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The week of 20–26 February, 1944, may well be classed by future historians as marking a decisive battle of history, one as decisive and of greater importance than Gettysburg.

—General Henry H. “Hap” Arnold, 
Commanding General of the USAAF, 
in his report to the Secretary of War, February 27, 1945


CONTENTS

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

INTRODUCTION

PROLOGUE

ONE: The Birth of an Idea

TWO: The War Will Be an Air War

THREE: America Prepares for the Air War

FOUR: Going to War

FIVE: The House of Mystery on Berkeley Square

SIX: A Steep Learning Curve

SEVEN: Creating Substance from Promise

EIGHT: Defining the Mission

NINE: Pointblank

TEN: Going Deep at Great Cost

ELEVEN: Black Week

TWELVE: Grasping for a Turning Point

THIRTEEN: Operation Argument

FOURTEEN: Before Sunday’s Dawn

FIFTEEN: Sunday, February 20

SIXTEEN: A Wing and a Prayer

SEVENTEEN: Monday, February 21

EIGHTEEN: Tuesday, February 22

NINETEEN: Wednesday, February 23

TWENTY: Thursday, February 24

TWENTY-ONE: Friday, February 25

TWENTY-TWO: All Roads Led to Overlord

TWENTY-THREE: Against the Wall

TWENTY-FOUR: Total Collapse

EPILOGUE

SELECTED ACRONYMS

BIBLIOGRAPHY

INDEX


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

The author would like to thank Colonel J. A. (Bill) Saavedra, USAF (Ret.) of the Office of Air Force History in Washington, DC, and Thomas P. Lauria of the Air Force Historical Research Agency at Maxwell AFB, both of whom provided an immense volume of research material. It is through them that I had access to information about the life of Archie Mathies, an inspiration to us all, and access to the memoirs of Richard D’Oyly Hughes, the most influential unsung hero in the story of Big Week and the events that led to it. Finally, the author wishes to thank Tom Colgan of Berkley Caliber, who made this book possible.


[image: ]


[image: ]


INTRODUCTION

On a blustery June day in 1944, Larry Kuter took an airplane ride. Far beneath him, one of the greatest military enterprises in world history, certainly one of the biggest in World War II, was unfolding. Down below, across a fifty-mile swath of the shores of France’s ancient province of Normandy, 156,000 Allied soldiers were going ashore to begin the great campaign to drive the German armies out of the nations of Western Europe they had occupied for the previous four years.

The Allied soldiers, including 57,500 Americans, came ashore in places with code names alien to those who actually lived in Normandy—especially Normandy’s newest residents, the Germans manning the artillery and the reinforced concrete fortresses. They came ashore on beaches named Sword, Gold, Juno, and Utah. At a fifth beach called Omaha, the Americans took it especially hard, chopped to pieces by heavy machine gun fire and shelling.

Allied planners aboard some of the five thousand ships that stood offshore in the English Channel, or in the various headquarters in Britain, were fixated on this great battle unfolding in surf and sand and rocky cliff.

However, Larry Kuter’s eyes were on the sky. As the Flying Fortress in which he was a passenger flew almost listlessly through the freezing air, his binoculars were trained not on the vast drama unfolding two thousand feet below, but on the eastern fringes of the great blue dome of sky.

He saw a cluster of airplanes at his own altitude, marked with the same white star as the B-17 in which he flew. He saw another cluster of airplanes beneath him, and their wings were marked with the roundels of Britain’s Royal Air Force.

The bomber diverted from overflying the channel and drifted inland over France, then back over the channel, crisscrossing the invasion beaches—Sword, Gold, Juno, Utah, and Omaha. Down there, Allied soldiers were being hammered relentlessly by a well-armed enemy, but up where Kuter scanned the skies, things were downright peaceful.

The sky was full of airplanes that day, but they were all friendly. It was not supposed to have been that way. Once, a very short time before, Germany’s Luftwaffe had been the most powerful and effective air force in the world. Indeed, only a few months ago, Flying Fortress crews who ventured into the skies over Europe did so at considerable peril, knowing that the Luftwaffe maintained total air superiority in the skies across the continent.

Six months earlier, any Allied aircraft that ventured into continental airspace was liable to be pounced upon by a gaggle of angry Messerschmitts hurling 20mm explosive shells at the rate of seven hundred rounds per minute. Indeed, many Flying Fortresses like the one in which Kuter now rode had been turned into crumpled, falling piles of wreckage by those shells—and in these skies. Dozens of times, the floors of these Flying Fortresses, like the floor beneath Kuter’s feet, had been covered with pools of American blood because of the Luftwaffe.

Four years earlier, when Adolf Hitler’s legions had swept across Europe, defeating nations as powerful as France in a matter of weeks, they had done so beneath an umbrella of airpower that attacked and pounded Germany’s enemies into submission. Nothing moved on the ground but that it was seen from above and strafed by a Messerschmitt or bombed by a Stuka.

This was the fear that had haunted Allied planners when they imagined the great battle now taking place in Normandy. It had kept them awake at night, and it had caused chills to run up their spines and nest in the bases of their skulls like icy rodents.

“If I were the German operations officer and Providence had promised to allow me to select the weather in which to make my defense, these were the conditions I would have chosen,” Kuter thought as he looked beneath him. “A solid bank of overcast covered the Normandy coast and extended to mid-Channel. The top was at twelve thousand feet and the bottom down to thirteen hundred. Here was perfect concealment for German airmen. They could dive out of the dense cloud on the packed Channel below, bomb or strafe any ship and climb back into the protecting clouds in a matter of seconds. They could come and go before a gun was brought to bear or any of our thousands of fighters were able to intercept. I was apprehensive more than I would care to admit.”

With his Clark Gable mustache and his energetic demeanor, Major General Laurence Sherman Kuter was one of a group of young men who had helped form and define the US Army Air Forces. One week from his thirty-ninth birthday, Kuter was the youngest general in the US Army when he was promoted in 1942, and the first man since William Tecumseh Sherman to receive a “jump” promotion to general without having served as a colonel.

In 1929, the young officer from Rockford, Illinois, was two years out of the US Military Academy at West Point and serving as a coast artillery officer in Monterey, California. Soon, however, he had transferred to the Army’s Air Corps and earned his wings in the skies over Texas. By the time that Hitler’s armies were subjugating Europe, he was in Washington, DC, as part of that cadre of brilliant young officers who clustered around their revered chief, Henry Harley “Hap” Arnold, to form this service that would become the largest air force in the world, and to formulate the strategy that would use this weapon to win World War II.

“The cloud bank could be swarming with Germans,” Kuter observed. Left unsaid was the phrase “the cloud bank should be swarming with Germans.”

Everywhere he looked, the skies over the English Channel, and as far away as he could see with his high-powered binoculars, were full of airplanes. Yet everywhere that he looked, the airplanes were marked with stars or roundels. Nowhere did Kuter see the black cross and swastika of the Luftwaffe.

“We kept watching and gradually it became clear to us that if an air battle was taking place, it must be an extremely compressed affair, because few aircraft ever burst through the top of the cloud and those few were friendly,” Kuter later recalled. “Not only that, the radio produced none of the usual German air controller’s battle directions. We knew then that we were right. The air was full of American and British fighters. Columns of Flying Fortresses stretched back to England as far as the eye could follow. We had over 1,800 ‘heavies’ over France that morning. The Hun never showed up. He couldn’t because he had nothing left. His bluff had been called.”

This book is the story of how events were molded to create the week in which that bluff was called.

Big Week was a watershed moment in World War II, and in the military history of the twentieth century. It was the point after which nothing would be as it had been before. After a long and difficult gestation, it marked the birth of strategic airpower as a means of effecting the outcome of military action.

A year and a half earlier, when British armies achieved their first important ground victory against the Germans in three years of war—at El Alamein—Britain’s wartime prime minister, Winston Churchill, delivered one of his most memorable wartime speeches.

“We have a new experience. We have victory—a remarkable and definite victory,” Churchill said. “The Germans have received back again that measure of fire and steel which they have so often meted out to others. Now this is not the end. It is not even the beginning of the end. But it is, perhaps, the end of the beginning.”

Big Week was the beginning of the end.

It was not so much a turning point as it was a tipping point.

As defined by the physicists, a tipping point is a threshold, the point at which an entity is displaced from a position of established balance into a new equilibrium significantly unlike what has existed previously. A tipping point is a moment of critical mass.

The threshold was the last week of February 1944. The entity that was about to be displaced from its established balance was the economy and war-making capacity of the Third Reich. The critical mass that was achieved that week was in the number of heavy bombers that comprised the strategic airpower of the USAAF Eighth Air Force.

Between February 20 and 25, 1944, the US Army Air Forces began running massive raids against the economic heart of Hitler’s Germany. It was a battle of epic proportions on a three-dimensional battlefield.

In six days, the Eighth Air Force bombers based in England would fly more than 3,300 missions and the Fifteenth Air Force based in Italy more than 500. Together they dropped roughly 10,000 tons of bombs on targets that accounted for 90 percent of German aircraft production. The British Royal Air Force Bomber Command flew more than 2,350 nighttime missions against the same targets during Big Week.

Big Week had been a long time in the making.

Indeed, it had its origins in World War I, when forward-thinking strategists looked at airpower and saw its big picture. From this evolved the theory that in wartime, airpower could be used, not just as a tactical weapon near the battlefront, but as a strategic weapon that could profoundly and decisively affect the outcome of the war.

Strategic airpower had many fathers, but none more outspoken and influential in United States military circles than William Lendrum “Billy” Mitchell, the man who had commanded the aviation component of the American Expeditionary Force during the First World War.

“The world stands on the threshold of the ‘aeronautical era,’” Mitchell wrote in his 1925 book, Winged Victory. “During this epoch the destinies of all people will be controlled through the air. Airpower has come to stay. But what, it may be asked, is airpower? Airpower is the ability to do something in or through the air, and, as the air covers the whole world, aircraft are able to go anywhere on the planet. They are not dependent on the water as a means of sustentation, nor on the land, to keep them up. Mountains, deserts, oceans, rivers, and forests, offer no obstacles. In a trice, aircraft have set aside all ideas of frontiers. The whole country now becomes the frontier and, in case of war, one place is just as exposed to attack as another place.”

Mitchell died exactly eight years, to the day, before the eve of Big Week, but his words and his ideas had a profound and consequential effect on the men who planned it.

Mitchell died three years before the start of World War II, the first war in which airpower would be decisive, but he had a profound effect on the American air officers who were the founding fathers of the concept that the USAAF could make airpower decisive. These men were led by General Hap Arnold, the commanding general of the USAAF throughout World War II, who gathered around him the men who won the war in the air.

Most significantly, these men included General Carl “Tooey” Spaatz, a veteran pilot and staff officer who headed Arnold’s Air Staff when the war began, and went on to be the field officer at the top of the USAAF chain of command in Europe when Big Week came. Among the coterie of young officers—not yet generals when the war began—were those who drafted the master plan that would turn Billy Mitchell’s vision into a war-winning reality. They included Larry Kuter, as well as Harold L. “Hal” George, Orvil Anderson, Hoyt Vandenberg, and Haywood S. “Possum” Hansell.

Among the officers in the field who would, under the watchful eye of Tooey Spaatz, execute the master plan that culminated with Big Week, were men whose names became, and in some cases still remain, as household words. They included Ira Clarence Eaker, Frederick Lewis Anderson, James Harold “Jimmy” Doolittle, and Curtis Emerson LeMay.

Burning the midnight oil to provide the specific details of the targets that made up the incomprehensibly vast mosaic of strategic aerial victory in World War II were men, and a few women, whose names never became household words. Significant among them was Richard D’Oyly Hughes.

Flying in the airplanes that executed the plans were the thousands of young men—of 2.4 million in USAAF uniform in June 1944—who sweated the missions, dropped the bombs, and shed the blood. These men included young airmen, barely into their twenties, like Archie Mathies, as well as Bill Lawley and Wally Truemper. Their names are not household words, but they are iconic within today’s US Air Force because of their heroism during Big Week.

Everything that came together during Big Week was about one thing—the use of American airpower to defeat German airpower in order to ensure the success of an epic campaign on the ground.

“On that first and crucial day, with our troops clinging to at least one beachhead ‘by an eyelash,’ the soldiers who were bombed and strafed were not Americans but Germans,” Kuter observed. “German airpower, far from being a factor in the final struggle for Europe, was practically nonexistent.”

As Larry Kuter pondered the scene above, around and beneath him on June 6, 1944, it was clear that the beginning of the end had come at last. The war was not over, not by a long shot, but its outcome had been assured.

It was a terrible thing, this enormous battle that spread across fifty miles of Norman coastline. By the time the sun set on June 6, the Allied casualty count had reached ten thousand young, human lives, a quarter of whom would never see the sun rise on June 7. However, the important thing was that they were still in Normandy. Terrible, difficult battles lay ahead, but the Allied soldiers would not step back into the English Channel, and on the first anniversary of Operation Overlord, the loudest thunder on the Normandy beaches would not be gunfire and exploding shells, but the surf—and Adolf Hitler would be gone forever.

As Billy Mitchell had written two decades earlier, “Even if hostile armies and navies come into contact with each other, they are helpless now unless they can obtain and hold military supremacy in the air.”


PROLOGUE

One day, two boys were headed home from school. It was a day like many others, a day like those that live in our memories more as a day than a date, a day whose date might have fallen in the spring, or the early summer before school let out, or even the early autumn. It might have been in the waning months of their fifth-grade year, but it was certainly around about that time. It was a day when the willows were leafed out, but a day on which the green leaves of the willows were unimportant, a backdrop, not a fixture. One of the boys idly grabbed a fistful of leaves, and just as idly tossed them away, as a country boy might idly pull up a long stalk of grass to chew on for a moment or two before casually discarding it.

It was one of those years that is inclined to be recalled, by those who were there as well as by those who can experience them only in their imagination, as from a “simpler” time. The year was 1929, though it could just as easily have been 1928, or even 1920. For boys who are ten or eleven, years are years, not dates in a history book. In retrospect, for those of us who were not there, and who experience them only in our imagination, these were the formative years of the Americans whom we have called, since Tom Brokaw coined the term, the Greatest Generation.

As is often the case, people destined for greatness do not know it. Usually, it is for us who were not there, and who know them only in retrospect, to bestow the mantle of greatness.

The latterly named Greatest Generation grew up believing that they were merely the “younger generation.” Like all generations, they grew up in the us-and-them world that placed them in the shadow of that enigmatic cast of characters known as the “older generation.”

Archie Mathies and Johnny Ferelli had been friends since the second grade, sharing laughs, sharing tall tales, sharing secrets, and sharing adventures. Sharing adventures was then, as always, something that boys did. Sharing secrets was part of the age-old divide between the generations, and the punch line to the phrase “if our mothers knew half of the trouble we got into…”

For Archie Mathies and Johnny Ferelli, one of the stories that would be most often shared—though not willingly with their respective mothers—was the one that began on that day as the two boys were headed home from school in the waning months of their fifth-grade year.

Somewhere along the way, they met up with some other boys and continued on their way. Their destinations were their homes in a row of duplexes on the west side of Library, Pennsylvania. In some recountings of Archie’s early days, the town is called “Liberty,” which would fit the narrative more smoothly, but the town bore a more eccentric name. It was called “Library,” because someone along about the turn of the twentieth century remembered that a man named John Moore had set up a library in these environs way back in 1833. Before it was so named, the place had been known for years as “Loafer’s Hollow,” a name that would be even more idiosyncratic when set to the kind of serious narrative that you might want to take home to your mother.

In fact, Library was not then, and still is not, a town at all, but merely an unincorporated corner of South Park Township in Allegheny County, about a dozen or so highway miles south of downtown Pittsburgh. It was, in the lexicon of the Greatest Generation, “just a wide spot in the road.”

Pittsburgh was then, and for some years before and after, a steel town. Indeed, for America, it was the steel town. The steel industry runs on iron ore and coal, and it came to Pittsburgh because the ground under your feet there is filled with coal. They call them “coal patches” and they are everywhere in western Pennsylvania. You cannot usually see them, but you can see the mine entrances and the former mine entrances everywhere.

Dirty, dusty, black, and choking, coal became the lifeblood of western Pennsylvania. When Archie Mathies and Johnny Ferelli were growing up, nearly everybody’s dad worked in the coal industry, mostly at the Montour Number 10 Mine, and nearly everybody lived in the duplexes that were bully and owned by the Pittsburgh Coal Company.

The terrain around southern Allegheny County, like the terrain in most of coal country, is comprised of steep hills and deep valleys. The valley around which Library had been built was cut long ago by the stream folks knew as Piney Fork. To get from one side to the other, you had to go down, then climb up—or take a shortcut.

Boys being boys, and boys being disinclined to exert more effort than necessary in the accomplishment of a walk home, they elected to take a shortcut. That which presented itself most conveniently, and which had been used so often as to make it a routine part of the route, was the trestle used by the Montour Railroad, which crossed the canyon one hundred feet above Piney Fork. Walking the trestle thus saved considerable trouble in climbing down and climbing up.

As this writer can attest, having used railroad trestles as a boy of ten or eleven himself, trestles are unnerving in the first crossing but grow less daunting with the frequency of their use.

Another truism about being ten or eleven that is obvious only in retrospect is that boys this age have not yet seen everything. This was about to be illustrated most dramatically.

Archie and Johnny, and their friends, were about halfway across the trestle, when the ties and the rails upon which they walked shivered and shook with the portent of an oncoming coal train. They had never previously encountered one while in mid-span. By the time they looked up, the train was coming around the bend, and there was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide.

With fifty tons of coal in every car he was pulling, there was no way the engineer could stop, and nothing he could do but frantically blow his whistle.

Being one hundred feet above the safety of the ground, there was nothing the boys could do but to crawl beneath the ties, hang on and pray.

“I can still see Archie high above us, hanging by his toes from the railroad ties as the train crossed the trestle,” Johnny later told Archie’s brother, David. “We were clinging to the girders for dear life.”

As Archie later explained to his brother, he had slipped down between the ties and immediately cantilevered his feet up into another set of ties.

“He wasn’t really holding by his toes,” David recalled in a recording in the collection of the Air Force Historical Research Agency at Maxwell AFB. “He was hanging by his arches…. You can imagine the vibration that was set up in that trestle…. I have had occasion to stop by that trestle on several occasions just to look at it. It’s still there. I judge that from the point where they were trapped, it is at least seventy-five to one hundred feet off the ground. That might not seem like much, but when you’re hanging like a bat, and you fall, you’re going to break your neck.”

Archie Mathies had embraced danger and looked death in the eye. On that day in 1929, death blinked.

Archie was meant for greater things.

Archie Mathies was born Archibald Hamilton on June 3, 1918, in Stonehouse, South Lanarkshire, twenty miles southeast of Glasgow, Scotland. He never knew his father, nor did he ever know Scotland. His earliest memories formed on Jacobs Creek in Westmoreland County, Pennsylvania. When his mother remarried in 1921, to William James Mathies, the family, including Archie’s older sister, Jessie, immigrated to the United States. William Mathies went to work for the Pittsburgh Coal Company at Van Meter, in Rostraver Township, north of Pittsburgh.

It was a few years after David Mathies was born, in 1922, that the family moved to another coal patch. Mary Mathies was relieved to get out of Van Meter, where they were still mourning one of the worst mining disasters in American history, which had claimed 239 lives in 1907. The Mathies family was now living in Library, on the south side of America’s great steel town, where William went to work at the Montour Number 10 Mine, also owned by Pittsburgh Coal.

As David would recall, soon after they arrived in Library, Archie was challenged by the “patch bully” in his age bracket, but promptly “turned him everywhere but loose.”

Archie Mathies faced adversity and the bully more than blinked.

Those were the days when dairies still made home deliveries, and the milkman serving Library had a particular dilemma. It seems that the same bully who had challenged Archie had also been stealing from the milkman, slipping into the milk truck as the driver made his rounds to the backs of the houses.

When the milkman learned of Archie’s having thrashed the bully, he hired Archie to ride shotgun. His pay at the end of the day was 50 cents and a quart of chocolate milk.

Around the time of the Piney Fork trestle incident, Archie’s mother informed William that, in brother David’s words, “she’d had enough of that coal patch living,” meaning that she was tired of raising her family in a company-owned duplex. The family, which included Jessie, now at the threshold of becoming a teenager, along with seven-year-old David, and Nettie May, just turned two, lived in four rooms, with an outhouse in the backyard. Mary was ready for a place of their own, so she sent William down to the small town of Finleyville, four miles away—where he was able to rent another house—with five rooms.

Archie adapted quickly to life in Finleyville, and discovered Patton’s Garage, where the proprietor ran a car repair shop by day and a boxing club by night. Pugilism suited Archie’s competitive nature, and he boxed continuously until he hurt his arm one night in 1933.

“That’s enough,” William Mathies told his knight errant son. “There’s no money for hospitals, and furthermore, it’s time to start high school.”

The older generation had spoken.

When he graduated from Monogahela High School, Archie went to work. This being coal country, he went to work in the mines, specifically up in Library, at the Champion 3 Preparation Plant, adjacent to the Montour Number 10 Mine where his father had worked since Archie was a little boy. He got on working at the tipple, where they loaded the coal cars, for five dollars a day.

“He could have made a lot more money if he had worked inside the mine,” David explained. “But my dad was not about to hear tell of that. There’s too much danger involved in coal mining.”

In 1939, when Archie turned twenty-one, he joined the volunteer fire department. “He loved that, flying around on the back of the truck going to all the field fires—there were very few house fires.” David laughed in the recollection. “He liked the speed, but there was an extra bonus involved. We had the volunteer fireman’s marching band. It was a bonus because he got to see all the girls. They played music by America’s greatest band master, John Philip Souza. His favorite tune then, and my favorite tune now, is ‘Stars and Stripes Forever.’”

David went on to recall that even though Archie was making only five dollars a day working for Pittsburgh Coal, he wasn’t selfish. “I remember coming home from school one day and there was two pairs of Chicago roller skates. There was a pair for him and a pair for me. In 1941, the first year that Archie was in the service, he bought my mother a four-hundred-dollar fur coat. I wondered how he managed this. Did he rob a bank or something? Then I remembered that Archie was good with cards and he was also good with the galloping dominoes.”

On December 30, 1940, Archie decided that, in David’s words, “it was time for a new adventure,” and he joined the US Army Air Corps.

Archie Mathies would never meet Richard D’Oyly Hughes, but their lives were intertwined. Both were born in the United Kingdom, both became citizens of the United States, both served in the uniform of the USAAF, and both men went on to become iconic figures in the story of Big Week. Their stories become intertwined in the narrative of this book.

Aside from that, the two men were as different as night and day. A generation older than Mathies, Hughes was born into one of those upper class British families where military service is a sacred duty. He attended Wellington College in Berkshire, founded as a national monument to the Duke of Wellington, and where the faculty still includes commissioned officers from the Duke of Wellington’s regiment. He went on to the Royal Military Academy at Sandhurst, the British equivalent of West Point, where the British Army trains its officers, and he served in World War I. An item in the London Gazette of December 1916 finds him assigned to King George’s Own 1st Gurkha Rifles, also known as the Malaun Regiment, who had fought the Germans at Ypres and who were then battling the Ottoman Turks in what later became Iraq.

A dozen years later, Dick Hughes would be found in the Northwest Frontier Province in India. It was here that he met and fell in love with an American woman. He pursued Frances back to St. Louis, Missouri, married her, settled down, and started a family. Their daughter, also named Frances, was born in 1929, and the twins, Richard and Guy, were born in 1934. Dick went into business and developed an excellent reputation for understanding the nuances of the interrelationship of businesses and economic forces, which would make him uniquely qualified to serve as one of the key men in the later planning and execution of the Big Week mission.

Guy D’Oyly Hughes, the namesake of one of Dick and Franny’s twins, had taken the route in life that led him to His Majesty’s Royal Navy. As Dick was with the British Army, fighting Turks in Iraq, Guy was fighting the Turks beneath the waves of the Mediterranean, as first officer aboard the submarine HMS E11. Mainly during the Dardanelles Campaign, the sub was credited with sinking more than eighty vessels of various sizes. In 1915, Guy earned a Distinguished Service Order by swimming ashore to blow up a portion of the Constantinople-to-Baghdad railroad.

World War II would find Guy above the waves as captain of the aircraft carrier HMS Glorious. On June 8, 1940, the carrier and two escorting destroyers were intercepted near Norway by the infamous German battlecruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. In one of the war’s major surface actions involving the German Kreigsmarine and the Royal Navy, all three British vessels were sunk. Guy was killed by a shell from the Scharnhorst before Glorious slipped beneath the icy waves.

By the late 1930s, Dick Hughes managed St. Albans Farms, a former dairy operation that was evolving into a comfortable suburban residential community. Overlooking the Missouri River in northeastern Franklin County, about thirty-five miles west of St. Louis, St. Albans Farms once provided around 2 percent of the milk that was sold in that city. Over time, it would supply a similar proportion of commuters to St. Louis.

When the war began in Europe, and especially after his own brother was killed by the Germans, Dick Hughes yearned to get into the war somehow. It was partly an eagerness for revenge, or so he stated in his unpublished memoir, and partly a yearning to be a part of the twentieth century’s biggest adventure.


ONE

THE BIRTH OF AN IDEA

“I can see it falling through the sky for a couple of seconds and then it disappears,” a thirty-year-old Italian pilot named Giulio Gavotti recalled breathlessly of his first bomb run over a target in Libya. “After a little while, I can see a small dark cloud in the middle of the encampment. I have hit the target!”

In 2011, the world watched as NATO airpower provided the critical edge in the defeat of Muammar Gaddafi’s forty-two-year rule in Libya. In the history of airpower, compared to the great battles of World War II, the Libyan campaign of 2011 was a footnote.

In the history of airpower, 2011 was neither a turning point nor a tipping point. It was the centennial.

Exactly one hundred years earlier, in 1911, in the skies over exactly the same place, Lieutenant Gavotti’s first bomb run had been the first bomb run in the history of aerial warfare.

With the advent of heavier-than-air flight early in the twentieth century, the armies of the world had been buying airplanes, but as with the balloons used by the armies of the nineteenth century, they were only intended as passive observation platforms.

Among the wars being fought by European countries in the early twentieth century was a land grab by Italy that involved the seizure of Ottoman Turkish colonial possessions in North Africa, specifically in the area that later became Libya. November found a squadron of Italian aircraft involved. One of the pilots was Giulio Gavotti.

“Today two boxes full of bombs arrived,” Gavotti wrote in a letter to his father in Naples. “We are expected to throw them from our planes. It is very strange that none of us have been told about this, and that we haven’t received any instruction from our superiors. So we are taking the bombs on board with the greatest precaution. It will be very interesting to try them on the Turks.”

The rest is history.

Three years later, the armies of Europe’s great powers, each of them now equipped with small aviation sections, were in the opening throes of World War I.

Meanwhile, the mainstream technical establishment had been slow to grasp the tactical importance of such operations. In October 1910, Scientific American dismissed the idea of airplanes as war machines, noting that “outside of scouting duties, we are inclined to think that the field of usefulness of the aeroplane will be rather limited. Because of its small carrying capacity, and the necessity for its operating at great altitude, if it is to escape hostile fire, the amount of damage it will do by dropping explosives upon cities, forts, hostile camps, or bodies of troops in the field to say nothing of battleships at sea, will be so limited as to have no material effects on the issues of a campaign.”

Between 1914 and 1918 in the skies over World War I battlefields, the young men of Gavotti’s generation would prove the fallacy of the venerable journal’s assumptions.

In that conflict, aircraft were, indeed, first used as observation platforms, but air-to-air combat was a natural step in the evolution of aerial warfare. Both sides had airplanes and aviators, and soon they encountered one another over the trenches. The first confrontations were gentlemanly, indeed, probably chivalrous, for the knights of the air had something in common with other airmen that their respective countrymen on the ground could only dream of.

It didn’t take long, however, for the realization to sink in that the enemy in the trenches, with his Mauser trained on your skull, saluted the same flag as the silk-scarved enemy gliding by in his lacquered Albatros. Somebody took his sidearm aloft, the first airplane went down, and air combat was born.

Soon, like Gavotti, aerial observers flying over the enemy’s lines realized that they could as easily drop something that exploded. Tactical bombing, as a doctrine, was born. To use Scientific American’s phrasing, aerial bombing had actually started to have “material effects on the issues of a campaign.”

Meanwhile, there were some farsighted airpower theorists who began imagining that aviation might potentially be deployed in such a way as to have “material effects” beyond the battlefield, thereby shaping the course and outcome of the war itself. This is what came to be known as strategic airpower.

Tactical bombing, simply stated, is aerial bombardment of enemy targets, such as troop concentrations, airfields, entrenchments, and the like, as part of an integrated air-land battlefield action at or near the front. Tactical airpower generally is used toward the same goals as, and in direct support of, naval forces or ground troops in the field.

Strategic airpower, by contrast, seeks targets without a specific connection with what is happening at the front. Strategic airpower is used to strike far behind the lines, at the enemy’s means of waging war—such as factories, power plants, cities—and ultimately, the enemy’s very will to wage war.

Strategic aircraft naturally differ from tactical aircraft in that they have a much longer range and payload capacity—certainly more than the average 1914 airplane.

It was not until around the time of World War I that aviation technology had developed to the point where such large aircraft were practical. One of the original pioneers of strategic airpower was a Russian engineer and aviation enthusiast. The year was 1913, and the man was Igor Sikorsky, the same man who would amaze the world thirty years later with the first practical helicopters. The airplane was named the Ilya Mourometz (or Muromets) after the tenth-century Russian hero, and it was the world’s first strategic bomber. The big plane was designed as an airliner but was adapted as a bomber when the war began. It was powered by four engines, as no other plane before it had been, with the single exception of its own prototype, the unarmed Russky Vityaz (Russian Knight).

By the winter of 1914–1915, a sizable number of these big bombers were in action against German targets. The bomb load of each plane exceeded half a ton, and with a range of nearly four hundred miles, they were able to hit targets well behind German lines. The Russians conducted more than four hundred raids without the Germans mounting a similar campaign in retaliation, but in the end, other factors intervened. After initial victories, the Russian Army was defeated on the ground by 1917, the tsar had abdicated, and the events leading to the Russian Revolution were rapidly under way. The Ilya Mourometz had been successful in what it did, but it played only a minor part in one of mankind’s biggest dramas. Igor Sikorsky emigrated from Russia to the United States, and the theory of strategic airpower would remain largely dormant in Russia until after the next world war.

Strategic air operations on the western front were soon to follow those in the east, with British aircraft launching strikes against German positions in occupied Belgian coastal cities in February 1915. The Germans countered with zeppelin attacks on Paris and on British cities as far north as Newcastle. On the night of May 31, after ten months of war, London looked upon its own dead for the first time. About a week later, Austrian aviators launched the first long-range strategic mission on the southern front, causing several fires in and around the Piazza San Marco in Venice. By 1917, the Germans were using long-range, fixed-wing Gotha bombers against London.

In April 1918, shortly after being established as an independent service, Britain’s Royal Air Force (RAF) conducted a series of raids on German cities in the Ruhr and even ranged as far south as Frankfurt, though the raids were more a strategic bombing experiment than a strategic bombing offensive. A full-scale strategic air offensive against Germany was scheduled for the spring of 1919, with Berlin on the target list, but the war ended in November 1918 with the plan untried.

Though the intervention of United States manpower in World War I may have been of pivotal importance to the Allies, the involvement of American airpower was not extensive and consisted almost entirely of tactical operations. Nevertheless, the idea of strategic airpower made a great impression on the commander of the American Expeditionary Force (AEF) air units in the war, Colonel Billy Mitchell.

Mitchell’s boss, General John J. “Blackjack” Pershing, the overall commander of the AEF, saw airpower strictly as tactical ground support, the conventional view of the time. Mitchell, however, saw the potential for a broader application. He wanted to see the AEF airmen striking the enemy at his source of supply, rather than being simply another weapon for ground commanders to use as they would use artillery.

Mitchell became the first major American exponent of strategic airpower, but his ideas were never implemented during the war. Part of the reason was that strategic bombing, though experimental in British and French doctrine, was not yet accepted by the American military establishment at all.

“Aircraft move hundreds of miles in an incredibly short space of time, so that even if they are reported as coming into a country, across its frontiers, there is no telling where they are going to go to strike,” the prescient Mitchell wrote, describing a method of warfare that was still many years in the future. “Wherever an object can be seen from the air, aircraft are able to hit it with their guns, bombs, and other weapons. Cities and towns, railway lines and canals cannot be hidden. Not only is this the case on land, it is even more the case on the water, because on the water no object can be concealed unless it dives beneath the surface.”

After the war, Mitchell, now a brigadier general, became the central figure in the crusade for strategic airpower. Mitchell argued that strategic bombers were cheaper to build and operate than battleships, and they could be used faster and more easily to project American power wherever it might be needed around the world.

“Neither armies nor navies can exist unless the air is controlled over them,” Mitchell wrote in 1925. “Air forces, on the other hand, are the only independent fighting units of the day, because neither armies nor navies can ascend and fight twenty thousand feet above the earth’s surface.”

He raised hackles in 1921 when he told Congress that his bombers could sink any ship afloat. To prove him wrong, the US Navy agreed to let him try out his theories on some captured German warships they had inherited at the end of the war and that needed to be disposed of.

The rules of engagement were written by the Navy’s Atlantic Fleet commander. The Navy would regulate the weight of the bombs and the number of planes, and reserved the right to call off the engagement at any time. In a series of demonstrations held in July 1921, Mitchell and the Army Air Service attacked the German ships anchored in Chesapeake Bay. A destroyer went down, followed by the light cruiser Frankfurt, and ultimately the heavily armored battleship Ostfriesland. Mitchell had dramatically proven his point, but both the US Army and the US Navy remained officially unconvinced.

“Aircraft possess the most powerful weapons ever devised by man,” Mitchell cautioned. “They carry not only guns and cannon but heavy missiles that utilize the force of gravity for their propulsion and which can cause more destruction than any other weapon. One of these great bombs hitting a battleship will completely destroy it. Consider what this means to the future systems of national defense. As battleships are relatively difficult to destroy, imagine how much easier it is to sink all other vessels and merchant craft.”

As Mitchell became more and more outspoken, the US Army transferred him from Langley Field in Virginia (too close to Washington for their comfort) to Kelly Field near San Antonio, Texas. In 1925, after the loss of life from the crash of the Navy dirigible Shenandoah, Mitchell called the management of national defense by the War and Navy Departments “incompetent” and “treasonable.” The army had had enough. Mitchell was court-martialed, convicted, reduced to colonel, and drummed out of the service on half pension. He died in 1936, just a few years short of seeing strategic airpower play a key role in the Allied victory in World War II.

Nevertheless, even before the death of Billy Mitchell, the proponents of the still-unproven concept of strategic airpower had risen to places of influence within the major air forces of the world. In both Britain and the United States, large, four-engine heavy bombers were in development, while in Germany, airpower in general would become fully integrated into battlefield doctrine.


TWO

THE WAR WILL BE AN AIR WAR

Even as Billy Mitchell was uncannily predicting the use of airpower in future conflicts, events were in motion on the other side of the Atlantic that would propel the nations of Europe and the world into the Second World War.

In the Treaty of Versailles, which concluded the First World War, the wartime Allies had imposed steep reparations demands and economic restrictions that shoved Germany’s already tottering economy to the brink. In so doing, they were creating the environment which would breed the next great war.

While the rest of the world was enjoying a decade of prosperity in the 1920s, Germany imploded. Having been the industrial powerhouse of continental Europe before the war, that nation collapsed economically because of its defeat and the Versailles restrictions. Unemployment and hyperinflation reached staggering levels that have few, if any, comparisons in the history of modern industrialized nations. Also part of the Versailles restrictions was the policy forbidding Germany to have an air force, or even an aircraft industry.

The treaty handed Germany insult on top of injury, demanding that it accept sole responsibility for the war. While Germany had been the principal combatant among the Central Powers, there were plenty of nations on both sides who had a share in the blame for the war having started. Because Germany had been so obviously singled out, it provided German extremists of all stripes a gift on which they could agree. The treaty became a lightning rod for the harangues of rabble-rousers from all political persuasions.

Out of the swirling sea of leaderless chaos, there at last emerged a powerful and charismatic leader who promised much and was embraced by masses yearning for prewar glories.

Germany’s downward economic spiral reversed its course when Adolf Hitler’s National Socialists came to power in 1934. When Hitler became Führer und Reichskanzler (leader and Reich chancellor), he began rearming Germany in violation of the terms of the Treaty of Versailles. In 1936, his armies occupied the German Rhineland, again in direct violation of the Treaty of Versailles.

Tensions between Germany and its wartime enemies, Britain and France, quickly increased, but neither of them was keen to challenge Hitler and risk another war. Neither did the Soviet Union relish the idea, despite the ferocious ideological divide between the Nazis and the Communists. Hitler had written at length in his 1926 manifesto, Mein Kampf (My Struggle), about his desire to incorporate large slices of the Soviet Union into his Third Reich, but as with so much about his tome, the world did not take it seriously.

The ticking of the time bomb of World War II began with Hitler’s grab for the territory of Germany’s closest neighbors. In March 1938, Hitler annexed Austria in a move that was called Anschluss, or “Connection.” This fulfilled the dreams of Germanic ethnocentrists in both countries who wished to see all German-speaking people united in a single Reich. There were also large numbers of ethnic Germans in Czechoslovakia, and Hitler next demanded that Czechoslovakia’s German-speaking Sudetenland region also be folded into his Third Reich. There were also a large number of Germans in the nominally independent port city of Danzig, which had alternated between Poland and Prussia for centuries before the League of Nations took it away from Germany in 1920, when Poland was reconstituted, and made it a “free city.” Known as Gdansk in Polish, it was coveted by Poles, whose territory surrounded it, and it was coveted by Germans, who had owned it for more than a century and wanted it back.

In September 1938, at the now infamous summit conference, Britain’s Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain and France’s President Édouard Daladier flew to Munich, the mother city of the Nazi Party, to meet with Adolf Hitler. The Führer told these gentlemen that the Sudetenland should properly be part of Germany, and he promised that this was the end of his territorial ambitions. Czechoslovakia naturally complained, but Chamberlain and Daladier ignored the Czechs and acceded to the Führer’s demands. When Chamberlain flew home, he happily announced that he had helped to negotiate “peace for our time.”

In March 1939, Hitler decided that he wanted the rest of Czechoslovakia. The price tag for “peace for our time” had gone up. Chamberlain and Daladier were willing to go to almost any lengths to appease Adolf Hitler and avoid war. Like a terminal patient in his hospital bed, Czechoslovakia had no choice. The poor country was chopped into bits. Slovakia was sliced off as a quasi-autonomous satellite of Germany, while the remainder of Czechoslovakia became the Reich Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia.

Two months later, Hitler inked a deal with Italy’s Fascist “Duce,” Benito Mussolini. Known as the Pact of Steel, the agreement called for cooperation in time of war, a war that seemed all that much closer because of the pact. With a name like “Pact of Steel,” it didn’t even sound like an alliance with friendly intentions.

On August 24, Hitler sent his foreign minister to Moscow. There, Joachim von Ribbentrop signed a nonaggression pact with the Soviet Union’s own brutal strongman, Josef Stalin. Much to the surprise of the global media that demonized and caricaturized them both, the right-wing demon, Hitler, had tumbled into bed with the left-wing demon, Stalin.

A week later, on the morning of September 1, 1939, as German troops raced across the border, German bombs began falling on Poland. In London, Neville Chamberlain proposed more negotiations, but Hitler held the best hand—and he had just decreed that the time for negotiating was over.

Chamberlain consulted with Daladier, and together they came to realize that the time for negotiating was indeed over. On September 3, Britain and France declared that a state of war between them and the Third Reich had existed for two days. There would be no “peace in our time.”

Not only did the German invasion stun the world politically, the precision of the integrated German war machine stunned the world militarily. It was the most well-trained, best-equipped, and overall superior military force in the world. Their coordinated air and ground offensive, known as blitzkrieg (lightning war), was the most rapid and efficient mode of military attack the world had ever seen. The use of fast-moving tanks, mobile forces, dive bombers, and paratroop units—all working together as one tight, well-disciplined force—stunned the world, especially the Polish defenders. Germany was able to subjugate Poland in just three weeks. The Luftwaffe played such a crucial role in this action that it surprised airpower advocates and airpower skeptics alike.

After Germany had conquered Poland—naturally annexing the great port at Danzig—Britain and France dispatched a few bombers over Germany but, for the most part, took no offensive action. A lull in the action of World War II descended over Europe. Throughout the winter of 1939–1940, Allied and German troops sat and stared at one another across the heavily fortified Franco-German border. So little was happening that newspaper writers dubbed the situation the “sitzkrieg” or the “phoney war.”

On April 9, 1940, Germany attacked to the west.

Sitzkrieg became blitzkrieg once again. German troops quickly occupied Denmark and Norway. On May 10, the Germans began a great offensive to the west that duplicated their advance on Belgium and France in 1914 at the beginning of World War I. By May 28, Luxembourg, Belgium, and the Netherlands had surrendered and German forces were pouring into France. By June 14, Germany had seized control of Paris, having accomplished in five weeks what it had been unable to do in four years of protracted fighting in World War I.

France finally surrendered on June 22, leaving Britain to face the onslaught of Germany’s blitzkrieg alone. Only twenty-one miles of English Channel separated Germany’s crack troops from an army that had abandoned all of its equipment in France when it barely managed to escape from the Germans at Dunkirk on the French coast on June 4.

While Hitler’s forces prepared for a cross-channel invasion of Britain, the English people rallied around Prime Minister Winston Churchill, who had taken office on May 10 telling them he had “nothing to offer but blood, toil, tears and sweat.” He defied Hitler by informing him that his troops would meet relentless opposition on the beaches, on the streets, and in every village. However, Luftwaffe commander Field Marshal Hermann Göring insisted that his bombers could easily subdue Britain, making the planned sea invasion a simple walk-over.

In August, the Luftwaffe began a brutal, unremitting bombing assault on Britain’s ports, factories, and cities. Soon the assault turned to the British capital, with the ruthless London Blitz.

The only thing that stood in the way of an easy victory was the courageous, but vastly outnumbered, pilots of the Royal Air Force, who met the Germans like gnats attacking crows. Despite the fact that the British had fewer than one thousand fighters to face a Luftwaffe onslaught four times as large, the RAF was able to destroy twelve bombers for each one of their own losses. Churchill called it the RAF’s “finest hour.”

The Luftwaffe had eradicated the will of the Netherlands to resist German armies by leveling downtown Rotterdam in June, but failed to do the same to the British a few months later. Nevertheless, the London Blitz stunned and nearly demoralized Britain.

In their use of integrated tactical air operations in support of the blitzkrieg, the Luftwaffe had revolutionized tactical air warfare. They had developed the right aircraft and had mastered the right tactics to achieve frighteningly successful results.

The Germans had shown the world that this war would be an air war.


THREE

AMERICA PREPARES FOR THE AIR WAR

Billy Mitchell had resigned in February 1926, and died a decade later, in February 1936, having spent the last ten years of his life predicting that the next world war would be an air war, and insisting that the United States should get ready for it. While there were young officers throughout the US Army and US Navy who had heard Mitchell, the upper levels of command were scarcely more willing to believe the premise of his argument than they had been in 1921.

Though his own countrymen had remained deaf to Mitchell’s message, the idea had obviously taken root in Europe, especially in Germany. While the air forces of Europe were expanding during the 1930s, there was no corresponding urgency among the upper echelon leadership of the United States armed forces to do the same. For nearly two centuries, vast oceans had been both physical and psychological barriers which insulated America from foreign wars. Even eighteen years after Billy Mitchell had proven that bombers could sink battleships, the US Navy defense planners still insisted that oceans and battleships were the only line of defense that the United States needed to avoid war. The US Army, meanwhile, still believed that its subsidiary Air Corps existed only to support troops in the field, not to undertake offensive actions behind enemy lines independent of the ground troops.

However, within the Air Corps, Billy Mitchell’s vision for an independent air force capable of decisive action had resonated with many junior officers since the 1920s
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