
Under this plan, volunteers would check in with the Army for a physical and a
psychological test. If they passed, they’d attend a civilian flight school close to home.
Once a volunteer graduated, a military pilot would take him for a “check ride.” 
If it went well, the volunteer would report for combat training at an Army base. 

Arnold’s idea eventually produced some 110,000 pilots per year. But more 
were needed. 

Civilian Reserve Pilots

In 1939 the Air Corps tried another idea: the Civilian Pilot Training Program. 
Under this program, civilians could volunteer to train as civilian pilots. This reserve 
of civilian pilots would be available in case of a national emergency. Congress 
set aside $7 million a year for the program. In 1942 the name was changed to 
the Civil Aeronautics Authority War Training Service. About 300,000 reserve pilots
earned their private-pilot certificates by the time the program ended in 1944. 

Black Pilots

Black men were not permitted in the Army Air Corps or in the Civilian Pilot
Training Program. But two African-American pilots-—Dale White and Chauncy
Spencer—refused to accept this. They wanted to draw attention to the exclusion 
of black pilots from the military. So they made a 3,000-mile flight across the 
United States in May 1939 that brought them through Washington, D.C. While 
in D.C., they met Senator Harry Truman of Missouri. They told him about their
mission. He was impressed and got Congress involved. On 22 March 1941 the 
all-black 99th Pursuit Squadron of Tuskegee, Alabama, was born. It was made 
part of the Civilian Pilot Training Program. 

THE TUSKEGEE AIRMEN

Courtesy of AP Photo/USAAF
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All three of these steps—civilian flight schools,
civilian reserve pilots, and acceptance of black
pilots—greatly increased the number of pilots
available to the Army Air Corps and helped 
the United States prepare for war. 

Significant Missions Conducted 
by the Army Air Corps

In the 1930s Army Air Corps officers focused 
on aircraft development. They believed that 
if they could get the aviation industry to build 
a powerful, fast aircraft that could travel long
distances, they could fulfill Billy Mitchell’s dream
of a long-range bomber.

Airplane manufacturers at that time were focusing
on commercial aircraft—because that’s where the
money was. To get the manufacturers’ attention,
the Army Air Corps held a design competition 
for a multiengine bomber. 

As you read in the previous lesson, Douglas
Aircraft came out with two commercial aircraft,
the DC-2 (1934) and the DC-3 (1936) about this
same time. These aircraft put Boeing’s commercial
247 out of date. Army officers gave Boeing a
suggestion for its entry in the design competition.
Instead of using a typical two-engine plane, 
they said, why not design a four-engine aircraft?
Boeing did just that—building the Boeing 299. 

Boeing’s 299 flew to the contest site at Wright
Field in Dayton, Ohio, in July 1935. It won 
the Army competition easily. The aircraft had
speed, range, and altitude. The Air Corps ordered
13 of them. It renamed the plane the B-17. 
The corps could now finally fly long-range
strategic bombing missions using one of the 
most important aircraft of this era. 

The Civilian Pilot Training Program
used Piper J-3 Cubs to train pilots.

Courtesy of the EAA/Jim Koepnick

THE BOEING 299

Courtesy of the US Air Force

THE B-17 FLYING FORTRESS

Courtesy of the US Air Force
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The B-17 was faster than any pursuit aircraft 
in the United States. This made the Army realize
that it now needed better pursuit planes. It signed
contracts for the Curtiss P-36 and the Seversky 
P-35. (The “P” stands for “pursuit.”) These aircraft
could guard American bombers and attack enemy
bombers. It developed other important pursuit
aircraft, as well. When the United States entered
World War II, it had Lockheed P-38s, Bell P-39s,
and Curtiss P-40s in its pursuit arsenal.

One more important invention took place 
during these years. The Army borrowed the
Norden Mark XV bombsight from the Navy to use
in B-17s. This allowed the Air Corps to conduct
precision daylight bombing by just a few aircraft
in a tight formation instead of raids by a large
number of planes saturating a wide area.

The Air Force’s Path Toward Independence

The Army Air Corps officially became the Army Air Forces on 20 June 1941. 
The new Air Force remained under the command of the Army. But it could now
oversee its own functions in combat, training, and maintenance. Maj Gen “Hap”
Arnold took command of the Army Air Forces. 

The Rationale of Advocates for an Independent Air Force

After Brig Gen Mitchell’s resignation in 1926, others carried his ideas forward. 
The foundation of his air-power theory was the long-range bomber. Once Boeing
built the B-17, long-range bombing missions could become a reality. Here was a
concrete reason for an independent air service. Air power was an offensive weapon.
It could strike at military bases and factories in enemy lands. It could do much 
more than protect ground troops. And it didn’t need to be under the command 
of Army officers. 

As long as air power was a part of the Army, air advocates believed it would remain
underfunded and underdeveloped. They were right—air power was suffering. As late
as 1928, the Army placed greater emphasis on observation aircraft than on bombers. 

In 1934, air power faced another setback. President Roosevelt turned over airmail
delivery to the corps. Within short order, nine fatal crashes occurred. The crashes
were not entirely the corps’ fault. It didn’t have enough money, for one thing. 
Its aircraft weren’t outfitted with night instrument panels and other equipment.
Pilots weren’t well trained for night flight. These things made it clear to such 
people as Mitchell that air power needed to go its own path to grow. 

THE CURTISS P-36 HAWK

Courtesy of the Air Force National Museum



The Rationale of Objectors to an Independent Air Force

The Army General Staff was the biggest proponent of keeping the Air Corps 
in the Army. The Army was, after all, steeped in history. Ground forces had been 
a part of war for thousands of years. Many in the Army saw air power as no more
than long-range artillery. They wanted the Army to keep total control of its air arm,
just as the Navy controlled its own air arm. But major advances in technology 
such as the B-17 would make the old ways more difficult to maintain. 

Maj Gen Benjamin Foulois:
From Army’s First Pilot 
to Air Chief
Benjamin Foulois (1879–1967) started
his military career as an enlistee. He
spent the last four years of his career 
as chief of the Air Corps—quite a leap.
Like Brig Gen Billy Mitchell, he spoke
out for an independent air force.

Foulois was only 5 feet, 6 inches, tall.
But he loved adventure. And he loved 
to fly. Even when he was chief of the 
Air Corps, he spent more time in the air 
than many of his junior officers.

Even in his early years of service,
Foulois achieved several milestones. 
He became the Army Signal Corps’ first
pilot when he flew Dirigible No. 1 in 1908. He rode with Orville Wright in 1909. 
With the Wrights’ help, he learned to pilot a plane while stationed at Fort Sam
Houston, Texas.

Foulois served in World War I at home and abroad. After the war, he testified before
the Senate Military Affairs Committee. He suggested that the committee sponsor 
a bill to create an air department. 

Foulois held strong opinions, which helped and hurt him throughout his career. 
In oral and written statements, he criticized the Army and Navy for failing to support
an independent air force. Nonetheless, he ended up as chief of the Air Corps from
1931 to 1935. He resigned in 1935 when he came under attack for the Air Corps’
mishandling of the airmail mission. 

Flight Paths

MAJ GEN BENJAMIN FOULOIS

Maj Gen Benjamin Foulois (left) was 
chief of the Air Corps from 1931 to 1935.

Courtesy of the US Air Force
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Creation of a Separate Air Corps Headquarters

When two sides can’t agree, a compromise is often necessary. In 1933, Maj Gen
Hugh Drum headed an Army board that explored possible changes in the structure
of the Air Corps. The board recommended that the War Department form a General
Headquarters Air Force (GHQ). The GHQ would command the aerial combat arm. 
The Air Corps would retain training and logistical duties. Logistics is the aspect 
of military operations that deals with the procurement, distribution, maintenance, and
replacement of materiel and personnel. Secretary of War George H. Dern endorsed 
the plan. But nothing happened for a few years. 

In 1934, the War Department set up another board. Former Secretary of War
Newton Baker chaired this group. It, too, proposed a combat group separate 
from training and logistical duties. 

The recommendations of the Drum and Baker boards were implemented in 
March 1935, when the GHQ set up camp at Langley Field, Virginia. GHQ remained
within the Air Corps and answered to the Army. Brig Gen Frank Andrews was 
senior officer of GHQ. In the past, Air Corps commanders had shared responsibility
for tactical units. Now all combat aircraft would fall under Andrews’s command.
During peacetime, Andrews would answer to the Army chief of staff. In war, 
he’d report to a regional combat commander. 

With the formation of the Army Air Forces in June 1941, the Air Corps and 
GHQ now fell under unified control. Maj Gen Arnold was in charge of the 
Air Forces. Under him was Maj Gen George Brett, who was chief of the Air Corps. 
Lt Gen Delos C. Emmons headed the new Air Force Combat Command (formerly
known as the GHQ). 

This last change came not a moment too soon. By the end of the year, the 
United States would find itself fully engaged in war in both Europe and the Pacific.
The experiences gained during that war, and the performance of the Army Air 
Forces, would finally lead to complete autonomy—independence—of the US Air Force
with the passage of the National Security Act of 1947. 
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CHECKPOINTS

Lesson 1 Review 
Using complete sentences, answer the following questions 
on a sheet of paper.

1. What was the name of the captured German battleship 
that was supposed to be unsinkable?

2. Which American president established the Army Air Service 
in May 1918?

3. What is the name of the Army air branch that Congress created 
in 1926?

4. What happened to Brig Gen Billy Mitchell when he criticized 
senior officers in the Army and Navy?

5. What is Col Ulysses Nero considered the father of? 

6. Why did President Roosevelt ask Congress in 1939 to increase 
the number of officers in the Army Air Corps?

7. When the Army Air Corps didn’t have enough facilities to train
pilots, what was one of the programs the corps set up? 

8. What was one of the most important aircraft the Army Air Corps
ordered during the 1930s?

Applying Your Learning 

9. Why do you think it took so many years to convince Congress 
that the Air Force should be independent, rather than a branch 
of the Army?
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