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In The Winged Gospel: America's Romance with Aviation, Joseph J. Corn examines the distinctly American fascination with aviation during the first half of the 20th century. He explains these attitudes through a social understanding of the culture from which they originated. Corn's thesis is that American attitudes toward aviation during this time period were religious in nature, extending well beyond aviation’s utility as a form of transportation.  Aviation offered people the promise of hope, prosperity and unprecedented international harmony.  He repeatedly describes this sentiment as "the winged gospel", appropriately incorporating it into the title of his book.


The organization of the book is logical; the first three chapters establish the magnitude of the "the winged gospel" and its birthplace within American society.  This part of the book is written in rough chronological order.  The first chapter begins around the time of Orville Wright's Kitty Hawk trials in the early 20th century followed by a chapter that introduces the religious aspect of the winged gospel, and leading to the third chapter which emphasizes attitudes towards aviation during WWII.  
In the first chapter of The Winged Gospel, Corn coherently presents the initial astonishment Americans had towards the notion of "heavier than air" (pg. 18) flight.  The second chapter introduces the religious nature of this fascination.  Corn refers to "prophets" (pg. 29) who proposed "prophecies" (pg. 29) on the future of aviation and the role it would play in everyday life.  He emphasizes that these ideas were often described with the use of Christian symbolism (pg. 30).  He concedes that not everyone accepted every tenet of this "faith" (pg. 31), but generally "Americans widely shared" the idea of the "airplane as a messiah"(pg. 30).  The remainder of the chapter hammers home this religious perception of aviation using spiritual terminology to interpret many specific examples.  In the third chapter of his book Corn offers examples of the manifestation of America’s obsession with aviation in popular culture.  He presents many examples of aviation memorabilia as economic proof of this phenomenon.  The chapter ends with the time period immediately following WWII and introduces the two sided attitude toward aviation that began to surface simultaneously as a result of the Allied sentiment that aviation dominance helped achieve victory over the Axis but on the other hand, the negative association of flight with bombing and death.  

The following three chapters are case studies of the mindsets and activities of different groups of aviation enthusiasts.  Corn devotes entire chapters to women in aviation and their unique ability to present aviation as technically accessible to the masses, the idea of aviation as a form of mass transportation and finally a study of air age education. The epilogue offers an explanation for the sudden halt in momentum of the aviation movement during the 1950s, citing its primary causes as the correlation people drew between aviation and the bombing raids of World War II, especially the nuclear attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki and the fact that aviation was unable to deliver on many of its ambitious promises.

The comprehensiveness of Corn’s study is an area for which he has received some criticism.  Wesley N. Phillips in The Business History Review (Vol. 58, No. 1, Transportation, 1984. 136-137) criticizes Corn for failing to include sufficient mention of the big airline industry CEOs from the era, Juan Trippe, C.E. Woolman and C. R. Smith.  Another figure who was only briefly mentioned by Corn yet has recently received much attention recently for his role in aviation history is Howard Hughes.  Mainly due to the recent release of the Hollywood movie, The Aviator, Hughes’ name has practically become synonymous with enthusiasm for flight.  He founded the Hughes Aircraft Company in 1935 and was a distinctly American contributor to the “winged gospel” most of his life.  Corn only mentions Hughes in reference to his movie Hell’s Angels (pg. 12), and furthermore only uses this reference as an example of how American movies extolled flight.  The scope of the book would have been more suitable had Corn included some of these key players and ignored some of the lesser known figures he decided to focus on.
In the fifth chapter titled “An Airplane in Every Garage” (pg 91), Corn presents a lot of interesting history about the technological developments surrounding the airplane.  He devotes considerable attention to improvements in control systems, safety, lowering of costs through superior design and the difference between pusher and puller type propeller configurations.  This leads up to a retrospective and sometimes humourous look at various airport designs.  In this chapter the depth of Corn’s research really becomes apparent.  In order to help convey the optimism felt by Americans in the 1920s toward the idea of personal aviation he cites the “Babson Statistical Organization”, a consortium of business advisers, for their recommendation that every American buy up roof space in expectation of the boom in downtown rooftop landing fields (pg. 104).  It is through this type of indirect proof that Corn draws the reader into the time period and helps him comprehend how much has changed in the way people think about aviation since this time period.  
One of Corn's biggest strengths is his ability to retrieve primary materials ranging from newspaper articles, quotes, transcripts of interviews and in some cases even poems, from the time period.  In one case he actually uses a conversation with staff members at the National Air and Space Museum (pg 97) to support his argument.  However, Corn’s greatest strength is also one of his biggest weaknesses.  He uses a propagandist approach towards proving his thesis.  He covers a very large cross section of evidence, all interpreted in support of his argument, so that any rational reader will have little option but to agree with his perspective.  At one point in the book, Corn presents a cartoon depicting Santa Claus flying an airship with his reindeers and sleigh abandoned on the ground (pg. 33) as proof of America’s messianic attitude towards aviation.  Corn uses a quote from a science magazine to demonstrate the belief of 1920s aviation minded architects that in order to appear attractive to the masses of flying commuters new buildings would have to be designed to be appealing, not only from the ground but also from a bird’s eye view perspective (pg. 37).
A noted historian in the field of aeronautical history, Roger Bilstien, in the Journal of American History (Vol. 71, No. 2 1984 pg. 407), describes Corn's thesis that America's enthusiasm for aviation was religious in nature and integral to every aspect of their lives as "infectious". Though this quote is printed on the back cover of the book as an example of critical acclaim, it actually alludes to the partiality of Corn's conclusions. Corn argues so vehemently for his thesis that he overstates the degree of enthusiasm Americans had for aviation during this time period.  Another example of this partiality is evident in the language Corn uses to present his evidence.  Ubiquitously throughout the book, Corn slips adjectives like “messianic” (pg. 43), “religious” (pg.57) and “sacred” (pg. 39) into his presentations of evidence.  This subliminal tactic is so pervasive and obvious that it weakens Corn’s credibility as a historian.

Another criticism of the book is that Corn does not emphasize particular themes throughout his argument. He offers many examples that generally support the idea that America's enthusiasm for aviation was religious in nature but fails to clarify his proof into a series of supporting points that help the reader to arrive at a conclusion of their own. At the very least he could have grouped his proofs into separate bodies of evidence.  For example, in the second chapter of the winged gospel Corn presents the notion of the airplane as a messiah (pg. 30), followed by the idea that democracy would prevail in the sky (pg. 31) and end discrimination (pg. 35), then a discussion of airplanes in war (pg. 38), and then jumps into a discussion of aerial healing (pg.40) and finally a comparison of American and English attitudes towards aviation, all without ever tying his ideas together into a coherent argument.  At certain points in the book, the reader is aware that a strong argument is being made but unsure of the conclusion he is supposed to draw.
Overall Corn's book is good; he presents a large and diverse body of evidence. He is certainly convincing of his argument and his book is thorough enough for academics interested in the subject, yet not too detailed to discourage the casual reader.  Audiences seeking an unbiased account of the aeronautical history of the time period should look at other sources before drawing conclusions based on Corn’s work.  I would recommend this book to people who enjoy learning about history, people with an interest in aviation and casual readers seeking entertainment.
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