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The United States Army Air Force 
at the end of World War II was 
the largest, most powerful 

aerial combatant the world had ever 
seen. The US monopoly on atomic 
weapons seemingly guaranteed peace, 
however, and the country began to 
draw down its military establishment. 
The optimism did not last, of course, 
and within a short time the military 
was gearing up to face a new threat: 
the Soviet-led communist bloc.

The assets of the Continental Air 
Forces were divided in early 1946 
among three new commands: Tactical 
Air Command (TAC); Air Defense 
Command (ADC); and Strategic Air 
Command (SAC). The mission of 
the SAC was to conduct long-range 

combat operations of a strategic 
nature, long-range reconnaissance, 
and operations in conjunction with 
the Army and Navy. By the end of 1946, 
the command had 37,092 airmen 
operating 148 B-29 Superfortresses, 
85 P-51 Mustang fighters, and a 
few transport and reconnaissance 
aircraft divided between the 
Eighth and Fifteenth Air Forces. 

Deterrence & Stand-off
SAC became the primary control-

ling command for what would become 
known as “strategic attack,” referring 
to large-scale attacks on enemy 
infrastructure and cities, specifically 
with nuclear weapons. The hope was 
that being prepared to, and capable 

of, doing so would provide enough 
of a deterrent that the mission would 
not have to be executed. The key 
concept was the belief, based on 
the experience of World War II, that 
a determined, large-scale bombing 
raid would always reach the target. 

The problem for SAC was the 
limited range of its bomb-
ers. A B-29 based in the US 
could not reach the Soviet 
Union and return. The new 
B-36, first fielded in 1946, had 
a combat radius of nearly 3,500 
miles, considerably more than 
double that of the B-29, but even 
it had to be deployed in the far north 
of the US. Both were still propeller-
driven designs from the World War 
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Aircraft Assigned Strategic Air Command 1946 to 1960
Aircraft 1946 1947 1948 1949 1950 1951 1952 1953 1954 1955 1956 1957 1958 1959 1960

B-29 148 319 486 390 286 340 417 110

B-36 35 36 38 98 154 185 209 205 247 127 22

B-47 12 62 329 795 1086 1306 1285 1367 1366 1178

B-50 35 99 196 219 224 138 78

B-52 12 97 243 380 488 538

B-58 19

P/F-51 85 230 131

P-80 120

F-82 81 81

F-84 167 96 230 235 411 511 336

RF-84 57 57

F-86 80 54 56

F-2 31 35

RB-17 24 18

RB-29 30 62 46 30 18 8

RB-36 20 65 114 137 133 133

RC-45 4

B/RB-45 27 38 22

Y/RB-47 99 265 234 254 216 176 174 113

RB-50 19 40 39 38 12 12

RB-57 16 24 19 6

U-2 1

C-54 15 9 11 19

C-82 11 4 4 4

C-97 14

C-124 19 36 36 49 54 51 51 50 51 50 50

YC-97 5

KB-29 67 126 187 179 143 91 82 74

KC-97 21 139 359 592 697 750 742 780 745 689

KC-135 24 185 322 405

Total 279 713 837 868 962 1,186 1,638 1,830 2,640 3,080 3,188 2,712 3,034 3,207 2,992*

Introduced in 1955, the B-52 is expected 
to remain in service until the 2040s.

*Composed of both RB-36 and B-36
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II era, and would be increasingly 
vulnerable to ever-faster jet fighters. 

The range problem was made man-
ifest during the Berlin Blockade in June 
1948, when the Soviet Union blocked 
all surface communications with West 
Berlin in an effort to oust the Western 
Powers from the divided city. SAC pro-
vided some of the aircraft used to airlift 
supplies into the city, while bombers 
were deployed forward in a show of 
force to convince the Soviets not to 
interfere. The 301st Bombardment 
Group moved to Furstenfeldbruck, 
West Germany, and the 28th and 
307th Bombardment Groups went to 
bases in England. These bases put the 
bombers within reach of all of Western 
Europe. They did no more than fly 
reconnaissance missions along the 
border, but the point was made.

The situation changed dramatically 
in 1949 when the Soviets detonated 
their first atomic weapon. They had 
also reverse-engineered a B-29 and 
were now manufacturing their own 
long-range bomber. The US lost its 
status as the sole nuclear power, 
resulting in the mutual stand-off 

soon to be named the “Cold War.” 
In a portent of things to come, SAC 

was also called on for conventional 
bombing support of ground operations 
during the Korean War, with B-29s 
deployed forward to Japan. Raids 
against communist marshaling areas 
in China were off-limit for political 
reasons, so the bombers were used for 
ground support and attacks on infra-
structure like bridges, always using 
conventional bombs. Nuclear capable 
B-36 wings remained in the US (though 
some reconnaissance RB-36s flew out 
of Japan). Like the B-29s in Europe 
during the Berlin Crisis, they helped 
ensure the war remained a limited one.

Jets & Constant Alert
As the Korean War came to a close, 

both the US and USSR began fielding 
the first generation of jet bombers. 
SAC received two new aircraft: the 
B-47 starting in 1953, and the B-52 
in 1955, replacing the B-29 and B-36 
respectively. Comparable Soviet 
aircraft entered service at about the 
same time. The increasing numbers 
of aircraft and nuclear weapons soon 

reached a level at which both sides 
could be confident of annihilating 
the other. This mutually assured 
destruction (MAD) quickly became US 
policy, on the assumption neither side 
would start a war it could not survive. 
(The Soviets were more optimistic, if 
that’s the right word, and took serious 
steps toward surviving a first strike.)

Jets fly both higher and faster than 
propeller aircraft. Altitude offered 
greater protection from fighters and 
anti-aircraft weapons, while speed 
greatly reduced the time available 
to respond to an incoming attack.

The problem of intercepting 
incoming jets absorbed tremendous 
resources on both sides. A steady 
stream of new interceptor designs 
reached the air forces, each flying high-
er and faster than those before. They 
were supplemented, then supplanted, 
by surface-to-air missiles (SAM) with 
rapidly improving range and accuracy.

SAC proposed a variety of solutions 
to the problem. Early designs focused 
on the means of escorting bombers 
with fighters, extending fighter range 
with carried fuel, then aerial refueling, 


