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The Flyers

Henry H. “Hap” Arnold

The Father of the American Air Force, and commander of the Army Air Forces in World War II. As a young man, Arnold was sent by the Army to learn to fly from Wilbur and Orville Wright, at the new Wright Brothers Flying School. From his first takeoff in 1911, he lived his life attempting to see over the horizon. How will the art and science of aviation change the way humans relate to each other, and the way that armies will fight? Arnold remains today the only five-star general ever to serve in the United States Air Force.

Billy Mitchell

During World War I, Mitchell commanded the first mass airborne attack over enemy lines. Returning to Washington, he became the first American military officer to argue that, in the future, airpower would become critical for national survival. “Complete control of the air by any nation,”1 Mitchell prophesized in the early 1920s, “means military control of the world.”

Charles Lindbergh

When “Lucky Lindy” flew his Spirit of St. Louis solo across the Atlantic in 1927, he became the world’s most famous aviator. In 1938, he approached Arnold with a grave warning: Adolf Hitler, he said, was building the most technologically advanced air force ever seen. Airpower, Lindbergh warned, could make the Nazis invincible.

Carl “Tooey” Spaatz

A World War I combat aviator, Spaatz (pronounced “Spots”) served as one of Arnold’s closest confidants throughout both of their careers. During World War II, Spaatz commanded US Air Forces that largely destroyed both Nazi Germany and Japan. After the United States Air Force was founded in 1947, Spaatz was appointed its first chief of staff.

Ira Eaker

Eaker rose to fame in 1926–27 during the Pan American Goodwill Flight, a twenty-two-thousand-mile South American aerial journey that garnered fifty-one pages of coverage in National Geographic. A graduate of the Army’s Air Corps Tactical School in 1936, Eaker helped design the strategic bombing doctrine that guided almost all the United States’ airborne operations during World War II.

James “Jimmy” Doolittle

Hero of the “Doolittle Raid” on Tokyo, Doolittle was the first to launch a bombing mission from the deck of an aircraft carrier. His mission in 1942 made him an international hero, but at a grave cost. As reprisal for this attack on Tokyo, Japanese soldiers rampaged in China, killing about a quarter of a million civilians and executing American flyers who had crash-landed during Doolittle’s mission. Doolittle remained a key air commander throughout World War II.

Curtis LeMay

Few military figures remain as controversial as LeMay, the bomber pilot and navigator who commanded aerial firebombings of Japanese cities that killed over a hundred thousand civilians in 1945. LeMay has been quoted saying, “I’ll tell you what war is about.2 You’ve got to kill people, and when you’ve killed enough they stop fighting.”

Paul Tibbets

A key test pilot in the development of Boeing’s B-29 Superfortress, Tibbets went on to lead the 509th Composite Group, a crack squadron of airmen training to deliver a new kind of bomb. “My job, in brief, was to wage atomic war,”3 he recalled. Tibbets flew the B-29 that dropped the “Little Boy” bomb on Hiroshima. He named the bomber after his mother—the Enola Gay. It remains today, arguably, the most famous airplane of all time.






Introduction

From the earliest scrawlings on caveman walls, human beings have expressed an envy of birds. The Greek god Hermes, son of Zeus, had wings on his shoes, so he could fly back and forth between the realms of the living and dead. The Bible speaks of flying “with wings as eagles”1 and riding the sky in “chariots of fire.”2

When the Wright brothers invented machine-powered flight in 1903, they realized a dream that was millenniums in the making. “Learning the secret of flight from a bird,”3 Orville Wright said, “was a good deal like learning the secret of magic from a magician.” Most who heard news of the first Wright brothers flight wondered if it was real. The first eyewitness to chronicle the Wrights in action was a man named Amos Root, who compared their feat to Columbus’s discovery of America: “In a like manner these two brothers have probably not even a faint glimpse of what their discovery is going to bring to the children of men.”4

Today, at any given moment, the skies are filled with pilots and passengers. The US Federal Aviation Administration oversees forty-five thousand takeoffs every day. Meanwhile drones and aerial armies are at the ready, as are nuclear missiles capable of flying over continents, robot bombs that keep the human race on the edge of oblivion.

How did humanity get to this point? And what can that tell us about the future?

Many books have been written about aviation. This one presents a new thesis: Few of the eight billion people on earth today have any sense of the degree to which airpower—in peace and war—has shaped our modern geopolitical world and our quotidian lives, and the narrative of how this came to be can best be told through the story of one man and one airplane.

Henry “Hap” Arnold was born in a Pennsylvania village in 1886 and enrolled at West Point the same year the Wright brothers first flew. As the aviation historian Dik Daso has written, Arnold’s life “was synchronized with the evolution of the airplane.”5

Arnold became the first infantryman the United States Army sent to the Wright brothers to learn how to fly, in 1911, following the first Congressional appropriation6 for the study of machine-powered military flight on March 31 of that year. It was an era when death for pilots was routine. “Everybody expected to be killed,”7 recalled Arnold’s best friend and flyboy buddy in 1911, 2nd Lt. Tommy Milling. “That’s absolutely true.” From that time onward, Arnold spent his life on the forefront of aeronautics.

Today, he is known as the Father of the American Air Force. At his peak during World War II, he commanded nearly 2.4 million men and women, and the largest air armada ever built, in a new era of rocket power and airborne atomic weapons. Arnold also had vast influence on the creation of what we think of today as our global civilian airline industry.

When Arnold died, obituaries called him a “titan of the air,”8 “a practical visionary,”9 “a prophet of things to come.”10 “The great Army Air Forces which darkened the skies over Germany,”11 stated The Washington Post, “and dropped on Japan the first two atomic bombs ever used on military targets was very much the creation of General Arnold, and bore the unmistakable imprint of his personality.”

Throughout Arnold’s life he recognized the role that vision played in civilian and military life. He once wrote, “[A leader] envisions possibilities yet undeveloped: new horizons of activity. This is the kind of vision that begets enthusiasm; and enthusiasm is the eager, driving force that converts dreams into realities.”12 Arnold believed that if the principles of flight worked for a machine no more complex than a motorized box kite in the Wright brothers era, then those same principles would work on a machine bigger, faster, and with ever more stamina.

The only limit to the power of aviation was humanity’s ability to dream.

Arnold was not alone. The first national leader to harness true airpower was Adolf Hitler. During the 1930s, while the US economy was paralyzed by the Depression, the Nazis built the first modern operational Air Force, the Luftwaffe. Hitler understood, far before most in America did, that the airplane was destined to change the way nations related to each other. It obviated previous concepts of war while serving as the strongest tool yet devised in power politics. Its mere existence distilled a psychology of fear in potential enemies with extraordinary economy.

Japanese military leaders, too, saw the game-changing value of attacking aircraft, proving the concept at Pearl Harbor in a first-strike sucker punch that changed the course of world history.

At the dawn of World War II, Arnold saw America on the verge of a losing war. He set out to imagine airpower as it had yet to be imagined. This power ultimately manifested in the aircraft he championed: Boeing’s B-29 Superfortress, the first “global superbomber.” Arnold’s vision was to create a machine that would usher in a new meaning and new possibilities for airpower. Building it involved, arguably, the largest industrial program ever, up to that time. In 1944, the Los Angeles Times called the effort to build the B-29 “the greatest manufacturing program ever put behind a single instrument of war.”13

Consider that the Manhattan Project cost American taxpayers $2 billion, while the B-29 Superfortress cost $3.1 billion. “Literally,” the Chicago Daily Tribune stated in 1944, “almost our entire economy is involved.”14 The B-29 was the only aircraft capable of delivering atomic bombs over Japan in 1945. “This was to be the only case in history,” according to the World War II aerial commander Curtis LeMay, “where air power had done what all its early pioneers said could be done.”

Arnold and his coterie of “airpower fanatics” saw the only hope of winning World War II, and the only hope for peace and national security in the future, in a never-ending quest to evolve smarter, greater airpower. Our geopolitical world today—our wars, and our delicate peace—is the result.

This book is the origin story of the United States Air Force. It is not written for academia nor for strictly military audiences. It is aimed at anyone interested in how a new art, science, or technology can alter the course of human existence. The airplane in its early days was what AI is today; it was a new force that changed how people lived in profound ways. Like AI is almost certain to do, the discovery of machine-powered flight ignited vast engines of commerce. But it also sparked a rivalry between good and evil that ultimately engulfed the planet in flames.

I am hoping readers can wipe away preconceptions as they turn the page. To see life through Arnold’s eyes, we must enter a world in which airplanes were only beginning to exist. A world when few people ventured more than a few miles from where they were born, let alone across oceans at supersonic speeds, or even to the moon.

It begins with a young first lieutenant entering flight training with Wilbur and Orville Wright in 1911. “More than anyone I have ever known or read about,”15 Arnold recalled, “the Wright brothers gave me the sense that nothing is impossible. I like to think—and during World War II, often did—that the Air Force has rooted its traditions in their spirit.”

—A. J. Baime

Sacramento, CA, February 28, 2026










Part 1

The Journey to Airpower
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Henry Arnold at the Wright Brothers Flying School in 1911.

U.S. Air Force




We who fly today are1 but puny harbingers of tomorrow. We are few in number. We rightly count ourselves pioneers in a new field . . . Our ranks have been thinned by death; our numbers have been decimated by disaster . . . Tomorrow there will be a million birdmen . . . We have sought to light the skyways of America.

—Henry Arnold and Ira Eaker, This Flying Game










1


No bird soars in a calm.1

—Wilbur Wright



On a summer day in 1909, a twenty-three-year-old United States Army soldier walked down a bustling Paris street near the Place de l’Opera when he saw a strange machine suspended on display. A crowd had gathered beneath it. The machine had wings, 32.5 feet across and crafted out of wood and fabric, along with a two-spoke propeller on its nose, two bicycle wheels, and a wooden exoskeleton that made it look insectoid. It looked, to the young soldier, like “a frail, heroic freak.”2

The soldier’s name was Henry Harley Arnold, and he was a second lieutenant coming home from his first overseas assignment, in the Philippines. The machine was the Blériot XI, the aircraft that the French adventurer Louis Blériot had flown across the English Channel some weeks earlier. Blériot had motored twenty-five miles from Calais to Dover, not more than 350 feet over the water. His success had inspired banner headlines in newspapers around the globe, along with the famous quotation: “England is no longer3 an island.”

Arnold stood among the crowd of Parisians, in awe. Only six years earlier, the Wright brothers had first flown a machine-powered vehicle. Since that time, the flying machine had captured the imagination of countless people around the world, even though few had actually laid eyes on one. Now here was Arnold, staring at one for the first time. He was left to wonder what it meant. “Who had ever seen4 such a sight before?” a Washington Post writer chronicled that same summer. “No one. It was an absolutely new spectacle on the face of the earth . . . Has the wildest imagination even approximated what is to come?”

Thomas Edison, inventor of the light bulb, was asked that summer how he imagined airplanes changing society in the future. “The possibilities of the5 flying machine are too great for me to be sure that I comprehend them,” he said. “The effect of the flying machine upon civilization may largely depend upon what the flying machine can do in a war.”

Everywhere the airplane traveled, it spread its own gospel. Future aerial heroes would mark the first time they saw one as a turning point in their lives. The World War II Air Forces commander Haywood S. Hansell Jr.: “In 1912 I got my first6 glimpse of an airplane. I was standing on the fairgrounds of the annual carnival in Manilla, Philippine Islands, when a biplane beat its slow pace across the sky. An aged Filipino standing nearby said, in astonishment, ‘Muy grande pollo!’ or ‘very large chicken!’ As a boy of nine I was in full agreement.”

Charles Lindbergh was a young child playing in his family home in Little Falls, Minnesota, when he heard a strange noise, around 1912. He rushed to a window, climbed out onto the roof, and looked up to see an aircraft ascending above. “Except in photographs,7 I had never seen an airplane before,” Lindbergh recalled. “The aviator, my mother told me, had come to Little Falls to give exhibitions and carry up into the air anyone who dared to ride with him.”

Curtis LeMay, a future US Air Force chief of staff, was a toddler playing in a garden behind his house in Columbus, Ohio. “It must have been8 during the winter of 1910–11 or the year or two following . . . ,” he recalled. “Suddenly, in the air above me, appeared a flying-machine. It came from nowhere. There it was, and I wanted to catch it.” He gave chase, sprinting across neighbors’ lawns. He remembered the “wonderful sound and force and the freakish illusion of the Thing, a Thing made of wood and metal, piercing the air . . . Then it was gone.”

From that moment forward, LeMay, like the others, felt a yearning that increased with every encounter. “I just knew,” he later wrote, “that I felt9 more determined than ever to fly.”

Henry Arnold would later find it prophetic that he saw a flying machine for the first time in Paris, not in America, the home of the Wright brothers. He knew the airplane was, in his words, “a human instrument that,10 for good or evil, in war and peace, was to change the face of the earth.”

Arnold was born on June 25, 1886, the son of a physician who made house calls on horseback in Gladwyne, Pennsylvania. As a teenager, he entered West Point in 1903 with hopes of someday riding in the Army’s cavalry. “The Horse Cavalry!”11 he remembered. “It was the last romantic thing left on earth. The galloping charge! Indian fighting!” The United States Military Academy was America’s first engineering school, but also, at the time, a small outpost that stood like a fortress on New York’s Hudson River.

“The Corps was so small12 then that you knew everybody in it,” recalled one of Arnold’s classmates, Tom Milling. “The Academy was still very much like it was in Civil War days. We had no running water; we had no baths or anything like that. There were three barracks, the academic building, and the big office. There was a bath-house, and when you wanted a bath, you had to go over there. Along the sidewalks in front of the barracks were spigots, and each room had a bucket . . . You had to go down, fill the bucket, and bring it upstairs. That was the way we lived at the time.”

Arnold did not distinguish himself at West Point. “Hap was a good student,13 but he didn’t rank right up at the top,” recalled Frank P. Lahm, his French teacher, who was also a famed adventurer and balloon aviator. “I don’t remember anything outstanding about Arnold as a cadet. I can just see him standing up there and reciting French.” Arnold graduated sixty-sixth out of 111 cadets in 1907. The Army sent him to the Philippines, where he spent months mapping the jungle, hacking through tropical overgrowth while shirtless and bearded in broiling air thick with mosquitoes.

As a young American soldier, Arnold saw Hong Kong, Singapore, and Cairo. He sailed across the Indian Ocean and saw the miracle of the pyramids at twilight. After his chance encounter with the Blériot airplane in Paris, he returned to the United States and was stationed at Governor’s Island in New York Harbor. It was then that fate drew him to the pilot’s seat as if by magnet. Governor’s Island was home to New York City’s first airfield. In 1909, Wilbur Wright came to demonstrate his Wright Flyer, motoring around the Statue of Liberty’s towering spire.

On August 2 that same year, the US Army purchased its first airplane, a 30.6-horsepower Wright Flyer that Wilbur Wright demonstrated on October 8 over a prairie in College Park, Maryland, with Arnold’s West Point French teacher Frank Lahm in the passenger seat. “For the first time in14 American history,” an eyewitness recounted, “an aeroplane owned by the United States government rose in the air here today.”

That same month, Arnold went to Belmont Park to see the International Aviation Meet, billed as the most ambitious flying contest ever. The contest pitted American flyers against Europeans. “May the best men win,”15 wrote a Washington Post reporter. “The best men, of course, are the American flyers, are they not? Well, we shall see.”

Arnold saw the famed Brazilian dirigible pilot Santos-Dumont sail across the sky and the Wright Brothers Exhibition Team in action. The Wright aviators featured nineteen-year-old daredevil Walter Brookins, who crashed his airplane at Belmont Park, but survived. Two of the most famous Wright flyers, Archibald Hoxsey and Ralph Johnstone, both flew that day. Both Hoxsey and Johnstone would be dead within the year, both in airplane wrecks, but in the moment, they were larger than life. The top prize went to a Frenchman, who also later died in an airplane crash.

On April 7, 1911, Arnold mailed a letter to the Army’s adjutant general in Washington, hoping that his experience mapping the Philippine jungle would entice Army leadership to give him a new assignment. He requested to be “detailed for aeronautical work16 with the Signal Corps. It is believed that my experience in topographical work will prove to be of value in that work.” He received his response in the mail two weeks later—“Special Order 95”17 from the War Department, dated April 21, 1911.


The following named officers are detailed for aeronautical duty with the Signal Corps, and will proceed to Dayton, Ohio, for the purpose of undergoing a course of instruction in operating the Wright airplane.

2nd Lt. Henry H. Arnold, 29th Infantry

2nd Lt. Thomas DeW. Milling, 15th Cavalry



The Army ordered Arnold to the Wright Brothers Flying School, which the Wright brothers had recently opened in their hometown. He took the letter to his commanding officer, who told him, “Young man, I know18 of no better way for a person to commit suicide!”

The Wright factory in 1911 stood all of one story, a brick building bordered by corn fields on Dayton’s West Third Street. Arnold and twenty-three-year-old Army cavalryman Tom Milling arrived at about the same time. The first figure Arnold recalled meeting was Frank Russell, factory manager, and then the Wrights themselves appeared. The factory smelled of gasoline, oil, and sweat. Milling described what it was like to walk into the place.

“You entered it from19 one end, and there was Orville Wright’s office, which he didn’t occupy very much because he was interested in all the rest of it. Then you went into the back, which was a big room, open, for assembling the planes. They were only building one then [at a time]. To the left, sliced off from this big room, was a smaller room about one-fourth the size of the big one, in which they were assembling and testing this small four-cylinder engine which powered the airplane.”

Soon a crowd gathered around the two new students. Here was Harry Atwood, an aviator who would later make history as the first to fly nonstop from St. Louis to New York. And Calbraith P. Rodgers, who that fall made the first flight from New York to Los Angeles, a feat sponsored by a new grape soda brand called Vin Fiz (also the name of Rodgers’ aircraft); this trip required forty-nine days and a traveling machine shop aboard railroads to make repairs each night. Rodgers did not live to see the end of 1911, the victim of a flight crash. Arnold also met the Wright flyer Howard Gill, who likewise would be dead in a matter of months.

Flight training began with a course in mechanics. “During this period, we20 hadn’t started flying,” recalled Milling, “and had never even been in an airplane, but we learned something about the assembly of the plane, we learned about the motors, how to repair them, etc.” The Wrights were flying their Model B, a biplane (two sets of wings stacked atop each other) which came to be regarded as their most successful aircraft. The Model B had made its first noteworthy flight a year before, in 1910, when Wright flyer Phil “Skyman” Parmalee—who died in 1912 in a flight crash—piloted one carrying two fifty-pound rolls of silk from Dayton to Columbus, Ohio, setting a new cross-country speed record while racing a locomotive traveling along the same route.

The Wright Model B was bigger than the Blériot XI. It measured 38.5 feet in wingspan and 30 feet in overall length. Its four-cylinder engine pushed out between 28 and 42 horsepower. The engine drove two propellers on either side of the pilot’s seat, via bicycle chains. The plane’s skeleton was made of cypress wood—strong and lightweight—while the wings were fashioned from canvas treated with a chemical paint that made them stiff.

Wright engineer Charlie Taylor designed the four-cylinder motor, which was not all that different from the four-cylinder in Henry Ford’s Model T, which first rolled out three years earlier. “A one-gallon fuel tank was21 suspended from a wing strut,” Taylor described, “and the gasoline fed by gravity down a tube to the engine . . . There was no carburetor . . . the fuel was fed into a shallow chamber in the manifold. Raw gas blended with air in this chamber, which was next to the cylinders and heated up rather quickly, thus helping to vaporize the mixture. The engine was started by priming each cylinder with a few drops of raw gas.”

Wilbur and Orville were curious figures. “They were usually so courteous,22 almost diffident, really,” Arnold recalled. “Wilbur was the genius,”23 remembered Charles Wald, a Wright student who showed up at the same time as Arnold. “He was a regular Leonardo da Vinci . . . Orville always argued the point, and Wilbur always insisted that simplicity is perfection.” The brothers seemed always to be together. They lived together, ate together, worked together—even kept a single bank account. They shared the same blue-gray eyes, and the same fanatical dedication to their craft.

After a few days of mechanical training, the group headed to the airfield, further outside of Dayton. The field was called Simms Station. “It was a cow pasture,”24 Arnold recalled, “not very different from hundreds of other fields in the vicinity.” On May 3, 1911, Arnold readied for his first flight. He and his instructor—Wright flyer Al Welsh—took their places in the Model B’s two seats, to the left of the center of gravity to balance the weight of the engine, mounted on the right. Welsh pulled a lever that fed gas into the motor. Assistants manually spun the two propellers, which were attached by crankshaft and bicycle chain to the engine. The machine belched and ignited, and the aircraft began to roll across the field.

When the wheels left the ground, Arnold felt that sensation that aviators do upon the first takeoff—all the senses alive to the sound and fury.

“The sensation is so keenly25 delightful as to be almost beyond description,” Wilbur Wright described flight aboard the Model B. “It is a realization of a dream so many persons have had of floating in the air.” Another early Wright student put this sensation in these words: “I just wondered why26 men hadn’t learned to fly years ago, it was so wonderful. I could never describe it. It was beautiful. It was a symphony.”

After seven minutes, Arnold’s instructor Welsh landed the plane. He wrote in his “Flying Report” of Arnold’s first lesson: “Rough, just rode as passenger.”27

Strong winds were the aviator’s enemy, and flights at Simms Station only took off in calm weather. Which left a lot of time in the hangar. Conversation covered “everybody and everything that28 the most encyclopedic aviation editor could have dreamed up,” remembered Arnold. “Stories of men who had put the most zealous imagination—and often their last penny—into abortive aeronautical designs, freakish flying machines that wouldn’t fly.”

Inevitably, these conversations veered toward danger, which loomed in the hangar like the smell of gas and oil, intangible yet almost overpowering. Early aerial experiments had witnessed a stark death toll. There was Otto Lilienthal, the famed German “Glider King,” who perished in 1896 when his engine-less glider plunged to the earth. And Percy Pilcher, the pioneering Brit who had flown in his hang gliders Bat and Hawk before meeting a similar fate. In 1908, a US Army lieutenant named Thomas Selfridge had become the first to die in a motorized airplane crash (Orville Wright was the pilot that day, and was mortally wounded in the wreck). Selfridge had been one of Arnold’s teachers at West Point.

Not until lesson numbers 27 and 28 did Arnold land the Model B without assistance. Welsh wrote in his official report: “Number of flights, 28.29 Total time in the air 3 hours and 48 minutes. First lesson 3 May, finished 13 May—10 days of learning. Average 8 minutes.”

Arnold put it more succinctly: “I could fly! I was an aviator!”30

On May 7, 1911, Arnold and Milling arrived at the Wright brothers’ home on Hawthorn Street for dinner for the first time. A Navy pilot named John Rodgers accompanied them (a cousin of the aviator Calbraith Rodgers, and a pioneering open-water airplane pilot who died upon crashing into the Delaware River in 1926). The Wrights’ sister Katharine was hostess. Bookshelves were crowded with works of poetry and treatises on philosophy and mathematics. Wilbur and Orville had never finished high school and were largely self-educated. Their father, whom everyone called “the Old Bishop,” wrote in his diary on this Sunday, “Lieutenant Rogers, of the Navy,31 and Lieuts. H.H. Arnold and T.D. Milling, of the Army, supped with us. They are here to learn to fly.”

The Wrights loved to tell stories of their adventures. “They never took themselves32 half so seriously as we took them,” Arnold recalled. “Still, to Milling and me, sitting at their Sunday dinner table and listening to their quiet stories, what they had done was a miracle.”

Wilbur and Orville Wright had begun their careers as bicycle manufacturers during the 1890s “bicycle craze.” They began flying experiments with kites at the end of the nineteenth century. Within the first two years, they had built kites big enough so they could lie prone under wings, riding the wind while tethered by rope to the ground. Countless inventors over the centuries had attempted to fly, and what set the Wrights apart was their focus on the flexibility of bird wings.

“While others balanced the gliders33 by shifting the position of their bodies and thus getting a different distribution of weight,” Arnold later wrote, “the Wrights from the start utilized control surfaces. These control surfaces they operated by levers while lying flat along the lower wing. They emulated the birds in the use of warping wings to secure lateral balance.”

Introducing engine power presented endless obstacles. How should a propeller be shaped? There was no template. “It is hard to find even34 a point from which to make a start,” Orville explained. “For nothing about a propellor, or the medium in which it acts, stands still for a moment. The thrust depends upon the speed and the angle at which the blade strikes the air; the angle at which the blade strikes the air depends on the speed at which the propellor is turning, the speed the machine is traveling forward, and the speed at which the air is slipping backwards . . . When any of these change, it changes all the rest, as they are all interdependent on one another.”

The journey into the skies took years of trial, error, and heartbreak. When the brothers arrived at a design they believed would work, they took it to Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, to test. They flipped a coin to see who would fly first. Wilbur won, and at 10:35 a.m. on December 17, 1903, he climbed aboard the Wright Flyer and rose successfully into the sky, dipping and whirling erratically for twelve seconds. Orville’s first words to his brother afterwards: “Were you scared?”35

“Scared?” Wilbur replied. “There wasn’t time.”

Both Wrights made several flights over the next days, and news spread. The Chicago Daily Tribune reported on December 19, 1903, on page 3: “Flying Machine Soars.”36 The Atlanta Constitution ran a front-page headline soon after: “Flying Machine Age Has Arrived at Last.”37 Remembered Donald Douglas—the future builder of the Douglas DC-3—who was eleven years old at the time: “I didn’t read the paper38 much at that age. But I saw the first notice of the first flight by the Wrights. I think this was what really struck in my mind: a man had actually flown.”

In 1908, the Wrights signed a contract to demonstrate for the military establishment that they could, in fact, fly in a machine. On September 2, in front of teeming crowds at the Fort Myer Army base outside Washington, DC, the brothers assembled one of their aircraft. Over the following days, both Wilbur and Orville made flights and, also, global news. While their experiments at Kitty Hawk made many scratch their heads dubiously, their triumphs at Fort Myer shocked the world.

“More than electric lights,39 more than steam engines, more than telephones, more than automobiles, more even than the printing press,” historian Stephen Ambrose has written, “the airplane separated past from future. It had freed mankind from the earth and opened the skies.”

In 1910, Theodore Roosevelt became the first American president (a former president, at the time) to fly in an airplane, with a Wright pilot in St. Louis. In 1911, the US Congress made the first appropriation—$125,000—to fund research in machine-powered military aviation. “That was when we went to40 the Wright brothers, and that was the first money that was ever appropriated by Congress for aviation: March 1911,” recalled Milling. “You see, you can pick out different places where Army aviation began—the use of balloons, back to Civil War times, or the Signal Corps activities in 1907 [experiments with dirigibles], or this date, 1911.”

In May, exciting news reached Dayton. The War Department in Washington announced plans to establish the first Army airplane base and flight school, at College Park, Maryland. After just two months of training, Arnold and Milling received orders to report to College Park, as the first ever Army airplane flight instructors.

The pair broke down a single Wright Model B, which Arnold named “Old War Horse,” and packed it in a railroad boxcar. He and Milling boarded a train for the journey east. As Arnold wrote, “A colossal first chapter41 has been written in the sky saga. It remains for those who have but lately grown wings to write the next.”
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Without any blare of trumpets1 or any advance press notices there has quietly come into existence in this little village, on the outskirts of the District of Columbia, the greatest and most completely equipped aviation field in this country.

—The New York Times, July 28, 1911



The United States Army Signal Corps opened its first airplane base on June 23, 1911, in College Park, Maryland.* The airfield was little more than a grass pasture. “On the opening day,”2 reported an eyewitness, “there were three uncompleted hangars and one finished stretched along the tracks of the Baltimore and Ohio [railroad]. The finished hangar was merely four walls and a roof, having an earth floor and no appointments of any kind.”

College Park was a quaint village chosen because of its low winds and its proximity to the nation’s capital—a ten-mile drive by motorcar. Arnold and Milling took quarters in a rooming house in the city. During the first weeks of June, they spent their days listening not to buzzing aircraft engines but to the crackle of typewriters. Until the first aircraft arrived, they spent their time in War Department offices typing out drafts for flight manuals, as nothing of the sort existed.

At the end of June, Arnold’s plane, the “Old Warhorse,” arrived at College Park. “I’ll never forget the first one3 that we got in shape, and we took it up,” Milling recalled. “The two of us went up in it together.” As Arnold and Milling lifted off the grass on that maiden flight at College Park, a little boy standing on the edge of the airfield burst into a sprint, chasing the aircraft. At the moment of liftoff, he shouted, “My God, God has come4 to earth at last!”

The flight instructors’ first job was to teach their superiors to fly. Arnold’s student was Charles de Forest Chandler, the newly appointed commandant of the College Park airfield and chief of the Army Signal Corps’ Aeronautical Division. Milling’s student was Roy C. Kirtland, the base’s day-to-day commander.* Soon four hangars were complete, and the first group of students—just a handful of young men—reported for duty.

On July 17, a medical corps arrived, moving into a large white tent on the edge of the airfield. This was America’s first flight hospital. The medical corps was headed by Lt. John P. Kelly—America’s first flight surgeon.

More airplanes filled the hangars. The flyers set up a locker room where they kept their “aviators costumes”: heavy leather jackets lined with corduroy for cold winds, leather football helmets and wool “gauntlets” (gloves). The country’s most widely read newspapers sent top beat reporters to follow the action—J. Daly with the Washington Post, John Mitchell with the Washington Star, and Dick Richards of the New York Times. The Post on August 6: “Uncle Sam’s aviation school5 at College Park is now at the height of its efficiency. The hangars are filled with aeroplanes and the roster of camp officers bears the names of many experienced aviators.”

“How different are the planes6 of today,” Arnold wrote years later. “There are tachometers to give the engine revolutions; oil and gas gauges; thermometers . . . turn and bank indicators . . . air-speed indicators . . . compasses, altimeters, ammeters, and volt meters . . .” The Wright Model B of 1911 had a single piece of string as its only instrument. Controlled by Newtonian physics, it simply dangled, and if it dangled straight down, that meant the aircraft was flying true and straight, giving the pilot perspective that was otherwise lost in the ether. “As long as the string7 stood straight in the airflow,” recalled Arnold, “the plane was flying all right. But as soon as it assumed an angle, the pilot knew that the plane was slipping or skidding and something had to be done about it.”

In July, Arnold took Kirtland up for a historic flight over Washington, DC, becoming the first to circle the Capitol dome, above streets filled with awed spectators. Days later, Milling motored his aircraft into a wall of clouds, getting lost for minutes with his commandant Chandler aboard. Arnold became the first pilot to fly a US congressman in an Army aircraft—Ben Johnson of Kentucky. Milling flew experimental flights in the black of night, using bonfires set by villagers below to guide his way. Arnold traveled to Long Island, where he became the first pilot to carry US airmail—a satchel of letters five miles from one village to another.

On August 20, the War Department sent orders for Arnold and Chandler to fly forty-two miles from College Park to Frederick, Maryland, for the annual encampment of the National Guard. Arnold took off at 6:34 a.m. with Chandler beside him.

“When the airplane was sighted8 by lookouts at Frederick,” Chandler recalled, “all factory whistles were blown as a signal for offices to be abandoned. Many of them remained closed the entire day in order to give the employees the novelty of seeing the first airplane that ever visited that locality.”

Using a device called a thermobaragraph to measure altitude, Arnold set a record of more than a mile high. “The machine looked like9 a small black speck in the sky,” a witness recorded. Inventors brought imaginative new devices to be tested in the skies, such as a new “bomb-sight” developed by a former artillery officer named Riley E. Scott. Arnold and Milling spent hours flying figure eights above the College Park airfield trying to hit an X painted on the ground with sandbags—mock bombs—using this device.

The pilots made the first experiments with airborne cameras and the first efforts to fire guns at targets below. Arnold was temporarily blinded when an insect struck his eyeball during a landing; from then on, aviators wore goggles. Arnold took on work moonlighting as a stunt double in silent movies The Military Air-Scout and The Elopement, both filmed in 1911.

The faster the airplanes moved, and the higher the altitudes, the bigger the headlines grew in the press, and the faster they moved toward the front page. The newspapers were stirring “aviation madness” among the youth of America. “Hundreds of young men10 in the service are clamoring for a chance to be sent to College Park and take up aeroplaning,” reported The Washington Post, “realizing that the most important battles of the future will be lost or won by the air craft [sic].” Newspaper headlines referred to the College Park aviators by a nickname that stuck in the national lexicon: bird men.

“Army Bird Men Plan11 to Make Cross Country Trips Soon.”

“At Height of 3,000 Feet,12 Birdmen Will Draw Maps of Land Beneath.”

“Death Seizes Bird-Men13 Soaring Skyward.”

The flyers’ crashes were reported nearly as often as their takeoffs. So dangerous was flying, the government permitted only unmarried soldiers to apply, as the Army did not want the responsibility of taking care of widows. The first two seasons at College Park saw the deaths of pilots Leighton Hazelhurst, Frank S. Scott,* Lewis C. Rockwell,* and Arnold’s own Wright Brothers Flying School instructor, Al Welsh.

“Again, a close friend of mine,”14 Arnold recorded after the accident that took the latter two. “Again, for all of us—Why? Like Al Welsh, Rockwell had been a good pilot. What had happened?” It seemed the only one who could say exactly what happened was dead.

As the ranks of pilots thinned, the bond among the surviving flyers grew stronger. “We flying men were15 like a fraternity . . . ,” Milling remembered. “Good Lord, I don’t know of anybody who didn’t figure he’d be killed before he got through . . . But the reason you don’t is, to begin with, you know how to fly. That’s what Orville Wright always said . . . The second thing is, you don’t panic.”

Arnold noticed something strange during these early College Park days. When he went to a restaurant in Washington with Milling, people began to point and whisper. The aviators were becoming figures of fascination, “like celebrities,” Arnold recalled.

“There they are!”16 strangers would say. “They’re the ones!”

One person who noticed was a twenty-four-year-old woman who remembered meeting Arnold when the two were younger. “I cut out a clipping17 saying that Lieutenant Arnold had broken the altitude record,” recalled Eleanor Pool, the future Mrs. Henry Arnold. She showed the clip to a friend and said with excitement, “I used to know that young man.”

The response was, “You never saw him in your life!”

“But I know him!”

In January 1912, a group called the Aero Club of America met for a banquet in Manhattan, where one of its members—the industrialist Clarence Mackay—unveiled a sparkling silver cup. Mackay was a towering figure: president of the Postal Telegraph & Cable Corporation, and the founder of the Mackay Radio and Telegraph Company.

For years, Mackay had awarded trophies to the most accomplished yachtsmen and tennis players. Now, in 1912, he announced a new trophy to be awarded to the American military’s top pilot. The silver trophy was crafted by Tiffany & Company and featured four depictions of Nike—the Greek goddess of victory—clutching a Wright airplane.

The Mackay Cup competition was held on Wednesday, October 9, 1912. All week leading up to it, the flyers struggled to focus as news reached the United States of war breaking out in Europe. Armies in the Balkans clashed on October 3 near the Bulgarian frontier as the kingdoms of Bulgaria, Serbia, Greece, and Montenegro united against the Ottomans. Four hundred soldiers were reported killed. On October 6—three days before the competition—a headline ran across the front page of the New York Times: “Only a Miracle Will Avert War.”18

Three aviators qualified for the Mackay Cup contest: Arnold and Milling, and their commanding officer, Kirtland. The War Department issued rules: A mock platoon of enemy soldiers would be placed in northern Virginia, while the aviators’ job was to take off from College Park in Maryland, fly over Washington, DC, locate the troops, and return to write a detailed report. Points would be awarded in five categories: accuracy of location, accuracy in estimating troop size, character of written report, time of reconnaissance, and landing accuracy.

Crowds gathered along the edges of the airfield as all three flyers boarded their aircraft. Milling took off first, at 9:34 a.m. Arnold departed at 9:36. Kirtland struggled to get his engine started and was left behind. Flying over the Potomac in blue skies, Arnold and Milling saw the White House and Capitol dome come into view. After ten minutes, Milling made a surprising maneuver. He turned his Wright flyer around and landed back at College Park at 9:56. According to the Army’s official report, “He informed members of the board19 that after proceeding as far as Washington he was overcome with a feeling of nausea and thought it advisable to immediately return to the airfield.”

Flying over the city, Arnold felt the air suddenly feel “very much disturbed,”20 according to the official report. It “required great effort on [Arnold’s] part to maintain equilibrium.” From thousands of feet up, his eyes zeroed in on the earth below. “Troops marching along roads21 will be visible to the aviator for miles unless masked by trees,” he recorded. He spotted the “enemy” troops and immediately turned around. When he landed, the crowds converged on his aircraft.

“His appearance was that22 of physical exhaustion and nervousness,” according to the official report. “Thirty-four minutes after landing, Lieut. Arnold stated to the board that he still felt very tired all over, especially the muscles in his arms.”

Arnold was the military’s “Champion of the Air,”23 as the Washington Post headline put it the following morning. 

Days later, Arnold and Milling boarded a train bound west for Fort Riley, Kansas. The Army set up experiments with a new lighting device made in Detroit called Prest-O-Lite that was being used in automobile headlamps. Flying high over a prairie in bitter cold, with an observer named Lieutenant Sands next to him, Arnold felt his aircraft suddenly jolt. And then, catastrophe struck.

“For some unaccountable reason24 the machine plunged hard foremost in a vertical line down towards the earth,” he remembered. He struggled to regain control. “I took in everything,”25 he recalled, “as you do at such a time. Everything was all right, nothing broken, my hands doing all the right things on the controls.”

Just before impact, he lifted the aircraft out of the dive and awkwardly punched it onto the ground. Climbing out of the pilot’s seat, Arnold told his passenger, “Come on, Sandy,26 let’s walk over to the barracks.” It was there in the barracks where Milling found Arnold with a bottle of Champagne, the wine “spread all over the table.”27 Arnold looked like he was “trying to get happy.”

“That’s it,” Arnold told Milling. “A man doesn’t face death twice.”28

The next day, Arnold gave his commander, Chandler, a report. “At the present time my nervous system29 is in such a condition that I will not get in any machine,” he wrote.

Arnold had lost his nerve. He was not alone; the fear of death was so present at the airfield that the flyers had come up with a name for it: FOF, for “fear of flying.” One World War II combat aviator once described a pilot’s nerve, comparing it to a guitar string: “It’s always pretty well tightened up30 . . . Good strings have tolerance. They can be tightened and taughtened . . . And there are some superior strings which won’t break, no matter how long you twist. Those are the rarities.”

Milling was such a string. Arnold was not. “I cannot even look at a machine31 in the air,” Arnold admitted, “without feeling that some accident is going to happen to it.”

Arnold requested a dismissal from flight duty. One of his fellow officers wrote to Chandler: “Lieut. Arnold has become so nervous32 as a result [of his near-death experience] that he has not flown since, and perhaps never will again.”

The First Balkan War spread across eastern Europe in the fall of 1912, and for the first time, the airplane was used in battle. The Italian army used airplanes in the Battle of Tripoli, while French flyers soared over Morocco.

Armies in Europe invested huge amounts in pilotage and aircraft. The French founded the Établissement Militaire d’Aviation—its own stand-alone flying military service. The Germans founded Die Fliegertruppen des deutschen Kaiserreiches, which translated to “the flying troops of the German Kaiser’s Reich.” In the summer of 1913, as the war in Europe spread, Congress in America announced hearings on “Aeronautics in the Army,” to get the facts and confront the question: What should be the future of American military flight?

On August 12, 1913, the 63rd Congress’s Committee on Military Affairs convened in a hearing room in Washington—a board of twenty-two congressmen headed by James Hay of Virginia. Military officials filed in, among them Arnold, Milling, and a dozen other figures from Army aviation. Congressman Hay hammered a gavel and the room fell silent.

“Gentlemen of the Military Committee,”33 Hay said, “the Signal Corps is composed of a number of men of undoubted scientific ability, recognized as men of great electrical knowledge, of strength of materials, and the working of gasoline engines . . . The aviator is the man behind the guns, the fighting man. He is the instrument by which the active work of the aviation corps is carried on.”

Over the next four days, fifteen military officers spoke—many thousands of words in testimony. Hay called on Brig. Gen. James Scriven—chief of the Army Signal Corps—to speak first. Scriven cataloged the unnerving advances that were being made in Europe. Germany was investing about $37.5 million in aviation, he explained. France, $7.4 million. Even Japan would spend the equivalent of a million dollars in 1913. In the United States, the Army was given $100,000.

Part of the Army’s problem, Scriven explained, was finding soldiers physically and mentally strong enough to take on flight duty. Congressman J. C. McKenzie of Illinois responded, “Yes, it is a serious proposition; it is the most hazardous undertaking that a soldier, in my judgement, has to contend with.”

At 10 a.m. on August 16, the committee called Captain William “Billy” Mitchell to speak. This was the first major public appearance of a figure who was about to take the American military—and even the White House—by storm. With his side-parted, shortly cropped hair and square jaw, Mitchell looked central-casting Army officer. He explained that US Army aviation only had 19 officers on duty, and between 60 and 100 enlisted men. It was a tiny force, with only 17 airplanes. Mitchell urged the committee to back a huge new investment in military aviation.

“In order to develop our aeroplanes it is necessary to help out the industry by Government means,” he said. “In the case of the automobile such aid was not required because it was developed through commercial means and because they soon came into general use. The aeroplane industry has not been developed anywhere except where the Government has practically subsidized it.”

Only three airplane manufacturers existed in the United States, Mitchell explained: the Wrights, Glenn Curtiss in Buffalo, New York, and Glenn Martin in Los Angeles, California. “The industry in this country is starving,” Mitchell said. It was “groping in the dark.”

When Arnold was called to speak, Congressman Hay asked him, “Will you give the experience you have had as an aviator in the Army?”

“I was sent to the Wright company to learn aviation in April, 1911,” Arnold said. “Since that time I have been on aviation duty. However, I am to be relieved the 1st of September and will go back to join my regiment.”

“But you say you are to be relieved?” Hay asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“At your own request?”

“Yes, sir . . . Upon my own request . . . Some officers find that it gets on their nerves, and they become practically worthless as aviators.”

“I suppose that after an officer loses his nerve,” Hay said, “he is worthless as an aviator?”

“Yes, sir,” Arnold responded. “And he must quit. Or he will kill himself. He will probably kill himself and somebody else with him.”

The chairman asked, “Is there anything else you desire to say, Lieutenant?”

Arnold issued a grave warning, one that he would find himself repeating at times in desperate tones, over the next decades. The United States, he said, was not innovating fast enough. The country was failing to invest in its future. Aviation was born in America, he said.

“It had its origin here. And then the country went to sleep and left France, Germany, and England to develop it. We are trying to reach over there now and grab their ideas and bring our country back to where it belongs.”
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The future of our nation is indissolubly bound up in the development of air power.1

—Billy Mitchell, aviation pioneer



On April 2, 1917, the American president Woodrow Wilson spoke before Congress in the Capitol in Washington, asking for a Declaration of War against Germany.

“I have called the Congress2 into extraordinary session because there are serious, very serious, choices of policy to be made,” Wilson said, “and made immediately . . . The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be planted upon the tested foundations of political liberty. We have no selfish ends to serve.”

The events leading up to that speech are well-documented. On Sunday, June 28, 1914, a nineteen-year-old Bosnian assassin from an armed group called the Black Hand shot dead the Archduke Franz Ferdinand and his wife, in broad daylight in Sarajevo. Those bullets became the catalyst for war across Europe. The Allied nations (France, Great Britain, Russia, and Italy) faced the Central Powers (Germany, Austria-Hungary, the Ottomans, and Bulgaria) in war on a scale never seen. Events lured the United States into the fray—most notably, attacks on American shipping.

Wilson’s speech moved Congress to declare war. It was the first time the country accepted its role as an international power with interests to shape and protect far beyond its own borders. In essence, America was accepting its role as a moral, political, and economic leader in the community of nations.

The groundswell was unprecedented. On June 5, ten million men between the ages of twenty-one and thirty registered for the military draft.

A tiny group of Army officials faced the task of integrating aviation into the planning. How would airplanes be used? What kind should be built, and by whom? “With the advent of the World War,”3 Arnold recorded, “conditions changed. For a while the belligerents did not know exactly what use to make of the planes. First one thing was tried, then another.” While reconnaissance remained aviation’s primary role, the first purpose-built fighter planes engaged in dogfights using a new invention called the “interrupter gear,” which enabled pilots to fire machine-gun shots synchronized to fly through propeller blades.

Germany birthed the Fokker D.VII, the finest German fighter plane of the first world war, while the British produced the Sopwith Camel, which downed more enemy aircraft than any other plane. The French made the legendary Spad XIII, which became one of the most mass-produced fighters, and also, the fighter plane most used by American pilots. At the same time, the Germans sent hydrogen-filled Zeppelin airships—modern fixed-frame dirigibles—over England at eleven thousand feet, causing havoc among civilians.

Still, the Great War remained largely traditional: it involved huge armies living in muddy trenches, fighting over a “line” akin to a football gridiron’s line, pushing each other back and forth in an attempt to usurp land. The Industrial Revolution added the new element of machinery that could be mass-produced on assembly lines, most notably motorcars used for troop transport and ambulances. The tank made its first major appearance. But still, the horse and its rider remained paramount on battlefields. The American forces alone used an estimated 1.325 million horses and mules during this war.

Nearly every pilot the US Army could get its hands on went overseas, including Arnold’s flyboy buddy Tom Milling. Arnold was stuck in Washington, having transferred out of flight duty. He was married now to Eleanor Pool, whom he called Bee for “Beadle” (her family nickname). Sensing that his military career was in jeopardy, he forced himself to conquer his fear of flying. The country was so desperate for aviators, the rule banishing married men from the flying service was forgotten. At Rockwell Field outside San Diego—an Army base named for Lewis Rockwell, who died in a flight crash at College Park in 1912—Arnold began piloting flights in a trainer. He made every acrobatic move he could in an aircraft. He dove, he rolled, he stalled his engine in mid-flight and flew upside down. When he got home, his wife saw the wrinkle of goggles impressed around his eyes.

“It’s perfectly all right,”4 she said. “If you want to do it, go ahead and do it. It’s your life.”

He agreed. “When I’m going to die,”5 he told himself, “I’m going to die.”

But for Arnold, it was too late. He was assigned a desk job in Washington—number two in Army aviation administration. “That was one of his greatest disappointments,”6 recalled Eleanor, “that he should be kept back, and the others all had a chance to go over and get into it. He was pretty bitter about that for a long time. They had to have one man on this side who knew aviation . . . There wasn’t another soul in that office who’d ever had anything to do with it.”

“That job—No. 2 man7 in the Washington headquarters . . . may have looked very good for the moment,” Arnold recalled, “but I was convinced that without combat experience my future in the air arm was limited.”

As the armies clashed in Europe and populations saw airplanes roaring above for the first time, the war set the stage for a new kind of hero to emerge—the fighting aviator. Few would have a bigger stage than a young pilot from Wisconsin named Billy Mitchell.

Mitchell first appeared on the aviation scene at the College Park airfield around 1912. Arnold remembered the day he first showed up.

“One day a sharp-faced,8 eager young captain for the General Staff came in to see me,” Arnold recalled. “He was not a flyer himself, but was working on a paper concerning the military future of aviation which he intended to present to the Army War College.” Mitchell had recently returned from Japan. “He said the Japanese Air Force was bigger than ours—it had ten planes [in 1912].”

Like so many others, Mitchell was seduced by the romance of flight and the camaraderie of the flyers. In January 1917, he went through fifteen hours of pilot training, at a cost of $1,470 (about $37,000 in 2025), of which only $500 was paid for by the Army. The son of a wealthy US senator, Mitchell could afford the bill. Less than a year later, he headed to Europe to fight, as a major in the Army. The US troops had no airplanes, and so Mitchell was able to fly French aircraft. He was stunned.

“I had been able to flounder9 around the animated kites that we called airplanes in the United States,” he wrote in his Memoirs of World War I. “But when I laid my hand on the greyhounds of the air they had in Europe, which went twice as fast as ours, it was an entirely different matter.”

During Mitchell’s first flight over enemy lines in France, he gained not just an aerial view of the action, but a new perspective of military engagement overall. He saw not just the battlefields, but the future of warfare.

“One flight over the lines,”10 he wrote, “gave me a much clearer impression of how the armies were laid out than any amount of traveling around on the ground. A very significant thing to me was that we could cross the lines of these contending armies in a few minutes in our airplane, where as the armies had been locked in the struggle, immovable, powerless to advance, for three years. It looked as though the war would keep up indefinitely until either the airplanes brought an end to the war or the contending nations dropped from sheer exhaustion.”

Mitchell’s wartime flying thrilled stateside audiences, who read about it in their newspapers. Army aviators were like a new kind of gladiator, risking their necks in the pursuit of victory and glory. “The Air Service in particular11 is one of such peril that membership in it is of itself a high distinction,” former president Theodore Roosevelt wrote in 1918. “Physical address, high training, entire fearlessness, iron nerve and fertile resourcefulness are needed in a combination and to a degree hitherto unparallelled in war.”

Arnold’s wartime experience proved less glamorous, but no less important. His job was to implement a plan to build 22,600 airplanes and 45,000 engines, while supervising the building of schools to train thousands of pilots and mechanics. At the time, the United States ranked fourteenth in the world in air strength, but “actually, it was worse than that,”12 Arnold recalled.

Of all the most important ingredients of good leadership, Arnold identified “hard work” as the one most critical for success; “no outstanding success13 is ever achieved without it.” He spent weeks traveling the country to visit airplane factories and flight schools, stealing blinks of sleep on swaying train cars. At one point, he visited twenty-three cities in three weeks. The aviation pioneer Donald Douglas—at the time the Army’s chief civilian aeronautical engineer—recalled seeing Arnold for the first time, in Miami.

“The first time Hap impressed me14 was standing in the old Miami Hotel—this must have been early
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