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The View From the Plexiglas Dome

Few subjects remain as controversial in SecondWorld
War historiography as the Allied bombing campaigns,
particularly the American strategic offensives against
Germany and Japan between 1943 and 1945. Such con-
troversy has often expanded beyond academic circles
and into the public realm, as scholars, veterans and oth-
ers contest and recast the history and memory of these
events. In 1995, a Smithsonian Institution exhibition
commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of the war’s end
erupted into a bitter debate, with attention focused on
the interpretation and presentation of the Enola Gay.
The resulting argument between Smithsonian histori-
ans, Second World War veterans and others became a
cause celebre of the 1990s culture wars, destroying ca-
reers and reputations and sparking a Congressional in-
vestigation. Ten years later, a substantial body of liter-
ature has appeared around these events and their after-
math.[1] At the end of the 1990s, the controversy shifted
ground to Germany, where writer W.G. Sebald and jour-
nalist JÃ¶rg Friedrich revitalized the debate from a dif-
ferent perspective and precipitated an impassioned di-
alogue among Germans about the consequences of the
air war.[2] These are treacherous historical shoals, with

many perspectives already actively competing; given this
context, Ralph Nutter’s memoir appears at a good time,
as his account directly addressesmany of the debates that
surround strategic bombing.

In 1943 and 1944 Nutter served as lead navigator for
the Eighth Air Force over Germany and as group navi-
gator for Haywood “Possum” Hansell, chief planner for
the Eighth Air Force under Carl Spaatz. He later served
in the same capacity for Curtis “the Eagle” LeMay. In
1945, Nutter would cross paths with both men again in
the Pacific, where all three collaborated to direct Army
Air Force operations against Japan. The first half of
the book outlines Nutter’s career as a navigator for the
Eighth Air Force. Nutter traces the Eighth’s fortunes as
it attempted to prove the value of high-altitude preci-
sion daylight bombing–first against targets in German-
occupied Europe and later against targets within Ger-
many. Nutter’s first-hand accounts of these missions re-
tain their immediacy and danger despite the passage of
over sixty years and they serve as hooks, drawing the
reader into the larger story. As Nutter convincingly illus-
trates (and contrary to contemporary press reports), the
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Eighth Air Force’s performance until late 1944 was indif-
ferent at best, with lack of fighter support, wildly inaccu-
rate bombing results and leadership resistance to tactical
innovations the chief culprits. While none of these argu-
ments are new, Nutter succeeds in adding nuance to the
traditional narrative by exposing the role of leadership
and personality behind these shortcomings and their res-
olution. Nutter’s account is particularly valuable in this
regard, for he provides a detailed analysis of the leader-
ship styles of both Hansell and LeMay, the two figures
responsible for the evolution and development of Ameri-
can strategic bombing doctrine and practice. Nutter por-
trays Hansell as a careful planner, committed to proving
his belief in high-altitude precision daylight bombing of
military targets. This strategy conformed to Hansell’s
perceptions of “civilized” warfare that avoided civilian
targets and his abhorrence of area bombing as morally
and ethically wrong. In contrast, LeMay appears as a
no-nonsense, pragmatic leader who accepted the reali-
ties of total warfare and endorsed area bombing as the
only effective way to destroy enemy targets–particularly
those dispersed within urban areas–given the contingent
technological and political circumstances. Hansell and
LeMay’s careers paralleled each other throughout much
of the war, and Nutter’s close proximity to both men pro-
vided him with a unique opportunity to assess their re-
spective strengths and weaknesses.

As Nutter also shows, both men operated within a
highly charged political environment, with inter-service
rivalry and the pressure for results from above a constant
presence. The Army Air Force operations over Germany
and Japan carried with them enormous implications, as
the air arm sought means and measures to detach itself
from Army command and control. At the same time, the
USAAF attempted to prove its strategic value through
decisive bombing operations against enemy war indus-
tries. Nutter describes the pressure on Army Air Force
chief Henry “Hap” Arnold to achieve these goals, and the
heavy physical price they exacted, on Arnold, his subor-
dinates and aircrew personnel.

The second half of the work shifts to the Pacific,
specifically to the island of Tinian. Nutter describes
the growing pains of the Twentieth Air Force and its
fleet of B-29 Superfortresses, products of the most expen-
sive military program in American history–costing over
three billion dollars by 1944. The B-29 fleet also became
the first aviation unit in United States history to oper-
ate independently of Army or Navy control, an unprece-
dented step that ultimately facilitated General Arnold’s
dream of an independent Air Force. Nutter assesses the

early attempts by Hansell, who was initially in com-
mand of these forces, to bomb successfully only military
targets through precision strikes. As in Europe, initial
attempts to implement daylight precision high-altitude
bombing had little success, and Arnold–under intense
pressure from the Joint Chiefs, Congress and the pub-
lic to achieve spectacular results–replaced Hansell with
LeMay. As in Europe the previous year, LeMay con-
cluded that only low-level area bombing with incendi-
ary payloads could achieve results against dispersed mil-
itary and industrial facilities. The outcome of this strate-
gic shift is well known, with large Japanese urban ar-
eas gutted by firestorms. As Nutter convincingly argues,
bothHansell (who refused to implement this strategy and
was replaced) and LeMay (who ordered it out of prag-
matic necessity) recognized and regretted the enormous
civilian costs of such operations. However, with a con-
temporary perspective often overlooked by subsequent
scholars, Nutter observes that LeMay correctly believed
that nighttime area bombing caused the largest amount
of damage to military and industrial targets at the low-
est risk to aircrews. Throughout the war, the primary
priority for LeMay remained the maximum protection
of his men. Nutter also illuminates a lesser-known role
played by LeMay’s B-29s in the aerial mining of Japanese
harbors, a highly successful operation that he argues
shut down all intracoastal shipping between the Japanese
home islands after June 1945. By the time the war ended,
few viablemilitary targets remained, andNutter recounts
LeMay’s belief that the atomic bomb missions were un-
necessary from a military perspective.[3] Ironically, his
stancemirrored that of his predecessorHansell. The book
ends with a retrospective analysis of strategic bombing
and a brief description of Hansell’s and LeMay’s postwar
careers.

Nutter’s memoir, therefore, is much more than just a
personal account of the air war over Europe and Japan.
In an engaging style, it weaves a deep and textured pic-
ture of the nascent United States Air Force and the lead-
ers who constructed it. It also reveals the complex and
intensely pressurized atmosphere of the war years, from
the cockpits of the B-17s and B-29s to the highest lev-
els of the United States military. Nutter addresses many
of the recent questions surrounding the bombing cam-
paigns. He provides widespread evidence of moral and
ethical anxiety among commanders and aircrews, who
carefully weighed the costs and consequences of area
bombing and reconciled their personal conflicts with an
acceptance of the necessity of brutal violence as a means
to end the brutal violence of the enemy. He considers the

2


