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“The story of Henry Harley ‘Hap’ Arnold is an American classic told brilliantly by Bill Yenne, the consummate military historian. Taught to fly by Orville Wright, Arnold later would help lead America’s air efforts through two world wars and the development of an air force unmatched in world history.

In the pantheon of outstanding American generals, Hap Arnold stands as a towering figure among household names that led America through war and peace. Bill Yenne captures it all, including Arnold’s association with Churchill, Roosevelt, Eisenhower, and a host of other political and military figures from the twentieth century.

This compelling biography is a must-read. Once again, Bill Yenne has produced a superb piece of work, capturing the story of Hap Arnold, who would eventually attain the rank of General of the Army, later General of the Air Force, and become the only officer in Air Force history to hold five-star rank. Even more compelling is that Arnold is the only person in American military history to hold five-star rank in two military services. Arnold, as Yenne so well recounts, was a very good soldier asked to do extraordinary things, and he did so with the brilliance that launches such figures into the history books.

Simply stated, if one were to design an Air Force general from scratch, creating an amalgam of requisite skills, including personal bravery and sheer aplomb to carry a day or a nation, it would necessarily be General ‘Hap’ Arnold.

Utilizing new sources and original research, Yenne has created a scholarly yet highly entertaining book. In fact, it’s the only book a reader will need to understand the influence Hap Arnold had on the course of two world wars and the modern United States Air Force.”

—BRIAN M. SOBEL, author of The Fighting Pattons
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“Hap Arnold stands forth as one of the top national security leaders of the twentieth century—building, shaping, and commanding the nation’s Air Force amid the overwhelming strain of the Second World War. Yenne does a superior job helping the reader better understand General Arnold both as an individual and as a military leader. This work stands as a valuable addition to airpower enthusiasts and practitioners alike.”

—CRAIG R. McKINLEY, president of the Air Force Association, retired four-star general, and publisher of Air Force Magazine
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“Henry ‘Hap’ Arnold was a critical architect of the U.S. Air Force and a key player in World War II. Bill Yenne writes a primer on this oft-neglected figure, and along the way provides a good introduction not only to the air war but to the roots of the modern American Air Force. His overview of Arnold’s life and career will appeal to anyone interested in aviation history or World War II in general.”

—JIM DeFELICE, author of American Sniper and Omar Bradley: General at War
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“Bill Yenne’s Hap Arnold: The General Who Invented the U.S. Air Force takes a complex and wide-ranging subject and makes it a well-written, engaging, and compelling read. This book provides the reader with detail and historical context in a solid account of the rise of American airpower and my grandfather’s role at the center of it starting in 1911 and his continuing influence today. Bill Yenne keeps the story moving at a crisp pace and at the same time recounts many of the Arnold family’s legendary stories.

But this book is not just focused on Hap. The author brings others, including George Marshall, Franklin D. Roosevelt, General Eisenhower, Winston Churchill, Billy Mitchell, Jimmy Doolittle, and Donald Douglas, into precise focus. This book lays out how U.S. military aviation did not arrive victorious in 1945 by accident or inevitability. The U.S. Army Air Force’s amazing rise from a just a few planes and pilots in 1941 to the largest and most powerful air force the world will ever know depended on Hap Arnold’s singular ability to engage, persuade, and educate American and world leaders about it. In addition, he had to gain their support to execute his plans at a time of great peril.

This is not simply an ‘airplane book.’ It shows how winning World War II in the air required a team effort with General Hap Arnold in the left seat, at the controls of U.S. airpower.”

—ROBERT ARNOLD, author, proprietor of Chandelle Winery in Sonoma, California, and the grandson of both Hap Arnold and Donald Douglas
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INTRODUCTION

It is axiomatic that history’s great generals and great admirals are usually controversial. For decisions they have made, or for the paths they’ve followed professionally, most have their detractors, often within their own services. All of the greats, from Grant to Patton, from Bradley to MacArthur, have their critics. However, it is hard to find anyone—at least since the days of George Washington and John Paul Jones—who is more universally admired, even revered, within their own service than Henry Harley Arnold is within the U.S. Air Force.

Having been taught to fly by Wilbur and Orville Wright, Arnold was one of America’s first military aviators. He grew up with U.S. Army aviation, and ultimately he became its leader. In 1938, when he became chief of the U.S. Army Air Corps, the air arm was pigeonholed into a minor role within the Army in terms of funding, prestige, and tactical doctrine. Within three years, he had turned it into the autonomous U.S. Army Air Forces, and within the next three, he turned the USAAF into the largest air force in history. At its peak in 1944, Arnold’s USAAF had nearly eighty thousand aircraft and 2.4 million men and women in uniform. He, and his personally chosen staff, successfully managed, trained, and deployed this enormous force over six continents. Yet, beyond the mere size of the USAAF, there is the singular vision of a man who could imagine how airpower was the key to victory: the one force that could crush the industrial economies of Germany and Japan and provide the battlefield support that guaranteed victory on the ground. It was no accident but rather Arnold’s leadership that ensured the United States achieved air supremacy in 1944—and has held it in every battle America has fought ever since. Logistically, the USAAF Air Transport Command, which was Arnold’s brainchild, grew into a global “airline” with more routes than any air service up to that time.

After the war, Arnold became the founding father of the modern United States Air Force. No American general or admiral of the Second World War had such a lasting impact on his branch of the armed services as Arnold had on the Air Force. He organized the Air Force, provided its doctrine of “global vigilance, reach, and power,” and gave it his example of dedicated, visionary leadership, all of which have made him one of the greatest—if underappreciated—generals in American history. This book is his story.
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EARLY DAYS

          When he thought of this being his first and possibly his only airplane ride, he wished that they still had the full two hours to remain in the air. Hoxey held up his hand and opened it twice. Bill then looked at the watch and saw that they had to stay up only ten minutes more to complete the two hours. There seemed to be no reason why they shouldn’t stay up even longer, for the engine was running perfectly and, as far as he was concerned, all danger of his sliding off the plane was gone. He hoped that they would stay up for three hours. They flew across the aviation field and Bill saw the upturned faces of the mechanics as they stood in front of the tents. During the first part of their flight other planes had been in the air. Now and again a plane would come close to theirs and the occupants would wave to them, but now it was getting late and the other planes had landed. Some had already been taken into their tents, others he could see being rolled in. How small they all looked! He could hardly realize that the miniature planes on the ground were in reality as large as the one in which he was riding and the mechanics handling them were truly life-sized men.

              Bill figured that with two more turns of the field they would have broken the record. He wondered if Hoxey would land at once or stay up longer. This was by far the most pleasant method of traveling that he had ever experienced. It was better than motorcycling in every way. In the air they were not tied down to roads. They could follow any route which their fancy dictated. No wonder that the birds seemed to enjoy themselves so much when soaring overhead. Hills, trees, villages, fences and rivers were all alike when flying. It was possible to go over them or pass around them, whichever the pilot preferred. How different it was from earthbound travel!

—HENRY HARLEY ARNOLD describing his protagonist’s first airplane flight in his novel Bill Bruce and the Pioneer Aviators

The birth of the twentieth century, like that of the twenty-first, was accompanied by a simmering sense of excitement that a new form of technology was on the threshold of taking us to a place that most people had never been before. At the turn of the twenty-first century, that place was cyberspace. At the turn of the twentieth, it was the sky.

In each case, that simmering sense of excitement was nurtured among those of a younger generation unencumbered with preconceptions—people who saw a future of possibilities, people whose eyes were focused on human potential, not on impediments to human progress.

Henry Harley Arnold was part of that younger generation. He was not an aviation pioneer, nor was he part of that first generation who clustered around the earliest pioneers, but once bitten by the aviation bug, few young men burned with a greater fever. He would definitely make up for lost time. Despite joining later than most the race to embrace the new technology, it is evident in his Bill Bruce novels that he wished he had been among that first generation. That is to say, Henry Harley Arnold wished he had been Bill Bruce, and he lived his life as Bill would have.

Henry Harley Arnold was born on June 25, 1886, on a farm near Merion Square, a town in Montgomery County on Pennsylvania’s well-to-do Main Line. When he was five, the town was renamed Gladwyne, the name that appears in most accounts, including his own, as that of his birthplace. Still included in the top ten richest zip codes in America, the Main Line was a fashionable strip of wealthy suburbs stretching northwest of Philadelphia and running parallel to the old, eighteenth-century Lancaster Turnpike (later known as Lancaster Avenue) and the original main line of the Pennsylvania Railroad.

The Arnolds, as well as the Harleys, his mother’s family, had been in the area for generations. Though not among the wealthiest strata of Main Line society, the family was comfortably upper-middle class. Henry’s father, Dr. Herbert Alonzo Arnold, known later as “Daddy Doc” to his grandchildren, was a country doctor—a general practitioner who made as many house calls to the farms and rural communities of Montgomery County as he did to families on the Main Line. His great-grandfather, Peter Arnold, had emigrated from Germany and had fought in the Revolutionary War.

Henry’s mother was Ann Louise Harley Arnold, usually called Louise, known as “Lou” to her husband and later as “Gangy” to her grandchildren. She had four ancestors who had fought in the Revolution, among them Pennsylvania militiaman Henry Harley, her son’s namesake.

As a boy, Henry Harley Arnold was known as “Harley,” although his mother always called him “Sunny.” His eventual nickname, “Hap,” came later. The middle of five children, Harley grew up being called “the doctor’s second boy.” His older siblings were Thomas Herbert and Sophie Elizabeth—called “Betty”—who were born at opposite ends of 1884. The younger boys were Clifford and Price, born in 1888 and 1894, respectively.

Arnold did not write much about his boyhood—though it would seem the basics were fairly typical of boys living in semi-rural, late nineteenth-century America: walking to school, learning to ride and to shoot, attending services at the Baptist church on Sundays. He relates just one childhood anecdote in his memoirs, and that was to illustrate an early interest in science. At the age of three, he tried to float a horseshoe in a rain barrel. When the inevitable happened, he went into the water after the horseshoe and was rescued from drowning by his five-year-old brother, Tom.

During the Civil War, Dr. Arnold’s father, Thomas Griffith Arnold, a Montgomery County nailmaker, served briefly with Company I of the 43rd Regiment of the Pennsylvania Militia during the Civil War. He was mustered in on July 6, 1863, in the immediate aftermath of the Battle of Gettysburg, which was fought in Pennsylvania. He was discharged as a sergeant five weeks later. In 1898, when Harley was eleven, the United States went to war with Spain, and his father suspended his rural practice to volunteer for service as a U.S. Army surgeon with the Pennsylvania Volunteer Cavalry, which saw action in Puerto Rico. Dr. Arnold was on active duty for only a few months, but he remained in the Pennsylvania National Guard, eventually attaining the rank of lieutenant colonel. It was that experience, Hap Arnold later surmised, that led Dr. Arnold to plan on a military career for his eldest son Tom, while Hap (or Harley as he then was) would be destined for the clergy.

Tom, however, had other ideas. He announced that he wanted to attend Pennsylvania State to study electrical engineering. With Tom intractable, Dr. Arnold decided that Harley would go to West Point. Although his academic career to date had been less than stellar, Harley placed second among Pennsylvania candidates taking the West Point entrance exam. The problem was there was only one slot available. But when it was determined that the front-runner was secretly married, something that the academy forbade of its cadets, Henry Harley Arnold entered West Point as a plebe in July of 1903.
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At West Point, Arnold fell into a routine that he later observed to be “strikingly” unchanged since Ulysses S. Grant had attended as a member of the class of 1843. The one notable change was the introduction of football in 1890.

Arnold went out for football himself, playing substitute fullback, and he was a shot-putter in intramural track and field. A horseman all his life, he was part of the polo squad, rode whenever possible, and imagined a career in the cavalry. Academically, he was middling, placing eighty-third out of 136 cadets during his first year and graduating sixty-sixth out of a class of 111 on June 14, 1907.

“After I had once learned how to study in my Plebe Year, in 1903, I skated along without too much effort in a spot just below the middle of the Class,” he wrote in his memoirs. His diary noted he was “scanty in regard to my military progress. (I never even made Cadet Corporal.)” He stayed busy in other ways, including courting a banker’s daughter, Eleanor Alexander Pool (her father was a patient of Dr. Arnold), and becoming a member of the Black Hand Society, an organization of pranksters that kept him in trouble. The climax of his membership in the Black Hand was a spectacular, unauthorized midnight fireworks display on New Year’s Eve 1907. As punishment, he was kept confined to his room on visitors’ day.

Through it all, Arnold had his sights set on the cavalry. For many cadets, the cavalry spelled glory. As Arnold wrote, “The thing that dominated the cadet lives of one little group of us at least was—the cavalry! That was why we were here! It was what we lived for—our whole future! The Horse Cavalry! It was the last romantic thing left on earth. The galloping charge! Indian fighting!”

For four years Arnold assumed that when he graduated in 1907 as a second lieutenant, he would be commissioned into the cavalry. When his paperwork arrived, he tossed it aside, sure that his hopes had been rewarded. His mother had to break the news to him. Second Lieutenant Henry Harley Arnold, U.S. Army, had been assigned to the infantry! It was his academic standing that had cursed him. Those at the top of the class had a choice and were usually groomed for the Corps of Engineers. The bottom of the class was rewarded with the infantry.

Lieutenant Arnold grumbled, and his father, the former Pennsylvania cavalry officer, complained to longtime Pennsylvania senator Boies Penrose, who complained to the U.S. Army adjutant general, Major General Fred Ainsworth. “Orders are orders,” Ainsworth told Penrose when Boies and the Arnolds came to meet with him. “The only person who could possibly make a change is the Secretary of War.” That was not going to happen if for no other reason than that the secretary of war, William Howard Taft, was on an inspection tour of the Philippines.

Arnold was offered a choice of duty station, but his mind drew a blank. For four years, it had fixated only upon the cavalry posts in the American West—Fort Apache, Fort Crook, Fort Custer, Fort Wingate, and Fort Riley. Then he seized inspiration. If the secretary of war was in the Philippines, Arnold would go after him and maybe get the assignment he wanted: “I blurted out that I would like to go to the Philippines.”

The adjutant general said he thought that could be arranged.

After a cross-country train trip and a few weeks in San Francisco, Lieutenant Arnold departed on November 7, 1907, aboard a steamer bound for Manila, where Taft had opened the First Philippine Assembly three weeks earlier. As might have been anticipated, the young officer and the future president never crossed paths in Manila.

Arnold’s youthful naiveté was further underscored by his decision to postpone the purchase of a tropical weight uniform until he arrived in the Philippines, where it would be cheaper—not anticipating that the journey to Manila would take him through the sticky heat of the tropics. The only clothing he had with him was his heavy wool uniform, which became a fetid, sweat-soaked torture.

Shipping out from San Francisco, Arnold was assigned to guard a large quantity of currency destined for the Philippine colonial government. When he disembarked in Manila on December 6, he supervised the loading of the currency boxes onto two carts. The cart drivers then shot off in opposite directions; Arnold tried to pursue one of the carts but lost it in traffic. By the end of the day, however, he learned that both consignments had been delivered to the correct destination, and a receipt was waiting for him.

Lieutenant Henry Harley Arnold reported for duty with the 29th Infantry Regiment at Fort William McKinley, located immediately south of Manila on the Pasig River. The 29th Infantry had seen plenty of combat from 1902 to 1904, during the Philippine Insurrection, but had spent the last three years on garrison duty in Utah and Arizona and had returned for equally mundane garrison duty in the now-pacified Philippines. Looking for something more exciting, Arnold volunteered for temporary duty with the 20th Infantry Regiment, which was assisting the Corps of Engineers with mapping projects. Arnold’s survey team was based in Mabalacat, in the mountains due north of Manila Bay.

Already, in 1908, there were fears of Japanese expansion into the Philippines. Arnold later recalled,

          We really expected Japan to invade the Philippines at any minute. We were ready to hike to Baguio and make a last stand. Men slept with two hundred rounds of ammunition at the foot of their beds. This feeling was not the hysteria of greenhorns or recruits (many of the soldiers who felt it had grown brown in the Philippine service), nor was it whipped up by any propaganda trend. The Japanese, methodically and almost openly, were making war preparations all around us.

His team of men helping the engineers with their topographical maps of Luzon was constantly running into Japanese photographers, itinerant Japanese “peddlers,” and Japanese “botanists.” He described the latter as being “solemnly absorbed by the flora of the island, whose best specimens always happened to be growing just where we had set up our instruments.”

After the Luzon project was finished, Arnold was assigned to help map the island of Corregidor in Manila Bay, which became America’s last-stand fortress against the invading Japanese in 1942.

Arnold’s tour of duty in the Philippines, which he later described as “unexpectedly exciting,” came to an end in June 1909 as the 29th Infantry was reassigned to Fort Jay on Governors Island in New York Harbor. But with money in his pocket—living in the Philippines was cheap—and with no urgency in his getting to New York, he decided to spend some time and money seeing a little more of the world. He chose to return to the United States, not sailing eastward back across the Pacific, but westward—around the world.

He set sail on a commercial ship from Manila to Hong Kong, and then from Singapore to the Suez Canal. His fellow passengers, he recalled, ranged from “friendly British officers coming home on leave from India and Burma, to the British career diplomat returning from thirty years’ service in the Far East, and to the cocky German officers bringing their battalion of infantry home from Tientsin . . . [to] American school teachers, each with her Baedeker, [and] the Dutch father who had guarded his twenty-four-year-old son so anxiously ever since the two red-light ‘ladies’ had come aboard at Singapore.” He recalled in his memoirs that dinner conversation often turned to the confidence expressed by the British officers that the English Channel effectively isolated Britain from the tribulations of continental Europe—something that would be proved wrong in only five years’ time.
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A YOUNG AIRMAN TAKES TO THE AIR

As Lieutenant Henry Harley Arnold sailed toward the Suez Canal, several well-known aviators announced that they were going to compete for a prize offered by London’s Daily Mail: £1,000 to anyone who could fly across the English Channel. One of the competitors was Louis Blériot, a dashing pilot, aeronautical engineer, aircraft builder, and the inventor of first practical automobile headlight.

At sunrise on July 25, 1909, Blériot entered the cockpit of his monoplane and took off from a field near Calais. After a thirty-six-minute flight, he circled Dover Castle twice and then touched down at nearby Northfall Meadow. Blériot collected his £1,000 check and returned to Paris a hero. His Type XI monoplane, meanwhile, was put on display, suspended above a street near the Place de l’Opéra.

Among the thousands of pedestrians who passed by and saw this airplane was a young American lieutenant on his way home from the Far East.

“I was walking along, taking in the sights and sounds and smells of Paris, and, all of a sudden, there it was, a queer contraption hanging overhead,” Lieutenant Arnold wrote in his memoirs. Using his “best West Point French,” he deduced that this was the famous Blériot flying machine.

It was the first airplane that he had ever seen.

A manned hot air balloon, also French by coincidence, had put in an appearance at West Point, but Henry Harley Arnold had never before laid eyes on a heavier-than-air craft. He later wrote in retrospect that he should have been impressed, that this moment should have been some sort of epiphany in his life, but instead, that which he described in his memoirs as a “frail, heroic freak” of a monoplane would take on importance only in retrospect.

“I’ll confess I hadn’t any blinding vision of the future of Airpower at this moment,” Arnold remembered,

          but one thought I did have was probably as good as anybody else’s who looked at Blériot plane that summer. I thought: “If one man could do it once, what if a lot of men did it together at the same time? What happens then to England’s Splendid Isolation?” That was no clairvoyant vision, either. If Blériot’s flight hadn’t happened to be across the English Channel I probably wouldn’t have thought even that much about his flying machine. But the Channel, and England’s isolation, had been the refrain of my whole trip from Hong Kong to Genoa, night after night.

At the time, he could not yet comprehend that the airplane would one day end America’s own “splendid isolation,” its heretofore secure separation from the rest of the world by two great oceans.

He added that it was only after the start of World War II that the “heroic freak” could at last be seen for what it was, “the forerunner of a human instrument that, for good or evil, in war and peace, was to change the face of the earth.”

Two weeks after his seeing the Blériot Type XI suspended above a Parisian street, he reported for duty at Governors Island where, he wrote, “My worst fears were immediately realized. Governors Island was so flat that it wasn’t even fun to ride a horse on it, when a second lieutenant could get one, and the life there was flatter than the terrain.”

Riding a horse might not have been fun there, but the flat terrain of the 172-acre island made it ideal for aviation. During the first week of October 1909, the island was the site of New York City’s first air show. The occasion was the Hudson-Fulton Celebration, commemorating the three hundredth anniversary of Henry Hudson’s sailing into New York and the centennial of Robert Fulton’s bringing the first successful commercial steamship into New York Harbor.

Two of the founding fathers of American aviation, Wilbur Wright and Glenn Curtiss, arrived for demonstration flights. Among the spectators was young Lieutenant Henry Harley Arnold. He spoke with Wright, Curtiss, and several other pilots, and later fictionalized this experience in his novel Bill Bruce and the Pioneer Aviators.

In the six years since Wilbur Wright and his brother Orville had made their first powered flights at Kill Devil Hills in North Carolina, aviation had moved from being a curiosity, to something of a sport, to something more, including something with possible military applications. The British government, for instance, contacted the Wright brothers soon after their first flights became public, asking to buy their flying machine. The Wrights declined, hoping instead to interest officials in Washington.

The War Department, however, reacted with skepticism and ambivalence. Government officials in Washington were still smarting from the Smithsonian Institution’s failed attempt to sponsor the first powered flight. The recipient of their largess had been Samuel Pierpont Langley, whose last spectacular failure, on December 8, 1903, had occurred just nine days before the Wrights—a pair of self-financed bicycle mechanics from Dayton, Ohio—had succeeded spectacularly.

It was not until the Aero Club of America went directly to President Theodore Roosevelt that the War Department was prodded to act, establishing the Aeronautical Division of the Signal Corps in 1907 to oversee matters pertaining to the military application of “ballooning, air machines and all kindred subjects.”

In September 1908, Lieutenant Frank Lahm became the first U.S. Army officer to fly in an airplane, and Lieutenant Thomas Selfridge became the first U.S. Army officer to die in a crash. Both had been passengers in aircraft flown by and owned by Orville Wright, who survived the crash that killed Selfridge.

The Army finally bought a plane of its own, a single Wright Military Flyer, and in the fall of 1909, Wilbur trained Lieutenant Lahm, Lieutenant Frederic Humphreys, and Lieutenant Benjamin “Benny” Foulois to fly the Military Flyer at a field in College Park, Maryland. On November 5, Lahm and Humphreys, both with about three hours of flying time, crashed. The plane was totaled, the men survived, and Lahm and Humphreys, who had only been on temporary duty with the Aeronautical Division, were recalled to their regular assignments.

The Navy actually seemed more interested in aviation than the Army. In 1909 Eugene Ely, a civilian, became the first man to land on the deck of a warship, and in January of 1911, Lieutenant Theodore “Spuds” Ellyson reported for duty as the U.S. Navy’s first aviator. Taught to fly by Glenn Curtiss at Hammondsport, New York, Ellyson executed both a takeoff and a landing from the deck of a battleship. This feat sparked a bit more interest in the Army, which did not want to get left behind, and Curtiss did his part. His winter flying school at North Island in San Diego, founded in 1910, offered free instruction to both Army and Navy officers. He naturally hoped that this would result in the services buying Curtiss airplanes.

Arnold was not yet among the thirty men from the U.S. Army who volunteered for the flight school. At the time, his ambition was not to fly but rather the more practical desire of earning a promotion to first lieutenant. Promotion in the peacetime Army was slow; officers often languished in the same grade for years. But Arnold had a plan.

He applied for a transfer to the Ordnance Department, where, he heard, the lowest rank was first lieutenant. While waiting to hear back, he received a letter from the War Department. It was an invitation from the Signal Corps to volunteer for flight training. Arnold’s commanding officer cautioned him that it was an invitation to commit suicide. But for a twenty-four-year-old second lieutenant, it promised an escape from the monotony of Governors Island.

Second Lieutenant Henry Harley Arnold, late of the 29th Infantry, left New York’s Penn Station with a copy of War Department Special Order 95 tucked into his pocket. Dated April 21, 1911, it officially assigned him, as well as Second Lieutenant Thomas “Tommy” Milling, late of the 15th Cavalry, to “aeronautical duty with the Signal Corps,” and ordered them to proceed to Dayton, Ohio, “for the purpose of undergoing a course of instruction in operating the Wright airplane.” It was a simple scrap of paper that would change the course of American military aviation.

Who to contact when they reached Dayton?

Wilbur and Orville Wright.
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It was when he arrived at the Wright factory in Dayton—with its smell of oil and gasoline, the sounds of sputtering engines, the sight of brilliant mechanics and brave pilots, the great men of aviation, about whom he had read, standing around in coveralls—that Henry Harley Arnold finally realized that aviation was his future. Here was a new romance to displace his old longing for the cavalry.

In addition to their factory in Dayton, the Wrights owned “the Field.” It was a former cow pasture, nine miles from town, and fenced to keep the cattle from reclaiming it. It was at a place then called Simms Station, later known as Huffman Field or Huffman Prairie after the family that owned most of the land in the area.

What the Field had in its favor was that it was level, generally smooth, and free of obstructions. It was the Edwards Air Force Base of its era. The Wrights had made their pioneer flight from Kill Devil Hills near Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, because of its favorable wind conditions. But now, having established that their aircraft could fly, the Wrights did most of their flight testing and pilot training closer to their Dayton home.

When the two lieutenants arrived in Ohio, they met many of the civilian pilots whose names, while no longer household words, were important to the early years of American aviation. Hanging around at the Wright factory or out at the Field was nineteen-year-old Walter Brookins, the first pupil Orville had trained to fly, as well as Frank Coffyn, Phil Parmalee, Cliff Turpin, and Al Welsh, all of them working as Wright test pilots and instructors. Also on hand were Leonard Bonney and Howard Gill, both anxious to become exhibition flyers. Arnold met Lieutenant John Rodgers of the U.S. Navy and his cousin, Calbraith “Uncle Cal” Rodgers, who would later make the first transcontinental flight from New York to California.

The two young officers got to know Wilbur and Orville quite well and were often invited to Sunday dinner, where they met Wilbur and Orville’s brother Lorin, sister Katherine, and stern father, Milton Wright, known to all as “the Bishop” because of the office he held in the United Brethren of Christ. Arnold agreed with Wright biographers who have theorized that the Bishop had inspired his sons with a flying toy that he had given them when they were children. In 1910, during his only flight in an airplane, the Bishop is said to have ordered Orville to “Go higher, higher!” Arnold thought the brothers unassuming, a little shy, and good-natured. “They never took themselves half so seriously as we took them,” Arnold wrote in his memoirs. “Still, to Milling and me, sitting at their Sunday dinner table and listening to their quiet stories, what they had done was a miracle,—and it is a miracle to me today. Without any formal, scientific training whatever, two ‘ordinary’ young Americans from an ordinary town in the state of Ohio had not only grasped and advanced the whole known science of aerodynamics—they had become its admitted masters, even more appreciated in Europe than at home.”

Arnold’s first flight came on May 3, 1911, at the Field. He flew as a passenger of the Wright B2, with Al Welsh as the instructor pilot. It lasted only seven minutes, but it was followed by a five-minute second flight.

On a twelve-minute flight the next day, Welsh let Arnold get a feel for the controls, and by his tenth flight, the young student was handling the controls unaided. With another ten flights under his belt over the next few days, Arnold made the first of several unaided landings, duly recorded in his logbook with Welsh’s notations.

After three hours and forty-eight minutes of flight time, Arnold’s first solo flight came on May 13, five days after Tommy Milling had soloed.

“You can learn to ride a horse by reading about it, or by standing by and watching a horse jump around in a pasture, but you will never learn as well either of those ways as you will if you get on the horse and ride it,” Wilbur Wright told Bill Bruce, Arnold’s protagonist in his novel of pioneer aviators. He probably said the same to young Lieutenant Arnold.

Arnold and Milling learned more than how to fly a plane; they learned how a plane was built. This was essential because the Army not only lacked full-time pilots, it did not have any mechanics or ground crew. For Arnold and Milling, military aviation was equal parts flying and understanding the mechanics of flight, and they were responsible for two early innovations: Milling developed a standard seat belt design, and Arnold was the first Army pilot to wear goggles.

“The first goggles worn by Army airmen came as the result of a bug’s hitting me in the eye as I was landing my plane,” Arnold reminisced.

          On this particular flight, soon after I left Simms Station, I was coming back into the field when a bug hit me in the eye and left one of its transparent wings sticking to my eyeball. The pain was terrific; blinded by tears I could scarcely see to make my landing. As a matter of fact, it was some days before the doctors were able to find that transparent wing and remove it. The possibility of being rammed dead by a bug had not occurred to us before. After that we wore goggles.

Aviation was still a work in progress.

On July 6, 1911, Arnold and Milling received Fédération Aéronautique Internationale (FAI) pilot certificates, then the international standard for accreditation of pilots. One might say they had “earned their wings,” although the U.S. Army’s precursor to actual metal “wings,” the military aviator’s badge, was not introduced until 1912. As Hap Arnold’s grandson Robert pointed out to me, none of the signatories on Hap Arnold’s military aviator’s license, which Robert still has framed on his wall, was a pilot. Arnold and Milling were ordered to College Park, Maryland, where the Army was establishing its first official airfield and where, Arnold and Milling soon discovered, they were the only two men on flight duty in the entire service. Their predecessors either were dead or had been transferred to other jobs, and it was not clear what Arnold and Milling were expected to do. As Arnold noted, “The Army admitted now that the airplane could fly, even if it didn’t know yet quite what to do with it.”

They started by unpacking Signal Corps No.1, shipped from Dayton by rail, and using it to teach their boss, the head of the Signal Corps Aeronautical Division, Captain Charles de Forest Chandler, and the division’s adjutant, Lieutenant Roy Kirtland, how to fly. Chandler had been an Army balloon pilot but had never soloed in a heavier-than-air craft.

Flight times at the new Signal Corps Aviation School were usually in the early morning and late afternoon, when there was less air turbulence. Between flights, the military aviators manned desks in the Signal Corps wing at the War Department headquarters in nearby Washington, D.C., where, initially at least, the pilots were considered celebrities. They were recognized in restaurants and beset by groupies at the airfield, where, if the Los Angeles Times of December 17, 1911, is to be believed, Arnold was known, however briefly, as “Silk Hat Harry” (the nickname did not stick).
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Arnold provided flight training to new military aviators while also establishing a series of firsts. In September 1911, for instance, he became the first American pilot to carry mail. He also set a series of world altitude records. The day after receiving his FAI certificate, Arnold set an altitude record of 3,260 feet. Within the next eleven months, he broke it twice, flying to 4,167 feet on August 18, 1911, and to 6,540 feet on June 1, 1912.

The Army authorized its young fliers to perform in motion pictures to promote military aviation. Arnold became a movie star of sorts, being featured as a pilot in the early silent films The Military Air Scout (1911) and The Elopement (1912). According to U.S. Air Force historian General John Huston, it was while working with the movie people that the good-natured Arnold earned the nickname “Happy,” soon shortened to “Hap.”

Flying was still a dangerous business. In July 1912, Arnold and Lieutenant Roy Kirtland, trying to fly a Burgess-Wright seaplane nonstop from Salem, Massachusetts, to Bridgeport, Connecticut, which would have set a distance record, were grounded near Plymouth by weather. Taking off the next day, the seaplane was forced into a crash landing on the water. The pilots were injured; the seaplane suffered a damaged wing. As Arnold recalled, “As we floated away toward the Atlantic, a sailboat came out manned by two [elderly] veterans from the Soldiers’ Home at Plymouth. They approached the plane so closely I could almost touch them from my position on the tip of the wing, where I was trying to keep the half-floating aircraft from losing balance and going to the bottom of the bay. They sailed around us without a word, and then calmly sailed back to their dock.” Eventually, the coast guard arrived and towed the damaged aircraft to Plymouth Rock.

But even with the occasional mishap, Arnold was making his mark as a pilot. He was the first recipient of the Clarence Hungerford Mackay trophy for the meritorious flight of the year. In this case, it was a “long distance” flight from College Park, Maryland, to Fort Myer, Virginia, in October 1912 that included spotting camouflaged troops on the ground. The Mackay Trophy is still awarded annually and is one of the most prestigious awards in American military aviation.

Among Arnold’s duties at the War Department was monitoring dispatches from war zones, including the First and Second Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913 and Italy’s campaign in Libya, the first instance of aerial bombing in warfare. But while American airmen tested weapons and talked about arming planes, Arnold recalled that “older officers said, ‘No, no, there is no such idea.’ The plane would remain a reconnaissance vehicle.” This shortsightedness turned up again in 1911 when a former Army officer named Riley Scott invented a crude bombsight, using a small telescope and a table to calculate speed and altitude. Arnold observed that it offered better precision than just tossing bombs out of a plane, but the Army did not buy it. The following year, Scott sold it in Europe, and during World War I, bombsights based on Scott’s design were used by the Germans.

In November 1912, the aviators of the Aeronautical Division participated in the most intensive coordinated air-ground exercises yet conducted by the U.S. Army. During these exercises at Fort Riley, Kansas, Lieutenant Arnold was one of the first pilots to communicate with ground forces via radio to direct artillery fire. Before this, a pilot would scribble his observations on a colored paper card, attach it to a weight, and drop it to a soldier on horseback, who would take it to the command post; even after this test, the use of radio was still limited.

Arnold almost did not survive the exercises at Fort Riley. On November 5, he was flying with an observer, A. L. P. “Sandy” Sands, when, as Arnold wrote,

          the plane spun completely around in a small 360-degree circle. As we started to plunge down he looked back quickly, thinking one of the propeller chains had broken. It hadn’t. Now in a whistling vertical nose dive, I took in everything, as you do at such a time. Everything was all right, nothing broken, my hands doing all the right things on the controls. Nevertheless, we were diving straight down without a chance. My observer didn’t realize this and was taking photos. Somehow, after every frantic yank and twist I could make, just a few feet over the ground I managed to pull the plane out of the dive.

Arnold was lucky. There was a mounting list of military aviators who had died in crashes, many of them Arnold’s friends. Al Welsh, the man who had taught him to fly, died in a crash. His West Point classmate, Lewis Rockwell, had been killed a few weeks before Arnold had gone to Fort Riley.

“If I had not been as high as I was, I would have never gotten out alive,” he admitted in a letter to Captain Chandler of the Aeronautical Division dated two days later. “I cannot even look at a machine in the air without feeling that some accident is going to happen to it. For the past year and a half I have been flying in almost any kind of weather at almost any time. That being the case, it would take some awful strain to put me out of commission the way this has.”

He asked that the chief of the Aeronautical Division relieve him of flying duties.
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A YOUNG OFFICER ON THE CAREER LADDER

On November 15, 1912, ten days after skillfully pulling his aircraft out of a deadly nosedive over the Kansas prairie, Second Lieutenant Henry Harley Arnold was “flying a desk” in Washington, D.C., as assistant to Major Edgar Russel, soon to be named head of the Signal Corps Aeronautical Division. Unlike Captain Chandler, who took command of the 1st Aero Squadron (established by the War Department in March 1913), Russel was not a pilot, but by the end of 1912, neither was Hap Arnold.

Arnold assumed his flying days were behind him. “In those days,” he later recalled, “you didn’t plan to continue flying after you were married—unless you were an optimist,” and by the spring of 1913, marriage was on his mind.

Blond, blue-eyed Eleanor Alexander Pool had first met Harley in 1907, during his last year at West Point. But when Arnold left for the Philippines, “Bee,” as she was known, went to study in Germany.

“For her time she was more highly educated than most women,” Robert Arnold told me. “She read German and spoke German fluently” and was “certified to teach in German schools. She danced with the Kaiser before World War I. Prussians fought duels over her.”

Hap and Bee reconnected around Christmas in 1912, and in April 1913, shortly after Hap received his long-awaited silver first lieutenant’s bars, Bee visited him in Washington. In place of the unpolished and clumsy cadet of 1907, she now saw a dashing, even if deskbound, aviator with several world records and a Mackay Trophy.

He proposed, and she accepted, just as she was about to board the train back to Philadelphia. He gave her his West Point class ring in lieu of an engagement ring, and a week later, he formally asked Sidney Pool for his daughter’s hand. The cheerful banker told Arnold that his daughter could marry anyone she wished, so long as it wasn’t a “goddamn foreigner.” She had previously dated an Italian her father did not like.

The wedding took place on September 10, 1913, at the First Unitarian Church in Philadelphia, with Tommy Milling as best man, and the bride’s younger sister, Lois, as maid of honor. The teetotaling Arnolds, who had reluctantly accepted his daughter-in-law’s refusal to become a Baptist, insisted that the reception at the Pools’ home remain “dry.” The Pools, who were light to moderate drinkers, surreptitiously served booze in Mr. Pool’s study upstairs. When one of the guests got out of hand and Dr. Arnold found out, it soured relations between the doctor and his patient (and newly acquired in-law) for many years to come.

After spending their honeymoon aboard an Army transport ship bound for Panama, Hap and Bee returned to Hap’s new post with the 9th Infantry Regiment at Fort Thomas in Kentucky. After this brief assignment, they traveled to the Philippines, where Hap reported for duty with the 13th Infantry at Fort William McKinley on January 5, 1914. It was here, a year later, that their daughter, Lois Elizabeth Arnold, was born on January 17, 1915.

The hot, muggy weather was hard on Bee, and shortly after giving birth, she suffered a severe intestinal disorder, which the doctors could not accurately diagnose. Arnold sent his wife to Baguio, in the cooler, higher elevations of northern Luzon. The illness was further complicated by a botched operation that almost killed her. She was left with intermittent pain for the rest of her life, and permanent, albeit subtle, damage that would contribute to her death six decades later.

As during Arnold’s last tour of duty in the Philippines, American officers talked often about a possible Japanese invasion, and even war-gamed it. In fact, during maneuvers south of Manila designed to simulate a Japanese attack, Arnold made the most important professional connection of his career. Halting his infantry company for a rest, he chatted with a young lieutenant from another company. The officer was studying a map and sketching an attack plan with the skill, Arnold thought, of a lieutenant colonel. Arnold was so impressed that he told his wife that Lieutenant George Catlett Marshall would be chief of staff of the Army one day—a prediction that became true in 1939.

The friendship formed that day at Batangas would blossom into one of the most successful internal alliances in the history of the U.S. Army’s high command. During World War II, the two men, by then both wearing four-star—and ultimately five-star—general’s rank, would be close collaborators at the Pentagon and two of the half dozen most influential architects of the strategic direction of the American victory.

In January 1916, Hap Arnold and his family were steaming across the Pacific from the Philippines, headed for an infantry assignment at Madison Barracks in upstate New York when he received a radiogram from the adjutant general asking whether Arnold would volunteer for duty with the Aviation Section—the successor of the Aeronautical Division (in July 1914)—of the Signal Corps. A second radiogram elaborated: “If you apply for detail in the Aviation Section, Signal Corps, you will come in with the rank of Captain. If not, you will be detailed and come in with the rank of First Lieutenant.”

Arnold immediately detected the hand of an old friend, Major William Lendrum “Billy” Mitchell. Arnold had met Billy Mitchell years before in Washington:

          One day a sharp-faced, eager young captain of the General Staff came in to see me. He was not a flyer himself, but was working on a paper concerning the military future of aviation which he intended to present to the Army War College. He had recently returned from Alaska, where he had apparently put in a highly interesting and most observant tour of duty. Afterward he had been in Japan where he had a look at the Japanese Army. He said the Japanese Air Force was bigger than ours—it had ten planes. His questions about the air were intelligent and to the point; in fact, it was he who did most of the talking, asking questions only to get concrete facts and accurate data. It seemed that as far back as April 1906, he had written in the Cavalry Journal that “Conflicts, no doubt, will be carried out in the future in the air, on the surface of the earth and water, and under the earth and water.”

Arnold was fascinated with Mitchell as an advocate of military aviation, but the admiration ran both ways. Mitchell had been impressed with Arnold both as an airman and as an officer. If anything, he had more faith in Arnold’s future as both than did Arnold himself, steering him back into Army aviation in 1916.

On May 20, after serving two months with the 3rd Infantry, Captain Arnold reported for duty as the Aviation Section supply officer at Rockwell Field (named after Arnold’s deceased West Point classmate) on North Island in San Diego, California. Arnold had to face down his fear of flying. He flew again, albeit not alone, on October 18, determined to get into the air daily for fifteen or twenty minutes, gradually reacquainting himself with the controls. Finally, on November 26, he flew solo for the first time in just over forty-eight months.

A lot had happened with U.S. Army aviation in those four years. For one thing, the rickety, first-generation Wright Flyers had been superseded by more modern types, including the first of the ubiquitous Curtiss JN series aircraft, the famous “Jennys,” which would be standard equipment for the U.S. Army for the better part of a decade, and that would see action in the punitive expedition against Pancho Villa in 1916. Then there was the size of the service. The Aeronautical Division had an average of twenty-five men assigned to it between 1908 and 1912. When the organization became the Aviation Section in 1914, it was 122-men strong. By 1916, it had 311 men, including about twenty-five qualified pilots. While the division was growing, more than a dozen countries had larger air arms than the United States—and aerial combat, once merely theoretical, was now a common occurrence in the “Great War” raging in Europe since 1914. By force of necessity, the European powers had better-designed aircraft and engines.

American pilots were not yet in mortal combat—except for the American volunteer pilots fighting for the French in the Lafayette Escadrille—but flying could still be hazardous enough. On January 10, 1917, an aircraft piloted by Lieutenant W. A. Robertson took off from Rockwell Field bound for El Centro, California, about one hundred miles inland, in what should have been relatively routine flight, even though, as Arnold noted, aircraft navigation was not easy, with compasses that were “still not too good” and maps that were “only fair.” On board as a passenger was an artillery officer, Colonel Harry Bishop.

When the plane did not arrive on time, Robertson’s fellow pilots, Arnold included, thought they should fly out in search of the missing plane. Their commander, Colonel Edgar Gorrell, thought otherwise and forbade such a mission. Arnold deliberately disobeyed orders, went to look for the missing men, and was reprimanded. In his report, Gorrell called Arnold a “trouble maker,” and “not suited for an independent command.” Robertson’s plane had in fact crashed in the desert, but both he and Colonel Bishop survived the crash and an arduous nine-day hike to Arizona.

Within a matter of weeks, thanks perhaps to the hand of Billy Mitchell, Arnold was once again reassigned. On January 30, 1917, the day after the birth of his first son, Henry Harley Arnold Jr., Captain Arnold was en route to the Panama Canal Zone, tasked with locating a suitable airfield for the new 7th Aero Squadron.

The Aviation Section had four squadrons located within the United States, plus the 2nd Aero Squadron in the Philippines and the 6th Aero Squadron in Hawaii. The 7th Aero Squadron would be activated in Panama as soon as Hap Arnold could find it a base, which meant navigating the strong and divergent opinions of the Signal Corps, the Coast Artillery, and the U.S. Navy. Major General Clarence Edwards, the senior officer in the Canal Zone, told Arnold the decision should be made not in Panama but in Washington by General Leonard Wood, the commanding general of the U.S. Army Atlantic Department.

On April 6, Arnold was aboard a steamer en route to Washington, D.C., when the ship’s radio operator received the news that President Woodrow Wilson had signed a declaration of war against Germany, which had waged unrestricted submarine warfare against American ships and even secretly proposed an alliance with Mexico to attack the United States (this was in the intercepted “Zimmermann telegram” between German foreign minister Arthur Zimmermann and the German ambassador in Mexico). On April 2, Wilson had declared to Congress that neutrality was no longer an option: “The world must be made safe for democracy.”
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