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Air Warfare
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THEN “Aviation is good sport,” proclaimed
French General Foch in 1914, “but for warfare
it is useless!” One reason for the general’s
opinion was that early aircraft carried no
weapons. However, less than one year later,
the French had figured out how to fire a
machine gun without damaging the plane’s
propeller. On April 1, 1915, Lieutenant Roland
Garros shot down a German plane using such
a device. Within a few weeks, Germans
learned the secret of his weapon when Garros
was forced to make an emergency landing
behind enemy lines.

The German Anthony Fokker improved
French technology, timing bullets to fire
between the blades of a turning propeller. In
August 1915, the Germans began shooting
back. The resulting air war became a battle of
aces, with skilled pilots shooting down enemy
planes in dogfights. Because planes were
flimsy, casualties were high. A pilot’s average
life expectancy after arriving at the front was
three to six weeks.

When World War I began in 1914, the
United States didn’t even have an air force.
Volunteer American pilots flew with France’s
Lafayette Escadrille. During the battles of St.
Mihiel and Mense-Argonne, General Billy
Mitchell organized hundreds of aircraft to
support advancing allied troops. After the war
ended, General Mitchell began advocating for
an independent United States Air Force.
Mitchell was one of the few military personnel
who realized that planes could support
ground attacks and even sink ships.

CRITICAL THINKING

Directions: Answer the following questions

on a separate sheet of paper.

1. Making comparisons: Contrast the impor-
tance of combat aircraft today with its
importance in World War 1.

2. Drawing conclusions: Reflect on the state-
ment “The country that controls the air will
always win the war.” Do you agree or dis-
agree with this statement? Explain.
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NOW Today, some wars are fought almost
entirely from the air. In 1999, NATO forces
used bombers rather than ground troops to
end Serbian genocide of ethnic Albanians.
When the United States and its allies pursued
Osama bin Laden in 2001, air strikes destroyed
the Taliban air force before commandos had
even set foot on Afghan soil.

Today, military aircraft are capable of inter-
cepting and destroying enemy missiles, air-
craft, and ships. Some of these aircraft carry
enormous “smart bombs,” which can be laser-
guided to hit a specific target.

Military cargo planes are strong enough to
carry heavy equipment such as tanks or
artillery deep into a battle zone. Armored heli-
copters are capable of tracking enemy move-
ments and engaging in air-to-ground attacks.
They also evacuate wounded personnel, con-
duct search-and-rescue missions, and move
troops in or out of battle areas.

The first victory attributed mainly to air
power was the United States defeat of Iraq in
the 1991 Persian Gulf War. Stealth F-117A
fighters and B-2 bombers used their virtual
invisibility on radar to strike deep into enemy
territory, taking out communications centers,
air defenses, and chemical warfare factories
without being fired upon by Iraqi forces.

Today, because planes have become so
complex and expensive, and because skilled
pilots cannot easily be trained, military plan-
ners are experimenting with unmanned air-
craft or drones for combat purposes. For
example, the X-plane Pegasus, an unmanned
plane capable of identifying and destroying
enemy targets, fires a pain cannon that is capa-
ble of disabling an enemy without causing
lasting harm.

3. Synthesizing information: Do research in
the library or on the Internet to learn more
about the history of air warfare. Choose
one person or event that you think is sig-
nificant to air warfare. Write a brief expla-
nation of why that person or event should
be included in a new video about air
warfare.
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