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Introduction

THE EMPTY SKY
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While the British bombed at night, the USAAF remained committed to daylight attacks over Germany. Bomber Command switched to night raids after suffering heavy losses during the opening months of the war. The USAAF took huge losses at times, but solved that problem with the introduction of long-range escort fighters and drop tanks. Better protected from German interceptors, the USAAF ended the war with a lower loss rate than Bomber Command, despite operating throughout the war in daylight. Here, a group of curious RAF airmen receive a lecture from a USAAF officer on the Boeing B-17G Flying Fortress during an inter-service exchange late in the war.

SEVEN DECADES AGO, battles raged across Europe’s flak-torn skies. That epic clash consumed tens of thousands of aircraft born from the factories of a dozen nations. Riding them down to their final, fiery resting places were men of passion, vision, and dedication. They died horribly, trapped in the machines that bore them aloft as flames engulfed them. Few deaths can ever reach that level of pain and misery.

Visit the battlefield at Verdun and the shell-torn land still harbors wounds even a century has not healed. Not so with the titanic struggle to control Europe’s skies during the six years it took to defeat Nazi Germany. Those skies are empty now; there are no telltale scars to be found among the clouds. Time and the nature of the fighting have swept away every vestige of what will probably remain the largest air war in human history.

A few signposts of this clash remain here and there, off the beaten path ready for those who seek them out. An old Eighth Air Force bomber station, its runways now cracked and weed-riddled; local museums chocked with aircraft or memorabilia of an age that now exists only in fading memories of the final few who lived it—these fragments are all that is left. They cannot tell the total story of what occurred in the skies during those six years of World War II. It is just too massive, the forces engaged so large as to prevent most minds from grasping the enormity of the national commitments to such a new form of warfare. Instead, those museums and memorials, those airfields that once thundered with the sounds of hundreds of engines but have long since fallen into disuse, at best can provide mere hints of the magnitude of the struggle.

Some of those who fought in it survived to write their memoirs. Those are only tiny representative threads of a vast tapestry that ultimately claimed hundreds of thousands of lives, civilian and military.

It all started with a dream, a vision of how the next war could be fought without the stalemate of the Great War. The theorists posited, and the air crews put those ideas to practice with mixed results and a staggering casualty rate. Strategic bombing, the solution to static, attritional warfare, ultimately itself became a war of attrition and national resources. In trying to avoid more Sommes, more Verduns, the theories espoused before the war created new versions of them in the sky. In the process, cities burned and civilians died right alongside the servicemen sent either to protect or destroy them. If Verdun consumed a generation of French, American, and German warrior sons, the inter-war solution of strategic bombing resulted in the mass destruction of Europe’s most beautiful and culturally rich urban centers.
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The Allied strategic bombing campaign virtually destroyed Germany’s urban centers. Hundreds of thousands of civilians died in the rubble and the firestorms created by the RAF’s incendiary attacks. The morality and the effectiveness of such raids have sparked one of the most enduring controversies to emerge from World War II.
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Home for the night. An exhausted Eighth Air Force crew brings a B-17 down on final approach over an airfield in East Anglia.

This book tells the story of that unique and exceptionally violent campaign through the photographs taken by noncombatants who rode into battle with the sole purpose of trying to capture these events for succeeding generations. Hundreds of these photographers died in the line of duty, killed when their bombers were shot out of the sky by flak or fighters. At war’s end, tens of thousands of those photos were simply dumped on office floors in Eighth Air Force units all over East Anglia. Some of the men saw the value in those photos and scooped up some of these precious and historic images. They took them home as coveted treasures of the most difficult, and meaningful, time in their lives.

Most of those images never survived, and that is a significant tragedy given the level of sacrifice the photographers took to record them. The comparative few that do exist today survived an Air Force archive that bounced around among stateside offices, the Air and Space Museum, and finally the National Archives. In the process, they were stored improperly, and many have degraded to the point that they are no longer useful. America has never been past-centric; we have short memories. and the future is what matters to us as a people and a culture. In some respects, this is good. Some cultures cling so caustically to their histories that centuries-old wounds continue to affect their social dynamics. That is not the American way. We experience, then move on.
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The incredible stress and psychological pressure repeated missions over Germany produced are more than evident on Tech. Sgt. Vernon Lindemayer’s face in this photograph. Just back from another mission as a B-17’s top turret, this image was snapped before he even had a chance to shave. Those who returned home after their tour in Europe did so as different men, branded forever by what their experiences in the air war.

But here, within these pages, I would like to return you, gentle reader, to a time when thousands of aircraft darkened Europe’s skies. It is a time when a generation of idealistic young men, steeped in the lore of flight through pulp magazines and movies like Dawn Patrol and Hell’s Angels convinced them that glory awaited among the clouds. What they discovered instead was a thousand ways to die, a thousand terrors whose effects on the survivors of the campaign would last a lifetime, nestled in their nightmares and shared only with loving spouses—or at least the ones who stuck it out with them upon their return.

There was no help for them and PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder) as there is now for America’s warriors. They were simply expected to return home, pick up their old lives, and press on. But trauma and the human mind have an unpredictable relationship. The damage was done, and the effect of the air war on those who fought will linger until the final aviator from that long-lost age breathes his last. The war did not end in 1945; it simply changed form.
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The bomber crews developed their own rituals and traditions, such as this one. When a crew member flew his final mission, he received a dunking upon return. It is a tradition that carries through in some U.S. aviation units to this day. Here Maj. Jim McPartlin gets the treatment in front of an Eighth Air Force B-17.
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Damaged bombers limping back to England often crash-landed and burst into flames. The USAAF developed the most sophisticated and well-equipped fire-fighting crews in the world to help save lives in such situations. Here, a team of fire fighters in asbestos suits hold chemical sprayers and await the call to action.
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A 401st Bomb Group B-17G sits on an airfield in East Anglia after limping home with an engine afire after a mission in March 1944. As the fire crews sought to contain the flames, they burned through the top of the cowling. The engine’s weight caused the cowl to snap and sag to the ground.

This book is an homage to these young men, those who died and those who returned hollow and spent by their combat experiences. The photos tell the story better than any words I will ever be able to put to paper, so they will take center stage on every page. Riding a B-24 to Berlin armed with nothing but a camera was no small feat of courage in 1944, but there were men who stepped forward and proved willing to do it. Their surviving work paints a vivid picture of the human experience that defined a generation of aviators.

In the myriad books written on the strategic bombing campaign, that human element seems all too often suborned to the technical aspects of the machines and weapons used to fight it. Book after book can be found with aircraft specifications: the number of .50-caliber machine guns in a B-17F or how to tell the difference between a B-24D, J, or M. There will be some of that in the pages that follow, but the focus will be on the men who flew the machines and the civilians on the ground who endured the fall of their bombs. Ultimately, history is not defined by how much horsepower a Wright Cyclone engine could produce; it is composed of human experience.

A few gallant writers—journalists and novelists whose patriotism drove them to England or Italy—rode into battle aboard these bombers in hopes of capturing that human experience. MacKinlay Kantor, a Civil War novelist, was one of those dedicated few who was rejected for military service due to his age. He found a way to serve his country and share his words with a nation eager to understand what its sons were doing in Europe. He flew the flak-filled missions, taking notes that formed the basis of his stories. And when he came home, he saw the struggle these vets experienced as they tried to readjust to civilian life. He wrote about that quiet and desperate battle back here in the States in his brilliant novel Glory For Me, which became the basis for the movie The Best Years of Our Lives. In it, Fred Derry, a bombardier with the 305th Bomb Group, serves as one of the three main characters. His words humanized the experience of a generation of aviators, and they will be quoted in the pages that follow.

As a kid, I would sneak into my father’s den, which was filled with the beautiful and accurate models of the aircraft used in the strategic bombing campaign. He’d arrayed in one cabinet P-51s, P-38s, Focke-Wulfs, and Messerschmitts. I’d stare at them, fingers pressed to the glass, and let my imagination roam. Next to those cabinets, stored with military-like precision in stout bookshelves were hundreds of books and folios related to World War II aviation. Not allowed to touch them, they became my forbidden fruit. As soon as I was old enough to read, I would tiptoe inside Dad’s den and pilfer a book or two, read it as quickly as I could and return it. Somehow, he always knew, and more than once I got busted. Nevertheless, from those stolen moments grew an abiding love of aviation history and the air war in Europe. Someday, I wanted to have the opportunity to write such volumes so that they may sit on Dad’s shelf as well.
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The 549th Bomb Squadron returns from a mission to find coffee and donuts waiting for them, care of the Red Cross. Such gestures helped sustain the morale of those doing the flying and fighting. Through 1944, the Eighth Air Force’s commander, Jimmy Doolittle, tried his best to give his airmen passes into the local English towns and cities so they could relax and unwind. Such consideration for his men landed Doolittle in hot water with his superiors, who were determined to ruthlessly prosecute the air war no matter how worn out the crews became.

My childish and naïve view of the air war vanished in the 1990s when I interviewed hundreds of veterans of the Eighth and Fifteenth Air Forces. Through my time with them in their last few years, I saw their lingering pain; I heard their stories of friends trapped in jammed turrets that they were forced to leave behind as their bombers plunged broken and burning for the earth five miles below. In their words, in their tears for long-fallen comrades, and in their eyes I saw the true meaning of what took place during those seminal years seven decades ago. As a result, this book has been both a privilege and a passion to write—one of those projects that defines my own accomplishments in life. I hope every page honors their experience by staying honest to what they endured and why.

That is my gift to those men who took the time to trust me with me those jagged memories and open their wounded hearts to a young historian who knew nothing of the true nature of combat. Those moments, shared in their homes, shaped who I became and gave me purpose to my own life. This is their story, the view from their cockpits and turrets, told with all the raw honesty I gleaned from their words.

And the fighters rolled into the tracer like rabbits,

The blood froze over my splints like a scab—

Did I snore, all still and grey in the turret,

Till the palms rose out of the sea with my death?

And the world ends here, in the sand of a grave,

All my wars over? How easy it was to die!

—Randall Jarrell, Gunner
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Home safe. Come dawn, they’d have to fly again.


l

A PANACEA FOR GENERATIONAL DESTRUCTION
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The craterscape of the Western Front left an indelible impression on the young officers who survived it. Never again, they vowed, would they send so many men to their deaths so pointlessly. Two schools of thought emerged from this ordeal. Some believed airpower alone could end the next war quickly. Others believed tanks and armored vehicles could restore mobility to the battlefield and deliver the war-winning blows with speed and movement.

There my adventurous ardor experienced a sobering shock. A fair-haired Scottish private was lying at the side of the trench in a pool of his own blood. His face was grey and serene, and his eyes stared emptily at the sky. A few yards further on the body of a German officer lay crumpled up and still . . . machine guns tapped, spiteful and spasmodic. High up in the fresh blue sky an aeroplane droned and glinted. I thought what a queer state of things it all was. . . .

—Memoirs of an Infantry Officer, Siegfried Sassoon

THE GREAT WAR CAME UPON EUROPE in the summer of 1914, sparked by an assassin’s bullet and fueled by diplomatic miscalculations. Spurred by patriotic fever and images of glory and heroism in battle, legions of young men kissed their loved ones good-bye, stepped aboard troop trains across the Continent, and found themselves thrown into a new form of warfare nobody—from general to private—had ever envisioned.

They marched into battle in Napoleonic ranks. Instead of muskets, they faced Maxim machine guns and modern artillery. Garish uniforms, fit for striking impressions during the Bastille Day parades colored the French rank and file. The Zouaves wore blue and bright red pantaloons. Against the summer’s earth, they made exceptional targets for German gunners, and they died in heaps.
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During the Great War, airpower served an important supporting function on the Western Front. Reconnaissance, observation, and spotting for artillery units were the aircraft’s most important duties. Here, an American 1st Aero Squadron Salmson recon aircraft soars above the front on a mission in 1918.
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The concept of strategic bombing emerged from the traumatic experience of World War I’s trench fighting. The machine gun, combined with long-range artillery, produced such appalling casualties that offensive operations could be conducted only at the expense of thousands of young lives for every mile of ground taken. When the Armistice was signed in 1918, the surviving professional officers took stock of what they’d just been through and sought ways to ensure such positional warfare would never happen again.

In the first three weeks of fighting on the Western Front, five hundred thousand men became casualties. Before the year was out, the French Army alone had suffered almost a million losses.

The war devolved into positional fighting where a few hundred yards of ground would be bought with the blood of thousands of young men. Through 1915, the loss rates only grew worse. Then came Verdun in February 1916, and the French Army all but succumbed to the flames of that crucible. Before the year was out, Verdun had claimed almost a million more men.
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Charles DeGaulle (left) was one of the armor advocates in the French Army.

In June, the reconstituted British Army launched its offensive along the Somme River. After a week long artillery bombardment, the British infantry was expected to simply walk over whatever German resistance was left. Instead, as the men clambered out of their trenches and marched in orderly ranks through no man’s land, they faced a hurricane of shrapnel and machine gun fire. By dusk, nineteen thousand British soldiers lay dead, some still lying in their parade ground ranks on the shell-savaged battlefield. Another forty thousand wounded overburdened the already inadequate medical evacuation pipeline, and their misery as they lay untended for hours or even days seems unimaginable now in a time when removing a casualty from the field takes a mere matter of minutes.
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After the first British experiments with tanks on the battlefield, the French developed their own armored vehicles. Such first steps would give rise to the whole concept of combined arms—the integration of armor, infantry, and artillery into one powerful team on the battlefield. Colonel William Mitchell was the first—and, in the inter-war era, the only—airpower advocate who took the principle of combined arms operations and applied it to aviation. His tactical manual, written in the 1920s, was years ahead of its time as a result.
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THE FLYING FORTRESS

IN 1934, THE AIR CORPS issued a challenge to America’s aircraft companies: build a revolutionary new bomber capable of flying for ten hours at 250 miles per hour while carrying thousands of pounds of ordnance. Three corporations, Boeing, Martin, and Douglas, rose to that challenge. The Air Corps scheduled a fly-off between whatever three planes the companies developed, and the winner would receive a contract for the construction of two hundred planes. Such a contract would ensure the survival of any one of these companies in the lean Depression-era years, and their best designers and engineers threw themselves into the task.
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The Model 299’s cockpit layout was not only one of the most complicated and technically challenging of the 1930s, but it was also well thought out and designed with the pilots in mind.

Douglas and Martin settled on twin-engine designs known as the DB-1 and the Model 146, respectively. Boeing, which had recently built the XB-15 and had experience with larger craft, decided to construct a prototype powered by four 750-horsepower motors, despite the fact that this would increase the individual cost of each aircraft significantly. Boeing’s management believed that the extra engines gave their plane the performance edge they would need to secure the Air Corps contract.

In July 1935, Boeing’s Model 299 took flight for the first time, armed with five .30-caliber machine guns. The test flight exceeded all hopes, and a month later it flew to Wright Field, Ohio, in under ten hours to take part in the performance competition against the DB-1 and Model 146.

In Ohio, the 299 crushed the opposition. It was faster, possessed a longer range, and carried 4,800 pounds of bombs, while its defensive firepower was unmatched. At last, the Air Corps would have a true instrument of strategic bombing in its arsenal.
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The radioman’s compartment in the Model 299. As the 299 evolved into the B-17, the aircraft eventually contained miles of electrical wiring and its generators could produce enough power to light a midsized town.
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A close-up of the Model 299’s original nose turret. This was discarded in subsequent models. Initially replaced by hand-held .30-caliber and .50-caliber guns, the ultimate B-17, the G model, incorporated a chin turret with twin .50-caliber machine guns.
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The arrival of the first YB-17 at Langley made the other aircraft on the field look positively primitive in comparison.

Yet, the contract ultimately went to Douglas. The DB-1 became the B-18 Bolo, and the Air Corps ordered 133 of them. Sixty-five Boeings were ordered as well, but then even that small amount got canceled when the Model 299 crashed in October during an evaluation flight. The crew had neglected to unlock the control surfaces before take-off, and the 299 nosed up, stalled, and augered in.

It looked like the end for the Boeing project. Nevertheless, enough Air Corps officers saw the potential that they steered some money toward Boeing the following year to build thirteen test aircraft, now designated as the YB-17. They cost almost a hundred thousand dollars apiece—a tremendous sum to the Air Corps at a time when military appropriations had been cut to the bone—but the YB-17s reached the 2nd Bomb Group in the spring of 1937. They came to the eager Air Corps crews complete with a number of improvements over the original Model 299, including more powerful Wright-Cyclone engines and even heavier defensive armament.

The Air Corps loved the new bomber and saw it as the ultimate workhorse for the strategic bombing doctrine that dominated the service. Through 1938 and 1939, more were ordered in penny-packet amounts. Finally, as the war in Europe reached its first crisis in the summer of 1940 when France surrendered, Washington shook loose enough money to order just over five hundred B-17s. That first major contract set the stage for the aerial armada that would blacken the skies over Germany in a few short years. Yet, by the time the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor, fewer than two hundred Flying Forts had reached operational status in the Air Corps.

By 1945, 12,731 B-17s had been produced by Boeing and Vega, a subsidiary of Lockheed. During the course of the war, Flying Forts dropped 640,000 tons of bombs on enemy targets, more than any other American aircraft. From its humble origins and near extinction in 1935, the B-17 rose to be the ultimate expression of strategic bombing during World War II.



The pointless killing over ruined ground continued. The French Army nearly collapsed in mutiny. Units refused to charge headlong into German machine guns. Some bleated like sheep in their trenches when their officers ordered them to attack. Russia collapsed in revolution later in the year, and the Allied cause looked almost hopeless.
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Most postwar officers, especially from the older Victorian generation, did not see much potential in airpower. They saw fragile, fabric-covered aircraft like these German Fokker Dr. I fighters and focused on their limited range, armament, and combat payload. These early aircraft did not have the capability to win wars, but the reality of the day blinded many to the potential that lay in the future.

The Americans arrived in the nick of time. The French and British armies, scarred by four years of trench warfare, had not the heart to carry the day any longer. The Americans, unknowing and naïve, stormed into battle with the same élan seen in 1914. In a matter of weeks, 250,000 U.S. soldiers and marines fell during the summer and fall of 1918. In the end, the Americans gave the Allies the spirit and numbers to at last defeat the German army on the Western Front.

When the war finally ended in the famous railroad car at Compiègne, Europe’s era of global dominance ended with it. Thirty million lives had been destroyed—eight million dead—in what became the bloodiest conflict in human history. The French mobilized 8.4 million men during the war; 5.7 million became casualties. Ninety percent of France’s eighteen-to twenty-four-year-olds died or were maimed defending the trenches of the Western Front.

A generation had been all but wiped out. Aside from the United States, the warring nations lay in economic and social ruin. Entire villages in Britain, France, and Germany had been picked clean of its healthy sons. Now in the aftermath, only the elderly, infirm, or adolescent remained to move forward.

In the wake of the war, those junior officers who survived recognized the complete failure of the upper echelons of their chains of command, most of whom seemed unable to adapt to the convergence of new technology and dated tactics that took place on the Western Front. Some young turks, such as J. F. C. Fuller, D. H. Liddell-Hart, George Patton, and Charles DeGaulle, advocated the use of armor to restore mobility to the battlefield. They clashed with the old-school infantry and artillery officers who seemed incapable of understanding how squandering the youth of their nation in pointless frontal assaults had crippled their societies.

[image: Image]

Then there were men of extraordinary vision who embraced the airpower cause with almost zealot-like devotion. The most influential was Italy’s rebellious Guilio Douhet. He believed airpower, if used to destroy an enemy nation’s civilian morale through terror bombing, could bring a quick end to future wars.
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The 1920s saw the first steps toward creating a bomber force capable of realizing Douhet’s bloody vision. Here, American MB-2 bombers pass over New York. From these dope-and-fabric-covered fragile craft would spring the deadly effective weapons of the following decade.

Other military rebels rose to prominence in the early 1920s. These renegades believed technology had made armies all but obsolete, and that the next war would be won not by rifle and bayonet, but by aircraft.

Enter the airpower zealots. One of the first of these was the Italian Giulio Douhet. In 1911, during the Italo-Turkish War, he glimpsed the potential of the aircraft as an offensive weapon of war. He commanded an air battalion in North Africa and during his stint in the desert penned one of the very first air battle manuals ever written.

During the Great War, Douhet relentlessly advocated for a massive bomber force that could devastate Italy’s enemies. He bombarded his superiors and senior governmental officials for such an expansion program. Simultaneously, he castigated the Italian army for its ineptitude and unpreparedness.

All this agitation managed only to get him court-martialed and thrown in prison for a year. In 1917, after Italy suffered staggering losses during the Battle of Caporetto, the Italian military released him from his cell and made him central director of aviation at the General Air Commisariat. He continued to be an agitator and drove his superiors nuts with his persistent demands and complete lack of a political filter. He said what he felt, didn’t care who took offense, and flamed out yet again. This time, he resigned from the Italian Army and turned his attention to writing.

In 1921, he published what would become the single most influential book on military airpower for the next thirty years. Seen through the lens of twenty-first-century warfare and the pains Western militaries take to minimize civilian losses, Douhet’s book is nothing short of an apocalyptic vision of societal destruction through aerial bombardment.
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Billy Mitchell in the cockpit of a Thomas-Morse Scout. Mitchell was not an exclusive advocate of strategic bombing. He was an advocate of airpower in general and its balanced employment on the battlefield. Abrasive, visionary, devoted to the cause of an independent air service with visceral devotion, he was the army’s ultimate rebel during the 1920s. It cost him his career, but his teaching and influence defined the United States Army Air Corps for generations to come.
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Mitchell made national headlines when he unleashed an assault on the navy’s sacred cow: the battleship. In a series of tests, he proved conclusively that aircraft could sink any armored vessel, both with direct hits as well as near misses that shattered hulls with their hammer-like concussion waves. What seems obvious now was not to hide-bound, tradition-impaired elderly flag officers who dominated the upper echelons of the navy during the 1920s. They spent much of the decade trying to marginalize the tests.
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The Navy invested millions of dollars into its lighter-than-air program during the 1920s and 1930s. For the most part, it was wasted effort. Rigid airships like the USS Shenandoah, Akron, and Macon had no place on the modern battlefield. The infrastructure to support these massive aerial giants survived their demise to be used in a variety of roles in the decades to come. Here, the massive rigid airship hangar at Moffett Field, California, became home to squadrons of anti-submarine blimps used by the navy to patrol the west coast. The hangar was so huge it developed its own weather systems. It is still in existence today.

Douhet believed that the next war would see armies stalemated in murderous trench fighting once again. As men flung themselves into raining artillery shells and sweeping machine gun fire, Douhet envisioned the ultimate victory would be the nation that devoted its resources toward the construction of an offensive air force. With the deadlock claiming thousands below, fleets of bombers would soar over the front to first secure command of the air. With the enemy’s air units destroyed through bombing of their airfields and production infrastructure, the victor could turn its attention to carpet-bombing cities, communication centers, and vital targets. Kill women, children, the factory workers who built the planes, tanks, and rifles used on the front lines, and the war would be won. Douhet’s cold calculations even called for drenching already stricken cities with poison gas to kill its first responders and security forces as they sought to save trapped citizens and restore order.

It was the ultimate vision of total warfare. No longer would the rifle-armed soldier be in the crosshairs. For Douhet, the answer to World War I’s gruesome toll was to traumatize a society so completely that its terrorized citizens would rise up in revolution, sweep away their government, and sue for peace. The airplane and the aerial bomb would be the delivery system for slaying national morale and resolve to continue the fighting.

[image: Image]

When the navy’s airship USS Shenandoah went down in 1925, Mitchell used the event to publically excoriate his superiors in Washington, D.C. Such an assault could not go unpunished, and Mitchell was court-martialed. The trial ended his military career.

Through the 1920s, Douhet’s book gained traction slowly throughout Europe. In France, while some air-minded officers became followers of Douhet, the French military establishment gradually let the L’Armee de L’Air waste away to a skeleton of its former 1918 glory and instead devoted its budget to building the Maginot Line. To the French Army, concrete seemed to be the answer to positional warfare. In Britain, however, the independent Royal Air Force had been searching for a unique role. Douhet’s concepts gave the RAF a raison d’etre and dovetailed with thinking already developing in that service. Hugh “Boom” Trenchard, the commander of the RAF, saw strategic bombing as the saving grace for his beloved independent branch of the British military and used that concept as a way to maintain what slender appropriations were available to national defense through the 1920s.
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George Kenney, who would latter gain fame as the commander of General Douglas MacArthur’s Far Eastern Air Forces, had spent much of his career in the 1920s focused on tactical aviation. He innovated and developed a number of tactics and weapons to support such operations. Ironically, he was the officer who translated Douhet’s seminal work on strategic bombing, Command of the Air into English and brought it to an American audience.

In the United States, Gen. William “Billy” Mitchell dominated the nascent air service. Mitchell was one of those officers who generated enormous passion around him. His dynamic leadership and vision attracted many acolytes, including men like Henry “Hap” Arnold and Carl Spaatz. At the same time, Mitchell possessed a knack for alienating his superiors and the politically influential with his blunt talk and willingness to speak his mind. In that respect, he and Douhet were kindred spirits, and Mitchell never backed away from a fight if it furthered the cause of military airpower in the United States.
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The early 1930s saw the United States Army Air Corps receive some of its first modern and homegrown aircraft designs. The American aeronautical industry had made tremendous gains after its rocky performance during World War I. Here, a squadron of Martin B-10 bombers sit on a parking ramp at March Field in 1934. Fast and well-armed, the B-10 represented a huge technological leap for the United States and helped pave the way for the superb aircraft that would help win the war.

In 1921, Mitchell took on the U.S. Navy establishment and slaughtered that service’s sacred cow: the battleship. In a series of tests, he proved that aircraft could sink what had been up to that point the foremost expression of military power projection. Mitchell went on to write a treatise on airpower doctrine that he called Notes on the Multi-Motored Bombardment Group Day and Night. In most respects, it was more sophisticated and down-to-earth than Douhet’s grand vision of the future. Douhet didn’t sweat the details; Mitchell, who had commanded a force of almost a thousand planes at the end of World War I, kept his ideas rooted in operational realities. As a result, his doctrine believed that firm cooperation between bomber and fighter groups would be the only way to defeat an enemy’s air force. As a former infantryman, he became the first of the airpower visionaries to integrate combined operations between the two types of combat aircraft.

Unfortunately, before he could mold the U.S. Air Service in his image, his mouth earned him an E-ticket ride into retirement. In September 1925, the U.S. Navy’s airship, USS Shenandoah, went down in a Midwest storm, killing fourteen members of its crew. Mitchell used the disaster to excoriate the defense establishment’s leadership, calling his superiors “criminally negligent.”


THE NORDEN BOMBSIGHT

DEVELOPED BY THE CARL NORDEN, a Dutch engineer and entrepreneur who cut his teeth in the aviation business at the Sperry Corporation, the Norden bombsight gained tremendous fame before and during World War II as one of the most accurate devices of its kind. Press reports claimed it could place a bomb in a pickle barrel from 20,000 feet. The Air Corps valued its accuracy so much that it became one of the most sensitive items in its inventory, a closely guarded secret device that bombardiers were sworn to destroy should their planes go down in enemy territory. Ironically, a German spy who worked at Sperry stole the design data for the Norden bombsight and passed it back to the Third Reich as early as 1938.

[image: Image]

The nose of the Model 299. For this strategic bomber to reach its full potential, the aircraft had to be married with an ordnance delivery system that could effectively put bombs on target. This was easier said than done and required a technological revolution in bombsight design to achieve.

[image: Image]

The Norden bombsight was that technological revolution. Essentially, it functioned as a primitive analog computer. The USAAC was so paranoid that it might fall into foreign hands that bombardiers had to swear they would destroy it if they were about to be shot down. Ironically, the Germans stole the design in the 1930s, so the whole secrecy operation had been compromised long before the Norden went into battle for the first time.

The secret behind the Norden bombsight’s accuracy was its ability to compute wind drift and ground speed. Working in conjunction with an autopilot system, the bombardier actually controlled his aircraft’s movements during the final approach to target through inputs to the autopilot via the Norden sight.

The Air Corps believed that this gave its bombardment groups the final tool necessary to carry out long-range pinpoint bombing. With such an accurate sight, no factory would be safe from the bombs carried aloft by the new B-17 Flying Fortresses. Civilian casualties could be minimized, and the accuracy would allow the Air Corps a measure of economy of force Douhet’s carpet bombing theories never would have allowed.

In practice, the Norden sight did prove more accurate than most of its contemporaries, but a variety of factors still made hitting a target from 20,000 feet extraordinarily difficult. A B-17 on its bomb run traveled at least 350 feet per second. In combat, the Eighth and Fifteenth Air Force groups learned early on that it was tactically impossible for every plane in the formation to aim and bomb independently. That had been tried during the North African campaign, but it broke up formations and made the bombers vulnerable to Luftwaffe fighters. As a result, each group dropped its bombs when the lead bombardier released. In the few seconds it would take for the other bombardiers to toggle their loads, the B-17s would have traveled hundreds, if not thousands of feet beyond the initial drop point, causing a wide pattern on the ground.

[image: Image]

A B-17 bombardier sits in his office. The USAAF’s belief in the accuracy of the Norden bombsight made the entire concept of daylight pinpoint bombing possible. While in the field under combat conditions, the Norden sight did not perform nearly as well as advertised, it was still one of the most accurate devices of its day.

Other factors limited accuracy as well. The bombs themselves were aerodynamically unpredictable. The weight of the paint on the bomb affected its fall. When different paints were used, the trajectories were affected as well. In the end, pinpoint bombing would have to wait until the advent of laser-guided weaponry in the 1970s. The best the Norden bombsight could do during World War II was get half the bombs dropped within a quarter mile of the target area.
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The Douglas B-18 Bolo served as the first conceived and purpose-built strategic bomber for the USAAC. It possessed many drawbacks, including a light payload and short radius of action.

Mitchell’s bomb-throwing in the press landed him in front of court-martial board, which ultimately found him guilty of “conduct prejudicial to good order and discipline” despite the fact that many of his acolytes, Arnold and Spaatz included, testified on his behalf. Sentenced to five years suspension from active duty, Mitchell instead resigned his commission, his career over. During the final years of his life, he grew increasingly shrill with his attacks on the army and his agitation for an independent air force along the British lines.

Mitchell may have flamed out just like Douhet, but his ideas had taken root. His devotees proved much more patient and politically adept. In the years that followed, they worked within the system to see much of Mitchell’s vision actually get implemented.

In 1933, George Kenney, who had been one of the few American advocates of low-level tactical bombing, translated Douhet’s Command of the Air into English. The book spread through the Air Corps like a wildfire. At the Tactical School, which had been established in 1931 at Maxwell Field, Alabama, Douhet’s theories soon formed the core of the syllabus taught to an entire generation of aviators. Lieutenant Colonel Don Wilson, the curriculum director at Maxwell, added his own twist that became the signature of American strategic bombing doctrine in the years to come.

[image: Image]

A YB-17 Flying Fortress over the Cascade Mountains. Though the B-17 program initially lost out to the cheaper B-18, the USAAC saw so much potential in the design that funds were made available to continue developing it.

Wilson read Douhet and found his total disregard for civilian life to be appalling. Why was it necessary to replace the slaughter in the trenches with mass slaughter in the streets of an enemy’s cities? Instead, Wilson advocated focusing bombing attacks on vital targets. Instead of raining bombs down on urban centers, the Tactical School taught the focused application of bombing against key industrial targets. Along the way, Mitchell’s belief that combined fighter and bomber operations lost favor. The strategic bomber became the be-all and end-all to the U.S. Army Air Corps’s mission for the next war.

[image: Image]

A B-10 during a flight to Alaska in 1934.

From that was born the concept of pinpoint bombing, carried out by multi-engined, long-range aircraft that possessed enough defensive firepower to defeat any enemy interceptors launched at them. Through the 1930s, the Army Air Corps strived to develop the tools needed for such a mission. The two critical components—an aircraft with the capability to undertake the mission and a bomb sight that could deliver ordnance on target accurately—came together in the late 1930s with the arrival of the Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress and the Norden Bombsight. These two remarkable innovations placed the United States on the leading edge of long-range bombing technology just as the war in Europe broke out in 1939. Finally, the airpower advocates had the tools to see their vision realized.


2

THEORY INTO PRACTICE
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In Poland, the Ju-87 Stuka dive-bomber earned a fearsome reputation within the Polish rank and file. Deadly accurate in its dive, the Stuka crews affixed sirens to their aircraft and they would shriek down out of the sky to deliver their bombs on Polish troop and vehicle convoys. Such attacks helped break the spirit of Poland’s defenders.

I was the first correspondent to reach Guernica, and was immediately pressed into service by some Basque soldiers collecting charred bodies that the flames had passed over. Some of the soldiers were sobbing like children. There were flames and smoke and grit, and the smell of burning human flesh was nauseating. Houses were collapsing into the inferno.

—Noel Monks, London Daily Express, 1937

THE BOMBERS THUNDERED OVERHEAD sometime after lunch on an April day in 1937. Curious Basque citizens turned their faces skyward to see orderly formations of twin-engine aircraft paraded overhead, shepherded along by an equal number of fighters. Curiosity turned to terror when the bombs began to fall. Panic stricken, the men, women, and children of Guernica fled the streets for the sanctuary of cellars and stout-walled buildings.

[image: Image]

One of the first fast twin-engine bombers produced by a resurgent Germany in the 1930s was the Junkers Ju-86. Such aircraft helped destroy Guernica during the Luftwaffe’s terror bombing experiment in the Spanish Civil War.

Messerschmitt Bf-109s and Fiat CR-32s swept down on the town to strafe those who attempted to fly the town and gain refuge in the countryside beyond. It was cold-blooded murder, and it lasted for almost four hours. When the German and Italian planes finally turned for home, Guernica burned virtually to the last building. In the ashes lay the corpses of 1,650 civilians.

[image: Image]

Wolfram von Richthofen, seen here on the Eastern Front during World War II, conceived and executed the terror raid on Guernica and was quite pleased with the subsequent results.
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Following the experiment at Guernica, the beautiful city of Barcelona became the next terror bombing test case. Hundreds more civilians died as Italian aircraft pummeled the city with bombs. These two attacks helped convinced the Luftwaffe’s leadership that Douhet’s theories had merit. They set the stage for Warsaw, Rotterdam, and the London Blitz.

Noel Monks, a daring war correspondent who would later spend time in France with the RAF during the Phony War and beyond, later wrote in his memoir, Eyewitness, “A sight that haunted me for weeks was the charred bodies of several women and children huddled together in what had been the cellar of a house.”

The Germans and their Nationalist Spanish allies denied any involvement in the attack. It was not until 1999 that the German government formerly acknowledged the Luftwaffe’s role and apologized for what took place there that day in 1937.

In the midst of the Spanish Civil War, the Luftwaffe’s leadership had decided to test Guilio Douhet’s nihilistic vision of terror bombing. The people of Guernica did not know it, but they had been selected as the guinea pigs for this doctrinal experiment. Families died, children burned alive as flames consumed their homes, and in a secret report, Condor Legion commander Wolfram von Richthofen declared the attack to be a tremendous success. The will of the survivors in Guernica had been broken.
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Adolf Hitler offers a warm greeting to Reichsmarschal Hermann Goering, commander of the new Luftwaffe. The German air force’s performance in Poland and the Battle of France sent Goering’s political influence soaring. Only after the Battle of Britain did his standing erode in his Fuehrer’s eyes.
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German troops fight their way into a Polish village during the initial invasion in September 1939. The Poles fought valiantly, but they were overmatched against the more modern Nazi war machine. The Luftwaffe’s tactical air support, combined with its terror bombing of Warsaw, played a key role in the Polish defeat.
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German officers in a field headquarters coordinate and set the tempo of the battle flow in Poland. Coordination between the forward units and the Luftwaffe proved to be very difficult, but also of tremendous value in crushing opposition with minimal losses in return.
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Polish troops fought fiercely and inflicted heavy losses at times on the German Wehrmacht. But when the Soviets invaded Eastern Poland, the soldiers lost all hope. Crushed on both flanks, the Poles surrendered Warsaw, and the war ended a few days later.
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The Stuka’s fixed gear, slow speed, and lack of armament became manifestly obvious as soon as its crews faced a determined and modern air force. Against the Poles, French, Belgians, Dutch, Danes, and Norwegians, however, the Ju-87 served up stark terror to its targets.
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The Junkers Ju-88, the fastest twin-engine bomber then in service, saw extensive combat over Poland, France, and the Low Countries. Used both as a level bomber and a dive-bomber, the Ju-88 later found another niche as a night fighter. It became the mainstay of the Luftwaffe’s nocturnal interceptor force along with the Messerschmitt Bf-110.

Two years later, Adolf Hitler’s Wehrmacht invaded Poland, a move that triggered France and Britain to declare war on Germany. For the second time in twenty years, Europe descended into the nightmare of another general war.

Though the Luftwaffe had developed mainly into a close support force, Wolfram von Ricthofen’s Douhetesque experiment at Guernica was taken to heart. From the outset of the fighting, the Luftwaffe conducted terror raids against the Polish capital. Civilians were strafed by passing fighters. Heinkel He-111s and Dornier Do-17s pummeled Warsaw daily with bombs. On September 10, 1939, they flew seventeen raids against the city and caused so much havoc the residents referred to that day as “Bloody Sunday” afterwards. The Germans ignored many choice military targets, such as Polish Army barracks and army facilities around the capital, choosing instead to stick with Douhet’s playbook.

Defended by a hundred thousand desperate and courageous Polish soldiers, Warsaw held out for over a week in the face of overwhelming German forces. As the siege progressed, the Poles even managed to counterattack and push the Wehrmacht back in places. Hitler turned to the Luftwaffe to break the siege. Von Richthofen wanted to burn the capital to the ground, making it fit only as a “customs station” in the future. Terror would bring the Poles to their knees.
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A close-up of a Messerschmitt Bf-109’s nose. The 109 possessed an excellent rate of climb and a slight speed advantage over its most capable adversaries, including the French D.520 and British Spitfire. Its extremely short endurance made it an impractical escort fighter.
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Ju-87 Stuka crews study maps in the final minutes before a mission against targets in Norway. Airpower played a vital role in Nazi Germany’s successful campaign in Scandinavia.
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The wrecked remains of Polish bombers, seen in the aftermath of the first campaign of World War II.

[image: Image]

The German Army, though largely composed of infantry dependent on horse-drawn transport, did possess a thoroughly modern armored force. Used en masse at weak points along enemy defensive lines, the panzers achieved numerous critical breakthroughs during the campaigns of 1939 and 1940. Without the panzer menace, it is quite possible the terror bombing unleashed on Poland and Holland would not have had the effect that it did.
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A painting of a German bomber pilot. Thanks to their combat tours in Spain during the Civil War, Luftwaffe air crews were among the most experienced and well-trained in the world in 1940.
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German troops react to incoming artillery fire. In the 1939 and 1940 campaigns, the Wehrmacht defeated its opponents through superior organization and better integration of airpower into the land war. Without the Luftwaffe, these early victories would not have been possible.
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A formation of Bristol Blenheim RAF bombers. The Blenheim was one of the most numerous twin-engine strike craft in the British arsenal at the start of the war. Early attacks on German naval bases in broad daylight resulted in heavy Blenheim losses and helped convince the RAF high command to switch to night bombing.
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To conquer Holland, the Germans used daring tactical operations that gained strategic results. This included the airborne assault on Fort Eben-Emael, a key defensive complex that could have held up the main German invasion force for many days. Instead, fewer than a hundred German paratroopers—including the ones seen here—landed atop the fort and captured it in a surprise coup de main. Such an operation would never have been possible had not the Luftwaffe owned the skies over Holland from the outset of the 1940 campaign.


THE FRENCH AIR FORCE IN WORLD WAR II: TOO LITTLE, TOO LATE

France attempted to nationalize its aircraft industry in the mid-1930s. The results were absolutely disastrous and played a major role in the nation’s humiliating defeat in 1940. After the industry was nationalized, production plummeted, work on new designs languished, and innovation, once a hallmark of French aviation, atrophied. In 1939, the situation was so desperate that the country that armed the United States’ fledgling air service in 1917–1918 had to look across the Atlantic for help. The L’Armee de L’Air purchased hundreds of American-built aircraft, including Curtiss Hawk 75A fighters.

This stopgap effort proved to be too little, too late. When the Germans invaded in 1940, the French Air Force was still a shadow of its former world-leading self. It lacked a first-rate, modern fighter that could stand against the Bf-109. Most of its bomber force flew ancient or outdated aircraft. The Amiot 143, designed for both bombing and reconnaissance, was slow, ugly, and vulnerable. The medium bombers were easy meat for hunting Bf-109s and Bf-110s.

The most modern bomber available to the French in 1940 was the LeO 451. Fast with clean lines and heavy defensive armament for its time, the LeO 451 could have been a major offensive addition to the Allied arsenal if it had been deployed in greater numbers. Instead, the French went to war with a largely antiquated fleet of bombers.

The Dewoitine D.520, a newly designed fighter, saw service in very small numbers during the Battle of France. Though a great leap forward over the Morane 406 and Bloch MB-152 fighters then in front line service, the D.520 actually ended up serving the Axis powers much longer than it did the Allies. The Germans used it as a trainer; the Vichy French ended up fielding several squadrons of them, and others found their way into the hands of some of the lesser Axis nations as point defense interceptors.
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American Curtiss Hawk 75A fighters purchased by the French Air Force in a last-minute effort to modernize their outdated and underpopulated arsenal.

The French airpower disaster remains one of the most complete defeats in aviation history. Though its brave fighter pilots did take a steady toll on the Luftwaffe, the L’Armee de L’Air suffered a complete strategic defeat at the hands of a tactically focused air force.
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The Lioré et Olivier LeO 451 was a relatively modern bomber design, but production delays minimized its impact on the war.
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The Dewoitine D.520, although slower than the German Bf-109, was more maneuverable, if somewhat erratic to control. As with the LeO 451, production difficulties limited its numbers.
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With design roots stretching back to the late 1920s, the ungainly Amiot 143 was far outclassed by the German aircraft it had to go up against.
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By concentrating its panzer divisions in the lightly guarded Ardennes sector of the Western Front, the Germans were able to rupture the Allied lines and cut much of the Anglo-French Army off in Belgium. This forced the Allies to withdraw over three hundred thousand men from the continent at Dunkirk. That disaster presaged the complete collapse of France and its surrender after forty days of fighting.

[image: Image]

A true multinational effort. American-built, French-flown Hawk 75 fighters escort a formation of RAF Fairey Battle light attack bombers. The Fairey Battle squadrons in France were virtually wiped out in the fighting following the German invasion of the West in May 1940.
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German citizens look over the wreckage of two Allied bombers shot down during the 1940 campaign. In the background are the skeletal remains of a Vickers Wellington, the mainstay of Bomber Command’s long-range squadrons in 1940. In the foreground are the twisted pieces of a French Amiot 143, one of the ugliest and most vulnerable bombers deployed in any number during World War II. These same curious citizens would experience the full horrors of terror bombing in the years to come.

On September 25, 1939, the Luftwaffe launched over a thousand bomber sorties against Warsaw. Five hundred tons of explosives and incendiaries leveled entire blocks. Hospitals, schools, waterworks, and once-quiet neighborhood streets grew choked with rubble and dying civilians. The situation became intolerable. The next day, the Poles explored surrender options rather than let the slaughter of its people in Warsaw continue.

The following spring, when the Germans invaded Norway, the Low Countries, and France, the Luftwaffe employed terror bombing once again, this time to break the will of the Dutch to carry on fighting by flattening the last major industrial city not under German control. The Dutch troops defending the city were given an ultimatum to surrender or face aerial destruction. Just as the ground force commander accepted the ultimatum, the German bombers arrived. Some received a hastily sent abort order, but most did not, and downtown Rotterdam crumbled to burnt ruins under a rain of bombs.
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German troops at Narvik hunker down in the snow during a British air attack. The Norway campaign was anything but an easy one for the Third Reich. Stretched to the limit of its logistical capacity to pull the invasion off, the ground forces ultimately depended on the Luftwaffe’s control of the air for close support and resupply missions, especially after the German Navy was so badly mauled in the initial invasion.
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The first major strategic airlift of the war came in support of the Norway operation. The Luftwaffe, using Junkers 52 transports like the ones seen here, seized airfields with loads of troops, then brought in supplies to keep the men well provisioned with food and ammunition. It was an example of the strategic flexibility airpower offered whoever controlled the skies.
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A Ju-52 tows a glider, much like the ones used to seize Fort Eben-Emael in Belgium during the assault on the Low Countries.
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Hauptmann Hozzel, a well-decorated Stuka leader, poses for the camera in Norway. With the strategic seizure of airfields, the Luftwaffe was able to forward deploy close support units that helped defeat the Allied forces in the Narvik area.
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The German panzer divisions poured out of the Ardennes and captured the strategically vital town of Sedan on their way to the Channel Coast. It was a significant moment, as the French had been defeated here in 1871 during the Franco-Prussian War, and the memory of that disaster lingered in the French consciousness. Seeing Sedan fall again came as a blow to national morale.
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The aftermath of the fighting around Dunkirk. A British anti-tank unit has been wiped out by roving panzers.
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The Potez 63.11 multi-role aircraft came in reconnaissance, light attack, night fighter, and heavy fighter variants. Hampered by ineffectual engines that lacked power, the Potez series was another failed French design. Most were destroyed in 1940, but enough survived to equip several Vichy squadrons in North Africa, where they were encountered by the United States during the Torch campaign in 1942.
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The Germans march under the Arc de Triomphe in June 1940. With Paris in the Third Reich’s hands, the French cause unraveled, and its government sued for peace. It was the lowest point in France’s long and storied military history.
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German pilots confer over a map prior to another mission in the West. After the fall of France, Britain fell squarely in the Luftwaffe’s crosshairs, setting the stage for the first pure air campaign in history.

[image: Image]

Dutch Fokker DXXI fixed-geared fighters in formation. Light and agile, these well-built fighters lacked the speed of the Bf-109 and could not hold its own against the Luftwaffe’s more modern designed. However, some of them did see service with the Finnish Air Force in the 1939–1940 Winter War and took a heavy toll of Soviet Red Air Force aircraft. Over Holland the following spring, however, the Fokker squadrons could not hope to retain command of the air against the Luftwaffe’s superior numbers and more advanced fighters.

A few days later, the Germans threatened to the bomb Utrecht if the Dutch government did not surrender. Without an air force left to defend its skies from such an onslaught, the Netherlands accepted defeat and fell beneath the Nazi jackboot.

Terror bombing succeeded once again.

Against France, the Luftwaffe unleashed a concerted attack against the L’Armee de L’Air’s infrastructure. Waves of Dorniers, Heinkels, and Junkers bombers unleashed their full fury upon the French airfields and air depots. The French, whose aviation production system had all but collapsed at the end of the 1930s when the Socialists nationalized the aircraft companies, fought valiantly with obsolete equipment that the Germans simply shot out of the sky. The French managed to take a heavy toll of the attacking Luftwaffe planes, but simply did not have the numbers or the quality to stand and fight for long. Within days, the Germans had secured Douhet’s Holy Grail: command of the air. The British Army evacuated the Continent at Dunkirk, and the French did not stand a chance. After forty days of fighting, they surrendered to Hitler in the same railroad car that ended World War I.

Britain now stood alone.

[image: Image]

The French airpower disaster remains one of the most complete defeats in aviation history. Though its brave fighter pilots did take a steady toll on the Luftwaffe, the L’Armee de L’Air suffered a complete strategic defeat at the hands of a tactically focused air force.
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