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Originally published in 1964, Billy Mitchell: Crusader for Air Power was the first balanced appraisal of an individual whom Professor Alfred Hurley regards as “one of the least understood public figures of recent times” and “one of the most significant figures of the years between World Wars and II.” In Hurley’s estimate, Mitchell “was a trailblazer in preparing the American people to accept the role of aeronautics in their nation’s military and diplomatic polices . . . ,” and he “foresaw to an impressive degree the direction of aviation development and its role in World War II and subsequent military policy.” 

Hurley concentrates on Mitchell’s experience during World War I, his immediate postwar experiences, and especially on the evolution of his theories of air power. Mitchell, Hurley reveals, was not an original thinker. He “borrowed his ideas largely from an international community of international airmen which he joined during World War I.” Mitchell made their ideas his own and advocated them relentlessly. Initially, he learned much from George O. Squier, the American officer who credited with making the Signal Corps aware of aeronautics.

The influence of Maj. Gen. Hugh Trenchard, Commander of the Royal Flying Corps in France in 1917, proved critical. “Trenchard’s intense belief in the air offensive was his trademark,” Hurley writes, and it “became established RFC policy.” Trenchard refused to follow a “radical air strategy” and was determined to assist the British army to achieve a breakthrough on the western front. To these concepts, Mitchell added the principles of mass and concentration, and he demonstrated this way of war during the St. Mihiel assault in World War I. Most significantly, the British created a separate service, the Royal Air Force, in 1918, and a new governmental agency, the Air Ministry, to manage aviation. Mitchell quickly saw the need for a similar organization for the United States. 

 Mitchell returned from Europe committed to the establishment of an independent air force co-equal to the army and navy. For a mission, he asserted the applicability of air power to the sea as well as the land and sought to use the offensive capability of the airplane to defend against enemy attack by sea, the traditional responsibility of the navy. To qualify an air force for this mission, Mitchell had to prove that planes could sink ships, especially battleships, and his arguments led directly to the sinking of the captured German battleship Ostfriesland in 1921. Increasingly, Mitchell turned his attention to bombing, and his manual distributed within the Air Service in 1923 “was the basis for a conception of bombardment far ahead of the times.”

Hurley concludes by noting that World War II validated much of what Billy Mitchell had predicted and that some of his other ideas remained valid for many years afterward. In summary: “Mitchell was one of a handful of Americans who labored to give their nation a pitifully small but worthy nucleus of military strength in the years between the world wars. Americans might well regard Mitchell as one of the extraordinary men in their history, one who employed some remarkable gifts and unusual energy in trying to alert his countrymen to the promise of aviation.”
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