
Brig Gen Billy Mitchell’s
Stamp on Air Power 
Brig Gen William “Billy” Mitchell
(1879–1936) was a controversial figure in
US air power. He played a vital role in the
creation of the US Air Force. He believed
the bomber should be a key weapon of
warfare. He thought it could bring the
battle to the enemy and shorten wars. 

Mitchell got off to a great start in life. 
He was the son of a US senator from
Wisconsin. In 1895 he entered George
Washington University in Washington,
D.C. He was only 16 and the youngest
student at that time to enter that school.
By age 18, he was a second lieutenant 
in the Wisconsin Volunteers. At 19, 
he was promoted to first lieutenant. 
By 23, he was a captain in the US Army. 

Mitchell graduated from the Army Staff College in 1909. At age 32 he was 
assigned to the Army General Staff. The General Staff oversees the Army and
makes any decisions on major policy changes. Mitchell was the youngest person
ever posted to it. 

During World War I Mitchell was chief of the Air Service for American forces 
in Europe. Experiencing battlefield action helped persuade him of the great
possibilities of air power. The battles also convinced him that the air arm 
needed its independence. 

After World War I Mitchell was named deputy chief of the Air Service. During 
those years, he conducted bombing tests such as the one against the Ostfriesland.
He also spoke publicly and wrote about the need for a separate air force. 
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But in 1925 Mitchell got into trouble. He harshly criticized senior officers in the
military. A Navy plane had recently disappeared during a flight to Hawaii. And 
a Navy dirigible had crashed, killing 13 crew members. Referring to these events,
Mitchell said, “The high command of both the Army and the Navy are guilty 
of incompetency, criminal negligence, and almost treasonable administration 
of the national defense.” Someone who is incompetent is lacking the qualities 
needed for effective action. A treasonable act is one that involves a violation 
of allegiance towards one’s country. 

Because he so openly criticized military officers, Mitchell was court-martialed 
for insubordination under the 96th Article of War. This article forbids “all conduct 
of a nature to bring discredit upon the military service.” Insubordination is a
refusal to submit to authority. 

Mitchell was convicted. Rather than face a five-year suspension, he resigned 
from service in 1926. But he continued to speak for an independent air force.
Unfortunately, Mitchell died in 1936. He never got to see the advent of powerful
bombers such as the B-17 that played crucial roles in World War II. 

In 1946, 10 years after Mitchell’s death, Congress awarded him the Medal of Honor.
The award recognized his insightful air-power theories.

Some people are not only smart. They’re also imaginative. They can put what 
they know in a new perspective. Brig Gen Mitchell was such a person. He predicted,
as early as 1924, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.

Mitchell visited Japan in 1924. He noticed the country seemed bent on expanding 
its territories. He wasn’t sure when that would be. But he figured if Japan went 
to war to expand its influence in the Pacific, it would attack US bases in Hawaii 
and the Philippines from the air and sea. He wrote:

Attack will be launched as follows: 

Bombardment, attack to be made on Ford Island [at Pearl Harbor in Hawaii] 
at 7:30 a.m. . . . Attack to be made on Clark Field [in the Philippines] at 10:40 a.m.

Seventeen years later, on 7 December 1941, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor 
in Hawaii. They struck Ford Island at 7:55 a.m. They hit Clark Field at 12:35 p.m.

Mitchell and Pearl Harbor
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