HEART OF THE STORM: the Genesis of the Air Campaign Against Iraq. By Col Richard T. Reynolds, USAF
THUNDER AND LIGHTNING: Desert Storm and the Airpower Debates. By Col Edward C. Mann III, USAF 

(Both books were published by Air University Press, Maxwell AFB, AL, 36112 and are available only from that source.)

Once in a great while there appears, on the scene a book on military affair, that is so well written and so fast paced that it cries out to be read by a very wide audience. If you enjoy Tom Clancy novels, you will love Heart of the Storm and find it very difficult to put down. What is particularly intriguing about this short book, written by an active duty officer, is how candid it is about the sharp differences of view, personality clashes, and mistakes made within the Air Force during three critical weeks in August 1990.
As we all know so well, on 2 August 1990 Iraq invaded Kuwait in a blitzkrieg attack. Immediately thereafter, there was great fear in the Middle East, the United States, and Europe that Iraq would soon invade Saudi Arabia and capture the vital oil fields in the eastern part of the Arabian Peninsula. Regarding the use of airpower, the commander-in-chief of Central Command needed two operational plans—one in case of an Iraqi attack on Saudi Arabia and another if the President asked him to move quickly with an offensive operation to wrest control of Kuwait away from Iraq. General Schwarzkopf was not satisfied with the concept plans that his air component commander and his own staff proposed, all were predominately designed to slow an Iraqi attack into Saudi Arabia, but none presented a reasonable offensive option.

At 0802 on 8 August, Schwarzkopf made a fateful phone call to the Chief Staff of the Air Force. Gen Michael Duggan was out of town so Schwarzkopf talked to the Vice Chief, Gen John Loh. Schwarzkopf asked for two things. First, he wanted Air Force Lt Gen Charles A. Horner to work for him on full time basis. Second, he asked Loh to quickly put together a plan for a campaign. Without a moment’s hesitation Loh granted both requests.

Heart of the Storm highlights the events at US Central Command (CENTCOM) Headquarters in Florida, in the Pentagon, at Tactical Air Command Headquarters at Langley Air Force Base, and in Saudi Arabia during the time before massive military forces could be deployed to the Gulf region. Some of the players are well known: Gen Schwarzkopf, Powell, and Homer, Secretary of Defense Cheney and President Bush. Some of the key players are less well known: Air Force Gens Loh Charles A. May, Robert D. Russ. Robert M. Alexander and Air Force Co John Warden, and the officers from the Marine Corps, Navy, Army, and Air Force who served in the expander “Checkmate” team in the Pentagon. Heart of the Storm tells the story of ho” Warden’s team of talented, forward looking and determined officers, working in the Checkmate vault in the basement of the Pentagon, quickly developed a conceptual plan and moved it through or around a number of major bureaucratic barriers. It also shows how a number of senior Air Force officers tried to prevent a brilliant plan (INSTANT THUNDER) from being accepted and implemented. These senior leaders had a very legitimate concern. They were afraid that the upcoming war in the Gulf, like Vietnam, was going to be run out of the Pentagon. However, this concern together with an unsophisticated grasp of history, strategy, and doctrine made them unable to recognize, acknowledge, or accept the genius of the Checkmate plan for a coherent air campaign.

Although I found Rich Reynolds’ book both fascinating and accurate, there is a problem with Heart of the Storm. By examining only a small slice of time, Reynolds could not show how many of these skeptical officers changed their view after August 1990-they slowly began to accept the wisdom of the Checkmate concept and contributed to its evolution into the full-fledged air campaign of January and February 1991. The harsh disunity within the Air Force that Reynolds so vividly describes had largely disappeared by early January 1991. Gen Homer and his joint staff in Saudi Arabia planned and conducted a brilliant and successful air campaign at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels. The Checkmate team in the Pentagon responded to hundreds of requests from Homer’s planning team and quietly served as a braintrust for the operational planners in the Gulf both prior to and during the Gulf War.

Although Heart of the Storm is a fast read, it does not delve deeply into the conceptual and operational issues with which the planners wrestled. To understand this part of the story, the reader must turn to the second volume in this series, Col Edward C. Mann’s Thunder and Lighting: Desert Storm and the Airpower Debates. In many ways, Mann’s book is a better book for military professionals who wish to gain profound knowledge of the issues underlying air doctrine and the air campaign in the Gulf War. Mann’s writing stands in sharp contrast to that of Col Reynolds. Whereas Reynolds writes with verve and passion, Mann chooses his words with greater care and precision.
The books should probably be read in order—the Reynolds book first to grasp the excitement and the various controversies, the Mann book next for substance and balance. The beauty of the Reynolds book is that it bring out so well the human element in war preparation even at the highest levels. One wonders how many wars (and lives) have been lost because military officers, or politicians, thought that a good plan would sell itself and that everyone would support it regardless of their personal predilections or likes and dislikes. In fact, as Reynolds vividly demonstrates, the human element, time after time, almost torpedoed INSTANT THUNDER. Although the picture that Reynolds paints is not a pretty one, it is vital that future planners and commanders understand this dimension of war; it may well be as important as sound military thinking and planning. Both books point out quite vividly how much of the senior leadership of the United States Air Force had become prisoners of an irrelevant paradigm during the 1980s. At a crucial time in August 1990, they slipped into, and vigorously defended, a facile consen​sus that can best be described as tactical “group think.” It was a group think that was narrow-minded, anti-intellectual and, at times, mean spirited. In fairness to those who will find both books overly critical of senior leaders, neither book highlights the learning and intellectual growth that has taken place within the Air Force since the fall of 1990.

The fact that these highly critical books were published by the Air University is, in itself, an interesting story. Three Air Force leaders deserve highlighting. Gen Chuck Boyd, when he was the commander of the Air University, commissioned the research in 1991. Boyd was well aware of how few senior Air Force officers in 1990 had a strategic grasp of the potential of airpower and how many opposed Colonel Warden and his INSTANT THUNDER plan. Boyd told his team of three officers to be very thorough in its research, brutally honest in its analysis, and to spare no one from fair-minded criticism. In 1994, when the two manuscripts were completed, the commander of the Air University who replaced Boyd, Lt Gen Jay Kelley, faced a real dilemma. He had sent the manuscripts to all the senior officers (both active duty and retired) who had played an important role in either supporting or opposing INSTANT THUNDER. He received many letters in return, most of which strongly urged him not to publish the Reynolds book (there was less concern about the Mann book). After reading the manuscripts and carefully examining 3 years’ worth of research and documentation, Kelley decided that both books should be published. General Ronald Fogleman, Air Force Chief of Staff, fully endorsed and supported Gen Kelley’s decision. The easy answer for Kelley and Fogleman would have been to disapprove publication (the rationale—why spend Air Force money to publicly air the Air Force’s dirty linen?). In addition, Kelley has kept every letter he received, both before and after publication. To ensure that all views are fully documented, these books, the research undergirding them, and the subsequent commentary (all are part of the public record).  The Army Air Corps leaders prior to World War II focused so much on the strategic use of airpower that they largely ignored the military potential of tactical and pursuit aviation. In 1990, the exact reverse occurred. In 1970, I wrote a book about the doctrinal rigidity of the strategic community of the Army Air Corps from 1936 to 1943 and made the then Chief of Staff of the Air Force, Gen Jack Ryan, angry. In 1994, Reynolds and Mann wrote about the doctrinal rigidity of much of the Air Force tactical commu​nity in 1990 and got a strong endorsement from the present Chief of Staff.

I recommend you obtain these two short books, read them carefully, and draw insights from the experiences they relate.
Maj Gen Perry M. Smith, USAF, Retired
Marine Corps Gazette                                     November 1995
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