Book Review: LeMay: The life and Wars of General Curtis LeMay.
By Herbert Schwartz, Lt.Col. USAF (ret)

  
Saturday and Sunday of the recent Labor Day weekend found me engrossed and more than slightly enthralled by Warren Kozak's:  "LeMay:  The Life and Wars of General Curtis LeMay. “ (Regnery, 2009)  While its title indicates a biography, and it is certainly that, the real themes throughout the 392 pages of substantive text are leadership and mission accomplishment through problem-solving.

 

We in the AFA critique the present as well as the future outlook for the Air Force from the perspective of the history we collectively lived.  LeMay, in the footprints of "Hap" Arnold and "Tooey" Spaatz, should hold in perpetuity the title of the most prescient Air Force leader who ever donned a uniform.

But for LeMay's solutions to the ultimate World War Two questions in the European theater of how to use the B-17 Flying Fortress, the Mighty Eighth doubtless would have continued its ineffective and the unacceptable high loss rate experience of 1943.   Transforming the vulnerable B-17 from a Luftwaffe interceptor pilot's dream target to a strategic terror weapon was a display of innovation in aerial war fighting that made Normandy possible.  LeMay was then chosen by "Hap" Arnold to perform a similar feat of B-29 application and strategic legerdemain. LeMay did just that, the low-level fire bombing of Japan’s cities led to the surrender ceremony on the quarterdeck of the USS Missouri. He was the architect of the dual success of air power moving from the 1942 absence of doctrine to the thousand plane raids of 1944-45 over German and Japan thus proving as accurate the Billy Mitchell and "Hap" Arnold advocacy of air power and its inevitability of becoming the determinant factor in modern wars.

 

Yet again in post-war America LeMay took command of a Strategic Air Command that was incapable of respect from the rising peer foe of Stalin's Soviet Union. As the USSR engaged in its relentless post-war acquisition of empire SAC was an impotent potential adversary.  SAC's then organizational dysfunctionality in 1948 was handed to LeMay with Chief of Staff Spaatz's admonition that either he  make it into a real deterrent force or LeMay would quickly find out what civilian life was like in post-war America.

 

Each of LeMay's brilliant successes was accomplished by a subtle, non-formal, but nonetheless dreadfully serious, leadership not previously seen in senior officers; especially in the lackadaisical downsized force immediately after WW II.  Despite the SAC aircraft fleet being at the mercy of a penurious Congress, SAC’s transformation into a world-wide nuclear, combat ready force responsive to only the Commander-in-Chief with an alert and follow-on capability that kept the Russian Bear contained became LeMay’s third miracle.  By the time of LeMay's 1957 posting as Deputy Chief of Staff the SAC motto, "Peace is our Profession" was more than a nifty slogan; it was a determinant factor of world-wide absence of major nation conflict. From a bureaucratic nightmare that in 1948 would have not gotten off the ground, to the potent nuclear force that reined in the Soviet Union’s expansionist plans, LeMay’s SAC was the force projection that kept the Cold War at its lower temperature and limited conflict between the East and West blocs to small wars on the periphery.
 

The 1962 Cuban Missile crisis illustrated LeMay's curious combination of political ineptitude and fearless straight talk to civilian power when his situational opinion was solicited.  He advocated for overwhelming air power in Vietnam but became a victim of Defense Secretary McNamara (a former subordinate officer to LeMay at Guam during the firebombing campaign of Japanese cities) and his intellectual doctrine of defense first followed, if attacked, by a limited and proportional response. A doctrine that McNamara later, prior to his 2009 death, recognized as ineffectual and counterproductive. His book: In Retrospect, acknowledged that he and his “whiz-kids” insistence of restricting air power to proportional and limited strikes prolonged the Vietnam conflict and ordained that America would not prevail and the communist north would eventually impose its will across the entire country.
 

Despite McNamara and President Johnson disdainful of LeMay’s advice on the use of air power in Southeast Asia, LeMay was elevated to Air Force Chief of Staff and re-nominated for two single year terms after his initial four year tenure.  Kozak suggests President Johnson's adroit political motive for LeMay's additional two years as Chief of Staff. He also acknowledges the potential revolt of air force officers, members of congress and the public if LeMay, a larger than life figure, were passed over for Air Force Chief of Staff because of his refusal to serve as McNamara’s yes-man in the Pentagon.
 

LeMay's retirement, his furtive 1971 Vice Presidential candidate period with Governor George Wallace and his declining years at home with his beloved Helen culminated with his witnessing the failure of the Soviet Union merely weeks before his death.
It is as elementary as it is fundamental that the world as well as Air Force doctrine have evolved from the 1940 – 1970s world in which LeMay’s perspectives were forged. That said, his command leadership qualities were constant. They can best be described as setting out to the chosen subordinate commander the results demanded.  That’s it, the totality of the instructions from the boss, simplicity at its roots.  But within that most basic of marching orders laid the necessity for achievement by competence, understanding and figuring it out by oneself without micromanagement from the head-shed. “Colonel, you know what needs to get done. I’ll run an exercise in a few weeks to see.” LeMay was that simple in leadership methodology.  If Colonel “A” couldn’t get it done and Major “B” evidenced that he could—and LeMay had faith in his abilities, no discussion needed, Major “B” got the job and he too was subject to replacement upon his failure to get it done. To paraphrase a popular political axiom: war isn’t beanbag. 

Micromanagement was anathema, indeed, unknown to LeMay. One cannot command strategically while engaged in the minutia of a piece of the puzzle. Yet, LeMay saw and understood each of those pieces even while excluding himself from their assembly as a whole.  His command nature was equally consistent in combat. He always led dangerous missions in Europe to inspire crews who see their commander taking the same risks as they and to demonstrate that command requires competence, courage and assumption of risks proportionate to the mission.  Those characteristics, he knew to be the conditions of a successful leader and commander.

OK, the world has moved from massive force-on-force, nation versus nation warfare. That reality today differing from the entirety of modern conflict history presents some questions a reader of the book will inevitably raise in thought. Does that geopolitical transformation equate to rendering obsolete the command leadership of Arnold, Spaatz, Bradley, and Gavin as demonstrated by LeMay?  Perhaps as important as that question; real or rhetorical, is the question of whether the United States has today opted for the type of hands-on, battle micromanagement of the White house during the dust-up with Uncle Ho. Would we today create another LeMay with the movement from civilian control of the military through geopolitical national policy, budgetary constraints to target selection, tomorrow’s mission board and frag orders and the day-to-day, mission-by-mission tactical control? Do we no longer set the ultimate objective of national conflict policy as driven by vital national interests while leaving its accomplishment to those career professional officers who are today’s Eisenhower, Marshall and LeMay?  Recall that the directive from the White House and passed along to commanders of Overlord simply said to: ... effect a landing on the coast of France and proceed to drive the German forces eastward to their ultimate defeat (a close paraphrase).  After the issuance of that directive, the commanders in the field took the mission to fruition without management oversight from either England or Washington.

The above questions are easily answered; we know what happens today regarding the governance of combat operations. But what is not so easy to answer is the question of whether we, today, in career military service, have the contemporary analog to a Curtis LeMay.  Will we continue to see biographies of generals involved in our current conflicts as they repeatedly refer to tactical decision-making and exercising operational plan veto power issuing from the White House and the political general-sycophants of the administration that vastly differs from their own on-the-ground assessment of the proper application, or non-application, of their forces and air assets? For the contemporary answer to that question one has only to read: Wiser in Battle: A Soldier’s Story: the detailed autobiographical report of General Ricardo Sanchez, Commander of Coalition Ground Forces in Iraq during the initial insurgency period and how his field commands were subject to direction and veto by a U.S. state department functionary rather than operational wisdom or contingent necessity.  

To be sure the nature of international relationships and geopolitical realities has changed with the onset of non-conventional warfare. So too has the structure of our armed forces.  But the supervening issue remains as it has since the Continental Army took the field against England in the 18th Century.  That issue is leadership in command and the ability to achieve victory through officer competence, courage and commitment free of the likes of McNamara’s whiz-kids who have never heard the zing of small arms, the thump of incoming or felt the heat and compression of shell bursts, or in many of our histories, the terror of one v. one in the air.
………………………………………………………………………………………………
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