Biplanes and Bombsights: British Bombing in World War I. By George K. Williams. Maxwell AFB, Ala.: Air University Press, 1999.
One of the frequently discussed topics in military aviation history is strategic bombing and its efficacy. George K. Williams’s fine study of British bombing in the First World War takes us back to the origins of aerial bombardment and sheds light on how the fundamental tenets of strategic bombing doctrine adhered to throughout most of the twentieth century were initially forged.
Williams skillfully reconstructs the history of British aerial bombardment in World War I. He addresses natural constraints, technical limitations, training aspects, military organization, and political factors to reveal the complexities of the formation of early bombing strategy, of implementation, and of contemporary assessment.

Beyond his detailed and informative treatment of the organizational and operational aspects of British bombing in World War I, Williams offers an excellent analysis of contemporary British assessment of bombing missions and how that assessment influenced the definition of goals and capabilities of strategic bombing during the war. Through careful comparison of British, American, and German contemporary sources, the author demonstrates that there was a great discrepancy between British assessments of the accomplishments of their long-range bombing efforts and actual results. Williams shows that unfounded correlations were made between bomb tonnage dropped and presumed damage, as well as other statistical manipulations that typically led to positive assessments of the effect of bombing that had little basis in reality. Moreover, to further support the position that long-range aerial attack was working, increasing emphasis was placed on the effect of bombing on the morale of the enemy's civilian population. Anxiety on the part of workers resulting from an unpredictable aerial threat, it was argued, would disrupt war production even if the factories remained essentially intact. Every bomb dropped was destructive, so the rationalization went, either directly or indirectly. Like the damage assessments, the impact of bombing upon German civilian morale was greatly overestimated and misunderstood.

Williams’s central thesis is that these inflated claims of success gave rise to unwarranted confidence in strategic bombing, which had significant implications for the future. Standard historiography suggests that interwar

theory and faith in strategic bombing, as well as the rationale for an independent air force, was born out of the formative experience of World War I. Williams effectively argues that the positive assessments by the British of their own bombing program in World War I, which served as a justification for later doctrine, were unfounded and largely contrived. In short, the misrepresentations of bombing success in World War I were a flawed basis for future military planning.
Williams's otherwise fine study is hampered by a somewhat abrupt end​ing. Having laid down a strong foundation, he links his analysis of World War I bombing assessment to its longer-term implications for future strategic bombing doctrine in only a brief wrap-up in the last five pages of the book. A more substantive concluding section would have benefited readers, especially those not well versed in military aviation history. This criticism notwithstanding, Williams has provided a valuable contribution to the expanding scholarly literature on air power history.
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