James H. Doolittle with Carroll V. Glines, I Could Never be so Lucky Again , New Edition (Schiffer Publishing, 1995)

Modesty is the most difficult of all human arts.  It is especially difficult in the face of genuine accomplishment, and the legendary achievements of James “Jimmy” Doolittle would grace the biography of any hero.


Yet, in his autobiography I Could Never be so Lucky Again, Doolittle approaches his extraordinary life with the dray, matter-of-fact style of a man who was only doing his duty, and who in the end was as amazed by the shape of his story as any of his readers.  Doolittle, and his co-writer Carol V. Glines, establishes this tone early in his narrative as he casually and calmly compares the sight of Nome, Alaska -- the gold-rush town where he spent much of his youth -- to the invasion beaches of Operation Overlord.


For today’s airman, Doolittle provides a window on not only the extraordinary events of his famed raid and his tenure as WW II commander of 12th, 15th, and 8th Air Forces, but also the early development of civil and military aviation -- a time when records were established at every turn and broken as frequently, an era when capabilities and technologies now regarded as basic were the dreams of hard-working pilots and engineers.


Yet, much of Doolittle’s life underlines the persistence of issues and challenges in the realm of airpower.  His pioneering efforts with regard to instrument flight illustrate the inextricable links between technology and flight, his work with Shell Oil (where he functioned as a constant advocate for development of superior fuels) reminds us that the web of ties between the government and the private sector is nothing new; and his movements among academia, headquarters, test field, and operational units shows that facility in different worlds has always been a prerequisite for a successful airpower leader.


As with any story, the problems that arise in the course of Doolittle’s tale perhaps teach us more than the successes.  In the same calm, factual tone that he uses for his triumphs, Doolittle relates his difficulties in the European and North African theaters -- many of them, at least in his opinion, due to his unwise questioning of Dwight Eisenhower’s logistical understanding early in their working relationship.  He also candidly indicates that his fondness for flying new and unfamiliar aircraft sometimes interfered with attention to headquarters duties. 


In Doolittle’s autobiography, we have the story of an extraordinary life told with admirable and sometimes amazing restraint.  As a guide to how one human being -- albeit a human being of great ability and dedication -- faced the challenges of airpower an war, it is unparalleled.
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