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Welcome to the April session of the Dr. 
Harold C. Deutsch World War II History 
Round Table. Tonight’s speaker is Jay Stout, 
author of Air Apaches: The True Story of the 
345th Bomb Group and Its Low, Fast, and 
Deadly Missions in World War II, will be 
discussing this fascinating group in particular 
and American air power in the Pacific Theater 
of Operations more generally.  

Aircraft were one of the many 
technological innovations first employed 
during World War I that complicated military 
planning throughout the inter-war years. 
Military aviation issues ran the spectrum from 
doctrine to orientation – tactical air support v. 
strategic bombing. Many airpower theorists 
(especially the Italian Gen. Giulio Douhet) 
believed that military aviation by strategically 
bombing the enemy far behind the lines of 
land battle would dramatically change warfare 
and make both land armies and surface navies 
obsolete.  

The US air power prophets of the 1920s 
believed that airplanes would decide future 
conflicts. The Army and Navy each had their 
own air advocates, most notably Brig. Gen. 
William “Billy” Mitchell, and Adms. William 
A. Moffet, William Fullam, Bradley Fiske, and 
William Sims. Each service had a dedicated 
force of flying officers who believed in the 
need to develop air power for the nation’s 
defense, even to the exclusion of other weapon 
systems. Recognizing the need for military 
aviation, the Army and Navy Joint Board of 
Aeronautics stressed the tactical importance of 
air support for land and sea operations but did 
not champion the notion that air power might 
win wars.  

The debate between aviators and 
conventional land and sea forces proponents 
raged throughout the inter-war years. The air 
advocates scored some successes, though not 
an independent air force or the unification of 
all military aviation. The Army did upgrade 
its ‘Air Service’ to an ‘Air Corps’ and added 
an Assistant Secretary of War (Air). The 
Navy did likewise and ordered that only naval 
aviators could command carriers and other 
aviation-oriented posts.  

Even as the theorists debated the utilities of 
air power, Naval innovations in ships would 
aid aviation in future wars. The USS Langley 

(CV-1), a converted collier, was United 
States’ first aircraft carrier. Launched in 
March of 1922, she served until 1936 when 
she was converted to a seaplane tender and 
was sunk by the Japanese in February of 
1942. The Lexington class of aircraft carriers, 
USS Lexington (CV-2) and USS Saratoga 
(CV-3) were commissioned in 1927 and soon 
impacted the annual fleet exercises when used 
innovatively. Most Naval war planners 
theorized that a future Pacific war would be 
an epic Mahanian battle between capital 
battleships with airplanes as an auxiliary 
(primarily reconnaissance) component.  

 Army Air Corps planners were busy too 
designing better and more capable aircraft. In 
1933, with the development of the variable 
pitch propeller, all metal monoplane aircraft 
became possible, and bombers, already faster 
than available pursuit (fighter) aircraft now 
took a massive leap in range, payload, and 
performance. The bomber generals began 
designing aircraft that actually might 
accomplish their strategic dreams, notably the 
B-17 which first flew in 1935! 

 The Air Corps also built a wide range of 
pursuit and observation aircraft with 
increasing speed and range, and soon began 
acquiring civilian aircraft that were suitably 
modified for transport service, notably the 
Curtiss-Wright C-46 and the Douglas C-47. 
By late 1940, every single-seat, piston driven 
fighter except the P-47 was in flight test 
status. Bombers were also in test flight, and 
the 345th Bomb Group’s North American 
Mitchell B-25 medium bombers first flew in 
January 1939. 

The Roosevelt administration wanted to 
enter the war in Europe rather than engage 
with the Japanese but did provide support to 
Generalissimo Chiang Kai-Shek (Jiang 
Zhongzheng ) and his war against Japan by 
providing supplies and training. Claire 
Chennault’s “Flying Tigers” – the American 
Volunteer Group – were the first Americans 
to engage the Japanese under the guise of 
being part of the Republic of China Air Force 
in 1941-1942.  

Flying in the Pacific theater of operations 
was very different than over Europe as the 
Pacific Ocean was more unforgiving than the 
European land mass. Over Europe the 
bombers and fighter escorts dodged other 
planes and flak, but if the aircrews survived 
their landing, they encountered people and 
had a chance at life. In the Pacific, a bomber 
or fighter that went down usually went into 
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the ocean. If they survived the impact and 
were rescued, most often they were taken 
prisoner by a merciless and unrelenting 
enemy.   

From Chennault’s “Flying Tigers” to Pearl 
Harbor, Midway, and through all the other 
battles, as Allied forces inched closer to 
Japan, air power proved to be part of every 
effort, even if the ground and sea bound 
forces did not want to believe it. The final 
piece in the US aviation arsenal, that 
ultimately broke the back of the Japanese 
will, was delivered on 6 August 1945. 
Colonel Paul Tibbetts piloted a B-29 (the 
Enola Gay) over Hiroshima, dropping the first 
atomic bomb. A second bomb was dropped 
three days later. After this, Emperor Hirohito 
overruled his military cabinet and in a radio 
broadcast announced surrender. While many 
argue over the effectiveness of air power in 
ending the war, senior civilian leaders in 
Japan acknowledged that the prolonged 
bombing by the B-29s and the atomic bombs 
brought about the Empire’s capitulation. Air 
Power proved decisive.  
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345 BG  attacking warships – note the skipping 

500lb bomb in the near foreground and the second 
ship under attack. 

 
500 Bomb Sqdn B-25 over Wake Island, 11 May 1944 


