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Airmen and Air Theory:  A Review of Sources.  By Phillip S. Meilinger.  Maxwell AFB, Ala.:  Air University Press, 2001.  Glossary.  Index.  Photographs.  ISBN I-58566-101-5

Although this book is a reprint of two earlier publications, it would be a mistake to dismiss this highly useful updated bibliography as merely a warmed over remake.

Part I consists of thirty-nine biographical sketches of air-arm generals by the author along with his appraisals of whatever published biographies and autobiographies are available. Many of the biographies are excellent, as Meilinger points out; most of these, written late in life, offer anecdotal recollections with little analytical content.  The author’s evaluations might have been enhanced had they been supplemented with citations to reviews published in professional journals when the books first appeared.  One is led to speculate on what was lacking in the education of these flag officers and why British airmen have turned out so much better autobiographies.  Supplementing the freestanding biographies and autobiographies, Meilinger also discusses the anthologies with collective accounts of general officers along with the two major oral history collections available to scholars.  Most disturbing is the absence of biographical studies for a long list of significant officers.  As Meilinger puts it, “too many books on Claire Chennault and too few on Jimmy Doolittle.”  He goes on to enumerate the many neglected individuals who made impressive contributions, especially those in the area of research and development—another gap in the literature.”  While numerous archives contain both official and personal papers of air-arm senior officers, as yet no one has undertaken to publish any of these; not even the immense collection of Arnold and Spaatz, in contrast to the multivolume sets done for Army leaders such as Marshall, Eisenhower and others.  In sum, Part 1 offers an experienced scholar’s critical guide to the available literature with useful suggestions on what remains to be done.


Part 2 deals with the historiography of air power theory and doctrine appearing in English.  Successive chapters treat the early writers on air power including Douhet, Mitchell, and various officers at the Air Corps Tactical School during the interwar era.  These are followed by chapters on RAF writers, European theorists, naval aviation, World War II and after, Vietnam, and NATO.  In a grab-bag chapter titled “The Current Debate.” Meilinger highlights the excellent work being done by the Australians, RAF Air Vice Marshal Tony Mason, Colonels John Boyd and John Warden of the USAF, and others such as Benjamin Lambeth of RAND.  Each of these chapters has the benefit of the author’s perceptive evaluations based on his long experience.  In a concluding chapter Meilinger offers further suggestions on tasks to be done: areas inadequately studied and waiting for scholarly treatment.
Dr. I. B. Holley Jr., Emeritus Professor of History, Duke University
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