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In the first decade of this century, the Naval War College played a leading role in
the newly institutionalized war planning process. One of the first plans, and the first
transaceanic plan, was the Oranpe Special Situation against Japan, The origing and
development of War Plan Orange—"a grand strategy for a war of illusions”—are

related here.

THE NAVAL WAR COLLEGE AND

THE ORIGINS OF WAR-PLANNING AGAINST

JAPAN

Michael Vlahos

Before the foundation of the General
Board, U.S. naval war-planning was
confined to ad hoc work at the Naval
War College. Mahan produced the first
of these plans, a "Contingency Plan of
Operations in Case of War With Great
Brirain,” drawn up in December 1890.
The War College, as an organization,
evolved its first war plans during the
Venezuelan Crisis in 1895." When the
General Board was founded in 1900, to
“ensure the efficient preparation of the
fleet in case of war,” the formulation of
official “war portfolios’” was institu-
tionalized at last.? The fears of
American legislators would not allow
the creation of a true general sgaff along
the Prussian medel. The General Board,
therefore, had no command function
and operated as a purely advisory body.
Nevertheless, under the leadership of
Admiral of the Navy George Dewey, its
counsel carried great weight,

In war-planning, the General Board
could be seen almost as an extension of

tactical and straregic problems were
cust, played, analyzed, and codified for
transmission to the General Board, The
Board—one of whose members was also
the president of the Naval War
College—modified,approved,and
made official the adoption or the
updating of a War Porcfolio. The
intellectual ferment in war-planning
was added by rhe officer-students ar the
Naval War College.?

In America’s debut years as a world
power, two basic war straregies were
created, one against "Black” (Germany),
the other against "Orange” (Japan).
War Portfolio No. 1, against Black,
grew out of the strategic insecurity
occasioned by the Venezuelan Crisis of
19034 and envisaged a German battle
fleet strike across the Atlantic. German
intentions in this were presumed to be
the destruction of the Monroe Doctrine
through the seizure of bases in the
Caribbean, and spreading German
colonial influence throughout Hispanic
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Orange, quickly took form during the
Japanese-American Ceisis of late 1906-
19073 Pacific planning envisioned a
Japanese descent upon U.S. possessions
in the Far East.

These plans encapsulated opposing
facets of the Navy "world view,” just as
they faced opposing headings of the
compass. The Black War Plan grew in
some measure out of Dewey's German-
ophobia’ and represented a traditional
American strategic view. Here was the
defensive stance, righteously taken
against scheming European powers
who would violate the Monroe
Doctrine: an American battle fleet
standing solemn vigil in the Eastern
Caribbean.

How different was the Orange Plan.
There, the farflung battle fleer of the
United States, defending an insular
empire and Asiatic interests against the
competing interests of a rival system,
would do battle along the American
oceanic frontier: the rim of empire. As
Frederick Merk or Akira Iriye’ would
tell us, it was the furthermose frontier of
our history, of a manifest destiny that
flung us, first across a wild continent,
and then over a vast ocean.

The Orange War Plan was America’s
first transoceanic conflict plan. As it
evolved at Newport during the first
decade of this century, the "Orange
Special Situation” demarcated, in
operational metaphor, America's
emergence in the world. The evolution
of war scenarios at the Naval War
College reflected the farger evolution of
America’s perceived interest in
international conditions.

Reluetant Amity, 1897-1905. The
fiest thoughts expressed at the Naval
War College on the possibility of war
with Japan appeared in June of 1897, A
short essay, written by the Board on
Defenses ar the Naval War College and
entitled “War with Spain and Japan,”
was occasioned by the Hawaiian crisis of
that year.® Its author attempted to
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sketch a strategy with the very limited
means then at the Navy's disposal. In
the event of war, the objective of both
the United States and Japan was focused
on the Hawaiian Islands. Alchough a
Japanese invasion of the west coast was
not expected, it is admitted that the
Japanese might coal either at one of the
Aleutian islands or might take
temporary possession of Puget
Sound... for the purpose of coaling.”? A
tone of casual pessimism permeates the
paper. For example, a general fleet
action was expected to "take place
which would probably sectle for the
time being the question of supremacy
on the islands.”'® “In case hosrilities
were delayed until 1898 when the
Japanese would be in possession of two
first-class barttleships,” the war planner
became very grim indeed. Concurrent
hostilities with Spain prevented
another firsc-class battleship from
being detached from the Atlantic to
reinforce Oregon. Only the second-class
Masne could be spared. With the U.S,
Pacific Squadron outgunned, and with
San Francisco defenseless before the
two big, brand new Japanese bactle-
ships, “'it would be necessary for us to
abandon the Sandwich Islands tempo-
rarily and with our fleet fall back to the
support of San Francisco.”!!

This was a sorry tale, for it was the
Japanese Navy that seized the initiative,
spanning the ocean and descending
upon the coast of the enemy homeland.
This analysis and its assumptions
reflected a world view worthy of a
minor navy, still imbued with the
operational ethos of a coast defense
force.

A much more sophisticated summary
of this situation, written by the
president of the Naval War College,
Capt. Caspar F. Goodrich, reached
conclusions identical to the roughly
sketched plan for a twin-ocean war
against Spain and Japan.!? Drawn up in
response to a lerter from Assistant

Secretary of the Navy Roosevelt, its
2
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sobering recommendations are in stark
contrast to Roosevelt’s eagerness to
“smash” the Japanese Fleet. According
to Goodrich, ""'the most serious
consideration is our marked numerical
inferiority.” This sitnation, of course,
would have precluded an offensive
move into Japanese home waters.
Furthermore, ‘it should not be
forgotten that the Japanese enjoy one
marked initial advantage over us in
recent war experience...while our
personnel ... have not received their
due need of training....'"'3 He
responded to Roosevelt's expectation of
“destroying the Japanese fleet,” saying,
“it is well to remember that Nelson said
‘Numbers alone annihilate.”" Finally,
the president of the War College offered
his professional opinion that “the
College regrets that facts seem to forbid
a rapid, vigorous, aggressive war,”!
This tone of unequivocal pessimism
must have done much to dampen
Roosevelt’s marrial ardor over the
Hawaiian question. Furthermore, the
assumption underscored by Goodrich
may well have prompted the "secretand
confidential’ instructions John D.
Long—Secretary of the Navy—sent
some 3 weeks later to Admiral
Beardslee. His cautionary directions to
avoid any escalarion of naval tensions in
the Pacific reflected a "shallow water”
strategic vision within the Navy, a
perception at this point of a Navy
incapable of Pacific power projection.
Japan was mentioned again as a
potential foe of the United States in a
paper submitted to the Naval War
College in the spring of 1900 by Lt. John
M. Ellicott. Entitled “Sea Power of
Japan,” its thesis and tone reflecred an
attitude roward the Japanese not far
removed from the tentative war plans
of 1897.1 Ellicott was full of praise for
the Japanese people, who "possess the
characteristics of courage, endurance,
intelligence and patriotism rhat have
been amply proven in their recent
foreign war."'s To their navy, he

LANNING AGAINST

accorded the highest praise, placing
their professionalism on a level second
only to the navy of Grear Britain, and
above that of the United States. Japan,
he conceded, possessed a "fleet equal in
fighting capacity to the combined
Eastern squadrons of any three
Occidental Powers.”!7

In contrast, 3 years of U.S. naval
expansion had not expanded the scope
of naval strategy. Although Ellicott
admitted that the United States,
through acquisition of advanced bases in
the Philippines and Guam, had gained
the “strategic advantage,” he implied
thar this was an advantage only “from a
geographic point of view."!® Like the
pessimistic planners of 1897, rhe young
lieutenant handed the initiative tw the
Japanese, Instead of describing a plan of
operations against the home islands, he
chose a "'worst case’ approach:
“Suppose, however, that Japan felt
strong enough to hold in check any force
threatening her from the Philippines,
and at the same time to assume the
offensive against the Unired States
across the Pacific?"'?

The same trying specrer of Japanese
descent upon Hawaii and Unalaska was
then replayed in grim analysis,
culminating in the invasion of
California via Santa Barbara and San
Diego. Unlike the unfought campaigns
of 1897, Ellicott’s essay had no pretext
for war, no casus belli, no “scenario.” It
was more a warning against the
consequences of unpreparedness than it
was a strategic plan: “"We have the
resources and have acquired the
position; it only remains—but it st
remains—to use the resources in
making the positions srrong."2¢

Ellicotr drew a strategic portrait of
Japan as a potential enemy of the far
futrure, if ever. His paper provided more
important insight in predicting the
Anglo-Japanese Alliance, and in his
confident assertion that Japan would
come to blows with Russia or Germany
long before the United States. In

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1980
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another study, written by Ellicort and
submitted to the General Board in April
1900,2! he even went so far as to suggest
that a Russian battle fleet might
threaten the Philippines. War with
Russia was a distinct possibility in
Ellicote's speculations. In such a mire-
en-scene, alliance with Japan would be
only natural.2?

Russo-American rivalry in China
had been intensifying since the Boxer
Rebellion over the policy of the Open
Door.?* American naval officers
stationed in the Far East developed
serious hostilities toward the Russians
they encountered in Manchuria and
North China, Should it seem surpris-
ing, then, that senior officers should
begin to suggest that Imperial Russia
might actually be America’s primary
potential enemy? Rear Adm. George
C. Remey—commander of U.S. naval
forces in Astatic waters during the
siege of the legations in Peking—
reported to the General Board on 29
May 1902 and the minutes of his
briefing suggested his bias: “In regard
to a possible coalition in the East,
Rear-Admiral Remey rhought that on
one side might be arrayed England,
Japan, and the United States, and on
the other Russia and France...."?

This vision of a triple alliance with
Great Britain and Japan against Russia
became so alluring to U.8. war
planners during 1902 chat a bona fide
plan of operations in the Pacific was
actually considered on this basis,
During the summer of 1902 students
at the Naval War College prepared its
"Solution of Problem of 1902" for just
such a war as had been envisaged by
Remey earlier that spring. The war
scenario, set primarily in Korea and
Southern Manchuria, was a harbinger
of the Great War to come. The altied
armies were stalemated in Korea
somewhere north of Seoul and a static,
entrenched position warfare ensued.
At sea the superior combined squad-
rons of the Triple Alliance bottled-up

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol33/iss4/5

the weaker fleet formations of Russia
and France in their bases, from Kam-
ranh Bay to Vladivostok.2s

Whether the General Board directed
the War College to focus on Russia as
the “enemy” of its annual problem
after hearing the forceful, “on-scene”
arguments of Remey is not known.
There were discussions in the spring
of 1901 between the General Board
and Rear Adm. Frederick Rodgers—
commanding U.S. naval forces in the
Far East—concerning contingency
plans in case of war with Russia,
presumably over the principle of the
Open Door in Manchuria.?¢ Given the
strategic planning that was pursued
against Russia at the Naval War
College in 1902, it appears that the
Russian Empire was seriously con-
sidered as a potential enemy of the
United States for several years.

Whatever the contemporary signifi-
cance of the Navy's first flirtation with
war-planning against Russia, it
marked the fullness of sympathy
within the Navy toward the straregic
problems then faced by Japan. In the
1902 plan, Japan was very much the
senior alliance partner, the key to the
war effort: "A noteworthy feature of
the conditions favoring the success of
the Triple Alliance is found in the
presence of the admirably organized
Japanese Army.” For its pare, the
Japanese Navy was considered the
operational equal of the Royal
Navy.?

This is the significance of the
Problem of 1902, During the period of
Russophobia in the U.S. Navy, the
Japanese Navy was viewed as a worthy
potential ally of the U.S. Navy. If, as
both Ellicott and Remey warned,
Japan “would be glad to get into the
Philippines,” they were quick to add
that “Japan likes best of all foreigners
the American.”?® Here one may sense
the overtones of a tradition of
Japanese-American friendship con-
tinued since Perry.?®

4
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These were fading overtones by 1904,
The world of the Problem of 1902 was
ideal for a navy still rooted in a
traditional American outlook. The
Navy of 1902 had no real primary
antagonists. None of its overseas bases
was threatened, and the policy of the
Open Door thar it was sworn to uphold
in China meant the checking of Russia, a
move that Japan would be only too
happy to make a checkmate. An
incipient natural alliance between the
three predominant seapowers of the
Pacific automatically ruled out the
specter of strategic rivalry. Wich Russia
as the inevitable enemy of Great Britin,
Japan, and the United States, the Navy
could look forward to playing, as in its
"problem,” a casual supporring role in
the coming struggle that Brooks Adams
had cutlined in 1900: that of “civiliza-
tion" locked in mortal combat with the
barbarian ""Slav.”%? In terms of
contemporary American perceptions of
global “space,” Russia was on the
periphery, comfortably buffered by
Greart Britain and Japan whose navies
would hold center stage in the future
war. Such a play, and such a role, fit well
into a traditional American world view
of its place in international politics.
Something of rhis expectation can be
glimpsed in the introduction to rhe
Problem of 1902: "April 15, 1903,
Cossacks kill American missionaries in
Manchuria. April 20. United States
declares war on Russia and France.™

America had embraced an insular
empire in 1898, stretching from Hawaii
ro Palawan. As an cxpanding encefnte
advanced America’s sense of “vital
interests’ from hemispheric to
transoceanic concepts of space,
rraditional responses still rended to
govern the expectant image of
Ametican involvement in both
international politics and in global war.

The Crisis, 1906-1908. The
developmenr of a serious war plan
ainst Germany in the Course of 1903

at the Naval War College gave the
United States its first official potential
enemy of the 20th century. From the
strategic insecurity prompted by the
entrance of German warships into the
Caribbean grew a fabulous tale of future
Teutonic perfidy. To destroy the
Monroe Doctrine, Germany's entire
High Seas Fleet would sortie across the
Atlantic to annihilate the US. Atlantic
Fleet, and then proceed to seize bases
and expand imperial influence
throughoutr Hispanic America.}?

With the creation of what would in 10
years be codified as the Black War Plan,
the Navy institutionalized two critical
straregic doctrines. To meet the newly
discovered, overwhelming threat of the
German Navy, the U.S. Navy ac long
last sought “concentration of the Barcle
Fleet"—Mahan's hallowed adjurarion.
Furthermore, it was necessary to
concentrate this fleet in the Atlantic.

A Caribbean Fleet concenrration—ro
meer the Kaiser's imperial thrusr—
meant, however, virtual abandonment
of a budding U.S. imperial scrategy of its
own in the Pacific.

Mahan himself—rhe embodiment of
the principle of fleer concentrarion—
ook arms against the solution wo fleer
distribution urged on the General Board
afrer the Course of 190%:

To remove our fleet—battle
fleet—from rhe Pacific would be a
declaration of policy and a
confession of weakness, It would
mean a reversion to a policy
narrowly American, and essen-.
tially defensive, which is milicarily
vicious.

In brief, the American question,
the Monroe principle, though not
formally accepted, is as nearly
cstablished as is given to interna-
tional questions to be. The Pacific
and Eastern is nor in that case, and
is the great coming question,??

Here in perfect encapsulation is the
embryo of the Navy's paradigm shife

a
Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1980
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from hemispheric containment to
global mission. Although a concantena-
tion of crises had not yet produced a
threat to U8, interests in the Far Eascin
the form of an inevitable enemy, the
stage of the theater of decision was
ready; and “the great coming question”
clearly involved the “destiny” of the
United Stares,

However prescient was Mahan's
sense of the slow shift of the imperial
center of gravity, it is ironic that his
principle of fleet concentration was so
misapplied, both from strategic and
historicist perspectives. By marshaling
its battleships in the Atlantic, the
General Board chose a defensive stance
against an unlikely threat in preference
to an expansive employment of the
Navy in transpacific diplomacy. Monroe
was still sironger than Mahan, and
Atlanric inconography of U.S. foreign
policy still held sway in naval world
view,

Given a battle fleet concentration in
the Atlantic, the first question thrust
upon the creators of the Black War Plan
directly involved, in the absence of an
Isthmian Canal, was the conduct of
Pacific War strategy. There might notbe
a strong candidate for a Pacific potential
enemy from Vladivostok to Valparaiso.
There were always the Germans,
however, and rhe Kaiser might just
decide to artack the Philippines, settling
for a more limired dismemberment of
the new American Empire. As the
officers of the Course of 1903 reasoned,
"it is doubtful if public sentimenr in the
U.S. would be excited to the same extent
by the loss of the Philippines.’

Thus was erected the barricade that
was to haunt Navy war planners to the
opening day of the Panama Canal. Once
the Naval War College recommended,
and once the General Board sealed its
decision in Mahanian wtit to station the
U.S. Battle Fleer in the Atlantic, no one
seemed able to conceive a satisfactory
means of transferring that mighty
illa in time of war from onge

1g1tal commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol33/iss4/5

American ocean to the other. They came
to rue the day, these makers of naval
strategy, that they ever came to name
the German Empire as "Potential
Enemy Number One,” create a special
plan of operations against its fleet, and
deposit the entire strength of the
United States at sea along an Adantic
front. Just 3 years after the Course of
1903, a major diplomatic crisis between
the United States and Japan drew the
curtain to Mahan's "'great coming
question” of the Pacific. The crisis was
sparked when the San Francisco School
Board, citing "the higher end” of
shielding that city's whice children from
the dangers of "association with pupils
of the Mongolian Race,” instituted a
pupil segregation policy. Japan declated
that the United States had thereby
broken the equal treatment clause of the
Japanese-American Treaty of 1894, As
the image in the U.S. Navy of its
Japanese counterpart began to meta-
morphose into that of a potential, and
then probable enemy, the Pacific
impotence accruing from Atlantic
concentration became intolerable. The
nightmare of strategic fleer movement
was the central conundrum faced by
Navy war planners before 1914. As will
be revealed in their correspondence and
analyses of the situation during the peak
period of the Japanese- American crisis,
it was a trauma thar they did nor awake
from until 22 February 1909 when The
Great White Fleet returned to
Hampton Roads.

From October 1906 to July 1907,
when the crisis faded after President
Roosevelt formally apologized to Japan,
war with Japan became for the first time
a possibility not confined to the
imagination. In every war plan and war
game prepared at the Naval War
College, the Army War College, and in
every deliberation of the Joint Board of
the Army Staff and the Navy General
Board, the strategic movement of the
battle fleet was always the critical facror,
Victory or defeat for the United Stareés



Vlahos: The Naval War College and the Origins of War-Planning Against Jap

WAR-PLANNING AGAINST JAPAN 29

inawar with Japan was seen to hinge on
the timing of the entrance of the US.
Battle Fleet into the "theater of
decision.” Too often in game and in
analysis was this timing off.

The summer before the crisis, the
students at the Naval War College were
wrestling with the problem of war with
Japan. As its Problem for that summer,
the Conference of 1906 was handed a set
of "Questions Relating to the Campaign
Between Blue and Orange.” Although
hardly premeditated to meet the
strategic needs raised by the coming
crisis, the "Solution of the Problem”
formed the basis of whart would soon
become the U.S. Navy's Orange War
Plan?®

Under its terms, hostilities com-
menced on 1 June 1907. Blue's battle
fleer of sixteen ships concentrated at
Manila Bay, with another division of
four ironclads at Pearl Harbor. The
Japanese Fleet ts anchored in “Hancock
Bay and the 0 Sima Srraits.” This was
the setup: the outbreak of war placed
Blue at its prepared srrategic pivo, just
1753 miles from Tokyo Bay, ready o
advance on the home islands with a two
to one superiority in numbers and two
and a half to one preponderance of
force. Advancing along the Manila-
Pescadores-Chusan axis, the U.S. Battle
Fleet would meer and destcroy the
Japanese Fleet in a decisive action. From
advanced bases just off the shores of
Japan, American barrleships would
roam at will, bombarding the rich cities
within the Inland Sea®

One unpardonable assumption
reveals the Problem of 1906 to be,
though still an authentic prototype,
something less than a serious war plan.
The battle strengrh of the U.S. Navy,
according to the doctrine of Atlantic
concentration, was at anchor in
Hampton Roads in January of 1907
Somehow, by the first of June, the entire
battle fleet managed to reach Manila
Bay before the outbreak of hostilities.??
Such luck was admitted by the students

of the Conference of 1906 to be less than
unlikely. Blue strategy in the Pacific
might be crippled by the need for a
transoceanic fleet movement; yet the
students at the conference barely
explored the possibility that Orange
might attack before Blue was prepared.
An explanation for this attitude can be
found in Question 18 which asked:
“"Whar coal and supplies will be
necessary for a fleet of 8 battleships...
while making passage under war
conditions from Guantanamo to Manila
via the Panama Canal?” The Confer-
ence of 1906 did not concern itself with
the time and intricarte logistics necessary
to send a fleet to Manila via the Suez
Canal, or around Cape Horn in order to
assemble in San Francisco.’®

In che summer of 1906 it was still
assumed thar no substantial threat o
U.S. interests in the Far East lay on the
horizon—for ar least the next decade.
By 1916, the Canal would allow quick-
response fleet concentration in either of
the American oceans, Unfortunately,
the crisis broke in October of 1906.
[ronically, just weeks before, the
General Board had advised the
Roosevelt adminisrration that
Germany was the ptimary threat 1o the
United States, and that che principle of
Atlanric concentration had been
vindicared.’?

In the archives of the Naval War
College there lies the last remaining
copy of America's first formal war plan
against Japan.*® Cryptically entitled, “In
Case of Strained Relations with Japan,”
it was drawn up in the late autumn of
1906, probably in early November, by
the General Board. In srrategic
approach and in objecrive it was
identical to the Solution to the
Problem—1906 concluded at the Naval
War College in early September.®! The
pace and conduct of the war would be
brisk and straightforward. The rone was
confident:

In short, after the acrival of our
battle fleer in the Far East, our

Published by U.S. Naval War College Digital Commons, 1980
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naval policy duting the war with
Japan would be:
1st. The seizute of a base.
2nd. The defeat of the Japanese
battle fleet at sea.
3rd. The blockade and commet-
cial isolation of Japan and
destruction of het commerce.
4th. The recapture of such of our
colonial possessions as have fallen
into the hands of the Japanese.
5th. The caprure of the Japanese
naval port in the Pescadores.
6th. The final and complete
commercial isolation of Japan.?
In optimistic, businesslike, prose it all
seemed so easy and so simple—as
though the narrative of war with Japan
would resemble a reading of Mahan's
principles of naval strategy from an
Academy textbook, Spelling out a war
strategy demanded all of three pages in
the plan.

Getting the battle fleet to its Pacific
rendezvous filled the next 40,

The problem of moving the battle
fieet overshadowed all other considera-
tions. Although the same fleet was to
make the same passage just 1 year later,
it was a fantastic proposal to consider in
case of war. Foutteen battleships, two
armored cruisers, fifteen cruisers, four
armed liners, six destroyers, and
thirteen auxiliacies®’—the entirte
Atlantic Fleet— would steam out of
Chesapeake Bay in the direction of the
Zafarin Islands off the coast of Morocco.
After coaling there for 5 days, rhe fleer
would steer for Porr Said via the
Mediterranean, pass through the Suez
Canal, and drop anchor off Aden.
Anather 5 days for coaling, and the fleet
would make for Mahe in the Seychelles,
where the Asiatic Fleet of five cruisers
and the Armored Cruiser Squadron of
four ships would be wairing. The
complete armada, referred ro as the
Combined Fleer, would then ser its
course for the Straits of Sunda and
another coaling, finally to go forth
toward the Macassar Straits and the

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol33/iss4/5

Philippines, “to meet the Japanese
fleet."44

Total estimated elapsed time: 87.64
days. Total coal consumed: 220,994
tons.> Inasmuch as the fleet would be
unable to assemble enough colliers to
enable a measure of self-sufficiency in
fuel, secret agents were to be sent
abroad to buy and to artange for the
delivery of some 197,000 tons of coal to
be held at the Zafarin Islands, Aden, the
Seychelles Islands, and Lampung Bay.16
Two big cruisers were to be sent ahead
to guard the ends of the Suez Canal "to
prevent a Japanese man of war or
merchantman from entering.”47 The
entire schedule was thoroughly
developed. Even the Suez Canal charges
for the fleet had been computed:
$367,484.69 for 67 ships. 8

In spite of all the components of
careful planning, it is hard for the latter-
day reader to shake the impression of
fantasy. Analogy to the tragic image of
Rojestvenskiy and his fated fleet is
ineradicable. No matter how successful
its 3-month cruise, the fleet and its
commander would face the certainty of
battle before base. Ostensibly, the
General Board accepted this limitation
on U S, strategy. This was their solution
to the sure loss of the fleet base before
the fleet's arrival:

When Manila had been taken by
the Japanese...the Army would
...retire and establish themselves
in the hills back of Manila,
where...they would be able to
hold out until the artival of the
fleet.

After our fleer has arrived and
Manila is no longet controlled by
the guns of the Japanese fleer, the
Army could cooperate with the
Navy and reoccupy Manila, %

Apain, the tone was confident, even
arrogant. The General Board had
complete faith tn the superiority of the
U.S. Barttle Fleet to sweep all before it.
ON.I had informed the Board that, as

8
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of 31 October, Japan had no more than
five battleships ready for service. Those
capital ships of the Imperial Fleet
undergoing repair—including five
captured Russian ironclads—would,
however, bring the total Japanese
battleline to eleven ships within several
months.3? In a war with Japan in 1907,
therefore, the United States could count
only on a marginal baccle fleet
superiority of 14:11. Rojestvenskiy, it
must be remembered, had had ten
battleships to Togo's four. In 1905 the
Japanese tactical advantage lay in
armored cruisers and torpedo crafe.*! So
it was 2 years later.

Decisive battle was the piece montee
of US. naval strategy in 1906. Ignoring
the defensive posture of the Japanese
Imperial Fleet in the war againsr Russia,
the General Board saw only che
culminating action at Tsushima: as
though Trafalgar could have come off
without the Channel Fleet's 3-year
blockade of Brest. They anticipated the
climax of victory without understanding
the foundation process of successful sea
strategy. They were incapable of
imagining a war of attrition, with a
stranded battle fleet, against a fortified
enemy, defending lines of communica-
tion 13,000 miles long. Reliance on the
decisive action to achieve "'The
Objective’ was the illusion that
straightjacketed U.S. naval strategy to
1941.

To say that the General Board had
constructed a grand strategy fora war of
illusions would be charitable. There is a
single contemporary marginal note
appearing in the War College copy of
the war plan every time thar che seizure
of a fleet base is mentioned. It is asingle
word: "where?"”

By January 1907 the diplomatic
situation had deteriorated to the point
that the General Board fele it necessary
o consult with the Army General Staff
on "the question of probable move-
ments during war withJapan.”? A Joint

two officers from the Naval War
College and three officers of the Army
General Staff. Meetings of the
committee were held at the Army War
College during January and February
1907. Using the basic war plan of the
General Board, several preliminary
papers were developed on what was
then called Orange-Blue Special
Situation.

Unlike the blithe assumptions of the
General Board's plan, the harsh realities
of a war with Japan were faced squarely
by the Joint Committee. One paper,
entitied “The Possibility of Great
Britain Becoming Japan's Ally,"”
concludes, in less than sanguine
language, that "it is plain from the
wording of the treaty of alliance that
Great Brirain could find easy justifica-
tion in taking active sides with Japan if,
indeed, she did not fee) honor bound to
do so.'%

A paper on general strategy written
11 days later stated flatly thac without
Britain's neutrality "the voyage to the
Far Last cannot be even considered.”**
The passage of the battle fleet to the
Philippines was reaffirmed as the sdée
fixe of American grand strategy: the
Atlantic Fleer was still to steam by the
shortest route—via Suez—ro Manila.
Unlike rthe complacent plans of the
General Board, the Joint Commirtee
accepted the possibility of defeat and che
certainty of a long war. Japanese naval
strength was respected, especially the
preponderance in torpedo craft, and a
complete collapse of U.S. defenses in
the Philippines was expected before the
arrival of the barttle fleet. After
examining the "best-case” U.S. strategy,
the preliminary conclusions of the Joint
Committee, chaired by Cdr. H.S. Knapp,
U.S. Navy, made depressing reading:

When the United States Force
shall have arrived it will have no
home coal mines and only one
naval base in those waters.. .. Nor
must the possibility of Olangapo’s

Couprnistes vas seganized aeppsses ebmmons, 3k before the arrival of our fleet,
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be lost tasight.... That possibility

is very great.... Our situation will

be well nigh desperate if Olangapo

does not succeed in holding out. .. .

The Japanese should be able to

approximate equality in numbers

in time by adopting a wearing
down policy, avoiding action and
conserving their own ships....

"Command of the Sea” will thus

not be established the moment our

Aclantic Fleet reaches the Philip-

pines, and it may be months before

it does become established.”

All of the blithe assumptions of the
1906 General Board plan were interred
by this sober prognosis. They envisaged
a grim scenario: The Atlantic Fleet
would arrive exhausted, without access
to coal or major repair facilities;*¢ the
fleet whittled down to near parity after
audacious Japanese night torpedo
attacks;’? all naval facilities at Pear!
Harbor and on Guam destroyed by a
Japanese raiding squadron in the initial
days of war;’® and a Philippines
expeditionary force of two corps that
would require [0 months to transport—
if, in a successful campaign, the Navy
could "neutralize” the enemy battle
fleet.>?

The depressed presentiments of a
war with Japan were leavened some-
what in rhe final memorandum
submitted on 18 February 1907. There
was a chance for US. victory only if
Philippines defense efforts could be
shifted from Manila Bay and Olangapo
to the more inaccessible Subic Bay. If
Subic Bay could be held for 3 months,
the memo implied, the war might yet be
won. "Subic Bay must be defended to the
last,"¢ Thus the origin of one of the
unhappiest traditions in U.S. strategy.
As Mahan wrote in bitter irony on 28
January: "That we should have a
stronghold impregnable as Port
Arthur.. .. Absit omen!"®!

Two officers at the Naval War
Coltege that spring did not accept the

Board or the Joint Committee. To them,
the battle fleet succor of the Philippines
via Suez was the outgrowth of a single
battle, a short war illusion. Lede, WD,
MacDougall's "'Study of Special
Situation” concluded: "The probability
is that the blue fleer, arriving at Manila
via Suez...would be expended. That
would end the war., If we call the time
three months, the route via Suez means
a short war, totally unsuecessful for
Blue."s?

Only through a concentracion of the
entire 1.5, Navy on the American west
coast, followed by a deliberare and fully
supported advance across the Pacific,
could victory be achieved against
Orange. This concepr was further
distilled by Cdr. J.H. Oliver who, in a
short memorandum to the president of
the Naval War College daced 20 April
1907, forecast the basic axis of a future,
and a real, Pacific war: “"Upon the
outbreak of war in our present state of
unpreparedness, regard our oversea
pacific pussessions as temporarily lost,
and proceed resolutely to their re-
conquest . . . through advance across the
Pacific upon a broad strategic frone.”s
Rather than staking the outcame of the
wat on a single bartle—very probably
fought on waters and under combat
conditions of the enemy's choosing—
Oliver developed a deliberate approach
o wrest command of the sea from
Japan. By concentrating on the objective
of battle racher than barttle as an end in
itself, both Oliver and MacDougall
sensed the limitations and imperatives
of war with Japan.

To the president of the Naval War
College, such strategies were viewed as
somehow strangely defeatist.™! At the
Naval War College one was taughe that
proper naval strategy led ineluctahly o
Trafalgar-like decisions. Was not
Tsushima a vindication of Mahan's
principles and the "Nelson touch™? But
then, most of the military and naval
staffs of the world before 1914 were

hetps://BHAESIG AERELEn Of GiThEr g 76016k imbued with a kind of short-war ethpy.
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This was an almost universal spirit,and
it spurred them on, encouraging with
the expectation that inspired staff work
and meticulous planning could quickly
bring a war to a clean and efficient
conclusion. The legend of the Elder
Moltke had seized the imagination of an
cntire generation of officers ac the
Ametican war colleges.®

When ir was tealized chat operational
planning involved more than coaling
preparation and fleer mobilizacion,
there was a rapid cooling of an ebullient
Service spirit. The creation of the
Orange Plan was somerthing of a rrauma
for both Army and Navy. Some part of
the depression affecring the military
services in 1907 in regard to the
prospects of a war against Orange can
be recognized in the "Diary and
Comments” accompanying the Army
War College Course of 1907-1908
Strategic Game. Held 27-30 January
1908, the "Problem Involving War
Between Orange and Blue” narrated the
course of a humiliaring campaign—for
Blue. War was declared by Jupan on 15
January 1908, Twenty-eight days were
required to conclude operations against
the Philippines. "Subig falls afrer
destruction of dock, vessels, heavy
artiflery and coal; all troops prisoners of
war."6¢ Guam fell on 19 January. Hawaii
was invaded on the 25th and by 6
February Honolulu fell. Two U.S.
battleships were scuttled at Pearl. Given
this new threar, the Atlancic Fleer was
hastily reroured to San Francisco via the
Strait of Magellan. From 25 February to
15 March, Orange proceeded o land
three divisions ar Monterey and one ar
Puger Sound. San Francisco fell. Orange
landed 2,000 marines in Panama and
destroyed the coal stocks and isthmian
railroad. Blue bartle flect arrived off
Panama 23 March and suffered prompt
acrrition from Orange destroyer/ cruiser
actacks. By 5 May, the 110ch day of the
war, "Orange has three divisions about
Admiralty Inlet and three abour San

Francisco."'"%7 A rcmp()rar}( base was
Published by U.S. Naval War Colle

improvised for the Blue battle fleet at
Bellingham Bay. Blue was left with 14
battleships to Orange 11, and only 5
armored  cruisers to QOrange 10
"Orange fleet appears and both fleets
prepare for a decisive engagement, 8
At this point the game, mercifully,
terminated.

For such a miserable performance the
team representing Blue was only lightly
ctiticized. In his commentary on the
game the president of the Acmy War
College faulted only the Blue naval
deploymenr thar allowed Orange to
bottle up and destroy two Blue
battleships in Pearl Harbor, Orange, in
1941 clairvoyance, was heavily scolded
for its initial scracegic dispersion of
forces, "in the accomplishment of her
object by attacking simultaneously at
two widely separared points. ... In this
connection it is worth considering what
might have happened had ORANGE
dispatched her entire force for BLUE's
Pacific Coast possessions.”?

Granted, these are the words of an
army general, and a landsman. His
naval counterpart, Rear Adm. J.W.
Mertell, revealed in a letter to the Army
War College president thar strategic
opinion in Newport could reach neither
a base for consensus nor a spirit of
optimism. In regard to the response at
the Naval War College to the memoran-
dum of Knapp and the Joint Committee,
be wrote:

During the discussion hete, no
marked unanimity was manifested
on any of cthe salient features of the
memorandum, and the final
approval thereof by the majoriry of
the staff can only be considered ...
as a series of compromises...rhe
conclusion on cach special fearure
of the plan being in the nature of a
choice of evils. .. a plan (to which 1
see grave objections) to abandon
entirely our possessions in the Far
East...and then proceed to their
re-conquest by way of Hawaii and
Guam ... had its advocares as

ge Digital Commons, 1980
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offering the maximum chance of
ultimarte success.. ..

In view of the above 1 can only
regard the memorandum...as
emphasizing the difficulty of the
ptoblem, and pointing to the
necessity of further study... 70

In short, the war planning staffs of
the two armed services, and especially of
the Navy, wete bankrupted over Pacific
strategy, and fotced so to confess. In a
war with Japan in 1907 it was expected
that the Unired States would lose the
Philippines and, because there were no
forces for its defense, possibly Hawail.
A battle fleet could no doubt make the
long passage to Manila. There would be
no proper base awaiting the armada
upon its arrival cthere. A so-called
“advance base” could he set up with
materials transported for thac put-
pose.”! This equipment would include,
howevet, neither drydock not coal
‘deposit. An expeditionary army to
reconquet the Philippines and the
tonnage necessaty to ceanspott it could
not be assembled for at least 6 months.
Accotding to the General Boatd, this
force could never transit actoss the
Pacific in the face of Japanese
interdiction.”? It would be a war of
Japanese iniciative and U.S. actrition,
with lines of communication and supply
13,418 miles long,

In 1907, logistical technologies were
not yet capable of creating strucrures to
support navies and expeditionary
armies thousands of miles from and
independent of permanent base
facilities. So-called "advanced base”
materials could never have sustained a
battle fleet, under constant artack from
enemy squadrons themselves possessed
of a secure Philippines base. A bartle
under these conditions might be lictle
better than a replay of 1905, with
Admiral Togo again commanding the
victorious fleer,

These were the findings of both war
colleges, amply tested by wargaming

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol33/iss4/5

and by simple logic. Until the
completion of the Panama Canal, the
principle of Atlantic battle fleet
concentration remained the central
conundrum in any contemplation of
Pacific strategy. This inviclate docetine
was reasserted by the General Boatd on
25 Aptit 1907:

At the present time no Euro-
pean nation has a single bartleship
outside of European waters, which
facr is consideted a cogent reason
that out entice barctle fleet should
be concentrated on the Atlantic
coast.

Japan only being under considet-
ation, it would be better to have the
battle fleet in the Philippines. .. but
as we must also be prepared fot
possible trouble with European
nations in defense of the Monroe
Doctrine, it would be unwise to put
all out battle fleet in the Pacific
waters.’?

In spite of all watnings and prognostica-
tions from Newportt, Dewey and the
Board, possessed by an entrenched
Germanophobia extending back in time
to the fleet admiral’s confrontation wich
Diederichs in 1898,7% kept their
strategic lens fixed on the Hochseeflotie.
When the strength of the bacle fleet
reached 30—a "Two-Ocean Standard™—
they conceded that the capital ships
“may be assigned to the Atlantic and
Pacific coasts in the proportion deemed
most expedient, even though the
Panama Canal is nort yet finished.”?
For 40 yeats an enduring patt of Navy
mythology, the concept of the "Two-
Ocean Navy” had its official nativity in
this memorandum. As a measurable
reality, the standard was not achieved—
in peacetime—until 1945. By that time
the aircraft catrier had replaced the
dreadnought as capital ship. America’s
classic bartle fleet never, in fact, attained
a 30-ship standard in modern frontline
units, Fleer concentration was,

therefore, the strategic watchword until
12
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F.D.R. split the flect in 1941.1n 1907, its
concentration in the Aclantic was
viewed by sotne officers as unsound.

Dewey’s trusted ex-aide, and a
member of the General Board, Capr.
Nathan Sargent represcnted a large
faction of officers who saw in Atlantic
concentration the strategic root of U.S,
defeat in a Pacific war. Sargent delivered
a strongly argued memorandum to the
assembled Board ¢n 15 June 1907, He
began by portraying in stark rerms the
dangerous assumptions behind the
current Suez-Subic strategy of citadel
relief. To the Board's excuse in the form
of a Two-Ocean Standard of 30 capital
ships, Sargent replied thar such a
standard had already in fact been
reached: "The theory of cuncentration
on our Atlantic Coast was a necessary
one so long as our number of capital
ships was limited, buc is it advisable to
hold this theory when we may be said to
possess 22 battleships and 10 armored
cruisers?''’¢

In the eveant of hostilities with Japan,
Sargent continued, the dividends of fleer
division would be enormous. Japan
would be congtrained from dividing her
Fleet in suppore of simultancous attacks
on the Philippines wnd Hawaii. If the
Philippines were ignored, and Hawaii
or the west coast substituted as the
objectives of Japanese strategy, the U.S,
Pacific battle squadron could easily
proceed south "to establish a rendez-
vous where the Atdlantic Fleet, after
passing anmaolerted through the Seraic
of Magellan, could unite with the Pacific
force.” (Iralics mine)’? Yor the Strait
route, as Sargent underscored again and
again, would be a safe and sure passage.
To expose an unsupported fleet to the
“latent animosiry and jealousy of
European nations” on route to Suee,
where the canal might be blocked o a
war fleet by a treaty-bound Britain, is
implied madness. This caveat was in
prudent contrast to the Meditercanean-
cruise atmosphere of the General
Board's 1906 war plan. As Roiestven-

Published by U.S. Nav;gl War College Digital Common

skiy discovered, there is nothing more
demoralizing to a combat fleet than a
parade in full public view, jeered by
journalists and harassed by "neutral”
squadrons. :

There was a diplomatic objective to
Sargent's petition. With the battle fleet
concentrated in the Atlantic, Japan, in
the event of war, would have 3
uninterrupted months to seize and
fortify its objectives across the Pacific.
Would the combined Imperial Staff
consider the gamble of war with a major
part of the US. Fleet in San Francisco?
A fleet, Sargent suggested, possessed a
peacetime deterrent potential quite the
equal of its war-fighting capacity. In this
context, he concluded, “the concentri-
tion of the whaole at a distance of 11,000
miles from a threatened point may not
be a logical application of straregic
principles.”™

There was a sense of urgency in his
imagery, almost a premonicion of war,
Sargent’s fear of Orange was reflected in
his image of the Japanese people as a
dangerous warrior race, "...a bellicose
people whose heads are already turned
by successful war waged against an
implacable enemy, and whose feelings
are being worked upon by adroit
politicians with subtle arguments on
questions of race antipathy and alleged

details of persecution of their -

compatriots.”™ Afeer all, almast the
entire Russian Batrle Fleet—22
armored ships—had been destroyed or
captured by rhe Japanese Imperial Fleet
in 1904-1905. In decrying the prospect
of a voyage o be made halfway around
the world before the prospect of batctle,
Sargent could not hetter insinuare the
image of a UL.S. Datcte Fleet following
the wake of Rojestvenskiy.

Sargent’s recommendacions were
rejected. Four years later Mahan, having
read the Naval War College's Stratepic
Wear Plan of 1911, Blue-Otvange, wrote a
critique to the president, Capt.
Raymond P. Rodgers. In his commen-
tél)rly%t(l)w architect of seapower strongly

13
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questioned the southern approach to
the Philippines via Suez. Mahan
preferred a northern route to establish a
formal base at Kiska, involving a battle
fleer passage through the Strait of
Magellan to Bremerton. Mahan's
striking strategic suggestion involved
outflanking the Japanese position in
Hawaii by striking first at Guam from
Kiska, and then on both the Philippines
and the Japanese home islands along a
double axis.?

The War College response to
Mahan's critique reprimanded the
mentor. Not only was the southern
approach shorter—and, "other things
being equal, the shortest route is the
best”—it was even said to be safer. By
1911 the haunting scenario of the Army
War College Strategic Game of 1908
had been institutionalized in the war
expectations of both war colleges. In
Mahan’s second—and very defensively
toned—reply to Rodgers and the Naval
War College Strategic War Plan he is
appalled by the blezakness of the
scenario; '...1 do not believe it
practicable for Orange to occupy adl
possible bases (in the Pacificy.. =¥
Mahan wanted to atrack Japan by the
most direct route and actack them where
they are strongest. Steeped in Nelson,
Mahan refused to accept the hesitant
and globally circuitous approach of the
War College, attempting in plan to
make a lodgment in the Philippines
when the Kafgun was enscounced in
Alaska and Hawaii. He quoted profusely
from the ancedotes of naval history and,
almost as though it might be in vain, he
urged, "de Vandace. de andace, ot
encore de landace'

One of the most reassuring conse-
quences of the cruise of the Great White
Fleet was the awareness instilled in the
Navy that its capital ships could make
long ocean passages withour major
mishap.®* There was no question in the
minds of Blue-Orange planners that the
Atlantic Ileet could proceed to
ilg/Subic via S/uez insi(}c of 3

mons.usnwc.edu,
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months. From year to year, it was also a
bactle fleet gaining in relative strength.
In early 1907 the American-Japanese
battleship ratio was 10:7.1. In 1909, the
“battle value” was calculated at 10:6.4 34
By 1912, this bartle ratio was some-
where on the order of 10:4.6.8% Blue-
Orange campaign planners should by
this time have developed every
expectation of success for Blue,

In fact, Dewey wrote to Secretary of
the Navy Truman Newberry on 24
February 1909 urging a division of the
fleet between Atlantic and Pacific—as
soon as the 30-battleship standard was
atrained in 1910 or 1911, In belated
support of Sargent's recommendations,
the General Board stipulated only "That
if a Pacific Fleet be formed, it shall
always be more powerful than thar of
any probable enemy in the Pacific.”#
Several months later it became obvious
that German battleship building
programs would leave the U.S. Navy in
third place among naval powers by
1912. Dewey's Teutonic fixation would
allow no diversion from this renewed
German menace, even though rhe
combined fleets of the Entente offered
protective buffer. Though Ticpitz flect
could never escape the North Sea, the
number of his growing dreadnought
squadrons hypnotized the General
Board.® Nort until the end of the Grear
War would a Pacific shift of the battle
fleet occur. In spite of an inferior order
of battle, the Imperial fleet of Japan was,
until 1919, given a free run of the
Pacific.

The fact that the institutions
responsible for war planning main-
tained such a dismal strategic scenario,
yielding every conceivable advantage o
Qrange, expecting every ¢cnemy
Initiative to be met with instant success,
and at the same time refusing to adopta
more direct or offensive axis of
campaign, suggests a sea change in
Navy thinking afrer the crisis of 1906-
1908, In assuming, after the oucbreak of
war, a Japanese romp from Manilulg)
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Monterey, the war planning course art
Newport was, at first, merely following
the tradition of worst-case modeling.
When the General Board refused to
alter fleet disposition in 1907, rthey
effectively froze the strategic picture.
Magellen or Suez, the initiative was
handed to Orange. In this context, the
initial assumption that Japan would
take maximum advantage of temporary
U.S. infirmity and adopt a "go for
broke™ grand strategy became unques-
tioned postulation.

As Cdr. . H. Ohiver concluded, in a
lecture entitled “Our Sicuation in the
Pacific Ocean,” delivered at the Naval
War College on 3 June 1910, the omens
were not in America’s favor:

If ever we come to blows with
Japan, ir seems clear thar odds will
not be even unless it shall be
practicable for us 1o invade the
Intand Sea of Japan as easy as it is
for Japan to invade the Inland Sea
of the Philippines B8
War planning against fapan, from

1906-1914, reflected, for the first rime,
some of the enduring strategic
problems associated wirth the trans-
oceanic projection of power. In that
heady era, the early Orange Plan
represented some of the inner
components of that displacement:

® As an example of war plan

evolution mirroring a concomitant scale
of perceived interests on a larger,
national scale. As the Unired States
began to define formally its political and
economic stake in the Western Pacific,
and in the destiny of China, the Orange
Plan spelled out the concrerized
boundary—the security perimeter—of
the new American sphere.

® Asanexample of second-priority

contingency planning. Carly plans
against Orange reflected the enduring
problems in America’s first “one-and-
one-half war” strartegy. Black was
formalized as the primary enemy, and
Black priority kept the battle fleet in the
Atlantic. The Armored Cruiser

Squadron was hardly enough to contain
Togo’s ironclads, and Pacific reinforce-
ment hinged on the first American
“swing strategy.”

® As an example of war plans’
objective needs outdistancing both
technology’s “state of the art,” and a
naval order of battle limited by
congressional budget canstraints. The
“art of the possible™ in Pacific strategy
walked a fine line berween offensive
instincts and policies, and defensive
realities.

Finally, the first Orange Plan
represented a prescient statement of
future war. As drawn by Oliver in his
letter of 1907 2% and then by his special
contribution tw the War College plan
drawn up under Rodgers” oversight in

1911, the Pacific campaign drew a
Cassandra forecast, three decades
before:

— The fleet would sortie from
Hawaii, and anchor ac the end of the
line: Okinawa.

— The axis of advance would cur’

the Central Pacific, and incur rthe island-
hopping seizure of the Marshalls and
Carolines.
— Manila would be recaprured.
— The fleec would hike out with
its own, mobile, advanced base.
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— Japan would be brought to its
knees through blockade: economic
strangulation 0

There would be no short war; there
was no certainty even of a climatic,
setpiece sea bartle: a Trafalgar-like
decision. Drawn on a canvas of early
Dreadnought technology, sens radar,
rany Zero, sany B-29; it was a
remarkable picture of "the shape of
things to come.”” Rodgers even
suggested, in clairvoyance of Nimitz,
“that BLUE forces should be employed

in the capture of the Lu Chu Islands
(Okinawa), and the reduction of the
Pescadores (Formosa) then to begin
extensive land operations for the
recapture of Luzon."?!

The strategic realities of empire were
speeding the Navy's coming of age.
Mahan might still cry et encore de
Fawdace,” but his pupils were already
outdistancing him, and the prevailing
spirit of the age. Even before 1914 the
Navy was beginning to discard the
illusion and the fashion of the short war.

NOTES

1. Mahan’s war plan has been included in Robert Seager 11 and Doris D. Maguire, eds., Letters and
Pupers of Alfred Thayer Maban (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1975}, v. IT], pp. 359-577. The first
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