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From the OH Kitchen

Dear Readers,
It has been about a year 
since I launched Obscure 
Histories, and it has changed 
dramatically since its initial 
inception. First conceived of 
as supplemental educational 
material for middle school 
scholars, OH has shifted to 
respond to our actual demo-
graphics – discerning profes-
sionals and educators who 
are interested in short-form, 
primary-sourced, historical 
content. In part, the shift was 
made because reviews and 
off-hand comments by en-
thusiastic readers allowed me 
to see that some OH content 
could be considered too grue-
some for young adults. Where 
I saw an opportunity to talk 
about riots and rioting, sen-
sible educators rightly con-
sidered that an act of sedition.

From the start, I’ve wanted to 
be responsive to our reader-
ship, and take interests and 
demographics into consider-
ation as we grow. We are now 
quarterly (for now), and that 
allows us to grow in depth as 
well as breadth. New online 
entries will have additional 
resource links on the article 
page, not a dedicated resource 
page. One of my favorite fea-
tures – The Rabbit Hole – will 
be brought up to the top right 
corner, too. When I talk with
people about OH, the Rabbit 
Hole feature is particularly

useful and unique among similar 
online fare. More than anything, I 
have conceived of OH as a Gateway 
to Inquiry - a starting place, impe-
tus, or nucleus for further research, 
and these searches and resources are 
meant to make that next step easier.

More than anything, 
I have conceived 

of OH as a 
Gateway to Inquiry 

 - a starting place, 
impetus, or nucleus 
for further research.

I am very grateful for your contin-
ued interest in OH. For, to be hon-
est, there is no shortage of original 
content found online. Indeed, there 
is a steady stream of blogs and simi-
larly designed themes that – despite 
appearing uncannily alike – cater to 
niche interests, such as Gettysburg 
History, or the History of Cook-
books. I rather naively started OH 
thinking I could even find a way to 
mine this outpouring of knowledge 
and information, and I saw OH as 
a place for enthusiasts to tell their 
favorite story learned from these 
first-wave efforts. This has not come 
to pass, but I remain hopeful that 
OH’s original tag of “Everyone has a 
story,” can eventually be redeemed. 
I mean, sure: your favorite story 
about the illegality of camel hunt-
ing in Arizona might not carry the 
same emotional heft as NPR’s “Story 
Core,” but I promise you that it will 
make someone smile. (Namely, me. 
Because I love that story.)  
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Also, OH now has “History 
with Science” as the current 
beacon, and my new full-time 
employment has led us to go 
quarterly.  I hope you like what 
we’ve done with the place.

I’m thrilled that one of my 
best pals, Marcie Holmes, has 
agreed to share her ground-
breaking research on USAF 
training techniques; Marcie 
currently has a Postdoc at Birk-
beck in London and she’s very 
busy - we are lucky to have her 
contribution.  I’m excited that 
Brendan Wolfe will again share 
his extensive knowledge of Co-
lonial Virginia, but this time 
examining the difficulties that 
historians have in classifying 
the “armed conflicts” between 
natives and the early colonists.

Our wonderful associates con-
tinue to give us terrific work. 
Julia Chen enlightens us about 
“Columbia,” the early female 
personification of the United 
States, and her transition from 
native savage to protector 
goddess. Julia is also a fantas-
tic copy-editor. Michael Gott 
has an excellent discussion on 
Japanese Fire Balloons used 
in WWII – knowledge about 
the world’s first intercontinen-
tal weapons was kept from the 
general population for years. It 
should again be noted that Julia 
and Michael are 100% volun-
teer associates of OH. I cannot 
begin to express how grateful I 
am for their research, contribu-
tions, assistance, and as general 
counselors.
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My Grandpa Herb – who is 
my inspiration for this kind of 
publication – gives us another 
“Story Behind the Stamp.” This 
stamp story looks at Henry 
VIII’s warship, the Mary Rose. 
I went to Portsmouth in 1988, 
just after the Mary Rose was 
raised from the Channel, and I 
saw the beginnings of her res-
toration. Because of Grampa 
Herb’s article, I now know a lot 
more about the process of pres-
ervation I witnessed.  

My contribution will look at 
WWII’s Second Battle of El 
Alamein - Operation Bertram, 
which took place in Northern 
Africa. Even though the battle 
isn’t as recognized as Norman-
dy or the Battle of the Bulge, it 
was an important and decisive 
battle. When I was researching 
it, however, my investigation 
uncovered a quite obscure spy 
- Renato Levi - who was posted 
in Cairo; those exceptional mo-
ments in researching remind 
me why I love to do history, 
and why OH is still here.

As always, thank you for read-
ing. You are all so important 
to the success of this modest 
little venture, and I’m grateful 
for your support and contin-
ued interest. I am introducing 
the new “Letter to the Editor” 
feature, so comments or com-
plaints can be sent directly to 
me at dana@obscurehistories.
com. Our next issue will center 
on Fabric, broadly conceived. If 
you have a story idea you’d like 
to contribute, I would love to

hear about it! To be fair, we’re test-
driving this format right now, and 
it remains to be seen whether this 
is a one-off, or if we keep doing this 
on some schedule as yet to be deter-
mined. Your comments and engage-
ment would be extremely helpful in 
figuring out our next steps!

Yours in mystery,
Dana

If you like OH stories and materials, please 
consider contributing an ideo for a story, 
making a small donation, or purchasing mer-
chandise from the OH store. As you know, we 
do not make money from OH, and we do this 
because we love it. But we do have operating 
costs to maintain the website. Every little bit 
goes a long way, and we are very grateful for 
any support you can share. Your name will be 
printed in the next issue (unless you wish to 
remain anonymous).  
www. obscurehistories.com
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The design on the cover is meant to evoke 
a WWII fighter aircraft with moth-
style wings. In the Battle of El Alamein, 
camouflage was used in every effort of 
preparation: tanks were turned into lor-
ries and lorries were turned into tanks. 
Things were never as they seemed, and 
deception was used not only to evade 
capture, but to gain significant advan-
tage on the battlefield.  Design by Dana 
Rovang.

TABLE OF CONTENTS
The Mary Rose, HERB WIGNALL 4

        Nautical Archaeology 6
A War By Any Other Name, BRENDAN WOLFE 8
Columbia: Allegory of America, JULIA CHEN 12

U.S. Air Force Training, MARCIE HOLMES 19
FUGO Fire Balloons, MICHAEL GOTT  30

        The Jet Stream 33
The Illusionists of El Alamein, DANA ROVANG 34

        Camouflage in Nature 40
Renato Levi, Jewish Spy, DANA ROVANG 41

        WWII Cyphers 44

VOLUME 1, ISSUE 1 (JUNE 2015)



In April 1509, 
Henry VIII became king. He 
was just 17. With a foresight 
perhaps belying his young years, 
Henry immediately made a large 
Royal investment in shipbuild-
ing, which included the war-
ship Mary Rose. At the time of 
his coronation, Harry had very 
few ships of consequence, and 
the English coast was a regular 
target for French raids. Because 
of his maritime efforts, Henry 
is considered one of the found-
ers of the Royal Navy.  Pictured 
above, this 15 1/2 pence UK 
stamp issued in 1982 shows 
Henry VIII and the Mary Rose, 
the pride of his English fleet.

The Mary Rose launched in 
1511, and she first saw battle 
against the French in 1512. She 
remained in service for 34 years 
until sinking in 1545 when she 
capsized in a skirmish against 
the French. She then lay in the 
fine silt of the Solent Channel 
(between Portsmouth and the 
Isle of Wight) until her recovery 
in 1982. It’s possible that the ship 
was named for his sister Mary 
and the Tudor symbol, the Rose. 

THE STORY BEHIND THE STAMP

Henry VIII and 
the Mary Rose
-a cationary tale -
BY HERB WIGNALL

Or, it could be that the name ref-
erenced the Virgin Mary, who was 
also called “the Mystic Rose.” As the 
ship was built prior to Henry’s break 
with the Catholic Church, either in-
terpretation could be valid.1 Henry 
likely found it expedient to allow 
both of them to flourish.

Recent analysis on some 
of the lead cannonballs 

recovered from the wreck-
age show they had an 

iron core.

The Mary Rose was a carrack, which 
meant that her fore and rear decks 
were higher than the main deck. 
Wanting to make the Mary Rose the 
height of technology at the time, 
Henry introduced cannons to the 
main deck. But this made the Mary 
Rose top heavy and difficult to han-
dle; the bronze and iron guns were 
relatively unwieldy and they were 
initially difficult for naval crews to 
accommodate. Cannonballs were 
made of stone or lead, and they 
could easily pierce a wooden hull. 
However, technology marched on, 
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SCOTT no. 991
Henry VIII and the Mary Rose

CANNONS OF THE MARY ROSE
www.MaryRose.org

Wikicommons

and newer ships were fitted with 
a thin armor plating, which 
thwarted traditional projectiles.

Excitingly, new research shows 
that adjustments were made on 
the Mary Rose to account for the 
enemy’s armored hulls. Recent 
analysis on some of the lead 
cannonballs recovered from the 
wreckage show they had an iron 
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CONSERVATION OF THE MARY ROSE
(USING PEG)

www.MaryRose.org
Wikicommons
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core. When shot, the soft lead 
would yield to the initial armor, 
but the iron core continued on 
to punch through the plating of 
the enemy’s ship.2 This kind of 
technology was previously un-
heard of during this era, and fur-
ther demonstrates that the Mary 
Rose boasted the latest techno-
logical innovations of the day. 
However, as the fate of the Mary 
Rose shows, such technological 
refinements should be balanced 
against more basic practicalities.

The increase in weight 
due to more cannons 
lowered the Mary Rose’s 
gun ports to less than 36” 

above the water line.

After battling the French and 
Spanish for 20 years, heavier 
cannons were mounted during 
an overhaul of the ship that took 
place between 1535-36. During 
this refit, it is thought that the 
original hull done in a “Clinker” 
style was replaced with one done 
in the “Carvel” style. The Clinker 
style had boards overlap, while 
the Carvel paneling was edge to 
edge. This meant that holes could 
be cut in the lower decks to ac-
commodate more gunnery. The 
holes were plugged with water-
tight lids, but had to be watched 
lest a wave gain entry. Further-
more, the increase in weight due 
to more cannons lowered the 
Mary Rose’s gun ports to less 
than 36” above the water line; 
using accumulated work orders 
as evidence, it is estimated that 
the weight of the Mary Rose

doubled from 400 to 800 tons due to 
the alterations and additions made 
over her lifetime, which could have 
contributed to her capsize off the 
coast of the Isle of Wight.3

The exact reasons for her sudden 
sinking are in some dispute. Ob-
servers reported that while engag-
ing an invading French fleet on  July 
19, 1545, she fired her guns on the 
Starboard side. Then, while attempt-
ing a sharp turn in an effort to bring 
her Port guns to bear, water poured 
though the still open gun ports. 
Turning over she sank almost at 
once, and took all but a couple doz-
en of her 400-person crew to their 
deaths. The cause of such a high 
death rate was thought to have been 
the heavy netting covering the main 
deck to help repel boarders, but it 
also tragically prevented the crew 
from escaping. 

Recent analysis of the remains 
found with the wreckage of the
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Mary Rose suggests that be-
tween 30% to 60% of the crew 
were not native to England, 
and were perhaps mercenar-
ies or “prest men,”4 although 
this finding is also in dispute.5 
A common account has it that 
the captain of the Mary Rose, Sir 
George Carew, bellowed to the 
captain of a passing ship that his 
crew was of the “type of knaves 
of whom, he could not rule. ” It 
could be that there were com-
munication issues that contrib-
uted to the Mary Rose’s bizarre 
maneuvering and capsize.

Right after it sank, many at-
tempts were made to recover it, 
but the Mary Rose had sunk too 
far into the channel silt. This silt, 
however, proved to be an excel-
lent preservative.  The wreck 
was rediscovered in 1971 and in 
1982, the Mary Rose Trust sal-
vaged the remains in one of the 
most complex and expensive



undertakings in Maritime ar-
cheology. The remains of the 
ship, along with thousands 
of artifacts, are housed at the 
Portsmouth Historic Dockyard, 
Portsmouth, England.

And that’s the story behind the 
stamp----

By HERB WIGNALL

For more information and sup-
porting material for much of this 
article, please go to the Mary Rose 
Trust online resource: 
www.maryrose.org

1)David Childs, The Warship Mary Rose: The Life 
and Times of King Henry VII’s Flagship (Barnsly: 
Seaforth Publishing, 2007), 17-19. (Go to www.
obscurehistories.com for direct links.)

2) http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/earth/envi-
ronment/archaeology/9991936/Mary-Rose-re-
veals-armour-piercing-cannonball-secret.html 
(Accessed 6/1/2015.)

3) Childs, Warship, 150.

4) L.S. Bella, J.A. Lee Thorpb, A. Elkertond, “The 
sinking of the Mary Rose warship: a medieval 
mystery solved?” Journal of Archaeological Sci-
ence, 36/1 (January 2009): 166-173. 

5) Andrew R. Millard and Hannes Schroeder, 
“‘True British sailors’: a comment on the origin 
of the men of the Mary Rose,” Journal of Archae-
ological Science, 37/4 (April 2010): 680–682.

SCIENCE SPOTLIGHT
Nautical Archaeology and 
Sites of Human Habitation

Digging up the past becomes a 
lot more complicated if you have 
several fathoms of ocean between 
a breathable environment and 
the excavation site. Many kinds 
of cutting-edge technologies are 
employed to recover submerged 
artifacts, including the use of sonar 
and submersibles to assist the 
trained archaeologist divers.

Preservation techniques of sub-
merged artifacts are equally com-
plicated. When artifacts have been 
submerged for a long time, they 
immediately begin to deteriorate 
when they come in contact with 
surface air due to swelling and 
microbial activity. To counter there 
effects, the Mary Rose was treated 
with polyethylene glycol (PEG), 
which gradually replaced the water 
in the structure of the wood.

Maritime, Nautical, or Underwater 
Archaeology is not just looking for 
shipwrecks and sunken treasure, 
but also for sites that were locations 
of human habitation, but became 
submerged with the sea levels 
abruptly rose between 4000-6000 
years ago. One major site that has 
revealed a great deal about Neolith-
ic agriculture is in the Solent, the 
same aquatic Channel that hosted 
the Mary Rose. The site in question 
was coastal at the time and analysis 
revealed continued habitation at 
around 8000 years ago. Intrigingly, 
the submerged site yielded a rich 
patch of DNA from einkorn, which 
was a kind of cultivated wheat
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They use this one 
weird trick to alleviate 

boredom!

www.obscurehistories.com

Want to advertise with OH?
dana@obcurehistories.com

vated wheat known to grow only 
in southern Italy and France. This 
find increases the scope of trade 
in the region, and pushes up the 
timetable of Neolithic culture in 
Britain by nearly 2000 years.

Further Reading 
David Keys, “The remarkable archaeo-
logical underwater discovery that could 
open up a new chapter in the study of 
European and British prehistory,” Inde-
pendent (26 February 2015).
 
Oliver Smith, Garry Momber, Richard 
Bates, Paul Garwood, Simon Fitch, 
Mark Pallen, Vincent Gaffney, and 
Robin G. Allaby, “Sedimentary DNA 
from a submerged site reveals wheat in 
the British Isles 8000 years ago,” Science 
(27 February 2015): 998-1001.

Alexis Catsambis, Ben Ford, Donny 
L. Hamilton, The Oxford Handbook of 
Maritime Archaeology (Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2011).
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July 6th marked the 134th anniversary of 
Kate Shelley’s Train Rescue!

Read her story at www.obscurehistories.com



When the
English landed 
at Jamestown, 
Virginia was in the middle of 
a seven-year drought and the 
worst dry spell in 770 years..1  
The Indians cautiously sussed 
out the newcomers, helping 
them a little, while also test-
ing them militarily. Eventually, 
though, competition over a lim-
ited food supply led to war. 

Or did it?

The answer to that question—a 
war or not a war?—goes beyond 
mere semantics. It is at the heart 
of how historians understand 
this crucial moment and how 
educators help, or sometimes 
fail to help, students make sense 
of history.

First, though: the “war.”

It’s true, there were raids and 
battles. Late in the summer of 
1609, for instance, an English

Brendan Wolfe is a Senior Fellow 
at OH and the Managing Editor of 
Encyclopedia Virginia, a publica-
tion of the Virginia Foundation for 
the Humanities.

A War by Any Other Name
THE NATURE OF CONFLICT IN THE AMERICAN COLONIES
BY BRENDAN WOLFE

attempt to negotiate for Nansemond 
land resulted in the deaths of two 
English messengers and the de-
struction of a Nansemond town—
with houses ransacked, temples de-
stroyed, and corpses defiled.2 A few 
months later, the Indians retaliated 
with an ambush that killed about 
thirty-three colonists, including the 
horrifying death-by-torture of Cap-
tain John Ratcliffe.3 

That winter the Indians made it 
nearly impossible for the English 
to safely leave their fort at James-
town—what at least one historian 
has described as a classic military 
siege4—which prevented the set-
tlers from hunting or raiding Indian 
fields for food. This led to the fa-
mous Starving Time, during which 
about three-quarters of the English 
population died.

The colony managed to survive, but 
barely. The next summer, “desyreous 
for to be Revendged,” in the words 
of George Percy, the English un-
leashed a series of brutal attacks that 
included the killing of a chief ’s wife 
and children.5 More of the same fol-
lowed over the next several years. 
Employing tactics perfected in the 
Irish wars, the English engaged in 
deception, random slaughter, the 
killing of women and children, and 
the destruction of whole towns.6

They even invoked martial law 
at Jamestown.7

Then, with the help of an Indi-
an leader, the English captured 
Pocahontas.8  Using her as lever-
age, they sailed 150 soldiers—
with their prisoner plainly in 
view—up the York River, deep 
into Indian-held territory. Stop-
ping near present-day West 
Point, Virginia, they confronted 
several hundred Pamunkey war-
riors in what must have been a 
highly dramatic scene.

Except that no one on either side 
fired a shot.9

 
A few weeks later, Pocahon-
tas received permission from 
her father, the paramount chief 
Powhatan, to marry John Rolfe, 
and just like that, the war ended.

If we want to call it a war, that is.

They confronted several 
hundred Pamunkey 

warriors in what 
must have been a 

highly dramatic scene.

Except that no one on 
either side fired a shot.

8
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Many scholars have been reti-
cent about using that word. 
Some, like the anthropologist 
Frederic W. Gleach, have argued 
that, for the Algonquian-speak-
ing Indians of Virginia, the con-
cept of war involved something 
else entirely. They had tradition-
ally engaged in low-level con-
flict that was nearly constant; it 
did not begin or end as clearly as 
European wars did. To call this 
Anglo-Indian fighting a war, in 
other words, would be to un-
derstand it only from a Euro-
pean perspective.10 Other schol-
ars, though, have argued that it 
doesn’t quite make sense from 
that perspective, either. They 
have long noted, with Nancy
Oestreich Lurie, that “armed 
clashes occurred frequently, 
but there were not organized
hostilities.”11   

Where are the armies? Where is the 
coordination and the long-term strat-
egy? these historians have wondered.

J. Frederick Fausz was the first to 
dub the period of fighting that lasted 
from 1609 until 1614 the First An-
glo-Powhatan War. That was back in 
1977 and then again, in more detail, 
in 1990.12  Over the next several de-
cades historians slowly warmed up 
to his conclusion that, with attacks, 
counterattacks, a siege, and prison-
ers, this must have been a war. Be-
sides, Fausz pointed out, the English 
themselves called it a “warre.”13

Such a debate matters because label-
ing this fighting a war, and giving 
that war a beginning and an end, 
helps historians to make sense of
why, for example, so many English 
men and women died during the 
Starving Time.

Or why the marriage of Poca-
hontas constituted a shrewd 
diplomatic move for both sides. 
And yet, even as the terminol-
ogy has found its way into class-
rooms, the meaning of the First 
Anglo-Powhatan War has been 
more difficult to grasp.

Mention of the war, for instance, 
appears in the widely used his-
tory textbook The American 
Pageant.14  Something crucial 
is missing, though. While the 
textbook’s authors note when 
the war ended, they neglect to 
say when it began. Was it in the 
autumn of 1609, as Fausz has 
argued? Apparently not, as the 
book describes this as a time 
marked by “a shaky peace” dur-
ing which Pocahontas helped “to 
provide needed foodstuffs” for 
the English. 

9
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The very next sentence, how-
ever, describes the onset of the 
Starving Time. One might be 
inclined to ask why the English 
were forced to subsist, as George 
Percy reported, on “doggs Catts 
Ratts and myce” when Pocahon-
tas was helping to provide them 
with food.15  The textbook does 
not, and perhaps cannot, say.

The authors go on to describe 
the so-called Irish tactics used 
by the English, but there is no 
suggestion that such violence 
was ever either provoked or re-
ciprocated during the First An-
glo-Powhatan War. Instead, the 
Indians are rendered passive. 
Fausz has speculated that many 
scholars are squeamish about 
Indian violence lest they fall into
stereotypes of the Indian as “sav-
age.”16  And yet the only time 
the Indians act in this section of 
American Pageant—they “struck 
back in 1622,” to begin the Sec-
ond Anglo-Powhatan War—it is 
in the context of an attack that 
for hundreds of years has been 
described by historians and the 
general public only as a “massa-
cre.”17

Where are the armies? 

Where is the 
coordination and the 
long-term strategy? 

-- historians have 
wondered.

1622 JAMESTOWN MASSACRE
Woodcut by Matthaeus Merian (1628)

WIKICOMMONS

Virginia’s Standards of Learning 
(SOL), developed by the state De-
partment of Education to guide 
social studies curriculum, fall into 
another trap. Perhaps in an attempt 
to avoid both the stereotype of the 
Indian as a savage and the Indian as 
a passive actor, the SOLs fail to men-
tion any war or violence at all. In the 
standards for fourth-grade Virginia 
Studies, for instance, teachers are 
instructed to emphasize “the inter-
actions between the English settlers 
and the native peoples, including 
the contributions of Powhatan to 
the survival of the settlers.”18

This has led to incoherence, such as 
what can be found in Our Virginia: 
Past and Present, a fourth-grade 
textbook that follows the SOLs 
closely. On page 55, the author Joy 
Masoff describes Pocahontas as 
having “bridged the Indian and 
English worlds, serving as a contact 
when the Indians brought food to 
the starving settlers.” 

And yet one page later, the set-
tlers are reduced to eating their 
horses and dogs, their belts and 
boots.

Why?

Without violence, without war, 
Masoff is helpless to explain. 
She writes that “in their excite-
ment to do well, [the English] 
failed to stow away enough food 
for their own needs.” But even a 
fourth-grader ought to be smart 
enough to wonder, What in the 
world happened to Pocahon-
tas? Later, when Pocahontas is 
married, Masoff writes that “an 
uneasy peace settled over Vir-
ginia”—without having once 
suggested there had been any-
thing but peace!19

One need not fully adopt Fausz’s 
insistence on  the word “war” to 
understand that the discussion 
is important. 

10
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It helps historians to better un-
derstand relations between 
the Indians and the English at 
Jamestown. And it helps teach-
ers make sense for their students 
of a confusing but critical time 
in American history. 

By BRENDAN WOLFE

SOURCES
1) D. W. Stahle, et al., “The Lost Colony and 
Jamestown Droughts.” Science, 280/5363 (April 
24, 1998): 564–567.

2) George Percy, “A Trewe Relacyon,” in Captain 
John Smith: Writings with Other Narratives of 
Roanoke, Jamestown, and the First English Settle-
ment of America, James Horn, ed. (New York: 
Library of America, 2007), 1095–1097.

3) Henry Spelman, “Relation of Virginea,” in 
Captain John Smith: Writings with Other Narra-
tives of Roanoke, Jamestown, and the First English 
Settlement of America, James Horn, ed. (New 
York: Library of America, 2007), 967–969.

4) J. Frederick Fausz, “An ‘Abundance of Blood Shed 
on Both Sides’: England’s First Indian War, 1609–
1614,” Virginia Magazine of History and Biography, 
98/1 (January 1990): 26.
5) Horn, ed., 1103.

6) Fausz, 33.

7) William Strachey, comp., For the Colony in Virgin-
ea Britannia. Lawes Divine, Marall and Martiall, &c. 
(London: printed for Walter Burre, 1612).

8) Samuel Purchas, ed., “A Letter of Sir Samuell Argoll 
touching his Voyage to Virginia, and Actions there: 
Written to Master Nicholas Hawes. June 1613,” in Hak-
luytus Posthumus or Purchas his Pilgrimes (Glasgow: 
James McLehose and Sons, 1906), 19:90–94.

9) Ralph Hamor, A True Discourse of the Present State 
of Virginia (Richmond: Virginia State Library, 1957; 
reprint of London edition, 1615), 6–9.

10) Frederic W. Gleach, Powhatan’s World and Colo-
nial Virginia: A Conflict of Cultures (Lincoln: Univer-
sity of Nebraska Press, 1997), 5.

11) Nancy Oestreich Lurie, “Indian Cultural Adjust-
ment to European Civilization,” in  Seventeenth-Centu-
ry America: Essays in Colonial History, James Morton 
Smith, ed. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press, 1959), 48. Quoted in Fausz (1990), 5.

12) Fausz, The Powhatan Uprising of 1622: A 
Historical Study of Ethnocentrism and Historical 
Conflict. PhD dissertation, College of William 
and Mary, 1977. Cited in Gleach, 5.

13) H. R. McIlwaine, ed., “A Breife Declaration 
of the Plantation of Virginia duringe the first 
Twelve Yeares, when Sir Thomas Smith was Gov-
ernor of the Companie, & downe to this present 
tyme. By the Ancient Planters nowe remaining 
alive in Virginia,” in, Journals of the House of 
Burgesses of Virginia 1619–1658/59 (Richmond, 
1915), 32. Quoted in Fausz (1990), 3.

14) David M. Kennedy, Lizabeth Cohen, 
Thomas A. Bailey, The American Pageant. Vol-
ume I: To 1877, 14th edition (Boston: Wad-
sworth, 2010), 32.

15) Horn, ed., 1099.

16) Fausz (1990), 5.
   
17) Kennedy, et al., 32. Until very recently one 
of Virginia’s most popular textbooks, Virginia: 
History, Government, Geography by Frances But-
ler Simkins, Spotswood Hunnicutt Jones, and 
Sidman F. Poole (New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1964), describes “the Great Massacre” as a 
“plot” by Indians as “clever” as they were “treach-
erous” (97).

18) Virginia Department of Education, History 
and Social Science Standards of Learning: Cur-
riculum Framework 2008: Virginia Studies. The 
SOLs are in the process of being revised.

19) Joy Masoff, Our Virginia: Past and Present 
2nd ed. (West Palm Beach, Florida: Five Ponds 
Press, 2011), 55–57. For more, see Brendan 
Wolfe in “New problems found in 4th-grade Vir-
ginia history textbook,” by Valerie Strauss, The 
Answer Sheet, Washington Post Online, January 
19, 2012.

FOR ADDITIONAL RESOURCES, 
PLEASE GO TO: 

WWW.OBSCUREHISTORIES.COM 

THE ABDUCTION OF POCAHONTAS
Copper engraving by Johann Theodore de Bry (1618)

WIKICOMMONS



12

Before there was 
Lady Liberty and
Uncle Sam, Columbia 
hailed as one of the earliest 
personifications of the United 
States. While she has lent her 
name to dozens of rivers, cit-
ies, and universities, such as the 
District of Columbia, Columbia 
University, and the Columbia 
River, she remains largely over-
looked in the history of Ameri-
ca’s allegories.

Columbia was strong and beau-
tiful, modeled after Greek my-
thology and infused with a 
unique sense of Americanism. 
She remains a central figure 
in the narrative of how early 
Americans saw the nation, its 
values, and its full potential. 
While Lady Liberty has come to 
symbolize justice, openness to 
immigrants, and the hope of an 
established American dream, 
Columbia’s reputation was ever-
evolving, alongside America’s 
growth. Columbia was at times 
audacious, representing the 
pursuit of freedom, and along-
side it, war and the desire for 
territorial expansion. 

Julia Chen is the Research and 
Communications Specialist at 
Obscure Histories.

Columbia
ALLEGORY OF AMERICA
BY JULIA CHEN

She also conveyed a sense of purity 
and newness, often accompanied by 
a heavenly, if not directly religious, 
connotation.

The timeline of Columbia’s identity 
follows the timeline of the United 
States as it came into its own power. 
Columbia, of course, comes from 
Christopher Columbus. The name 
Columbia used to describe the Unit-
ed States dates back to 1738, when 
it used in the British Gentleman’s 
Magazine.1

The timeline of 
Columbia’s identity 

follows the timeline of the 
United States as it came 

into its own power.

However, she was not the earliest 
allegory of America. Before Colum-
bia, there were European artistic de-
pictions of America. 

Illustrations of Early America
In Theodor Galle’s portrayal 
(above), Amerigo Vespucci en-
counters a sleeping America.2 

This is the first plate from a se-
ries entitled “Nova Reperta” or 
“New Inventions of Modern 
Times,” which celebrated the 
discovery of America and other 
new wonders. America is pre-
sumably a native woman, and 
in the background, a group of 
native people can be seen roast-
ing a human leg. While the land 
seems lush and full of activity 
and life, the contrast between 
the fully-dressed Italian explor-
er and the depiction of the na-
tive people reveals an ignorance 
about the new land and the peo-
ple there. The overt suggestion 
at the native people’s savagery, 
and the potential dangers of the 
new world, is a direct contrast 
to Vespucci’s compass and ship, 
a technological advancement of 
the time. Furthermore, Ameri-
ca’s nakedness and position, as 
she gets up from lying down on  

THE DISCOVERY OF AMERICA
Theodor Galle, replica after Johannes Stradanus, Ca. 1600
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the hammock, reveal her to 
be more vulnerable in this ex-
change.

Nicolaes Berchem’s portrayal of 
America also depicts America as 
a native woman.3 Berhem was a 
popular painter known mostly 
for his landscapes done in an 
Italian style; he was considered 
a great naturalist painter of the 
Dutch Golden Age.4 He was a 
prolific artist and influenced 
media heavily. His depiction of 
America became the standard 
allegory for America: “It was 
all there: the alluring figure of 
‘America’ herself, decked out in 
a dainty feathered skirt and col-
orful feathered headdress; the 
pearls, faintly visible around her

neck, demonstrating the region’s 
endemic richness; the classic bow 
and arrow…alluding to her habit 
of hunting…the mounds of freshly 
mined gold (or perhaps silver) pil-
ing up at her feet, alongside stacks 
of ingots, which indicate the sub-
stantial mineral wealth of the con-
tinent.”5

Interestingly, the Berchem version 
of America was also repurposed 
for depictions of Africa and India, 
revealing “the flexible presentation 
and loose understanding of exotic 
space and geographic meaning.”6

While the personification of land as 
female was not a new concept,the 
depiction of America as a native, 

scantily-dressed, and often vul-
nerable woman demonstrates 
the sentiment of European 
sophistication and superior-
ity over the newly discovered 
lands.

Origins of Columbia
In the late 18th century, the 
name Columbia was going 
around in English publications 
in reference to America. It was 
first used in Gentleman’s Mag-
azine in 1738. The British mag-
azine was a digest of news and 
commentary about a range of 
topics and included the publi-
cation of the debates of Parlia-
ment. Since publication of par-
liamentary debates was illegal, 
the magazine published them 
under the title “Debates in the 
Senate of Magna Lilliputia,” 
adopting Jonathon Swift’s fic-
titious name for Great Britain. 
In the Debates, America be-
came coined as Columbia: “It 
is observable, that their Con-
quests and the Acquisitions in 
Columbia (which is the Lilli-
putian Name fort the Country 
that answers our America,)...”7

The depiction of 
America as a native, 

scantily-dressed, 
and often vulnerable 
woman demonstrates 
the sentiment of Eu-

ropean sophistication 
and superiority over 
the newly discovered 

lands.

ALLEGORY OF AMERICA
Nicolaes Berchem, Mid-late 17th century
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Across the Atlantic in 1776, 
Phillis Wheatley, an African-
American poet and slave, be-
came the first person to use 
the term Columbia poetically 
(above).

In her poem “To His Excellency 
George Washington,” Wheatley 
combines two mythical figures, 
Phoebus Apollo and Athene, 
also known as Minerva, to create 
her Columbia. Columbia’s “gold-
en hair” is from Apollo, while 
Minerva gives way to Colum-
bia’s femininity and association 
with war. However, Wheatley’s 
Columbia is also Christian-
ized. Steele argued that Wheat-
ley’s personification of Colum-
bia combined her identity and 
George Washington’s:

“Wheatley created the personi-
fication both from Apollo – the 
god of poetry and poets and thus 
the representation of the poetess 
herself in masculine embodiment 
– and from Athene – the goddess 
of strategy and generals and thus a 
representation of Washington in a 
feminine embodiment.”8

The fact that it was Wheatley who 
was able to celebrate America as a 
majestic and brave female figure also 
reveals how the notion of Columbia 
had taken on a sense of freedom, or 
perhaps more accurately, a prom-
ise of freedom, that was distinctly 
American. Despite being a woman, 
a slave, and African-American, 
Wheatley is not only able to create 
this poetical image of the nation 
but to also popularize it in public

discourse. Wheatley stands 
in stark contrast to the white, 
mostly European and all free, 
men who had previously con-
tributed to discussions of Amer-
ica. In taking ownership of Co-
lumbia, Wheatley also elevated 
Columbia’s status to beyond a 
mere pseudonym; Columbia 
was now a goddess, full of grace 
and divine strength, ready to 
fight against the overreach of 
power.

Images of Columbia as de-
scribed by Wheatley started 
to emerge in the 19th century.
John Gast’s painting (top right) 
shows Columbia guiding set-
tlers west, bringing light and uti-
lizing modern technology.9 She 
embodies America’s manifest 

To His Excellency George Washington

Celestial choir! enthron’d in realms of light,
Columbia’s scenes of glorious toils I write.
While freedom’s cause her anxious breast alarms,
She flashes dreadful in refulgent arms.
See mother earth her offspring’s fate bemoan,
And nations gaze at scenes before unknown!
See the bright beams of heaven’s revolving light
Involved in sorrows and the veil of night!
  
The Goddess comes, she moves divinely fair,
Olive and laurel binds Her golden hair:
Wherever shines this native of the skies,
Unnumber’d charms and recent graces rise.
  
Muse! Bow propitious while my pen relates
How pour her armies through a thousand gates,
As when Eolus heaven’s fair face deforms,
Enwrapp’d in tempest and a night of storms;
Astonish’d ocean feels the wild uproar,
The refluent surges beat the sounding shore;
Or think as leaves in Autumn’s golden reign,
Such, and so many, moves the warrior’s train.
In bright array they seek the work of war,

Where high unfurl’d the ensign waves in air.
Shall I to Washington their praise recite?
Enough thou know’st them in the fields of fight.
Thee, first in peace and honors—we demand
The grace and glory of thy martial band.
Fam’d for thy valour, for thy virtues more,
Hear every tongue thy guardian aid implore!

One century scarce perform’d its destined round,
When Gallic powers Columbia’s fury found;
And so may you, whoever dares disgrace
The land of freedom’s heaven-defended race!
Fix’d are the eyes of nations on the scales,
For in their hopes Columbia’s arm prevails.
Anon Britannia droops the pensive head,
While round increase the rising hills of dead.
Ah! Cruel blindness to Columbia’s state!
Lament thy thirst of boundless power too late.

Proceed, great chief, with virtue on thy side,
Thy ev’ry action let the Goddess guide.
A crown, a mansion, and a throne that shine,
With gold unfading, WASHINGTON! Be thine.

Phillis Wheatley, 1776
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SPIRIT OF THE FRONTIER
John GAST, 1782

destiny, while still portray-
ing characteristics of feminity 
and purity.  Gast’s painting was 
originally created for George 
Crofutt, who published popu-
lar travel guides for the west. In 
Croffutt’s New Overland Tourist 
and Pacific Coast Guide, Croffutt 
explains the image, writing that 
it “represents the United States’ 
portion of the American Con-
tinent; the beauty and variety, 
from the Atlantic to the Pacific 
Ocean, illustrating at a glance 
the grand drama of Progress in 
the civilization, settlement, and 
history of this country.” Colum-
bia “carries a book – common 
school – the emblem of educa-
tion and the testimonial of our 
national enlightenment, while 
with the left hand she unfold and 
stretches the slender wires of the 
telegraph, that are to flash intel-
ligence throughout the land.”10

Columbia was now 
a goddess, full of 
grace and divine 
strength, ready 

to fight against the 
overreach of power.

Columbia could also be seen 
standing up for the rights of dis-
advantaged groups. She stands 
up for Chinese immigrants in 
1871 (bottom right). The cap-
tion reads “Columbia –‘Hands 
off, gentlemen! America means 
fair play for all men.’”11
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The Chinese question refers 
to the influx of Chinese immi-
grants after the Gold Rush of 
1849 in California.  By 1852, 
30,000 Chinese immigrants ar-
rived in San Francisco, and 
there was much uncertainty 
about how they fitted into na-
tional politics and society.12 The 
immigrants were mostly male 
laborers looking for economic 
opportunity. The Burlingame 
Treaty of 1868 facilitated the mi-
gration of Chinese workers for 
the construction of the Pacific 
Railroad with prepaid contracts 
that provided for the passage 
in exchange for three-five years 
of work. Tens of thousands of 
men signed these types of con-
tracts.13 The Burlingame Treaty 
was by no means an encourage-
ment of Chinese immigration; 
the Chinese were expected to 
return back to China after their 
contracts expired. Neither the 
U.S. nor China wanted perma-
nent Chinese migration, and 
the Chinese government had 
agreed to prohibit it in 1858 in 
Treaty of Tientsin.  In 1882, the 
United States passed the Chinese 
Exclusion Act, which banned all 
Chinese laborers from entering 
the country and denied Chinese 
immigrants the right to natural-
ize. It was the first large-scale 
restriction on immigration, and 
it was the first time that the gov-
ernment barred immigration 
solely based on race and class.14

In 1881, Columbia welcomes 
German immigrants:15 (top 
right)

The U.S. also witnessed a large flood 
of immigration from Europe in the 
mid-19th century. In the 1820s, 
there was less than 150,000 immi-
grants living in the U.S.; that num-
ber grew to over 2.5 million in the 
1850s.16 The majority of immigrants 
were from Ireland and Germany. 
Although they did not face the same 
tone of racism and exclusion the 
Chinese did, they nevertheless suf-
fered from discrimination. Irish and 
German immigrants were viewed 
as different from Americans largely 
due to their Catholicism. Not only 
was the U.S. founded on Protestant 
ideals, but this wave of immigration 
also coincided with a burst of Prot-
estant evangelism.17

In the image above, Columbia 
closely resembles Minerva, one 
of Wheatley’s inspirations for the 
American figure. Minerva was the 
goddess of wisdom, trade, arts, and 
later became associated with war.

Having a Minerva-like figure 
stand up for immigration adds 
an additional political tone to 
the image, suggesting that more 
open immigration policy is a 
wise course of action, and per-
haps even one that would enrich 
the country’s economy and cul-
ture.

This also demonstrates the flex-
ibility of Columbia’s image; she 
could be celestial, donned in a 
white gown and surrounded by 
a heavenly light, she could be 
more free and wild with her hair 
flowing, and she could be more 
orderly in formal dress and her 
hair neatly tied up. Without a 
fixed and established portrayal 
in media, Columbia was adapt-
able for artists to use and insert 
their own messages.

Cont: Columbia in the 20th Century 

Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, January 22, 1881.
The caption reads:“Columbia welcomes the victems of German 

Persecution to “The Anthem of the Oppressed.”
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Into the 20th Century
At the turn of the century, 
in 1893, Chicago hosted the 
World’s Columbian Exposition, 
also known as Chicago’s World 
Fair. The fair was held to cel-
ebrate the 400th anniversary of 
Columbus reaching America. It 
was also a showcase for Chicago, 
which won the right to host the 
fair over New York City and had 
just rebuilt its city after the Great 
Chicago Fire. Over 26 million 
visitors came to the fair to see 
the latest technological advance-
ments of the time, as well as art 
and entertainment.18 The great 
feats on display included the 
ferris wheel and the exhibits in 
the Electricity Building, includ-
ing electric moving sidewalks, 
elevators, and the telephone.19 

In a 1893 guide to the fair, the 
Electricity Building is described 
with extreme praise: “The Elec-
trical Department of the Co-
lumbian Exposition will be a 
revelation to even those who at-
tribute almost miraculous pow-
ers to the great force. A hundred 
thousand incandescent lamps 
placed harmoniously about the 
grounds and buildings, and 
10,000 arc lamps distributed 
advantageously to light up the 
beautiful architecture and pleas-
ing landscape, would alone fur-
nish almost a fairy spectacle; 
but combine with these, elec-
tric fountains, pointing rainbow 
sprays towards the sky, glittering 
lamps of many colors sparkling 
under the clear waters of the la-
goons and at night setting out 
in all their dainty colorings the 
floral beauties and the most bril-
liant kaleidoscope will fade in an 
every-day dull contrast.”20

This was the flexibility 
of Columbia’s image; she 
could be celestial donned 
in a white gown and sur-
rounded by a heavenly 

light, she could be more 
free and wild with her 
hair flowing, and she 

could be more orderly in 
formal dress and her hair 

neatly tied up. Without 
a fixed and established 

portrayal in media, 
Columbia was adaptable 
for artists to use and in-
sert their own messages.

In addition to lending her 
name to the fair, Columbia, 
or at least a figure that highly 
resembled her, also oversaw 
the fair. A sixty-five-foot tall 
Statue of the Republic made 
by Daniel Chester French be-
came one of the most iconic 
images of the fair and was 
one of the country’s tallest 
statues of the time. The origi-
nal statue was destroyed by 
a fire shortly after the fair, 
but another version was cre-
ated in 1918.21 The allegory 
of America – whatever her 
name – overlooking one of 
the most monumental and 
advanced showcases of the 
time shows how far America 
has come from Galle’s por-
trayal of a naked, sleeping 
America in “New Inventions 
of Modern Times.”22

COLUMBIAN EXPOSITION 1893
Wikicommons
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Images of Columbia continued 
to appear well into the 20th cen-
tury. True to Columbia’s roots 
from Minerva, she was often 
used in posters for patriotism 
and war. 

However, a threatening force 
was working against Columbia: 
Uncle Sam. Uncle Sam was com-
ing to life in political cartoons 
in the early 1870s. He became a 
central figure to World War I, as 
displayed in the famous “I Want 
You” poster.23  Furthermore, 
with the construction of the 
Statue of Liberty in 1886, Lady 
Liberty soon became the more 
well-known female personifica-
tion of America. The flexibil-
ity of Columbia’s image that in-
spired the rich throve of varied 
illustrations may have ultimately 
failed to cement Columbia as an 
enduring icon.

While Columbia remains large-
ly absent from contemporary 
representations of America, 

we may still remember her fondly 
whenever we visit the nation’s capi-
tal, and every time we watch a movie 
from Sony/Columbia Pictures. 

By JULIA CHEN
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“There’s no such thing as a 
natural-born pilot.” - Chuck Yeager

Good airplane pilots 
are made, not born. 
The United States’ armed 
services have been making good 
pilots ever since 1909, when the 
Army Signal Corps opened the 
first military training base for pi-
lots in College Park, Maryland. 
As aircraft have become faster, 
more maneuverable, and more 
powerful, so the military’s tech-
niques for selecting and training 
pilots have become more rigor-
ous and scientific. These tech-
niques - as methods of matching 
human skills to the operations 
of machines - helped to make 
the airplane into the premier 
example of human-machine in-
teraction, and the ultimate sym-
bol of American technological 
prowess, in the years before the 
atomic bomb and the digital 
computer.

But while these procedures for 
selection and training were de-
veloped throughout the mili-
tary and even in commercial 
aviation, the story of how and 
why these methods were cre-
ated is closely linked to the 
history of the U.S. Air Force.

Marcie Holmes is a postdoc at 
Birkbeck, University of London.

After decades in the shadow of 
the Army and Navy, the Air Force 
emerged as an elite military service 
during World War II, becoming an 
independent service branch in 1947. 
For the Air Force, “matching men 
to machines” has proved essential 
to avoiding accidents, achieving its 
missions, and shaping its distinctive 
military culture.

THE INVENTION OF THE 
AIR CRAFT PILOT
In 1903, the Wright brothers, Wil-
bur and Orville, became the first 
Americans to pilot an aircraft for a 
controlled, sustained, and engine-
powered flight. They spent the next 
decade improving their airplane de-
signs, fighting to protect their pat-
ents from rivals, and trying to sell 
their inventions to governments and 
businesses around the world.

When the U.S. Army Signal 
Corps agreed to purchase their 
airplanes, the Wright brothers 
offered to teach military men 
how to fly. In 1909, the Army 
Signal Corps leased an airstrip in 
College Park, Maryland as a lo-
cation for Wilbur Wright to train 
the first two Army lieutenants to 
become pilots, Frederic Hum-
phreys and Frank Lahm. The 
Wright brothers went on to train 
over 100 pilots at their aviation 
school in Dayton, Ohio, includ-
ing the man who would later be-
come the head of the U.S. Army’s 
Air Forces in the Second World 
War, Henry “Hap” Arnold.1

Throughout these early years of 
military aviation, and indeed for 
years after, the armed services 
weathered tragedy as many pi-
lots crashed their airplanes, of-
ten with lethal consequences.

US Air Force Training
MATCHING HUMANS TO MACHINES
BY MARCIE HOLMES, PHD

WILBUR WRIGHT AT COLLEGE PARK, MD (1909)
Photo courtesy of of US Air Force Historical Research Agency
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These accidents could be caused 
by human error, mechanical 
faults, weather conditions, or 
an unfortunate combination of 
these factors. One strategy for 
reducing accidents, which the 
Army Signal Corps quickly ad-
opted, was to select officers for 
pilot training who had already 
distinguished themselves by 
their mental and physical abili-
ties. Volunteers for pilot train-
ing were vetted for their cour-
age, athleticism, intellect and 
ability to estimate distances by 
sight - usually on the basis of 
their superiors’ personal judge-
ments.2 The heroic characteris-
tics of early pilots only added 
to the sense of tragedy when a 
spate of accidents in 1912-1913 
killed seven promising Army 
pilots. The mounting casualty 
rate inspired the Signal Corps 
to take up another strategy: to 
encourage aircraft designers to 
make new planes that were eas-
ier to control and safer to fly.3

WORLD WAR I: Pilots Prove 
their Heroism
Prior to World War I, the U.S. 
Army Signal Corps had backed 
the Wright Brothers’ new ex-
perimental technology largely 
because it believed that aviation 
would be a tool of reconnais-
sance. Army officers, who were 
used to thinking about war as a 
conflict on the ground, saw air-
planes as a way to fly over enemy 
forces, observe their formations 
and resources, and then report 
this information to Army com-
manders (a similar perspective 
held sway in the Navy). How-
ever in World War I, the Signal

Corps’ pilots showed that they could 
fight battles in the air by mounting 
guns on their aircraft and engag-
ing in aerial “dogfights” with enemy 
aircraft. Airplanes were also used to 
drop small bombs on enemy ground 
forces and ships, though this was a 
strategy used more by the British, 
French and Germans than by Amer-
ican flyers.

The Army’s growing recognition 
that aviation could be very useful 
in warfare led to more pilots be-
ing trained during World War I. 
In April 1917, the Aviation Section 
of the Signal Corps had less than 
100 pilots; by the end of the war, it 
had almost 1400.4 During the war, 
the Army sent its would-be pilots 
to university campuses around the 
country for the first phase of their 
training. There cadets learned mili-
tary discipline, took classes on the 
principles of flight, and were taught 
skills necessary for flying, such as 
how to navigate by “dead reckoning” 
and how to operate a radio for com-
munication. Those who graduated 
from this “ground training” would 
be sent to flight schools, either in 
the U.S. or in Europe, to learn how 
to fly aircraft.5

However, only about 25% of the 
volunteers for the Aviation Sec-
tion made it to flight school.6 

During World War I, the Army 
instituted strict controls on 
who entered ground training 
and who graduated on to flight 
school. This was because ac-
cidents in training simply cost 
too much in money, time, and 
soldiers’ lives. Thus, the Army 
officers who oversaw ground 
training were keen to “wash out” 
men who lacked good judge-
ment or did not behave in the 
disciplined manner of a pilot. 
One officer later explained, “We 
were constantly enjoined to re-
member that the flying officer 
was not to be an ‘aerial chauf-
feur,’ but a ‘twentieth century 
cavalry officer mounted on Peg-
asus.”7 In 1917 medical examina-
tions were established as a way 
to screen recruits for their phys-
ical fitness. These examinations 
included tests of vision, hearing 
and motor control, and gen-
eral health. They also involved 
a test of “nervous stability” that 
gauged a person’s reaction to the 
sound of a gun being fired, and a 
test of equilibrium that involved
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During World War I, new Army pilots who trained to fly in the US practiced on the Curtiss 
JN-4, known as the “Jenny.”
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The Barany Chair was developed by Róbert Bárány to study the 
role of the inner ear in establishing a sense of balance. In the early 
uses of the chair for aviator selection, a man was spun quickly for 

several seconds and then abruptly stopped. Doctors then measured 
the amount of time it took for the man to recover his equilibrium. It 

was believed that the best pilots would recover the fastest.
Photo courtesy of the US National Institutes of Health, and 

is available on WIKICOMMONS.

Lt. Henry H. Arnold 
in Wright B air-
plane, College 

Park, MD 1911
Photo courtesy of 
of US Air Force 

Historical Research 
Agency
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being strapped into a chair that 
spun in three dimensions - what 
is known as a Barany chair, as 
it named after its inventor, the 
Hungarian physiologist Róbert 
Bárány.

These physiological examina-
tions fascinated other scientists, 
who saw in them the possibility 
of scientifically matching human 
skill to the needs of machine op-
eration. In the summer of 1917, 
two experimental psychologists 
undertook a study of whether 
these examinations were actu-
ally successful in predicting who 
became successful pilots. By the 
end of 1918, their research was 
supported by the National Re-
search Council (a part of the Na-
tional Academy of Sciences) and 
they had the assistance of sever-
al eminent psychologists. More 
importantly, they had identified 
the techniques that seemed to be 
most predictive of piloting skill 

- among them, the tests of nervous 
stability and equilibrium. Howev-
er, before their experiments could 
achieve conclusive results, the war 
ended and the funding for their 
research ran out. The question of 
which tests worked best for select-
ing pilots would go unanswered un-
til the Second World War.8

THE INTERWAR YEARS
World War I had revealed the utility 
of airplanes in war, but high ranking 
military commanders in the Army 
and Navy still saw aviation as sec-
ondary to their forces on the ground 
and at sea. Within the Army’s newly 
constituted Air Service, leaders like 
Hap Arnold and General William 
“Billy” Mitchell bridled at the short-
sightedness of Army commanders 
who preferred to give status and 
resources to ground troops rather 
than to air men. General Mitchell 
would be court-martialed in 1925 
for publicly criticizing Army and 
Navy leaders, but his predictions

would prove true that air power 
was necessary for strategic war-
fare and defense.9

The interwar years saw new in-
novations in cockpit instrumen-
tation, enabling pilots to more 
easily keep track of their plane’s 
altitude, attitude, speed and 
bearing. A skilled pilot could 
use these new instruments to 
fly “blind”, that is, without being 
to see outside his cockpit, and 
still safely reach his destination. 
This was a remarkable develop-
ment, as previously it was only 
safe to fly when there was maxi-
mum visibility: during the day 
and in clear weather. However, 
the skills of blind flying - also 
known as “instrument flying” - 
were challenging to learn, and 
were dangerous for a novice to 
practice in the air. The solution, 
it was quickly realized, was to 
familiarize pilots with the new 
cockpit instruments while they
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were still on the ground.10

In 1929, Edwin Albert Link Jr., 
an amateur pilot, invented the 
“Link trainer,” using a small 
airplane fuselage and motors 
and bellows from Link’s father’s 
piano and organ company in 
Binghamton, NY. He initially 
designed his machine to teach 
students basic control maneu-
vers, but he soon added knobs 
and dials to simulate the new 
instruments. The Link Trainer 
was used widely throughout the 
1930s and into the 1950s - even 
by the Japanese, Germans and 
Russians - to teach instrument 
flying. As the first mechanical 
flight simulator, it is an example 
of a machine designed specifi-
cally for new pilots to prepare 
them to operate more sophis-
ticated machines in dangerous 
environments.11

The Army’s emphasis on medi-
cal examinations during the 
First World War had led to the 
creation of a new profession 
within the Army, the “flight sur-
geon.” Flight surgeons were spe-
cially trained doctors who could 
assess potential pilots for mental 
and physiological defects that 
would affect their flying, and 
who saw to the medical needs of 
aviators. After the war, the Ar-
my’s General Theodore C. Lys-
ter established an institution to 
train flight surgeons, the School 
for Aviation Medicine, at Mine-
ola, Long Island (the school later 
moved to Brooks Field near San 
Antonio, Texas and then to Ran-
dolph Field). The School of Avi-
ation Medicine was also initially

Flying Cadet seated in the cockpit of a Link Trainer, a device that simulates 
blind flying without ever leaving terra firma. As the student pilot “flies” the 
trainer, its course is recorded by the mechanism in the foreground. Later the 

instructor, right, will analyze the “flight”, and the errors made.
Photo courtesy of of US Air Force Historical Research Agency

a site for medical research, and-
under Lyster its flight surgeons per-
formed experiments on the effects 
of high altitude using a low-pressure 
chamber. By the time the school had 
moved to Texas, it had ceased its re-
search and focused only on training. 
The low-pressure chamber was used 
to introduce cadets to the perfor-
mance-diminishing effects of being 
at high altitude without an breath-
ing apparatus and oxygen tank.12

Medical research for Army aviation 
was not revived until 1935, when 
Capt. Harry G. Armstrong became

the director of a new Aero-
medical Research Laboratory at 
Wright Field in Dayton, Ohio. 
Armstrong and his staff con-
ducted experiments on the ef-
fects of cold, lack of oxygen, 
acceleration, and cabin pressur-
ization on the human body, and 
also developed new equipment 
to help aviators perform better 
at high altitudes. Under Arm-
strong’s direction, by the end of 
World War II, both the Aero-
medical Research Lab and the 
School of Aviation Medicine
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would be world-leading scien-
tific institutions for the study of 
human physiology and psychol-
ogy in flight.13

In the wake of World War I, mil-
itary strategists like Billy Mitch-
ell and Giulio Douhet predict-
ed that in the future airplanes 
should be used for the strategic 
bombing of military targets.14 

Indeed, after the bitter and pro-
longed trench warfare of World 
War I, the idea of strategically 
bombing supply lines, weapons 
factories and military headquar-
ters seemed like an almost “hu-
mane” way to end a war with-
out extensive casualties. This 
seemingly ideal form of war 
was mainly theoretical until the 
Spanish Civil War in the 1930s, 

when Hitler’s Luftwaffe and the Ital-
ian Royal Air Force, working with 
Spanish Nationalist forces, bombed 
Spanish cities, killing thousands 
of civilians in their homes. People 
around the world, and many Ameri-
cans, were shocked at the barbarity 
of aerial bombardment.15

But air strategists argued that strate-
gic bombing would be civilized, and 
still be effective, if bomber planes 
did not target civilians. The inven-
tion of sophisticated “bombsights” 
- precision calculators for timing 
the release of bombs - would en-
able American air forces to surgi-
cally strike at enemy forces from the 
air, without attacking civilian areas. 
Each bombsight was essentially a 
telescope combined with a mechan-
ical computer that could calculate

the precise moment to drop 
bombs on a target given the 
plane’s altitude, azimuth, ground 
speed, and the cross winds that 
would affect the course of the 
bomb in the air. This emerging 
doctrine for air power, known as 
“High Altitude Daylight Preci-
sion Bombing,” would become 
the stated mission of the Army’s 
Air Forces during World War 
II.16

WORLD WAR II: Selecting avia-
tors becomes scientific
As conflict brewed in Europe 
and Asia in the late 1930s, the 
American military services de-
bated what their strategy should 
be when war broke out. By then, 
the Army’s aviators had gained 
some autonomy from the Army 
ground forces, but they were 
still dependent on Army leader-
ship for funding and material. 
Yet the idea that aviation could 
be an independent force within 
the American military was tak-
ing hold. In the summer of 1941 
the War Department officially 
approved the strategic doctrine 
of precision bombing, and a 
plan to expand the Army’s air 
arm to include 30,000 new pi-
lots.17 Reflecting this new status, 
the Army’s aviation section was 
renamed the Army Air Forces 
(AAF).

As the AAF first began ramping 
up their preparations for war 
in the summer of 1941, flight 
surgeons recognized that their 
procedures for examining and 
selecting aviation cadets would 
have to be updated significantly 
if the Army was going to reach
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THE NORDEN M-1 BOMBSIGHT
Courtesy of the National Museum of the Air Force’s digital photo-

graph collection, http://www.nationalmuseum.af.mil.
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its quota of 30,000 new pilots. 
Under their existing selection 
procedures, they would have had 
to screen an estimated 300,000 
men, because nearly 80% of re-
cruits would be eliminated for 
physical reasons and a further 
50% would be “washed out” 
during training. The head of the 
AAF’s Medical Division, Gen-
eral David N.W. Grant, believed 
that written mental tests should 
be administered to all recruits. 
This would identify those who 
lacked the ability to graduate 
from ground school, and thus 
reduce the number of physi-
cal examinations that surgeons 
needed to perform.18

To design the tests, Grant com-
missioned a relatively unknown 
educational psychologist named 
John C. Flanagan. Flanagan re-
cruited a small staff of talented 
psychologists to help him create 
tests for aptitude in aviation. In 
a way, Flanagan’s team picked up 
where World War I psychologists 
had left off, as the tests for pilots 
had not dramatically changed 
since World War I. But unlike 
in WWI, Flanagan and his staff 
were in a position to accumulate 
data on each test, and on each 
test taker. They would use this 
data to assess which tests were 
best at predicting who graduated 
from flight training. With grow-
ing support from General Grant 
and the Medical Division for 
their efforts, Flanagan and his 
staff called themselves the AAF 
Aviation Psychology Program.19

The AAF Aviation Psychol-
ogy Program was just underway 

when Pearl Harbor was attacked 
on December 7, 1941. The need 
to select, train and produce top-
notch pilots had never been greater. 
Working quickly, Flanagan’s staff as-
sembled a general aptitude test of 
150 multiple choice questions, each 
framed to emphasize terms and 
concepts that AAF cadets would 
encounter in their ground courses. 
The test, which came to be known 
as the Aviation Cadet Qualifying 
Examination, covered general vo-
cabulary, reading comprehension, 
mathematics, and mechanical rea-
soning. By January 15, 1942 it was 
in use in AAF recruitment centers 
to determine who would become a 
cadet (a trainee officer), a necessary 
step to becoming a pilot. The Quali-
fying Examination was later found 
to be highly effective in reducing 
the number of wash-outs from pre-
flight training.20 It cut in half the 
number of applicants requiring fur-
ther in-depth evaluation by flight 
surgeons.21

Flight surgeons 
recognized that their 

procedures for 
examining and selecting 

aviation cadets would 
have to be updated 

significantly if the Army 
was going to reach its 
quota of 30,000 new 

pilots.

However, in World War II the 
Army Air Forces did not just 
need pilots; it needed thousands 
of bombardiers, navigators, 
gunners, radio operators, and 
radar operators—as well as me-
chanics, technicians and other 
ground crew. The AAF’s strategy 
of High Altitude Daylight Pre-
cision Bombing required that 
for every three pilots trained, 
the AAF needed to train one 
bombardier and one navigator. 
But compared to pilots, these 
positions were less glamorous. 
The AAF had difficulty recruit-
ing suitable men for these less-
respected position, especially as 
the AAF had to compete with 
the Navy and Army Ground 
Forces for top talent. Even the 
roles of bombardier and navi-
gator were a tough sell because 
while they were officer positions 
within the AAF, it was generally 
believed that bombardiers and 
navigators were wannabe pilots 
who had washed out from train-
ing.22

In 1942 the AAF’s top com-
mander, General Hap Arnold, 
called for a publicity campaign 
to promote the importance of 
bombardiers and navigators.23 

He hoped this campaign would 
make clear these positions’ equal 
rank with pilots and their neces-
sity for strategic bombing. The 
campaign produced films, stage 
plays, radio shows, novels, and 
many magazine and newspaper 
articles, all touting the team-
work of skilled specialists in the 
work of precision bombing. For 
example, a cover article in LIFE
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magazine declared in 1942 that 
the pilot, bombardier and navi-
gator, along with gunners, ra-
dio operators and ground crew, 
formed a “task force” that would 
rain down bombs on strategic 
Axis targets.24 Gen. Arnold per-
sonally asked the famous Amer-
ican author, John Steinbeck, to 
write a short novel about the 
bomber crew as a team of spe-
cialists. Steinbeck toured AAF 
training bases around the coun-
try to observe the different kinds 
of air crew personnel training 
for their specified tasks. The re-
sulting book, Bombs Away! The 
Story of a Bomber Team, was 
published in 1942.25 The AAF 
also produced short films that 
were shown in cinemas to mo-
tivate young men to sign up for 
the AAF. In the film, “His New 
World,” produced by the Office 
of War Information in 1944, 
Spencer Tracy narrates a story 
of three boys entering the AAF, 
taking mental and physical tests, 
and then being trained in differ-
ent specialist tasks.26

Some of these publicity pieces 
featured the work of the AAF’s 
Aviation Psychology Program 
as a scientific means for sorting 
pilots, bombardiers and naviga-
tors. Indeed after Flanagan and 
his staff had created the Quali-
fying Examination for selecting 
men for officer training, they 
turned to constructing a “bat-
tery” of several written and psy-
chomotor tests that could assess 
the various skills and aptitudes 
of incoming cadets. Beginning 
in 1942, this battery was used 
by AAF training personnel to 
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Promotional photograph of cadets taking written classification tests at 
the Southeast Training Center, Nashville, Tennessee. Courtesy of the 

National Archives in College Park, Maryland.

Primary Training at Tuske-
gee Army Air Field: 

An African-American 
instructor gives a lesson 

to a cadet at Moton Field, 
Tuskegee, Alabama. The 
‘Tuskegee Airmen’ were 

the first African-American 
military aviators in the US 
Armed Forces. The group 

included not only pilots but 
bombardiers, navigators, 
gunners, radio operators, 
and ground crew. Though 
African Americans were 

held to higher standards of 
education and conduct than 
white airmen, they took the 
same Qualifying Examina-
tion and Aircrew Classifica-

tion Battery. 
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classify incoming cadets accord-
ing to who had the most promise 
as pilots, bombardiers or naviga-
tors. Later versions of the clas-
sification battery also differen-
tiated radar operators, gunners, 
and fighter versus bomber pilots.

To create this scientific means of 
aircrew classification, the Avia-
tion Psychology Program de-
signed six hours of written tests 
and two hours of tests of psycho-
motor skill. For the written tests, 
the AAF’s psychologists tried out 
different combinations of stan-
dard tests of scholastic aptitude 
as well as tests involving reading

tables, graphs, dials, and maps; tests 
for perceiving patterns and identify-
ing shapes; and tests for perceiving 
spatial orientation. Psychologists 
considered personality and temper-
ament to be important indicators of 
aircrew abilities, and so experiment-
ed with attitude inventories, projec-
tive methods, and tests of masculin-
ity, fear, and carefulness. However, 
these tests of personality and tem-
perament did not prove effective in 
identifying who was best suited to 
which aircrew position, and so were 
not included in the official battery.

For tests of psychomotor skill, 
the Aviation Psychology Program 

utilized apparatus that had been 
developed by the School of Avi-
ation Medicine in recent years. 
The “Two-Hand Coordination 
Test” and the “Rotary Pursuit 
Test” asked cadets to use their 
right and left hands simultane-
ously in independent tasks. The 
Complex Coordinator asked 
cadets to operate a control stick 
with their arms and a rudder 
with their feet in response to 
changing lights on a display, as if 
they were seated in a rudimen-
tary cockpit. These apparatus-
based tests evoked the same sort 
of popular fascination as the 
First World War’s tests of sta-
bility and equilibrium. Interest-
ingly, the Aviation Psychology 
Program experimented with 
including different forms of the 
nervous stability test and the 
equilibrium test, but found that 
these long-respected devices 
were not particularly good at 
differentiating between pilots, 
bombardiers and navigators.27

By the end of the war, AAF’s Avi-
ation Psychology Program’s psy-
chological tests had selected and 
sorted hundreds of thousands of 
men for air force training. The 
AAF’s psychologists had also 
begun to advise the Air Training 
Command on which training 
exercises were most effective in 
determining who was develop-
ing the needed skills for com-
bat. Surprisingly, psychologists 
found that the best test of an in-
dividual bombardier’s ability was 
not a mock bombing run in an 
actual airplane, because flights 
were often affected by weather, 
technical idiosyncrasies, pilot  

The Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson and the Assistant Secretary 
of War Mr. Robert A. Lovett examining the Two-Hand Coordination 
Test at the San Antonio Aviation Cadet Center in the spring of 1943. 

Courtesy of the National Archives in College Park, Maryland
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A promotional photograph of AAF cadets tak-
ing the Complex Coordination Test (location 

unknown). Courtesy of the National Archives in 
College Park, Maryland.

error and other variations be-
yond the bombardier’s control. 
Rather, the most powerful in-
dication of a bombardier’s indi-
vidual skill in dropping bombs 
on target was his performance 
in the A-2 trainer, a mechani-
cal simulator for practicing how 
to use a bombsight.28 Beginning 
in World War II, psychologists 
within the Air Force and in other 
military branches took increas-
ing interest in the design of such 
“trainers,” and lent their exper-
tise to engineers who needed to 
construct machines that could 
reliably and efficiently simulate 
complex tasks like gunnery, ra-
dar surveillance, and piloting.

A-2 TRAINER
Photo courtesy of of US Air Force

Historical Research Agency 

AAF cadets learn to drop bombs on target using an A-2 
Trainer. According to Air Force historians W.F. Craven and 
J.L. Cate, the A-2 “consisted of a steel scaffold about twelve 

feet high. It was mounted on wheels and could be electrically 
propelled across the floor of the hangar, where the trainers 
were usually kept. The top of the structure represented the 
bombardier’s compartment of an airplane, including the 

actual bombsight, and was large enough to accommodate 
the instructor, a student bombardier, and another student 
who acted as bomb-approach pilot. A third student sat in 
the lower section of the scaffold and operated a movable 

‘bug’ (an electric motor on wheels), at which the bombardier 
aimed his sight. The ‘bomb’ released was a small plunger 

that stuck a paper target on the ‘bug,’ thereby registering the 
student’s accuracy.” Craven and Cate, Vol 6, p. 583
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CONCLUSION
World War II had accomplished 
what World War I could not: it 
showed beyond doubt that an 
independent air force was essen-
tial to US military power, and it 
allowed techniques for selecting 
and training air force personnel 
to be established on a scientific 
foundation. In the midst of vic-
tory celebrations, the AAF did 
not forget the contributions that 
psychologists made to the train-
ing of air force personnel. In 
1946, John Flanagan received the 
Legion of Merit for his direction 
of the AAF Aviation Psychology 
Program.  The office of the com-
manding general of the AAF 
publicly praised the program, 
asserting that “The Aviation

Psychology Program paid off in 
time, lives, and money saved, and 
through its selection of the raw ma-
terial has aided in the establishment 
of an effective combat air force. This 
has been done at a total cost of less 
than $5 per candidate tested.”29 How-
ever, the best testament to the AAF’s 
Aviation Psychology Program is the 
Air Force’s continuous support for 
research in “aviation psychology” 
after the war. The program itself was 
disbanded but, after the the Nation-
al Security Act of 1947 gave the Air 
Force full independence from the 
Army, the Air Force created a series 
of research centers and laborato-
ries for the psychological study of 
selection, classification, and train-
ing. Aviation psychologists’ efforts 
to match humans to machines were

expanded during the Cold War 
as tests and training programs 
were created for astronauts, 
air traffic controllers and other 
skilled positions. Even now, in 
our age of digital automation 
and drone warfare, the Air Force 
uses rigorous psychological tests 
to evaluate its officer and en-
listed personnel, and to assign 
them to training. Though the 
development of scientific tech-
niques for selecting and clas-
sifying personnel is only one 
factor in the emergence of the 
modern U.S. Air Force, these 
two histories have been closely, 
even inextricably,  intertwined. 
And arguably, they will continue 
to be for a long time to come.

By MARCIE HOLMES, PHD

HAGNER PLANETARIUM
Photo courtesy of of US Air Force

Historical Research Agency 

Shown in this picture is the Hagner Plan-
etarium, a brightly-colored vehicle used 

by navigation cadets at Hondo Army Air 
field, Texas. This device helps the naviga-
tor get the “feel” of the 52 celestial bodies 

which show him the way as he directs 
his bomber through uncharted skies. The 
navigator can determine his position in 

the sky by sketching astronomical triangles 
involving his ship, the stars and certain 

points on the earth’s surface.
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FUGO FIRE PAPER BALLOON
WIKICOMMONS

The Fu-go 
“Windship Weapon” 
project was a Word War II era 
plan by the Japanese military 
to attack the mainland United 
States with explosive-laden hy-
drogen balloons carried across 
the Pacific Ocean. The un-
manned Fu-go balloon bombs 
were the result of many years of 
Japanese research on balloons as 
a means of carrying propaganda 
or explosives into enemy territo-
ry. This wartime enterprise also 
helped to facilitate meteoro-
logical understandings of glob-
al atmospheric wind patterns, 
specifically the jet stream. The 
Fu-go balloons were launched 
through 1945, and 300 actually 
reached the U.S. coast, causing 
the only wartime fatalities on 
the United States mainland. 

The Fu-go project came to frui-
tion under a Japanese meteo-
rologist named Hidetoshi Ara-
kawa, and relied upon the work 
of another meteorologist, Wasa-
buro Oishi (1874-1950). Oishi 
had studied the winds in the 
upper atmosphere since 1923 
and became the first known per-
son to discover the existence of 
strong westerly winds above Ja-
pan. However, in a misguided 
attempt to create interest in the 
newly constructed international
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FUGO Japanese Fire Balloons
FIRST INTERCONTINENTAL WEAPON PIGGYBACKED ON THE 
DISCOVERY OF THE JET STREAM
BY MICHAEL GOTT
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language Esperanto, Oishi wrote 
and published his work in the lit-
tle known tongue, which meant 
his observations went largely ig-
nored. When it was finally rec-
ognized, Oishi’s work aided the 
development of successful bal-
loon incendiaries and contrib-
uted to the field of meteorology 
through his discovery of the jet 
stream over Japan, colloquially 
referred to as “westerlies.”

The balloons were made 
of paper, and came 

equipped with bombs 
and sand ballast. 

The sand was used by the 
military to identify 
exactly from where 
the balloons were 

originating.   
The experience of U.S. bombers 
have often been noted as the ear-
liest accounts of the jet stream, 
but Oishi observed the westerly 
winds long before they travelled 
to Japan in World War II.1   Oishi 
was born in Saga prefecture, on 
the island of Kyushu in southern 
Japan. He attended the Tokyo 
Imperial University and would 
later alternate between studying 
atmospheric winds abroad and 
working for the Central Meteo-
rological Observatory in Japan. 
In December 1924, during an 
experimental balloon launch to 
track upper lever winds, Oishi 
noted a strong westerly wind at 
just about 33,000 feet.2  This ex-
periment, along with other data

collected over the course of sev-
eral winters, revealed a permanent 
westerly wind over Japan during the 
winter.3  This discovery would play 
an instrumental role in the future 
development of the Fu-go balloons.
Balloon bombs were not new to his-
tory during World War II, nor were 
they new to Japan. The Japanese de-
veloped a number of balloon proj-
ects, stretching back to the 1930s.4 

The balloons were made of paper, 
and came equipped with bombs and 
sand ballast. The sand was used by 
the military to identify exactly from 
where the balloons were originat-
ing. The Fu-go project held the most 
promise and the balloons used by 
the Japanese during the war have 
been recognized as “the world’s first 
intercontinental weapon”.5

With the locomotive piece in place 
along with a nascent balloon proj-
ect in the works, the final motiva-
tion for finishing the Fu-go bal-
loons came from the Japanese 
reaction to an attack known as 

FU-GO PAPER FIRE BALLON
WIKICOMMONS

the Doolittle Raid, an air strike 
by the United States on the Japa-
nese mainland in 1942. The raid 
aimed at military and industrial 
targets in several major Japanese 
cities.6 The U.S. organized the 
raid in response to the Japanese 
attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941.7 
It proved particularly significant 
for the psychological effects it 
had on the Japanese, as it disil-
lusioned the populace of beliefs, 
espoused by elites, that Japan 
was untouchable.8 Immediate 
action would be taken in retalia-
tion for the Doolittle raid, lead-
ing Japanese military officials to 
revisit their old balloon bomb 
ideas.

Military leaders in Japan placed 
Hidetoshi Arakawa, a meteorolo-
gist at the Central Meteorological 
Observatory, in charge of review-
ing unsolved problems from pre-
vious work on the plan, particu-
larly in relation to research on the 
westerly winds. Once complete, 
the balloons were sent across the 
Pacific, at about 10-12km above 
the earth, where Arakawa’s work 
claimed the “middle-latitude 
westerlies are very well devel-
oped”.9 Between 1944 and 1945, 
the Japanese launched 9000 bal-
loons, of which almost 300 are 
documented to have reached 
North America, as far inland as 
Michigan.10 The plan was to use 
the balloons to send bombs to 
North America where they would 
cause major disturbances, one of 
the desired results being forest 
fires. The Japanese believed forest 
fires could potentially force the 
U.S. to reallocate resources from 
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FIRE BALLOON
Being Shot Down
WIKICOMMONS

fighting the war to fighting their 
blazing forests.11 The balloons 
were launched in a six-month 
window, between November 3, 
1944 and April of 1945. The pro-
gram was discontinued when the 
U.S. started bombing the Japa-
nese hydrogen factories, mak-
ing the primary element used in 
their construction extremely dif-
ficult to come by.

Between 1944 and 1945, 
the Japanese launched 

9000 balloons, of which 
almost 300 are docu-

mented to have reached 
North America, as far 
inland as Michigan.

The unheralded attacks on North 
America only came to the at-
tention of U.S. officials through 
mysterious reports about strange 
objects and explosions, however 
the populace was never alerted 
and remained unaware of the 
threat.12 Bombs landed across 
North America, from the Aleu-
tians to Michigan, Mexico, Mon-
tana, and Wyoming.13 While the 
bombs killed a number of Amer-
icans, the death count was much 
smaller than the possible dam-
age that could have been done.14 

Their potential destruction may 
explain the reaction by U.S. offi-
cials, who downplayed the threat 
and requested that the press and 
radio not feature stories about 
balloon explosions.15

When an explosion killed a woman 
and her five children while tamper-
ing with a balloon in the woods 
of Oregon, officials felt the urge to 
finally reveal the truth, albeit, in 
a way that made the threat seem 
benign.16 The first use of an inter-
continental weapon in warfare thus 
resulted in the only incident dur-
ing World War II when American 
deaths on the continental US were 
the result of enemy action, as me-
morialized in Lake County Oregon 
at the Mitchell Recreation Area. 
Fortunately for the United States, 
the Fu-go project was dramatically 
unsuccessful. Despite its lethal 
intentions, the project nevertheless 
helped contribute to our modern 
understanding of the mechanics of 
the jet stream.

Michel Gott is the Research and 
Curriculum Specialist at Obscure 
Histories. He will soon be travel-
ing to Japan to take a post teaching 
English.
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Jet streams are currents of air 
that move through the upper-
levels of the atmosphere of a 
planet and are caused by the 
planet’s rotation and atmo-
spheric heating. Earth’s major jet 
streams are known as westerly 
winds, colloquially referred to as 
westerlies. Jet streams were not 
fully understood in the early- to 
mid-20th century.1 One impor-
tant piece of scholarship on the 
subject was a paper published on 
the jet stream in 1947, two years 
after the war, by researchers at 
the University of Chicago’s De-
partment of Meteorology.2  Their 
research on the topic stemmed 
from the experience of air craft 
bombers while fighting over 
the Pacific and Europe during 
World War II.3 Typical encoun-
ters with the strong westerly 
winds included changes in flight 
speed and stalled aircraft.4
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Deceiving your enemy is 
a useful tool in the “the-
ater of war.” In World War 
II, Operation Bertram - an Al-
lied victory over Rommel’s Axis 
forces in the desert of Egypt - im-
ported elements from the stage, 
theater and film to deceive, sur-
prise, and defeat the enemy (a 
very special kind of audience). 
Operation Bertram took place 
at the rail depot El Alamein 
in northern Egypt and the op-
eration’s success reversed Axis 
momentum in one of the War’s 
most difficult terrains. To win, 
the Allies relied on the research 
and materials produced by the 
Camouflage, Development and 
Training Centre (CDTC). The 
CDTC brought together stage 
techniques organized by film-
maker and director Geoffrey 
Barkas, illusions by stage ma-
gician Jasper Maskelyne, and 
the counter-intelligence of a 
Cairo-based spy, Renato Levi, 
a Jewish-Italian double-agent 
also known as “Cheese” (or 
Lambert, or Mr. Rose). The sec-
ond battle of El Alamein is one 
of the lesser-known battles of 
WWII, despite its importance 
to the overall defeat of the Axis

Dana Rovang is the founder and 
general editor of OH.

The Illusionists of El Alamein
DECEIVING ROMMEL’S AFRIKA KORPS
BY DANA ROVANG, PHD

STAGE DESIGN IN THE DESERT
Dummy Tanks in El Alamein

WIKICOMMONS

 “All warfare is based on deception. Hence, when we are able to at-
tack, we must seem unable; when using our forces, we must appear 
inactive; when we are near, we must make the enemy believe we are 
far away; when far away, we must make him believe we are near.” 
- Sun Tzu, The Art of War (1: SS 18-19)

“Although in all other affairs it be hateful to use fraud, in the opera-
tions of war it is praiseworthy and glorious; so that he who gets the 
better of his enemy by fraud, is as much extolled as he who prevails 
by force.”  
-Niccolo Machiavelli, “Chapter XL-That Fraud is fair in War,” in 
Discourses on the First Decade of Titus Livius
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powers. Additionally, the sin-
gular contributions of Renato 
Levi have not received much at-
tention, as his British files have 
been released only relatively re-
cently.

SETTING THE STAGE
As many of those familiar with 
WWII are aware, First Marshall 
Erwin Rommel – “The Des-
ert Fox” – was one of the most 
formidable foes for the Allied 
armies in Northern Africa. A 
cunning strategic thinker, Rom-
mel hounded British and Allied 
forces from Tripoli to Cairo. A 
number of Generals went toe to 
toe with him, and Rommel was

nearly always the victor, the Second 
Battle of El Alamein being one ex-
ception. Rommel had left the arena 
following the first battle, but he was 
ordered back to the desert once the 
Allies began their second attack in 
late October.1

The first battle of El Alamein had 
ended in late July of 1942 when 
Rommel’s Afrika Korps stalled 
against the strategic position of the 
British troops. Rommel’s troops had 
sought to push East, and the Eighth 
Army’s entrenchment at the railroad 
halt, El Alamein, stopped Rommel’s 
advance and his efforts to take the 
Suez Canal. By the end of the first 
round, both sides were exhausted

and Rommel was ill. Privately, 
Rommel communicated to his 
wife, “Militarily, these are the 
worst days I have lived through.”2 
Rommel left the area to conva-
lesce. He left his troops in the 
capable hands of his second 
in command, General Georg 
Stumme.

The terrain at El Alamein was 
key to the Eighth Army’s suc-
cessful defense and later victory 
in the second El Alamein. To the 
north was the Mediterranean, 
and to the south was the great 
Qattara Depression (see map 
above). The Depression is hun-
dreds of feet below sea level and

OPERATION BERTRAM
WIKICOMMONS
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is characterized by soft, shifting 
sand and salt marshes. These 
geographic bookends ensured 
a relatively short line to defend, 
and very few avenues of cir-
cumvention. In between these 
features was the Libyan Desert - 
miles of sand and dunes pocked 
with explosive mines laid by 
Rommel’s troops.

THE CDTC - The War Illusionists
The second battle of El Alamein 
was one of the first real tests of 
the Camouflage, Development, 
and Training Centre team. Af-
ter Hitler attacked France and 
the Low Countries in May of 
1940, Brigadier Dudley Clarke 
was charged with selecting and 
recruiting the elite group. WWI 
marked the start of large scale 
camouflage and visual deception 
in war. These techniques includ-
ed terrain-based camouflage 
patterns for Doughboy uniforms 
and “razzle dazzle” markings on 
Navy ships. Following the war, 
however, these kinds of tech-
niques were no longer actively 
pursued and the science fell 
away during the interwar peace-
time. The CDTC training base 
was located at Farnham Castle in 
Surrey, and it was there that they 
resurrected the practice of illu-
sion and cultivated new kinds of 
camouflage for the desert envi-
ronment.

The crew moved in to new quar-
ters in Cairo, and quickly set to 
work outfitting the Allied force. 
Simply put, the primary attack 
of Operation Bertram was to 
take place at the north end of 
the line by the El Alamein stop; 

therefore, the CDTC was engaged to 
make it seem as those the Allies had 
planned exactly the opposite.

Geoffrey Barkas and his crew were 
broadly responsible for three key 
sleights: 

1) Concealing the northern troop and 
the build up to attack;
2) Making the troop build-up seem 
slower than it was; and
3) Make it appears as though the main 
attack would be from the south. 

They would succeed on all counts.3

THE CREW
Geoffrey Barkas (1896-1979) was a 
filmmaker uniquely qualified to di-
rect a huge production in the mid-
dle of the Libyan Desert. He was a

veteran of WWI and the direc-
tor of fourteen films, including 
a documentary about the first 
flight over Mt. Everest (Wings 
over Everest, 1934) and the war 
movie, The Battle of Gallipoli 
(1931). Gallipoli won the U.S. 
National Board of Review top 
Foreign Film award. Barkas 
was charged with leading the 
group and organizing the decep-
tion efforts in Northern Africa.

Jasper Maskelyne (1902-1973) 
was nothing less than magic 
royalty, as he would likely be 
sure to tell you. His grandfather 
was the incredible John Neville 
Maskelyne, who had performed 
for decades as his Egyptian Hall 
in London, and his father was 
Neville Maskelyne, who con-
tinued in the family business 
to great acclaim. Jasper was 
every inch the dashing gentle-
man magician, yet he had not 
done as well as he had liked dur-
ing the early years of the war. 
He had been turned down for
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BRIGADIER DUDLEY CLARKE (1899-1974)
Head of the CDTC in WWII
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JASPER MASKELYNE
Maskelyne seemed the perfect embodi-

ment of the Gentleman Magician.

From the front cover of his book, 
Maskelyne’s Book of Magic.
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MASKELYNE’S SUNSHIELD TANKS
Lorry on the outside, tank on the inside.

WIKICOMMONS

“Paul Nicossof.” The Germans 
began to receive information 
from “Nicossof,” and gradually 
grew to trust him. However, the 
plan was nearly confounded by 
Levi’s confidence in his own de-
ceptive abilities: he was caught.

After Levi established the W/T 
base in Cairo, he headed back to 
Italy. While at his mother’s ho-
tel in Genoa in August of 1941, 
he was arrested, interrogated, 
and eventually imprisoned for 
crimes against the Italian state. 
Levi was eventually released in 
late 1943, and he never broke, 
keeping the W/T feed under 
“Nicossof ” safe. While the Ger-
mans had significant issues with 
“Nicossof ” early on, he was 
seen as a trusted informant by 
June of 1942, just in time for “A” 
Force to start feeding the Ger-
mans just the right amount of 
misinformation to throw them 
off the Operation Bertram scent.

various posts in the army, until 
he was finally sent to Farnham 
for CDTC training. Maskelyne 
was instrumental in develop-
ing large-scale illusions for the 
CDTC, like the tank sunshields, 
but he also developed shoe pen-
knives and other small gadgets 
for use in spy circles. His legacy 
as part of the CDTC is compli-
cated, as Maskelyne often exag-
gerated his accomplishments, 
as is in keeping with the self-
mythologizing storytelling com-
mon to stage magicians.

Joining Barkas and Maskelyne 
were talented painters, sculp-
tors, and architects. These in-
cluded painters Edward Seago, 
Julian Treveylan, Blair Hughes-
Stanton, and Fredrick Gore, as 
well as designers Steven Sykes 
and Ashley Havinden. After 
training at Farnham, they were 
all shipped off to General Head  
Quarters (GHQ) in Cairo, and 
were designated “A” Force in 
charge of camouflage and de-
ception in the desert theater.4

COUNTER-INTELLIGENCE
The Left Hand of El Alamein’s 
Desert Deception
Cairo was also the setting for 
SIME, the British Security Intel-
ligence of the Middle East. SIME 
was then under the umbrella of 
GHQ, and they dealt in coun-
ter-intelligence; this included 
the handling a double-agent, 
known as CHEESE. Cheese was 
Renato Levi, an Italian Jew who 
also held British citizenship. 
Levi had volunteered to work 
with British services early on in 
1939. Fortuitously, he was then

37

recruited by the Abwehr, the Ger-
man’s secret intelligence unit, and 
known to them as “Roberto.” It was 
the German’s idea to send Levi to 
Cairo in order to establish a wireless 
transmitter (W/T) base and recruit 
local informants, a development 
that the British were keen to capital-
ize upon. “A” Force noted his use-
fulness early on. A section of Levi’s 
classified file read:

In October-November, 1941, the 
organization of deception was 
rapidly developing. “Advanced 
Headquarters, ‘A’ Force” saw in 
CHEESE a possible opportunity 
for a decisive stroke. The informa-
tion despatched [sic] was gradu-
ally put on a far higher level, and 
close liaison was maintained be-
tween “A” Force, S.I.M.E. and the 
Operational authorities.5

Levi was seen as instrumental to the 
cause, and the counter-intelligence 
network he established in Cairo sent 
out a smoke cloud of misinforma-
tion with the British manning the 
W/T set with a fictitious informant,
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According to his official files, 
“Nicossof ” invented whole pla-
toons, misrepresented troop 
movements, and at one point 
claimed that Allied troops had 
informed him that no attack was 
imminent, at least at the end of 
August.6 This last piece of mis-
direction was meant to deliber-
ately make the Axis forces relax, 
while the CDTC went at work 
to make the ground situation 
look the part. (For more on Levi, 
please see his article in this issue.)

THEATER IN THE SAND
At El Alamein, the “A” Force 
made tanks look like trans-
port lorries, and made lorries 
look like tanks. Jasper Maske-
lyne invented the “Sunshield,”7 

which disguised tanks as trucks 
– the casing would fall away in 
“halves” when the tank needed 
to have unimpeded vision and 
ease of movement. This was a 
lovely illusion not unheard of in 
standard stage magic.

“A” Force also found ways to 
conceal thousands of gallons 

of tank fuel: they constructed false 
munitions depots, and built a 200-
mile dummy water pipeline stretch-
ing to the south, codenamed “Dia-
mond.” Meant to create the illusion 
that troops were building up in the 
south, the false pipeline operation 
crew pantomimed digging ditches 
and lying water pipe. In reality, the 
troops were placing 4-gallon empty 
petrol tins in the trench in five-mile 
stretches, which were then dug up at 
night and re-laid in the next stretch 
the following morning.8 

In the south on Munassib Ridge, 
dummy tanks were allowed to 
deteriorate to reveal they were 
camouflaged, but at the last min-
ute live artillery and munitions 
were brought in for a substantial 
assault. Because the Axis line 
was used to the false line, and 
the real munitions took them 
completely by surprise.9

OPERATION BERTRAM
Rommel came back from his 
recuperation to this: On the 

THE SUNSEHIELD TANK
WIKICOMMONS
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OPERATION DIAMOND
Dummy pipeline construction, which also served to hide munitions and artilery.

WIKICOMMONS
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evening of October 23, 1942, 
the Eighth Army Allied forces 
in Egypt under the command 
of Lieutenant-General Ber-
nard Montgomery launched a 
massive artillery attack on the 
stalled Axis Afrika Korps forc-
es. The main thrust came from 
the north, which was the oppo-
site of where the Panzerarmee 
thought they were building up 
troops. Then, an echo attack 
came from the Munassib Ridge 
in the south, overtaking the idle 
Italian troops sent to oversee 
the “dummy tanks.” In a panic, 
the German commander Stubbe 
went out to the front lines, and 
immediately went missing. The 
British R.A.F. planes pounded 
the Germans, and made their 
land mines obsolete. They were
outflanked, out-bombed, and 
taken completely by surprise. 
As recounted above, Hitler im-
mediately sent Rommel back to 
northern Africa following the 
October 23rd attack.

In his own reflection of the sec-
ond El Alamein, Rommel credit-
ed the Allied win on superior air 
power and not enough motor-
ized units or Petrol resupply.10 It 
is true that the number of Allied 
tank units was double that of the 
German and Italian troops, and 
“the British command of the air 
was complete.”11 However, it is 
likely telling that Rommel does 
not comment on the deceptions 
that led to outflanking and de-
feat of his Panzerarmee in the 
middle of the Libyan Desert. 
Upon hearing of his army’s near 
ruin, Hitler would not accept the 
situation and sent a blustering

After El Alamein and Operation 
Bertram, the Axis hold in North-
ern Africa was in tatters, Cairo 
was safe, as was the Suez Canal. 

Levi was released in 1943 when 
his prison was liberated by the 
British, and we have few spec-
ifis for him following that. Bar-
kas remained the head of the 
camouflage operation with the 
British Army, which included 
obfuscating troops during the 
D-Day invasion. Jasper Maske-
lyne went back to work on stage, 
only this time he entertained 
solely for the troops.

By DANA ROVANG
This was a cursory discussion about the camou-
flage and deception used to great success at of the 
second El Alamein, and does not get into detail or 
specifics of troop movements.More extensive rese-
rouces are found on the El Alamein story page at 
www.obscurehistories.com

GUN PORTEE
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“victory or death” telegram to Rom-
mel after they had been routed in 
early November.12 Rommel regret-
ted not completely retreating at the 
time: “With all my experience, I can 
confess to only one mistake – that 
I did not circumvent or even dis-
regard altogether the “Victory or 
Death” order 24 hours earlier (Nov. 
5, 1942).”13 He could have salvaged 
troops, equipment, and munitions. 

British Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill declared victory in a 
speech on November 11, 1942. 
Speaking about R.A.F. operations in 
France and Flanders, Churchill con-
tinued, saying:

It will be my duty in the near future to give 
a particular and full account of these op-
erations. All I say about them at present 
is that the victory which has already been 
gained gives good prospects of becoming 
decisive and final, so far as the defense of 
Egypt is concerned.14
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SCIENCE SPOTLIGHT
Camouflage in Nature
The Dazzle camouflage of WWI was initially developed by British Zoolo-
gist John Graham Kerr (1869-1957), although he received no credit for this 
at the time. One of Kerr’s specialities was camouflage in nature (or, cryptic 
coloration), which are markings that make it difficult to see an animal in 
its environment, or seem to make it look like another animal. For example, 
the eye-like markings on the polyphemus moth wings also resemble the 
eyes of an owl. Known as “mimicry,” smaller predators such as small birds 
might leave the moth alone, fearing the more ferocious bird. 

Cuttlefish are also experts at blend ing themselves into their environment 
to confuse prey.

The study of camouflage in nature has applications outside of the military. 
In the field of robotics, mimicry has given rise to a new wave of animal-
inspired mechanics called Biomimetics. Not only does this field serve in-
creasing varying purposes including nanotechnology, but it also helps us to 
understand the morphology and processes of organisms.
 
For more on this topic, including links, videos, and other online resources, please visit the El 
Alamein page on 
www.obscurehistories.com
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Renato Levi nearly
always flew under the 
radar, especially in the Brit-
ish National Archives. Even in 
recent books about spies and 
counter-intelligence, Levi re-
ceives curt mention and specif-
ics about his participation are 
often confused.1 To be fair, Levi’s 
files have only recently been 
released, and even then Levi - 
“Cheese,” or “Lambert,” or “Mr. 
Rose” - is only named once in his 
classified dossier.2 Indeed, in his 
national documents, evidence 
of redaction is everywhere: even 
his codename “CHEESE” has 
been carefully handwritten in 
tiny, blocky letters over white-
out, re-establising his place in 
history. 

In large part, this is perhaps due 
to the reason that Levi’s story 
doesn’t fall into the narrative 
of a “hero spy,” and efforts to 
make him into one mean elid-
ing much of the truth. To be 
absolutely certain, Levi was of 
paramount importance in estab-
lishing a spy network in Cairo 
that “turned the tide” of WWII 
in North Africa. But for much 
of WWII (specifically, August 
2, 1941- October 17, 1943), Levi 
was either undergoing interro-
gation by the Italian authorities 
or in an Italian island prison.3 

Also complicating his narrative are 
the archival files themselves, where 
he is alternatively referred to as 
“Cheese,” “Mr. Rose,” “Lambert,” or 
even his German nom du guerre, 
“Roberto.” As a result, teasing out 
Levi’s story is a much more difficult 
task than might appear.

About Levi, his “Most Secret” files 
called him an “international ad-
venturer” over his relevant status 
as a “British National.” Notably 
charming, inventive, and a “natural 
liar,”4 Levi’s birthplace as record-
ed in his dossier is “Italy.”5 How-
ever the same dossier has other 
documents stating he was born in 

Split, (presumably the city 
across the Adriatic now in Croa-
tia.)6 The exact date for the latter 
birthplace has been redacted, but 
the year of 1902 is the same. As 
of the clandestine file’s creation, 
he was 5’6” with light brown 
hair and blue eyes. Important-
ly, he was often referred to as a 
“Jew” or “Jewish,” and that his 
motives for joining the Allied 
cause was “Patriotic  [sic],”7 and 
that he wanted to fight for the 
Jews. However, according to the 
same people, Levi’s “motives are 
difficult to fathom.” Also, he “en-
joys the work for its own sake,” 
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and perhaps he simply enjoyed 
the traveling, womanizing, and 
overall adventuring his double-
agent life afforded him.8

Prior to joining the Allies in 
1939, Levi was reported to have 
lived in India, Switzerland, Ita-
ly, and Australia, in addition to 
holding British citizenship. His 
mother owned a hotel in Genoa, 
and he frequently used that as a 
home-base when he was in Italy. 
It was while staying in the hotel 
in December of 1939 that he was 
approached by a German I.S. 
Agent, “Oscar Zoller,” in one ac-
count,9 or Dr. Johannes “Hans” 
Travaglio (aka, Major Solms) in 
another.10 Dr. Travaglio seems 
to be his primary contact in the 
German I.S., and he reportedly 
inquired as to his willingness 
to help the Germans. Levi said 
he was, and was sent to France. 
When he arrived in France in 
early 1940, he headed for the 
British Consulate, where he re-
ported out of “patriotic” duty.  
While in France, he was han-
dled by the Deuxième Bureau 
(the French Intelligence) until 
France’s collapse in the mid-
1940. He was then returned to 
Genoa.

Here, he met again with Trava-
glio, who introduced him to oth-
er agents: a Major Helferich and 
another key player who went by 
“Rosetti.” After some discussion 
and planning, it was determined 
that Levi was to go to Egypt 
and set up a wireless transmit-
ter that would message German 
Headquarters in Athens with 
encrypted messages. Levi’s job
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was to set up the transmitter at a se-
cure location and recruit informants 
who would give him reliable “boots 
on the ground” information. The 
plan was reportedly approved by the 
head of Italian Intelligence, a Count 
Scirombo.”11

“Paul Nicossof ” was an 
invention of British 

intelligence. ... This was 
the start of the 

“Cheese Network.”
So, in late December 1940, just 
about a year after his recruitment by 
the Germans, Levi was off to Egypt. 
But while traveling through Istan-
bul, he was picked up by Turkish 
authorities for working with a gang 
of counterfeiters. He was apparently 
released 30 days later after the Brit-
ish stepped in, and he continued on 
to Cairo, arriving mid-February of 
that year. He was given a wireless set 
by the British and they established 
a fake informant, “Paul Nicossof.” 
“Nicossof ” was an invention of Brit-
ish intelligence, which began to use 
the wireless transmitter to commu-
nicate in encryption with Levi’s Axis 
connections. This was the start of 
the “Cheese Network.” While Levi 
was also known as “Cheese,” the 
transmissions by the fake informant 
are also referred to as “Cheese.” This 
development perhaps led to Levi’s 
new codenames in British Intelli-
gence communications, “Lambert” 
and “Mr. Rose.” To the Axis forces, 
he and his network were known as 
“Roberto.”

Following the establishment of

the Cheese network, Levi chose to 
return to Italy to meet with his Ger-
man contacts. It is unclear why he 
felt this was necessary. He traveled 
through Turkey in April of 1941 on 
his way to Rome. He made his way 
back to his mother’s hotel in Ge-
noa, and then on August 2, 1941 
he was arrested by Italian authori-
ties and accused of espionage; spe-
cifically, he was accused of work-
ing with the British Intelligence 
and that the “Roberto” Wireless 
Transmitter was under the control 
of the British (“trasmette sotto il 
controllo inglese”).12 The irony is 
that the Italians were completely 
correct of their suspicions, but 
Levi denied this under repeat in-
terrogations and he appealed to 
his German handlers for help. 
Rosetti and Travaglio were either 
unable or unwilling to assist him 
(it was speculated by British In-
telligence that Levi knew more 
than he should about his German 
handlers’ black market activi-
ties, and that may have been why 
they were loath to assist him).13  
He was also asked if he was Jew-
ish. He said that he was Jewish in 
“origin,” but that his religion was 
Catholic,14  and it seems like his 
answer was either satisfactory or 
the subject was not really an is-
sue. In October, Levi was told he 
would be released; instead, a few 
days later he was summoned to a 
secret court that convicted him of 
political crimes against the Ital-
ian state. He was sentenced to five 
years in prison, and shipped off to 
the island of Tremiti.15 Levi served 
around two years of his sentence 
before he was liberated by British 
forces in August of 1943 after be-
ing transferred to San Severo on
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the mainland. 

Because Levi was arrested and 
convicted in late 1941/early 
1942, the Cheese network out of 
Cairo took a significant hit to its 
credibility. One of the most in-
teresting features of this story is 
that the imaginary agent, “Paul 
Nicossof,” was able to regain and 
retain the trust of the Germans. 
Thanks to the ingenious ma-
nipulations of the British Intelli-
gence operatives controlling the 
wireless, the Cheese network was 
back in the pink by June of 1942, 
just in time for “A” Force to start 
planting counter-intelligence 
prior to the commencement of 
Operation Bertram at El Alam-
ein in Egypt (October, 1942). In-
deed, some of the most fascinat-
ing pieces out of this sordid tale 
are the ways that the intelligence 
operatives used payment sched-
ules (or, rather, the German’s lack 
of payment to “Paul Nicossof ”) 
to establish credibility about the 
fictitious informant’s informa-
tion; Nicossof was portrayed as 
petulant and inconsistent be-
cause efforts to pay him were 
always unsuccessful. Indeed, his 
handlers credited the “unfore-
seen event” of the German’s in-
ability to pay “Nicossof ” as the 
way they were able to extend his 
character beyond the “impasse” 
that would normally constitute 
a non-military informant. “Nic-
ossof ” could then see – rather, 
portray – himself as the “man 
who brought Rommel to Egypt,” 
which would get him paid for 
his troubles at last, in addition to 
all the attending glory and med-
als.16

His handlers conjectured that 
it was unlikely the German and 
Italian Intelligence bureaus had 
a great deal of communication 
between them, and the Ger-
mans, in spite of their full faith 
in Levi, were overly satisfied 
with his original purpose of es-
tablishing a wireless transmitter 
network, to their detriment.18

To read his declassified docu-
ments, Levi’s ultimate fate 
is unclear. It is true that the 
Cheese network was in full 
swing throughout the war, and 
many have credited “Cheese” 
with hoodwinking the Ger-
mans in grand fashion on many 
occasions. Perhaps Levi was 
again affiliated with Cheese 
after his release, perhaps not.
Regardless, Renato Levi – lover 
of travel, intrigue, and a really 
good lie – did a remarkable ser-
vice to the Allied forces by insti-
tuting one of the best and most 
productive counter-intelligence 
operations of WWII, and he 
kept it all safe.

By DANA ROVANG
Originally Published 7/15/2015
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Perhaps because of the British 
Intelligence’s efforts to make “Nic-
ossof ” convincing and that Levi was 
completely constant under duress 
in prison, the Germans never re-
ally lost faith in the Cheese opera-
tive network. More likely, they were 
starved for information, and Cheese 
held the only promise for any in-
telligence about the Middle East. 
Tellingly, the Germans blamed the 
Italians for the confinement of their 
only key agent in the Middle East, 
Renato Levi. For his part, Levi felt 
that the Italians were jealous of the 
German’s “success” in establishing 
an informant network after “Count 
Scrirombo’s” own attempts to do so 
had failed.17 For whatever the rea-
son, the Germans trusted Levi, but 
he never broke or compromised his 
duty to the Allied forces.

Levi was told he would 
be released; instead, a 
few days later he was 

summoned to a secret 
court that convicted 

him of political crimes 
against the Italian state. 
Others have looked at these newly 
declassified documents in the at-
tempt to press Levi into the service 
of a “Hero Spy” figure. In truth, Levi 
was a far more complicated figure 
and these whitewash narratives 
don’t succeed in allowing his experi-
ences all their complexity. And most 
interestingly, his story reveals much 
about the inner workings of the 
German Abwehr and the nature of 
the Italian Intelligence operations. 
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Appendix A: CYPHER DESIGNED FOR CHEESE
“Report on Cheese,” p.11 (BNA-KV-2-1133-2: 34). 
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