Military Aviation.  By Clément Ader. Edited and translated by Lee Kennett.  Maxwell AFB, Ala.: Air University Press, 2003. ISBN 1-58566-118-X.  Photograph.   Illustration.  Notes.  Bibliographic note. Pp. xxi, 90.  For distribution go to http://aupress.maxwell.af.mil.


Sometimes gems come in small packages.  Clément Ader’s Military Aviation, is a small, perhaps uncut gem that provides an interesting read for students of aviation history.  Accomplished airpower historian Lee Kennett, in concert with Maxwell Air Force Base’s Air University Press, has accomplished a noble service by editing, translating, and publishing this small piece previously unavailable in English.  For many historians this is new material from early thinking about military air service.


As a young French inventor in the mid-1800s, Ader’s interests in aviation grew out of a fascination with birds and bats, as well as from the influence of his father’s trade as a craftsman.  In addition, the 1870 French disaster at Sedan compounded by governmental unrest haunted Ader, spurring him to contemplate solutions for the country’s glorious return.  Ader envisioned airpower as a key geopolitical success for France (as well as an avenue for personal gain in terms of technological discovery and patent ownership).  Although his strategic arguments are not as sophisticated as Sir Halford Mackinder’s heartland control, Alfred T. Mahan’s blue-water ownership, or Giulio Douhet’s command of the air, they do provide another early airpower perspective.


Like Douhet and others to follow, Ader is a voice crying in the wilderness, lamenting his nation’s malaise toward aerial developments.  In a letter to the French president in 1908, Ader wrote, “Do we need foreigners to teach Frenchmen how to defend their country in the event of an air war?”(p.13).


Presented in a collection of thoughts from intended lecture notes and experimental discoveries involving Ader’s succession of bat-like machines with articulated wings, Military Aviation provides some intriguing prophesy.  Ader contemplated many aspects of aviation: naval air, finance, schools, organization, ground operations, weapons and armament, military infrastructure, command and control, tactics, weather, and governmental programs, to name a few.  Some of these ideas were perceptive and others farfetched; yet, the reader must remember when they were written.  Douhet’s seminal Command of the Air would not arrive for over a decade.

Perhaps the greatest Ader mystery involves his powered flight tests, which he and French biographers claim occurred years prior to Kitty Hawk.  Whether he actually left the ground in flight, hovered barely above the ground or bounced along the ground is still open for debate.  The book mentions that he did, however, experience torque effect from the single engine that caused his machine to lean over on its left wing—something one must ponder had he not been airborne.

Some of Ader’s prophesy was false and some of his technological ideas absurd.  Yet, he was ingeniously ahead of his time in contemplating many aspects of aviation that helped contribute to aerial developments in France and worldwide.  One could argue Ader’s infant work is no gem, but a lump of coal waiting to take flight into the heat and pressure of military aviation. On the other hand, considering the circumstances of his time, one must be moderately impressed with Ader’s visionary, clarion call to aerial arms.
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