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Book Review
by Colonel Michael Cassidy, USAF Ret

Air Mobility: A Brief History of the American Experience
by Robert C. Owen, 2013, Potomic Books

If you are connected with the Air Mobility profession you need to 
get, and read, Air Mobility: A Brief History of the American Experience, 
by Col Robert Owen (USAF, retired). If you have been in this busi-
ness for a long time or you are just starting out, 
you need to read it and study the implications 
it offers. From General Officers, to the Airman 
Basic, from Active to Reserve component, from 
the civic leaders to the leaders of industry, from 
Airmen to soldiers to Marines, from Airlifters 
and to those of us in the Tanker community 
we all need to know this story. Some of you 
may already know some of the stories, but I 
promise many will be new to even the most 
dedicated students of our profession.

Owen’s work is the only comprehensive 
discussion of all the things that shaped, and 
continue to shape, the unequaled sophistica-
tion and power of the American air mobility 
system. These include the assessed experience, 
theory, culture, national and inter-service poli-
tics, technology, tactics and personalities. This 
is a great academic work; the footnotes will 
take you to many great sources. But don’t get 
caught thinking about it simply as an academic 
work, it is inspiring, our American Air Mobil-
ity story is inspiring and knowing how we got 
where we are today adds to that inspiration.

Colonel Owen (USAF, retired) is “one of us,” 
he is uniquely qualified to produce this work. Following three tours 
as a C-130E/H pilot and one to the Air Force Academy History Depart-
ment; the Air Force sent him in the late 1980s for doctoral studies 
at Duke University, where he wrote his dissertation on the rise of 
the American airlift arm. 
Over the remainder of his 
career, Owen served as 
mobility chief in the HQ 
USAF Doctrine Division, 
as Commandant of the 
School of Advanced Air-
power Studies (SAAS) and 
Chief of the AMC Doctrine 
and Concepts division. 
Throughout, he published 
and spoke frequently on 
air mobility issues, includ-
ing participation as a pre-
senter or panel chair at al-
most every Airlift/Tanker 
Association convention since the mid-1990s. Additionally, he was my 
SAAS professor from 1994-1995 and I consider him a friend.

Air Mobility covers “our story” from the earliest thinking in 1783 
through the War on Terror in the 2010s. The book is a series of crisp, 
well-organized chapters focused on either periods of time or impor-
tant issues. It weaves together all of the major elements of the Amer-
ican mobility system, including Air Force airlift and air refueling 
forces, Army battlefield airlift, and Marine Corps and Navy organic 
transports and tanker-transports. 

In his final chapter, “The Secret is People,” he argues that “this 
complex human and material mechanism was…the product of 

cultural evolution,” in which “the really important lessons of 
dedication, leadership, courage, coordination, and persistent ex-
cellence of execution were passed person to person, generation to 

generation…”
I will be bold (especially with my former 

professor and friend) and recommend you read 
this final chapter first; it will help you think 
about the big picture. Then read the next to 
last chapter next, Chapter 25, where Owen uses 
the humanitarian airlift to Haiti following the 
earthquake in January of 2010 as an example of 
the current complexities and the amazing ca-
pability of American Air Mobility. This chapter 
will inspire you and make you appreciate that 
you are part of something big (the sum really is 
bigger than the individual parts). I wager that 
many of us will read this story and get a ‘lump 
in their throat’ and swell with pride. Then go 
back and start at the beginning, re-reading the 
last two chapters, this will get you the entire 
story and enable you to fully appreciate Ow-
en’s main points in the last two chapters. You 
will read those chapters and know how all this 
started and all the machinations behind how 
we got to where we are today.
 I also have to add that I have a favorite open-
ing in this book, that is a favorite opening to 
a chapter. In the chapter in which Owen out-

lines, in good detail, Operation Nickel Grass he starts the chapter 
with the following statement, “It would be an overstatement to say 
that General Paul K. Carlton saved the world all by himself during 
the Arab-Israeli War of 1973. He had some help.” To me that sums 

up what today’s “American 
Air Mobility” team does 
almost every day, you save 
the world, as a team.
 In short, Air Mobility: A 
Brief History of the Ameri-
can Experience is the prim-
er on the way things were, 
the way things are, and 
the important elements 
for the future of air mobil-
ity. Young or old, officer, 
airmen or civilian will 
benefit, and be inspired, 
by the story it tells and the 
fundamental truths it im-

parts about our Air Mobility professional world. Bottom-line, get this 
book and read it…today. 
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FROM THE INTRODUCTION

“Global air mobility is an American invention…

[and] the very possession of global mobility has made

America the world’s philanthropist…[with] tens

perhaps hundreds of thousands of people

ow[ing] their lives to the speed at which

U.S. air mobility forces [have] brought relief.”
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