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Billy Mitchell was a flamboyant World War I air leader famed as an articulate advocate of an independent air force during the early postwar years. His most famous success was sinking the former German battleship Ostfriesland using Army bombers in 1921. Mitchell’s methods, however, alienated those in power. He appealed to Congress and public opinion outside the chain of command and challenged the motives, intelligence, and competence of those who disagreed with him, including his own superiors. Denied reappointment as assistant commander of the Air Service in 1925, Mitchell seized upon the crash of the U.S. Navy dirigible Shenandoah to charge “incompetency, criminal negligence and almost treasonable administration of the national defense by the Navy and War Departments.” The resulting court-martial was one of the great trials of the twentieth century. 

In A Question of Loyalty, Douglas Waller has fashioned a dramatic, detailed, day-to-day account of the proceedings of the famous court-martial, while examining Billy Mitchell’s life and service through a series of flashbacks that shed new light on the general’s professional and personal life. In doing so, Waller, a senior correspondent for Time Magazine and author of five books, has produced an illuminating story about a compelling, fascinating, and flawed individual.

Mitchell and his attorney, Congressman Frank Reid, successfully turned the court-martial into a media circus that put government management of air power on trial instead of the defendant. Reid began by challenging several general officers off the court, including its president, and he put Margaret Landsdowne, wife of the martyred commander of the Shenandoah, on the stand to testify that the navy had tried to force her to commit perjury. Reid’s tactics, along with Mitchell’s fame, kept the court-martial on the front page nationally for weeks.

 Army leaders also came to favor a highly public trial in the hope that it would disgrace Mitchell and diminish the influence of his ideas. And the navy, too, played its role in humiliating Mitchell, who had been a vocal foe of sea power, by allotting four officers to the prosecution throughout the trial. 

Interspersed with the drama of the court-martial, Waller explores the impact of Mitchell’s private life, based upon new caches of letters and official documents. In particular, Mitchell’s first marriage fell apart following his return from France in 1919. Waller documents that Mitchell’s heavy drinking, episodes of domestic violence and rumors of cheating took their toll, resulting in an especially bitter divorce. His second marriage, in contrast, proved enduring.

Probably a forgone conclusion, the verdict of the court-martial was guilty. Billy Mitchell subsequently resigned from the service, becoming both a martyr to the cause of air power and a legend in U.S. Air Force history.
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