B - 5 2  b o m b i n g s  p r o v i d e d  a n  a w e s o m e  d i s p l a y  o f
firepower truly feared by enemy forces, they increased MACV’s
appet i te .  Sort ie  ra tes  c l imbed from 300 a  month in  1965 to  a
surge capabi l i ty  of  1 ,800 each month in  1968.8 2 In  1968 the
new SAC commander,  f ighter  general  Holloway, expressed
concern  wi th  the  s t ress  tha t  a ler t  requirements  and r i s ing
sor t ie  demands in  Southeast  Asia  generated on his  a i rcrews
and a i rcraf t .

Increasingly willing to liberate aircrews and aircraft from
the routine of alert ,  Holloway sent aircrews to Southeast Asia
on TDY orders for up to 180 days at  a t ime. Many aircrews
began to average 14 months of TDY every three years,  without
c red i t  fo r  a  remote  tour  o r  a  campaign  r ibbon .  To  meet
demands of B-52 pilots,  SAC established a special  training
unit  by 1968. Holloway cried for relief  for his crews and
p l a n e s ;  h e  t r i e d  u n s u c c e s s f u l l y  t o  r e d u c e  B - 5 2  s o r t i e
requirements  through a  more creat ive use  of  format ions  and
tact ics .  He also at tempted,  with only marginal  success,  to get
pilots from other weapons systems—the airlift  and especially
fighter forces needed pilots, too. 83
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Chapter  7

The Vindication of Airpower and the Rise
of  the  Fighter  Community  (1965–72)

Airmen came increasingly to believe that airpower, in its
own right, could produce decisive results. The validity of
s u c h  a  v i e w  w a s  s u g g e s t e d  b y  r e s u l t s  o f  t h e  A l l i e s ’
combined bomber offensive in Europe and by the surrender
of Japan in the 1940s.  Additional evidence came from the
skies  over Hanoi  in  December 1972.  In a concentrated
11-day  t e s t ,  our  a i r  s t ra t egy  per suaded  a  de t e rmined
adversary with a remarkably elaborate air  defense system
that overt aggression could not be sustained in the presence
of unrestricted U.S. airpower.

—Gen William W. Momyer, USAF, Retired

Officers who excel at the use of tactical weapons must show
menta l  f l ex ib i l i t y ,  inven t iveness ,  and  broad  teamwork .
Fighter pilot officers, therefore, tended to be more at home
with complexity than their bomber brethren. By denying
fighter officers an appropriate voice in positions of power,
the Air Force found itself often backing rather simplistic
defense policies that alienated the other services.

—Arthur T. Hadley    
A Report from the Field

The insatiable demand for pilots in Vietnam provided the
perfect opportunity for John McConnell to “reunite the Air
Force.”1 The air  service decided to spread the burden evenly.
While SAC crews flew to Southeast Asia for up to six months
at a t ime, the fighter pilots engaged in 100 missions over
North Vietnam for one year.2  The Air Force went to Vietnam
for one year 10 times over; SAC for six months 20 times over.
While that policy did little for institutional memory, it did
facili tate exchange between SAC and TAC. Combat losses,
re t i rement  of  the  Wor ld  War  I I  and  Korean  p i lo t  bu lge ,
expansion of forces and sort ies,  explosive requirement for
forward air  control lers ,  and short  tour  lengths contr ibuted to
a demand for pilots that far exceeded supply. The Air Force
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cut tour lengths in Europe and TAC, replaced pilots with
naviga tors  in  the  rear  cockpi t s  o f  two-sea t  f igh te rs ,  and
shor tened  t ra in ing  to  mee t  the  demands .3  As a result, many in
SAC found i t  possible to join the tactical  air  forces during the
war.

SAC pilots  who entered f ighter  uni ts  had to break into a
t o u g h ,  i n s u l a r  c u l t u r e  t h a t ,  a s  T h o m a s  W o l f e  o b s e r v e d ,
followed “a rigid set of beliefs I called the ‘code of the right
stuff,’” where “everyone, friend or foe, was judged by four
s t a n d a r d s :  c o u r a g e ,  s k i l l ,  c o o l n e s s ,  a n d  e a g e r n e s s  f o r
combat.”4  Many such pi lots  found i t  diff icul t  to  make the
transit ion to the aggressive,  individualist ic ethos that  valued
flying ski l ls  in  a  more dynamic arena than they had been used
to as  the f i rs t  measure of  acceptance.  Most  of  them suffered
from minimal transitional training; a few did extremely well,
b u t  m a n y  d i d  n o t  f a r e  a s  w e l l  a n d  r e m a i n e d  s o m e w h a t
alienated within the fighter community.

What some lower echelon f ighter  commanders perceived as
oversupervision and control, lack of empathy, flexibility, or
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  “ t a c t i c a l  a i r p o w e r  [ w h i c h  h a d  b e e n ]
subordinated to  the  prejudices5  of  the SAC pilots  and the
b o m b e r  g e n e r a l s ”  e x a c e r b a t e d  t h e  c l a s h  o f  c u l t u r e s .  M a n y
of  t h e  h i g h e r  e c h e l o n  f i g h t e r  c o m m a n d e r s  i n  V i e t n a m
voiced  s imilar  concerns,  especially with oversupervision and
mass ive  repor t ing  requi rements . 6  F igh t e r  cu l t u r e  f avo red
decen t ra l i za t ion  and  de lega t ion .  As  the  war  d ragged  on ,
bo m b e r  c o h o r t  P A C A F  c o m m a n d e r s  e v e n t u a l l y  l o o s e ned
t heir  grip.

Unt i l  December  1972 the  f ighter  cul ture  had conducted
most  of  the dangerous bombing in  North Vietnam.7 Though
SAC performed well in the relatively benign environment of
Arc Light ,  i t  was understandably reluctant  to  r isk i ts  great
bombers against  the SAM and MiG threat  up North.  From
April  1966 on, the B-52s occasionally ventured into the North,
and even had SAMs f i red at  them as  ear ly  as  September  1967.
These strikes always received top priority for protection by the
tactical forces of the Seventh Air Force. 8 But SAC followed a
“no sweat” procedure that,  if  there were any active enemy
SAMs or MiGs in the area,  the B-52s generally aborted their
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m i s s i o n .  B a t t l e - h a r d e n e d  f i g h t e r  c r e w s ,  w h o  i r o n i c a l l y
conducted most  of  the strategic bombing,  noted this  t imidity.

I f  t h e  V i e t n a m  W a r  s p l i t  S A C  b e t w e e n  n u c l e a r  a n d
convent iona l  commitments ,  i t  re juvenated  the  tac t ica l  a i r
f o r c e s .  B u d g e t  p r e e m i n e n c e  s h i f t e d  t o  t a c t i c a l  ( g e n e r a l
purpose) forces by 1966. The fighter force doubled in size by
FY 1965.9 Flexible Response, and especially the Vietnam War,
fostered the growth of tactical wings and the reduction of SAC
wings (fig. 19).

The force structure shift  manifested i tself  in the number of
f igh te r s  and  espec ia l ly  the  shr ink ing  number  o f  bombers
available to fly (fig. 20).

The types of cockpits available signaled a shift in the flying
population (fig. 21).

Source: Headquarters USAF, U.S. Air Force Statistical Digest, FY 1948–1990. On file at Air Force Office of
History, Bolling AFB, Washington, D.C.

Figure 19. Number and Distribution of Air Force Wings (both airlift and
overseas wings)
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More f ighters  meant  more f ighter  pi lots  who manned more
f i g h t e r  w i n g s  a n d  p r o v i d e d  a d d i t i o n a l  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r
l eade r sh ip  and  command .  The  f i gh t e r  communi ty  ga ined
increased combat  exper ience  and exposure  and tapped in to
t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  f r o n t l i n e  A i r  F o r c e  m i s s i o n  o f  s t r a t e g i c
bombing .  By 1969 the  ra t io  of  Tac t ica l  Ai r  Force  (TAF)
generals  to SAC generals  had increased from 1.3 to 1 in 1963
to 2 to  1.1 0

When  f igh te r  gene ra l  Gabr i e l  D i sosway  r e tu rned  f rom
Europe  t o  command  TAC in  Augus t  1965 ,  he  f aced  two
prob lems .  F i r s t ,  he  had  to  ga in  in t rase rv ice  bureaucra t i c
leverage to offset the dominance of the “monolithic,  solid, and
global” commands—SAC and MAC. Disosway conceived of
“12-Star” letters.  He would meet with PACAF and USAFE
(theater )  commanders  to  d iscuss  needs  and proposals .  He
would subsequent ly  ini t ia te  proposals  under  the combined
signatures of  the three four-star  generals .  As one general  on
the Air Staff recalled: “It was effective and unprecedented. We

Source: Office of the Secretary of the Air Force/FMBMP, Pentagon, Washington, D.C.; and Strategic Air
Command Histories, 1948–1990.

Figure 20. Bomber versus Fighter Aircraft Total Active Inventory
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[TAC] never got anything before that.”11  Second,  Disosway
sought to build and support  a force to fight the air  war in
Vietnam. The new TAC commander reinvigorated his staff with
fighter pilots and worked closely with fighter major general
William W. Momyer at Air Training Command and fighter
genera l  James Ferguson,  who took over  a t  Systems Command
in  1966.1 2  For the remainder of the war, TAC worked closely
with the Seventh Air  Force to  meet  the tact ical  and technical
needs of the air war. TAC also worked closely with Systems
C o m m a n d  t o  d e v e l o p  c l u s t e r - b o m b  m u n i t i o n s  ( C B U ) ,
precis ion-guided munit ions (PGM),  radar  warning systems,
fixed-wing gunships,  F-4E Gatling guns, electronic warfare
aircraft ,  forward air  control aircraft ,  and long-range aid to
navigation (LORAN) systems.13  To improve tactical prowess,
TAC sent  selected pi lots  through a resurgent  f ighter  weapons
school at Nellis AFB, Nevada.14

Source: Headquarters USAF, U.S. Air Force Statistical Digest, FY 1948–1990.

Figure 21. Number and Distribution of Pilots (1948–90)
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Upon assuming command from Sweeney at  TAC, Disosway
immediately did as he had in USAFE and removed SAC’s
centra l ized system of  maintenance,  as  wel l  as  i t s  management
control  sys tem in  h is  new command.15  Disosway saw SAC as
too systemized and central ized.  He wanted to decentral ize
planning and execut ion and push author i ty  downward.  On
the  one  hand ,  Disosway agreed  wi th  h i s  mentor ,  Genera l
Everest,  who observed that SAC needed centralization given
the demands of the SIOP, with the penalty that  “SAC crews
have major  decis ions made for  them in Omaha.”  On the other
hand, he noted,  “TAC crews must make major decisions every
t ime they f ly.  .  .  .  TAC can afford to delegate.”16  TAC’s
decen t r a l i zed  so lu t ion  he lped  to  a l l ev i a t e  t he  s ign i f i can t
sa tu ra t i on  a t  depo t s  and  con t inua l  de l ays  o f  cen t r a l i z ed
maintenance ,  supply ,  and repor t ing  dur ing the  rapid  1966
bu i ldup  in  V ie tnam.  Of f i c i a l l y  endor sed  “max imum base
s e l f - s u f f i c i e n c y ”  p r o g r a m s  l e d  t o  g r e a t e r  c a p a b i l i t y  a n d
responsibil i ty for the fighter wings blossoming in Southeast
Asia. They also broadened the skills of fighter pilots who were
often required—many for the first time—to get involved in
adminis t ra t ive  and addi t ional  dut ies  around the  base .17

This  broadening and delegat ion was inculcated also in  the
flying experience.  As in previous wars,  f ighter pilots f lew
close-air-support  missions in direct  contact  and coordination
with the US and al l ied armies.  Fighter  pi lots  who served as
ground and airborne forward air  control lers  l ived and worked
d a i l y  w i t h  g r o u n d  f o r c e s .  T h e y  c o n t i n u e d  t o  f l y  t h e i r
t radi t ional  array of  miss ions  and added search and rescue,
defense suppression, and strategic bombing. They flew far
more  miss ions  than  the  bomber  cohor t  and  more  miss ions
over North Vietnam (fig. 22).

This  grea ter  var ie ty  and quant i ty  of  combat  exper ience
provided fighter pilots with a significant advantage over the
bomber cohort  in competing for future leadership posit ions in
a  mi l i tary  that  pr ized combat  and command exper ience .  The
fighter  cul ture also took pride in rewarding innovation and
delegating fl ight leadership and other responsibil i t ies to those
worthy rec ip ients ,  regardless  of  rank and age .  This  t rend
nur tured  the  accompl ished  p i lo ts ;  tha t  i s ,  those  who had
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received experience in leadership and responsibi l i ty  at  an
earl ier  age than most  bomber pi lots .

Greater involvement offered more opportunities for fighter
leaders to conceive and direct  innovative tact ics  in a  war that
demanded creat ivi ty.  Seventh Air  Force commander,  General
Momyer ,  and  h i s  s ta f f  p layed  key  ro les  in  d i rec t ing  and
coordinating American and al l ied soldiers,  marines,  sai lors,
and a i rmen who par t ic ipated in  Operat ions  Neutra l ize  and
Niagara.18  J u n i o r  f i g h t e r  l e a d e r s  a l s o  h a d  i n c r e a s i n g
opportunit ies over t ime to innovate under the Seventh Air
Force. 19  The result  provided a growing community of fighter
pi lots  with a  broader  and more creat ive experience base than
their  SAC peers .

Technology also played a strong role in shifting power from
the bomber to the fighter communities.  Air refueling gave
f i g h t e r s  t h e  r a n g e ;  t e c h n o l o g y  g a v e  t h e m  t h e  p a y l o a d ,

Source: Thomas C. Thayer, War Without Fronts: The American Experience in Vietnam (Boulder, Colo.:
Westview Press, 1985), 80, 82, and 84.

Figure 22. Combat Sortie Comparison of B-52 versus Fighter/RECCE
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accuracy,  and survivabil i ty to del iver  more weapons,  and to
d e l i v e r  t h e m  f a r t h e r ,  m o r e  p r e c i s e l y ,  a n d  w i t h  g r e a t e r
flexibility than before.20  The  a tomic  bomb had  crea ted  the
a s c e n d a n c y  o f  s t r a t e g i c  b o m b e r s ;  n o w ,  p r e c i s i o n - g u i d e d
muni t ions  offered preeminence to  the  f ighters .  Previously
constrained to lesser missions,  f ighters with air  refueling and
PGM were gaining access to the “decisive” and sacred mission
of strategic bombing.

Requests  f rom Southeast  Asia  and the  12-Star  le t ters  began
to  make  ser ious  inroads  in to  the  Air  Force  research  and
development budget,  which was previously dominated by SAC
programs.  Formal  proposals  came forward for  an al l -purpose
and later all-weather aircraft  (TFX) beginning in 1961, an
a i r - s u p e r i o r i t y  f i g h t e r  ( F X )  i n  F e b r u a r y  1 9 6 6 ,  a
close-air-support  aircraft  (AX) in September 1966, and an
airborne lookdown radar system in 1967.  With the exception
of the TFX (F-111),  which saw service in Vietnam, these
aircraft would evolve eventually into fielded weapons systems
after the war.2 1 McConnell despaired over the costs of the
Vietnam War: “We have fought the war to a considerable
ex ten t  a t  the  expense  o f  modern iza t ion .”  He  reached  the
“sobering conclusion” that he was leaving the Air Force with
the  same budget  in  FY 1970 that  he  had in  FY 1964 but  wi th
“less airpower than when I became Chief of Staff 4½ years
ago.”2 2 Only the tactical air forces relatively inexpensive future
weapons systems received funding (fig. 23).

Technological zeal,  astronomical costs, and ICBM capability
u n d e r m i n e d  S A C ’ s  a b i l i t y  t o  p r o c u r e  a  f u t u r e  s t r a t e g i c
bomber—a factor which a former SAC commander believed
“started SAC’s downfall.”2 3 Fiscal  reali t ies grounded romantic
hopes  fo r  h igh -pe r fo rmance  capab i l i t i e s .  The  abso lu t i s t s
p u s h e d  t e c h n o l o g y  ( p r i m a r i l y  w i t h  o v e r l y  a m b i t i o u s
performance specifications) to achieve the elusive doctrinal
decisiveness  w h i c h  a l w a y s  s e e m e d  t o  b e  j u s t  a r o u n d  t h e
corner.  McConnell  agreed with Secretary of the Air Force
Harold Brown (and Defense Secretary McNamara)  that  the
B-70 had “pushed the state of the art” too far for an affordable
capabili ty whose survivabili ty at  high alt i tude against SAMs
w a s  p r o b l e m a t i c .2 4 L e M a y ’ s  e f f o r t  a t  a  l o w - a l t i t u d e
replacement  ca l led  the  “advanced manned precis ion s t r ike
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system” (AMPSS) and later the “advanced manned strategic
a i r c r a f t ”  ( A M S A )  w a s  n o t  p r e c i s e ,  n o n n u c l e a r - c a p a b l e
(originally), or affordable.25  At the end of 1964, DOD decided
t o  p h a s e  o u t  m a n n e d  b o m b e r s  c o m p l e t e l y  b y  1 9 7 0 . 26  A
ret ir ing LeMay admonished his  Washington staff  to  continue
to fight for a new strategic bomber.  He reminded them that  “i t
takes a  long t ime here to get  things done;  however,  water
wears  away the  s tone .”27

McConnell  held a determined commitment to AMSA and
saw its indefinite delay as his primary fail ing.2 8 Faced  wi th  the
inevi tab le  re t i rement  of  ag ing  B-52s  wi th  no  prospec t  o f
funding AMSA, McConnell accepted DOD’s proposal, in the
ul t imate  i rony,  that  F-111 f ighters ,  upgraded as  FB-111s,
r e p l a c e  t h e  f r a g i l e  B - 5 2 C / F s .  T h e  N i x o n  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n
reduced to 76 FB-111s the chief’s April  1965 proposal for 210
FB-111s to  replace  345 B-52s .2 9 By the end of  the war,  the
gold-plated AMSA (now B-1) program had little production

Source: Marcelle Knaack, Encyclopedia of USAF Aircraft and Missile Systems, vol. 1, Post-World  War II
Fighters (Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 1978).

Figure 23. Major Fighter Flyaway Costs in 1994 Dollars
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support.  According to the new secretary of the Air Force, John
M. McLucas ,  the  program provided an “ insurance in  case
there  might  be  a  need ,  so  we  wanted  to  pay  as  smal l  a
premium for  tha t  insurance  as  we could .”30  Sophisticated Air
Force  s t ra tegic  bombers  had pr iced themselves  out  of  the
market ,  especia l ly  dur ing a  war  where  sparse  research and
development  funds focused more on immediate  concerns of
m u n i t i o n s  a n d  a v i o n i c s  d e v e l o p m e n t  a n d  w h i l e  l a r g e r
product ion  funds  kept  cur rent  l ines  open wi th  adequate  spare
par t s .

The Nixon era accepted a reduction in American goals  and
expectations. Accepting the parity of Soviet strategic systems,
Nixon endorsed “s t ra tegic  suff ic iency,”  brought  American
p o l i c y  m o r e  i n  l i n e  w i t h  c a p a b i l i t i e s ,  a n d  a t t e m p t e d  t o
reestablish credibility with a policy of “realistic deterrence.” At
the same time, he exploited the rift  between the Soviet Union
and Red China to regain some diplomatic ini t iat ive.  The new
president  a lso opened arms l imita t ion negot ia t ions  with  the
Soviets .  Assured by an onset  of  détente,  Nixon reduced the
Kennedy administrat ion’s  two-and-a-half  war capabil i ty to a
one-and-a-half  capabil i ty,  with the United States meeting i ts
treaty obligations and showing a willingness to fight for “vital
interests.” In what came to be known as the Nixon Doctrine,
Americans would contr ibute air  and sea power but  expected
affected allies to provide the bulk of the land forces.31

If Nixon were to fulfill his campaign promise to pull US
forces from Vietnam with honor,  he f i rs t  had to patch up
civil-military relations. Nixon began to get rid of McNamara’s
hold-over “whiz kids,” and his secretary of defense, Melvin R.
Laird, worked to regain the confidence of the military. Laird
i n s t r u c t e d  h i s  u n i f o r m e d  l e a d e r s h i p :  “ L i v e  w i t h i n  y o u r
budgets ,  support  me on Vietnam [withdrawal] ,  and you can do
what you want with your money.”3 2 Withdrawal from Vietnam
would proceed under the protective umbrella of airpower.

Six months after Nixon took office, a frustrated McConnell
pa s sed  h i s  man t l e  o f  r e spons ib i l i t y  on  t o  h i s  cho i ce  a s
successor ,  junior  generat ion bomber  general  John D.  Ryan,  a
SAC general who had recently been broadened in PACAF.
Ryan also personified the SAC mold—a terse,  no-nonsense,
aggress ive  f ie ld  commander  who eschewed the  socia l  and
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pol i t ica l  a tmosphere  of  Washington .  For  tha t  mat te r ,  th i s
ardent  proponent  of  s trategic airpower had “l i t t le  use for  the
art  of compromise” and disliked the diplomacy inherent in
joint,  all ied, and congressional obligations. But the new chief
was  b lun t  and  a lways  hones t  and  genera l ly  respec ted  the
t ac t i ca l  compe tency  o f  h i s  f i e ld  commande r s—though  he
despa i r ed  t ha t  V ie tnam was  “ ru in ing  SAC.”  Ryan  s t ood
anxious  to  end  the  war . 33

Ryan recognized the value of his “broadening” experience
and expanded the  program begun by McConnel l .  He kept  the
PACAF commander posit ion occupied by the bomber cohort
but  sent  the most  promising generals  to  the Seventh Air  Force
to get  combat  leadership experience.  Furthermore,  he pushed
ca ree r -b roaden ing  a s s ignmen t s  down  to  t a l en ted  younger
generals.  The result  i l luminated a growing number of Korean
War  genera t ion  “genera l i s t s ,”  whose  extens ive  exper ience
fostered understanding and skil ls  more conducive to effective
high  command in  the  coming era .34  Still, Ryan’s junior World
War II generation would have to extricate US forces from
Vietnam “with honor.” As US airpower prevented enemy forces
f r o m  m a s s i n g  i n  s i g n i f i c a n t  n u m b e r s  t o  r u i n  t h e
“Vietnamization” process within South Vietnam, intelligence
sources  warned of  a  mass ive  enemy bui ldup in  sanctuar ies
a d j a c e n t  t o  S o u t h  V i e t n a m .  N i x o n  r e s p o n d e d  w i t h  a
redeployment of US air and naval forces to Southeast Asia.  On
30 March 1972 the  Nor th  Vie tnamese  launched a  mass ive
c o n v e n t i o n a l  i n v a s i o n  o f  S o u t h  V i e t n a m .  N i x o n ’ s  r e c e n t
diplomacy with the Soviets  and Chinese gave him confidence
that he could respond forcefully to the invasion. The allies
responded with large doses of  airpower and began to double
their  air  s trength.  By early May, Nixon decided that  the air
campaign should be expanded to provide North Vietnam with
“a warning that things might get out of hand if  the offensive
did not  s top.”3 5 The president  drafted orders for  Linebacker I
a n d  d i r e c t e d  t h e  a i r  f o r c e s  t o  c o n d u c t  a n  e x t e n s i v e  a i r
campa ign  aga ins t  t he  enemy’s  t r anspo r t a t i on  and  supp ly
sys tem.36  Determined to  “s top a t  nothing to  br ing the  enemy
t o  h i s  k n e e s , ”  N i x o n  r e m o v e d  m a n y  o f  W a s h i n g t o n ’ s
cons t r a in t s  on  a i rpower  t o  p rov ide  t he  mi l i t a ry  w i th  i t s
long-sought latitude to employ its doctrine “properly.”3 7
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For the Air  Force the burden of  planning and conduct ing
Linebacker I fell  upon the Seventh Air Force and its newly
arrived commander,  fighter general John W. Vogt.  This former
combat  f ighter  squadron commander  and ace f rom World War
II  had an unusual ly  broad career .  He graduated from Yale  and
later  received a master’s  degree in internat ional  affairs  at
Columbia.  He topped his academic education off  as a fellow at
the Harvard School of International Affairs.  Additionally, he
had extensive experience on the Joint  Staff ,  the staff  of  the
secretary of  defense,  the Air  Staff ,  and the PACAF staff .
Having halted the init ial  enemy onslaught with airpower,  Vogt
now was given the “responsibil i ty to pick the targets and run
the  campaign.”  This  responsibi l i ty  included permiss ion to
m i n e  H a i p h o n g  H a r b o r ,  c u t  r a i l  l i n k s  f r o m  C h i n a ,  a n d
conduct  a  massive a i r  campaign against  a  vast  JCS l is t  of
validated targets.38

Given a more favorable political and technological climate,
Vogt and his staff  performed their  mission with extraordinary
skil l .  They waged the air  campaign systematical ly and with a
flexibili ty of execution that shifted to avoid bad weather and
unnecessary exposure to threats .  The Seventh Air  Force also
provided air  cover,  electronic warfare and air  rescue assets,
a n d  a n t i - S A M  f o r c e s  t o  s u p p o r t  i t s  n o t i c e a b l y  y o u n g e r
aircrews.39  V o g t  t o o k  a d v a n t a g e  o f  n e w  t e c h n o l o g i e s  t o
increase effectiveness. Against critical targets he used recently
upgraded F-4s  and thei r  prec ise  navigat ional  and bombing
system known as LORAN. 40  The Seventh Air Force employed
tactical reconnaissance aircraft  and remotely piloted vehicles
e x t e n s i v e l y  t o  a s s e s s  t h e  d a m a g e  a n d  s t a t u s  o f  e n e m y
d e f e n s e s  a n d  t a r g e t s .  I n  S e p t e m b e r  F - 1 1 1 s  r e t u r n e d  t o
S o u t h e a s t  A s i a  t o  p r o v i d e  a n  a l l - w e a t h e r ,  d a y - o r - n i g h t ,
low-altitude capability. Vogt’s staff also developed an effective
ear ly  warn ing  sys tem known as  “Teaba l l , ”  which  warned
a i r c r a f t  o f  e n e m y  t h r e a t s .  B y  A u g u s t  i t  c o n t r i b u t e d
significantly to improving the Air Force kill ratio from less
than one to one,  to four to one.  The Seventh Air  Force also
employed “hunter-killer” teams of F-4 and F-105 “wild weasel”
a i r c r a f t  t o  f i n d  a n d  d e s t r o y  e n e m y  r a d a r s .  V o g t ’ s  s t a f f
d i s s e m i n a t e d  r e l e v a n t  l e s s o n s  f r o m  f l i g h t  d e b r i e f i n g s
throughout  the command to faci l i ta te  the learning rate  of  his
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young pi lots .  But  his  most  important  weapon was the PGM
that gave Air Force fighters a lethali ty and “an estimated
100-fold increase in accuracy and effectiveness.”41  Vogt waged
his intensive air  campaign in coordination with the Navy and
SAC.

While Vogt preferred to have control of the B-52s, he had to
r e c e i v e  t a r g e t i n g  a u t h o r i t y  f o r  B - 5 2  s t r i k e s  f r o m  t h e
commander of  Pacif ic  Command or  the JCS.  SAC retained
exclusive control  over  the t iming and weight  of  the B-52
str ikes.  SAC also used such strategic reconnaissance aircraf t
as  the  SR-71 independent ly  to  contr ibute  to  the  target ing
process  f rom afar ,  sometimes without  consul ta t ion with  the
Seventh Air Force.4 2 B-52 strikes always received top priority
for protection by the tactical forces of the Seventh Air Force.
B-52s flew many successful  sort ies against  North Vietnam,
but  the  p i lo ts  abor ted  too  many miss ions  under  the  no-sweat
policy. Consequently, SAC reversed the concept of operations
in the second week of November 1972 to “press on” missions,
act ions many in the Seventh Air  Force considered overdue. 43

In late  October the Guam crews began to experiment  with
more complex mult i formation at tacks to  put  more ordnance
o n  t a r g e t s .  T h i s  p l a n  c o m p l i c a t e d  s u p p o r t i n g  a i r c r a f t
requirements.  When SAC pilots failed to inform tactical escort
aircraft  of t iming, routing, or target changes, they received
less - than-adequa te  suppor t .

B-52s were also vulnerable to SAMs fired in a “track-on-
jam” mode,  a  mode in  which the  miss i le  was guided to  the
source of airborne jamming. The pilots could defeat SAMs
launched in  th is  mode by  main ta in ing  good format ion  to
enhance  in t ra f l igh t  complementary  jamming tha t ,  coupled
with jamming from escorting EB-66 aircraft,  increased SAM
miss  dis tances .  Unfor tunately ,  on 22 November  a  “press  on”
B-52 was lost  to  a  “ t rack-on-jam” SAM and crashed near  the
Thai  border .  High  winds  had  b lown the  pro tec t ive  chaf f
corridor sown by escorting fighter aircraft  from the path of the
hapless B-52.  The coming months would provide this  kind of
problem with greater  consequences.4 4

All in all,  Linebacker I helped to persuade North Vietnam to
abandon i ts  goal  of  an immediate mil i tary takeover of  the
South and contr ibuted to  concessions a t  the  negot ia t ion table .
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Repor ts  indica ted  logis t ics  f low had  been  reduced  by  80
p e r c e n t  a n d  s i g n i f i c a n t  d a m a g e  h a d  b e e n  d o n e  t o  m o s t
mi l i t a ry  t a rge t s  in  the  Nor th .45  Vogt’s liberal interdiction
campaign worked because of Nixon’s diplomatic isolation of
the enemy, relatively good weather,  severance of the port  at
H a i p h o n g  a n d  t h e  t w o  r a i l  l i n k s  t o  C h i n a ,  a n d  t h e
vulnerability of a conventional army exposed to airpower while
consuming suppl ies  far  fas ter  than they could  be  replenished.
Unshackled from previous restr ict ions,  Vogt  used the new
precision of his fighter force as the key weapon in a broad
interdict ion campaign that  destroyed many strategic  targets
while  keeping civi l ian casual t ies  to  a  minimum. I t  marked the
beginning of a new era.

Linebacker I  ground to a halt  in anticipation of a peace
accord. However,  in December the North Vietnamese reneged
on their  October  agreements .  The bombing pause al lowed the
Nor th  to  rebui ld  and rearm;  they  brought  in  more  than  2 ,300
SAMs to the Red River valley alone. 46  Anticipating further
constraints  on his  Vietnam policy from the next  month’s new
Congress ,  Nixon se ized a  f lee t ing oppor tuni ty  to  act  and
asser ted to  his  conf idants :

[The enemy] has now gone over the brink and so have we.  We have the
power to destroy his  war-making capabil i ty .  The only quest ion is
whether  we have the wil l  to  use that  power.  What  dis t inguishes me
from Johnson is  that  I  have the wil l  in  spades.4 7

Finally,  Nixon gave the absolutists their  chance. He warned
the chairman of the JCS, Adm Thomas M. Moorer,  “This is
your chance to use military power effectively to win this war,
and if you don’t I’ll consider you personally responsible.”48

Moorer,  in turn,  told the commander of SAC, fighter general
John C.  Meyer ,  that  he  wanted the  people  of  Hanoi  to  hear  the
bombs around the  c lock,  but  he  caut ioned Meyer  to  minimize
damage to the civi l ian populace and third world shipping.4 9

F i n a l l y ,  t h e  B - 5 2 s  h a d  b e e n  s u m m o n e d  t o  c o n d u c t  a
s t rategic  bombing campaign against  the war-making capaci ty
and will of the North Vietnamese. Using B-52s extensively
demonstrated Nixon’s resolve,  and massive bombers offered
an al l-weather capabil i ty and huge cargo of bombs that  would
intensify the air  war to an unprecedented level .  Though SAC
had  been  p l ann ing  spo rad i ca l l y  t o  do  so  s i nce  1965 ,  i t
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in tens i f ied  prepara t ions  in  August  1972 for  a  la rge  B-52
offensive against the North.  Eighth Air Force pored over the
e x p a n s i v e  t a r g e t  l i s t  a n d  s u b m i t t e d  i t s  p r o p o s a l .  O n  1 5
December  SAC rece ived  of f ic ia l  no t i f ica t ion  to  p lan  and
e x e c u t e ,  f o r  t h r e e  d a y s  m i n i m u m ,  a  s t r a t e g i c  b o m b i n g
campaign using al l  avai lable assets  (more than 50 percent  of
SAC’s B-52s were in theater) to commence on the eighteenth.
The object  was “maximum destruction of selected mili tary
targets in the vicinity of Hanoi/Haiphong.”5 0

The field commander assigned to execute this  campaign
was Eighth Air  Force commander,  f ighter  cohort  l ieutenant
general  Gerald W. Johnson.  Johnson “blew his  cork” when he
saw how l i t t l e  resemblance  SAC’s  de ta i led  Linebacker  I I
execu te  o rde r  bore  to  wha t  he  had  submi t t ed .  The  f i e ld
c o m m a n d e r  w a s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  u p s e t  a b o u t  t h e  r e p e t i t i v e
r o u t i n g  t h a t  h i s  s t a f f  c a l c u l a t e d  w o u l d  r e s u l t  i n  l o s s e s
considerably higher  than SAC’s 3 percent  predict ion.  One
Eighth Air Force staff officer recalled: “When I saw the map
[showing the routing],  I  realized two things: that the weight of
effort  would be very large,  and that i t  was not going to be a
turkey shoot—unless  you were on the ground up there .”51

SAC headquar te r s  se l ec ted  t a rge t s ,  de te rmined  we igh t  o f
effort ,  and prescribed al l  routing north of the 20th parallel .
The heavily staffed SAC headquarters  had war-gamed similar
operations and probably felt  the Eighth Air Force staff  had
their  hands ful l  coordinat ing with  the  tankers  and f ighters
and determining rout ing to and from the base. 5 2 Vogt and the
Navy were reportedly “furious that  the B-52s had taken over
t h e  p r i m a r y  r o l e  a n d  t h a t  S A C  w a s  s e l e c t i n g  i t s  o w n
targets .”53  Theater familiarity and experience gave way to the
“experts” in strategic bombing.5 4

Vogt had a legitimate concern over the feasibility of an
operat ion planned from a headquarters  10 t ime zones away.  I t
put  SAC’s global  command and control  system to the test .
First ,  SAC had to receive targeting approval from the JCS.
Second, SAC’s target  area planning had to be accomplished
and the operat ions order  wri t ten,  approved,  and disseminated.
Once Eighth Air Force staffers received this order,  they had to
plan  the  en  route  por t ion  and coordinate  i t  wi th  tankers  and
fighters thousands of miles away. Upon completion of this
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coord ina t ion ,  t he  E igh th  Ai r  Force  f a sh ioned  a  f in i shed
product for distribution to its crews (some of whom flew out of
d i s t a n t  T h a i l a n d ) .  T h e  a i r c r a f t  c o m m a n d e r s  t h e n  n e e d e d
s u f f i c i e n t  t i m e  t o  b r i e f  t h e i r  c e l l s  a n d  a i r c r e w s  b e f o r e
proceeding to their  aircraft .  Time from takeoff at  Guam to
target varied from six to seven hours.  Considering the above,
SAC calcula ted that  i t s  p lan needed to  be  completed 42 hours
prior to the first takeoff.  Inevitably, crews received last-minute
changes  on every  miss ion and on some occas ions  wai ted  a t
the end of  the runway with engines running for  their  mission
packe t s .55

This time factor played heavily into the rigidity of the early
campaign.  SAC commander  Meyer  expressed concern about
t h e  i n e x p e r i e n c e  o f  h i s  c r e w s ,  t h e  d a n g e r s  o f  m i d - a i r
coll is ions,  the SAM threat ,  and the need for  utmost  accuracy.
Consequently,  SAC advanced a simple plan.  The B-52s would
fly at  night  in  three bomber s t reams of  approximately 48
bombers  spaced four  to  f ive  hours  apar t .5 6 They would fly in
cells of three, with the following cell from three to 10 minutes
behind along the same route .  Aircrews were inst ructed to
maintain good formation for ECM integrity and to beware of
mid-air collisions. They were to take no evasive maneuvers
and to  maintain  s teady course  and al t i tude approximately
four  minutes  pr ior  to  bomb release to  ensure accuracy.

The f irst  night ,  18 December,  three B-52s were lost  and two
m o r e  s u f f e r e d  d a m a g e .  M e y e r  w a s  c o n c e r n e d ,  b u t  h e
considered the losses acceptable.  Besides,  the second night’s
crews had begun to s tar t  their  engines as  the f i rs t  night’s  last
a i rcraf t  were landing at  Guam.57  The 42-hour planning cycle
would preclude significant changes for night two. Concerned
that  ini t ial  losses came from a breakdown in ECM (jamming)
cross -coverage ,  43d  S t ra teg ic  Wing  commander  James  R.
McCarthy warned his  crews that  they faced court-mart ial  i f
they “knowingly disrupted cell integrity to evade SAMs.”58

M c C a r t h y  a c c o m p a n i e d  t h e  s e c o n d  n i g h t ’ s  r a i d  a s  t h e
“airborne mission commander.”  After  releasing bombs,  the
aircraft  commander of  McCarthy’s  B-52 put  the bomber into a
steep turn,  “and a second later ,  a  SAM exploded where the
right  wing had been.”59  McCarthy rescinded his  ear l ier  threat
and advised waves two and three that  he authorized SAM
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evasive measures as long as “they maintained cell  formation
and were straight and level prior to bomb release.”6 0

Faced again with the time compression factor at  Offutt  AFB
and  jus t  r ece iv ing  word  tha t  n igh t  tha t  two  produced  no
losses,  Meyer disregarded the growing concerns of some of the
c r e w s  c o n c e r n i n g  t h e  d a n g e r s  o f  c o n t i n u i n g  s t e r e o t y p e d
tactics.  Night three’s routing, alt i tudes,  and t imes mirrored
those of  nights  one and two. 61  When the  enemy downed three
B-52s in the first wave, Vogt’s anti-SAM wild weasel pilots
radioed General Vogt to divert the following waves. SAC had
not planned for  any al ternate targets .  Vogt pleaded with his
f r iend Johnson on  the  phone  f rom Saigon to  Guam.  Johnson
recommended that  the more vulnerable  B-52Gs ( those with
unmodified ECM devices)  in the second wave should return to
Guam,  bu t  he  in fo rmed  Vogt  tha t  SAC had  to  make  the
d e c i s i o n .  C o n c e r n e d  a b o u t  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  a  m i s s i o n
cancel la t ion—an American  bomber  a t tack  had  never  been
turned back by enemy action—Meyer consulted with his staff ,
Ryan,  and JCS. SAC’s reputat ion was at  s take;  Ryan,  Meyer,
and the  SAC s taff  agreed that  waves  two and three  must
“press on.” As they relayed the decision,  Johnson already had
canceled the vulnerable B-52Gs in wave two, but  two B-52Gs
and one B-52D were lost  in  wave three,  and another  B-52D
suffered ser ious  damage.6 2

I t  was SAC’s darkest  hour.  Nixon was furious and “raised
holy hell  about the fact  that  they [B-52s] kept going over the
same ta rge t s  a t  the  same t imes .”6 3  Adm Noel Gayler,  the new
commander of Pacific Command (CINCPAC), insisted that SAC
s h a r e  t a r g e t i n g  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  w i t h  P a c i f i c  C o m m a n d
(PACOM).6 4 Meyer,  who knew on the second night that  Nixon
w a n t e d  t h e  c a m p a i g n  t o  c o n t i n u e  b e y o n d  t h r e e  d a y s ,
revamped Linebacker  af ter  the unacceptable  losses  on the
night of the twentieth.  He sent only 30 B-52Ds, mostly out of
U-Tapao  Ai r  Base ,  Tha i l and ,  each  n igh t  wi th  doub le  the
fighter protection,  compressed t ime over target ,  and varied
rout ing  and a l t i tudes ;  Meyer  abandoned the  psychologica l
strategy of bombing Hanoi all  night. After losing two more
B-52s on the fourth night ,  he prohibi ted at tacks in  the Hanoi
area .  Concerned wi th  SAM effect iveness ,  Meyer  began to
target  SAM sites and storage areas.  The campaign was fal l ing
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away from its stated objectives.  Nevertheless,  he lost no B-52s
between 22  and  24  December .

Nixon ordered a  36-hour  bombing hal t  for  Chris tmas and
h o p e d  t h e  N o r t h  V i e t n a m e s e  w o u l d  r e t u r n  t o  n e g o t i a t e .
Ins tead,  they rearmed,  and the  pres ident  ordered a  mass ive
raid against  Hanoi and Haiphong for the twenty-sixth.  Over
t h e  C h r i s t m a s  b r e a k ,  M e y e r ,  a t  J o h n s o n ’ s  s u g g e s t i o n ,
delegated planning responsibility to the Eighth Air Force. 65

A f t e r  t h e  C h r i s t m a s  r e c e s s ,  A d m i r a l  G a y l e r  “ t o o k  s o l e
responsibility for air operations over North Vietnam, and SAC,
the Seventh Air Force, and Task Force 77 (Navy) nominated
targets for CINCPAC approval.”6 6 These act ions  mit igated the
problems of  conduct ing a  campaign from SAC headquarters
on the other  s ide of  the globe at  a  t ime when communicat ion
technologies  and  uni ty  of  command proved inadequate  to
implement a truly global  doctrine.

The Eighth Air  Force planned the 26 December raid as i ts
most  ambit ious and complex one to  date .  Johnson’s  s taff  was
glad to dictate its own prospects for survival: The staff had
120 B-52s  s t r ike  10 di f ferent  targets  in  15 minutes .  Four
waves of bombers struck Hanoi from four different directions,
and two waves struck Haiphong from two different directions.
The staff  careful ly choreographed f l ight  paths and turns to
provide  maximum mutual  suppor t  and to  confuse  the  enemy.
General  Johnson expressed more confidence in  his  crews and
d e l e g a t e d  i n t r a c e l l  a n d  i n t e r c e l l  t a c t i c s  t o  t h e  w i n g s .
Decent ra l ized  p lanning  and  the  recess  ensured  opera t ions
orders  in  the  hands  of  a l l  suppor t ing uni ts  on t ime.  The a t tack
proved extremely successful; only two B-52s were lost—both
members of two-ship cells  with weakened ECM coverage.67

The next morning Hanoi notified Nixon it  wanted to talk.
The president  cont inued the bombings for  three  more nights
a t  a  l ower  l eve l  un t i l  t he  communi s t s  ag reed  to  a l l  h i s
negotiating conditions.  Sixty bombers flew each of the last
three nights,  and by the twenty-eighth they met only feeble
resistance.  One crewman recollected,  “By the tenth day [28
December] there were no missi les,  there were no MiGs,  there
was no AAA [antiaircraft artillery]—there was no threat. It was
easy pickings.”6 8  As  the  a i rc rews  p repared  fo r  wha t  they
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thought would be the knockout blows,  Nixon notif ied General
Johnson  to  ha l t  the  bombings .

The intensity and persistence of Linebacker II  shocked the
North Vietnamese and dis located their  populat ion.  Threats  to
continue convinced them to sign a peace accord that  closely
r e s e m b l e d  t h e  O c t o b e r  a g r e e m e n t s  t h e y  h a d  a b a n d o n e d .
H e n r y  A .  K i s s i n g e r  a n d  N i x o n  b o t h  f e l t  t h e  e f f o r t  w a s
successful  in bringing about the “honorable” extract ion of the
United States from the conflict .6 9 Little attention focused on
the  f ighters  who had assaul ted  North  Vietnam day and night ,
had  suppor ted  the  B-52  s t r ikes  a t  n igh t ,  and  had  t aken  ou t
the most difficult targets with LORAN or with PGM during the
b r i e f  pe r iods  o f  workab le  wea the r .  Fo r  example ,  on  one
occasion SAC had difficulty getting JCS approval to hit a
critical SAM missile assembly area because of the likelihood of
unacceptable damage to the civilian populace. Vogt,  however,
got approval to bomb the target with LORAN-equipped F-4s.
The next day, 16 F-4 fighter-bombers flew in close formation
at  high al t i tude despite the f ir ing of 48 SAMs, and bombed the
targe t  accura te ly  through the  c louds .7 0  F-4s also destroyed
s u c h  p r e v i o u s l y  u n t o u c h a b l e  t a r g e t s  a s  t h e  H a n o i  A M
t r a n s m i t t e r  a n d  t h e  H a n o i  t h e r m a l  p o w e r  p l a n t  w i t h
laser-guided bombs and kept  the rai l  l ines to China closed.71

Instead,  most  a t tent ion highl ighted the intensive B-52 raids
in  the  ba t t l e  o f  w i l l s  t ha t  cha rac t e r i zed  the  t r ad i t i on  o f
strategic bombing. SAC wavered after the disaster of the third
night ,  but  i t  recovered by adjust ing tact ics  and decentral izing
p l a n n i n g  a n d  e x e c u t i o n  o f  t h e  o p e r a t i o n .  T h e  p e r c e i v e d
success of the relentless bomber offensive managed by airmen
revived the beliefs of the absolutists in the decisiveness of
s t r a t eg ic  bombing .  Sen .  Bar ry  Go ldwa te r  c l a imed  on  the
Senate  f loor  in  February 1973:

Let us hope that  the strategic bombing lesson of the 12 days in
December  does not  escape us  as  we plan for  the future .  Airpower,
specifically strategic airpower,  can be decisive when applied against
s t ra tegic  targets—indust r ia l  and mi l i tary—in the  hear t land of  the
enemy regardless of the size of the nation.7 2

Admira l s  Sharp  and  Moore r ,  SAC Genera l s  Meyer  and
Johnson,  f ighter  generals  Momyer and Vogt  al l  smiled on the
e f f i cacy  o f  a i rpower .  The  more  av id  abso lu t i s t s  c l a imed
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s t r a t eg ic  bombing  cou ld  have  won  the  war  in  1965 . 73  I t
became a firmly held conviction that vindicated their World
War II experience and the validity of their doctrine. It  served
an  in s t i t u t i ona l  conso la t ion  pa r t i cu l a r ly  appea l ing  in  t he
aftermath of a bitter and divisive war. Hardly anyone realized
the real  lesson for the future of strategic bombing had been
exhib i ted  by  the  f ighter -bombers .  They had  demonst ra ted
greater  versat i l i ty ,  survivabi l i ty ,  and the abi l i ty  f inal ly  to
achieve that  long-elusive “precision” strategic bombing—a
capability particularly relevant to limited war.74

Notes

1. Gen Joseph J.  Nazarro,  transcript  of oral  history interview by Dr.
Edgar F. Puryear Jr. ,  4 May 1979, Air Force Historical Research Agency
(hereafter cited as AFHRA), Maxwell AFB, Alabama, 121; and Gen Horace
M. Wade, transcript of oral  history interview by Hugh N. Ahmann, 10–12
October 1978,  AFHRA, 429.

2.  Fighter pilots  did receive campaign ribbons,  remote tour credit ,  and
favorable (combat) officer effectiveness reports.

3 .  John Schl ight ,  The War in South Vietnam—The Years of the Offensive,
1965–1968  (Washington, D. C.: Office of Air Force History [OAFH], 1988),
163;  Gen John Shaud,  t ranscr ip t  of  ora l  h is tory  in terv iew by author ,
23 April 1992. Shaud recalled that many of SAC’s finest young officers left
SAC a t  th i s  t ime  and  d id  no t  re turn .

4 .  J a c k  B r o u g h t o n ,  Going Downtown: The War Against  Hanoi  and
Washing ton  (New York:  Orion Books,  1988) ,  x .  Thomas Wolfe wrote
Broughton’s preface. Wolfe  captures the essence of the “right stuff” in his
classic  The Right Stuff  (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1979).

5 .  Broughton,  141;  Jack Broughton,  Thud Ridge  (New York: Bantam
Books,  1969),  143; and Robert  F.  Dorr,  Air War Hanoi (London: Blandford
Press,  1988),  72.

6 .  Broughton ,  Going Downtown ,  96 ,104–5 ,  194 ,  233–38 ,  265 ,  280 ;
Broughton,  Thud Ridge ,  xv,  18,  95;  and Frederick C.  Blesse, Check Six: A
Fighter Pilot Looks Back  (New York:  Ivy Books,  1987),  192–93; Dorr,  53;
Lt Gen Alvan C. Gillem II, transcript of oral history interview by Arthur W.
McCants  J r .  and Scot t ie  Thompson,  13–15 February 1979.

7.  Robert  Frank Futrel l ,  Ideas, Concepts, Doctrine: Basic Thinking in the
United States Air Force, 1961–1984 , vol. 2 (Maxwell AFB, Ala.: Air University
Press,  1989),  288.  The tactical  air  force also had i ts  teething problems.
Air- to-air  combat  ski l ls  had atrophied.  Early bombing raids in Roll ing
Thunder were noticeably inaccurate,  and i t  took a while for pi lots  to reduce
their average accuracy from 750 feet to 365 feet. Additionally, fighter pilots
began the war using such outdated tact ics  as  level  high-al t i tude bombing.

RISE OF THE FIGHTER GENERALS

204



8. William W. Momyer, Airpower in Three Wars: WW II, Korea, Vietnam
(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office [GPO], 1978), 283.

9. Futrell ,  46, 121
10.  Headquarters  USAF, U.S. Air Force Statistical Digest FY 1957–1978

(Washington, D.C.: Directorate of Data Systems and Statistics,  Comptroller
of the Air Force, Headquarters USAF), on file at OAFH, Bolling AFB,
Washington, D.C.

11. Lt Gen Albert P. Clarke, transcript of oral history interview by Jacob
Neufeld, 2 May 1973, AFHRA, 6.

12.  Gen Theodore R. Milton,  transcript  of  oral  history interview by
a u t h o r ,  1 5  J u n e  1 9 9 2 .

13. Ibid.,  7; Futrell ,  288–92; Donald J.  Mrozek, Airpower and the Ground
War in Vietnam: Ideas and Actions  (Maxwell AFB, Ala.: Air University Press,
1988),  123–26.  Mrozek points  out  how LeMay and Sweeney were reluctant
to endorse the gunship conceived by two young fighter pilots; McConnell
approved it  only for counterinsurgency. Schlight,  90, 230–34; Carl Berger,
ed. ,  The United States Air Force in Southeast Asia, 1961–1973: An Illustrated
Account (Washington, D.C.: OAFH, 1984), 47, 75, 118; Dorr, 107 ;  and
Blesse, 148–52.

14.  Futrel l ,  295.
15. Gen Gabriel Disosway, transcript of oral history interview by Dr.

Edgar  F.  Puryear  Jr . ,  17 January 1979,  AFHRA, 6 ,  11.
16. Gen Frank F. Everest ,  transcript  of oral  history interview by Dr.

Edgar F.  Puryear  Jr . ,  16 July 1979,  AFHRA, 5.
17.  Schlight ,  168,  181.  Schlight  r ightful ly notes that  these duties did

little to enhance the combat flying skills of pilots.
18. Berger, 51, 156; Momyer, 303–5; Bernard C. Nalty, Air Power and

the Fight for Khe Sanh (Washington, D. C.: OAFH, 1986); and Mrozek, 79.
Operation Neutralize combined all ied air  forces to bomb North Vietnamese
troops and artil lery positions along the demilitarized zone in late 1967.
Operation Niagara combined the effort  to provide air  support  for the siege at
K h e  S a n h .

19. Berger,  81–82. Fighter wing commander Col Robin Olds conceived
and led Operation Bolo to surprise enemy MiGs; Maj Gen Otis C. Moore,
transcript  of  oral  history interview by Dr.  Edgar F.  Puryear Jr . ,  1 July 1979,
AFHRA, 15. Fighter brigadier general  James R. Allen planned the Son Tay
raid to free US prisoners of war in North Vietnam.

20. Vietnam’s jet fighters could exceed most World War II bombers in all
these  fea tures .

21.  Futrel l ,  470–80.
22 .  Ib id . ,  478 ;  Gen  John  P .  McConne l l ,  t r ansc r ip t  o f  o ra l  h i s to ry

interview by Dorothy Pierce McSweeny, 28 August 1969, AFHRA, 31.
23. Gen Bruce K. Holloway, transcript of oral history interview by Lt Col

Vaughn H. Gallacher,  16–18 August 1977, AFHRA, 352.
24.  Futrel l ,  391.

THE VINDICATION OF AIRPOWER

205



25.  Ibid. ,  394.  The Air  Force reluctant ly  pursued a  nonnuclear  capabi l i ty
in late 1966 after insistence of Secretary of the Air Force Harold Brown.
Nick Kotz, Wild Blue Yonder: Money, Politics, and the B-1 Bomber (New York:
Pantheon Books,  1988) ,  73,  79–80.

26.  Futrel l ,  124.
27. Kotz,  84.
28. McConnell, interviewed by McSweeny.
29. Futrell ,  393–96; Kotz,  85.
30. Futrell, 397; Kotz, 112–17. A 1973 General Accounting Office (GAO)

report  showed cost  overruns  and performance reduct ions .  I t  encouraged
moun t ing  congres s iona l  c r i t i c i sm.  The  Ai r  Fo rce  c lung  to  t he  speed
requirement  and the  “disast rous  escape capsule .”  Fighter  cohort  general
Larry D.  Welch recal led that  the  f ight  to  “beat  down the B-1 design
requirements into something more buildable,  affordable,  and practical” was
very difficult.

31. Futrell ,  264, 477–78; Russell  Frank Weigley, The American Way of
War: A History of the United States Military Strategy and Policy  (New York:
Macmillan, 1973),  469.

32. Kotz,  95.
33. Ge n  Theodore  R .  Mi l ton ,  t r ansc r ip t  o f  o ra l  h i s to ry  in t e rv i ew by

Dr. Edgar F. Puryear Jr. ,  9 April 1976, AFHRA, 9, 11; Moore, interviewed by
Puryear,  15; Gen William W. Momyer,  transcript of oral history interview by
Dr. Edgar F. Puryear Jr. ,  7 September 1981, AFHRA, 7–8; Gen Bruce K.
Holloway, transcript of oral history interview by Dr. Edgar F. Puryear Jr. ,
7 July 1978, AFHRA, 22; Gen Russell  E. Dougherty, transcript of oral
history interview by Dr. Edgar F. Puryear Jr. ,  27 March 1979, AFHRA,
6 –19; Gen George S. Brown, transcript of oral history interview by Dr .  Edgar
F.  Puryear  Jr . ,  14 September 1977,  AFHRA, 13;  and Bruce Palmer Jr . ,  The
25-Year War: America’s Military Role in Vietnam  (Lexington, Ky.: University
Press of Kentucky, 1984),  92.

34. Two of these generalists were former bomber pilots George S. Brown
and David C.  Jones,  who each had commanded f ighter  wings before being
assigned to the Seventh Air Force. They both would become chiefs of staff of
the Air Force and subsequently chairmen of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

35. Henry A. Kissinger, The White House Years  (Boston: Little, Brown
and Company,  1979) ,  1118.

36 .  See  Headqua r t e r s  PACAF,  D i r ec to r a t e  o f  Tac t i c a l  Eva lua t i on ,
CHECO Division, USAF Air Operations Against  North Vietnam, 1 July
1971–30 June  1972 , 3, at Maxwell AFB, Ala., for verbatim JCS directive.

37. Richard M. Nixon, RN: The Memoirs of Richard Nixon, 2 vols. (New
York: Warner Books, 1978),  85. The term properly  implied the desire of
airmen to wage a systematic,  relentless,  air  campaign with minimal poli t ical
interference.

38. Headquarters PACAF, Directorate of Operations Analysis, CHECO
Division, Linebacker: An Overview of the First 120 Days (27 September
1973),  61.

RISE OF THE FIGHTER GENERALS

206



39. Most of the World War II and Korean War “hump” of pilots had
retired.  Headquarters USAF, First 120 Days ,  49–51. Gen John W. Vogt
launched weather  sor t ies  f i rs t  to  determine whether  pr imary or  a l ternate
targets  should  be  h i t  and second whether  the  ra ids  should  be  delayed (note
the delegation of authority to these aircrews).

40.  Ibid. ,  52,  64–65.  Vogt  had special  fusing on the bombs dropped by
the LORAN F-4s so their  bomb craters could be discerned from others.  This
strategy was necessary to iron out any “time differential” errors in bombing
accuracy for the cri t ical  regions in North Vietnam that  might merit  future
attacks.  Vogt always tagged at least  one LORAN mission per day to bomb
while level at  high alt i tude. He knew he would need an all-weather precision
bombing capabi l i ty  as  the  monsoon season approached.  I t  was  a  prescient
decision,  and accuracies improved to within 200 meters.  See also Karl  J .
E s c h m a n n ,  Linebacker: The Untold Story of the Air Raids Over North Vietnam
(New York: Ivy Books, 1989), 36.

41.  Ibid. ,  25,  32.  For example,  the Thanh Hoa bridge,  f i rs t  at tacked on
3 Apri l  1965,  was never disabled despite repeated assault  by Air  Force and
Navy fighters.  The Air  Force sent  79 F-105s that  dropped 638,  750-lb.
bombs,  f i red 32 Bul lpup ai r - to-ground miss i les ,  and launched 266,  2 .75
inch rockets to no avail .  The target  became known as the “Dragon’s Jaw” as
its  defenders shot down four of the attackers.  Finally,  on 13 May 1972 Vogt
sent  three f l ights  of  F-4s with laser-guided bombs and dropped the bridge
with no losses .  The Paul  Doumer Bridge had earned a  s imilar  reputat ion,
but i t  was dropped by fighters employing laser-guided bombs on 10 May.
Vogt commented, “As fast  as they could repair  bridges,  we could drop them
. . .  [the enemy] was beginning to dry up.” See also A. J. C. Lavalle, ed., The
Tale of  Two Bridges and the Battle for the Skies Over North Vietnam
(Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1976).

42.  Richard  H.  Kohn and Joseph Harahan,  eds . ,  Air Interdiction in World
War II, Korea, and Vietnam  (Washington, D.C.: OAFH, 1986), 78. On one
occasion a SAC SR-71 spotted some 50 tanks “descending on Quang Tri ,”
and SAC forwarded an urgent message to the Joint  Chiefs of Staff  which
came to the Pacific Command directing the Seventh Air Force to “take under
at tack these tanks which const i tute  a  major  threat .”  Vogt  knew for  some
time that  they had been fr iendly M-48 tanks abandoned by the Army of  the
Republic of Vietnam (ARVN).

43.  James R. McCarthy and George B. Allison,  Linebacker II: A View
From the Rock  (Maxwell AFB, Ala.: Airpower Research Institute, 1979), 30;
Mark Clodfelter, The Limits of Air Power: The American Bombing of North
Vietnam  (New York: Free Press, 1989), 165; and Headquarters PACAF, First
120  Days ,  6.  Vogt and others in Seventh Air Force became frustrated at
how sometimes “over half” of the B-52s would abort if a SAM signal came
up or a SAM was fired in the vicinity.

44 .  Eschmann,  66–67.

THE VINDICATION OF AIRPOWER

207



45. Ibid., 57; Earl H. Tilford Jr.,  Setup: What the Air Force Did in Vietnam
a n d  W h y  (Maxwel l  AFB,  Ala . :  Air  Univers i ty  Press ,  1991) ,  234;  and
Clodfelter, 167–70.

46. Drew Drenkowski, “Operation Linebacker II,” Soldier of Fortune 2,
no .  3  (September  1977) :  24;  and  Eschmann,  77 .

47. Nixon, 60.
48. Ibid.,  242; and Clodfelter,  184.
49. Leonard D. G. Teixeira, “Linebacker II: A Strategic and Tactical Case

Study” (Maxwell AFB, Ala., April 1990), 7; and Clodfelter, 184.
50.  McCarthy and All ison,  26–27;  and Eschmann,  74.
51. Teixeira,  8; and Clodfelter,  185. One member of the Eighth Air Force

staff recalled: “As far as we were concerned it  was a new plan.” See also
George B. Allison, “Bombers Go to Bullseye,” Aerospace Historian, Winter
1982 ,  231 .

52.  Gen Gerald W. Johnson,  t ranscript  of  oral  his tory interview by
au thor ,  5  Februa ry  1993 .

53. Clodfelter, 192.
54.  In fairness,  the SAC advanced echelon had kept SAC abreast  of

L i n e b a c k e r  I  o p e r a t i o n s .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  S A C  h a d  a c c e s s  t o  S R - 7 1
reconnaissance aircraft  information and other intell igence sources.  SAC did
not enter the fray cold. More important, fellow fighter pilots Vogt and
Johnson had developed a good working relat ionship during Linebacker I .

55. Johnson interview; Clodfelter,  186; McCarthy and Allison, 50, 79;
and  Eschmann ,  156 .

56. McCarthy and Allison, 31; Teixeira, 10; Clodfelter, 186; and Charles
K. Hopkins, “Linebacker II: A Firsthand View,” Aerospace Historian, Fall
1976 ,  134 .

57. McCarthy and Allison, 65.
58.  Ibid. ,  67–70.
59.  Ibid. ,  75.
60.  Ibid. ,  73.
61.  Ibid. ,  77.
62. Ibid.,  79–89; Gen John W. Vogt,  transcript of oral history interview

by author ,  23  Apr i l  1992;  and  Johnson.
63.  Nixon,  246; and Clodfelter ,  187.
64. Momyer,  107 ;  and  Fu t re l l ,  286 .
65. Allison, 231. Lt Gen Glen W. Martin, vice CINCSAC at the time,

recalled that  “the operational planning and tactical  analysis were incredibly
complex with very li t t le t ime available in the 24-hour kaleidoscope to take
advantage of al l  crossfeed and potential  improvements.”

66. Ibid.
67. McCarthy and Allison, 126–44; Clodfelter,  188; Eschmann, 163–79;

Teixeira, 21; and Bill Yenne, SAC: A Primer of Modern Strategic Airpower
(Novato, Calif.:  Presidio Press, 1985), 112–16.

68. Clodfelter, 189.
69. Kissinger,  1461, 1467; Nixon, 259; Teixeira,  28; and Momyer,  243.

RISE OF THE FIGHTER GENERALS

208



70. Tilford, 261; and Vogt.
71.  Eschmann,  163,  181;  Headquarters  PACAF, Air Operations,154–59,

174,  201.  CHECO assessed that  e ight  F-4s  wi th  laser-guided bombs had
the  “equivalent  level  of  des t ruct ion”  of  more  than 2 ,000 sor t ies  wi th
unguided muni t ions .  Precis ion-guided muni t ions  opened many new targets
to s t r ike within populated areas .

72. Clodfelter, 201.
73. Ibid.
74.  One can nevertheless  argue legi t imately that  i t  took the mass and

intensity of the B-52s to induce the signing of the peace accords.

THE VINDICATION OF AIRPOWER

209



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

THIS PAGE INTENTIONALLY LEFT BLANK 



Chapter  8

Changing of the Guard: The Rise of
the  Fighter  Generals  (1973–82)

The only thing harder than getting a new idea into the
military mind is to get the old one out.

—Sir Basil H. Liddell Hart          
Innovations in the Strategic Air Command

The other side of the coin is that the Twinings, the LeMays,
and the Powers belong to a passing generation. The new
g e n e r a t i o n  o f  o f f i c e r s  i s  g r o w i n g  u p  i n  a  d i f f e r e n t
environment—well ,  somewhat dif ferent.

 —Bernard Brodie 
War and Politics

Air Force Chief of Staff John D. Ryan, glad to be done with
Vietnam, surveyed the state of his  service and consoled his
staff by commenting that “at  least  we got rid of the warlords.”1

But the junior World War II generation’s attempt to reunify
the Air Force proved short-lived. After the humiliation of the
C u b a n  m i s s i l e  c r i s i s ,  t h e  S o v i e t s  h a d  b e g u n  a  m a s s i v e
strategic and conventional  force buildup that  by the early
1 9 7 0 s  t h r e a t e n e d  t o  p l a c e  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  a t  w h a t
c o n s e r v a t i v e s  t e r m e d  a  “ d e c i d e d  d i s a d v a n t a g e . ”  T h o u g h
st ra tegic  par i ty  was  becoming an accepted concept  of  the
Nixon administration, strategic inferiority was not. In Ryan’s
eyes ,  extract ion f rom Vietnam permit ted the  Air  Force to
re sume  wi thou t  d i s t r ac t ion  i t s  t op  co ld  war  ob l iga t ion—
strategic deterrence. The race to “catch” the Soviets refocused
both SAC and the TAF on this  now larger menace.  Dialogue
and in tercourse  be tween the  communi t ies  receded again  as
SAC resumed the  nuclear  watch,  and the  TAF concentra ted
pr imar i ly  on  the  cha l l enge  o f  conven t iona l  war  wi th  the
Soviets.  Moreover,  as aircraft  became more sophisticated, they
became more diff icul t  and cost ly to t ransfer  between bombers
and f ighters .2
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While the Nixon administration negotiated for a strategic
arms limitation treaty (SALT), the junior air  generation saw
superiority as the best deterrent.  The polit icians’ responsibili ty
w a s  t o  e n s u r e  d e t e r r e n c e  d i d  n o t  f a i l ;  t h e  m i l i t a r y ’ s
responsibility was to be prepared, if it  did fail ,  to limit damage
and try to “win” the unthinkable nuclear conflict.  Naturally,
the mil i tary concentrated again on refining the means of  war—
a task which often conflicted with principles of arms control
a n d  d é t e n t e .  F o r  e x a m p l e ,  d e s p i t e  c o n s i d e r a b l e  p o l i t i c a l
opposi t ion within the  adminis t ra t ion and Congress ,  General
Ryan and the commander of SAC, Gen Bruce K. Holloway,
lobbied stubbornly for  increased accuracy in the Minuteman
intercontinental  bal l is t ic  missi le  in the early 1970s.3 Civilian
leaders  opposed that  ini t ia t ive because they thought  i t  might
raise the specter  of  a  f i rs t-s tr ike capabil i ty,  which would
destabi l ize  détente  and fuel  the  arms race unnecessar i ly .  The
A i r  F o r c e  a l s o  c o n t i n u e d  t o  p u r s u e  c o s t l y  p e r f o r m a n c e
r e q u i r e m e n t s  ( o f t e n  f o r  o n l y  m a r g i n a l  p e r f o r m a n c e
enhancement)  in  i ts  new strategic bomber,  the B-1,  despi te
post-Vietnam defense budget cuts.  The mili tary professionals
sought  super ior i ty  through c lear  qual i ta t ive  advantages  to
offset  eroding numerical  comparisons with the Soviets .  But
again ,  a t  what  cos t?  Hardly  anyone in  the  World  War  I I
generat ion understood that  only détente could salvage US
security in the face of swelling domestic opposition to defense
spending and intervent ion.  Many of  the junior  cohort  had
much to  unders tand about  détente ,  pol i t ics ,  and economics  in
the new age.

Anxious  to  r easse r t  s t r a t eg ic  c red ib i l i ty ,  t he  Ai r  Force
insis ted on maintaining super ior i ty  in  s t ra tegic  bombers  and
multiple independently targeted reentry vehicle (MIRV) ICBMs.
The Uni ted States  should not ,  Air  Force off ic ia ls  argued,
barter  away this  advantage and key s trategic  modernizat ion
provisions in the SALT I negotiations in early 1972.4  While a
few ai r  absolut is ts  decr ied SALT and i ts  sacr i f ice  of  US
strategic superiori ty,  many of the new Korean War generation,
jus t  breaking in to  the  genera l  of f icer  ranks ,  accepted  the
notion of strategic parity.5  Young air  leaders began to embrace
the need for  an assured second-s t r ike  capabi l i ty  as  adequate
and to  consider  as  necessary  mutual  res t ra in t  of  a  spi ra l ing
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arms race. With the signing of the Antiballistic Missile (ABM)
Treaty in May 1972 and the inter im agreement  on s trategic
a r m s  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  f o l l o w e d  i n  N o v e m b e r  1 9 7 4  b y  t h e
Vladivostok Accords, the United States and the Soviet Union
indeed had entered an era  of  détente .

Complexities of deterrence, détente, strategic sufficiency,
a rms  l imi t s ,  l imi t ed  war ,  and  peacekeep ing  p roved  more
comprehensible  to  pragmatis ts  than they did to absolut is ts .  In
a sociological analysis of Air Force leaders and future leaders
in the mid-1970s,  observers noted the twilight of “the upper
echelons of the US mili tary .  .  .  dominated by a generation of
general  officers recruited and social ized during the trauma
a n d  u r g e n c y  o f  W o r l d  W a r  I I . ”  T h e  s t u d y  p e r c e i v e d  a
“markedly different [and] less authoritarian” emerging elite
“struggling to redefine its profession,” accommodate change,
and move “toward a more pragmatic outlook.”6  The members
of  the new generat ion had received more educat ion but  were
“ less  au thor i ta r ian”  than  the i r  p redecessors .  The  ana lys i s
concluded that  “the crucial  difference between ‘absolutists’
and ‘pragmatists’  rests  in the degree to which the professional
mil i tary man has internal ized the implicat ions of  deterrent
s t r a t e g y  a n d  h a s  m o d i f i e d  t h e  ‘ k i l l i n g  b u s i n e s s ’  a s  t h e
organizing principle  of  the profession.”7 F u r t h e r m o r e ,  t h e
same researchers  discovered in a  1974 survey of  Air  War
College and Air Command and Staff College students (Korean
W a r  g e n e r a t i o n )  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  m o r e  p l u r a l i s t i c  a n d
pragmat ic  v iews than  had  exis ted  in  the  1960s .8  Critically
different formative experiences of the old and new generation
shaped adaptabi l i ty .

Besides the indelible impact of early years,  the Korean War
generat ion—those commissioned too la te  to  par t ic ipate  in
World War II yet able to participate in the Korean War—had a
greater  opportuni ty to  seek professional  mil i tary and graduate
school  educat ion dur ing thei r  careers  than thei r  senior  and
junior  predecessors .  Figure  24 shows the context .

S a m u e l  H u n t i n g t o n ,  a  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  s c h o l a r  o n  t h e
American mili tary,  noted after the Vietnam War that

the older generation officers were often less than completely receptive
to the new ideas and approaches which the civi l ian strategists  were
d e v e l o p i n g .  N o w ,  h o w e v e r ,  t h e r e  i s  a  y o u n g e r  g e n e r a t i o n  o f
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professional military officers, the products of the war colleges, civilian
universi t ies ,  and research inst i tutes ,  who have the intel lectual  and
academic  background  and  in te res t s  to  p lay  a  ro le  in  deve lop ing
strategic doctr ines and ideas.9

Nixon’s secretary of defense, Melvin R. Laird, also observed
the difference.  Laird pressured General  Ryan and Secretary of
the Air Force Robert  C. Seamans to bring young people into
t h e  f o u r - s t a r  r a n k s .1 0 S e c r e t a r y  S e a m a n s  b r o k e  t h e  a i r
service’s tradit ions of using command of SAC and the vice
chief’s position as required proving grounds for future chiefs
by nominat ing the popular ,  br ight ,  and young general  George
S. Brown to succeed Ryan as chief of staff in 1973.1 1

Brown had an unusual ly  diverse  and del iberate ly  broadened
career ,  which  exposed h im to  command chal lenges  in  many
areas of the Air Force.12  Brown had flown in World War II as a
b o m b e r  s q u a d r o n  c o m m a n d e r  a n d  h a d  l e d  t h e  s u r v i v i n g

Source: Samuel Huntingdon, “After Containment: The Functions of the Military Establishment,” Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science: The Military and American Society,  March 1973, 3–15.

Figure 24. Advanced Education of Air Force Four-Star Generals
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bombers  back  f rom the  in famous  ra id  on  the  P loes t i  o i l
refineries.  He then served in Air Training Command and Air
Defense  Command  and  commanded  a  t roop  ca r r i e r  g roup
early in the Korean War. Next,  he commanded a fighter wing
and served as director of operations for Fifth Air Force in the
last  year of  the Korean War.  After  that  war,  he commanded a
pilot training wing, went to the National War College, and
served as executive officer to the Air Force chief of staff. He
la ter  served as  mi l i ta ry  ass is tant  to  Secre tary  of  Defense
McNamara,  fol lowed by a  s t int  as  commander  of  a  t ransport
numbered air  force and of  the joint  weapons test ing center .
After  serving as assistant  to the chairman of the JCS, Brown
went to Vietnam to command the Seventh Air Force, followed
by command of Air  Force Systems Command. The select ion of
this “generalist” broke SAC’s domination of the top position.
P e e r s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  B r o w n  a s  “ s m o o t h e r ”  a n d  “ m o r e
sophist icated” than Ryan,  and he was well  l iked and respected
both within his service and on Capitol Hill . 13  One  month  af te r
selection as chief ,  this  pragmatist  anticipated the need for
reinforcement of the Israelis  in October of 1973 and, without
orders ,  s tockpi led equipment  a t  points  of  embarkat ion for
rapid shipment to Israel .  Brown’s t imely act ions did much to
help save Israel when the presidential  order to resupply finally
came .1 4

P r e s i d e n t  N i x o n  a n d  n e w  d e f e n s e  s e c r e t a r y  J a m e s  R .
Schlesinger  selected Brown as  the new chairman of  the JCS
less than one year after he had become Air Force chief of staff.
A New York Times  edi torial  in June 1974 perceived winds of
change :

In select ing General  Brown as Chairman,  Mr.  Schlesinger  was hoping
not  only to instal l  a  professional  with an outlook similar  to his ,  but
also to invigorate the intellectual calibre of the Joint  Chiefs,  which by
common Pentagon judgment  has  deter iorated over  the  las t  decade.1 5

Secretary Schlesinger  replaced General  Brown with Gen
David C. Jones as the new Air Force chief.  Jones had been
selected over the capable Gen John Vogt who, instead,  left  his
P a c i f i c  c o m m a n d  t o  r e p l a c e  J o n e s  i n  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g l y
impor t an t  pos i t i on  o f  commande r  o f  USAFE.  Co l l eagues
described the new chief as intel l igent ,  hardworking,  and a
conf ident ,  independent  th inker .1 6
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J o n e s  h a d  a  d i v e r s e  b a c k g r o u n d  t h a t  r i v a l e d  t h e
background of  Brown and Vogt.  He had been a f lying training
instructor  and an air  rescue pi lot ,  and then he had f lown in
combat  as  a  bomber  squadron  commander  in  the  Korean  War .
He  then  commanded  an  a i r  re fue l ing  squadron  and  se rved  as
G e n e r a l  L e M a y ’ s  a i d e .  N e x t ,  h e  b e c a m e  a n  a i r c r a f t
maintenance commander  before  a t tending the  Nat ional  War
College and subsequently working on the Air Staff .  In the
mid-1960s he commanded a  tact ical  f ighter  wing and then
served on the USAFE staff .  In  1969 he went  to  Vietnam as the
vice commander  of  Seventh Air  Force before  re turning to
become a SAC numbered Air  Force commander.  After  that ,
G e n e r a l  J o n e s  r e t u r n e d  t o  E u r o p e  w h e r e  h e  b e c a m e
c o m m a n d e r  i n  c h i e f  o f  U S A F E .  A t  U S A F E  J o n e s  h a d
successfully unified the NATO air forces, centralized targeting,
and  debunked  the  myth  o f  Sovie t  inv inc ib i l i ty .  L ike  h i s
predecessor ,  Jones  was  a  junior  cohor t  pragmat is t  who had
witnessed firsthand the complexities of the limited wars in
Korea and Vietnam.

Conventional conflicts proved more l ikely and merited more
at tent ion.  From 1974 to  1978 Brown and Jones  pres ided over
c r i s e s  i n  C y p r u s ,  L e b a n o n ,  C a m b o d i a ,  a n d  K o r e a  t h a t
required l imited,  pragmatic  responses.  The broadened junior
cohort also proved influential in negotiations for SALT I, the
Vladivostok Accords, SALT II, and the Panama Canal Treaty. 17

The 1975 air  doctrine manual st i l l  recognized the primary role
of strategic deterrence,  but envisioned other important roles
fo r  conven t iona l  a i rpower  in  de te r rence ,  pe r suas ion ,  and
coercion and accepted the notion of sufficiency.1 8 Strategic
arms l imitat ions reduced the cost  of  arming SAC, and they
offered pragmatis ts  more opportuni t ies  to  secure funding and
to contend with  other  threats .  Under  the  new leadership,  JCS
and Air Force staff  papers improved, were well  argued and
detai led,  and were commended by congressional  s taffers .1 9 An
analyst of the period provided the following summary:

The lag between the change in condit ions and the change in at t i tudes
was evident in the fact  that  more realist ic and prudent Air  Force
officers emerged predominantly in the lower ranks,  where the fight for
autonomy had not  been a  formative generat ional  experience.  .  .  .
These officers did not begin to take over the leadership of the service
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unti l  af ter  1970.  Recent  Chiefs such as George Brown and David
Jones  have  had  backgrounds  more  d iverse  and  ba lanced  than  d id
their predecessors [and even began to give] advice more conservative
than some of the principal civil ians.2 0

The Air  Force chiefs  had learned much since their  days in the
Pentagon with General LeMay.

Nevertheless,  even the new Air Force leadership fought hard
to preserve the centerpiece of i ts  tradit ion and doctrine—the
s t ra teg ic  bomber .  By  the  1970s  TAC was  p rocur ing  new
fighters  and MAC new transports ,  but  SAC was s t i l l  having
difficulty buying the B-1. Little money had been available for
procurement  during the cost ly Vietnam War.  In the inter im,
ICBMs and SLBMs rose to become the preeminent legs of the
Triad. Additionally, one SAC commander recalled the period
when Congress,  resolved to cut  defense spending,  quest ioned
t h e  p u r c h a s e  o f  t h e  u l t r a e x p e n s i v e  a n d  s i n i s t e r - l o o k i n g
strategic bomber in the wake of  the unpopular  Vietnam War,
with inf lated images of  the death and destruct ion of  innocent
l i v e s  i n  H a n o i  s t i l l  l i n g e r i n g .2 1 F u r t h e r m o r e ,  w i t h
characteristic technological zeal,  the Air Force undermined its
cause  by  chas ing  pe r fo rmance  spec i f i ca t ions  tha t  p roved
exceedingly expensive and yielded only a marginal return—a
phenomenon known as “gold-plat ing.”2 2

F e e l i n g  t h e  b u d g e t  p i n c h ,  G e n e r a l  J o n e s  r e p o r t e d l y
gathered 10 of his  12 four-star  generals  (minus General  Vogt)
in December 1974 to discuss the impact  of  procuring 240
B-1s on the likely budget of the Air Force. The new chief
insisted that  the B-1 not  go forward unless the Air  Force
c o m m a n d e r s  u n i t e d  i n  u n e q u i v o c a l  s u p p o r t .  T h e  m o s t
optimistic init ial  assessment determined the $24 bil l ion B-1
program would consume most  of  the Air  Force budget  and
would preclude f ighter  procurement .  Upon reexaminat ion,  the
leadership reduced some gold-plat ing and concluded the Air
Force should procure  the  B-1.  The a i r  arm also would procure
top  pr ior i ty  f igh te rs  bu t  would  sacr i f ice  some a i r l i f t  and
close-air-support  programs,  as  well  as  t raining,  supply,  and
main t enance  funds .23

The Air Force simply could not control B-1 costs to the
sa t i s f ac t i on  o f  many  i n  Congre s s ,  de sp i t e  an  agg re s s ive
lobbying campaign on Capitol Hill.  In 1976 the Brookings
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Inst i tute  publ ished a  s tudy that  concluded a  s tandoff  B-52
force equipped with air-launched cruise missiles (ALCM) was
far more cost effective than a fleet of B-1s. The study also
conc luded  manned  bombers  shou ld  be  on ly  an  in su rance
pol icy in  case ICBMs and SLBMs fai led.2 4 Amids t  r i s ing
congressional  concern and considering the cost  of  the B-1
program to the Air Force,  Jones directed the Air Force not to
lobby for the B-1 in the Carter administration.2 5

Meanwhi le ,  the  cru ise  miss i le  had  crept  in to  Air  Force
p r o g r a m s .  F o r m e r  s e c r e t a r y  o f  d e f e n s e  L a i r d  l i k e d  t h e
program, but  he placed i t  ini t ial ly under the more receptive
US Navy.2 6 P res iden t  J immy Car te r  no ted  tha t  the  c ru i se
missi le  seemed to cause the Soviets  more consternat ion than
the  B-1.2 7  Anxious to  demonstrate  decis iveness  and cognizant
of new stealth technology,  the new president weighed the cost
effect iveness and deterrent  value of  the B-52/cruise missi le
combinat ion versus  the  B-1 penetra t ing bomber  and decided
to cut  the B-1 in June 1977—against  the advice of  his  Air
Force chief.  Fulfil l ing his campaign promise, Carter hoped
that  ki l l ing the B-1 would free moneys for  such programs as
the MX and cruise missiles,  which he hoped would develop
in to  more  meaningful  barga in ing  chips  in  SALT I I .2 8 H e
preferred to wait  for the stealth bomber.

Unl ike  h is  mentor  LeMay,  Jones  remained  loya l  to  the
p r e s i d e n t ’ s  d e c i s i o n  a n d  d i d  n o t  a t t e m p t  a n  e n d  r u n  t o
C o n g r e s s .  I n  c o n g r e s s i o n a l  t e s t i m o n y  J o n e s  a s s e r t e d  he
was “more concerned with our overal l  s trategic posture than
w i t h  a n y  s i n g l e  w e a p o n s  s y s t e m ”  a n d  t h a t  t h e  B - 1
controve r s y  w a s  “ d i v e r t i n g  a t t e n t i o n  f r o m  o u r  b r o a d e r
s t ra teg ic  needs.”29  Long-time supporters of the Air Force—
Senate  Armed Services  Commit tee  chairman John C.  Stennis
and House Appropriat ions  Commit tee  chairman George H.
Mahon—agreed.  Mahon s ta ted in  1978:

We are looking at  national defense through a l i t t le knothole as though
the bomber was everything that  was going to save us from war or  win
the war if  war should come. Does not  everybody in the House know
that  the weapon of the future is  the intercontinental  missi le? Do we
not  know that  the  only purpose of  the  bomber  is  to  do the  c leanup
job? And after  the atomic exchange,  we could probably do the cleanup
job in an oxcart .3 0
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Would a conventional (nonnuclear) capability enhance the
utility and marketing of the strategic bomber? In early 1974
Sen. John H. Glenn Jr. pushed for a conventional capability in
the B-1. One author noted that the “SAC-dominated leadership
scorned the not ion;  their  $100 mil l ion superbomber” in  a
conventional role “would be like hitching a thoroughbred to a
milk wagon.” Furthermore, one air  general reportedly said,
“There was no damn way we were going to risk losing a $100
million strategic asset in some conventional shoot-out. But if the
senator wanted us to say we’d do that, we were ready to oblige
him.”3 1 On the heels of the frustrating Vietnam experience, the
renewed determination of SAC to contend with the greater Soviet
strategic threat allowed it to return to the pride and single-
minded focus that had been its founding essence. Strategic
airpower refocused on a method of war it perceived as more
inclined to decisiveness—nuclear warfare. Indeed, SAC had m ade
only limited and belated attempts to make the B-1 a capable
conventional bomber. The new SAC commander, Gen Russell E.
Dougherty, took over in late 1974 and noted the conventional
capability demonstrated in Linebacker II had all but evaporated
in his command. Dougherty tried to resurrect a conventional
capability in his strategic bombers, but he failed to change the
mind-set .32  The  Sovie t  s t ra tegic  menace  absorbed the  fu l l
attention and budget of SAC again; interest in conventional
warfare atrophied.

B u d g e t  c u t s  a d d e d  t o  t h e  n e g l e c t  o f  c o n v e n t i o n a l
capabi l i t ies  and increased hardships  in  SAC. The bomber  and
mis s i l e  command  r ece ived  a  l e s se r  sha r e  o f  a  sh r ink ing
defense budget.  Flying hours for bomber crews fell  to three to
four  t imes  each  month  and  averaged  three  to  four  hours’
durat ion.  The Soviet  SLBM threat  increased dispersal  and
tightened the readiness of SAC alert  forces (without adequate
additional funding).  Crews often averaged 12 to 13 days of
a l e r t  each  mon th .3 3 In desperation, SAC imported a few jet
T-38s from Air Training Command to bolster  the morale and
flying skills of its pilots.

SAC’s future as  a  dynamic command also appeared bleak.
Few pi lot  t ra ining graduates  wanted to  go to  the cold and
remote five “northern tier” SAC bases to sit alert in old aircraft
when they could fly more often in newer fighter and airlift
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aircraft  at  more appealing locations.  SAC continued to receive
g e n e r a l l y  t h e  b o t t o m  g r a d u a t e s  o f  u n d e r g r a d u a t e  p i l o t
training. Concerned over “equitable distribution of talent” and
i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  f u t u r e ,  t h e  A i r  F o r c e  r e v i s e d  i t s
long-standing policy that  permit ted pi lot  t raining students  to
select  a i rcraf t  based upon class  s tanding.  Beginning in  1972
al l  commands  received graduates  f rom al l  sec t ions  of  the
class .  In 1976 pi lot  graduates had at  least  to meet  “f ighter  and
reconnaissance” minimum standards of f lying proficiency for
admission into TAC. By 1978 the top 10 percent received
guarantee of their choice of aircraft type, if available.3 4

Job attitudes in SAC reflected more difficulties. Air Force
personnel  surveys and s tudies  in  the mid-1970s and ear ly
1980s indicated that SAC aircrews and missilemen thought they
suffered longer hours, boredom with alert, and work repetition.
During this time they lacked the prestige, job satisfaction, job
motivation, and task autonomy found in other commands. Only
one-half of these SAC officers came from the ranks of volunteers,
and though they exhibited a high sense of job importance, unit
cohesion,  and maintenance of  high s tandards ,  they didn’ t
consider their jobs as intrinsically rewarding as other jobs in the
Air Force. They displayed a preference for easy and repetitive
jobs, and “they did not believe they needed to apply a variety of
skills to complete their tasks.”3 5 Always feeling and meeting the
pressure and demands of strategic deterrence, SAC saw that its
fundamental nature and methodology had changed little from
LeMay’s time.

No such status quo pervaded the TAF as it  packed up its
forces from Southeast Asia and moved to Europe in support of
the new defense policy embodied in MC 14/3, which endorsed a
conventional buildup in NATO to repel significant Warsaw Pact
conventional forces in kind, without necessarily resorting to an
immediate nuclear response. 36 An easing of tensions with China
and a desire to assure European all ies that the United States
had not forgotten its primary commitment to NATO encouraged
the move. The ferocity and nature of the tactical air war in the
October 1973 Yom Kippur War seemed more relevant to the TAF
than did Vietnam. In a high-stakes NATO confrontation, the TAF
needed more forces to withstand the kind of attrition experienced
on both sides in this most recent clash of modern American and
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S o v i e t  a r m s  i n  c o n v e n t i o n a l  w a r f a r e .  T o  c o n t e n d  w i t h
proliferating Soviet SAM systems, TAC increased requirements
for anti-SAM Wild Weasel aircraft and improved its electronic
countermeasures, high-speed aircraft ,  computer-aided aiming
sys tems  to  ensu re  s ing le -pass  accuracy ,  p rec i s ion -gu ided
muni t ions  and armored c lose-a i r -suppor t  a i rcraf t .37  Budget
real i t ies  accelera ted  a  d iscuss ion of  a  low-cost  f ighter  to
augment the new F-15 and replace the F-4. The Air Force
insisted on qualitative advantage, but it could not afford to
neglect that quantity had a quality of its own—vast numbers
could eventually overwhelm fewer technologically superior
forces. Fortunately for the TAF, SALT I and delays in the B-1,
coupled with the top priority of NATO in the Nixon, Ford, Carter,
and Reagan administrations, provided increased funding for TAF
programs. Figure 25 shows the shift in budget emphasis. By FY
1975 Secretary of Defense Schlesinger testified that general
forces (as opposed to strategic forces) received more than 70
percent  of  defense  expendi tures .  The larges t  segment  (25
percent)  of  the total  expenditures  went  to  procure tact ical
fighters.3 8

Source: Air Force Almanac (1963–1981).

Figure 25. Air Force Budget Allocation in 1994 Dollars
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Reemphasizing a conventional NATO strategy (ensured by
US nuclear  capabil i ty)  encouraged more cooperat ion with the
Army. In late 1973 General  Brown instructed f ighter  general
Robert  J .  Dixon, new commander of TAC, to abide by previous
agreements  and cont inue the  c lose  working re la t ionship  that
Brown had establ ished with  Gen Creighton Abrams (now the
Army chief of staff) while serving with him in Vietnam. Brown
a n d  A b r a m s  d i r e c t e d  D i x o n  a n d  G e n  W i l l i a m  D u p u y ,
commander  of  Army Tra in ing  and  Doct r ine  Command,  to
carry the “commonality of purpose .  .  .  into the entire fabric of
relationships between the two Services.”3 9 D ixon  and  Dupuy
labored on what Dixon termed “an Air Force-Army air-land
battle team [to] get the most capabili ty out of what we have
and provide  the  most  prec ise ,  ana ly t ica l  and  coord ina ted
information possible on our needs for added capabili t ies.”4 0

Spurred  by  the  need  to  f igh t  ou tnumbered  and  win  on  the
NATO front,  the two services had formed in 1975 a formal
joint  air- land forces applicat ion team to work out  joint  combat
i s sues .4 1  G e n e r a l  J o n e s  a n d  G e n e r a l  V o g t  b e l i e v e d  a s
commande r s  o f  Un i t ed  S t a t e s  A i r  Fo rce s  i n  Eu rope  t ha t
a i rpower  had to  be  devoted to  the  land bat t le  as  i t  had in  the
1973 Middle East  war.4 2 An axiom floated around NATO air
forces that a Soviet T-72 tank parked in front of your officer’s
club could not be prevented from getting there by the finest  of
air  super ior i ty  or  s t ra tegic  bombing campaigns.  The Army
admitted the crit icality of the tactical air  war.  Its July 1976
doc t r ina l  manua l ,  FM 100-5 ,  Operations, s t a t ed  tha t  “ the
Army cannot win the land batt le without the Air Force.”4 3 By
1982 the wedding between the Army and tact ical  a irpower was
codified in the “AirLand Battle” doctrine in FM 100-5 that
“meant to convey the interaction between all  aspects of air
and ground power in  a  f i repower and maneuver  context .”44

The importance of improving Air Force/Army relations called
for more fighter experience and resources within the Air Force.

D o c t r i n a l ,  p r o c u r e m e n t ,  a n d  b u d g e t a r y  s h i f t s  t o w a r d s
t a c t i c a l  a i r p o w e r  i n  t h e  1 9 7 0 s  m a n i f e s t e d  t h e m s e l v e s
proportionally in greater numbers of fighter wings, aircraft,
and  p i l o t s  r e t a ined  du r ing  de fense  cu tbacks  t h rough  the
mid-1970s and a lso  greater  numbers  dur ing defense growth
beginning in the late  1970s (documented in f igures in chapter
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7).  From 1971 to 1982 f ighter  pi lots  on average outnumbered
bomber pilots by four to one.4 5  Figure 26 reveals distribution
of manpower shifts within the Air Force.

The growing proportion of fighter force structure within the
Air Force placed a greater demand on flag officers with fighter
backgrounds.  The results  of  a study in al l  grades of  Air  Force
g e n e r a l  o f f i c e r s  f r o m  1 9 5 3  t o  1 9 7 2  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e
fundamental  change began to  take effect  as  ear ly  as  1968.

Secretary of Defense Laird’s successful attempt to bring
“youth” (and new thinking) into the upper echelons of  the
mili tary on the heels  of  the Vietnam War corroborates data.
Immediately upon becoming chief of staff in 1973, generalist
general  Brown directed his chief of personnel,  f ighter general
Dixon, to ensure that his office identify people beforehand for
early promotion to facil i tate the youth movement that  would
e c l i p s e  t h e  b o m b e r - d o m i n a n t  j u n i o r  W o r l d  W a r  I I
generat ion.4 6 O b s e r v e r s  r e g a r d e d  D i x o n  a s  a  c o m p e t e n t

Source: DOD Authorizations for Appropriations FY 1979.

Figure 26. Type of Combat Experience of Air Force Four-Star Generals
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personnel  chief ,  but  he had only one month to  implement  the
policy before becoming TAC commander.  He met the rising
need for flag officers with fighter experience by promoting
officers with fighter backgrounds earlier (“below the zone”)
than thei r  compet i tors ;  th is  meant  they were  young enough to
compete in greater proportion for the higher flag officer ranks
before reaching mandatory ret irement at  35 years of  service.
In the 1970s f ighter  wing commanders  tended to  be younger
than bomber wing commanders—fighter  wings were generally
smaller  in base populat ion than bomber wings.  SAC valued
seniori ty more than TAC did.  In each year  of  the 1970s,  a
grea te r  number  and  percen tage  o f  f igh te r  p i lo t s  rece ived
promotions below the zone than bomber pi lots .4 7  Korean War
g e n e r a t i o n  f o u r - s t a r s  w i t h  f i g h t e r  b a c k g r o u n d s  r e a c h e d
four-s tar  rank on average more than one year  ear l ier  than
their  bomber  peers .48

Combat experience continued as a  highly valued commodity
for promotion in the air  arm. The disparity between SAC’s and
T A C ’ s  c o m b a t  e x p e r i e n c e  d e e p l y  c o n c e r n e d  t h e  b o m b e r
c o m m a n d ,  e v e n  b e f o r e  t h e  V i e t n a m  W a r  e n d e d .  F i g h t e r
general Holloway, commander of SAC, had complained to chief
of staff General Ryan in 1970 regarding SAC’s low promotion
rates to colonel, primarily because “a) they do not receive
Southeast  Asia tour credit ,  and b) their  opportunity to obtain
a college degree [or an advanced degree] has been severely
restricted.”4 9 The  d i s t r ibu t ion  o f  comba t  expe r i ence  then
shifted to generals with fighter backgrounds.  Additionally,  the
Korean War generation had 10 percent fewer generals with
“Air Force only” experience than did the junior World War II
generation.  Fighter four stars in the Korean War generation
assumed 15 percent  less  insular i ty  than the  bomber  genera ls .
I n  s h o r t ,  t h e  f i g h t e r  c o m m u n i t y  h a d  a  b r o a d e r  c a r e e r
e x p e r i e n c e  b a s e  a n d  m o r e  c o m b a t  e x p e r i e n c e .  M o r e
important ly,  s t rategic arms l imits  compressed the SAC budget
and force structure,  while the TAF enjoyed growing support
for i ts  cooperation with the Army in the crucial  conventional
bu i ldup  in  Europe .

TAF also met (better than SAC) Secretary Laird’s desire to
r e d u c e  c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  a n d  i n c r e a s e  i n n o v a t i o n  i n  t h e
military. 5 0 TAF’s success in decentralized operations during
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V i e t n a m  e x p a n d e d  i n  t h e  1 9 7 0 s .  U n d e r  t h e  l e n g t h y  a n d
resolu te  command of  Genera ls  Momyer  (1968–73) ,  Dixon
(1973-78),  and Wilbur  L.  Creech (1978–84),  decentral ized
operat ions pushed responsibi l i ty  and aggressive competence
down the hierarchy.5 1  TAF trained intensively in sophisticated
“flag” series (Red Flag and Green Flag) mock wars in realistic
scenar ios  versus  aggressor  fo rces .  Prof ic iency ,  no t  rank ,
d e t e r m i n e d  m i s s i o n  l e a d e r s ;  o f t e n  c a p t a i n s  c o m m a n d e d
dozens of aircraft—opportunities on a scale unavailable in
SAC. The tact ical  air  warfare center  exploited a f lurry of
innovative technologies. The fighter weapons schools raised
competencies in the perfection of technique. Many of TAC’s
pol ic ies  began to  be  adopted Air  Force  wide .5 2 A  survey
conduc ted  by  the  Ai r  Force  Leader sh ip  and  Management
Deve lopment  Cen te r  in  1982  conc luded  tha t  TAC scored
h i g h e r  t h a n  o t h e r  c o m m a n d s  i n  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  c o m b a t
effectiveness.5 3 T A F  l e d  e f f o r t s  t o  r e t u r n  decisiveness  t o
airpower  pr imari ly  through ref inement  of  technique and a
more affordable and diverse technological  effort  that  sought
lethality.

By the early 1980s TAF had i ts  hands in virtually every
mission.  Fighters  around the per iphery of  Eurasia  remained
on air  defense and nuclear  a ler t ,  for  example,  and could
perform every war-fighting mission. The long-range capability
of modern f ighters ,  increased by air  refuel ing,  approached the
range  capab i l i t i e s  o f  s t r a t eg ic  bombers .  P rec i s ion-gu ided
m u n i t i o n s ,  c o m p u t e r  n a v i g a t i o n ,  a n d  a i m i n g  s y s t e m s
redefined tradit ional  norms of mass and lethali ty.  Fighters
could now put  each bomb precisely on target .  The preference
to minimize col lateral  damage in an era of  l imited war made
fighters even more at tractive.  Fighters continued to become
more flexible, versatile, survivable, accurate, and cost effective
than  bombers .  S t ra teg ic  bombers  remained  more  e f f ic ien t
than f ighters  only in  carpet  bombing and deep s t r ikes  into  the
heart land of  the Soviet  Union—though many quest ioned their
survivabil i ty in these roles against  modern defenses.

By 1978 the f ighter-laden Korean War generation had seized
the mantle of senior leadership in the Air Force. As aggressive
Soviet  behavior  shat tered the Carter  adminis trat ion’s  caut ious
defense spending, TAF received in 1979 even more money
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than previously.  St i l l  hesi tant  to  fund the B-1,  MX, and naval
programs,  Carter  bolstered spending on the Army and TAF.54

His defense policy,  force structure,  technology, and internal
institutional dynamics clearly favored the TAF community. In
1975 bomber  genera ls  outnumbered f ighter  genera ls  on  the
Air Staff  by two to one,  and in the major (four-star)  command
positions by four to three. 55  By 1982 there  were  no bomber
genera ls  in  key  Air  S taf f  pos i t ions ,  and  f ighter  genera ls
outnumbered bomber  generals  in  the  major  commands by f ive
to  four .5 6

The selection of fighter Korean War cohort general Charles
A. Gabriel  as chief of staff in 1982 capped the ascendancy of
TAF within the Air Force. Sen. Barry Goldwater, a longtime
supporter  of  the  Air  Force,  apparent ly  summarized what  the
country wanted and the  Air  Force now produced in  General
G a b r i e l .  A t  G a b r i e l ’ s  c o n f i r m a t i o n  h e a r i n g s  G o l d w a t e r
testified,

A s  y o u  m i g h t  e x p e c t  f r o m  t h i s  r e c i t a t i o n  o f  h i s  d i s t i n g u i s h e d
background,  General  Gabriel  is  a  highly decorated combat  veteran.  He
has had broad exposure to our NATO all ies ,  and he has held staff
p o s i t i o n s  w h i c h  i n v o l v e d  t h o r o u g h  i n v o l v e m e n t  w i t h  A i r  F o r c e
commands other  than the Tact ical  Air  Command.

Fo r  s eve ra l  yea r s ,  Mr .  Cha i rman ,  I  have  encou raged  succeed ing
Admin i s t r a t ions ,  t he  Depa r tmen t  o f  Defense ,  and  the  Ai r  Fo rce
leadership to name a fighter pilot as the Chief of Staff.  I  remember
Secretary Kissinger asked me once, “Why do you want a fighter pilot to
be Chief of Staff?” I said, “Well, they have to sit up in that cockpit all
by themselves with no one to tell  them what to do, where to go, how to
do i t ,  and when to quit .”  Now we finally have one up there,  and I  think
we will  get that kind of thinking from this gentleman. As far as I  am
concerned,  they could not  have picked a  bet ter  man.5 7

The influence of the ascendant fighter generals could be felt
by the ear ly  years  of  the Reagan presidency.  The procurement
of  f ighters  increased.  Water  had even vi t iated the stone that
prevented the  procurement  of  a  new s t ra tegic  bomber .  But  the
Air  Force re introduced the B-1 in  1979 as  the  broader  based
“long-range combat aircraft,” one capable of carrying out its
n u c l e a r  m i s s i o n  w i t h  o r  w i t h o u t  c r u i s e  m i s s i l e s  a n d
simultaneously enjoying a role in naval surveil lance,  mine
laying,  interdict ion,  and even ant isubmarine warfare.  The new
B-1 would provide a force that,  as the Air Force deputy chief of
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staff  for  Research and Development proudly noted,  “might
provide our only means for  adding mass f i repower at  the r ight
spo t  and  a t  the  r igh t  t ime  to  b lun t  the  mass ive  a rmored
s p e a r h e a d  a t t a c k  w h i c h  i s  a  k e y  e l e m e n t  o f  S o v i e t
theatre-warfighting doctrine.”58  I t  was  a  marke t ing  technique
in  s ta rk  con t ras t  to  the  pas t .

The ascendance of  the tact ical  community did not  mean
t h a t  A i r  F o r c e  e d u c a t i o n a l  p r o b l e m s  h a d  b e e n  s o l v e d .
Certainly, the formal educational levels of the average officer
h a d  i m p r o v e d  d r a m a t i c a l l y  s i n c e  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 6 0 s .
Nevertheless,  cr i t ics  had accused Air  Force base educational
programs of being “diploma mills ,” and the quali ty of the
degrees  came under  scrut iny.5 9  Fur thermore,  s tudies  a t  Air
Universi ty  indicated that  the Vietnam War had interrupted
p ro fe s s iona l  mi l i t a ry  educa t ion  en ro l lmen t s  by  up  to  30
percen t .6 0

Doctrinal  progress also was found wanting.  Many in the Air
Force (particularly in SAC) thought that,  after the anomaly of
Vietnam, the Air Force should return to i ts  primary focus on
the Soviet  Union and general  war ,  much as  i t  had done af ter
Korea.61  Many would neglect  Vietnam as they had Korea.
From 1974 to 1979 the Air War College spent only two and
one-half  hours  on the  Vietnam War—the t ime i t  spent  on the
1967 Arab-Israeli War.62  Several  analys ts  have s ince  assessed
the  1970s  as  a  “nadi r”  in  the  deve lopment  of  Ai r  Force
doctrine. 6 3

A tact ica l  or  theater  f lavor  began to  color  the  f ighter-
d o m i n a t e d  A i r  F o r c e ’ s  p u r s u i t  o f  i t s  d o c t r i n a l  t r i n i t y :
globalism, indivisibility, a n d  decis iveness . Theater  concerns
f lowing  f rom thea t e r  expe r i ences  and  thea t e r  cha l l enges
o v e r s h a d o w e d  t r a d i t i o n a l  globalism.  T h e  p e n d u l u m  o f
comprehend ing  a i rpower  in  the  b roades t  sense  may  have
swung to  the  opposi te  end from where i t  had been more than
two decades before.  If  a dominant SAC had tunnel vision on
nuclear  s t ra tegic  warfare  then,  by the  la te  1970s  a  dominant
TAF risked absorption into the provincial realm of “AirLand
battle.”6 4 Indivisibility  remained dif f icul t ,  wi th  SAC again
focused solely on strategic nuclear warfare and the TAF on
war a t  the  bat t lefront .  As one Air  Force general  recent ly
confessed,  “The doctr inal  paradigm since the 1950s has been
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an air  force that  separated s t rategic  and tact ical  appl icat ions
of air power institutionally, organizationally, intellectually,
and cul tural ly .”6 5

T h e  a s c e n d a n t  T A F  s o u g h t  decis iveness a g a i n s t  a
formidable enemy through cooperat ion with the Army and
t h r o u g h  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  r e f i n e m e n t  o f  t e c h n i q u e  a n d
technology. At risk stood a balanced and holist ic concept of
airpower. It  remained to be determined if  the TAF emphasis
was  any bet ter  than the  previous  SAC emphasis .
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Chapter  9

Conclusion

While I can’t prove it ,  I  suspect the absence of a clear
mission statement contributed to our reluctance to organize
ourselves properly. Peop le  bu i l t  l oya l t i e s  a round  the i r
c o m m a n d s— i n t e n s e  l o y a l t i e s  i n  f a c t — r a t h e r  t h a n
l o y a l t i e s  t o  a i r  a n d  s p a c e  p o w e r  a s  a  w h o l e ,  t o  a
broader,  more comprehensive,  mission.  So the commands
enjoyed support that made it difficult for us to think clearly
a b o u t  o u r  p u r p o s e s  a n d ,  h e n c e ,  o u r  o r g a n i z a t i o n .
(Emphas is  added)

—Gen Merrill A. McPeak, chief of staff, USAF 
Policy Letter from the Office of the Secretary
of the Air Force, November 1992       

To a  very  great  degree ,  a l l  o f  us  are  products  o f  our
experiences.  We are products of  our own t imes and our own
experiences. We accept as “truth” only those wisdoms that
our experience validates as being true. I would encourage
you—as you start down this road of putting different people
and things together in a new organizational structure—to
recognize that you will  not have had an opportunity to
experience all  of those things that your colleagues have.
You will not be able to validate, by your own experience, all
of  the truths that  maybe they have val idated by theirs .

—Gen Russell E. Dougherty, USAF, Retired
Tactical  Air  Command Commanders’    
Conference,  8 October 1991        

Successful  top execut ives  supposedly “stand where they
sit .”  They comprehend well  the complex nature of diverse
in te rna l  dynamics  which  def ine  the i r  o rgan iza t ion .  From
educat ion and breadth  of  exper ience ,  they grasp how external
forces influence within the organization. The struggle of and
for the leadership of the Air Force described above differs little
from that of other large insti tutions that  at tempt to cope with
change.  The s tudy shows that  the  champions  for  inf luence
w i t h i n  t h e  V i e t n a m - e r a  A i r  F o r c e  w e r e  t h o s e  g e n e r a l s ,
regardless of specialty,  who exploited internal  insti tutional

235



dynamics  and grasped new external  demands  on the  mi l i ta ry
p r o f e s s i o n  b e t t e r  a n d  w h o  w e r e  i n f l u e n c e d  b y  r a p i d
t e c h n o l o g i c a l ,  e c o n o m i c ,  a n d  p o l i t i c a l  c h a n g e .  T h i s
deve lopment  requ i red  educa t ion ,  f l ex ib i l i ty  o f  mind ,  and
breadth of military and Capitol Hill experience.

The traumatic, formative war-fighting experience in World
War  I I  of  a  young and narrowly  educated  ye t  supremely
confident generation of future air force generals colored their
perspectives on airpower and warfare.  I t  also circumscribed
their  future abil i ty to adapt to change.  World War II  shaped
the perspectives of an entire generation,  not just  Air Force
officers. Fresh from the cataclysmic experiences of two world
wars  and  thrus t  upon the  scene  as  a  pro tec tor  of  the  f ree
world,  the United States  sought  a  way to win or  deter  the next
great war at  the least  cost .  After the supreme effort  to destroy
fascism, America witnessed the transferal of the root of i ts
security problems to fascism’s divorced partner—monolithic
communism. The idea of a fiscally cheap “atomic airpower”
strategy advocated by the absolutists of the victorious air  arm
s e e m e d  t o  m a k e  s t r a t e g i c  s e n s e .  A m e r i c a  f o u n d  i t s e l f
responsible for universal freedom in a different world—faced
with nuclear  weapons which few unders tood but  everyone
fea red ,  e spec ia l ly  wi th  an  enemy tha t ,  we  be l i eved ,  was
resolved to do us in.  The triumph of communism after World
War II  reinforced the conviction of the air  absolutists  in the
preeminence of SAC and the efficacy of strategic bombing.
This  be l ie f  ran  deepes t  among the  World  War  I I  bomber
generals ,  where the intense f ight  for  service independence and
preeminence by way of  s t ra tegic  bombing had nourished an
absolut is t  fa i th  that  promised s t ra tegic  a i rpower  would be
decisive in i tself ,  as they generally believed it  had been in the
recent  total  war.

The insularity and narrow doctrinal focus of SAC on its
al l- important  mission,  coupled with the r igid discipline and
centra l ized  contro l  demanded by tha t  miss ion,  hampered the
d o m i n a n t  b o m b e r  g e n e r a l s ’  a b i l i t y  t o  c o n t e n d  w i t h  t h e
realities of limited war in Vietnam. Led by Generals LeMay
and Power,  the absolutists  remained convinced of the efficacy
of manned strategic bombers (despite new technologies)  and
assumed a  nat ional  wi l l ingness  to  use  a tomic  weapons  that
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exceeded  po l i t i c a l  r e a l i t i e s .  Wi th  su f f i c i en t  f und ing  ( an
increasingly unrealist ic premise),  the absolutists believed they
could win a nuclear war and deter  or  control  smaller  wars.  As
involvement in the Vietnam War grew, absolut is ts  remained to
a great  extent  wedded to their  bel iefs ,  but  they found their
conventional experience little help in a revolutionary war.

More pragmatic views that considered airpower a decisive
e lement  in  jo in t  warfare  preva i led  more  of ten  wi th in  the
previously subordinated fighter community.  While they too
believed in the massive use of airpower,  they possessed better
equipment for the complex challenges of l imited war in the
Vietnam era.  Flexible Response and the Vietnam War offered
this  more  broadly  exper ienced and educated communi ty  the
budget ,  force s tructure,  and combat  experience to chal lenge
for senior leadership posit ions.  The fighter community also
enjoyed an internal  c l imate that  encouraged innovat ion and
d e l e g a t i o n .  I t  d e m a n d e d  a g g r e s s i v e n e s s ,  f l e x i b i l i t y ,  a n d
versati l i ty—cultural  characteristics more attuned to Flexible
R e s p o n s e  a n d  c u l t i v a t i n g  f u t u r e  l e a d e r s .  A d d i t i o n a l l y ,
t e c h n o l o g y  i n c r e a s e d  t h e  r a n g e ,  p a y l o a d ,  s u r v i v a b i l i t y ,
accuracy ,  and  f l ex ib i l i ty  o f  the i r  sys tems—even  g ran t ing
access to the sacred strategic bombing role.

By contrast ,  in an era of l imited war,  the r ise of SLBMs and
ICBMs and SALT talks that  l imited strategic systems further
d i l u t e d  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  o f  t h e  b o m b e r  a r m .  S l o w  b o m b e r
procurement  programs hurt  SAC’s morale  and reduced i ts  s ize
by the  1970s .  The mid-1970s  a lso  marked the  re t i rement  of
most  World War II  generat ion generals  and the assumption of
command of the Air Force by the Korean War generation of
predominantly fighter generals—experienced only in limited
war.  By 1982 these f ighter  generals  were running the Air
Force, ultimately because of favorable defense policy (which
defined the parameters),  beneficial  technologies,  the Vietnam
experience,  inherent  cul tural  advantages,  and the decl ine of
absolut ism in an era  of  l imited war .

Nevertheless,  by 1982 the dominant f ighter  generals  faced
similar  dangers of  bias and narrowness of  perspective when
they too consumed themselves with what  they perceived as
the  p r inc ipa l  immedia te  th rea t—the  massed  Warsaw Pac t
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armies. The analogue of SAC’s SIOP focus became the TAF’s
obsession with AirLand Battle.

T h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  s t u d y  e n d s  i n  1 9 8 2  a n d  h i g h l i g h t s  t h e
e n d u r i n g  d a n g e r s  o f  p a r o c h i a l i s m  a n d  b i a s  i n  a n y
organization that  is  too homogenous in i ts  senior leadership
and culture.  Homogeneity,  as defined by shared experience,
limits a total view of the institution’s legitimate role. This
organizat ional  condit ion leans towards myopia and monist ic
thinking,  of ten manifes ted in  a  consuming focus  on a  purpose
or  miss ion  tha t  f avors  the  dominan t  cu l tu re .  When  these
organ iza t ions  face  inev i tab le  env i ronmenta l  o r  con tex tua l
change that  chal lenges the exist ing paradigm, they fai l  to
recognize the need for change because of their  uniformity of
perspec t ive .  Th is  pe rspec t ive  a l so  l imi t s  a l t e rna t ives  and
adaptabi l i ty  to the change.

Addit ional ly,  this  s tudy suggests  that  broad educat ion and
experience and a diversity of views at the senior executive level
are necessary to cult ivate visionary leaders.  These leaders
mus t  apprec ia te  obvious  immedia te  concerns  and  manage  and
anticipate change with a view towards a greater,  more holist ic,
and  endur ing  con t r ibu t ion  to  the  fu tu re .  These  conce rns
inc lude  an  unders tanding  of  how both  in te rna l  and  externa l
forces influence the institution. For the military, battlefield
v ic to ry  embraces  on ly  one  d imens ion  o f  i t s  p ro fess iona l
r e q u i r e m e n t s .  S o c i o l o g i s t  S a m  S a r k e s i a n  c o n c l u d e s  t h a t
mili tary leaders “must develop polit ical  and social  insights to
function successfully in today’s security environment.”1  “In
today’s time of geostrategic change, as reflected by the end of
the cold war ,  ins t i tu t ions  that  maintain  broad,  plural is t ic ,  and
pragmatic  perspect ives  can bet ter  recognize and adjust  to  the
new paradigm [or realities].”

For the Air  Force,  a  t rue understanding of  i ts  inst i tut ional
and cul tural  past  and a  real is t ic  assessment  of  the  capabi l i t ies
and limitations of its doctrinal trinity (globalism, indivisibility,
and decisiveness) proved a good start .  Ironically,  the original
air absolutist ,  Giulio Douhet,  once said, “Victory smiles upon
those  who ant ic ipate  the  changes  in  the  character  of  war ,  not
on those who wai t  to  adapt  themselves  af ter  the  changes
occur.”2
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Notes

1. Sam Sarkesian, “Two Conceptions of the Military Professional,” in
Morris Janowitz,  The Military, Militarism, and the Polity: Essays in Honor of
Morris Janowitz, ed.  Richard  H.  Kohn and Joseph P .  Harahan (New York:
Free Press,  1984),  158. Janowitz states that “battlefield victory is only one
dimension of professionalism. .  .  .  The poli t ical-sociological  nature of
warfare must  be understood [as  well  as]  arms reduct ion [and] internat ional
peacekeeping.” See also Morris Janowitz,  On Social Organization and Social
Control, ed. James Burk (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,  1991), 300.

2.  Giulio Douhet,  The Command of the Air,  t rans .  Dino Ferrar i  (1942;  new
imprint, Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force History, 1983), 30.
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Backgrounds of Air Force Senior Leaders
1 9 6 0

Air Staff

Bombers

Chairman of Joint Chiefs of Staff Nathan F.  Twining
Chief of Staff Gen Thomas D. White
Vice Chief of Staff Gen Curtis  E.  LeMay
Assistant Vice Chief of Staff Maj Gen Richard M. Montgomery
Deputy Chief of Staff, Development Lt Gen Roscoe C. Wilson
Deputy Chief of Staff, Personnel Lt Gen Truman H. Landon
Deputy Chief of Staff ,  Plans and Programs Lt  Gen John K.  Gerhar t
Assistant Chief of Staff, Intelligence Maj Gen James H. Walsh
Assistant Chief of Staff, Reserve Forces Maj Gen Robert  E. L. Eaton
Comptroller of the Air Force Lt Gen William D. Eckert
Office of the Legislative Liaison Maj  Gen Thomas C.  Musgrave Jr .

Fighters

Deputy Chief of Staff Materiel Lt Gen Mark E. Bradley Jr.
Deputy Chief of Staff Operations Lt Gen Dean C. Strother

Nonrated (nonflyers)

The Inspector  General Lt Gen Joseph F.  Carroll
The Judge Advocate  General Maj Gen Albert M. Kuhfeld
The Surgeon General Maj Gen Oliver K. Niess
Assistant Chief of Staff for Guided Missiles Brig Gen Milton B. Adams

Commanders

Bombers

North American Air Defense Command CINC Laurence S.  Kuter
Alaskan Air Command CINC Lt Gen Frank A. Armstrong Jr.
Air Defense Command Lt Gen Joseph H. Atkinson
Air Training Command Lt Gen James E. Briggs
Air  Research and Development  Command Lt Gen Bernard A. Schriever
Air Material  Command Gen Samuel  E.  Anderson
Military Air Transport Service Lt Gen Joe W. Kelly Jr.
Headquar t e r s  Command Maj Gen Brooke E. Allen
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Alaskan Air  Command Maj Gen Conrad F. Necrason
Caribbean Air  Command Maj  Gen Leland S.  St ranathan
Air University Lt Gen Walter E. Todd
USAF Security Service Maj Gen Millard Lewis
Strategic Air  Command Gen Thomas S.  Power
Pacific Air Forces CINC Gen Emmett  O’Donnell  Jr .
Continental  Air  Command Lt Gen William E. Hall

Fighters

US Air Forces in Europe CINC Gen Frederic  H.  Smith Jr .
Tactical Air Command Gen Frank F.  Everes t

Generalists
Supreme All ied Commander Europe Gen Lauris  Norstad
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Backgrounds of Air Force Senior Leaders
1 9 7 5

Staff

Bombers

Vice Chief of Staff Gen William V. McBride
Assistant Vice Chief of Staff Lt Gen Marion L. Boswell
Deputy Chief of Staff,  Programs and Resources Lt Gen James A. Hill
Deputy Chief of Staff,  Plans and Operations Lt Gen John W. Pauly
Deputy Chief of Staff, Systems and Logistics Lt Gen Robert E. Hails
Assistant Chief of Staff, Intelligence Maj Gen George J.  Keegan Jr .
The Judge Advocate  General Maj Gen Harold R. Vague
Comptroller of the Air Force Lt  Gen Charles  E.  Buckingham

Fighters

Deputy Chief of Staff, Personnel Lt Gen Kenneth L. Tallman
Deputy Chief of Staff,  Research and Development Lt Gen Alton D. Slay
Office of the Legislative Liaison Maj Gen Ralph J.  Maglione
Office of Information Maj Gen Guy E.  Hairston Jr .

Generalists

Chairman of Joint Chiefs of Staff George S. Brown
Chief of Staff Gen David C. Jones
Director of the Air National Guard Maj Gen John J .  Pesch

Airlift

Chief of Air Force Reserve Maj Gen William Lyon
Chief of Security Police Maj Gen Thomas M. Sadler

Nonrated (nonflyers)

The Inspector  General Lt  Gen Donald G.  Nunn
The Chief of Air Force Chaplains Maj  Gen Henry J .  Meade
The Surgeon General Lt Gen George E. Schafer
Assistant Chief of Staff,
 Studies  and Analysis Brig Gen Jasper A. Welch Jr .
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Commanders

Bombers

Military Airlift Command Gen Paul K. Carlton
Strategic Air  Command Gen Russel l  E.  Dougher ty
Air Force Communications Service Maj Gen Rupert  H. Burris
Chief of Staff, SHAPE  Gen Louis T. Seith
Deputy CINC,  US European Command Gen Robert  E. Huyser

Fighters
US Air  Forces  Southern Command Maj Gen James M. Breedlove
Tactical Air Command Gen Robert J. Dixon
Aerospace Defense Command Gen Daniel  James Jr .
Air Force Logistics Command Gen F. Michael Rogers
Air Training Command Lt Gen John W. Roberts
Alaskan Air  Command Lt Gen James E.  Hil l
USAF Security Service Maj  Gen Kenneth  D.  Burns
Air University Lt  Gen Raymond B.  Fur long
Headquarters  Command,  USAF Brig Gen William C. Norris
USAF Academy Lt Gen James R. Allen

Generalists

CINC US Air Forces Europe Gen Richard H. Ellis
Pacific Air Forces Gen Louis L. Wilson Jr.
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Backgrounds of Air Force Senior Leaders
1 9 8 2

Staff

Bombers (no input)

Fighters

Chief of Staff Charles A. Gabriel
Assistant Vice Chief of Staff Lt  Gen Hans H.  Driessnach
Comptroller of the Air Force George M. Browning Jr.
Deputy Chief of Staff,  Plans and Operations Lt  Gen John T.  Chain  J r .
Deputy Chief of Staff, Logistics
 a n d  Engineer ing Lt Gen Richard E. Merkling
Inspector  General Lt Gen Howard W. Leaf
Chief, Air Force Reserve Maj Gen Sloan R. Gill
Chief, Air National Guard Maj  Gen John B.  Conway

Airlift

Deputy Chief of Staff for Manpower
 a n d  Personnel Lt Gen Andrew P. Iosue

Generalists

Deputy Chief of Staff,  Research, Development,
 a n d  Acquisition  Lt Gen Kelly H. Burke
Vice Chief of Staff Gen Jerome F. O’Malley

Nonrated (nonfliers)

Deputy Chief of Staff,  Programs and Resources Lt Gen Charles C. Blanton

Commanders

Bombers

Air Training Command Gen Thomas M. Ryan Jr .
Air Force Logistics Command Gen James P.  Mull ins
Strategic Air  Command Gen Bennie L. Davis
Chief of Staff, SHAPE General Lawson
Air  Force Communicat ions Command Maj Gen Robert  F.  McCarthy
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Fighters

US Air Forces in Europe Gen Billy M. Minter
Tactical Air Command Gen Wilbur L. Creech
Pacific Air Command Lt Gen Arnold W. Braswell
Air University Lt Gen Charles G. Cleveland
USAF Academy Lt Gen Robert E. Kelley
Military Airlift Command Gen James R. Allen
Air  Force Space Command James V.  Hart inger
Deputy Commander in Chief ,
 US European  Command  General W. Y. Smith
Electronic Securi ty Command Maj Gen Doyle E. Larson

Airlift (no input)

Nonrated (nonfliers)

Air Force Systems Command Gen Robert T. Marsh
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Backgrounds of Air Force Senior Leaders
1 9 9 0

Staff

Bombers

Office of Legislative Liaison Brig Gen Brett M. Dula
Assistant Vice Chief of Staff Lt Gen Carl R. Smith

Fighters

Vice Chairman JCS Gen Robert Herres
Chief of Staff Michael  J .  Dugan
Vice Chief of Staff Gen John Michael Loh
Director of the National Guard Maj Gen Phillip G. Killey
The Inspector  General Lt Gen Bradley K. Homer
Assistant Chief of Staff, Studies
 a n d  Analyses Maj Gen George B. Harrison
Chief of the Air Force Reserve Maj Gen Roger P. Schemer
Deputy Chief of Staff, Programs
 a n d  Resources Lt Gen Robert  L. Rutherford
Deputy Chief of Staff, Personnel Lt  Gen Thomas J .  Hickey
Deputy Chief of Staff, Logistics
 a n d  Engineer ing Lt Gen Henry Viccellio Jr.
Deputy Assistant  to Secretary of
 Air Force for Acquisition  Lt  Gen John E.  Jaquish
Deputy Chief of Staff,  Plans and Operations Lt  Gen J immie Adams

Commanders

Bombers

Military Airlift Command Gen H. T.  Johnson
Air Force Logistics Command Gen Charles C. McDonald
Chief of Staff, SHAPE Gen  John  A .  Shaud

Fighters

US Air Forces in Europe Gen Rober t  C.  Oaks
Tactical Air Command Gen Robert  D.  Russ
Strategic Air  Command Gen John  T .  Chain  J r .
Air Training Command Lt  Gen Joseph W. Ashy
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