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DODReads Executive Summary  

The Bomber Mafia 

A Dream, a Temptation, and the Longest Night of the Second World War 

 
Thesis: Most military thinkers in the years leading up to World 
War II saw the airplane as an afterthought. But a small group of 

idealistic strategists, the “Bomber Mafia,” asked: What if 
precision bombing could cripple the enemy and make war far 

less lethal? 
 

• Malcolm Gladwell: Is the author of seven New York Times bestsellers. He 
is also the cofounder of Pushkin Industries, an audiobook and podcast 
production company. He was born in England, grew up in rural Ontario, and 
now lives in New York. 

o Twitter 
o Personal Website 
o Videos 

 
 

The Bomber Mafia 

Why this book is important for the Military Professional: 
Creativity and innovation under intense circumstances has always been a hallmark of military leadership. As 
World War II continued to ramp up in intensity and death tolls mounted, military leadership was strained to 
develop more effective ways to engage enemies on multiple fronts. In the future, the U.S. military may be forced 
to deal with similar circumstances. Military professionals must be skilled at leveraging existing and emergent 
technologies to create a force multiplying effect on the battlefield, whether in peace time or war time. 
Additionally, it is important to study the men that composed the “Bomber Mafia.” Viewing them through the lens 
of history can mask the fact that these were fallible people, making decisions with the best information they had 
at the time. The intensity that these men brought to their work was unparalleled and it was driven by one thing in 
Gladwell’s eyes – obsession. 

Part I: The Dream 
• The Pacific theater in World War II brought unique challenges that required innovation to overcome.  

o  The vast distances between strategic targets on or near mainland Japan and allied forces 
brought some measure of insulation from axis attack. Conversely, it also made attacking strategic 
Japanese targets difficult.  

o The B-29 Superfortress brought unprecedented altitude, speed, and range to the Pacific theater. It 
was also capable of carrying far more payload. 

o With the B-29, Japan was in the sights of allied force.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  

• The tactics for the war in the Pacific were, in some ways, born out of the European theater. 

B-29 Superfortress  

 

“B-29s on Saipan were like artillery pointed at the 

heart of Japan…[They] might just as well have tried to 

stop Niagara Falls. The Twenty-First Bomber Command 

was ready to hit its first target.” 

- Ronald Reagan, as war film narrator during WWII 

 

https://www.dodreads.com/category/back-page-notes/
https://www.pushkin.fm/
https://twitter.com/gladwell?lang=en
https://www.gladwellbooks.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0n-lKlqVZkE
https://www.amazon.com/Bomber-Mafia-Temptation-Longest-Second/dp/0316296619/ref=asc_df_0316296619/?tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=533224334354&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=6353613611238884763&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=1027027&hvtargid=pla-1186395660444&psc=1
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• High altitude. Daylight. Precision bombing. That was what the Bomber Mafia cooked up in its 
hideaway in central Alabama. 

o Carl L. Norden’s invention was viewed as a revolutionary capability for the Allies’ ability to strike 
with precision. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

• The Schweinfurt B-17 bomber raid against a ball bearing factory brought together General Haywood 
Hansell and General Curtis LeMay in a joint mission.  

o  The ball bearing factory in Schweinfurt was Hansell’s target, while LeMay would be leading a 
decoy mission against Messerschmidt factories in Regensburg. Things did not go as planned. 

o Out of approximately 2,000 bombs dropped against the ball bearing factory, only 80 hit their 
target. This abysmal 4% hit rate was blamed primarily on the Norden bombsite.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
• Another mission was attempted against the Schweinfurt ball bearing factory, with only marginally better 

results.  
o Adding operational issues with the Norden bombsite, inexperienced aircrew and weather played a 

part in the results of the Schweinfurt raids. 
 

Part II: The Temptation 
• The B-17, with its 2,000-mile range, was insufficient for effective use in the Pacific theater. Thus, leading 

to the development of the B-29 Superfortress, which had a far greater range of over 3,000-miles.  

• Once the Mariana islands were controlled, courtesy of the United States Marine Corps, the Twenty-First 
Bomber Command was deployed there in the summer of 1944 – with Hansell in command. 

o Technological growing pains continued as the brand-new B-29 experienced a litany of mechanical 
and training problems. 

• Hansell was challenged repeatedly in his tenure as commander. 
o An unexpected typhoon thwarted Hansell’s planned attack against Tokyo for 6-days. 
o The high-altitude reached by the B-29s brought them into the jetstream, something that no prior 

aircrews had to contend with. The 140+ mile per hour winds proved too much for the Norden 
sights. High-altitude precision bombing in the midst of a jet stream is impossible. 

o Alternative methods were sought to target Japan, including the development of napalm. 

• Ultimately Hansell was unable to successfully employ napalm as an emergent technology.  

Mr. Norden was content to pass his time in the 

shop, which sometimes was an eighteen-hour 

day. 

 

The whole argument of the Bomber Mafia, their 

whole reason for being, was that they didn’t want 

to cross that line. 

– That line being one in which there is no 

difference between soldiers and civilians 

when concerning targeting decisions. 

 Norden Bombsite 

“But remember that when gears and pulleys are 

moving, they cause friction, and I don’t care how 

much you polish the ball bearings, I don’t care how 

perfect the tolerances, you’re still going to run into 

the issue of friction. And the slightest bit of 

friction means that your analog equivalent to that 

mathematical formula has been messed up. It 

doesn’t work that way anymore.” 

- Historian Stephen McFarland on 

the Norden bombsite’s efficacy 

under combat conditions 

 

B-17 over Germany 
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• In January of 1945, LeMay replaced Hansell, Jr. as the head of the Twenty-First Bomber Command. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• LeMay, a more pragmatic, dynamic leader, adjusted the approach to air operations in the Pacific. 

• In order to counter the challenges posed by the jetstream and weather, LeMay determined that in order to 
successfully attack Japan, the B-29s would need to come in lower. However, the lower altitude would 
place the B-29s squarely in the sights of Japanese anti-aircraft fires.  

o This meant one thing – the attacks must be done at night. 
o Low altitude also meant that precision bombing was not possible. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• The complete destruction of Tokyo during that first attack laid the groundwork for many attacks to follow. 
o Low altitude napalm bombing runs were conducted against Osaka, Kure, Kobe, Nishinomiya. 
o Japanese death toll estimates from these attacks vary between a half a million to a million. 

• Even before the atomic bombs were dropped in Hiroshima and Nagasaki,  
      LeMay believed victory had been achieved. The fire-bombing campaigns  
      against Japan in 1945 broke the resolve of the Japanese. 

• However, the lasting legacy appears to be the precision bombing tactics  
      desired by Hansell and Norden.  

o Modern airpower relies almost exclusively on precision targeting. 
 
 
 
Resources and Additional Reading 

• Curtis LeMay 

• The Quest 

• Airpower  

• Rhetoric and Reality in Air Warfare 

• Decision over Schweinfurt 

 

Curtis LeMay arrived for the changeover, flying himself 

to the island in a B-29. The two men posed for a 

picture together. Lemay said, “Where do you want me 

to stand?” The camera clicked. 

LeMay (left) replaces Hansell (center) as the 

head of the Twenty-First Bomber Command 

1,1665 tons of napalm were dropped on Tokyo, 

killing as many as one hundred thousand people 

The bombs fell from the B-29s in clusters. They were small 

steel pipes twenty inches long, weighing six pounds each, 

packed with napalm. Little baby bombs, each with a long 

gauze streamer at one end, so that if you looked to the sky 

that night in Tokyo, there would have been a moment of 

extraordinary beauty – thousands of these bright green 

daggers falling down to earth. 

General Curtis LeMay in 1954 

Curtis LeMay won the battle. Haywood Hansell won the war. 
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Thanks to Chris Mundy for compiling this Executive Summary. Chris is a former 
Commander of the 99th Reconnaissance Squadron and a retired command pilot with nearly 
3,000 hours of flight time in the T-37, T-38, A-10, and U-2 aircraft. Chris has also served on 
the Headquarters Air Force staff, routinely interfacing with the Office of the Secretary of 
Defense, other military services, industry partners, and Congress. This executive summary 
is composed of both verbatim excerpts and summarizations from The Bomber Mafia, by 
Malcolm Gladwell. Chris can be reached through Linkedin.      

 

 If your office or command is in need of one book or a hundred we would be honored to source them 

 

 

 

https://www.dodreads.com/category/back-page-notes/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/cjmundy/
https://www.dodreads.com/shop/

