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Review:

If Dickens were to have written about the years following World War 
II, he might have started this tome, “It was the best of times; it was the 
worst of times.”  It was certainly the best of times.  The United States 
and its Allies had just waged a war against global domination and won, 
liberating Europe and the Pacific from aggression and devastation.  
Economies were on the mend and diplomacy again took center stage.  
Yet, it was also the worst of times.  The Soviet Union had just cordoned 
off much of Eastern Europe behind an “Iron Curtain” and aimed nuclear-
tipped missiles at its former allies.

 It is within this context that Elliott Converse chronicles the 
evolution of the U.S. military from waging the largest and most deadly 
war in history to managing a tense and competitive “Cold War.”  As 
the title suggests, Converse focuses on America’s efforts to rearm and 
modernize its arsenal in the face of this new and dangerous threat.  The 
author tells an engaging story of the rapid emergence of technology 
and how a wartime bureaucracy was transformed and reengineered to 
acquire advanced missiles, aircraft, computers, and of course, nuclear 
energy and weapons.  

 At its heart, however, is the compelling story of the people who 
led this transformation.  There are familiar players, like Vannevar Bush, 
James Forrestal, and Hoyt Vandenberg.  But there are also intriguing 
stories of lesser know, but no less inf luential bureaucrats, including 
Wilfred McNeil, Clay Bedford, and Walter Whitman.  

This is a well-researched and engaging book.  The author captures 
the human side of the story through liberal use of quotes and good 
storytelling to get at why and how important decisions were made.  In the 
process, Converse explores Service rivalries, budget battles, high-stakes 
intrigue, and behind-the-scenes dealing – and sometimes double-dealing 
– within Washington’s halls of power.  The book is richly footnoted and 
laced with data charts, tables, period photographs, and biographical 
sketches of many of the key players.  

This book is of particular importance to today’s defense acquisition 
community because it explores our roots.  Many of the decisions and 
actions from this time period are still evident in the organization and 
processes we use today. Sir Winston Churchill once noted, “Those who 
fail to learn from history are doomed to repeat it.”  Through the clear 
lens of hindsight, therefore, we should read this book and learn from the 
brilliant successes and sad foibles of those who came before us.

210

Professional Reading List

Defense ARJ,  April 2012, Vol. 19 No. 2 : 121–210


