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On Board Constitution

As Chief of Naval Operations in the spring of 1932, Admiral William V. Pratt visited
Constitution, then berthed in Newport. The Admiral’s first cruise was under sail as a
midshipman and his first duty wasin Atlanta which carried a suit of sails to augment
its steam plant. In his professional career, Pratt was to serve his early years in vessels
that showed the transitional nature of the times. He was also to serve under the
command of officers who showed too often that they had been trained to command
an earlier breed of men.
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WILLIAM VEAZIE PRATT, U. S. NAVY:

A SILHOUETTE OF AN ADMIRAL

by

Professor Gerald E, Wheeler,
Ernest J. King Chair of Maritime History

Within the past year, articles have
appearcd in the Naval War College
Review and the Naval Institute’s Pro-
ccedings that have examined the quali-
ties of leadership possessed by a number
of the Navys most famous warlime
leaders.® These admirals have been im-
mortalized in naval literature; their
pictures and seulpted busts adorn the
passageways and rooms of the Navy’s
sehools; and most have been honored by
having academic halls and destroyer-
type vessels named for them. Hesides
their various lcadership traits, they all
share Lhe common background of
haviug achieved greatness in warlime.
Most of those offieers discussed by
Professor ()’Connor and Potter had
gerved in World War [, a few with
distinetion; but all are remembered for
their World War 1l aecomplishments.
Yel the fleets they commanded, partien-
larly in 1941 and 1942, had been built

and tramed by a generation of naval

*Raymond G. O’Connor, “Reflections on
the Characterisites of a Commander,” Naval
War College Review, October 1968, p. 37-43;
E.B. Potter, “The Command Personality,”
United States Naval Institute Proceedings,
January 1969, p. 19-25,

offiecrs, the survivors of which cheered
from Lhe beaches as their successors
faced the Axis fleets at sca. In this
retired generation was one of the most
illustrions admirals to roam flag country
in this century-William Veazie DPratt.
Were il not for the William: Veazie Pratt
(DLG-13), few today would have heard
of him, Yet, during his 12 years of
actlive setvice in flag grade, Admiral
Iratt held every top sea eommand,
served as President of the Naval War
College, and retired after 3 years as
Chief of Naval QOperations. Had Admiral
King not preempted it as a subtitle for
bis memoirs, Admiral Pratt’s own hiog-
raphy might well be called “A Naval
Reeord™!

William  Veazie Pratt came from
“down-Iaster” slock, born in Belfast,
Me., on 28 February 1869. Both his
mother and father came from New
England  merchant marine families.
Pratt’s father had been an Aeting Mas-
ter, serving al sca in the South and
North Atlantie Blockade Squadrons
during the Civil War. Before his son’s
birth, Nichols Pralt entered the service
of the Shanghai Steam Navigation
Company and remained on the China
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coasl until relirement in 1906. Young
Pralt was Llaken to Shanghai hy his
mother in 1871 and lived in China until
il was time to hegin sehool. Upon return
to Belfast in 1877, he was eared for by
his maternal grandmother. After school-
ing in Belfast and ['arminglon, Me.,
Pratl entered the 1.8, Naval Aeademy
in the spring of 1885,

Graduating number six of 35 in the
class of 1889, Passed Midshipman PraLt
began Lhe long elimb Lo {lag rank. His
“middie eruise” was served in AHanta,
one of the original modern naval vessels
that constituted the “White Squadron™
of the 1890%. Commissioned an ensign
in 1891, Pratt was ordercd to the China
station for duty in Pefrel, commanded
by rugged Capl. Morris MacKenzie. In
his manuseripl “ Aulobiography,”™ Dratt
reealled having served under a series of
diffieult commanding officers:

While on Lhe subject I might add
that in my carlicr Naval eareer, 1 sailed
with almost every hardboiled senior in
the service, save one, and | mcan
hardboiled, stern, able, just, cfficienl,
with little tolerance for lazincss or
inefficiency. They were not the good
fellows in the serviec; the ones easy to
get along with; the kind most officers
wanted to sail with. [ thought at the
time 1 was unlucky, but have come lo
realize that it wae the best of fortune
that my enrly training was under tbis
type of men, and | was well trained.
Deliver me from the skipper who tries
to be the good tellow, when it isn't
natural, just to gain popularity. Ile will
be the first to fail you in trouhle.

While Petrel wintered in Newchwang,
protected {rom the [rozen waters by a
mud drydoek, linsign Pratt observed Lhe
defeat of Chinese troops in the Sino-
Japanecse War of 1894-1895. I'tom Lhese
obscrvalions he gained a lifelong respect
for the Japanese and an cqually deep
abhorrence ol military slaughter,

tAdmiral Pratt’s “Autobiography”™ wus
completed in 1939 hut was never published.
This manuseript and bis official papers and
correspondence are on deposit at the Office
of Naval History, Washington, D.C.

Trom the China Stalion, Knsign Pratt
was ordered in 1895 o the Naval
Academy for 2 years of instruclor duly
in the Mathematies Department. AL the
Academy Pratt began Lo develop the
amenities that later endeared him Lo his
juniors. Ile enjoyed sports and practical
jokes; he played poker well; and he lived
the full hife of the hachelor in eluh
quarters on Stribling Walk. ¥rom teach-
ing “wooden” scelions in mathematies,
this young ensign developed an empathy
for the underdog that he never lost. In
time he recognized thal good leaders
were not uncommon among those who
slood loward Lhe botltom of the
Academy classes.

After compleling 2 years in Annapo-
lig, Pratl was ordered to sca in Annapo-
lis the Navy’s apprentiee training ship;
but with the outhreak of the Spanish-
American War he was transferred to
Mayflower, again under MacKenuie.
Despite a myriad of attempls by her
commanding oflice lo get Mayflower
inlo aclion, Pratt was deslined to spend
his time at the dull routine of hlockade.
AL war’s end, and mow a licutenaut
(junior grade}, he was shifled to Newark
for duty in the Philippines. Under Capt.
Bowman McCalla, Newark saw a great
deal of action in the walers around
Luzon during the Philippine Insurree-
tion. In shore operations al Aparri and
Vigan, Pratt came under fire and hau-
dled himself ereditahly. Duly in war-
time resulted in rapid promotion; and
afler 9 years as passed midshipman and
ensign, Pratl moved Lo licutenant afler a
mere 3 months in grade as a lieulenant
(junior grade).

I'ollowing another 2 years on the
Severn 1900-1902, Lieutenant Pratt was
ordered o Kearsarge, flagship of Rear
Adm. Albert Barker’s North Atlantic
Fleel. lor its lime, Kearsarge was Lhe
most modern of the Navy’s hattleships.
Beeause of a serics of transfers and a
suicide, Prall took over as navigator
despite his relatively short lime in rank
as a licutenanL. Three years as navigator,
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with a cranky admiral looking over his
shoulder, gave him the careful schooling
in shiphandling that established his ser-
vice reputation as a blne-water sailor. He
snmmed up his own views on navi-
gating:
[ learned from him (Recar Admiral
Francis J. Higginson) to value the lcad
and compass, to an extent that we
always navigated as if we were in thick
or foggy weather. The result was that
when fog suddenty struck us we were
not nonplussed. Sights of eourse,
plenty of them were taken, but lead
and compass were the real reliance. As
a matter of faet, they are today
(1939), cven as they were hundreds of
years ago, the sailors trucst friends.
You ean’t get aground if you keep
decp water under the keel.

After a short tour in Newark, doring
1906, Licutenant Commander Pratt was
again ordered to the Naval Academy,
this time in the Navigation Department
with eollateral dnty among the “wood-
en” plehes of the Mathematics Depart-
ment. IFrom there, in 1908, he was
detailed to St. Louis, lying in reserve in
Bremerton, as execntive offieer. llis
eommanding Offiecr, Capt. Albert
Gleaves, he described as ““an extremely
ahle and amart officer, but a bit of a
martinet.” Because of an innate untidi-
ness, a failing that Pratt recognized but
never attempted to remedy, be had his
prohlems with Gleaves. After a year in
St. Louis and promotion to eommander
1 July 1910, Pratt was ordered to the
armored cruiser Colifornia, again as
exeeutive offiecer, Capt. lenry T. Mayo
eommanding. In preparation for a trip
to Valparaiso, Pratt displayed another
talent developed from several European
cruises. He had a good palate for wines,
and Rear Adm. Giles 3. Harber, flying
his flag in California, ordered bhim to
select a cargo of California wines to be
used for official entertainment. The
ship’s paymaster joined him in the
selections; the rest is history. “After the
test was over, the paymaster was in-
communicado for another twenty-four

hours. [ had lost all zest for my meals,
and it was some time hefore [ eonld
look a bottle of wine sqnarely in the
face.”

With 3 years of sea duty completed
in 1911, Commander Pratt reeeived
orders to the Naval War College to serve
as an instrnetor in the 'l'actics Depart-
ment. The President, Rear Adm. Ray-
mond P. Rodgers, had bheen one of
Pratt’s commanding offieers in Kear-
sarge and one he deeply admired. In his
“Autohiography,” he admitted that

...a8 [ look back and try to reeall

some outstanding incident. .. there

secems nothing but a blank wall to face
me and all that remains is the great and
enduring influence of the War College,
whieh hercafter throughout iny naval

earecr, yes, even after, was to influcnee
and direct my life and its actions.

On the lighter side, Pratt and his wife
Louise partied mneh, learned the most
reeent danees, and enjoyed horsehaek
riding, including the hnnt. [rofes-
sionally, he felt that Capt. W. McCarty
Little, then retired lut llead of the
Tactics Department, educated him well
in the field he was teaching. Pratt
admitted that he was impatient with
precision movements, the resnlts of sueh
maneuvers concerned bim more. He felt
thie was another evidence of his sloppi-
ness and disinterest in detail, yet he
never really tried to correct this flaw.
lle justified his unconeern for details by
concluding that leadership was the most
important faetor in military aceomplish-
ment.
Strange perhaps it may scem, the
deeper 1 became involved in compli-
cated mass movements, the leas their
inherent value appealed to me, but
moere and more there appeaved o8 a
dominating factor, not the things
which an enemy might handle, but the
inherent characteristics of the leader
who used the material things which he
held power over. And it was in this
aspcet that [ saw Nelson: not the
things which he did, but the man
himself with all his strength and weak-
ness.

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol22/iss5/7



40 NAVAYWAR EOLYBECRREVT

To develop leadership, Pratt felt very
strongly that younger men had to he
delegated authority to aet and to be
held responsible.

Probably the most important assign-
ment in Pratt’s eareer eame with his
detaehment from the War College in the
spring of 1913, 1le was ordered Lo the
Torpedo Flotilla of the Atlantic Fleet
where he served as Chief of Staff to
Capt. William S. Sims, one of the Navy’s
most inspiring leaders. The eaptain had
been instructed hy Pratt at the Naval
War College and had been impressed.
When putting his staff together, Sims
requested that Commander Pratt be
ineluded. When Pratt reported to the
Torpedo IMotilla, Sims was {lying his
hroad pennani in Dixie, a destroyer
tender; but he was soon given the light
cruiser Birmingham. P'ratt was not only
Chief of Staff, he also eommanded the
flagship. In this “two-hatted™ position
he exereised his first command in his
usual seamanlike manncr. lronieally, he
was hlessed with a navigator who had
little feel for his work.

As Chief of Staff to Sims, Pratt
learned a great deal abont leadership
and educating jnnior officers to {lotilla
work, According to his biographer,
Elting Morison, Sims had the “Nel-
sonian toueh.” He crealed his own
“hand of brothers™ and welded a flotilla
of individual ships into a potent offen-
give unit. Within the {lotilla, tactics was
discussed by the conferenece method, a
technique Sims and Pratt had learned at
the War College. The flotilla commander
messed with his staff and thus huilt up
those personal bonds laeking in most
naval stafls of the day. Sims reeognized
the pressing need for a {lotilla doetrine;
and through eonferences with his de-
stroyer captains, lrial and error opera-
tions, and Lhe ereative ingenuity of his
stafl one was prepared. In later ycars
Pralt was Lo cmulate Sims in an amazing
number of ways: eonlerenees, messing,
development ol initiative in his juniors,
loyalty to his subordinates, aggressive-

: A Silhouette of an Admiral

ness in desiroyer tactics, and attention
to the development or improvement of
doetrine  wherever he  commanded.
While with the flotilla, Prall was se-
lected for captain in June 1915 and
reported to his next duty in his new
rank.

Between November 1915 and Janu-
ary 1919 Captain Pratt was ashore.
These were highly important years in
the nation’s history, and with war in
April 1917 they became critical years in
the life of any naval officer who hoped
to move up in rank. The “Navy List™ of
1915 contained the names of many
officers who moved ahead of their
Aeademy elassmates beeause of meri-
torious achicvement in the Spanish-
Ameriean War. A distinguished record in
a sca eommand, perhaps in combat with
the enemy, was a traditional way for a
captain to achieve flag rank. Tor a
captain to man a desk thronghout a war
or to be relegated to a baekwater
eommand was almost sure preparation
for terminaling a eareer with four
stripes. Pratt knew the “rules of the
game” as played hy the seleetion
boards, and for that reason these years
take on exira interest in analyzing his
eareer.

After eompleting his examinations
for captain in November 1915, Pratt
was ordered to the Canal Zone to
become the naval member of the
Panama Canal Defense Committee. He
was attached to the staff of Maj. Gen.
Clarence Edwards, U.S. Army, wore a
khaki uniform, and was normally ad-
dressed as “eolonel.” He enjoyed the
year in Panama and eoncluded that the
most valuable experienee for him eame
from learning to work with Army types
and to like them. In later years this
capaeily to deal well with the other
services was Lo pay dividends for the
country.

Pratt pot a seeond exposure Lo the
Army’s way of doing things when he
reported to the Army War College, as a
student, at the cnd of Scptember 1916,
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Unfortunately for him, he was unable to
enjoy the routine of the regular student.
Because of the college’s location in what
is today, Fort MeNair, the eaplain was
within phone eall or messenger despateh
from the Navy Department. As relations
with Germany deteriorated, particularly
following the severanec of relations in
February 1917, Pratt began to spend
little time at the eollege and most of his
time at the War Plans Division of the
Offiee of Naval Opcrations. By May,
with the Nation at war, Sceretary of
War Newton Baker notified Pratt that
the course was to be shortened, and he
was to be detached on 19 May. If the
captain had any dreams of going Lo sea,
he was quickly disabused of them. Adm.
W.5. Benson, the Chicl of Naval Opera-
tions (CNQ), assigned him as senior
member of a “board on deviees and
plans connected with submarine war-
fare.”

The next 18 months were franlic
ones for the Navy, the Office of Naval
Operations, and for Captain Pratt par-
ticularly. Without the title (until 18
August 1918), Pratt served as Assistant
CNO., 1le handled the enormous routine
of Admiral Benson’s office and or-
ganized it to fight a war. He also
worried about antisuhmarine warfare,
established a convoy eontrol and roul-
ing syslem, kept an eye on the develop-
ments in mine warfare, and helped
prepare policy papers. A measure of his
value can he read in the seven des-
patches that Vice Admiral Sims sent
from London pleading for the use of
Pratt as his own Chief of Staff. Despite
Sims’ importuning and the captain’s
oceasional hint that he would like a
fighting command, Admiral Benson held
Pratt in Washington. Reeognizing that
he might be irreparably damaging his
assistant’s carcer, Admiral Benson wrote
the following for inserlion into Pratt’s
promotion file:

Captain Pratt is my scnior assistanl and

is charged with preparation of papers

on poliey and other matters of such an

important character that 1 have felt
that the best intcrests of the Service
would not allow me to consider his
detachment. I have, therefore, refused
to consider the question and 1 feel
that, although it inflicts a pereonal
hardship on Captain Pratt, the best
interest of the Country and of the
Serviee demand his retention on shore
duty.

Another task that Pratt handled with
magnifieent flinesse involved the ever
testy Commander-in-Chief of Naval
I'orees in Furopean Waters--Viee Ad-
miral Sims. [ike every theater com-
mander, past and present, Sims believed
that his command was the most impor-
tant in the Navy. Ilc pressed constantly
for more stalf, more ships, more muni-
tions, more freedom to operate, and
more eonirol over other naval forees
operating in Furopcan waters. He came
to helieve that Admiral Benson, out of
stupidity and incompetence, was de-
liberately sabotlaging his attempts to win
the war. I'ralt was truly trapped trying
to sail between Seylla and Charybdis.
Ile was a closc and true friend of Sins,
and he was a loyal subordinate of
Admiral Benson. Through the years
Prait had developed an intense attaeh-
ment Lo the administrative prineiple
that loyalty had to move hoth ways,
Ironically, Sims had driven this home to
himn again and again in the flotilla years.
Now, on almost a weekly basis, he
reccived long personal letters from Sims
exchanging information and idcas and
normally firing at least one salvo at the
CNO. l'rom lime to lime he would
request Pratt to show these letters Lo
Benson in order to eut bureaucratic
corners. lle normally enclosed earbons
of his correspondence with Benson and
occasionally sent ienson’s letters on to
Pratt. On the other hand, Benson usu-
ally showed [P'ratt his eorrespondenee
from Sims and asked his assistant Lo
draft replies. In time, Benson found it
difficult to read Sims’ correspondence
andl at onc point asked Pratt not to
show him any more letters from Sims
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because they upset him so hadly. Fortu-
nately, the war ended before the CNO
eollapsed or took action agaiust his
Furopean theater eommander. Despite
this breakdown in interpersonal rela-
tions, S3ims could still end his eorrespon-
denee thronghoul this period with his
famous leitmotiv--“cheer up”. As one
would gucss, it was Pratt who collapsed.
In the fall of 1918 he was foreed to take
leave to his home in Belfast due Lo total
physieal and mental exhaustion. He was
apparently quite elose to a disahility
relirement.

The World War might have ended on
November 1918, but Captain Pratt was
called upon twiee more to fight adminis-
trative hattles. In lale November he
took a quick trip to Paris to assist
Admiral Benson who was fully engaged
in what Harold and Margaret Sprout
called “I'he Naval Battle of Paris.” At
question was the disposition of the
German High Scas Fleet. A seeondary
queslion, but even more vital to Renson
and Lhe Navy’s admirals, was whether
the United States would build out of its
1916 and 1918 naval eonstruetion
authorizations and thus surpass the
Royal Navy in size and fighting power.
While solving few problems, Pratt did
learn, at first hand, how touchy the
British were on the subjeet of Ameriean
Naval strength. The visiting he did in
England deepened his basie admiration
for the Inglish as a people. The second
“battle” Pratt became engaged in again
involved Admirals Benson and Sims.
This occurred in the spring of 1920 and
will be discussed later.

Upon return Lo the United States in
late January 1919, Pratt relieved Capt.
E.l.. Beaeh and took command of New
York. Thc eaptain was delighted to
eseape the desk and routine of adminis-
tration in Washington. 1lle was also
thankful for the opportunity Lo com-
mand a modern batlleship in the At-
lantic Ileet. While Congress had modi-
fied the law requiring caplains to serve 2
yeurs al sca in order to qualify for

eonsideralion by a rear admiral seleclion
board, Prall knew his ehanees would be
diminished unless he mel this require-
ment. Recognizing thal they had en-
dangered his career, Admiral Benson
and Seeretary of the Navy Josephus
Daniels had certilied officially that Pratt
had been held ashore for the best
interests of the Nalion and the serviee.
The two bhelped him further by the
assignment to New York and in August
1920 by ordering him lo relieve Rear
Adm. Henry A. Wiley in command of
Destroyer Forces, Paeifie Fleet,

While eommanding New York, flag-
ship of Rear Adm. Hngh Rodman’s
Battleship Squadron Three, he was
invited to mess with Lhe admiral and his
staff. Pratt aecepted the invitation for
he disliked the tradition of a ship
captain dining alone. He deeply admired
Rodman, particularly his scamanship,
and apparently impressed the admiral
through his own display of smart ship-
handling. When the decision was made
to establish a Pacifie leet, eonsisting of
the most powerful units in service,
Rodman was seleeted to eommand it.
He asked Pratt to join him as Chief of
Stalf, hut the New York’s captain pre-
ferred to stay in the bhattleline. like
many before him, he sineerely believed
there was no finer duty than a batile-
gship eommand. Duly in New York and
assoeiation with Rodman’s staff helped
Pratt in another way; he began to
evaluate men who would join his staffs
through the years. The two officers who
served him longest as aides or flag
lieutenants, C.W.A. (“Jimmie™) Camp-
bell and Russell S. Berkey, were licu-
tenants in New York under his com-
mand.

While commanding New York, Cap-
tain Pratt was ordercd to Washington in
Mareh 1920 for what must have heen
the most distasteful duty in his entire
naval carcer. The Scnate Naval Affairs
Committee, chaired hy Frederick Ilale
of Maine, had reeeived permission to
broaden an investigation of medals
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awarded in the war into a full study of
Rear Admiral Sims’ eharges that the
Navy had becn unprepared for war in
1917 and had prosceuted it badly once
Amcrica  entered the fighting. The
admiral had laid out his charges in a
letter to Sceretary Daniels, dated 7
January 1920, and titled “Cerlain Naval
Lessons of the Great War.” Sims’ inten-
tion in wriling Daniels, and ecarlier in
refusing to accepl his istinguished
Serviec Medal, had been Lo get a publie
hearing and eventual reform and re-
organizalion of the Navy. Though
wishing lo presenl bis casc profes-
sionally and impersonally, “Certain
Naval l.essons™ was a conlinuous ¢n-
filading broadside that took in Seerctary
Danicls, CNO Benson, and his elose
friend Captain Pratt. Secretary Daniels
returned the fire in his traditional ad
hominem manner--much to the delight
ol the press. lienson stuck Lo specifics
and mostly proved that Sims was cor-
rect on the guestion of naval prepared-
ness. His testimony, at times, had the
flavor of Mark Anthony’s deelamation
at Caesar’s bicr. Prall managed Lo sup-
porl hoth sides. There was unprepared-
ness in personnel and a balanecd fleet;
Sims was eorreel in calling for convoys;
and Daniels and Benson had interpreted
the situation properly by aflording
more protection Lo troopships than to
merchant convoys. The captain, in his
unpublished “Autobiography,” said
very little about the hearings. Ile sum-
marized them in this paragraph:

When the congressional investigation

took plaec, I was ordered from the

Puget Sound Navy Yard ... to attend

all the seasions. There | sat with Sims;

we were both sineere, but cach held to

his own opinions. We remained friends

8o much so that frequently I read over

his evidence before it was presented.

Once 1 found in it o statemenl 1 knew

he would not like to make. Calling his

attention to it, he thanked me and

continued  with  his  testimony. It

turncd out as | expeeted. Nobody was

really Lo blame for our unpreparedness.
It was rather incvitable-a slale of

affairs hound to happen when we enter

any war, rather more aceentuated than

would ever he the case again, but
nobody culpably blameable.

Admiral Benson was succeeded as
CNO by Robert K. Coontz, another
admiral who knew Captain Pratt quite
well and respeeted his abilitics. In Sep-
tember 1920 he wrole informally to the
New York’s skipper and stated that
Secretary Danicls “was inclined to do
the best he ean for you in regard to
duty ... I'ratt was olfcred his choice,
the General Board or to relieve Rear
Admiral Wiley in eommand of the De-
stroyer I'orees, Pacific Flect. Though it
meant additional sca duty, the captain
opted Lo relieve the rcar admiral. In
cither casc, to use a currenl idea, il
amounted lo preselection [or flag rank.
On | November 1920 Pratt assumed his
first flag command, though regulations
required that he fly the broad pennant
in the old eruiser Hirmingham rather
than breaking the two stars of a rear
admiral,

Pratt’s 6 months in eommand of the
destroyer flotillas gave him an oppor-
tunity to prove that he wus admiral
caliber. It also gave him the ehance to
test what he had learned ahout leader-
ship [rom “Billy” Sims and “Uncle
Hughic” Rodman. In selecting a staff he
locked for two qualifications in cach
man: ability and loyalty. Like Sims and
Rodman, he drew them into a tightly
knit body of friends and confidants. He
cschewed the “yes man”™ and prived
initiative. At mcss with his staff, in
conlerence with his destroyer eaptains,
or on the bridge he wanted advice that
was correct and not what his staff
thought he desired Lo hear. The whole
Pacific Ileet was a bit surprised al his
selection of Capt, Frank Taylor Evans
to be his Chief of Staif. Taylor Fvans
was blunt, opinionated, and reputedly
difficult to work with; hut he was a fine
shiphandler and loyal to the core. For
“flag” licutenant he chosc a licutenant
who had been an “E™ turret offlieer in
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New York. C.W.A. Campbell had “come
up through the hawse pipe” and was Lo
serve as Pratt’s aide for 14 years--a naval
record in itself. Two others need men-
tion here. “Berk”™--Lt. Russell 8. Berkey
--came from New York with Pralt and
beeame ‘“flag” secretary. With breaks
for eommand or other eea duly, Berkey
served almost 8 years with Pratt.
Comdr. Hollis M. Cooley, the l'orce
Engineering Offieer, was to serve almost
8 years afloat and ashore with him.
Years after retirement, Pratt summed up
his philosophy of choosing subordi-
nates:

In selecting the members of my staff,
never cared a snap of the fingers
whether they were born in the cow
yard or whether they first saw the light
of day inside the wulls of a palace. I
never cared u straw, who their wives
wcere, or what their wealth and social
slatus might be, only as it affecled
their hueband’s manners, characters,
and cfficieney in altending to the
busincss of Lhe Navy....I have had
many staffs in Lhe course of my naval
carecr, many of the members following
me from one appoinlment Lo the
other, As I look baek over the days
pasl and gone, T can reeall many a one,
now a distinguished officer, who at onc
time or another served on my personal
staff. I hope they liked the old man as
well as he did them.

Pratt’s destroyer [lorce was long on
ships and short on men, a condition that
cxisted throughout the interwar years.
He learned to “make do™ with one-third
of his force nested al a dock with a few
maintenance crew aboard for all the
ships. Another third operated under a
limited eondilion with 50 pereent
erews. The other third was “fully man-
ned,” which meant 85 pereent of war-
time allowances. By rotating the vessels
and moving ercws liberally, a fair degree
of material readiness resulted. Those
destroyers that were fully operational
were exercised liberally by Pacific I'leet
Commander Rodman. He and [Pratt
were in perfect agreement thal de-
slroyers must operale aggressively and
from doetrine. Smashups did oeeur, bul

the admiral preferred to chance ocea-
sional damage Lo having his force he-
come timid.

If Pratt had any doubts in the spring
of 1921 thal he would be selected for
flag rank, he never revealed them in
letters to his friends or family. When the
flag selection ALNAYV hit the fleet in
early June, letters of congratulation
eascaded in on him. Many have a eom-
mon theme: he had done so much so
well that selectiou had heen absolutely
mandatory. Typieal was the “Dear Com-
modore: Congratulations will soon he in
order for your ‘lwo stars,” whieh after
all is a rather amusing-if neeessary
promotion--eonsidering Lhe ‘jobs’ you've
held, which very few rear admirals will
ever be called upon Lo fill, or could fill.”
Soon after formal notiee ol seleelion,
Pratt was detaehed from his command
and ordered Lo the General Board. In
September he was examined by the
medical and professional hoards and
approved [or the rank of rear admiral.
When his vaeaney oeeurrcd, he wonld
date from 3 June 1921, It had been 32
very [nll years since he lefl Lhe Naval
Academy. His next 12 years in flag
grade were to be even more Llightly
packed with evenls and great respon-
sibility.

Under normal eireumslances, Pratt’s
2 years on the General Board wonld
have represented a period ol “marking
time” while waiting for a sca eommand
to become availahle and helping the
Department with its long-range plan-
ning. In the years ufter the World War,
the General Board was normally staffed
by three fairly distinet groups of ofli-
cers. The senior group consisted of some
of the Navy’s oldest admirals, now
linishing up their time Ul mandatory
retirerncnt at age 04. Many had “flected
up” to three and four star commands
and were now again rear admirals. A
second group was characterized by
Pratt. These were ‘‘[resh eaught” selec-
tees or rear admirals who were getting
accustomed to their new position in life.
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Duty on the Board mcant a lot of hard
work, for they normally did the tra-
veling and drafted the reports. On Lhe
other hand, it mcant they were elosc to
the seat of power and could do a little
on-the-joh earcer planning. The third
group was made up of a few com-
manders or captains who might be on
the rise or silting out their 30 years and
relirement. ‘The latter group handled Lhe
seeretariat funetions of the DBoard. By
executive order, the General Board con-
cerned ilself with war plans, naval
poticy, fleet organization and reorgani-
zation, naval construction planning, and
ship design eharacteristics, Unfortu-
nately for Captain Pratt (his numher did
not come up until 1 Novemher), the
United States was shout to host the
Washington Conference for the Limita-
tion of Armament, and he would he
called upon for unusually sensitive and
possibly quite unrewarding work.

AL the direction of Assistant Scere-
tary of the Navy Theodore Rooscvelt,
Jr., the General Board began preparing
an American position for negotiations
concerning naval disarmament. For a
while Pratt was merely a regular work-
ing member of the Board who drafted
his share of the many position papers
dealing with hoth technical and interna-
lional relations questions. In Septemher
and October 1921 the Board hecame
quite specifie in its recommendations
coneerning the size of the major navies
after agreement was reached. Unfortu-
nately for the Board and those who
believed in a large Navy, the head of the
U.S. delcgation, Secrctary of State
Charles livans Hughes, pressed for a
lower total tonnage. After three rework-
ings still yielded a fleet in excess of
600,000 tons of capital ships, a smaller
group wenl to work on the problem--
Assistant Secretary Roosevelt, CNO
Robert E. Coontz, and Captain Pratt.
The latter was selceted by Coontz be-
cause he knew him from wartime days
in Washington and hccause the captain
had a genuine mastery of the details
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involved. Working from the principle
that all nations should stop huilding
capilal ships at that moment and com-
plete very few of the vessels on the
ways, the threc eame up with the
famous 5 - 5 - 3 ratios and a total eapital
ship lonnage not much in excess of
525,000 tons each for the United
States, and Great Dritain, and Japan.
The “stop now™ eoneept was Secrctary
Hughes’, the dctails came from the Navy
group, but for the rest of his earcer
'ratt was to carry the onus of having
scrapped over a million tons of old
hattleships, partially completed post-
Jutland hattleships and hattle cruisers,
and many drawers of hlueprints for
future construction.

Fqually odious to those who disliked
sinking North Dakota and the old fowa
and breaking up or destroying the new
superdreadnoughts Montana and Wash-
ington was aceeptanee of article XIX in
the Five Power Naval Treaty. This sec-
tion called for maintaining fortifications
in Guam, the Philippines, the Aleutians,
and Samoa in statu quo. That article
XIX was the key to bringing Japan’s
navy down to 60 percent of Ameriea’s
and was even more distressing to those
who disliked the treaty. lgnored hy
most Navy critics was the fact that onee
Roosevelt, Coonts, and Pratt presented
the details to meel Seeretary lughes’
requirements, conferenee hargaining and
the political sense of the civilian dele-
gates took charge. No onc in the U.S.
delegation, outside the Navy technical
staff, seriously believed the Nation
would eomplete the 1916 and 1918
building programs then underway or
that the Nation would build island
operaling bases west of Hawaii and
fortify them.

Admiral Pratt’s duty with the Wash-
inglon Conference delegation added
another area of experlise to his record--
he was now a naval limitation speeialist.
Most officers anticipating further ad-
vancement would normally shun such
an appellation; in eurrent jargon it

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol22/iss5/7



Early Flag Commands

(LEFT) Rear Admiral Pratt’s first sea command was Battleship Division 4 in the Battle Fleet from June 1923 till June 1925. From 1923,

till Pratt’s retirement in 1933, Lieutenant C.W.A. Campbell served as the Admiral’s Flag Licutenant. We sce here Admiral Pratt and

Lieutenant Campbell. (CENTER) From September 1925 until June 1927 Rear Admiral Pratt was President of the Naval War College.

This portrait was taken in Newport. (RIGHT) After leaving the War College, Pratt assumed command of the Battleships, Battle Fleet and
Published by Uf{g&&}n@%&@%@%ﬂ&%m %MBATSHIPS from September 1927 till June 1928.
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would hardly be “career-enhaneing” aud
might appear positively “counterpro-
ductive.”” But Pratt was not an ordinary
admiral. He procceded to defend the
treaty in several magazine artieles and in
puhlic speeches. He had done no pub-
lishing before 1922; he now bhegan Lo
write regularly on the subject of naval
limitation and international relations.
The point he normally made was simple;
he did not believe in disarmament or at
least helieved it so utopian that it would
not oecur in his lifetime, and therefore
he believed in controlling international
relations and international violence by
limiting armament. He defended the
ratios as a ineans of limitation and
constantly stressed the need to build the
U.S. Navy to full treaty strength. Presi-
dent Harding and Sceretary [lughes
deeply appreeiated his professional sup-
port; on the other hand, he was sus-
pected by several of his seniors of
paving the way to advancement with
battleship armorplates. Realistically
speaking, it was probably lueky for
Pratt that Admiral Coontz remained
CNO into 1923 and then flew his four
gtars as Commander in Chief, U5, IFleet
{CINCUS) unil the spring of 1925, On
the political side, the Republieans re-
mained in control during his 12 years in
flag rank, and those who were in high
office (Presidents Harding, Coolidge,
and Hoover) knew his work and re-
spected his integrity and fortitude,
Pratt’s remaining 18 months on the
General Board werc less hceclic. lle
participated in Admiral Rodman’s study
of the Navy's nceds for naval bases,
particularly on the West Coast, and
drafted most of the final document. lle
can be credited with having sowed the
secd that became Navy Day and for
having recommended the day to he
celebrated on 27 October--the birth date
of President Theodore Rooscvelt. In the
spring of 1923 he obscrved the Flect
maneuvers in the Caribbean fromn Hen-
derson in the company of Seerctary of
the Navy Denby, Admiral Coontz, and
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most of the House and Senate Naval
Atfairs Committees members who were
enjoying a husiness trip away from the
less pleasant capital. He was sounded
out on several sea command possibili-
tics--the Speeial Service Squadron, the
Seouting Foree (viee admiral rank), or a
battleship division in the Battle Fleet.
He suspeeted, prohahly correetly, that
the Special Serviee Squadron was a
backwater command that would lead to
even less impressive positions. The
Seouting IForce was more than likely
heyond his reach; more importantly, it
was in had eondition. He eonfided to his
wile: *“The Seouting Ioree is all shot to
picees. Its morale is had. They ean’t
shoot.” At the end of the Caribbean
trip, the Bureau of Navigation ordered
Pratt to velieve Rear Adm. C.F.
“I'reddy™ Hughes us Commander, Bat-
tleship Division Iour, Battle Fleet.
Flated at the news, the admiral wrote
rather revealingly to Mrs. Pratt in April:

... it is the best sea duty assigned to
any man in my class thus far....lam
immediately in the line of promotion
and when the time comes 1 will go up
with nore actual cxpericnee in high
command, probably than any officer
on the list. They arc not pushing me
too fast. That would be bad, but I am
distinetly being groomecd. ... Coontz
tells me plainly that T am bis ehoice to
relieve MeCully [Commander, Scouting
Foree] when his cruise is
up. ... Eberle [Admirat E.W.] the new
CNO is a friend. Denby has nothing
against me, and Roosevelt is for me. So
all that is necessary is for me to make
good,

When Rear Admiral Pratt broke his
flag in Pennsylvania on 25 Junc 1923
and velicved Rear Admiral Hughes of
command of Battleship Division Four
{BATDIV 4), he was doing more than
returning to sea. He was laying his
reputation on the line and taking that
first step up the line of sea command
within the Battle Fleet. As we have
scen, this was what he wanted. He
would now bhe in direct eompetition
with his contemporarics for higher eom-
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mands. He had suceecded as a hattleship
eaptain, now he had to convince Vice
Adm. Henry A. Wiley (Commander,
Battleship Divisions, Battle Fleet), Adm,
S.5. Robison (Commander, Rattle
Ileety, Adm. R... Coontz (CINCUS),
and Adm, E.W, Eherle (CNO) that he
could handle the larger eommands. It
was almost tradilional that the com-
mander of the battleships, the Battle
Fleet, or the U.S. Fleet had to have
demonstrated his ability by command-
ing a hattleship divisiou at sea.

In taking over BATINV 4, Praut
inherited a smoothly running division.
Based on eompetition while in Hughes’
hands, the division had been lirst in
hattle efficieney, engineering, athletics,
and even rowing. He now had to con-
tinue to meet these standards. To help
him handle his four battleships (Penn-
sylvania  (flag), Arizona, Mississippi,
Idaho), Pratt pulled together a small
stalf, the most important of whom had
served in New York when he was
captain and had moved with him to the
Destroyer Foree command. Lieutenants
Berkey and Camphell were there as flag
seerelary and flag lieutenant. Unlike
most other rear admiral sea eommands,
a hattleship division commander did not
have a Chief of Staff. He was expceted
to exert his authorily direetly and Lo
stand responsihle for orders given. In
this way his seniors would he able to
eompare Pratt directly with R.H. Jaek-
son, L.M. Nulton, or [L]. Ziegmecier
withont wondering if a brilliant Chief of
Staff had nol really made sueeess pos-
sihle.

From the very beginning Pratt
adopted his techniques of earlier years.
He messed with his staff and cneouraged
thesc younger men to speak out. He
eonferred eonstantly with his battleship
eaptains and made them feel a sense of
“being on a team.” At first he worked
hard with his staff and eaptains to
master the signals and taetieal move-
ments they ordered. Iinally, he drilled
them atl sca as a single division and as

one ol three divisions in the battleline.
Whether when working out of San
Pedro in the winter or north in Puget
Sound during the summer, P'ratt much
preferred those periods of time when his
division and a squadron of destroyers
were working logether alone. In his
letters Lo his wile, haek in Belfast, he
regularly complained about having “too
many bosses” around. In tactics he was
not timid in maneuvering his claphan-
tine charges. Farly in his command he
wrote to Mrs. Pratt:

... naturally my experience al hand-

ling destroyers at high speceds gives me

a certain amount of confidence in Lhe

ability of batilcship captains to mancu-

ver at a prelty lively rate. ! daresay the
most criticism of me will be along
those lines. ... Tommy rot. We are
paid to fight and learn how to do it.

Anyhow I know that the snappiest

destroyer men have asked to he as

signed to my dividion during the sum-
mer maneuyers.

Al the conelusion of his summer of
mancuvers and while the Batte Vleet
was visiling San Franeiseo, Pratt was
hurriedly summoned to Admiral Robi-
son’s flagship on 9 September. The
night hefore a porlion of Destroyer
Squadron 11 had piled ashore north of
the Point Arguello light at Point Peder-
nales, known loeally as Point Honda.
The Iull seope of the catastrophe was
nol known, hut the admiral was ordered
to the seene and then on to San Diego
to head a eourt of inquiry. Two days
later ibe eourt was formally announced:
Rear Admiral Pratt, President, Capts,
G.C. Day and D.I. Sellers, Members,
and Lt. Comdr. L.IN. DBratton, Judge
Advoeate. Pratt’s appointment had heen
reeommended by Admiral Coontz and
Asgsistant Seerctary Roosevelt. Both felt
that he wonld handle the assignment
with the proper degree of sensitiveness
to the Navy’s and the publie’s interest.
As in the ease of the Washington Con-
ferenee, Pralt was lo find it very diffi-
cult to serve Lwo masters--the Navy and
the publie.

The faets of the lragedy were not
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difficnll to establish: they stood alinost
completely revealed as the admiral
looked down froin the hinf{ above to
the heaeh and rocks at Point londa.
Below lay seven four-piper destroyers
heing ponnded to pieces: Delphy, S.P.
Lee, Young, Woodbury, Nicholas, Ful-
ler, and Chauncey. Later it was revealed
that Farragut and Somers had grounded
hut had not snffered major damage.
Twenty-three enlisted men (3 from
Delphy and 20 from Young) had
perished. The wrecks oeeurred a little
after 2100 on B September 1923, While
leading his ships in eolumn at 20 knots
on a 150 degree heading, Capt. .H.
Watson, squadron commander, signaled
for the squadron to turn in Delphy’s
wike to 095 degrees. The tum was to
take the squadron into the Santa Dar-
hara ehannel between Point Coneeption
and San Miguel Island; unfortunately
DESRON 11 was 21 miles north of its
cstimated 2100 position. The court’s
job was to determine why such an
enormous navigational error oceurred,
why the six other destroyers followed
their Teader to destruetion, and should
anyone be held responsible for the
tragedy.

At the beginning of the eourt’s hear-
ings, Pratl tricd to make it a elosed
affair hecause he distrusted newspaper
reporting; hut the public would not
have it. After heavy complaints from
the press, Secretary lenby and Admiral
Coontz ordered open sessions. 'or Pratt
it was a miserable positian to be in. To
his wife he eommented after several
weeks of hearings: “‘It is the worst job 1
ever had. Most ol these men are my
friends: T commanded the foree, am
locked upon as a destroyer man and a
friend of the organization. Yet | have Lo
give it the biggest knock it ever
had ... T have gol to do this for the
good of the Navy and because it is so.”
Conveying the truth to the publie was
partieularly difficult for the eourt.

Before the hearings began, the news-
papers had created a sympathelic atmo-

sphere for Captain Watson and his skip-
pers. 'he catastrophe appeared to he
the result of bad weather, perversely
changing currents--perhaps duc to the
great  Japanesc earthquake the week
hefore--and bad radio hearings from the
Point Argucllo radio station, More dra-
matically, the officers and men had
aeted effieiently and heroically once
stranded. Bul as the hearings progressed,
the destroyer eaptains, division leaders,
and squadron commander gradually re-
vealed that bad navigation techniques,
dogmatie devotion to “follow the
leader” doctrine, and abandonment by
the destroyer commanders of individual
responsibility for the safety of their
ships had eaused the disaster. By the
close of the hearings the publie and
Secretary Denby wanted blood.

In its “findings” the court eharged
Captlain Watson, Lt. Comdr. TLT. Hun-
ter ({0 of Delphy, squadron flagship),
and T4 1.1, Blodgelt {navigator, Pel-
phy) with “culpable inefficiency and
negligence.” Charges ol negligenee”
were lodged against Capt. Robert Morris
(COMSESDIV  33), Comdr. W.S, Pye
(COMDESDIV 31), Comdr. [.I". Davis
{CO, Woodbury), Comdr. W.I.. Calhoun
(CO, Young), Comdr. W.8. Toaz (CO,
S.P, Lee), Lt. Comdr. W.D. Seed (CO,
Fuller), 1.t. Comdr. 11.00. Roeseh (CO,
Nicholus}), and Lt. Comdr. R.H. Booth
{CO, Chauncey). Court martial pro-
ceedings were ordered immediately for
those eharged, and in November Captain
Waltson, Lieutenant Commander Hunter
and Licutenant Commander Roeseh
were found guilty; Licutenant Blodgett,
the two division commanders, and the
remaining five destroyer captains were
aequitted.

Admiral Pratt had done as mueh as
the publie and the Navy expeeted. [le
had allowed the inquiry to speak for
itsell; nothing had been hidden. Ile
personally wrote “the opinion of the
court,” and this eontrolled the recomn-
mendations. He had condemned bad
navigation and insisted on the com.
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manding officer’s personal responsibility
for his ship. Above all, he and the court
deplored hlind “follow the lcader” doe-
trine; the reporl even invoked the inde-
pendent spirit of Nelson at Cape St.
Vincenl and Copenhagen to show why
orders cannot be blindly obeyed. Viee
Adm, H.A. Wiley’s court martial, in
acquitling all hut Watson, Hunter, and
Rocsch, placed the Navy’s reputation in
jeopardy again.

Prati was pleased lo close the courl
of inquiry and pick up his command
again. He saw the division through the
winler maneuvers in the Caribbean, the
first of in which the U.S. Fleel exercised
under a single commander in chicf. The
defenses of the Panama Canal were
tested and found wanting; this finding
beeame an annual oecurrence. Al the
close of the concentration, the Batlle
Fleet stood north to visit New York and
other major ports on the cast coast, and
Pratt finally managed to visit his family
during a brief shore leave to Lelfast.
Later, in June 1924, tragedy struck his
division when a {larehack occurred in
numher two turret of Mississippi, There
was little the admiral eould do. A few
days later he rcad the Tuneral service for
the 47 dead from his division. A loeal
minister in San Pedro rehuked him for
assuming the clergy’s role, bul he be-
licved his men would rather have the
*“old man” read the serviee than rceeive
it from a stranger.

In carly June 1925, while preparing
for a Battle I'leet cruisec to Australia,
Pratt was detached from his command
and ordered to the Gencral Board for
temporary duty. The Nayy Department
was planning to inerease the defensive
eapahilities of the two aireraft earricrs
under  construction, Saratoga and
Lexington, but Scerctary Curtis Wilbur
(formerly a California judge) was un-
deeided whether the proposed 3,000
tons added displacement for each enrrier
would eontravenc the Five Power Naval
Treaty, Tormer Assistant Secrelary
Roosevelt was in the llimalayas and
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Admiral Coontz was ¢n roule to Aus-
tralia; besides, Pratt had worked so
closely with the data and the teehnical
commitlecs thal he was the logical
person Lo eonsult. In his usual thorough
manner, he prepared a 55-page disqui-
gition on the treaty provisions. The
answer, in sborl, was “yes.” The earrier
limit had heen set at 33,000 tons, but
this was done with the expectation that
3,000 tons more per carrier would he
uscd for improved comparlmentation.
Prait’s own interpretation was supple-
mented by memoranda from former
Seerctary of State llughes and interna-
tional law specialist George Graflton
Wilton of llarvard. This chore eom-
pleted, and after a month of leave, the
admiral procecded to the Naval War
College Lo rclieve Rear Adm, Clarence S.
Williams on 4 September 1925.

Pratt’s 2 ycara in Newporl are not
noteworthy for any earth-shaking
ehanges thal he made at the War Col-
lege; but he did leave his mark in a way
traditional with him. 1lag licutenant
Camphell was again at his side; the resl
of the slaff was inherited from Williams.
In kecping with the normal practiec at
the college, he spotted several Dright
students from the 1926 scnior course
and hrought them nhoard as staff mem-
bers for his second year. Several out-
standing students in the 1927 class he
selected for his next scagoing staff. In
this latter group was Capt. Royall L.
Ingersoll, an officer he admired greatly
and kept with him for his next 5 years.
lle and Ingersoll were to rewrite the
“T'ighting Instructions of the Battle
Fleet,” only to have them shelved by
Admiral Wiley, the CINCUS. At the
same time they also drafted a plan to
reorganize the U.S. Fleet--this plan was
rejected by CNO llughes. Both docu-
ments werc Lo become policy later--hut
we arc getting ahead of the story.

Like cvery War College president
before him, Pratt linkered with the
administrative and instructional organi-
zation of the institulion. The staf{ was
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divided into the functional divisions
that a fleet staff might represent: war
plans, policy and plans, logistics, per-
gonnel, material, supply, movement,
eomnunication, training, and informa-
tion. The traditional departments of
taetics, strategy, logisties, and law went
into lemporary cclipse; they were to
return with the next president. Because
of his longtime interest in international
aflfairs, DPrait cstablished close liaison
with the State Department and began
the custom of having Foreign Service
Officers lecture to the students. lle
believed these gentlemen provided an
interesting lcavening for the college. To
strengthen international relations fur-
ther, Capt. Roy €. Smith, a retired
officer, was asked to sel up a eontinuing
program in international law that would
be oriented toward problem solving.
While Pratt could nol continue his
custoin of messing with his staff, he and
l.ouise Pratt did bring them individually
to the Admiral’s House for a good meal
and intellcetual conversations late into
the night. His correspondenee of later
years reveals that many of the more
junior  staff members  valued  these
evenings highly.

In these years before World War 11,
the President of the Naval War College
was an ex officio member of the Gen-
eral Board. Tratt took this eollateral
duty seriously and visited Washington
regularly for the Board’s meetings. It
also gave him the opportunity to keep
his name before the higher authorities in
the Department. On the other hand, this
was hardly neeessary sinec he regularly
advised Adm. E.W. Eberle (CNO) and
Seerctary Wilbur on naval limitation
matters. Both in 1926 and again in 1927
he wrote lengthy memoranda analyzing
the positions the Navy needed to take in
future naval conferences. Ile stood
unequivoeally for equality with the
Royal Navy, particnlarly in  eapital
ships. As a token of the estecem he held
for Pratt, Secrctary Wilbur consulted
with the Fleet’s admirals and then sur-
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prised the admiral by awarding him a
Naval War College diploma at gradua-
tion in May 1927.

Pratt decply disliked officers who
engaged in special pleading for their
own interests, bul he was never hesitant
to keep the Department informed of his
preference for duty. He had requested a
command in the Hattie Fleet and was
ordered to it by President Coolidge. His
letter from the President designated him
to relicve his classmate Lonis . De-
Steigaer as Commander, Battleship Divi-
stons (COMBATDIVS), Battte Flect and
to de so by 17 September 1927, In
language Prati was Lo see several more
times, the President ordered: “In aeeor-
danee with this designation you will
assume the rank and hoist the flag of a
vice admiral.” The change of ecommand
ceremnony was carried oul aboard West
Virginia, flagship of the battleship divi-
sions and flagship of BATDIV 5, the
division he was personally 10 command.

Vice Admiral Pralt was commencing
3 years of command at sea that would
sec him “fleet up” to Commander,
Battle Fleet (COMBATFLT), with the
rank of admiral and then up to
CINCUS. Fach move upward was not
guarantced; performance would eount
as would luek, timing and the goodwill
of those above. As he took over the
battleships eommand, above him were
COMBATEFLT, Admiral DeSteiguer,
CINCUS, Adm. H.A. Wiley, and the
CNO, Adm. C.F. Hughes. These officers,
plus Seerctary Wilhur and the Chief of
the Bureau of Navigation, Rear Adm,
R.H. Leigh, would rceommend the
“1928 slate™ to the President when the
time eame. Fleel rumors had anlieipated
that Pratt would get the Battle Fleet
eommand in 1927 instead of De.
Steiguer, but the rumors were just that,
In carly 1928 Pratt knew he would get
the Battle Vieet and his fourth star, but
he was disappointed. He had “under-
stood™ from Secretary Wilbur that he
was to be CINCUS and therefore for-
mally requested of CNO Hughes that his
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Between 26 June 1928 and 30 June 1933 Admiral Pratt moved progressively through the Navy’s top commands. (LEFT) In 1928-29 he
was Commander Battle Fleet and wore his flag in California (inset). This photo was taken at NAS San Diego as Pratt and Rear Admiral
J.M. Reeves, COMAIRONS, BATFLT, inspected the station in December 1928. (CENTER) Change of command ceremony was normally
full-dress formal in the Navy of the 1920°s. Admiral Pratt, CINCUS (left) has just been relieved as COMBATFLT by Admiral L.M.
Nulton (center), who had in turn just been relieved as COMBATSHIPS by Vice Admiral L.A. Bostwick (right). The date was 21 May
1929. (RIGHT) As CNO (1930-33), Admiral Pratt enjoyed leaving Washington and visiting in the Fleet. His old friend, Admiral F.M.

PubliShbafields. hosted] Wik @vtivak GrgtsalrOCakifarnig 1swd Texas while he served as COMBATFLT (1930-31) and CINCUS (1931-32). Though
plagued by fragile health, Schofield’s service reputation was that of an outstanding strategist and leader.
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name he considered [or eommand of the
U.S. T'leel when Wiley stepped down in
May 1929, In the fall of 1929, aficr
CNO Hughes rejeeted his plan for ve-
organizing the U.S. Fleet, Pratt re-
quested in a letter to Hughes that his
name he eonsidered for CNO when the
appropriate time eame “provided that |
am considered qualified by service for
the work, and my selection would not
be subversive Lo naval interests.”
Because of his heavier responsibili-
ties, Pratt, as COMBATDIVS was al-
lowed a large stafl, and il grew progres-
gively larger as he moved up. For chiel
of staff he inberited Rear Adm. A.J.
[lepburn from DeSteigner and felt ex-
tremely lueky to gel this very capahle
officer. Hepburn would normally com-
mand BATDIV 5 in the name of Pratt.
Camphell, of course, was there as [ag
licutenant. Lt, Comdr. R.S. Berkey,
“one of the most effieient officers |
have ever known,” reported aboard as
flag secretary. His engineering officer,
Comdr. HM. Cooley, had served on his
Destroyer Forees, Pacific Fleet stafl and
had just completed the senior course at
the War College. The nexl year Captain
Ingersoll left the War College staffl and
joined Pratt as assistant chief of staff.
Of him, the admiral wrote: “A mnore
highly trained, efficient officcr 1 do not
know. It was through his efforts solcly
that my nebulous, inchoate ideas of
fleet operation werc organized.” In his
“Antobiography™ the admiral summed
up his staffs: “If ever a man received
loyal support from his staffs, from top
to hottom, | am that lueky man. With-
out them | would have gone nowhere.”
During the 3 years that Admiral Pratt
exereised bhigh command at sea, he
strove constantly to improve the per-
formance of the Battle Fleet. He was
nol satislied with the way [leet Larget
praclice was conducled; he felt Fleet
tactical exereises could be improved;
and bhe hadly wanted to reorganive
administratively the U.S. IFleet so that
operations would be improved. What

hothered the admiral the most con-
cerning target practice was the daily
routine of steaming to sea from San
Diego or San Pedro, trying to find an
area free of merchant shipping and
possessing the necessary 15 to 25 miles
visibility, then firing and returning to
pori. [le preferred to stay at sea for 5
days and then spend the weekend be-
hind the breakwater. He helieved that
his routine developed more cifieiency in
shiphandling and hetter erew morale
heeause of working more elosely with
their officers. He hoped that the idea,
“that a ship is a home and not am
office,” would take hold. Ile recognized
that this approaeh was not popular with
Battle I'leet wives, but he pressed ahead
with such scheduling. It should he noted
that Louise Pratt remained in Belfast
during most of Pratt’s 2 years on the
Pacific Coast with the Battle Flect.

As we noted briefly before, the
admiral did not have mueh luek with his
attempls to change Battle Fleet tactical
doctrine, hut he did make significant
conlributions in his openminded ap-
proach to using avialion at sea, As
eommander of Black Forees in the
Panama maneuvers of Iebruary 1929,
he allowed Rear Adm. Joseph M.
Recves, Commander Aircralt Squad-
rons, Battle Ileet, to launeh an attack
Iy Saratoga’s planes against the canal
defenses, Setting up a small task group
of Saratoga and Omaha, with a few
destroyer plane guards, Reeves swept far
south of the istbmus and then struck
suceessfully at dawn from maximum
distanee. The next year carrier task
groups heeame an established operating
taelic. Admiral Reeves shonld he reeog-
nized as the “father” of the earrier task
foree system, bnt it took Pratt’s mid-
wifery to move from coneept to opera-
tions.

Admirals Wiley and Pratt hotb dis-
liked the administrative organization of
the U.S. Fleet. Wiley proposed during
1928, while CINCUS, to reorganize the
Ileet into “type forces.” He would have
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an admiral and vice admiral eommand
the batleship force and a vice admiral
and a rear admiral for each of the other
types: carriers, cruisers, destroyers, sub-
marines, and Lraining sqnadeons. The
whole Tleet, under CINCUS, would
remain in one ocean--preferably the
Pacific. Admiral Hnghes, the CNO,
would have none of it. Pratt, a few years
later, renamed the fleels and almosl
aceomplished what Wiley had in mind.
Under CINCUS there was a Hattle
Force, Scouting Iorce, Submarine
Force, and Fleet Base Force. A few
more vice admirals were added, and the
concept of CINCUS heing an opera-
tional ecommander, as well as an ad-
ministrative chief, became docteine.

Yet there was only so much he could
do: the “system™ was stacked on the
side of the status quo. Since 1919 the
practice had evolved of allowing an
admiral only 12 to 18 months (usually
12), with rare exceptions, in the top flag
billets. Command of a battleship divi-
sion ngnally lasted 2 years. The follow-
ing ehart shows how the game of “musi-
cal ehairs” was played with the Navy’s
flag commands, and it also shows the
pattern of movement among Pratt and
his contemporarics.

Beeanse the CNO normally sexrved 3
years or until his 64th birthday, ap-
pointment to this position requircd a
fortuitous eombination of eirenm-
gtances. The most important faetor
seemed to he that a likely candidate had
to be in an admiral’s hillet and not have
reached his Glst birthday when the
ineumbent CNO retired. Admirals Wiley
and Leigh had “fleceted up” to the
proper spot for beeoming CNO in 1930
or 1934 but were too old at the eritieal
point of sclection. The decision on who
should move (rom COMBATELT to
CINCUS was gencrally hascd on proven
performanee in the lower eommand.
Again, as ean be seen (rom the ehart,
appointment to COMBATDIVS was a
type of “preselection” for eommand of
the Battle Fleet. Ocassionally therce

Silhouette of an Admiral

would be a long jump from semiob-
senrity in the pack of rear admirals to a
four star command, as in the casc of
Chase to CINCUS in 1930 or Sehofield
and Reeves Lo COMBATFLT in 1931
and 1934, These sclections normally
represcuted a recognition of long and
cffeelive serviee on a seagoing staff or
the General Roard. Admirals Recves and
Sehofield, it must be admilted, did have
the advantage of heing close personal
friends of Admiral Prall.

The move upward for Viec Admiral
Pratt from COMBATDIVS to COMBAT-
FLLT ocenrred on 26 June 1928. 1le
relieved Admiral DeSteigner for the last
time and broke his own four staes in
California. He was reasonably surc that
he would succeed Admiral Wiley as
CINCUS when the proper time arrived,
bnt there was always the possibility of a
glip-up. His rvelations with Admiral
llnghes had been cordial cnongh, hnt
they were to hecome less so in the
following 2 years. Both were sincerc and
honest men; but they disagreed on the
need Lo reorganize the U.S. [leet and,
cven more deeply, Hnghes did not trust
Pratt’s views on naval limitation. Proba-
bly, from Iughes’ outlook, [Iratt
seemed to have too much political
influence. This had become evident
when Pratt let the CNO know that he
had expected to be CINCUS rather than
COMBATILT in June 1928,

On 21 May 1929 Pratt reached the
pinnacle of success [or the seagoing
ollieer. In frock eoats, eoeked hats,
swords, and medals and to the beat and
sound of “ruffles and flourishes” and
the roar of the Texas’ 17-gun salute, he
relieved Adm. llenry A, Wiley as
CINCUS. Alrcady he was heginning to
think of a last tour of dnty ashore,
preferably baek to the War College, and
then to his ncewly finished home in
Belfast. But events onee more overtook
the admiral, and national polieies and
politicians [orced a ehange in his plans,

For 6 months Pratl carried out the
traditional duties of CINCUS. In Texas
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he “showed the flag™ in east coasl ports
and even took a small group of ships to
visit his hometown. He planned maneu-
vers, tightened administration, and
wrote a few Fleet letters eucouraging
sobriety and patriotism in one ease and
operating economy in another. Though
he disliked formal entertainment, he
altended his share of state funections,
charily balls, and slag dinners for de-
pacting or retiring flag officers, When
appropriale, he did enjoy invitiug his
guests to dine in admiral’s country in
Texas. Most of his entertaining was
done withont hs wile sinee she preferred
to stay in Belfasl when he was on sea
duty, though she did meet him regularly
in Newport or New York when his
flagship was north.

In the fall of 1929 naval limitation
talk was again in the air. Prime Minister
Ramsay MacDonald of Great Dritain
had traveled to Washington to hreak an
impasse in preliminary negotiations, and
plans were laid for a naval eonference to
meet in London in January 1930, In
Novemher 1929 Admiral Pratt was
called to Washington to discuss naval
limitation with President lloover and
Seerctary of State Henry L. Stimson.
Satisflied with bis views on the subjeet,
the President asked him to head the
delegation of naval advisers to the con-
fercnee. The admiral aeeepted and set
about asserabling a hody of officers to
accompany him. The final delegation
represented a good eross-seetion of the
Navy’s thinking on limitation and [uture
ship eonstruction. Diametrically op-
posed to Pralt on almost every issue
considered was Rear Adm. Hilary P.
Jones, then retired, a former CINCUS,
memher of Lhe General Board, and
Co-Delegate Lo the aborlive Gencva
Naval conference of 1927. He was sus-
picious of the Britieh, was insistenl on
huilding only 8-inch gun cruisers, de-
manded tonnage parity with England in
every ealegory of naval vessels, and did
not really trust limitation agreements or
politieians who promised to build up to
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treaty strength. Pratt, on the other
hand, was a pragmatist. e trusted the
English, probably because he was sure
Ameriea would never fight them. He
wag convineed that Congress would
never keep up with British huilding
programs and thercfore desired to sel
limits the Navy could attain and beyond
which Dritain could not huild. As
CINCUS he was more conecrned with
seeing a well-rounded treaty Navy de-
scribed in an agrecment, and then huilt,
than in defending a particular type of
vessel Lo the point of killing a confer-
enee.

Between January and April 1930, the
l.ondon Naval Treaty was written. It did
represent Many CcOMPromises—50 MmAny,
in faet, that Admiral Jones returned
home in Fehruary. Yet, from Pratt’s
viewpoint, it provided for a well-
rounded Navy, and il did set a firm
upper limit for mosl categories of naval
vessels for the three signatorica: the
United States, Great Brilain, and Japan.
Offensive to the General Doard and
those hoslile to naval limitation was
Ameriean acceptance of a new class of
cruiser, the 10,000 ton 6-inch gun Lype.
To Pratt and part of the naval delega-
tion, the “London Trealy Cruiser™ was
a well-protected and adequately gunned
ship. To those opposed, the new cruiser
epitomized unneecssary  eompromise
with the British and the rejection of
General Board advice.

Upon return to his command in May
1930, Pratt was called to Washington to
defend the T.ondon Treaty before the
Senate Naval Affairs and Foreign Rela-
lions Committees. He did so with his
Lypical dircelness and honesty. He be-
licved the Navy described in the treaty
could meet Ameriea’s delense needs;
bul he also stressed the obligation of
Congress to huild the vessels sinee the
Navy was not at parity with Greal
Britain. The {treaty, of course, was
agreed to hy the Senate. IPor his actions,
particularly his stand against the Gen-
cral Board, Pratt lost the friendship of
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CNO Hughes. Undoubtedly he also lost
the confidence of many officcrs in the
Fleet who simply had no faith in naval
limitation agreements or the willingness
of eleeted officials to provide the ships
allowed hy the treaty. They could not
helieve that Pratt was naive; they had to
helieve that he had sold his integrity to
ohtain the highest position in the Navy
~-Chiel of Naval Operalions. Yet had
those same offieers read the admiral’s
artieles and printed speeches, published
steadily from 1923 to 1929, they would
have found that he had been ahsolutely
eonsistent through the years. lle be-
lieved in limitation because he knew
Congress would never build “A Navy
Second to None” in an unlimited silua-
tion. This had been the premise of the
1922 Washington Confercnee delegates,
a very politieal group. The admiral knew
that the delegates of 1930--Seerclary
Stimson, Scerctary of the Navy C.I',
Adams, Senators David Reed and
Joseph 1. Robinson, and Ambassador
Dwight Morrow--were no less politically
sensitive than their predecessors.

After the stormy spring hearings in
Washington, Pratt was delighted to take
his flagship south, through the eanal,
and to the west eoast for inspeelions
and mancuvers. From the west eoast he
accompanied Lhe Battle I'leet to |lawaii
for gunnery drills and tactical excreises.
Upon rteturn to California and while
preparing to return to the east coast, he
was summoned Lo the Navy Department
with tbe warning, “‘Be prepared to stay
in Washington.”

As CINCUS, Pratt was quite aware of
the Navy's fiscal prohlems. He reeog-
nized that President Hoover’s interest in
naval limitation was two-edged: he
wanted to reduce internalional tension
and perhaps reach thal ulopia where
swordes would be beaten into plow-
shares; and he wanled to reduce na-
tional spending to achicve a balanced
budget. The London Treaty reduced
competilive naval construetion, but the
U.S. Navy had fallen so far bebhind in

cruiser building that eatching up with
the British and modernizing the battle-
ghips at the same time scemed to the
President to be the road to national
bankruptey. When Admiral Ilughes was
insistent on building cruisers, he was
met with the Presidential order to re-
duee the Navy’s budget for fiscal 1932
by another $30 million. At that time
the CNO ehose to relire.

Pratt was seheduled Lo relieve Hughes
in November 193(), instead he took over
on 17 September. The ecremony at
Main Navy was simple; it stood in stark
conlrast to the 17-gun spectaele the
previous year. Admiral lughes stated
simply to the assemblcd well-wishers, “1
just wanl Lo say good-hye and to thank
you for your loyal and cordial assis-
tanee, and I trust it will continue.” 'T'he
new CNO was equally hriel: “l have
nothing to say exeept that | am sorry to
sce Ireddy go.” The Army and Navy
Journal was also sorry to see Ilughes
retirc and lauded him for standing by
the Navy. Prait was given no eordial
“weleome aboard”™ by either the Journal
or the Army and Nevy Register.

Onee installed, the new CNO estah-
lished a Planning Section, headed by
Rear Adm. M.M. Taylor, to handle
rouline and relieve Pratt of the adminis-
trative lrivia he detested. Later Rear
Adni. John Halligan joined his staff in
the newly legislated billet of Assistant
(NG, and Taylor moved over to the War
Plans Division. Lieutenant Commander
Berkey eame asbore with Pratt, at the
admiral’s insistenee, and Lieutenant
Camphell was also at hand as an aide.
Scatlered through the various divisions
of Operations were most of his scagoing
slaff. Captain Ingersoll and Comdr.
W.W. Wilson were in Fleet Training,
Commander Cooley in Material, and Lit.
Comdr. C.T. “Cal” Durgin was in Ship’s
Movements. In short, if the “old man™
needed a familiar faee or two around
when things were difficult, he would
always find them in the huilding.

Two Fleet rcorganization measures
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were quickly hammered out by Pratt
and his staff. On 8 Oetober 1930, in his
own name, the CNO ordered 48 ships
removed from the active list and a
personnel reduction of 4,800 enlisted
men. The admiral believed the Fleet was
adequate for defense and would be
Lightly organized by the reductions.
Almost all active vessels now operated
with 80 to 90 pereent complements.
The administration was grateful on two
connts: the reductions would save
almost $11 million over a 2 year period;
and Pratt had ordered this in his name,
thus sparing the Pregident and Seeretary
Adams any public compluints. The
seeond reorganizalion, mentioned ear-
licr, was the establishment of the four
U.S, TIlect forees. The organization
ehart was signed on 15 November 1930,
to take effeet the following 1 April.

As time wore on and the national
depression deepened, the Navy’s morale
gagged badly, and Pratl spent mueh of
his lime trying to help where he eould.
Serviee pay neceded adjnstment, and
considerable time was spent by the CNO
and the Chief of the Bureau ol Naviga-
tion (BuPers today) testifying to this
need before Congress. Lven more seri-
ous to the officers was a “hump”
problem that was overtaking the Naval
Academy elasses of 1911, 1912, and
1913. Whereas promotion opportunily
approached 80 pereent for most ranks,
these classes were facing a 20 percent
opportunity wunless more licutenant
commander and eommander hillets were
opeued. Though Army Chiel of Stafl
MacArthur joined him in pressing for
improved pay, Congress delayed any
real action here. The “hump” was
hroken by new rank percentages and
lower retirement requirements. At all
times in his testimony and in dozens of
puhlie speeches, Pratt siressed the
theme that the Navy’s personnel were
committed people who were saerificing
heavily beeause ol their loyally to the
Nation and the Navy.

Of even greater importance to the
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Nation’s defense, the CNO struggled
manfully to get the President and Con-
gress committed Lo a reliable achedule
of ship construetion. In late 1930 the
General Board brought in a 15-year
building program designed to bring the
Navy to trealy strength by the end of
1935 and to provide a sehedule of
replacements for the hattleships as they
became superannuated. To the President
and Congress the program was impos-
sibly expensive-P'ratt knew this too. He
pressed for a 10-year sehedule of eruiser
eonstruetion and battleship moderniza-
lion that would bring the Navy to treaty
strength and parity with Great Britain.
The serviee periodieals and the General
Board again fell that he had sold out.
To the Army and Navy JSournal this
smacked of “disarmament by example,”
an approaeh that ignored the sad lessons
of history. With another naval eonfer-
enee due to be held in 1935, the
General Board wanted a full treaty Navy
to give the United States a position of
strength for hargaining pnrposes. Many
in Congress, and the President as well,
appeared to believe that the United
States eould hring the other nations
down to ils size. This had not worked in
1927, and it was to fail badly in the
1935-36 l.ondon Conference. But by
enterlaining these ideas, Congress was
unwilling to go along cven with Pratt’s
modest 10-year program.

When the pressures of eongressional
hearings and econcern about construe-
tion programs beecame unhearahle, Pratt
had an eseape. Ile and Campbell would
climh aboard a California-hound express
and visit the Battle Foree. The admiral
enjoyed enormously the Fleet maneu-
vers each year. Pratt’s brother Edgar
lived in L.os Angeles, and the two were
quite eompatible. Adm. I'rank Seho-
field, as COMBATLFOR and then
CINCUS, was a dear [riend and made
him comlortable in Californin or Texas.
And Adm. R, “Reddy” Leigh, who
followed Schofield up the Flect ladder,
was equally ready to take the admiral
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in. In his letters to his friends and wile,
Pratt regularly mentioned the pleasures
of clean, crisp, salt air and spray and
cnjoying the views from the admiral’s
bridge.

The clections of 1932 finished Lhe
job of turning out the Republiean Party
and brought an old friend of Pralt’s Lo
the Presidency. Yet the admiral had
bheen a lifclong Republican, and he
hated Lo sec [loover lose. He considercd
him one of the “ablest public servants™
the Nation ever had. In a letter 1o
Theodore Roosevelt, Jr., who was wind-
ing up his aliairs as Governor General of
the Philippines, he commented aboul
the President: “Personally he must he
very much relieved for he has had the
most thankless job a man ever carried. |
go out with the Administration as [ am
on March st an old crock of sixty-four
and fit only for the scrap hecap.” In
preparation for his retircmenl  date,
Pratt wrote a few notes of thanks to key
congressional leaders und received u
resolution of “thanks* and “well done™
itom the House Naval Aflairs Commil-
tece. To his many service friends who
wrote to wish him well after he **hauled
down,” he had a simple reply. “Of
course il 18 not pleasant Lo have to give
up after these many years of serviee, hut
it ¢comes to us all and it is now my turn.
So that’s that.”

But it wasn’t quite “that.” Presi-
dent-elect Roosevell did not wanl 'rall
to relire just Lhen. Ile asked the admiral
and Secretary Adams il something could
not be done to keep Pralt in ofiice. A
ruling was sought [rom Lhe Judge Advo-
eale, Ilear Adm. (0.6, Murfin, and he
deeided that the 1929 stalule governing
retirement did not apply Lo the CNO.
The age 04 relirement law specifially
applicd to those helow the rank of vice
admiral. Pratt was an admiral, therefore
he could stay his customary 4 year term
for CNO or until relieved by the Presi-
dent. So the admiral unpacked und wenl
back to work. I he was emlarrassed by
the change, he never said anything

about it in his correspondence or public
ulterances.

P'resident Llooscvelt understood the
Navy's need to huild to trealy strength,
but he was as short on public funds as
[loover had been. At first he tried
ceonomy measures, including a 10 per-
cenl cul in the salaries of all public
employces. Pratt cooperated by sug-
gesting savings through elosing a hall-
dozen Navy yards. Ile also admitted
that a third of the whole I'lect could be
pul in reserve and units rotated in and
oul of active status. DBut he recom-
mended the rotation program only as a
desperation measure. While culs were
made, by June the magic of deficit
spending and pump-priming had been
discovered. It was also [inally recog-
nized, after 30 years ol naval specches
on Lhe subjecl, that almost 90 percent
ol the cost of ship construction and
materials was ultimately a labor charge.
This led Lo a program of shipbuilding
designed to eure national unemploy-
ment. The Navy, of course, wus ready to
do its parl.

After almost 3 years of splendid
miscry as CNO, the skies appeared to be
clearing for Pratt, bnt he was not
destined to stay on. In April the White
[Touse announced that Vice Adm. Wil-
liam II. Standley, the Commander of
the Scouling I'orce, would beecome the
nexL CNO. Ile was not I'ralt’s first
choice, that was reserved for his old
Chiel of Staff, A.]. llepburn. But the
admiral had to admnit that Standley was
the serviee’s ehoiee. Ile had not come
up Lhe Hatule Fleet ladder, but he was
compelent and well liked. Pratt recog-
nized the importanee of having a follow-
ing. Ile set his own retirement date lor
30 June 1933,

Once again the letters poured in on
Admiral  Pratt.  President Roosevell
wrote Lo “My dear Bill Pratt: T am really
and honeslly deeply sorry that you are
reliring--sorry on my own account,
sorey on account of the Navy and sorry
on the part of the country.” Congress-
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man Carl Vinson of Georgia, Chairman

of the House Naval Affairs Committee,

wrote:
Before your retirement from aclive
duty in the Navy, I desire to express to
yvou the thanks of the Naval Affairs
Committee of the House of Represen-
tatives for the very great assistance
which you have rendered in the formu-
lation of legiglation pertaining to the
Navy Department. . . . The Committec
fecls a very rcal sensc of loss in
realizing that our offieial relations are
g0 soon to be terminated.

And, finally, from a young Battle Foree
eaptain, almost nuknown to Pratt, eame
a letter that summed up mueh of the
younger Navy's fecling for him: “I do
not want to appear to say loo mueh,
but the quiet efficieney of your leader-
ship in the Navy has been a real inspira-
tion to me. Your kindly interest in
younger officers, 1 can indeed assure
you, has meant mueh more to them
than you ean ever know.”

Upon relief by Standley, Admiral
Pratt reverted to his permanent rank of
rear admiral and weut on the retired list.
The eeremonies eompleted, he took the
afternoon train to New York.

Like Hughes, Fherle, Coontz, and
Benson--his predeccssors as  CNO--
Admiral Pratt walked out of Main Navy
and into the shadowed land of the
retired officer. In 1937 he was raised to
[ull admiral on the retired list by virtue
of new legislation governing such mat-
ters. In January 1941 he was recalled to
aetive duty for ¢ months to advisc the
Navy on anlisubmarine warfare. lle
evaluated and endorsed the coneept of
the escort earrier that helped to win the
Battle of the Atlantie in World War II.
lle wrote oeeasional articles on interna-
tional relations and naval affairs until
1940, and in January of that year joined
the stalf of Newsweek, From [anuary
1940 through 1946 he wrote a weekly
eolumn dealing with the war and then
international affairs in the postwar
period. 1llis Navy Department sources
were good, and these artieles were

among the best writings available to
those who wished to uuderstand the
shifting tides of the war at sea.

At wars end be again returned to
Belfast to enjoy his wouderful rose
garden and home on Primrose Hill. His
eyesight was very poor, aud bis publie
appearances hceame less frequent. He
still maintained a deep interest in inter-
national affairs and kept up a fairly
vigorous correspoudenee. In 1937 his
health Legan to fail, aud in U:2 summer
ol that ycar he entered the Naval
llospital at Chelsea. He died on 25
Novemher 1957.

A earcer of this length aud impor-
tanee, for Lhe times, is hard to sum
marize in a fow words. Though Admiral
Pratt never analyzed or spelled out the
reasons for his remarkable success, per-
haps we ean deduec a few of them from
this “silhouette” we have drawn.

1. Without detracting [rom Pratt’s
positive qualitice, it should he reeog-
nized at the beginning Lhal eompetition
for high command was quite different
from today’s. Oul of his Naval Academy
elass of 1889, 15 of the 35 graduates
reached flag rank. Almosl the same
figures hold for the elasses of 1888 (12
of 35) and 1890 (15 of 34). What is
remarkable about Pratt is that he held
every Battle I'leet command, CINCUS,
and then hecame CNO,

2. A seeond factor which contri-
huted to his eontinuing rise was the fact
that the Republiean administrations of
llarding, Coolidge, and Hoover felt a
degree of gralilude toward P'ratt for hia
work in the arca of naval limitation.
There were many other rear admirals
who eould have developed the technical
expertise he displayed at the Washing-
ton Conference. By chanee he was the
junior rear admiral on the General
Board, and to him [ell the less interesl-
ing lask of developing stalisties for the
studies. Once he was an “expert,” hia
serviees could nol be dispensed with. We
saw Lhal he was eonsulted in 1925
1926, and 1927 and [linally was ealled
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upon again in 1929. The public defense
he made of his advice and efforts was a
reasonable activity for a man convinced
of the soundness of his own judgments.

3. More basic to Pratt’s rise was his
willingness to work hard, with great
personal deprivation, once he was as-
signed to a job. His activities as Benson’s
assistant demonstrated his enormous
capacity for organizing and managing a
stupefying workload under conditions
of extreme pressure. In this position,
and all fleet commands later, he put
duty above family. His personal corre-
spondence, within the family, displayed
constantly the stresses that were gen-
erated. Fortunately for all, Louise Pratt
was an independent spirit who could
manage without her husband for long
stretches of time.

4. In the Navy of Pratt’s time, sound
seamanship was indispensable for ad-
vancement. Like so many from Maine,
he loved the sea and the shipboard life,
yet he was respectful of the treachery
ever present in that domain. His idols
were smart shiphandlers like Morris
MacKenzie, Raymond Rodgers, and
Hugh Rodman. Though he normally
found something good to say about any
man, he was harshest in his judgments
of those who conducted themselves
badly at sea. The court of inquiry,
following the Honda tragedy, spelled
this out quite clearly.

5. It was quite obvious thal Pratt
had an open and innovative mind. He
welcomed new doctrine, tactics, and
new materiel. Because of this quality he
was constantly tinkering with organiza-
tion, always trying to make a unit
operate more smoothly, be it a flotilla
or a fleet. It was this interest in what
was new that led him into the company
of Joseph Mason Reeves and his gang of
naval aviators. Perhaps it was this open-
ness that allowed him to listen and learn
from the younger officers of the Fleet.
Throughout his correspondence there
are numerous letters from officers quite

junior to him expressing their apprecia-
tion for his interest in their problems.

6. Finally, in his personal philoso-
phy, Pratt was both a pragmatist and an
optimist. He seldom believed that a
struggle simply for the fight involved
was worth the game. He worked con-
stantly within the realm of the possible.
If Congress would not build fortified
naval bases in the Pacific, there was
little reason to resist other agreements
in the hope that Congress might change
its mind. If the public did not want to
increase the Navy, it was Pratt’s view
that this should be recognized as reality
and plan soundly from there. And when
the President called for economies and
cuts in the Navy, Pratt did his best with
what was left. He did not expect Ameri-
ca to go to war in the 1930%, thus he
felt that the Navy after economies was
adequate for defense. The admiral was a
deeply religious man, without a formal
affiliation. Had it occurred to him, he
would probably have felt quite comfor-
table with the motto of Admiral of the
Fleet Lord John Fisher of Kilver-
stone--“Fear God and dread nought.”
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