Architects of American Air Supremacy: General Hap Arnold and Dr. Theodore von Kármán. By Major Dik Daso, USAF Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala.: Air University Press. 

General Henry "Hap" Arnold and Dr. Theodore von Kármán were dominant figures in their respective fields of aviation. Dik Daso uses a unique dual biographical approach to study their combined efforts and their impact on air power technology and long-range forecasting. He sums up the importance of his work by writing "Karman's detailed suggestions, manifest in his 1945 science and technology forecast reports were supported by postwar Air Force leadership and eventually institutionalized by the independent Air Force, forming the scientific and technological orientation of today's massive USAF airpower system" [p. xviii]. The author takes about half of his two-hundred-page study to bring the two protagonists to the central event, the 1945 long-term science and technology forecast done by a team of civilian scientists headed by Kármán. Daso then briefly traces the organizational history of scientific advice to the Air Force over the past fifty years. The second part of the book, another two hundred pages, consists of appendixes that cover Arnold's military career (four pages), and a reprint of the two 1945 summary reports.

This is a well-documented and profusely illustrated study. (However, the reproduction of the photos is rather dark, and some would greatly benefit by captions, and others by expanded captions.) The prose and endnotes will please both general and scholarly readers. This book is best in dealing with personalities. The author has a sharp eye for interpersonal relationships, knows the literature, uses various sources, and thus tells well the story of the impact made by these personalities.

Nevertheless, the book has a number of problems. First is the issue of balance. While the two personalities are given equal billing in the title, the coverage of Arnold is almost three times that given to Kármán. Probably the treatment of the former will satisfy most readers, although I question the coverage of Arnold's influence on Army Air Forces (AAF) wartime technology. Perhaps Daso's discussion of the AAF's failure to develop jets is adequate, but he neglects to even mention two of the most important and costly AAF wartime technical problems, fighter range extension and the B-29. The treatment of Kármán is less satisfactory, leaving numerous questions unanswered. Some are as basic as the dates Kármárn completed his undergraduate and graduate degrees. (A resume of his life, similar to Arnold's career assignments in Appendix A, would be helpful.) Others are more important. For example, there are but two sentences covering Kármán's World War I service as the Director of Research of the Austro-Hungarian Aviation Corps, an area of obvious interest to this study.

Second, the organizational study of the post World War II years leads the reader to believe its later importance. We are only told that between 1955 and 1995 there were over 350 studies, not all of which were successes (p. 174). In fact, the case can be made that the role of the outside, civilian scientists, as exemplified by Kármán and his team, declined in importance after these reports, and that the 1945 accomplishment was the high water mark and really a one-shot affair. How important were the various science boards and forecasts to the creation of Air Force technology when compared to other influences: technology push, institutional imperatives (the Air Force emphasis on manned bombers), and aerospace industrial interests?

Third, the author puts a positive spin on the entire undertaking, more I think than just seeing the "half-full glass." He fails to mention any criticism of the Kármán efforts or similar efforts that followed. In 1990 the Chief His​torian of the Air Force, Richard Hallion, wrote that the Kármán study was "a scientific and technological think piece remarkably and regretfully detached from realistic doctrinal underpinning." Further, "it may be fair to ask whether it accomplished more harm than good in its influence on 'plan​ning."' I would dearly like to know Daso's response to this statement. A critique and assessment are required to elevate this study above a laudatory, narrative account.

Daso clearly illustrates the power that personalities have on high-level decisions, and ultimately upon events. By blending the biographical with an organizational approach, he also demonstrates an alternative technique that reveals some new insights. The author is best on showing how the landmark 1945 scientific forecast came to be. If in the end Daso falls short of fully assessing the significance of his subject, we can only hope that he will follow up with a more complete study, or stimulate one of his readers to take up that task.

Kenneth P. Werrell
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