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

The recent conflicts in the Persian Gulf and the Balkans have made commonplace the use of the darkness of night to conduct aerial operations. William E. Fischer documents the modest beginnings of this practice in The Development of Military Night Aviation to 1919. Fischer discusses the tactical, strategic, pursuit, bombing, and observation/reconnaissance applications of aircraft as well as the training of aircrews and the technologies employed in this important, but little-known, phase of World War I aerial combat on the Western Front. The book illustrates that like its effect on other aspects of aviation, World War I spurred innovation in night flying.

Fischer concentrates on the four years of aerial combat during World War I, where night bombardment, pursuit, and reconnaissance/observation made important strides. Bombardment was the predominant form of military night aviation because the night improved the survivability of slow, lumbering bomber aircraft. Flying at night, however, made navigation and target acquisition difficult, forcing bombers to attack readily identifiable targets such as cities, industrial centers, airfields, and railways. The appearance of German dirigibles and aircraft over England led the Royal Air Force to pioneer night interception techniques through the coordination of pursuit aircraft, searchlights, and antiaircraft artillery in its Home Defense squadrons. After the stalemate broke on the Western Front, both sides used dedicated night observation/reconnaissance aircraft to track major troop movements.

Successful night operations during World War I required the necessary infrastructure for aircrew training and techno​logical innovation. According to Fischer, aircrews were more than mere “frustrated fighter pilots” relegated to bombers. They were graduates of flight schools trained in the operation of increasingly specialized aircraft such as the German R-plane. Pilots and aircrew benefited from innovations in night flying technologies, including the introduction of instrument illumination, altitude indicators, radio direction finding equipment, signaling devices, airborne searchlights, and landing aids like the Holt wingtip landing flare.

Overall, The Development of Military Night Aviation to 1919 is an alarmingly short book on a very important topic, which causes problems for the general reader. First, Fischer assumes the audience will have a thorough background in the history of World War I air power with adequate knowledge of aircraft types and organizational structures. Second, the author’s reliance upon secondary sources regarding the British and German military night aviation campaigns hinders his brilliant use of American and French archival materials. Finally, Fischer’s conclusion merely summarizes the book and boldly states that the combatant nations ignored the doctrinal and technological lessons learned at night during World War 1. He goes on to assert that the failure of the United States to create a “combat night bombing legacy” during World War I may have led to its adherence to daylight strategic precision bombing during World War II, a statement that cannot be substantiated by his evidence. Despite those frustrating points, Fischer’s book contributes to the scant literature on World War I aerial operations at night.
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