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Author’s Dedication

This book is dedicated to the loving memory of Sergeant Christopher Thomas Baker, 463 Squadron, RAAF, based at RAF Waddington, who lost his life during the very first mission of Operation Argument in the crash of Lancaster I DV338 call sign JO-C on the night of February 19/20, 1944.
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INTRODUCTION

Military men of all nations agree that a determined air attack, once launched, is most difficult, if not impossible, to stop.

1st Lieutenant Kenneth N. Walker, ACTS Bombardment Aviation Instructor, Maxwell Field, Alabama, 1929–31
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Boeing Model 299 at Seattle Tacoma factory, July 1935. (USAF Photo 060706-F-1234S-002)




The establishment of the US Army Air Forces’ (USAAF) Eighth Air Force in January 1942 was the culmination of a decade-and-a-half-long crusade to prove that daylight precision bombing had a strategic war-winning capability. The quest formally began in July 1926 with the establishment of the Air Corps Tactical School (ACTS; originally the Air Service Field Officers School) at Langley Field, Virginia, home of the air arm’s only bombardment group, the 2nd BG. Lack of proper permanent facilities and constant upheaval because of the creation of new units frequently interrupting the school’s practical flying course caused the ACTS to be moved to a disused aviation repair depot at Maxwell Field, near Montgomery, Alabama, five years later.

Under Colonel John F. Curry, a World War I veteran aviator and American Expeditionary Force air service staff officer, at Maxwell the service’s embryonic air power theory began to gestate in a setting completely detached from the practical realities of employment of bomber aircraft in a combat environment. Led by Curry’s assistant commander, Major Walter Frank, the school’s bomber proselytes began espousing the opinion that escorting fighters – which at the time lacked the range needed to accompany bombers on strategic attacks deep into enemy territory – were probably not necessary anyway. This remarkably naïve notion was so influential in the theoretical pontifications of the ACTS that by 1939 one instructor taught “we believe that a bombardment unit worth its salt is imbued with determination that it will penetrate any pursuit force in the world.”

Fostered by Major Donald Wilson, an ACTS instructor from 1931–33, the school also began developing the idea that an air force sufficiently strong in long-range bombers could defeat an enemy nation by the destruction of the opponent’s industrial fabric – the enemy’s war-materiel-producing and distributing network composed of steel manufacturing, electrical power, and transportation systems. Since such specific targets could not be reliably located at night, the bombers would have to fly by day. Because fighters did not have the range to accompany the bombers, the latter would have to be so well armed that they would be self-defending.

To give substance to the theories being developed at the ACTS, in 1934 the Army Air Corps (USAAC, predecessor to the USAAF) issued a requirement (Circular Proposal [CP] 35-356) for a multi-engine bomber with a desired range of 2,000 miles and a speed of 250mph. The result was Boeing’s Model 299, designated the XB-17 by the USAAC, and, at its roll-out on July 28, 1935, it was dubbed the “Flying Fortress” by a fawning press corps. It was an impressively large but elegantly designed, aerodynamically clean (streamlined all-metal airframe with flush riveting) aeroplane that averaged 252mph, flying non-stop the 2,280 miles from the Boeing factory airfield at Seattle, Washington, to Wright Field at Dayton, Ohio. Although the prototype was lost in a test flight crash due to crew error, the Flying Fortress immediately became the darling of air power advocates. While the crash influenced the War Department to order 133 Douglas B-18s (a DC-2 airliner redesigned as a bomber) as an interim substitute, at least Air Corps leadership had enough confidence in Boeing’s design to order 13 YB-17s for service trials. The first example was flown to Langley Field and accepted by the 2nd BG on March 4, 1937.

Meanwhile, on March 1, 1935, in order to organize the USAAC’s assorted combat units into a central command, Army Chief of Staff (COS) General Douglas MacArthur ordered the activation of General Headquarters Air Force (GHQAF). Naturally, the ACTS faculty was directed to provide the doctrine statement for the new air command: “The principal and all important mission of air power, when the equipment permits, is the attack of vital objectives in a[n enemy] nation’s economic structure which will tend to paralyze that nation’s ability to wage war.”
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General Henry “Hap” Arnold, Chief of Staff, US Army Air Forces. (USAF Photo 021002-O-9999G-013)




GHQAF was regionally organized into four geographical districts (called Wings), each attached to one of the four field army headquarters (HQs) created two years prior. Commanding the 1st Wing (which included the 2nd BG at Langley) was Brigadier General Henry “Hap” Arnold, a strident bomber advocate and noted acolyte of the outspoken air power prophet Brigadier General William “Billy” Mitchell, Assistant Chief of the Air Service until his court-martial for insubordination in 1925. Ten years later, Arnold was appointed to become the Assistant Chief of Air Corps, where he was responsible for procurement and supply and enthusiastically promoted promising research and development projects, especially the revolutionary Flying Fortress and its intended successors, the B-24, B-29, and B-32.

Upon the death of USAAC chief Major General Oscar Westover in an air crash in September 1938, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt appointed Arnold as Chief of Air Corps, promoting him to major general. His new role was to oversee the enormous expansion of the USAAC to meet the rapidly increasing probability of having to fight another European conflict. To do so, he directed the reorganization of GHQAF’s wings into four numbered air forces to command and control units within the Continental United States, and later created three more to defend the Philippines (Fifth AF), Panama Canal Zone (Sixth AF), and Hawaii (Seventh AF).

Convinced that the USA would eventually be drawn into World War II, on July 9, 1941, President Roosevelt asked the War and Navy Departments for “estimates of production required to defeat our potential enemies.” Arnold directed the Air Staff’s newly created Air War Plans Department (AWPD) to provide the air power answer to defeating Germany. Supervised by Arnold’s COS, Brigadier General Carl A. “Tooey” Spaatz, a specially selected team of four ACTS veterans – the core of the service’s “bomber mafia” – convened and deliberated, essentially running an elaborate air campaign planning exercise complete with target lists, sortie requirements, damage expectations, and anticipated attrition rates. To provide a decisive strategic bombing offensive, the plan established that, by the spring of 1944, the USAAF would require 20 heavy bomber groups (960 B-17s and B-24s, with 400 spares) based in England and 12 very long range groups (576 B-29s and B-32s, with 240 spares) operating from Northern Ireland, along with ten fighter groups to defend the command’s bases. Although known as AWPD/1, the resulting document went into the War Department’s response to the President as “Annex 2: Munitions Requirements of the Army Air Forces to Defeat Our Potential Enemies” and was incorporated in the joint army-navy contingency plan Rainbow 5.

After Japan attacked Pearl Harbor and dramatically brought the USA into World War II, Arnold activated the Eighth AF on January 28, 1942, at Savannah, Georgia. It was soon given the mission of striking at the heart of the Third Reich from bases in the United Kingdom. At this point, the USAAF had the doctrine of high-altitude precision bombing of the enemy’s industrial web, the aeroplane with which to implement it, and the plan with which to employ it against Nazi Germany. What it did not have was a long-range escort fighter to ensure that the bombers got through to their targets.

		

CHRONOLOGY


 
 
1941



	









	

June 20



	
US Army Air Forces (USAAF, formerly the USAAC) established as an autonomous military service administered by the army.










	

August 12



	
USAAF staff Air War Plans Division creates AWPD/1, the first planning document to address defeating Nazi Germany through the application of strategic air power.










	

December 7



	
Imperial Japanese Navy air strike on Pearl Harbor neutralizes US Pacific Fleet, resulting in US actively joining in World War II.










	

December 21



	
Arcadia Conference between Churchill and Roosevelt determines overall “Germany first” strategy and decides to build up US ground forces in Britain for a cross-Channel invasion of Nazi-occupied Europe in 1943 while USAAF and RAF implement a collaborative air offensive against German military power at its source.










 
 
1942



	









	

January 2



	
Eighth AF – the USAAF’s first strategic air force – is activated at Savannah, Georgia. VIII Bomber and VIII Fighter Commands established as subordinate echelons 17 days later.










	

February 22



	
US/UK Combined Chiefs of Staff (CCS) publish “Policy for Disposition of US and British Air Forces”, agreeing in principle for the RAF to continue night area bombing while the USAAF, once operational in UK, pursue daylight precision bombing.










	

June 25



	
Headquarters (HQ) Eighth Air Force arrived at Bushy Park, southwest of London.










	

August 17



	
First Eighth AF bomber mission flown against Nazi-occupied Europe.










	

September 6



	
USAAF staff produces AWPD-42 “Requirements for Air Ascendancy, 1942.”










	

October



	
Eighth AF ordered to begin bombing, as its primary mission, Kriegsmarine submarine pens at French ports in support of the upcoming Operation Torch and the Battle of the Atlantic. This lasts until June 1943.










	

November 8



	
Operation Torch, the Anglo-American invasion of French North Africa – substantial numbers of Eighth AF bomber and fighter groups transferred to support this peripheral ground campaign.










 
 
1943



	









	

January 14



	
Casablanca Conference between Churchill and Roosevelt prioritizes operations in Mediterranean over US build-up in UK and authorizes round the clock bombing of Germany.










	

January 21



	
CCS’s Casablanca Directive implements UK/US strategic bombing accord.










	

January 27



	
First Eighth AF bomber mission against a target in Germany, Wilhelmshaven naval base, in support of anti-U-boat campaign.










	

June 10



	
CCS issues Directive for Operation Pointblank, formally launching the UK/US around the clock Combined Bomber Offensive (CBO), targeting a variety of German war materiel industries.










	

August 17



	
Eighth AF’s increasingly ambitious series of deep penetration raids end with the first costly raid on Schweinfurt.










	

October 14



	
“Black Week” ends with Eighth AF’s second disastrous raid on Schweinfurt, proving beyond doubt the critical need for long-range fighter escort.










	

October 15



	
I. Jagdkorps established by redesignating XII. Fliegerkorps, the Luftwaffe’s night-fighter command, at Zeist, Netherlands; Generalleutnant Josef Schmid appointed commander.









	

 



	
First P-38 unit (55th FG) joins VIII Fighter Command for bomber escort duties.










	

November 1



	
Fifteenth AF – the second USAAF strategic air force – established in Tunisia, moving to Bari, Italy, one month later.










	

November 4



	
Operation Argument planning begins.










	

November 29



	
Operation Argument Directive passed to Eighth AF for individual mission planning.










	

December 5



	
First UK-based P-51B unit (354th FG/Ninth AF) becomes operational in the bomber escort role.










 
 
1944



	









	

January 6



	
Major General Carl A. Spaatz assumes command of US Strategic Air Forces in Europe and Lieutenant General James H. Doolittle appointed commander of Eighth AF.










	

January 27



	
Luftflotte Reich established by redesignating Luftwaffebehlshaber Mitte (Air Force Command, Centre); Generaloberst Hans-Jürgen Stumpff appointed commander.










	

February 11



	
Eighth AF’s first P-51B escort unit (357th FG) becomes operational.










	

February 20



	
First mission of Operation Argument. Targets are aircraft factories at Leipzig, Bernburg, Braunschweig, Gotha, Halberstadt, Regensburg, and Tutow. Adverse weather precludes attacks on Regensburg and Tutow.










	

February 21



	
Eighth AF’s second mission. Targets are aero-engine factories at Braunschweig, a major aircraft storage depot at Diepholz, and five airfields in northeastern Germany – adverse weather precludes most attacks.










	

February 22



	
Eighth AF’s third mission. Targets are aircraft factories at Aschersleben, Bernberg, Gotha, Halberstadt, and Oschersleben – weather spoils almost all attacks. Fifteenth AF’s second mission attacks the Regensburg Messerschmitt factories.










	

February 23



	
Fifteenth AF’s third mission. Target is the Steyr anti-friction bearing factory.










	

February 24



	
Eighth AF’s fourth mission. Targets are aircraft factories at Tutow and Gotha and the Schweinfurt ball-bearing industries. Fifteenth AF’s fourth mission – target is the Steyr aircraft component factory.










	

February 25



	
Last missions of Operation Argument. Targets are aircraft factories at Regensburg, Augsburg, and Fürth and the anti-friction bearing factory at Stuttgart. Both Eighth and Fifteenth AFs attack the Regensburg Messerschmitt factories.










	

March 4



	
First Eighth AF attack on Berlin.










	

April 1



	
Operation Pointblank formally concluded – Eighth AF re-roled to support Operation Overlord.










	

June 6



	
D-Day – the successful Allied invasion of occupied France in Normandy.
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