The Development of Military Night Aviation to 1919. By William Edward Fischer Jr. Maxwell AFB, Ala.: Air University Press, 1998.

In 1862, a Confederate officer in the Civil War became a reluctant participant in the world’s first “military free balloon night flight.” When the cable of, Capt John R. Bryan’s observation balloon parted, he drifted unhappily back and forth across the lines, until he managed to land back on the Confederate side before daylight.

This amusing but instructive little incident is one of many recounted by air capabilities analyst Maj. William E. Fischer Jr., USAF, in a book which places military night flying into its truly fascinating historical context.

The Development of Military Night Aviation reveals, how, through trial and error, the challenges of the night flying environment were met and successfully exploited for both tactical and strategic purposes. Painstakingly researched and referenced, this book is highly readable and of considerable interest to students of military aviation history, and those concerned with factors influencing—for better or worse—the innovative development and implementation of strategy.

A remarkable fact to emerge is the existence in the early twentieth century of mili​tary aviation theorists whose ideas were well ahead of their time. As early as 1908, a Colonel Capper of the British balloon factory argued that air power was necessary as the antidote to seaborne invasion. Capper’s views were, understandably, rejected by the Royal Navy, but avidly digested by the US Signal Corps.

Some far-sighted and also some temporarily myopic individuals of the nascent American military aviation scene are dealt with in tantalizing references to Wilbur Wright, “Hap” Arnold, “Billy”" Mitchell, Muir S. Fairchild, and Glenn Martin, to name a few.

It must be remembered that night flying, before 1919, was a radical undertaking at a time when daylight aviation was still pioneered by “those magnificent men in their flying machines.” Just how magnificent they really were emerges from Fischer’s narration of daring individual exploits in the night skies of Europe in the Great War.

It was thanks to the, at times, reckless experimental courage of such men that air power became an undeniable reality both by day and by night. As Fischer’s text reveals, however, the story of that reality is one fraught with tragic paradox.

It is clear that the greatest stimulus to progress in the night aviation field was war itself. From the first lumbering night time zeppelin raids on England to the develop​ment of RDF, illuminated instrumentation, and runways for piston-engined biplanes, the exigencies of war determined development up to 1919.

Fischer finds an alarming irony in that, despite the lessons of the Great War, both America and Britain persisted with costly, daylight strategic bombing operations in World War II, until the loss rate compelled the RAF to return once again to night time sorties. The United States, he argues had “no combat night bombing legacy from the First World War,” which explains, perhaps, why the Air Force continued with daylight strategic bombing long after the British had abandoned it.

He concludes that in the peace which followed the “war to end all wars,” development of night aviation virtually terminated. Reduced defense spending and the absence of research facilities ensured that hard-won knowledge from the past contributed little towards preparation for the future. In a pioneering era of military space-age technology, Fischer’s analysis is as germane to today as it was to a time when strategic military night flying bordered upon science fiction fantasy.
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