The Air Campaign: John Warden and the Classical Airpower Theorists. By David R. Mets. Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: Air University Press, 1998. 

David Mets, a senior faculty member at the Air University School of Advanced Airpower Studies,  has written a fascinating 

but incomplete book, comparing the ideas and impact of the Air Force’s Col John A. Warden III, with the thinking and influence of the “classical” airpower theorists, Giulio Douhet, Hugh Trenchard, and William “Billy” Mitchell. Warden, now retired, helped to plan the 1991 Persian Gulf War air campaign executed against Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.
Mets establishes a “baseline” of data on the three classical theorists, focusing on information about their careers, assumptions, theories, targeting concepts, mission priorities, and impact on air warfare. compares Warden with the baseline. In Mets’s first chapter, he provides a contextual background about the 1920s and 1930s and explains the influence of the times on the thinking of the earlier theorists. In his concluding chapter, he seeks to answer the key question: are Warden’s ideas new or merely “repackaged” thoughts of the earlier theorists? Mets’s methodology for making the comparisons and drawing conclusions fundamentally sound. On the intriguing question of whether the Air Force officer qualifies as the fourth great airpower theorist, Mets renders a fuzzy judgment stating that with the colonel “almost everything in his writing and speaking has precedents dating all the way back to the 1920s.” This lack of originality, however, does not disqualify him from being considered an “important theorist” because Mitchell, too, was not an original thinker. Mets implies that Warden is an “important theorist,” and he recommends the colonel’s Air Campaign volume to anyone interested in national security studies.

The fundamental flaw in Mets’s book derives from the incomplete picture he presents of Warden. The author relies primarily on the colonel’s book, The Air Campaign: Planning for Combat, written in 1986 while he attended the National War College, and Warden’s post–Gulf War articles and lectures at the Air Command and Staff College, where he served as commandant. Mets skips over crucially important planning documents, including the original Five Rings papers (one of which has been published by the Military Operations Research Society) and the Instant Thunder briefings which thrust the colonel into air power history in 1990. Mets presents a somewhat anemic Warden, but the officer who briefed Gen H. Norman Schwarzkopf, the CENTCOM commander-in-chief (CINC), Gen Colin L. Powell, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS), and Lt Gen Charles A. Horner, the Joint Force Air Component Commander (JFACC) in August 1990 boldly exuded confidence about the power of the strategic air weapon to achieve decisive results.

Warden’s disciples have severely criticized Horner for rejecting Warden’s claims for strategic air power, but Schwarzkopf, too, remained unconvinced that Instant Thunder would achieve all that Warden claimed for it. On August 8, 1990, the CINC called the Air Staff to produce an air retaliation plan in case Saddam harmed hostages, and Warden seized the opportunity to persuade the CENTCOM commander to employ the six-day air campaign that would change Saddam’s mind and liberate Kuwait. Schwarzkopf accepted Instant Thunder as his retaliation plan, but not as his war plan. On August 25, 1990, when Warden still pressed for a short strategic air offensive against targets in Iraq, Schwarzkopf briefed Powell on the framework for his Desert Storm offensive war plan. The CINC adopted Instant Thunder as his Phase I (Warden’s significant and praiseworthy achievement), but the CENTCOM commander envisioned air power in more roles than the colonel advocated. He saw the air weapon operating in three additional offensive phases. The CINC’s Phase III required the airmen to directly strike and “attrit” the enemy’s fielded troops, so that theater force ratios would dramatically change to at least three-to-one in favor of  American soldiers attacking Iraqi defenders.

Warden never had a better chance to convince America’s military leadership of the power of an independent strategic air campaign than in August 1990, when he briefed Schwarzkopf, Powell, and Homer. He “pulled out all the stops” in his effort to sell a particular kind of air mission-strategic air operations-as defined in his Instant Thunder plan. The CINC, the CJCS, and the JFACC all saw the situation requiring more than air power directed against just 84 strategic targets in Iraq. Powell bluntly told Warden that he could not recommend to the President only a strategic air campaign. The colonel succeeded in having his Instant Thunder adopted as a retaliation plan, but that fell short of his goal, and the need never arose to execute Instant Thunder as such.  He saw the CINC incorporate Instant Thunder into CENTCOM’s own Desert Storm war plan, and then assisted Horner’s staff to change and expand it as one phase in the four-phased campaign. Warden failed, in August 1990, to convince the war-fighting leaders to execute the plan as an indepen​dent strategic air campaign in the tradition of Douhet, Trenchard, and Mitchell.

In his final chapter, Mets refers to “strategic bombing purists,” but does not apply the description to Warden. An examination of the tremendous number of Gulf War documents (many from the Gulf War Air Power Survey) reveals how Warden, in the critical days of his career in August 1990, unreservedly functioned as a “strategic bombing purist.” The material reveals, too, how Warden continued to assist in the air planning enterprise and changed and refined his ideas during Desert Shield and Desert Storm. A closer look at Gulf War planning could foster a deeper understanding of the colonel’s role and his evolving ideas on air power.
Dr. Diane T. Putney
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