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t his is my first editorial as the Editor-in-
Chief of the Royal Canadian Air Force 
Journal, and I must admit that when I 
took over as the Commanding Officer 

of the Canadian Forces Aerospace Warfare 
Centre, with the myriad of responsibilities 
that came with the position, the Journal did 
not loom large in my mind. However, over 
the past few weeks I have had the opportun-
ity to think about this publication and its role 
within the Air Force writ large. The more I 
thought about it, the more important the 
need for a publication like the Journal became 
apparent to me.

We, the members of the Royal Canadian 
Air Force (RCAF), are professional practi-
tioners of air power. This is not a unique claim. 
Air power, in its broadest interpretation, may 
include a robust manufacturing component, a 
viable airline industry as well as the contribu-
tions of other government departments and 
agencies. In this construct, the RCAF is but 
one “strand” of the aerospace tapestry that 
Canada depends upon, but it has a unique 
responsibility in that the Air Force alone has 
been charged with mastering the warfight-
ing elements of air power. Therefore, to be 
a professional airman or airwoman requires 

an in-depth understanding of air power that 
transcends what would be expected from our 
counterparts in civil or government agencies.

In the age of aerospace interdependen-
cies, global terrorism, rising equipment costs, 
f luctuating budgets and the CNN-factor 
[Cable News Network 24-7 news coverage], 
highly sophisticated and technologically 
advanced platforms are not enough for an 
air force to be effective. Nor is it enough to 
be highly proficient at the tactical aspects of 
our chosen profession; that is expected and 
demanded of each of us. Our expertise at the 
“coal face” must be matched in equal measure 
with the intellectual understanding of air 
power and the mastery of its application. It 
should be a priority for all members of the 
RCAF to make an intellectual commitment 
to study air power in order to foster an atmos-
phere of continuous improvement.

Such a commitment, with all of the 
demands on our time, is not easy, but it is 
necessary. Highly capable and professional 
personnel, combined with advanced weapon 
systems and innovative approaches to oper-
ations, are essential to ensure that the RCAF 
remains a relevant and balanced element of 

MESSAGE
EDitOR-in-CHiEF’S
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Canadian national power. Given our recent 
involvement in Afghanistan and Libya, there 
is no doubt that air power will continue to 
be a key factor in meeting Canada’s security 
requirements now and in the future.

Therefore, RCAF personnel must 
constantly strive to improve their mastery 
of their profession through the study of air 
power, especially as it pertains to today’s 
challenging security environment. And this 
is where the Journal comes into play. It serves 
as a venue where knowledge can be exchanged 
and ideas discussed for our mutual benefit and 
understanding. To this end, I will continue to 
encourage well-written, factual submissions 
from a wide variety of sources, be they from 
officer or non-commissioned member, recruit 
or veteran, Canadian or foreign, civil or mil-
itary. The source of the material is, frankly, 

almost irrelevant as long as it serves the goal 
of increasing our understanding of air power 
and assisting the RCAF to be more efficient 
and effective in the way it does business. We 
should always remember that the future of the 
RCAF is as dependent upon the intellectual 
capital we invest as it is on the financial com-
mitments we make. 

Per Ardua Ad Astra

Colonel Martin Cournoyer, CD
Editor-in-Chief

eDitor’S noteS: 
Due to an editing error, the article “Air Power’s Contribution to Coercion,” which appeared in the Spring 
2012 edition of The Royal Canadian Air Force Journal (Vol. 1, no. 2) included an incorrect title in the author 
acknowledgements. The text should have read: “The author would like to thank Group Captain (GPCAPT) Rick 
Keir, Director Royal Australian Air Force Air Power Development Centre (RAAF APDC) and Dr. Sanu Kainikara, 
Deputy Director Strategy (RAAF APDC), for their review of and significant contributions to this paper.”

Due to an error, the article “Canadian Forces Air Command: Evolution to Founding,” which appeared in the Winter 
2012 edition of The Royal Canadian Air Force Journal (Vol. 1, no. 1) included an incorrect title on page 16. 
The text should have read: “The now two-star environmental chiefs, the Chief of Land Operations (CLO), Chief of 
Maritime Operations (CMO), and the Chief of Air Doctrine and Operations (CADO) reported through the DCDS, 
and they each had a separate air staff.”

The pictures included with the Points of Interest story titled “Canada’s Air Synthetic Environment Centre: Enabling Force 
Transformation” in The Royal Canadian Air Force Journal (Vol. 1, no. 3) (Summer 2012), were contributed by Captain Ray Dean.
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Sir,
While I may not necessarily be an avid 

reader, I invariably make my way through 
most issues on night shifts. It was upon one 
such shift I read United States Air Force 
Captain Dumas’ article “US Drone Strikes in 
Pakistan: Evil or Necessary?” in the Spring 
2011 issue [Volume 4, Number 2]. In the 
closing paragraph he states: “Islamic extrem-
ism is now viewed as the greatest threat to US 
[United States] interests since the cold war.” It 
immediately brought to mind a report I once 
read in a declassif ied United States intel-
ligence review dated 14 Feb 1946. 

In an article entitled “Islam: Threat to 
World Stability,” the suggestion seems to be 
made that radical Islam was as great a threat 
to world stability as the Soviet Union, in large 
part because it is not a strongly unified and 
stable entity. The last page of the article even 
states that: “There cannot be world stability, 
when one-seventh of the earth’s population 
exists under the economic and political condi-
tions that are imposed upon the Moslems.” 

Whatever one’s personal opinion may be 
on the matter, I can’t help but wonder how 
different the world might have been if that 
warning had been taken seriously sixty-odd 
years ago. 

Captain Kevin G. McLaren
D Flight Weapons Lead / 
Flight Training Officer
21 Aerospace Control & Warning Squadron

Good Day William, 
I would l ike to highlight an error 

printed in the article “Operation UNIFIED 
PRO T EC TOR :  Under s t a nd ing  t he 
Combined Air Operations Centre (CAOC)” 
in Volume 1, Number 2, Spring 2012 of the 
Royal Canadian Air Force Journal. On page 32, 
it states that “CC130J tankers” were part of 
the coalition task force. While the CC130J 
did support the mission, I believe this should 
properly read “CC130H(T) tankers.” As the 
only tactical air-to-air refuelling squadron in 
the Royal Canadian Air Force, we here at 435 
Transport and Rescue Squadron take signifi-
cant pride in our mission support.

I enjoy the Journal articles and thank you 
for your efforts in their publication. Your sup-
port to correct this error is appreciated. 
Cheers, 
CK

Major Clayton Kotzer, PEng
Squadron Aircraft Maintenance and 
Engineering Officer 
435 Transport and Rescue Squadron

eDitor’S reSponSe:
CK: Roger that—good eye! Indeed, the 

CC130H(T) aircraft are the only tactical 
tankers in the Canadian Forces’ inventory; the 
CC130Js do not have a “tanking” capability. 

LEttERS
tO tHE EDitOR
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A column of No. 45 Royal Marine Commandos march toward Port Stanley. Royal Marine 
Peter Robinson, carrying the Union Jack flag on his backpack as identification, brings up the 
rear. © Crown copyright. Imperial War Museum (IWM) www.iwm.org.uk/sites/default/files/
public-document/IWM_NonCommercial_Licence_1.pdf



9Factors Influencing the Defeat of Argentine Air Power in the Falklands War

The Royal Canadian aiR FoRCe JouRnal   Vol. 1  |  no. 4   Fall 2012

t
he Argentine defeat in the Falkland 
Islands War was due in part to the over-
whelming superiority of the Royal Navy 
(RN).1 Most of the action, however, 

involved the air powers of the Royal Air Force 
(RAF), the Fleet Air Arm of the RN, the 
Fuerza Aérea Argentina (FAA) or Argentine 
Air Force, and the Commando de Aviación 
Naval Argentina (CANA) or Argentine Naval 
Air Command.2 This paper will analyse the 
strategy and tactics of the Argentine air forces 
as the most effective arm of the Argentine 
military junta. It will argue that the Argentine 
airmen displayed great skill, courage, and 
tenacity in their missions but that ultimately 
their defeat was due to the absence of rational 
leadership on the part of the junta, the pres-
ence of Chile as a strategic distraction, covert 
air intelligence given to Britain from other 
nations, and inferior technology.

The Argentine grand strategy envisioned 
by Lieutenant-General Galtieri, President 
and Commander-in-Chief of the Argentine 
Armed Forces, was to unite his people and 
provide a diversionary focus from the post-
Perón revolutions that had essentially torn his 
country’s economic and social fabric asunder.3 
The invasion of the Falklands was intended to 
give his people something to rally around and 
thus bolster national pride;4 it was initially a 
political tool, aimed at motivating the negoti-
ation of the sovereignty of the Islands.5 There 
was no official intent for a large-scale military 
confrontation with the British. Indeed, the 
Argentine troops were originally slated to 
return to the mainland after the invasion, 
leaving only a small garrison behind.6

In a sense, Galtieri’s initial success was 
his downfall. On 2 April 1982, he ordered 
the invasion of the Islands. Five hundred 
Argentine troops successfully captured Port 
Stanley from its guard of 69 Royal Marines, 
and for the next 10 weeks it became Puerto 
Argentino.7 The resulting euphoria in main-
land Argentina summarily convinced Galtieri 
that there would be no turning back, and 
he altered his military strategy from one of 

takeover, leave, and negotiate to one of defend 
the islands at all costs. The invasion precipi-
tated a furious British response in the form of 
a large-scale military mobilization to retake 
the Islands. Forced now to adopt a defensive 
posture, Galtieri unilaterally ordered the 
airlift of the entire 10th Mechanised Brigade 
and the 3rd Brigade (a total well over 10,000 
troops) to the Islands for their defence, a 
drastic increase from the initial 500 used 
for the invasion.8 That he took this decision 
without consulting his own senior staff shows 
an overconf idence that belied a strategic 
ineptitude.9 Not only was planning a ground 
defence an error (Argentine troops were not 
as well trained or experienced as the Royal 
Marines and the British Army), but the allo-
cation of resources necessary to support the 
troop airlift constrained his strategic options.

With the British response in the form 
of the formidable Task Force 317 only a few 
weeks away,10 Galtieri would have been better 
off using his time and airlift resources to move 
equipment to the Islands to construct a longer 
runway. The only hard runway available in the 
Falklands lay at Port Stanley, and although it 
could accommodate military turboprops and 
transports, it was too small for larger civilian 
or military jets and strike aircraft.11 Strategic 
analysts in both the United States (US) and 
Britain viewed the lengthening of the runway 
as the most obvious first move, as it would 
have enabled Galtieri to forward-deploy his 
more advanced fighter aircraft, such as the 
Skyhawks and Daggers.12 However, his airlift 
capability was limited: he had at his disposal 
only seven C-130 Hercules and a few Fokker 
F-27 transports, along with some impressed 
national airline aircraft capable of landing 
on short runways.13 In using all of his trans-
port capability to lift troops to the Islands, 
not only did he forego any opportunity to 
improve the runway, he also limited his abil-
ity to lift artillery or vehicles to support the 
troops he deployed.14 The mismanagement 
of his limited strategic airlift capability thus 
caused the defence of the Islands to be lacking 
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in mobility, tactical firepower, and, with the 
exception of a small improvised airfield on 
Pebble Island,15 close air support.

Another error in Galtieri’s strategy was 
his assumption that the US would back the 
Argentine cause.16 Argentina was offended 
that the US had denied its request for “full 
intelligence support”17 in a war against Britain, 
indicating that Galtieri and his junta were 
naive about international affairs and politics 
and the “special relationship” between Britain 
and the US. The only intelligence Argentina 
was to receive from the US was Landsat 
imagery granted perforce due to a contractual 
agreement with the National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration (NASA).18 Argentina 
thus managed to successfully acquire satel-
lite imagery of South Georgia, the open seas 
of the south Atlantic, and the Falklands, 
presumably to assist in targeting the British 
task force with bombers; however, the US 
provided Britain with the same imagery and 
mollified London by showing that Landsat 
was a civilian image acquisition system that 
presented only low-resolution images of 
little intelligence value. Although the US was 
neutral on the matter of sovereignty of the 
Falklands itself and initially maintained an 
“even-handed approach,”19 it was not neutral 
over the Argentine use of force, and there was 
never any real chance that Argentina would 
benefit from US military intelligence. Public 
and official support for Britain remained high 
both in the US and in Europe.

Galtieri may have failed to eff iciently 
exploit his time advantage in terms of Task 
Force 317’s distance from the Islands, but 
his air forces were more competently led and 
thus better prepared. Argentine air assets 
were divided among the three services: the 
Commando de Aviación del Ejército, or Army 
Air Command, which operated tactical 
and troop-lift helicopters from the Islands; 
CANA, which took advantage of airfields on 
the mainland and on the Islands;20 and the 
Fuerza Aérea Sur (FAS), or Southern Air 
Force, a component of the FAA designated to 

control the air war in the South Atlantic.21 
The FAS was set up on 5 April under the 
command of an experienced air force pilot 
and commander, Brigadier-General (BGen) 
Crespo.22 Its primary mission was simply 
to attack the British fleet. It was a modern, 
capable, and well-trained air force, and 
along with Chile’s, one of the best in South 
America.23 Crespo immediately set to the 
preparation of his pilots for the oncoming 
onslaught, exercising them vigorously against 
each other and against the Argentine navy 
standing in for British warships.24

While all army, navy, and air force 
units physically deployed to the Islands were 
under the command of BGen Menendez, 
who reported to Vice-Admiral Lombardo 
(Commander South Atlantic Theatre of 
Operations), Crespo himself reported dir-
ectly to the ruling junta. He was expected to 
coordinate his operations with Menendez, 
but it was not a clear system of command 
and control,25 particularly as air assets on 
the Islands were under Menendez’s author-
ity. This was exacerbated by an awkward air 
traffic control system that involved multiple 
departments, apparently necessitated by the 
requirement for intra-coordination of the air 
assets of the FAA, the Army Air Command 
and CANA.26 In fact, the first time the FAS 
and CANA actually worked together was dur-
ing the 30 May attack on Her Majesty’s Ship 
(HMS) Invincible.27

Crespo himself was limited as to where 
to base his own 122 aircraft.28 Most of his 
southern mainland bases were not suf-
ficiently disposed to facilitate large-scale air 
mobilization; for instance, Rio Gallegos was 
underdeveloped, and the Naval Command 
bases at Trelew and Rio Grande were either 
limited by their distance from the theatre or by 
their inadequate facilities.29 Crespo resorted 
to three civilian airfields in the Santa Cruz 
province to supplement his available airfields, 
chief of which was San Julian. The disposition 
of major Argentine air assets during the 
Falklands War is illustrated in Table 1.
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aIr Base 
(air/navy/civil)

commanD aIrcraFt

Rio Grande
(Argentina’s major military 
base during the War)

FAS 10 Dagger (Mirage V fighter)

CANA 8 A4-Q Skyhawk (fighter)
4 Super Etendard (fighter)
6 S-2E Tracker (antisubmarine)
2 Neptune (antisubmarine/reconnaissance)

Rio Gallegos FAS 24 A-4B Skyhawk (fighter)
10 Mirage III (fighter)
Canberra (bomber)
KC-130H (tanker)

Santa Cruz Civilian Airfield (FAS) Mainland support establishment for Pucara 
deployed to Islands

San Julian Civilian Airfield (FAS) 10 Dagger (fighter)
15 A-4C Skyhawk (fighter)

Puerto Deseado Civilian Airfield (FAS) Served as a diversion field and a search and 
rescue facility

Comodoro Rivadavia FAS 20 Pucara (counter-insurgency)
3 Boeing 707 (transport)
7 C-130 (transport)
2 KC-130H (tanker)
Learjet (impressed civilian/reconnaissance)
6 Twin Otter (transport)
F-27, F-28 (transport)
Mirage III (fighter)

Trelew FAS 8 Canberra (bomber)

Port Stanley CANA (under BGen 
Menendez)

6 MB-339A (light strike)
1 Puma (SAR helo)
2 Skyvan (transport)

FAS Pucara (counter-insurgency)

Army Air Command 5 SA.330L Puma (tactical helo)
2 CH-47C Chinook (tactical helo)
9 UH-1H Iroquois (tactical helo)
3 A-109A Hirundo (tactical helo)

Goose Green FAS 24 Pucara

Pebble Island CANA (under BGen 
Menendez)

4 T-34C Mentor (light attack)

FAS Pucara (counter-insurgency)

taBle 1. DIsPosItIon oF major argentIne aIr assets at the tIme oF the FalklanDs war. aIrcraFt In ItalIcs 
oFten Flew out oF the Base InDIcateD, But were oFFIcIally statIoneD at another Base.30
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Not only did Crespo have the war loom-
ing over the Islands to consider, but there was 
also the legacy of the Chilean threat. Prior 
to the invasion, Argentina’s increasingly 
aggressive claims over the Chilean-controlled 
Beagle Channel Islands had been causing 
high levels of tension between Buenos Aires 
and Santiago. The greater part of the FAA’s 
airfields had, therefore, been built in northern 
Argentina, oriented toward possible Chilean 
incursions, and Argentine pilots had trained 
extensively for close air combat against 
Chile.31 Given the Argentineans were aware 
of the friendly relations between Santiago and 
London and feared possible collusion between 
Chile and Britain, they were not disposed to 
alter this strategy, and defence against Chile 
remained a priority throughout the war.32

This was a reasonable fear, although it was 
self-perpetuating. Chile was concerned that a 
victorious Argentina in the Falklands would 
be emboldened enough to follow it up with 
an invasion of its own territory.33 Santiago 
also had reason to expect that Argentine 
expansionism would not stop at the Beagle 
Channel. The Argentine troops and airmen 
stationed near the Chilean border may have 

been a necessary defence for Argentine fears, 
but they were ideally positioned to cross over 
into Chile once the Falklands matter was 
settled.34 This ramping up of forces along the 
border caused, either directly or indirectly, 
a distraction for Argentina that prevented it 
from concentrating its forces in the Islands 
and provided a pathway for a common-cause 
relationship to blossom between Chile and 
Britain.

For the British, an alliance with Chile 
was an ideal prospect. Britain lacked any sig-
nificant intelligence on Argentine air bases35 
and sent a military official to Chile’s General 
Matthei, a member of Augusto Pinochet’s 
ruling junta, to explore possibilities of 
cooperation in information and intelligence 
gathering.36 It could be said that an indirect 
result of Argentina’s aggressive and fear-
ful stance over Chile was the subsequent 
provision to the Chilean military of British 
aircraft, long-range radar, anti-aircraft mis-
siles, and a photo-reconnaissance unit (PRU) 
with oblique cameras to overlook Argentina 
from Chilean airspace.37 In particular, the 
long-range radar and PRU was used dur-
ing the war to provide Britain with air 

A head on view from HMS Broadsword of two Argentine A4-B Skyhawks (piloted by Capitan Pablo 
Carballo and Teniente Carlos Rinke of V Air Brigade) as they fly through a hail of anti aircraft fire to 
attack the ship north of Pebble Island on the afternoon of May 25, 1982. © Crown copyright. IWM 
http://www.iwm.org.uk/sites/default/files/public-document/IWM_NonCommercial_Licence_1.pdf
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intelligence. Matthei installed the radar in 
southern Chile to collect information about 
activity in the Argentine base Comodoro 
Rivadavia, the FAS headquarters. He also 
based a secure underground command centre 
in Punta Arenas to synthesize radar intel-
ligence. British agents worked from there and 
forwarded information on Argentine aircraft 
movements to London;38 given the lack of 
any British airborne early warning (AEW) 
platform, this information was essential.39

The Anglo-Chilean relationship was not 
the only covert connection during the war. 
American aid under the Reagan administra-
tion was initially muted due to a desire to retain 
favourable links with Latin America, and it 
was deemed necessary to appear impartial 
and “even-handed.”40 However, US military 
aid was indeed funnelled through the United 
States Air Force (USAF) Base Wideawake 
on British-owned Ascension Island, midway 
between the United Kingdom (UK) and the 
Falklands. Approximately $120 million of US 
material was readily made available, often at 
the expense of ongoing US operations, and 
sent either to the UK or to Ascension Island 
for use.41 In terms of air power, this included 
Sidewinder missiles, Vulcan/Phalanx anti-
missile gun systems, 4,700 tonnes of airstrip 
matting for rebuilding the captured Stanley 
airport, Shrike missiles for use by the Vulcans, 
helicopter engines, submarine detection 
devices for use by RN Sea King helicopters, 
and Stinger ground-to-air missiles.42 Any 
Argentine hopes that Britain would become 
financially drained in her efforts to mount the 
offensive were in vain.

Argentina, insulted over US refusals to 
come to its aid, became suspicious that the 
US was indeed helping Britain. The optics of 
US military aid to Britain were bad for the 
American image in Latin America; however, 
US aid was not so much given in terms of stra-
tegic satellite intelligence, as was commonly 
believed, but more in terms of tactical signals 
interception from Argentina.43 Officially, the 

only military satellite intelligence provided 
to Britain from the US during the entire 
campaign was of South Georgia, taken a 
week after Argentina’s invasion of the South 
Georgia Islands, in an effort to gain aware-
ness of Argentina’s troop disposition there.44 
However, there are suspicions that Britain 
may have gained battle damage assessment 
(BDA) intelligence on Argentine air assets 
on the mainland from US satellite imagery.45 
Again, Galtieri’s naivety in assuming the US 
would either come to its aid or at least remain 
neutral was a major strategic error.

In another case of Argentina being unable 
to secure international support, France played 
an instrumental role in assisting Britain. 
Argentina placed great hopes in its Super 
Etendard aircraft, recently purchased from 
France, along with the modern and fearsome 
Exocet missile.46 While most of Argentina’s 
weaponry incorporated older technology, the 
Exocet was a powerful, radar-guided warhead 
with a 25-mile ( 40-kilometres [km]) plus 
range.47 However, Argentina had taken deliv-
ery of only five of the aircraft and five of the 
missiles ordered, and as of 15 April, France 
had suspended all trade with Argentina in 
accordance with the arms embargo put in 
place by the European Community.48 French 
President Mitterand proceeded to provide 
London with extensive and detailed lists of 
prior French military exports to Argentina, 
including “…modif ications/limitations to 
systems, precise capabilities of key aircraft as 
well as serviceability rates, spares consump-
tion and known shortages, and proficiency 
of those Argentine pilots trained by the 
French.”49 More important was the technical 
information provided on the Exocet itself, 
giving Britain full knowledge of this missile 
threat.

Mere British knowledge about the 
Exocet, however, did not diminish its tac-
tical relevance, and the Argentineans knew 
this, particularly after two of their missiles 
successfully engaged the British destroyer 
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HMS Sheffield (4 May)50 and the supply ship 
Atlantic Conveyor (25 May).51 Accordingly, 
they set about trying to acquire more mis-
siles from anywhere in the world they could. 
One potential conduit for Argentina was 
Peru. Peru ordered four Exocet missiles from 
France, but the French delayed delivery as 
they suspected the ultimate destination was 
likely to be Argentina.52 Almost all other 
developed countries were complicit with the 
arms embargo, and almost all developing 
countries that had Exocets did not want to 
give them up. Those countries that were 
actively attempting to aid Argentina’s missile 
programme (such as Peru, Venezuela, Israel, 
South Africa, Iran, and Libya) were hindered 
by a major British covert operation to inter-
dict arms transfers.53 The British Defence 
Minister, Sir John Nott, later claimed that he

authorised [British] agents to pose as 
bona fide purchasers of equipment on 
the international market, ensuring that 
[they] outbid the Argentineans, and 
other agents identified Exocet mis-
siles in various markets and covertly 
rendered them inoperable, based on 
information provided by the French. It 
was a remarkably successful operation. 
In spite of strenuous efforts by several 
countries, particularly the Israelis and 
the South Africans, to help Argentina, 
we succeeded in intercepting and 
preventing the supply of further equip-
ment to the Argentineans who were 
desperately seeking re-supply.54

The magnitude of international intel-
ligence and espionage activities required to 
enforce the embargo was clearly significant. 
Since the British were also occupied with the 
Irish Republican Army (IRA) in Northern 
Ireland and with the cold war in Europe, 
Argentina’s best hope in all of its strategic 
efforts to acquire more Exocets lay in causing 
yet further drains on British resources.

Any tactical or strategic benefits realized 
by Crespo from the five Exocets in his arsenal 

were affected both by technical problems and 
by the distance his pilots had to fly in order to 
deliver them. The British worried that should 
CANA deploy its Super Etendards from the 
Argentine aircraft carrier 25 de Mayo, it would 
greatly enhance its mobility, and thus the 
Exocet missiles would themselves pose a far 
greater threat.55 However, a defective catapult 
system on the 25 de Mayo prohibited carrier 
takeoffs for the Etendards.56 Nevertheless, the 
RN deemed it necessary to station the British 
carrier group over 100 miles (160 km) east of 
the Islands in order to force FAS air power to 
the extent of its range.57

The strategic advantage Argentina 
enjoyed in terms of proximity to the Islands 
was considerable, but the reach of the RN was 
long, especially with the use of USAF Base 
Wideawake on Ascension Island and the two 
RN aircraft carriers Hermes and Invincible.58 
The British lack of AEW meant that they had 
to minimize Argentine pilots’ time on target; 
any significant damage sustained to either of 
the two carriers would have likely cost Britain 
the war.59 A spin off of this (happily for the 
British) was that the Argentine pilots could 
not exploit the tactical edge their supersonic 
Mirage fighters held over the British Harriers, 
because by turning on the afterburners, they 
would run out of fuel before reaching home.60 
This, in turn, presented the FAS with a tac-
tical time advantage in attacking RN escort 
frigates closer to the Islands, as the Harriers 
had to fly all the way from the fleet in order 
to engage them.61

Another tactical advantage exploited by 
the FAS was given by its operators’ skilful use 
of a leading-edge Westinghouse long-range 
radar and accompanying Cardion tactical 
surveillance radar mounted at Port Stanley.62 
Using sophisticated plotting algorithms to 
analyse recurring RAF f light patterns, the 
FAS personnel were sometimes able to ascer-
tain an approximate location for the British 
fleet. This facilitated the FAS plan of attack 
on HMS Invincible on 30 May.63
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Unfortunately for Crespo, signif icant 
strategic and tactical deficiencies relative to 
the RAF and RN plagued the FAS. One 
limitation was frequent bad weather and 
the requirement for most FAS aircraft to fly 
under visual flight rules (VFR); this restricted 
deployments to narrow windows of attack.64 
Another was the lack of an extensive air-to-
air refuelling capability that resulted in the 
long distances between the mainland and the 
Islands limiting FAS time on target due to 
fuel.65 In spite of this, the FAS used its two 
KC-130 tankers exceptionally well, carefully 
planning and coordinating missions in order 
to successfully meet as many refuelling points 
as possible. The lack of long-range reconnais-
sance aircraft was also a strategic deficiency as 
it prevented accurate BDA and other intelli-
gence from being gathered (the FAS possessed 
only two aging P-2 Neptunes capable 
of reconnoitring the area). Interestingly, 
Buenos Aires was able to collect some BDA 
by listening in on the British Broadcasting 
Corporation’s (BBC’s) coverage of the war. 
An evolving policy of open communication 
between the British government and British 
media was responsible for broadcasting, albeit 
inadvertently, to the FAS that its Exocet 

strike on HMS Sheffield had been successful.66 
It is possible that this confirmation provided 
the motivation for further Exocet attacks and 
precipitated the attack that sank the British 
supply ship Atlantic Conveyor.

There was also a lack of tactically employed 
radar defence measures on FAS aircraft, with 
only the Super Etendards and the Daggers 
being equipped with radar warning receiv-
ers.67 Furthermore, all FAS aircraft suffered 
a distinct lack of effective electronic warfare 
countermeasures (ECM) such as chaff and 
flares; this frustrated FAS efforts to avoid the 
Harrier’s heat-seeking Sidewinder missiles.68 
However, the ingenuity and flexibility of FAS 
pilots partially overcame this disadvantage, 
and because the British possessed no AEW 
and relied on shipborne radar defences, the 
FAS was able to successfully ingress by flying 
in dangerously low-level tactical manoeuvres.69 
This involved flying at a normal altitude from 
the mainland until about 100 nautical miles 
(185 km) away from the target, then dropping 
to about 150 feet (46 metres) above sea level for 
the ingress, attack, and initial egress. It was in 
this manner that the FAS was able to strike the 
Sheffield with an Exocet.

The Type 42 destroyer HMS Sheffield on fire after being struck by an 
AM 39 Exocet missile fired from an Argentine Super Étendard from 
a distance of 6 miles, May 4, 1982. © Crown copyright. IWM 
http://www.iwm.org.uk/sites/default/files/public-document/IWM_
NonCommercial_Licence_1.pdf
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One possible consequence of having to 
f ly so low to avoid radar detection was the 
repeated malfunctioning of bombs released 
from the fighters. Many bombs hit their RN 
targets but failed to detonate. In f lying so 
low, the window of time between dropping 
the bomb and hitting the target may have 
been too small for the fuse to function.70 In 
addition to this, Argentina had no precision-
guided bombs, and pilots had to skilfully 
mark their targets hoping that they would 
accurately hit home.71 Furthermore, the FAS ’s 
main air intercept missile (an early model of 
the French Matra 530) had a low range of 
six miles (10 km), a field of vision only 30 
to 40 degrees wide, and could only lock on 
to the Harrier from behind.72 In contrast to 
the Harrier’s Sidewinder missiles, this was 
severely limiting.73 These tactical limitations 
gave the British some luck (in being hit by 
dumb bombs) and a decided superiority in 
air-to-air combat and exemplify the courage 
and tenacity of the FAS pilots who were able, 
despite their deficiencies, to sink 7 ships, 
disable 5 more, and damage a further 12.74 
This earned the respect of the British naval 
commander, Rear Admiral James Woodward, 

who commented on their “continued efforts 
and bravery.”75

Tact ica l ly,  FAS  pi lots per formed 
superbly. This was demonstrated by such 
methods as performing most of their attacks 
in the late afternoon, when the FAS pilots 
would have the setting sun at their backs and 
in the faces of their enemy.76 Another example 
of their tactical prowess occurred after the 
British landing at San Carlos.77 Using the tall 
hills of the landscape as a screen, they were 
able to successfully challenge sophisticated 
British air defence systems by flying low and 
suddenly appearing over the hills, giving the 
British only about 25 seconds to mark their 
targets and shoot, turning back on itself the 
apparent British tactical advantage of hiding 
their fleet.78 In this manner, HMS Ardent was 
sunk, and four other ships suffered moderate 
to heavy damage during the landing; nine 
FAS aircraft and four more based on the 
Islands were shot down, yet the FAS pilots 
kept flying.79

Finally, Crespo showed initiative and 
daring when he established an improvised 

An Argentine Dagger aircraft makes a low-level attack on RFA 
Sir Bedivere in San Carlos Water in the Falkland Islands, May 24, 
1982. © Crown copyright. IWM   www.iwm.org.uk/sites/default/
files/public-document/IWM_NonCommercial_Licence_1.pdf
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squadron of impressed civilian Learjets to 
act as unarmed decoys.80 Escuadron Fenix 
(Phoenix Squadron), as it was known, was 
based at Trelew and would simulate attacks 
by Canberra bombers by flying close enough 
to be noticed by British radar. By the time 
the British Harriers had been scrambled and 
sent after them, the Learjets were safely on 
their way home. Apart from diverting priority 
Harrier combat air patrols from their tasks, 
this caused a frustrating distraction and waste 
of resources on the part of the British. But in 
the end, ingenuity and innovation in war was 
not enough for the Argentine airmen.

Deficiencies in strategic capabilities, such 
as the poor decision-making abilities of the 
military junta and the lack of air-to-air refuel-
ling and long-range reconnaissance aircraft, 
overcame the skill, courage, and tenacity of 
FAS personnel, and despite being well-trained 

and reasonably well-equipped, the FAS 
was unable to prevent an early Argentine 
defeat. It is quite conceivable that the British 
would have won the conf lict regardless of 
the Argentine strategy, especially given the 
intelligence input from France, Chile, and 
the United States. Nevertheless, the quality 
of the fight waged by the Argentine air forces 
leads one to believe that the length of the war 
and the number of British casualties may have 
been substantially greater had these strategic 
deficiencies been corrected. 

Off icer Cadet Colin Clansey has served 
15 years in the Canadian Forces. After 
a 10-month tour in Afghanistan, he was 
accepted into the University Training Plan 
- Non-Commissioned Members and is cur-
rently finishing a degree in economics before 
training as an air combat systems officer. 

Argentine prisoners wait to hand in their weapons and other equipment 
at Port Stanley after the surrender. Many of the Argentine troops were 
conscripts with limited training. © Crown copyright. IWM 
www.iwm.org.uk/sites/default/files/public-document/IWM_
NonCommercial_Licence_1.pdf
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aBBrevIatIons

AEW airborne early warning

BDA battle damage assessment

BGen brigadier-general

CANA Commando Aviación Naval Argentina 
(Argentine Naval Air Command)

FAA Fuerza Aérea Argentina (Argentine Air Force)

FAS Fuerza Aérea Sur (Southern Air Force)

HMS Her Majesty’s Ship

km kilometre

PRU photo-reconnaissance unit

RAF Royal Air Force

RN Royal Navy

UK United Kingdom

US United States

USAF United States Air Force
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 Such attitudes are understandable, as 
there have been many generational changes 
between the RCAF that was disbanded in 
1968 and the one that exists today. As a result, 
current members of what has been light-
heartedly (yet accurately) labelled “RCAF 
2.0”1 may be surprised to learn that they have 
more in common than they realized with the 
airmen who first requested the Royal prefix 

for the Canadian Air Force almost nine 
decades ago. The aim of this article, therefore, 
is to explain why the embryonic Canadian Air 
Force (CAF) of the 1920s wanted the Royal 
designation and why this story is important to 
the modern RCAF and its sense of identity.

The CAF that existed between 1920 
and 1 April 1924 was a much different entity 

o
n the morning of 16 August 2011, Minister of National Defence 
Peter MacKay announced that the air, sea, and land environments 
of the Canadian Forces (CF) would once again be known as the 

Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF), Royal Canadian Navy (RCN) and 
Canadian Army. Reaction to this change within the new RCAF has been 
positive, yet there are undoubtedly members who are curious about the 
significance of a “Royal” prefix that has not applied to the Air Force in 
over 44 years.

Defence Minister Peter MacKay (centre), and LGen André Deschamps (left), Commander RCAF, 
present F/Sgt (ret’d) Michael Nash Kelly with the historical ensign of the Royal Canadian Air Force 
during the announcement of the restoration of the RCN, CA and RCAFs .    Photo: Cpl Dan Bard
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compared to the one that would follow it. 
Unlike the RCAF, the CAF was a small, non-
permanent and non-professional force that 
acted more like an air militia than an actual 
air force. Reporting to the civilian Air Board, 
which was established in 1919 to “super-
vise all matters connected with aeronautics,” 
the CAF that was created in February 1920 
consisted mostly of former wartime pilots 
who took a 28-day refresher course every 
two years.2 Yet as the official history of the 
RCAF observed, this set-up was an “ingen-
ious and pragmatic solution to a perplexing 
dilemma”3 that was rooted in problems that 
were uniquely Canadian:

any Canadian air force at this time 
had to be many things to many people: 
economical yet efficient, unobtrusive yet 
effective, unmilitaristic yet military … . 
a non-permanent militia organization, 
solidly in the Canadian tradition, would 
enable the government to skirt the tough 
political, strategic, and technological 
obstacles that inhibited the immediate 
development of military air power.4

Policy aimed at the realities of national 
requirements was certainly one factor that 
gave this particular air force a Canadian 
character, but so too did other more observ-
able aspects, such as its unique motto Sic Itur 
Ad Astra (such is the pathway to the stars) 
as well as a distinctive uniform and maple 
leaf adorned badges.5 The key question, 
therefore, is why would this national organ-
ization abandon symbols that emphasized 
its Canadian identity in favour of character-
istics that some have argued turned it into 
“a faithful colonial replica” of the Royal Air 
Force (RAF)?6 To answer that question it 
is f irst necessary to understand what trad-
ition and customs mean and why they are 
important to military organizations like the 
RCAF and their sense of identity.

There are many def initions for these 
terms, but according to one reliable authority 
on Canadian mil itary heritage, E. C. 
Russell, customs are the “long established, 
continuing practice or observance, considered 
as an unwritten rule, and dependent for its 
continued reality and usage on long consent of 
a community.” Tradition, on the other hand, 
is “a process of handing down, or passing from 
one to another knowledge, beliefs, feelings 
ways of thinking, manners, codes of behav-
iour, a philosophy of life, or faith without 
written instructions.” 7 Yet another key source, 
the Directorate of History and Heritage, ties 
these two important strands together by 
observing that, when “combined with histor-
ical knowledge,” customs and traditions create 
heritage.8 All of these elements are essential 
factors to the operational effectiveness of any 
military organization, particularly since an 
understanding of history and heritage is key 
to the development of esprit de corps, team-
work, and discipline. Each plays its own role. 
For instance, tradition often employs unique 
symbols—such as badges, uniforms, f lags, 
mottos, and music—to help members identify 
with their particular service as well as build 
pride and a sense of cohesion; all essential 
characteristics without which military units 
cannot survive.9 Likewise, history relies on the 
power of the collective narrative and shared 
experiences to bond members together. By 
doing so, it can also be used as a lessons leaned 
tool to help guide present and future policy by 
teaching present members about their succes-
sors’ achievements and even failures. It can 
serve further to improve operational effective-
ness and maintain professionalism within the 
military, as past experiences are some of the 
best means “to set standards against which to 
measure future conduct.”10 More specifically, 
however, history forms the basis of institu-
tional identity and culture, which is why it is 
a good starting point to explain how problems 
with professionalism, permanency, coherence, 
and efficiency all led the RCAF to adopt the 
Royal prefix as well as other British symbols 
in the early 1920s.
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The roots of Canadian military aviation 
are generally traced to J. A. D. McCurdy’s 
first flight on 23 February 1909 at Baddeck, 
Nova Scotia, and, more importantly, a 
follow-up demonstration at the militia’s 
summer camp in Petawawa, Ontario, f ive 
months later. This latter test was specifically 
designed to show the military potential of 
aircraft. Unfortunately, the militia observers 
concluded that aircraft were “too expensive a 
luxury” for a cash starved Canadian military. 
It was a theme that would become all too 
common throughout the RCAF’s history.11 
Although the First World War modified this 
view, the next attempt to create a Canadian 
air service was as unsuccessful as the first. 
The problem this time was that its founder, 
E. L. Janney, was a reputed “confidence trick-
ster.” Putting those skills to full use, Janney 
managed to convince the colourful Minister 
of Militia and Defence, Sir Sam Hughes, 
of the need to create the Canadian Aviation 
Corps (CAC) in 1914. While his goal was 
certainly admirable, it was Janney’s method 
of achieving that aim that was questionable. 
Elaborate requests for money, dubious tours 
of Royal Flying Corps (RFC) stations, and 
frequent absences without leave resulted in a 
quick end to the CAC along with its three 
members and single aircraft.12

Despite this unfortunate start for the 
creation of a national air force, Canadians did 
distinguish themselves in the air during the 
First World War. Serving with the RFC and 
Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS), which, in 
turn, were both consolidated into the RAF 
in 1918, Canadian airmen saw action from 
the English Channel to the Indian Ocean as 
well as from the skies over Western Europe 
to the Middle East and even Africa. They 
f lew in f ighters, bombers, and seaplanes, 
and they had a reputation of being some of 
the best airmen in the war. Indeed, statis-
tics clearly bear this out. At times accounting 
for 35 per cent of the RFC’s total strength, 
22,812 Canadians served with the RFC, 
RNAS, and, eventually, the RAF. Over 800 

decorations, including three Victoria Crosses 
(the highest award for bravery) were issued to 
Canadian airmen; roughly 1,500 would make 
the most supreme sacrifice.13

While the CAC may have proven some-
thing of a nightmare, the dream of a purely 
Canadian air force again materialized toward 
the end of the First World War. National 
pride in the achievements of Canadian 
airmen and the desire to forge a unique 
identity were constant themes among the 
Toronto press, with one report going so far 
as to claim that the time had come to form 
an independent service, particularly since in 
their view the Canadians in the RFC and 
RNAS were superior to their British counter-
parts.14 Toronto newspapers were not the only 
ones chomping at the bit for the creation of a 
Canadian Air Force, or at least all-Canadian 
squadrons within the RFC. After a trip to 
the United Kingdom in spring 1917, Prime 
Minister Robert Borden found that the 
British were failing to appreciate Canada’s 
contribution to the air war. So much so, in 
fact, that he complained how:

Canadians in Flying service are not 
receiving adequate recognition. there 
seems to have been a disposition from 
the first to assign them subordinate 
positions and to sink their identity. 
they were forbidden to wear any 
distinguishing badge to indicate that 
they were Canadians. … the question 
of establishing a Canadian Flying Corps 
demands immediate … consideration … . 
I am inclined to believe that the time for 
organizing an independent Canadian air 
service has come … .15

This represented a considerable reversal 
from earlier government policy. In 1915, the 
War Office actually invited the Dominions 
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to create their own squadrons for service 
in the RFC; an offer which was rejected by 
the Canadian government on the grounds 
that air units were an imperial, or more 
precisely, British, concern. Things had clearly 
changed by 1918 as the outstanding contri-
butions made by Canadian airmen resulted 
in a greater desire to recognize the nation’s 
role in the air war. The first changes were 
small but, nevertheless, signif icant to the 
development of a Canadian air identity. Some 
Canadians serving in what was now the RAF 
were allowed to stitch “Canada” f lashes on 
their shoulders, while others mentioned in 
certain types of correspondence had a brack-
eted “C” after their name.16 Bigger changes 
followed, such as the actual formation of an 
all-Canadian wing.

The wing itself, which sometimes 
appeared in official correspondence as the 
“Canadian Royal Air Force” or “Royal Air 
Force, Canadian,”17 became operational nine 
days after the First World War had ended. 
Now under the command of Colonel R. 
Leckie, this embryonic Canadian Air Force 
continued training throughout the rest of 
1918 and early into 1919 with the belief that 
it would grow into a peacetime force back 
in Canada. It certainly had a solid founda-
tion from which to expand, as it not only had 
received 100 British aircraft (the same gift 
was given to all the Dominions to start their 
own air forces) but also had combat-trained 
pilots, observers, and mechanics as well as 
bases in Canada. It was not to be. From the 
moment it had been approved, the govern-
ment went to great lengths to emphasize that 
the wing was not a permanent air service but 
rather was designed for use in the current war 
only.18 The permanency as an air force that so 
many wanted for Canada once again proved 
just beyond reach, more so since the wing was 
disbanded in early 1920 due to a government 
decision to focus on civilian aviation. Military 
aviation, as had been concluded in the earlier 
attempts to create a Canadian Air Force, was 
once again deemed to be too expensive.

The same was true for the other air force 
that had formed during the final year of the 
war. This air force was the product of incur-
sions by German U-boats into Canadian 
waters in 1918 that led to a desire to create 
a Canadian naval air service. More than 600 
applicants wanted to join the embryonic Royal 
Canadian Naval Air Service (RCNAS), but, 
unfortunately, the Canadian government was 
unwilling to support the costs of this fledg-
ling branch once the operational emergency 
of the First World War was over. As a result, 
the RCNAS’s birth on 5 September 1918 was 
quickly followed by its disbandment a little 
over two months later.19

The scrapping of the RCNAS and over-
seas wing marked the end of the third and 
fourth attempts to establish some type of 
national air service since McCurdy’s f irst 
flights nine years earlier, and as a result, there 
is little wonder many members of the Air Force 
that was created in February 1920 did not see 
much hope for their future. Indeed, the fact 
that it was the non-permanent and non-profes-
sional component of the civilian Air Board led 
one historian to correctly observe that this 
new CAF was an “air force in name but not 
fact.”20 At least one other modern critic took 
this sentiment even further by calling the CAF 
a “travesty of a force.”21 While the latter obser-
vation is perhaps a bit excessive, the CAF did 
indeed have its fair share of troubles getting 
established in what the Officer in Charge 
of Camp Borden, R. A. Logan, colourfully 
labelled as their “bow and arrow days … .”22 
For instance, the CAF’s pay was lower than the 
civilian operations branch and that, one indi-
vidual claimed, left many wondering:

why enlist in the CaF when the civil 
operations Branch pays more. there are 
excellent mechanics who would be very 
willing to serve if they got permanent 
employment ... . I feel that any money 
paid me for recruiting for the CaF is 
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wasted. It would be more economical in 
the end to have a few men well trained 
than a large number of men who are hard 
up, and come up simply for a job and to 
have a holiday.23

Worse yet, the quality of recruits and 
mechanics was also low, since most men who 
signed on for the training would then use that 
experience to get full-time jobs elsewhere. As 
one air force officer observed in June 1921:

the main trouble in getting the right kind 
of men here is that there is nothing to 
attract them … . We are getting as good 
as we can expect in the way of officers, 
and until we make it worth while for a 
man to come here, we never will get 
better … . Very often a man leaves his 
own job to come here, and somebody 
else gets it. Until we can offer him 
something better, he is going to think 
twice before coming. We are getting 
two classes of men. the class out of a 
job will take anything. there is another 
class. the one who is coming to learn, 
who is not worrying about the pay. He 
is considering training, and comes up 
for all the instruction he expects to get. 
as soon as he considers himself good 
enough, he will take a civilian position, 
because there is nothing to attract him to 
the CaF at present … . Most of the men 
are not here out of patriotism. It is for 
what they can learn. In the meantime we 
have got to trust our lives to these men.24

The need for permanency was all too 
clear as few officers in the CAF understood 

the logic of why most people would want to 
serve in an organization that paid so little and 
“which is practically non-existent.”25

Discipline was also an issue, as another 
CAF officer found that “the present regula-
tions lead to very lax discipline. It leads to a 
policy which seems to be ‘eat, drink and be 
merry, for tomorrow we are fired.’ The regu-
lations are very bad for discipline and that 
applies to mechanics as well as officers. They 
know they are here for a short while and dont 
[sic] care.”26 It is hard to ascertain exactly how 
bad the discipline problems in the CAF were. 
Testimony from some members during this 
period suggests that morale was relatively 
good, since the CAF consisted of ex-service 
men who enjoyed any chance to fly. Yet many 
other accounts paint an altogether different 
picture. Desertion, for instance, was a real 
problem as the vast majority of courts of 
inquiry in this period dealt with unauthor-
ized absences. It is also a well-documented 
fact that the immediate incarnation of the 
Canadian Air Force (the Canadian overseas 
Wing of 1918–1920) suffered from at least 
two mutinies in January 1919.27

The CAF was certainly a different entity 
than its immediate predecessor, but there is 
little doubt that it, too, suffered from the same 
lack of military cohesion. Although it did have 
its own dark blue serge uniform patterned on 
an Army cut with buttons and badges of silver, 
the use of that uniform was sometimes incon-
sistent. One officer recalled how:

…for many months after the CaF started 
we were permitted to wear any kind of 
uniform, army, navy or RaF or any 
combination thereof, during working 
hours, but for dinner we were supposed 
to dress in CaF blues, with wing collar. 
at Borden, this practice apparently 
continued “for the first two years” of 
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the CaF’s existence in order to permit us 
to wear out our old RFC, RNas, or RaF 
clothing. at the officers mess we could 
wear almost anything …28

Others complained that the CAF 
uniform was impracticable and soon lost 
its “neat appearance” once subjected to the 
rigours of training. Despite the fact that 
the Air Off icer Commanding the CAF, 
Air Commodore A. K. Tylee, felt that this 
outfit “was ‘democratic and economical’ and 
would enhance the identity of the service,”29 
other senior members clearly listened to these 
complaints recording that CAF personnel 
wanted “a new uniform now.” More to the 
point, however, the lack of a practical and 
enforced uniform policy made it difficult for 
CAF members to identify themselves as a 
military force, and that led one serving indi-
vidual to the conclusion that “whatever might 
be said of the RAF one, at least they [have] a 
workable uniform.”30

The use of officer rank titles was equally 
problematic, as these ex-RFC f liers often 
ignored CAF regulations by using their Army 
ranks over Air Force ones. While Army 
ranks were almost always used verbally, the 
written record was much more confused. A 
scan of official correspondence identifies a 
strange mix where the same officer might use 
his Air Force rank in one instance and his 
Army one in another.31 The CAF suffered 
from other inconsistencies as well. There was 
a tremendous need for new pilots, as most 
of the ex-RFC personnel were getting older, 
but solutions to this problem were not forth-
coming. Suggestions to extend the flying age 
reeked of desperation and only served to delay 
the inevitable.32 The equipment needed to 
keep these pilots flying was also aging. While 
the British had apparently reported that 
Canada had made the most “profitable use” of 
the aircraft gifted to any of the Dominions, 
those machines were now obsolete and quickly 
wearing out after three years of service.33

The training facilities at Camp Borden 
were also in trouble. The training itself was 
often ad-libbed and was simply designed to 
ensure that aircrew did not forget what they 
had learned from the war. It further provided 
an opportunity to update pilots on recent 
improvements to aircraft or flight techniques, 
yet even this refresher training was eventu-
ally abandoned in the spring of 1922. This not 
only resulted in the virtual cessation of flight 
operations at Borden, but also led the officer 
in charge at the base to “eventually quit in 
disgust.”34 Moreover, Borden personnel were 
often forced to do whatever they could to keep 
aircraft flying, as the following story from the 
base illustrates:

of course, we started with no flying 
equipment, in the GIs [Ground Instruc-
tional school], but by wrangling, scroun-
ging and digging through the scraps of 
dozens of wrecked Curtiss “Jennys” that 
had been left behind as not worth carting 
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away, in a hangar near us, we eventually 
had not one but four Jennys in good flying 
condition and we used them … . lacking 
authority to do all this it was difficult 
to maintain our boot-leg air fleet and 
eventually we lost it … .35

For the man who had become the 
inspector-general of the CAF on 23 April 
1920, Air Vice Marshal Sir Willoughby 
Gwatkin, the solution to all these problems 
was always the same. In order to survive 
and raise morale, the CAF had to become a 
permanent and professional force; adopting 
the symbols of the Royal Air Force was seen 
as one way of achieving this aim. 36

The f irst RAF symbol that the CAF 
embraced was the ensign. Having heard in 
February 1921 that the RAF had designed 
its own ensign, Gwatkin wanted the CAF to 
do the same. It was a good idea. As a mark 
of national identification, an ensign would 
give the CAF’s members a powerful object 
to rally around. Much like the First World 
War, the Air Force’s first inclination was to 
Canadianize a British concept by using the 
RAF ensign with the addition of a maple 
leaf in the inner circle. The RAF’s chief of 
the air staff, Air Marshal Hugh Trenchard, 
agreed that the CAF should adopt his ser 
vice’s ensign, but suggested that “to retain the 
sentiment of unity between the Air Services 
of the Empire” it was better if no changes to 
the original were made. The RAF had its own 
reasons for not wanting the change. Much 
like the CAF, the RAF was also fighting for 
its existence, and the chances that it would be 
usurped by the British Army and Royal Navy 
would be diminished if more Dominions flew 
its flag. It was a convenient argument but one 
that the CAF understood all too well. As a 
result, Gwatkin was willing to accept the 
British condition that the ensign be accepted 
“without dif ference.” What was more 
important was that the CAF had a symbol 
that, in Trenchard’s words, represented:

… the good work that Canadian Pilots 
and observers carried out under me 
in France, and I am very glad to think 
that they and their successors use the 
Royal air Force ensign, the underlying 
idea of which is the target used to mark 
all British machines in France, and in 
connection with which so many gallant 
airmen fought their last fight.

Gwatkin agreed. Adopting the RAF 
ensign was indeed “an honour and privilege,” 
but he also wanted to take full advantage of 
the situation to draw attention to the CAF. 
He therefore ordered that the f lag raising 
ceremony scheduled for 30 November 1921 at 
Camp Borden was to be “made as pompous as 
possible.” Unfortunately, the upcoming elec-
tion ensured that key dignitaries were unable 
to attend, yet the CAF had nevertheless made 
an important stride. It now had a symbol that 
was associated with the motherland, and this 
link, it was hoped, would make it that much 
more difficult for the government to simply 
abolish the CAF. 37

The same logic applied to appeals for 
the CAF to adopt the Royal prefix. One air 
officer, at a senior air conference in June 1921, 
not only suggested that “there may be some-
thing in the name of the CAF,” but also that 
the “King be approached to use the name 
Royal Canadian Air Force and that Prince 
Albert be appointed an Honorary Colonel.” 
His argument, while not stated implicitly, 
was obvious. The Royal title and linkages to 
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Royal Family would give the CAF a sense 
of permanency since no government (it was 
assumed) would dare disband an organization 
associated with the monarchy. Gwatkin was 
not convinced and he instead used this occa-
sion to shore up fissures within the CAF by 
observing that:

the King would grant the privilege if only 
having regard to what Canadians did in the 
RaF during the war. We do not like the King 
to be mentioned with a thing that is not going 
to be a success … . Unless we are certain, 
unless we are quite satisfied the CaF 
is going to go on, we do not like to ask 
members of the Royal Family to accept 
posts, when some threatens resignation. 
It fills one with sinister forebodings.38

Gwatkin had good reason for concern. 
The uncertainty of the CAF’s future made 
many members jittery, so much so, in fact, that 
it was noted how “present employees should 
be sounded out as to whether they would be 
prepared to join a permanent Air Force.” 39

The election of William Lyon Mackenzie 
King in December 1921 and his minority 
Liberal Government’s promises of a rigid 
economy and drastic retrenchment only height-
ened these concerns. Once again the CAF 
faced the same problem that haunted all of its 
predecessors; namely, its existence was being 
threatened by proposed budgetary cuts and a 
lack of political support. In fact, one Liberal 
member captured the mood of the post-war 
political climate perfectly when he noted that 
the effort expended on the CAF was:

… a pretty high price to pay for an air 
service in peace time. If we had a war, of 
course it would be necessary to keep our 
air service and we would expect to have 
accidents. But it is a crime to render our 

very best young men … liable to be killed 
or dangerously injured, just for the sake 
of having in Canada a service which is 
absolutely unnecessary.40

Few politicians understood the need to 
maintain an air force, and as a result, the 
prevailing view was that the “high cost of a 
military force would cause it to be so small in 
peacetime as to be negligible in war.”41

It was a period of tremendous uncertainty 
for the CAF. In an effort to find economies 
and trim the budget, King’s Government 
not only cut expenditures to the military as 
a whole, but it also embarked on a reorgan-
ization that would consolidate the CAF, 
RCN, and militia under a single Department 
of National Defence. Gwatkin had worked 
hard to get the CAF recognized as an 
independent and equal service, and the fact 
that it was represented on what would become 
the Defence Council in 1920 was certainly 
evidence of his efforts. Yet by the time of the 
reorganization, both the RCN and militia 
still saw air power as something that existed 
merely to serve and support their needs over 
land and sea.42 No one captured this view 
more vividly than the Chief of the General 
Staff, Major-General J. H. MacBrien, who 
wrote that the Canadian defence establish-
ment “will not be large enough to warrant 
a separate Branch of the Service such as the 
Royal Air Force, and our Flying Corps should 
be part of the Army with attachments to the 
Navy as required.”43 MacBrien eventually 
modified his view on the need for a separate 
air service, but the CAF’s independence and 
identity was, at times, clearly challenged by 
the other services which often looked at the 
air force “as a friendly enemy …”44 In fact, the 
Air Force was treated very much as a junior 
partner, more so since it was administered as a 
Directorate of the General Staff to allow “the 
Air Force to draw on the experience of the 
senior officers of the older services.”45
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While many r ightful ly feared the 
Liberal ’s planned cuts to the military, the 
CAF actually benefited from the creation of 
a single Department of National Defence in 
one particular area. For instance, the reorgan-
ization, which received royal assent on 28 
June 1922 and was effected six months later, 
finalized the CAF’s divorce from the civilian 
Air Board and, in the process, turned it into 
Canada’s only air service. More importantly, 
however, it also became a permanent force that 
would serve as a core through which the entire 
service could expand in times of emergency. 
Indeed, air members quickly jumped on this 
distinction to lay plans for the recruitment and 
training of younger pilots whose new blood 
would finally revitalize the aging CAF.46

Having overcome his earlier reserva-
tions about applying the Royal designation to 
a force with a questionable future, Gwatkin 
was now satisf ied that the changes to the 
CAF would make it a viable organization. 
As a result, when the Director of Technical 
Services drew attention in the spring of 
1922 to the fact that Australia had obtained 
permission to use the Royal prefix, Gwatkin 
indicated that he was now willing to do like-
wise once the reorganization of the CAF was 
complete.47 It was a powerful symbolic gesture 
which captured Gwatkin’s confidence in the 
permanency of the new Air Force, explaining 
why one of his last acts before retiring was to 
ask the Chief of the General Staff:

… as soon as things have settled down 
[for] the right to use the prefix “Royal.” 
already the australian air Force has 
received that titular distinction from 
the King. But it was we who led the 
way in securing the right to fly the light 
blue ensign, and the CaF now firmly 
established, would like to share the 
privilege enjoyed by the Canadian Navy, 
as well as by permanent units and corps 
of the Canadian militia.”48

MacBrien agreed, noting that the CAF 
had indeed “earned the privilege of being 
entitled to ‘Royal’ and [I] feel sure that they will 
prize it highly.”49 Using other links to the RAF 
as a means to strengthen the CAF’s standing 
and growing professionalism followed.

Believing that it was “considered wisest 
for the status of the Canadian Air Force to 
be kept as close as possible to the Royal Air 
Force,” MacBrien also agreed that the Air 
Force Act should be modified for Canadian 
requirements and then applied to the CAF 
in the same way “the Army Act is to the 
Permanent Force.”50 This, it was argued, 
instantly would give the CAF a more reli-
able set of regulations and allow it to take 
advantage of the experience that the RAF 
had gained.51 Likewise, the adoption of the 
British drill and ceremonial manual achieved 
the same effect. But it was the decision to 
wear the RAF uniform (a duplicate with 
exception of RCAF appearing on all buttons) 
and rank structure which represented one of 
the most visible examples of how the CAF 
was symbolically using the mother country 
as a professional marker and tool to further 
guarantee its permanency.52

Perhaps worried about their own defence 
cuts, the RAF saw tremendous “importance 
to the wearing by the Air Forces of Empire 
of a common uniform” and they accordingly 
encouraged other Commonwealth nations to 
follow the Canadian example.53 The adop-
tion of the RAF’s motto would achieve the 
same effect—although it is interesting to 
note that recently unearthed documents 
clearly show that Canada did not officially 
apply to use “per ardua ad astra” until the 
summer of 1928.54 It also was observed that 
Canada had taken the lead in adopting the 
RAF ensign, and having already done so 
for Australians in 1921, the British happily 
provided their blessing for the CAF to adopt 
the Royal prefix.55 These symbolic links to the 
empire paid off. Questionable political argu-
ments about the Air Force’s strategic value 
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now could be brushed aside, as the RCAF’s 
ability to integrate with the RAF gave it a 
global raison d’être that the purely national 
air force could never justify. In essence, the 
deliberate policy of conforming as closely 
as possible to RAF equipment, procedure, 
and regulations ensured that the expansion 
of the small RCAF would be “a very simple 
matter” in times of an imperial emergency.56 
Suggestions from Britain to Canada on how 
both could render mutual assistance, build up 
the air forces of their respective countries, and 
“co-operate in the event of war” only served 
to strengthen the RCAF’s importance to the 
potential defence of the Commonwealth.57 
And that further gave the RCAF the sense of 
permanency it so desired.

The adoption of the Royal prefix was 
indeed symbolically important, and its effects 
were felt almost immediately. Although the 
King granted permission for the CAF to 
use his royal title on 12 February 1923, a 
weekly order promulgated one month later 
observed that the Royal would apply to the 
new “permanent force and not the temporary 
CAF.” The birthdate of this organization was 
set for 1 April 1924, but it was hard for many 
to contain their enthusiasm. Comments from 
officials that conferring the Royal title upon 
the CAF would “add greatly to the prevailing 
esprit-de-corps,” were validated by serving 
members. Perhaps the most revealing came 
from a former CAF officer who later recalled 
how “there was a sort of revival of the ‘military 
spirit ’ in the belief that the CAF would 
become the RCAF and would then become a 
sort of step-child of the RAF.”58 Nor was this 
impression contained to the military, as one 
potential recruit observed that his decision to 
apply to the new RCAF was based on a desire 
“to get placed in something with a future.”59 
The long journey for recognition as a perma-
nent and professional force had finally come 
to an end.

The RCAF matured quickly during the 
interwar and early war years, and it did not 
take long before many of the symbols it had 

adopted from the British were Canadianized. 
For instance, in July 1940, the RCAF adopted 
its own ensign in which the maple leaf 
finally appeared at the centre of the roundel, 
because, as it was explained at the time, “of 
the desirability of distinguishing the Royal 
Canadian Air Force from the Royal Air 
Force.”60 Approval to replace the centre of 
aircraft roundels with a maple leaf was also 
granted earlier in the war, but it was not 
until after six hard years of fighting that the 
RCAF took yet another leap to define itself as 
a Canadian institution by finally adopting the 
new roundel on 19 January 1946.61 The RCAF 
tartan and the adoption of Pilot Officer John 
Gillespie Magee’s “High Flight” as the 
Air Force’s poem—along with the policy 
of “Canadianization,” which represented a 
deliberate and nationalistic attempt for as 
many Canadian airmen and ground crew as 
possible to serve under Canadian officers, 
command, and regulations—further helped 
identify the RCAF as a distinct organization 
from the RAF. The creation of the King’s 
Colour and the Colour of the RCAF in 
January 1949 (both of which were consecrated 
in Ottawa on 5 June 1950) did the same thing. 
Unlike earlier colours, which were presented 
to components of the RAF only, the RCAF 
was the first of any of the Royal Air Forces to 
have the King’s Colour dedicated to an indi-
vidual or national air force.62 It was a fitting 
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tribute to a service that had performed so well 
in the defence of the Empire and the demo-
cratic world.

The RCAF cont inued to play an 
important role in the post-war period, but 
it was an event in the late 1960s, namely the 
unification of the three services into a single 
Canadian Armed Forces, that once again saw 
the Air Force’s identity challenged. Much 
like the early 1920s when the Canadian 
Air Force faced the threat of being usurped 
into the RCN and militia, the remnants of 
the air force in the late 1960s did not have 
a central authority or a command structure, 
and its assets were dispersed throughout 
the Canadian Force’s functional commands. 
Moreover, the fears from the early 1920s 
about not being recognized as an independent 
or permanent force were again haunting air 
members of the new CF, particularly since 
the RCAF had ceased to exist on 1 February 
1968. Other changes brought on by unifica-
tion only added to this crisis of identity. The 
blue that the RCAF had worn since 1924 
was now replaced by a generic green uniform 
and a common rank structure in which wing 
commanders became lieutenant-colonels. 
Witnessing the removal of symbols and trad-
itions that had defined their experience with 
the Air Force, a number of members chose to 
leave what would be known as the air element 
of the Canadian Armed Forces.

Unification had gone too far, and as a 
result, the Air Force slowly began to reclaim 
its identity. The first crucial step was initi-
ated by a man who should be regarded as the 
father of the modern Canadian Air Force, 
Lieutenant-General William Carr. Beginning 
with the formation of Air Command 
(AIRCOM) in Winnipeg on 2 September 
1975, Carr, who was the first Commander 
of AIRCOM, effectively restored a central 
authority and command structure to control 
all of the CF’s air assets and activities. Given 
that the Air Force had almost ceased to exist, 
Carr took great care to give his command 

new life through the adoption of various Air 
Force symbols. The AIRCOM badge sent a 
particularly powerful message, as the eagle 
rising from the Canadian astral crown was 
designed to denote the air element taking 
flight and becoming an entity in the form of 
a command. The ensign achieved a similar 
effect, standing as a marker of the command’s 
existence, while the original CAF motto of 
the early 1920s, sic itur ad astra, was selected 
“because it was Canadian, not RAF because 
its choice could not be interpreted as an echo 
of the RCAF.” The command was also given a 
new set of colours to rally around which were 
consecrated in July 1982.63 It was a pivotal 
moment that was followed by other acts—
such as the restoration of Air Force uniforms 
in 1985 and the resurrection of the Chief of 
the Air Staff 12 years later—that once again 
created a greater sense of permanency and 
autonomy from the CF’s other two elements.

Carr’s efforts clearly paid off, as a recog-
nizable Air Force once again rose out of the 
ashes of the initial confusion created by unifi-
cation. And thanks to the establishment of 
AIRCOM, today’s RCAF is a confident, 
experienced, resilient, agile, integrated, and 
coherent air force, yet that fact might leave 
some current members wondering why the 
new Royal title is required, while others 
might even feel it is actually a retrograde step. 

lieutenant-General William Carr
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Part of the answer to these key questions lie 
with E. C. Russell, who observed in his book 
on CF heritage that:

customs and traditions are not sacrosanct 
for all time. like words of the language, 
they are living things; they come and 
go. For they reflect social conditions 
and moral values. they mirror political 
innovation and technological advance. 
they change. as alfred Whitehead, 
the philosopher, put it, societies which 
cannot combine reverence for their 
symbolism with freedom of revision 
must ultimately decay. It is essential that 
outworn sentiment be quietly retired, and 
it will be, for the essence of custom and 
tradition is that they live by consent.64

It is for this reason that the restora-
tion of the RCAF is particularly important 
for the Air Force’s current members. For 
instance, the return of the Royal prefix not 
only reminds RCAF 2.0 of the hard-earned 
road its predecessor’s took to get recogni-
tion as a permanent institution but also 
provides a link between the heroic actions 
of the previous RCAF and the profession-
alism of those who have served since that 
time. More importantly, however, the name 
change symbolically recognizes that the air 
element of the CF is indeed an “Air Force.” 
This is a key distinction. The RCAF has had 
to guard its independence and permanency as 
a separate service at various times throughout 
its history. Usually the culprit was govern-
ment cutbacks, reorganizations, or command 
and control issues with the Army and Navy, 
but since these types of situations can easily 
occur again in the future, the RCAF is wise 
to embrace the symbols that help define it as 
an institution.

While the name change has not resulted 
in any organizational adjustment (there being 
no diminution of unification through the 
restoration of the element’s former titles), it 
has nevertheless finished an important exer-
cise in self-identification that Carr started in 
1975. It has been a worthwhile endeavour. The 
Air Force of today has a strong identity based 
on a proud history. Since the first Canadians 
took flight over a century ago, the members of 
Canada’s Air Force helped to win two world 
wars, maintained a fragile cold war peace, 
brought aid and comfort to suffering people 
worldwide, was involved in combat over the 
skies of Iraq, Kosovo as well as Libya, and 
fought a global campaign against terrorism. 
The RCAF 2.0 team can take great pride in 
this heritage and the new name only serves to 
strengthen its sense of identity as an air force. 

Dr. Richard Oliver Mayne, CD, spent 17 years 
in the Canadian naval reserve and has worked 
as a historian for the Directorate of History 
and Heritage as well as a deputy section head 
for the Chief of Force Development’s Future 
Security Analysis Team. He earned his PhD 
from Queen’s University in the spring of 2008 
and has authored numerous publications on 
Canadian military affairs. He now works 
for the RCAF as the Director of Air Force 
Heritage and History.

abbreviations
AIRCOM Air Command
CAC Canadian Aviation Corps
CAF Canadian Air Force
CF Canadian Forces
RAF Royal Air Force
RCAF Royal Canadian Air Force
RCN Royal Canadian Navy
RCNAS Royal Canadian Naval Air 

Service
RFC Royal Flying Corps
RNAS Royal Naval Air Service
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In 1932 the RCAF created Nos. 10, 11 
and 12 Squadrons as the first units of the 
RCAF Auxiliary, each with the role of army 
co-operation. They were formed at the behest 
of Major-General A. G. L. McNaughton, 
who wished to have one squadron of aircraft 
supporting each Canadian Army division 
that might be sent to Europe in the event 
of another conf lict.1 In 1940, the govern-
ment of W. L. Mackenzie King sent Nos. 
10 and 12 Squadrons (now renumbered 110 
and 112 Squadrons and later 400 and 402) 
to Great Britain to provide this support  
to the 1st Canadian Division and to the  
RAF respectively.

These two army co-operation squadrons 
were sent to England, prepared for a German 
invasion and were later converted to fighter 
aircraft. During the Battle of Britain, they 
played an important role in the preparation 
for a potential invasion but also provided 
support to the RAF’s Fighter Command 
and Canada’s No. 1 Fighter Squadron. This 
support has not been recognized in the past, 
and given its nature, it was a very important  
factor in the success of No. 1 Squadron, 
demonstrating how two RCAF units played 
their role in the Battle of Britain, even if  
they did not f ly operational sorties against  
the Luftwaffe. 

The Other Canadians 
in the Battle of Britain
By Major Mathias Joost, CD

Each September, we celebrate and recognize the pilots and ground crews 
whose efforts repulsed the Luftwaffe in its attempt to destroy the air 
forces stationed in Great Britain and, hence, pave the way for an inva-
sion. An estimated 115 Canadians flew in the Battle of Britain, mainly 
with No. 1 Fighter Squadron, Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF)—later 
renumbered 401 Squadron—and in No. 242 Squadron, Royal Air Force 
(RAF). However, there were two other Canadian squadrons present in 
Great Britain during the Battle of Britain (10 July to 31 October 1940) 
whose activities and support during the battle are hardly mentioned.
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On 20 December 1939, Defence Minister 
Norman Rogers announced that Canada 
would be sending the 1st Canadian Division 
to England. Along with the logistical support 
for the Division would be No. 110 Army 
Co-operation Squadron from Toronto.2 No. 
110 was augmented by personnel from the 
Regular Force’s No. 2 Army Co-operation 
Squadron, which was disbanded, as well as 
some personnel from No. 112 Squadron. 
No. 112 Squadron was deployed when the 
Canadian government offered Great Britain 
a second army co-operation squadron, which 
was readily accepted as the offer was made on 
11 May 1940, the day that Germany invaded 
Belgium, France and the Netherlands.3

Both squadrons suffered initial setbacks 
in becoming operational. Lack of parts for 
their Westland Lysander aircraft, servicing 
equipment and critical equipment such as 
parachutes hindered the start of training.4 
The training was consistent with army co-
operation roles and was done in conjunction 
with the 1st Canadian Division and associ-
ated units. With the Battle of Britain raging 

overhead, the pilots and ground crew of both 
squadrons could not but wish they could 
participate; however, the RAF and Major-
General McNaughton, Commander of the 1st 
Canadian Division, had other ideas.

After the evacuation of the British 
Expeditionary Force from Dunkirk, the 1st 
Canadian Division became the backbone of 
the British VII Corps, which was the oper-
ational reserve in the south of England and 
virtually the only mobile formation in Great 
Britain. The Division, thus, became involved 
in training for defence against an invasion, 
with No. 110 Squadron conducting training 
in parallel. McNaughton had no desire to lose 
his air component, for which he worked dili-
gently to acquire in the early 1930s. A second 
army co-operation squadron, the arrival of 
No. 112 Squadron, fit in with his belief that 
each army corps should be supported by two 
squadrons and, thus, enhanced his Corps’ 
capabilities.5 

At the same time, the RAF had created 
Army Co-operation Command; however, 

Mock gas attacks
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it was last on the list of their priorities. The 
RAF certainly did not have the resources 
to devote to creating more of its own army 
co-operation squadrons, especially during 
the Battle of Britain.6 Thus, the two RCAF 
army co-operation squadrons were important 
pieces in the defence of Britain should there 
be an invasion.

In preparation for any invasion, the 
two squadrons conducted a broad variety of 
training missions. Mock gas attacks were 
made against the Canadian soldiers as well as 
dive-bombing them to help them prepare for 
such possibilities.7 All of 110 Squadron’s per-
sonnel conducted Molotov cocktail training 
on 26 August. Major-General McNaughton 
occasionally f lew with the squadron to see 
what problems his eyes-in-the-sky were 
experiencing and to observe the disposition 
of the Canadian soldiers during exercises.8 
No. 110 Squadron even conducted tests of  
20 mm Hispano Suiza cannons installed in 
the Lysander’s wheel spats, so the aircraft 
could possibly be used in an antitank role.9 

While 110 Squadron was busy training 
with the 1st Canadian Division, it also had 
the opportunity to become the first RCAF 
squadron “into action,” to quote Air Vice 
Marshal G. V. Walsh. Near the end of the 
Battle of France, the RAF army co-operation 
squadrons evacuated that country in a rush, 
leaving their maintenance crews behind. 
The British Air Ministry appealed to Walsh 
for assistance so that the squadrons could 
continue their operations. As a result, 110 
Squadron sent 26 maintenance personnel to 
Croydon and Wellsbourne to service their 
aircraft.10 While the f irst combat against 
the enemy by an RCAF unit remains with  
No. 1 Squadron, No. 110 Squadron’s assist-
ance constitutes the f irst RCAF unit to 
support direct action against the enemy  
during the Second World War.

These training missions and tests were 
not without their risks. Fighter Command 
Hurricanes and Spitf ires could appear 
unexpectedly, to which the response was a 
very rapid display of the proper identification 
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signal. During air raids, 110 Squadron was 
ordered to stay on the ground for that very 
reason.11 As it was, Fighter Command did 
shoot down some RAF army co-operation 
and other RAF aircraft during the Battle 
of Britain, although 110 and 112 Squadrons 
were fortunate in never having had this hap-
pen. Anti-aircraft gun crews were equally 
quick at firing rounds at aircraft that did not 
promptly display proper identification. 

The Luftwaffe also posed a threat. The 
Lysanders began to carry ammunition during 
training exercises as a training aircraft had 
been shot down nearby.12 During the phase 
of the Battle of Britain when the Luftwaffe 
attacked RAF airfields, nearby airfields were 
attacked, and some local towns bombed. 
Although neither squadron suffered casual-
ties during the Luftwaffe’s attacks, 112 
Squadron’s field was shot up by the rear gun-
ner of a Heinkel 111.13 

With a major air battle going on around 
them, the two army co-operation squadrons 
were more affected than just being incidental 
targets. This is where the two squadrons pro-
vided direct support to Fighter Command. 
Fighter Command occasionally called upon 
the Lysanders to provide dissimilar air 
combat training. Three Lysanders would 
meet three Hurricanes at a pre-designated 
point and commence dogfighting.14 While 
the Hurricanes had the advantage of speed 
in these mock battles, the Lysander’s much 
slower speed and turning ability provided the 
Hurricane pilots with some interesting chal-
lenges. In some ways this would be similar 
to what they would face if they intercepted 
the Luftwaffe’s Stuka dive-bombers, while 
the skills learned in meeting an opponent 
with a better turning ability would be use-
ful against other Luftwaffe aircraft. For the 
pilots of 100 and 112 Squadrons the benefits 
were not only more immediate—how to 
handle their aircraft in a dogfight against a 
superior opponent, which they could expect 
if England was invaded—but also more 

long term as 112 Squadron became a fighter 
squadron in December 1940 and some of the 
pilots of the two squadrons were transferred 
to No. 1 Fighter Squadron.

Another avenue of support to Fighter 
Command was the calibrating of anti-aircraft 
batteries. A Lysander from 110 Squadron 
would f ly back and forth at a steady speed 
and altitude over the arc of f ire of a local 
anti-aircraft battery. The gun crews would 
work out the altitude, course and speed of 
the aircraft and then confirm this with the 
Lysander crew. These operations were not 
without their risk. If Luftwaffe aircraft 
appeared, the Lysanders were on their own. 
They could not leave their training area lest 
they risk being mistaken for a Luftwaffe 
raider; at the same time, they had to avoid 
the anti-aircraft fire of the guns that they had 
so recently assisted. The Luftwaffe aircraft 
also posed a threat to which a Lysander pilot 
could play “hide and seek” among the barrage 
balloons. Flight Lieutenant “Jack” Bundy of  
112 Squadron was fortunate while he was 
on such an anti-aircraft calibration mission. 
Three Italian fighters flew about 150 metres 
under and about 800 metres from him, appar-
ently not noticing his presence.15

Perhaps the most important contribution 
to the Battle of Britain from the two army 
co-operation squadrons was the provision of 
pilots. Then Group Captain G. V. Walsh, the 
senior RCAF officer in Great Britain, was 
worried about replacements for casualties in 
No. 1 Squadron. The Canadian government 
and RCAF had not made any arrangements 
for replacing the pilots, so only RAF person-
nel would be available. This would, over time, 
transform the squadron from having a distinct 
Canadian identity to one of being indistin-
guishable from other RAF squadrons. Walsh, 
already having been informally approached by 
pilots of 110 Squadron, knew that the pilots 
of the two army co-operation squadrons were 
ready for action. He also knew it would be 
galling to these pilots to see replacements 
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from Canada eventually arrive and be the ones 
to meet the enemy in combat. Accordingly, 
he requested authority to train a number of 
the army co-operation pilots in preparation 
for eventual transfer to No. 1 Squadron and 
made sure that—even if the answer was in the 
negative from RCAF Headquarters, which it 
was—the pilots would still be trained.16 A 
little subterfuge on Walsh’s part was likely 
also necessary, as McNaughton would prob-
ably not have supported any diminution of 
“his” two squadrons.

On 19 August, six pilots were selected for 
training on the Hurricane. The diary for 112 
Squadron stated simply that Flying Officers 
D. P. Brown, P. W. Lochnan and R. W. G. 
Norris departed on temporary duty to No. 5 
Operation Training Unit (OTU) at Aston 
Down. On 2 September, they were struck 

off strength on transfer to No. 1 Canadian 
Squadron. No. 110 Squadron’s record is even 
simpler—that three officers were selected for 
fighter replacement and went to No. 5 OTU 
on 19 August. These officers were not listed in 
the squadron record but were Flying Officers 
W. B. N. Millar, J. D. Pattison and C. W. 
Trevena.

The six pilots were a diverse group. 
DePeyter Brown was an American who 
joined the RCAF on 9 September 1939. He 
later joined the United States Army Air Force 
(USAAF) in May 1942. Peter Lochnan was 
a Regular Force pilot who enlisted in early 
1939 and was the most successful of the six 
during the Battle of Britain, being credited 
with three enemy aircraft destroyed and three 
damaged. Trevena was an Auxiliary pilot who 
originally joined 120 Squadron in 1936.17 
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They were selected not because they were the 
best pilots in their squadrons—Walsh would 
not permit the squadrons to be stripped of 
their most capable personnel—but because 
they were good pilots. 

The real significance of these six pilots 
was what they did for the manpower of No. 1 
Squadron. With the heavy pace of operations, 
the squadron was, by 30 September, quite 
exhausted. Captain R. J. Nodwell, the med-
ical officer for the squadron, noted on that 
date that the pilots were suffering from strain 
and general tiredness, that their reaction time 
was slower and that minor ailments were now 
becoming lingering ones. His recommenda-
tions included that more rest be required, 
which meant more pilots would be required 
for the squadron to maintain operational 
readiness and that the squadron be pulled out 
of the line.18 A week later the squadron was 
redeployed to Prestwick. 

The casualties suffered by the squadron 
were also showing in the number of pilots 
available for duty. On 2 September, four pilots 
were posted to 112 Squadron for rest, while 
on 19 September, five pilots were convales-
cing from injuries.19 Other pilots were also 
unavailable due to colds and other ailments as 
well as combat injuries. With Flying Officers 
R. L. Edwards, R. Smither and O. J. Peterson 
having already died in combat, the squadron’s 
pilot strength in mid-September was less than 
50 per cent of what it had been at the start of 
their participation in the Battle of Britain in 
August.20 The presence of the six pilots from 
110 and 112 Squadrons was, thus, an import-
ant addition.

The toll on pilots was recognized early 
in the operational tour of No. 1 Squadron. 
On 14 September, a further six officers from 
110 Squadron proceeded to No. 5 OTU for 
eventual transfer to No. 1 Squadron. Although 
not listed, research has found four of these 
to be Flying Officers N. R. Johnstone, J. D. 
Morrison and J. B. Reynolds as well as Pilot 

Officer J. A. J. Chevrier.21 Of the four, only 
Chevrier, who served with No. 1 Squadron 
RAF before going to No. 1 Squadron, RCAF, 
was awarded the Battle of Britain clasp.22

No. 112 Squadron also sent at least three 
pilots to No. 1 Squadron, via the OTU, in 
early September. While in Canada, Flying 
Officer R. C. “Moose” Fumerton was posted 
to 112 Squadron. He arrived on British soil 
on 1 September, was sent on 15 September 
to No. 6 OTU at Sutton Bridge and did his 
on-the-job-training with No. 32 Squadron, 
RAF. While there, he earned his Battle  
of Britain clasp for having f lown oper-
ationally. He joined No. 1 Squadron on  
29 November, having been on the establish-
ment of No. 112  Squadron for but a short 
period of time.23 Flying Off icer W. C. 
Connell similarly participated in the Battle 
of Britain with No. 32 Squadron, while Pilot 
Officer F. S. Watson joined No. 112 Squadron 
on 8 September and went to 6 OTU on 
21 September. He earned his Battle of 
Britain clasp with No. 3 Squadron, RAF,  
where he arrived on 5 October. He joined 
No. 1 Squadron (RCAF) on 21 October. 
A further seven were also transferred from 
112 Squadron on 26 October, although their 
names are not listed in the squadron records. 

The fact that the original six transfers 
from Nos. 110 and 112 Squadron were sent 
to No. 1 Squadron upon completion of the 
OTU demonstrates several important points. 
The original six were urgently required and 
were sent immediately into battle. By the 
time that the nine pilots were sent for train-
ing on Hurricanes in September, the RAF 
had recognized that sending “green” pilots 
into combat was to risk higher than normal 
losses among pilots new to an aircraft type 
or to combat operations, hence some time 
was spent at RAF units. Further, RCAF 
personnel were included as part of the RAF 
manning pool and could be sent to any squad-
ron as required. Thus Johnstone, Morrison 
(they were with No. 85 Squadron after  
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No. 5 OTU) and Reynolds were not posted 
to any of the squadrons involved in the Battle 
of Britain.24 

The drain on Fighter Command’s resour-
ces resulted in one further effort to have the 
army co-operation squadrons participate in 
the Battle of Britain or, at least, provide some 
direct support. On 18 November, Canada’s 
Minister of National Defence for Air, C. G. 
Power, announced in the House of Commons 
that No. 112 Squadron would begin trans-
formation to a fighter squadron so it could 
take part in the Battle of Britain.25 However, 
before the squadron’s transformation could be 
completed, the Battle of Britain was over.

It is an acknowledged fact that 110 and 
112 Squadrons did not participate in the 
Battle of Britain; however, the facts of their 
support have not been generally well known. 
The two army co-operation squadrons not 
only played an important role in preparing 
for the defence of Great Britain in case of 
invasion and supporting the VII Corps but 
also provided a valuable service to Fighter 
Command and to No. 1 Squadron. 

Most importantly, the injection of six 
army co-operation pilots was a very signifi-
cant factor in the continued participation of 
No. 1 Squadron in the Battle of Britain. The 
squadron would likely have been withdrawn 
from combat much earlier without this 
injection of fresh pilots. Their availability 
also allowed the squadron to maintain its 
Canadian identity, but more importantly, 
they allowed the squadron to keep f lying 
and fighting until 10 October. The pilots of  
110 and 112 Squadrons who proceeded to 
Nos. 5 and 6 OTUs may have been credited 
with participating in the Battle of Britain 
with No. 1 Squadron (RCAF) or RAF 
squadrons; however, their origin with the 
two army co-operation squadrons has been 
forgotten or missed.

The foresight and effort of Walsh should 
also be applauded. He realized that the 
Canadian identity of No. 1 Squadron could 
soon be diluted because of casualty replace-
ment if RAF pilots were sent to the squadron 
and also acknowledged that a ready pool of 
reinforcements existed in Nos. 110 and 112 
Squadrons. His sagacity allowed the original 
six reinforcements to participate in the Battle 
of Britain with No. 1 Squadron and, hence, 
keep that squadron flying in the battle up to 
10 October. Without the support of the six 
original reinforcements from Nos. 110 and 
112 Squadrons, by the time that reinforce-
ments did arrive from Canada and were 
trained on the Hurricane, No. 1 Squadron 
would likely have been pulled from the line 
or been filled with RAF replacement pilots. 

The two army co-operation squadrons in 
Great Britain have received little recognition 
for their support during the Battle of Britain. 
Just like the ground crew of No. 1 Squadron, 
they did not fly in the Battle of Britain, but 
their services were required. Yet, the support 
of the two army co-operation squadron’s was 
very important to No. 1 Squadron in continu-
ing operations and maintaining its Canadian 
identity and the pride of the RCAF for its role 
in this critical battle. 

Major Mathias (Mat) Joost is a historian 
at the Directorate of History and Heritage 
(DHH). He joined the Canadian Forces in 
1986, serving in the Navy and as a military 
police officer. Taking the Force Reduction 
Plan in 1995, he went to South Korea where 
he taught English and met his future wife. 
Returning to Canada in 1998, he joined the 
Air Reserve, working in Winnipeg until join-
ing DHH in 2003. Mat is currently working 
on a history of the Air Reserve and on Black 
Canadians in the RCAF.
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Abbreviations
OTU operational training unit

RAF Royal Air Force

RCAF Royal Canadian Air Force
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introduction

the creation of an effective military 
doctrine is as fundamental as the 
development of the weaponry on 
which a military depends. The people 

and technology that make up a military force 
are only effective when used in concert with 
a plan to achieve an overarching goal, usually 
the surrender or destruction of an enemy’s 
forces. When such goals are not achieved, it 
is necessary to examine the doctrine and its 
approaches to attaining victory. Through the 
examination process, a military can identify 
the weaknesses and limitations of current 
doctrine and how best to prevent or rectify 
them, in the process developing a newer, more 
capable doctrine. The United States Air Force 
(USAF) received a great deal of criticism over 
its ineffective strategies in the past, prompting 
numerous calls for adaptations to its doctrine. 
However, this only led to retrenchment and 
the use of past doctrine despite noted faults 
and limitations. The Air Force’s1 inability 
to single-handedly force the capitulation of 
the enemy’s military forces from the Second 
World War to the Gulf War was eclipsed 
by its ability to inf lict massive damage on 
the Iraqi Forces in the Gulf War, in what 
many saw as a rebirth of air power doctrine. 
In reality, the doctrine that was applied 
against Iraq was exactly the same as the one 
that the Air Force had used in its previous 
actions. The sole change in that conflict was 
the technology that was utilized to achieve 
the goals. The copy-and-paste approach 
that has distinguished USAF doctrine since 
its inception as the United States Army Air 
Service during World War I was masked by 
the high technology utilized to such effect in 
the Gulf War. Rather than proving the Air 
Force’s ultimate supremacy, the Gulf War 
merely represented a case study of all the 
pieces aligning in the fashion that the United 
States has always fought its air wars and of the 
inability of the Air Force’s doctrine to bring 
about the “strategic decapitation” it claims 
will result in a victory without requiring the 
deployment of ground forces. 

The unchanging nature of the funda-
mental precepts of Air Force doctrine can 
be seen through a careful examination of the 
major events of its history. Brigadier General 
William “Billy” Mitchell laid the groundwork 
for the doctrine, seeing a strong strategic 
bomber force that would destroy the enemy’s 
infrastructure, capability and will to win. This 
doctrine would be put to the test in World 
War II and found wanting, but the lessons 
were ignored by both the United States gov-
ernment and Air Force. Again, the doctrine 
would be utilized during the Vietnam War, 
be proved unable to accomplish the desired 
objectives and result in a crisis of identity for the 
Air Force. Though the Air Force would reform 
its doctrine by the time the Gulf War erupted, 
the overall focus on strategic decapitation 
remained. As in World War II, the doctrinal 
limitations were hidden by a spectacular victory, 
heralded by surgical air strikes on the Iraqi com-
mand structure and forces. 

Historically, American air power doc-
trine was specific and inf lexible, ref lecting 
the relative inexperience of the majority of its 
forces, often called to serve on short notice.2 
Air power doctrine rigidity was due in part to 
the relative newness of airplane technology, 
coupled with the rate at which the technol-
ogy developed. Airplanes are remarkably 
versatile, capable of performing multiple roles 
if necessary.3 Thinking of airplanes as plat-
forms allows for an improved understanding 
of their capabilities. An airplane’s versatility 
is demonstrated by the variety of deployable 
weapons; a single frame can be equipped with 
guns, cannons, bombs, missiles and rockets. 
Airplanes are largely unencumbered by ter-
rain, and travelling at speeds of hundreds of 
kilometres per hour, they are quite difficult 
to shoot down without modern technology.4 
Wresting control of the skies from an air force 
requires both the numbers and the technology 
to match the opponent’s forces. 

Aircraft can use their range and weap-
onry to strike the enemy deep in the heart of 
their terrain. Defending forces require large 
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and dedicated air defence systems, as aircraft 
can appear almost anywhere at any time.5 The 
speed at which aircraft move means defenders 
have a limited time to marshal their own air-
planes or ready their anti-aircraft weaponry. 
However, despite these strengths, airplanes 
have one major limitation. Unlike ground 
forces, they can not conquer or hold terrain.

Billy Mitchell and initial 
doctrine

United States Air Force doctrine began 
with United States Army Air Force (USAAF) 
Brigadier General Mitchell. Along with 
his contemporaries, Italian General Giulio 
Douhet and British Air Marshal Hugh 
Trenchard, Mitchell saw in the airplane a 
means of escaping the carnage of World War I 
by flying over the weapons of the enemy and 
striking the enemy’s population and industrial 
centres. He identified anti-aircraft weaponry 
as a threat to aircraft but saw the massing of 
pursuit fighters as the best means of defeating 
the enemy’s offensive forces.6 

However, Mitchell ’s theories were full 
of inconsistencies that seriously affected the 
Air Force’s doctrine for decades to come. 
Mitchell’s support of the bomber was based 
almost entirely upon ideas that had not 
been tested in World War I. The 1922 test 
bombardment of a World War I prize, the 
German battleship Ostfriesland, and other 
ships demonstrated the potential damage 
gravity bombs could do, but the tests were 
conducted on individual, unmanned targets.7 
Consequently, the bombers were able to make 
runs without the risk of being shot down by 
enemy fighters or enemy anti-aircraft f ire, 
allowing them to make precise attacks at very 
low altitude. Similarly, the crew’s ability to 
repair the damage done to the ship was never 
tested. Finally, these tests developed the Air 
Force’s belief that its bomber force was a crack 
force, capable of destroying an enemy’s forces, 
with ease and precision. Mitchell, himself, 
declared that the bomber force could destroy 

any target while operating at any height.8 
For Mitchell, such a specialized and capable 
weapon necessitated an independent air force. 
Subordinated to the army or navy, the air 
force would find itself playing a supporting 
role on a tactical level. Acting freely, Mitchell 
argued, the bomber could target the enemy’s 
industry and morale, bringing about a swift 
resolution to conf licts.9 These claims were 
largely unsubstantiated and would be found 
wanting in World War II. 

Mitchel l ’s cal ls for the Air Force’s 
independence from the Army and his criti-
cisms of the United States Navy resulted in 
his court martial and eventual dismissal. 
Furthermore, it perpetuated the feeling 
within the Air Force of the need to achieve 
independence from the Army and become 
a separate branch of the United States 
military.10 In order to do so, it would have 
to prove itself as sufficiently different from 
the other branches. This need to prove itself 
manifested almost as an inferiority complex, 
with the Air Force struggling to prove itself 
in a conflict without the support of the other 
branches.11 Despite gaining independence in 
1947, the newly christened United States Air 
Force retained this complex, and it continues 
to affect their actions to the present day.

World War ii: testing bomber 
doctrine

World War II put the USAAF to its 
first test. The conflict matched their interwar 
doctrine and preparations. It was a modern 
conventional war and saw the USAAF’s 
first deployment of air power as a strategic 
weapon. Viewing mass bombing attacks as 
immoral and unnecessarily costly, the goal 
became the precise destruction of the enemy’s 
critical industries.12 The USAAF decided to 
apply its policy of precision bombing, target-
ing German industry, while their British 
allies focused their attacks on targeting the 
enemy’s morale through attacks on the civil-
ian population.13 Bombing sorties, however, 
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proved ineffective against enemy industry. In 
attempting the pinpoint strikes the USAAF 
bragged about, the force actually ended up 
causing as many civilian casualties as their 
Royal Air Force counterparts. Despite the 
development of the Norden bombsight, then 
the most advanced sighting technology, the 
average error of daylight bombing, even 
under ideal conditions, was 450 yards (411.5 
metres).14 Poor visibility of the ground nearly 
tripled that figure. 

United States Army Air Force bombing 
assessments and expectations were largely 
based on ideal conditions. It was believed to be 
possible to scientifically predict the fall of the 
enemy through the use of the heavy bomber. 
The USAAF calculated the desired degree 
of destruction, a 2000-foot (610-metre) 
circle centred on the target, accomplishable 
with the use of 100 bombers.15 Focusing this 
offensive against the German power supply, it 

was believed that two 1100-pound (500-kilo-
gram) bombs would be required to damage 
a plant for a period of a few months, with 
three bombs incapacitating the plant for up 
to 18 months. To achieve the desired effects, 
each power plant, approximately 4 acres (1.6 
hectares) in size, would require an attack force 
of 108 bombers, to give a 99.9 per cent chance 
of a single hit, a 96.5 per cent chance of two 
hits and 89 per cent chance of three.16 These 
numbers are inflated, not incorporating other 
factors such as an increase in altitude, weather 
and attrition. Considering the 57 electrical 
plants Germany had operating at the time and 
the amount of consistent bombing to render 
the plants inoperable for an extended period 
of time, the amount of resources necessary 
to eliminate this sole aspect of the German 
industry was prohibitive. 

The USAAF strategic bombing cam-
paigns during World War II did not start to 

Precision bombing featured this attack 
by 100 B-17s on a Focke-Wulf plant 
at Marienburg on October 9 1943.
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severely impact German industry until the 
last year of the war, by which point the land 
and naval forces had already made victory a 
foregone conclusion.17 In the Pacific theatre, 
the Japanese military continued to fight on 
despite the destruction of its industry and the 
firebombing of major population centres. The 
weaponry and tactics were refined to their 
most efficient forms given the capabilities of 
the time. The addition of stabilizing fins on 
the bombs and rockets and straightening of 
the bomber’s trajectory maximized accuracy, 
but the inability to correct for factors such as 
aircraft speed, wind direction and wind speed 
prevented the weapons from being effective.18 
At this point in the history of the USAAF, 
the doctrine did not accurately ref lect the 
capabilities of the men and the technology 
at its disposal. Despite years of effort, the 
USAAF was unable to single-handedly defeat 
either the German or the Japanese militaries. 

the cold war: the conventional 
nuclear bomber force

World War II ended with the deploy-
ment of nuclear weaponry that would define 
the following decades. The devastation 
wrought by the atomic bomb at the same 
time resolved the bombing issues of World 
War II and prevented the fall of the bomber 
from its position of esteem. Weapons of such 
power eliminated the need for accuracy and 
saturation, multiplying the force and effect of 
each individual bomber. Given its important 
new role as a nuclear bomber force, USAF 
was granted independence from the United 
States Army. For the next 30 years, USAF 
would be dominated by officers whose support 
of Mitchell’s theories, and bomber service in 
World War II, led to “an era of unparalleled 
doctrinal stagnation.”19

In 1947, USAF was structured around 
Strategic Air Command (SAC), tasked with 
the deployment of nuclear bombers, and 
Tactical Air Command (TAC), which over-
saw the use of fighters and fighter-bombers. 

The prevailing strategic expectations, that the 
next conflict would be a major conventional 
nuclear war with the Soviet Union, saw SAC 
rise to the forefront.20 

The further development of the thermo-
nuclear bomb and Eisenhower’s massive 
retaliation doctrine also favoured SAC, which 
evolved into a capable bomber force, able to 
deploy nuclear weaponry at any point in the 
world, day or night. TAC, despite the import-
ant role that f ighters and fighter-bombers 
played in World War II, was relegated to a 
secondary position, seen as irrelevant in the 
coming nuclear war.21 The nuclear bomber 
allowed for remarkably simple operational 
planning. In the event of a large-scale war, 
bombers would deploy their nuclear arsenals 
on the enemy’s major military, civilian and 
economic points, continuing until the enemy 
was either obliterated or surrendered. For the 
two decades following World War II, USAF 
was fully prepared for a nuclear war with the 
Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR) 
and its Warsaw Pact allies. 

north Korea and Vietnam: 
nuclear bombers in limited 
wars

The first half of the 1950s saw USAF 
deployed to Korea, where it fought a war 
with limited objectives, preventing it from 
deploying atomic weaponry. The United 
States Air Force established air superior-
ity and embarked on both an interdiction 
campaign targeting supply lines as well as a 
strategic bombing campaign of North Korean 
electrical plants and industrial facilities. In 
a chilling demonstration of what America 
would face in Vietnam, USAF was unsuccess-
ful in both attempts. The supply lines were 
rapidly re-established by the swift repair of 
rail lines or the use of simpler means of trans-
portation. Despite this failure, their doctrine 
was unfazed. They maintained that the 
strategic bombing of North Korean industry 
brought about the ceasefire and would have 
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resulted in victory had the Air Force been 
able to operate without strict political limita-
tions. However, the resolution of the conflict 
met the expectations of United States (US) 
political leaders, limiting the need for a close 
examination of the efficacy of USAF tactics 
during the conf lict. The United States Air 
Force ended the Korean War confident that, 
in the unlikely recurrence of another limited 
war, its total war tactics would still be applic-
able and effective. 

Little more than a decade later, USAF 
instead found itself deployed to Vietnam. As 
before, nuclear weaponry could not be used 
on North Vietnam without escalating the 
conflict nor would it be effective against the 
insurgents in the deep jungles of the region.22 
Thus, the brunt of the combat fell to the 
TAC, which struggled with having to relearn 
the ground-attack and interdiction tactics 
perfected during World War II.

SAC returned to the World War II tactic 
of conventional bombardment, beginning 
with Operation ROLLING THUNDER,23 

in the hopes of persuading North Vietnam to 
end its actions and to stop supporting the Viet 
Cong in the South. This was hampered by the 
limited goals of the bombing campaign. The 
intent was to use the strategic bombers to 
gradually increase the pressure on the North 
Vietnamese, giving them the impression 
that USAF was willing to go to any lengths 
without forcing the North Vietnamese to 
turn to the USSR or China. ROLLING 
THUNDER was implemented gradually 
rather than against a specific target, such as 
the enemy’s lines of communications, and 
had limited success in obtaining its objectives. 
As well, ROLLING THUNDER was also 
regularly halted, in the hopes that the enemy 
would capitulate rather than invite renewed 
destruction. This had the effect of allowing 
the North Vietnamese the time necessary to 
rearm or resupply in preparation for the next 
wave. The fundamental flaw with the cam-
paign was North Vietnam’s limited industrial 
base, which meant that its military lifeline 
was external. In addition to the operational 

Air Force F-105 Thunderchief pilots bomb a military target 
through low clouds over the southern panhandle of North 
Vietnam

Husky 1,000-pound demolition bombs hurtle from this 
U.S. Far East Air Forces B-29 “Superfort” towards a target 
somewhere beneath the cloud layer in Korea.
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difficulties, SAC also had to deal with a lim-
ited deployment, as Vietnam was a secondary 
objective; USAF’s first priority remained the 
defence of Europe.24

The strategic bombing offensive was 
ineffective for a number of reasons. First of all, 
political limitations prevented the indiscrim-
inate bombardment that characterized total 
wars. Similarly, the presence of Soviet and 
Chinese troops in critical facilities such as anti-
air batteries prevented their destruction for the 
aforementioned fears of escalation, allowing 
the batteries to fire with impunity. The stra-
tegic bombing campaign also did not take into 
account the resolve of the people of North 
Vietnam, for whom the capture of the South 
was of the utmost importance.25 Most import-
ant of all, the strategic bombing campaign 
could not adapt to the fact that the bulk of the 
North Vietnamese weaponry and materiel was 
coming from outside of the country.26 

All bombing restrictions on North 
Vietnam were lifted in 1972, and USAF 
was able to target the enemy’s logistics dir-
ectly. The North Vietnamese harbours were 
mined, preventing the import of military 
resources through the sea.27 Air power was 
also used to target the enemy’s supply routes 
in neighbouring Laos and Cambodia. These 
operations made logistics diff icult for the 
North Vietnamese and increased the cost 
of supplying operations in the country, but 
USAF was never able to cut off the sup-
ply route entirely.28 Vietnam’s monsoon 
season also complicated the attempt to cut 
the enemy’s logistical lines. In response to 
the attacks on their logistics, the North 
Vietnamese either increased the flow of sup-
plies or patiently stockpiled weapons and 
materiel until they had the numbers necessary 
for an attack.29

The Vietnam War revealed the limita-
tions of USAF doctrine, again focused on the 
strategic decapitation of the enemy’s industry. 
The air campaign was, as before, seen as a 
cost-effective means to end the war without 

ground forces having to invade the north. 
However, since the infantry maintained a 
defensive stance in Southern Vietnam, air 
power’s inability to win the war became vis-
ible.30 Despite USAF General LeMay’s claim 
that the Christmas bombing of Hanoi was the 
appropriate measure and that continued pres-
sure on the capital city would have resulted 
in victory, it was clear that USAF’s doctrine 
remained flawed. 

The lessons from Vietnam were numer-
ous. On a strategic level, USAF did not 
accomplish any of its stated objectives.31 
Despite the effective application of precision 
guided munitions (PGMs), such as laser, 
wire and video-guided munitions by war’s 
end, USAF’s approach was poorly tailored for 
the conflict it had to fight. Having created a 
conventional nuclear force, USAF’s doctrine 
was so specialized and simplified that it was 
entirely unprepared to operate in a complex, 
unconventional war. 

Vietnam to Gulf War: doctrinal 
renaissance?

The period immediately following the 
Gulf War was a diff icult time for the Air 
Force, saddled with the memory of its inabil-
ity to defeat the North Vietnamese despite 
possessing air superiority and technological 
supremacy. In the aftermath of the conflict, it 
was realized that USAF had ignored the pos-
sibility of low-intensity conflicts which, as the 
cold war continued, became far more likely. 
Strategic nuclear bombers were ineffective 
against such threats. The United States 
Air Force, however, found itself polarized 
between the tactical and strategic branches. 
The divisiveness came about from the use of 
the airframes and their weapons. Divided 
based on nomenclature,32 weapon types, ord-
nance weight, range of airplanes and number 
of crew, USAF ignored the major issue: the 
goal of an air force is to identify a valid target, 
determine the best means to destroy it and act 
on said information.33 
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Following the doctrinal failure of the 
early 1970s, the 1980s saw great changes in 
USAF. First of all, there was a significant 
shift in the general staff. In 1982, General 
Charles Gabriel was selected as Chief of 
Staff, the first fighter pilot to hold a major 
staff position in over three decades.34 This 
was the start of a major transition in USAF, 
with tactical airmen holding the majority of 
the senior positions by 1992.35 

During the 1980s, USAF struggled to 
find a new doctrine in order to remain relevant 
in military affairs. Colonel John Warden 
III36 drafted a new approach to the applica-
tion of air power. Borrowing heavily from 
Clausewitz, he developed a doctrine centred 
on the physical paralysis of the enemy military 
and the psychological paralysis of the military 
and political decision-making bodies.37 The 
years of doctrinal stagnation resulted in 
examining the other branches of the military, 
hoping to find lessons which could be applied 
by USAF in order to rediscover its purpose. 
Warden borrowed Colonel John Boyd’s38 
policy of psychological paralysis, involving 
the use of repeated, sudden attacks against an 
opponent, preventing them from being able 
to recuperate from each individual strike and 
hampering their ability to counter-attack or 
make informed decisions. 

Warden’s theory focused greatly on 
Clausewitz’s ideas of the centres of gravity. 
They represent the enemy’s weak points, 
whether economic, industrial, psychological 
or material. Targeting and eliminating the 
centres of gravity will bring about the enemy’s 
defeat or capitulation. Adapting this idea, 
Warden created a series of rings, with the 
more central rings being the more valuable 
targets for destruction, since the elimination 
of an internal ring will negatively affect all the 
rings outside it. In the centre, the most valu-
able target to destroy is the enemy’s leadership, 
both military and political. The first ring 
around leadership is “organic essentials,” the 
means of sustaining the political and military 
entity. This can range from food to spare parts 
or the fuel that allows for the transfer of such 
goods. The next ring involves the destruction 
of infrastructure. Another broad target, this 
can represent energy production facilities, 
military industry or telecommunications and 
transportation. The final ring involves the 
physical destruction of the enemy’s fielded 
forces. This is the external ring because it 
comprises the greatest number of targets and, 
in the event of a direct assault, will result in 
the most casualties. This theory, however, was 
merely a repackaged form of previous USAF 
doctrine. Again, the goal is the defeat of the 
enemy through the strategic application of  
air power.39 

Warden, like his predecessors, maintains 
the view that air weapons are inherently 
superior to surface weapons. However, 
Warden shifts his focus slightly. Where pre-
vious contemporaries focused largely on the 
economic targets and the enemy’s ability to 
fight a war, Warden’s focus is largely based on 
political targets, with enemy leadership being 
the central part of the ring.40 In Warden, one 
can still see Mitchell’s focus of targeting the 
vital centres deep within the enemy’s territory, 
with air power being the sole force capable of 
achieving such strategic ends with minimal 
cost and effort.41

despite USaF  
General leMay’s claim  

that the christmas  
bombing of hanoi was the 
appropriate measure and 

that continued pressure on 
the capital city would have 
resulted in victory, it was 
clear that USaF’s doctrine 

remained flawed.
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United States Air Force doctrine during 
this period of time also saw the rediscovery 
of parallel and effects-based operations.42 The 
idea of parallel operations is an expansion of 
manoeuvre warfare, encompassing a strategic 
attack on the enemy’s centres of gravity with 
tactical strikes on the enemy’s forces and 
leadership. Previous air force operations 
had involved targeting a single target (or set 
of targets) at a time, such as the enemy’s air 
force, before moving on to the next target.43 
Precision weaponry remained the Achilles 
heel for parallel operations, which had been 
theorized as early as World War II. It no 
longer became necessary to mass thousands 
of planes when a single aircraft armed with 
a single bomb could accomplish the same 
objective.44 Targeting all of the enemy’s 
critical points (such as defences, operations 
centres and leadership) would grant the offen-
sive force a marked advantage, allowing for 
increased destruction and confusion.45 

Putting parallel operations together with 
effects-based operations allows for a more 
varied and f luid attack, compromising all 
aspects of the enemy’s defence systems and, 
theoretically, forcing them to concede when 
their offensive and defensive capabilities have 
been rendered ineffective. It is this approach, 
not markedly different from previous USAF 
doctrine, which USAF would utilize in the 
Gulf War.

the Gulf War: the new doctrine?
The United States Air Force approached 

the Gulf War, its first major conflict since the 
Vietnam War, with great care. The goal was, 
as always, to play a decisive and independent 
role in the conflict, demonstrating USAF’s 
capabilities. 

Unlike Vietnam, the Gulf War was 
a much simpler conf lict. The enemy was 
easy to def ine: Saddam Hussein and his 
military, specifically the forces presently in 
Kuwait.46 Strategic targeting of the enemy 

became the focus in Operation DESERT 
STORM, thanks to a new operational plan, 
titled INSTANT THUNDER, in response 
to Vietnam’s gradual escalation bombing 
campaigns.47 Central Command responded 
positively to this idea and tasked members 
of the SAC to develop the plan; Air Force 
Central Command was busy with the task of 
deploying forces to Saudi Arabia as part of 
DESERT SHIELD.48 Also, being primarily 
composed of TAC officers, the men lacked 
the strategic-level thinking that was neces-
sary for such planning. Warden, who had 
so recently been writing on the subject, now 
found himself being given the chance to prove 
that air power could be strategically decisive 
in a campaign.

The air campaign against Iraq placed a 
priority on gaining air superiority immedi-
ately. The gradualist approach of the Vietnam 
campaign was abandoned for a more aggres-
sive and immediate result. Key to this was 
the idea of manoeuvre warfare, denying the 
enemy the time necessary to recover from 
the previous strike.49 The United States had 
clear objectives and an end state planned for 
the campaign. The policy objectives were 
immediately, completely and unconditionally 
removing Iraqi military forces from Kuwait, 
restoring Kuwait’s government and ensuring 
the safety and stability of all nations on the 
Persian Gulf.50 The theatre objectives were 
destroying Iraqi political and military leader-
ship; hampering command and control (C2); 
maintaining air superiority while severing 
Iraqi supply lines; and destroying their nuclear, 
biological and chemical (NBC) weaponry.51 

Operationally, there were to be four 
phases. The first three were monopolized by 
USAF, which was to prepare the area for the 
deployment of the ground forces in the fourth. 
The first phase consisted of attacks on air 
defences, leadership, C2 and NBC capability. 
The national infrastructure, specifically elec-
tricity and oil, would also be targeted.52 The 
second phase would establish air superiority, 
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destroying aircraft, airfields and air defence 
weapons. Phase three would target the 
ground forces, attacking artillery forces, sup-
ply lines and battlefield C2, with the goal to 
reduce enemy ground combat effectiveness by 
a factor of 50 per cent. The plan was designed 
with gradual, steady escalation in mind, giv-
ing Saddam Hussein a chance to withdraw 
before moving to the next phase.53 

The air planning committees constantly 
updated the list of strategic targets to be 
attacked. For the first three days of the attack, 
there were 476 targets identified by the eve of 
the air campaign.54 This detailed list was the 
result of the bolstered numbers of coalition 
forces as well as the improvement of intel-
ligence-gathering technology. Operations 
began on 17 January 1991. From that point 
on, the planning committee would work to 
identify new targets to attack and targets 
for renewed attack if previous sorties were 
ineffective.55 Following target selection, the 
information would be passed down to com-
mand agencies, filtering down to the airborne 
battlefield command and control centres and 
eventually to the pilots themselves, who then 
carried out the mission.56 All efforts were 

taken to eliminate Iraq’s ability to fight before 
the ground forces were deployed.

Increased precision finally allowed econ-
omy of force. Where it once took two combat 
wings of bombers to destroy critical targets, 
aviators finally had a weapon that allowed a 
single fighter to complete the mission with 
a few bombs. The further development of 
technology, both civil and military, drastically 
altered the way this war would be fought. Live 
media feeds of the first bombs being dropped 
on Baghdad and the use of PGMs in the mid-
dle of cities shows the marked difference in 
the capabilities of the Air Force since World 
War II. Playing a minor, though important 

F-117 Nighthawk (U.S. Air Force photo)

F-16A, F-15C and F-15E flying during Desert Storm. (U.S. Air Force photo)



58 United States Air Force Doctrine to the First Gulf War: Fighting Conflicts with World War I Doctrine

The Royal Canadian aiR FoRCe JouRnal   Vol. 1  |  no. 4   Fall 2012

role, PGMs accounted for a mere 5 per cent 
of the total ordnance dropped during the air 
campaign.57 For targets where a precise strike 
was necessary, such as a high value target or 
a target with a high risk of collateral damage, 
PGMs were critical. Unguided bombs were 
deployed against military targets such as 
defensive lines and airfields.

The end result of the conf lict was a 
thoroughly decisive victory for the US and 
coalition forces. The United States Air Force 
was able to claim a massive victory. On the 
eve of the ground operation, it was estimated 
that the air strikes had destroyed 40 per cent 
of all Iraqi tanks and artillery pieces, as well 
as 33 per cent of their armoured vehicles.58 
In actuality, they had surpassed this number, 
having accounted for 60 per cent of the tanks 
and artillery, with almost 40 per cent of 
armoured vehicles destroyed.59 The tactical 
strikes had placed the Iraqis in operational 
paralysis and prevented them from fight-
ing effectively. However, the effect was not 
total. By 16 February 1991, 65 per cent of 
the Iraqi Air Force remained functional in 
hardened underground bunkers.60 Similarly, 
Iraqi ground forces in hardened positions 
were able to weather the assaults and still 
provided effective defensive fire.61 Air power 
had proven itself very effective, as in the past, 
at defeating the enemy’s morale.62

However, the air campaign had failed, 
yet again, to bring about the resolution of 
the conf lict without the involvement of 
ground forces. Saddam Hussein remained 
in power, and Iraq still possessed enough C2 
and communications to order withdrawals 
and reposition its forces in response to the 
ground offensive.63 Rather than destroying 
the enemy leadership and cutting off com-
munications between the forces, USAF had 
to settle with claims that the strategic attacks 
broke down communications and that the 
government facilities were forced to utilize 
backup generators to remain functional.64 
Strategic attack did force the Iraqi military 

and political leadership to remain mobile and 
utilize less secure communication systems, 
such that the US was better able to access 
their communications. Similarly, the attacks 
on the electrical network proved highly 
effective; those power plants that were not 
destroyed were shut down to avoid being tar-
geted. However, USAF’s main objective was 
the strategic decapitation of the Iraqi forces, 
and despite 109,876 sorties, it did not deliver 
the decisive victory it promised.65 Once again, 
USAF had established a set of lofty objectives 
which it could not achieve.

conclusion
The more things change, the more 

they stay the same. Despite evidence to the 
contrary, USAF remains sure that a strategic 
attack, using the newest technology available 
to it, will provide the knockout punch neces-
sary to defeat the enemy. On the eve of the 
First Gulf War, USAF proudly declared to 
the United States military that it could do so 
by striking the enemy’s leadership, industry 
and infrastructure, crippling them with a 
minimum of cost and expenditure. These 
claims mirrored those made by USAF gener-
als during the Vietnam War and World War 
II before it. Though USAF’s doctrine has 
been steadily improving in terms of realistic 
expectations of what is possible with the 
available weaponry, there remains within 
USAF this dream of superseding the other 
branches of the military. The United States 
Air Force continues to view itself as a spe-
cialized weapon designed to strike directly at 
the heart of an enemy while also operating 
tactically to weaken the opponent’s military 
capabilities. While there are definite merits 
for having such high goals, they prevent 
USAF from setting itself on a stable founda-
tion and acting in the most effective means 
possible. It would do USAF well to adopt the 
practice of the German Luftwaffe in World 
War II, working to assist the other branches 
in order to achieve victory in concert rather 
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than accomplishing those goals on its own. 
Instead, USAF continues to see itself as the 
crack bomber force of the past with a minor 
focus on tactical strikes. Where the technol-
ogy has evolved vastly, the doctrine remains 
focused on the same unrealistic objective.  

Radu Venter is a second-year master’s stu-
dent of War Studies at the Royal Military 
College of Canada, specializing in air 
force doctrine and the use of air power in 
counter-insurgencies. 
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A frica has been witness to a myriad 
of colonial and domestic military 
operations that have served as the 
basis for much of the joint and 

asymmetric doctrine used by Western powers 
today. Battles and places such as Cassinga, 
Dingo and Chimoio are not well known 
in the West. They are, however, very well 
known to the Rhodesians, South Africans, 
Angolans, Cubans and others who fought and 
died in these conflicts. Why this is relevant to 
the West, other than as a footnote of history, 
is easily discernible when one considers the 
nature of warfare in the modern world and 
the methodologies necessary to combat it. The 
authors of these books experienced first-hand 
the environments within which the paradigm 
and doctrinal changes necessary to combat 
these new adversaries were developed. In 
many cases, they were directly involved in the 
development and implementation themselves. 
This is important to note, as it lends additional 
credibility to the observations put forward.

In effect, these changes may be broken 
down into the following distinct facets:

1. development of joint operational 
doctrine and execution involving 
multiple elements within the mil-
itary (i.e., army and air force);

2. streamlined command and con-
trol structures involving multiple 
departmental agencies (i.e., police, 
intelligence and military);

3. significant improvisation utilizing 
homegrown technological develop-
ments; and

4. development of specialized units for 
intelligence gathering and infiltra-
tion activities.

A clear example of these changes is in 
Wood’s book, Operation Dingo, where he 
traces the actions of the Rhodesian military 
as it grapples with an increasingly violent 
insurgency supported by neighbouring coun-
tries providing safe havens to the insurgents. 
Additionally, Rhodesia was hamstrung by 
an international embargo and threatened by 
adversaries supported by the Warsaw Pact. 
These circumstances demanded innovation to 
address and overcome unexpected operational 
and strategic challenges. As a result, they 
rapidly developed light, extremely mobile 
infantry centred on a joint doctrine involving 
fast air as well as parachute and rotary-wing 
inf iltration and exf iltration supported by 
flying columns of fast-strike, heavily-armed 
jeep convoys; the so-called “fireforce” concept. 
Overseeing these operations was the joint 
operations centre, an ad hoc organization 
consisting of senior local members of the 
security and intelligence community that was 
mandated to determine viability and scope of 
response or action. A joint operations centre 
was only stood up during the period of the 
action and was responsible only for activities 
within their designated geographic area of  
the country.

Baxter’s book France in Centrafrique 
focuses on the events surrounding the post-
colonial experience of the Western powers in 
Africa and, in this case, the Central African 
Republic. It is of interest to readers because it 
sheds light on the changing role that France 
played in Africa, from colonial power to eco-
nomic and military realpolitik in her dealings 
with local dictators and governments. The 
book offers an insightful and eye-opening 
appraisal of the diff icult and challenging 
transitions that followed colonial rule.
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McWilliams’ book, Battle for Cassinga, 
highlights many of the techniques and doc-
trinal advances that were made during the 
African wars and were brought to very high 
states of effectiveness. Concurrent to (and 
in conjunction with) the Rhodesians, the 
South Africans honed their skills at vertical 
envelopment using parachute and rotary-wing 
insertion supported by fast-air assets, culmin-
ating in a deep strike on insurgent training 
bases within Angola over 1000 nautical miles 
(1852 kilometres) from their mounting airfield.

Baxter’s book Selous Scouts investigates 
the development of new and innovative units 
and techniques in the f ield of intelligence 
gathering. The Scouts were a highly trained 
unit specialized in operating both domes-
tically and within neighbouring countries 
well “off of the grid.” Proactively recruiting 
“turned” insurgents, centring efforts on 
experts with local knowledge, conducting 
deep penetration observation operations and 
infiltrating insurgent organizations formed 
the basis of their modus operandi. All point 
towards a change in focus from traditional 
conventional war and the unique capabilities 
that this unit brought to the fight.

Gillmore’s book, Pathfinder Company, 
goes into detail regarding the special South 
African operations group, 44 Parachute 
Brigade. Formed following the raid on 
Cassinga and the identified need for a special-
ized pathfinder capability, this unit conducted 
deep penetration attacks into Angola utilizing 
modif ied jeeps as their primary means of 
insertion. This mobility allowed for oper-
ational f lexibility and independent action 
that served to undermine the confidence of 
insurgent organizations in the invulnerability 
of their safe havens.

Each of the books is a well-documented 
and well-researched synopsis of the events 
that it is focused upon. The layouts and pres-
entation are logical and of a very high quality. 
Each provides a solid overview of the regional 
and international climate of its respective 

topic area in order to provide the reader with 
context. The narratives are balanced, with 
credit and criticism being given in equal parts 
where deserved. Replete with photos and col-
our maps, these books serve to provide readers 
with a strong introduction to the subjects 
explored. While they do leave some questions 
for the readers, this, in my opinion, in no way 
detracts from their focus or quality. There are 
definitely books available on these topics that 
go into greater depth and detail on the units 
and operations discussed here; however, as an 
introduction to this field of operation, these 
books are outstanding. I recommend them as a 
definite asset for those wishing to improve their 
knowledge and understanding of the develop-
ment of successful, multifaceted doctrine in 
the field of insurgent/asymmetric war  .

Major Chris Buckham is a logistics officer 
in the Royal Canadian Air Force. He has 
experience working with all elements includ-
ing special operations forces. A graduate of 
the Royal Military College of Canada, he 
holds a BA in political science and an MA 
in international relations. He is presently 
employed as an integrated logistics control 
off icer with the multinational branch of 
United States European Command J4 in 
Stuttgart, Germany.
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f ew remember, if they even knew of, 
the bitter struggle waged in southern 
Africa, specifically in Rhodesia (now 
known as Zimbabwe) between 1965 

and 1980. The counter-insurgency waged by 
the Rhodesian government at the time was a 
desperate, costly struggle against a numeric-
ally superior foe who proved to be a savage 
and unrelenting enemy.

In response to this threat, the Rhodesian 
forces proved themselves courageous, 
extremely effective, and absolutely innova-
tive. But then again, they had no choice. 
Counter-Strike from the Sky is an account 
of this forgotten struggle and it focuses spe-
cifically on one aspect of the aforementioned 
Rhodesian courage, effectiveness, and 
innovation—namely, its all-arms “fireforce” 
concept.

The book is written by an eminent expert. 
Dr. Richard Wood is the leading military 
historian and researcher on Rhodesia in the 
post-Second World War period. Moreover, he 
had exclusive access to the personal papers of 
the former Prime Minister, Ian Smith, and 
he has published several books on the period 
in question. Finally, Wood also served as a 
territorial soldier in the 1st and 8th Battalions 
of the Rhodesia Regiment, thereby having a 
first-hand appreciation for the profession of 
arms and the difficult operating terrain of the 
country.

Importantly, Wood brings all of this 
knowledge and expertise to the book. The 
volume begins with an exciting combat 
vignette that brings to life the drama of 
front-line action. The author then provides 
background as to how Rhodesia and its forces 
found themselves in counter-insurgency.

Wood is very skilled at providing relevant 
political context and background without 
overpowering the book. The path from 
Britain’s refusal to grant independence to a 
white dominated government of Rhodesia, 

where whites represented f ive per cent of 
the population, to Ian Smith’s unilateral 
declaration of independence in 1965, and the 
subsequent counter-insurgency of a number 
of diverse nationalist groups supported by the 
Soviet Union was explained extremely clearly 
and succinctly.

The book then furnishes an overview 
of the Rhodesian security forces, giving the 
reader a sound understanding of its make-up, 
organization, and effectiveness. Importantly, 
it also provides a synopsis of the decision-
making bodies such as the Operations 
Coordination Committee and the Joint 
Operations Centres. Wood also lays out the 
three specific periods of the counter-insur-
gency campaign from 1966 to 1980.

At this point, having provided an excel-
lent background, the author begins to focus 
on the core of his subject matter: the joint air/
ground component of the counter-insurgency 
struggle. Throughout, he makes a clear case 
that the effectiveness of the Rhodesian effort 
was due to excellence in the joint application 
of military power.

What is unique in this book is its dom-
inating focus of the “air contribution” to 
counter-insurgency. He makes a compelling 
case that air power was a critical compon-
ent to the Rhodesian success. He begins by 
imparting insight into the innovative sourcing, 
equipping, and arming of Rhodesia’s air force, 
an important area of concern since the coun-
try was under an international arms embargo. 
As such, Wood devotes considerable time to 
the Alouette helicopter, with a description of 
its history, configuration, and roles.

Clearly, the most fascinating aspect 
of the volume is the actual account of the 
fireforce operations. Wood explains the evo-
lution from limited heli-borne operations to 
its aerial assault stage to its full maturation 
of stand-by forces supported by close support 
aircraft. He also delves into the Rhodesian 
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Special Air Service (SAS) pseudo-terrorist 
operations, which are simply fascinating. 
Of great value are the outstanding examples 
and accounts of the air/ground cooperation 
during actual operations such as Operation 
DINGO, the strike at a Zimbabwe African 
National Liberation Army (ZANLA) base in 
Mozambique in November 1977. This was a 
complex assault against 17 entrenched, well-
defended camps at New Farm, which were 
scattered over a 25-square-kilometre area. 
In total, they held 4,000 recruits, trained 
insurgents, and support staff. This operation, 
which was only one of the examples furnished, 
allows a window into how the Rhodesians 
overcame complex logistical, technical, and 
command issues stemming from the long 
range of the operation from any support base, 
and from the limited airframes available. For 
instance, the battle repair and refueling of 
helicopters was noteworthy.

Signif icant to the telling of the stor-
ies is the rich array of 125 black and white 
photographs and numerous colour graphics 
that bring the text to life. Importantly, they 
highlight unique and innovative equipment 
and techniques that make it easy for the 
reader to understand the application of the 
fireforce concept, as well as personalities and 
terrain. The volume also boasts 13 excel-
lent maps that walk the reader effortlessly 
through the key operations described in the 
book. Additionally, the volume has detailed 
endnotes, index, and bibliography, which 
provide excellent support to those who wish 
to dig deeper.

In summary, this is a great book. It is one 
of the few sources that actually focuses on the 
air component and the invaluable contribution 
it can make to the counter-insurgency fight. 
Beyond that, it is an insightful book into one 
counter-insurgency experience in particular, 
but on a larger level, it speaks to the effective 
ground/air cooperation necessary to succeed 
at counter-insurgency. This book is a must 
read for military professionals, historians, and 
anyone with an interest in military history. 

Colonel Bernd Horn, OMM, MSM, CD, 
PhD, is the Chief of Staff Strategic Education 
and Training Programmes at the Canadian 
Defence Academy. He is also an Adjunct 
Professor of History at the Royal Military 
College of Canada and Norwich University.
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f rom 1867, the year of Confederation, 
to 2012, 39 ministers have served in 
the Department of National Defence. 
Of this number, only 12 have had 

military careers and only 2 have served in 
the Royal Canadian Air Force (RCAF): 
James Armstrong Richardson (Minister of 
Defence, 1972–1976) and Gilles Lamontagne 
(Minister of Defence, 1980–1983). Given the 
rarity of individuals who have garnered both 
these life experiences, this biography also gets 
credit for being the first of its kind published 
in Canada in the French language.

 An initial observation: this book is edited 
by a small publishing firm with only nine titles 
under its belt, but one directed by Antoine 
Del Busso, a respected figure in the Quebec 
publishing network. Second observation: 
this work was written by Frédéric Lemieux, 
a historian at the Bibliothèque de l’Assemblée 
nationale du Québec (Library of the Quebec 
National Assembly), which leads one to expect 
a content richly illustrated with facts and life 
experiences, both military and civilian.
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 Basically, the chapters are organized 
in chronological order. The author carefully 
annotates Lamontagne’s life experiences, 
while offering an evolving vision of the social, 
economic, and political environment in 
which his subject lived his life. We learn that 
Lamontagne was born in 1919, that he lost 
his mother when only six years old, that he 
became a pilot in the Royal Canadian Air 
Force (RCAF), and that he fought in the 
Second World War and spent 1943–1945 as 
a prisoner of war in Sagan camp. We find 
out that he took over the family business 
on returning from the war, got involved in 
politics and successively became city council-
man (1962–1964), Mayor of Quebec City 
(1965–1977), Member of Parliament for 
Langelier (1977–1983), Postmaster-General 
(1978–1979), Minister of Defence (1980–
1983), and, finally, Lieutenant-Governor of 
Quebec (1984–1990).

From a military standpoint, the book 
provides a documented historical review 
of the eventful origins of the RCAF. It 
accurately depicts the courage, humility, and 
resilience of a Francophone who successfully 
met the challenges of war along with his con-
temporaries, to whom he pays homage, both 
off icers and non-commissioned members, 
Anglophones and Francophones.

As well, this biography focuses on pol-
itics, taking great care to detail Lamontagne’s 
vision, both “honest and human,” of a united 
Canada during a difficult period when every-
thing converged, “on all fronts”: sovereignty, 
the cold war, and the atomic threat. From this 
emerges a work in the image of Lamontagne: 
believable and, above all, human. With a life 
this rich and exceptional in experience, it is not 
surprising that Lamontagne, in 2011, was the 
subject of another biography originally written 
in English (Nethanel Willy at Culp Press).

In sum, this work by Lemieux contains 
many elements of interest to Canadian Forces 
members that relate not only to history but 
to sociology as well, since it clearly depicts 

the consensus-building spirit with which 
Lamontagne made his decisions, a spirit 
that continues to mark the politics of today, 
and which, in a “human and informal style, 
endeavours to understand people and, in par-
ticular, not to judge them.”1 [Translation] 

Lieutenant Jean-François Landre, a Health 
Care Administration officer, is the Assistant 
Adjutant – Staff at 41 Canadian Forces 
Health Services Centre in St-Jean. He holds 
a Bachelor of Science in Biology and a Master 
of Business Administration from l’Université 
Paris-Dauphine, France. Additionally, Lt 
Landre was trained in advanced negotiations 
at Harvard Law School and recently com-
pleted a NATO’s Partner Operational Staff 
Officer course.
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les fronts (Outremont : Del Busso Éditeur, 2010), 578.

John WArDen AnD the renAiS-
SAnce of AmericAn Air poWer
By Dr. John Andreas Olsen

Washington, DC:
Potomac Books inc, 2007
349 pages
iSBn 978-1-59797-084-6

Review by lieutenant-colonel 
Doug moulton, cD, mbA

S ince my time at Command and Staff 
College in Toronto, I have had the 
opportunity to read and reflect on a 
variety of air power advocates, from 

Douhet to Trenchard to Mitchell. But if 
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positive and negative, that occurs as a result. 
This should not be unexpected from such an 
air power advocate who had no doubt in the 
validity of his ideas and the conviction and 
opportunity to see them through to fruition. 
Secondly, Olsen spends considerable effort in 
presenting Warden’s views on air power and 
its appropriate use in operations as well as 
the colonel’s approach to getting the senior 
leadership to ingrain his views in the plan-
ning of Operation DESERT STORM.

The addition of Warden’s PowerPoint 
presentations on “Instant Thunder” and 
the “CENTCOM Air Campaign Plan” are 
both useful and relevant to the discussion of 
Warden’s career. The extensive bibliography 
is a gold mine for those interested in further 
reading on the subject of Warden’s career  
and the use of air power in Operation 
DESERT STORM.

John Warden and the Renaissance of 
American Air Power is a well researched and 
well written biography that will prove an 
enjoyable read for the air power enthusiast. 

Lieutenant-Colonel Moulton, a Sea King 
pilot, is currently Deputy Chair - Department 
of Exercise and Simulation at Canadian 
Forces College, Toronto.

note:
1. The Desert Story Collection is not foot-

noted within the book; however, based on 
numerous other footnotes, the Desert Story 
Collection seems to be a United States Air 
Force repository of documents relating to 
Operation DESERT STORM.

one wants to discuss the developments in air 
power within the timeline of current oper-
ators, one is really only left with one air power 
champion: Colonel John A. Warden III, 
United States Air Force. John Warden and the 
Renaissance of American Air Power is a biog-
raphy covering the events of Warden’s career 
and the impact they had had on air power 
thought. An outstanding read, I recommend 
the book to anyone with an interest in air 
power or the events of Gulf War I and the 
planning of Operation DESERT STORM.

The book, written in a chronological 
fashion, examines the life of Warden and his 
rise as an air power advocate. Although his 
childhood and family are covered, the author, 
Dr. John Andreas Olsen, focuses on four main 
areas in Warden’s career: his early United States 
Air Force Academy days and operational tours, 
his time as a commander, his imposition of his 
air power theories on Operation DESERT 
STORM, and finally, his time as Commandant 
Air Command and Staff College.

An extensively researched book, Olsen 
has relied on four main sources for his infor-
mation. Firstly, he has made extensive use 
of written accounts of Operation DESERT 
STORM, in particular the Gulf War Air 
Power Survey (GWAPS). Secondly, he has 
drawn on source documents from Operation 
DESERT STORM itself. Thirdly, material 
was derived from the Desert Story Collection,1 
including a large number of recorded inter-
views. Finally, Olsen has taken the time 
to interview over 200 officers who worked 
with Warden throughout his career; he also 
conducted extensive interviews with Warden 
himself. The result is a balanced view of 
Warden’s career and the influence he had on 
air power thought.

Olsen presents this biography from 
two different directions, the f irst involv-
ing Warden and his interactions with his 
colleagues and superiors. Let there be no 
doubt that Olsen has caught the intensity of 
Warden’s relationships and the fallout, both 


