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PREFACE: THE STRENGTH OF THE LINKS IN THE CABLE

At the 2015 McMullen Naval History Symposium in Annapolis, Maryland, Dr. 
Dave Rosenberg delivered the McMullen Sea Power Address at the evening plenary 
session in the Mahan Hall theater. Rosenberg was the Class of 1957 Distinguished 
Chair in Naval Heritage with the U.S. Naval Academy History Department, and 
he delivered not a paper or a research talk but a “state of the field” address. As 
a visiting professor at the U.S. Navy’s educational home port and an experienced 
hand in the field—being a retired captain and intelligence officer in the U.S. Naval 
Reserve and now a leading historian—Rosenberg was well qualified for the task. 
His assessment was that naval history was not doing well in the United States; more 
specifically, it faced a questionable future as a discipline within the university and 
academic spheres in the United States. His lecture was a warning about the future 
of our field.
 Four years later, after serving as director of the twenty-first McMullen Sympo-
sium in September 2019 and beginning the work of editing this volume, I reflected 
back on Rosenberg’s thoughts about who studies naval history and where they study 
it. He had suggested that the field of naval history in the United States was in dire 
straits, as measured by the number of naval historians hired into tenure-track aca-
demic jobs or the number of self-described naval historians in academia generally. 
This analysis naturally extended to the number of professors available to supervise 
new graduate students who want to study naval affairs. In an observation that hit 
quite close to home, he pointed out that many American students travel to the 
United Kingdom to find an environment supportive of naval studies. He pointed to 
what may become a real issue for the field: mentors and recognized leaders retir-
ing and their departments not replacing them with dedicated, self-identified naval 
historians. At some universities, Dr. Rosenberg warned, this had already happened. 
Much like their cousins in military history, naval historians faced a daunting future 
in a humanities job market in the United States that was already brutal.
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 This warning was the keel of Rosenberg’s assessment in 2015. Nevertheless, 
the 2019 McMullen Naval History Symposium pointed to some bright spots. This 
twenty-first iteration of the McMullen series was its largest conference in decades, 
with over four hundred registered attendees, plus dozens of midshipmen and Naval 
Academy staff, of whom more than 150 presented papers and served on panels. 
Panelists and attendees came from seventeen nations. Retired Chief of Naval Oper-
ations Jonathan Greenert and retired vice admiral Frank Pandolfe, PhD, joined us 
to participate in the McMullen Sea Power Address as a part of a brilliant discussion 
of CNO leadership across the twentieth century with historians Dave Rosenberg, 
Ed Marolda, and Dave Kohnen. Panels and papers examined American naval histo-
ry, British history, coast guards, marines and amphibious history, and international 
navies. Themes included operational history, political history, economic history, 
social history, gender and sexuality studies, literature, and more. After two days 
of panels, plenaries, the always popular “mini crab cakes” at the Naval Academy 
Museum reception, and many cups of coffee in the Hart Room of Mahan Hall, the 
attendees found that the future of naval history did not look quite as wave strewn 
and squally.
 This volume contains fourteen of the best papers presented at the 2019 McMul-
len Naval History Symposium. These selections, representing about 10 percent of 
the research presented, were nominated by their panel chairs and commenters for 
the strength of the work and the importance of their subjects. The commenters 
provided peer reviews, and other participants offered thoughts during question-
and-answer sessions after each paper was presented. Once notified of their work’s 
nomination for these proceedings, the historians revised their papers on the basis 
of those reviews and other suggestions and submitted them for further editing and 
eventually publication. The resulting collection is an eclectic and fascinating mix 
of chapters that demonstrate the vibrancy of naval historical studies in the United 
States and around the world.
 The McMullen Symposium and these proceedings are major undertakings of 
the U.S. Naval Academy History Department in its effort to support and develop 
the study of our naval and maritime past. The symposium itself is an “all hands on 
deck” effort; this one simply could not have been completed successfully without 
the contributions of all my colleagues in the department. In addition, the broad 
community of naval scholars stepped forward, volunteering to serve as panel chairs 
and commenters and to help the events run smoothly. Finally, our partners at the 
Naval War College Press, specifically Dr. Rob Ayer and Pel Boyer, were vital to the 
production of this volume. The contributors and I would like to thank everyone 
who had a hand in the symposium and these proceedings. 
 The diversity of the following chapters is wide: it ranges in era from the Byzan-
tine Empire to the late twentieth century and embraces operational history, social 
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history, the study of commemoration and heritage, and strategic history. All are not 
only of historical interest but also of contemporary relevance—and that relevance is 
important. While academic hiring and American higher education are largely out 
of the hands of naval historians, the future of our field depends in part on how we 
interact, or fail to interact, with wider issues and other historical disciplines. It will 
matter how well we make those connections between the waterfront and seaborne 
history that is the heart of our research, and the larger social or national historical 
questions that need examination. 
 Too often today the study of the naval past is relegated to its own independent 
bubble and, sometimes, consumed by a focus on combat at sea in times of war. As 
this volume makes clear, however, there are many kinds of naval historians out 
there, very good naval historians. Sometimes they self-identify as naval historians, 
but these days they just as often identify with other subspecialties or career fields. 
There are also many scholars who, having earned degrees and been hired into his-
tory departments as historians of technology or of social or environmental issues, 
come to consider themselves in fact naval historians. They might admit it, too—if 
quietly, over a grog after standing their watches in the classroom, suspecting that 
they can never let their promotion and tenure committees hear them say so. Add 
to these our colleagues pursuing naval history interests in “alt-academic” positions, 
administrative jobs, or outside academia entirely, and the population of naval his-
torians starts to look much larger and much healthier. 
 I have struggled to find a way to describe these naval scholars, and the best I 
have come up with is that they are our naval history diaspora. Spread throughout 
history departments in the United States and other nations, serving in government 
positions or the nonprofit sector, they quietly continue their maritime work while 
remaining engaged with other historical fields and often the general public or pro-
fessional audiences. It is precisely these scholars who can help us expand percep-
tions of naval and maritime history within the wider historical discipline. While 
they fall outside the parameters discussed by Dr. Rosenberg a few years ago, they 
have a vital role to play in the future of naval history.
 This book is dedicated to that diaspora and the work they do. Naval historians, 
after all, are particularly well positioned to engage with wider political, economic, 
social, and cultural issues important to the history of the world or of nations. We 
can approach our work with the belief that, as Lincoln Paine has written, “all his-
tory is maritime history.” We are also well suited by knowledge and experience to 
help raise the profile of naval and maritime history by putting at the service of con-
nected fields our always much-needed skills of researching, writing, and teaching 
about the past and where we came from. Finally, from inside the granite walls of 
Annapolis it is important to remember the contribution we make to the profes-
sional development of the world’s sea services and to the understanding of their 
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members. By pursuing these multiple courses over time, we may help make it pos-
sible for more scholars to return the phrase “naval historian” to their byline bios 
and departmental web pages, to join us as we continue to dead reckon our way into 
the future.

Benjamin “BJ” Armstrong
Director, 2019 McMullen Naval History Symposium
Commander, USN, PhD
U.S. Naval Academy

 



I The Naval Factors in Procopius of Caesarea’s  
Account of Justinian’s Wars

JOSEPH FRECHETTE

We neither suspected that we might be besieged in a coastal country since the Romans 
command the sea so completely, nor did anyone suspect that the army of the emperor 
would be so disregarded.                                                  
               PROCOPIUS

There is a tendency in most recent treatments of the sixth-century wars of 
the emperor Justinian against the barbarian kingdoms in North Africa and 
Italy to treat them simply as products of Roman imperialism and Justinian’s 

ideology of restoration.1 Certainly, the propaganda of the east Roman regime often 
painted a picture of a divinely appointed emperor of immense power and control 
and advertised imperial hopes of reconquest once events were well and truly in 
train.2 The impression of imperial agency is also reinforced, ironically, by Procopi-
us’s invective Secret History.3 In other words, Justinian is either the supremely pow-
erful imperial agent of God’s will, bent on restoring the ancient limits of the empire, 
or a demonic figure intent on the senseless destruction of mankind throughout the 
world. In both cases, the wars in the west were the products of Roman plans and 
initiative. Most modern scholars have also attributed them either to an ideologi-
cal sense of mission or to Justinian’s opportunism, downplaying Vandal or Gothic 
agency and affairs.4

I would argue instead that Procopius’s Wars (see note 1) confronts readers with 
an emperor and imperial establishment that were at best reactive and whose pow-
er in the far-flung theaters of war was actually limited in their capacity to deal 
with rapidly evolving international crises. It is worth bearing in mind that Pro-
copius composed the first seven books of the Wars no earlier than the 540s. Had he 
wished to present the Vandal and Gothic wars as products of imperial agency, his 
work would have been very much of a piece with elements of imperial propaganda 
published in the previous decade in Justinian’s legislation (see note 2). Procopius, 
however, deliberately painted a different picture, one that publicly and explicitly 
subverted imperial propaganda and provided the soldiers and statesmen in his au-
dience with a primer on the difficulties of controlling events on a war-torn imperial 
periphery. This feature of his narrative comes across in its treatment of the inter-
related issues of the outbreak of Vandal and Gothic wars and the varying ability of 
the Romans to project naval power against dynamic threats. 

This issue is not simply whether Procopius approved of, or even questioned, the 
ideology of reconquest.5 Rather, it is the sophistication of his analysis of foreign and 
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military affairs and his appreciation of imperial power and its limits. Procopius sup-
plied extended historical introductions for each of the three major sections of his 
history, on the Persian, Vandal, and Gothic wars. These introductions display his 
understanding of the strategic situations, events, and motives that underpinned the 
conflicts in the respective theaters, particularly so in books 3 and 5, where strong 
western pressures drew Roman intervention with relatively small, sometimes ad 
hoc, forces. Initially the regimes in both the Vandal and Ostrogothic kingdoms 
were friendly to Roman interests. It was internal revolutions in both kingdoms that 
brought new dynamics to the fore, without which it is hard to conceive of the re-
conquests occurring as they did, if at all.

Although Procopius’s account focuses on the critical land battles, he notes nev-
ertheless the importance of “command of the sea,” particularly in his description of 
Roman successes in Italy in books 5 and 6 of the Wars, making use of the venerable 
verb thalassokrateo (to control the sea).6 He also discusses the Vandals’ maritime 
power in the fifth century and the reasonable fears the Romans had regarding their 
fleet when operating in the west. Likewise, he indicates the strategic advantage over 
the Ostrogoths that accrued to the Romans by virtue of their naval preponderance, 
as well as the issues that they faced when their superiority was challenged. 

THE VANDAL WAR
Regarding the Vandal kingdom, Procopius gives his readers a résumé of its rela-
tions with the Romans beginning in the early fifth century, including the consoli-
dation of the kingdom and of its maritime power in Africa and the spectacular 
defeat of an enormous eastern armada sent against it in 468 (3.3–7). Although this 
victory confirmed the Vandals’ ability to continue “plundering the whole Roman 
realm,” Procopius notes that Genseric (king 428–77) and Zeno (Eastern Roman 
emperor 474–91) came to a peace agreement that was respected until his own day.7 
Additionally he presents relations with Constantinople as improved in the reigns 
of Kings Thrasamund (496–523) and Hilderic (523–30) (3.8.8–14, 3.9.1–5). The 
Vandals were also bringing themselves more into line with Roman policy. They 
had not only called off the persecutions of their Catholic subjects (3.8.9–11, 3.9.1) 
but established a regime that Procopius describes as increasingly militarily and dip-
lomatically constrained. The Vandals were ever less successful militarily against 
the Moors, and in the reign of Hilderic they dramatically repudiated their alliance 
with the Ostrogoths.8 Faced now with the hostility of both the Moors and the Os-
trogoths, Hilderic had nowhere to turn but to Justinian I (Eastern Roman emperor 
527–65). This may have been a quiet diplomatic revolution, but it was a revolution 
nonetheless. Procopius is clear: without having lifted a finger, Justinian now found 
the lords of the richest province in the west in a subordinate position to the eastern 
empire. 
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That the Vandals themselves were aware of this changed relationship is borne 
out by Procopius’s account of the sequel. Gelimer (who would reign 530–34) gar-
nered the support of the Vandal nobility for a coup by asserting that Hilderic was 
betraying the kingdom into the emperor’s hands (3.9.6–9). Suddenly the kingdom 
that had seemed so friendly to Constantinople was overthrown by a regime whose 
rallying cry was independence from Roman influence. 

On Procopius’s description, the imperial response was far from an immediate 
seizure of a casus belli. The emperor resorted to diplomacy, offering friendship and 
calling merely for Hilderic’s restoration as a figurehead. Even after Gelimer spurned 
this offer, Justinian only demanded that Hilderic and his nephews be sent to Con-
stantinople and only now threatened war if this demand were not met (3.9.10–19). 
Gelimer responded defiantly (3.9.20–23). Diplomacy having failed, Justinian, con-
fronted by a hostile regime, finally decided on war in Africa (3.9.24–26).

Even so, Procopius, who was to accompany the expedition, is clear that the pros-
pect of war in the west was not welcomed by Justinian’s ministers and soldiers, 
who had not forgotten the disaster of 468 (3.10.1–6). John the Cappadocian, one 
of the emperor’s close advisors, made a remarkable speech in the consistory, the 
emperor’s council, advising caution and emphasizing the risks.9 Ultimately, only the 
intervention of an eastern bishop who claimed that the emperor would have God’s 
favor steeled Justinian’s resolve (3.10.18–21). 

As Procopius’s account unfolds, events continued to run ahead of the ability of 
Justinian and his ministers to control them. The Vandal kingdom itself began to 
fractionate; new actors came to the fore, each with his own claim on imperial sup-
port. A certain Pudentius raised a revolt in Tripolitania. In response the emperor 
duly sent a small force to aid the rebels (3.10.22–24). Meanwhile, Godas, the Vandal 
governor of Sardinia, sought imperial assistance in his own rebellion against Gel-
imer. Here Justinian was just a bit too slow to commit imperial troops (3.10.25–34, 
3.24.19). The delicate dance of regime collapse and regime change required fraught 
picking and choosing of which rebels to support and which to neglect.

Certainly, the description of the Roman expeditionary force does not imply a 
preexisting strategy, nor does its size compare favorably with those of the old re-
publican and imperial armies.10 A mere ten thousand infantry and five thousand 
cavalry, embarked on five hundred heterogeneous transports, formed the core of 
Belisarius’s army.11 Even more telling is the naval escort. Here Procopius notes the 
presence of ninety-two dromons, long ships of relatively new design, with covered 
decks and single banks of oars manned altogether by two thousand men (auteretai), 
who doubled as rowers and fighting men (3.11.15–16). This passage is problematic, 
as a literal interpretation would imply crews of only twenty-one or twenty-two man-
ning roughly ten or eleven pairs of oars per ship, suggesting “a mere longboat.”12 
Some scholars have balked at such a supposition, noting its disparity with the larger 
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galleys used in both the early empire and medieval Byzantium and suggesting that 
the passage may have been corrupted or that Procopius is referring only to ma-
rines.13 More recently, however, Salvatore Cosentino and Constantin Zuckerman 
have each argued for taking the passage at face value, noting, first, that so small a 
dromon accords well with a ca. 525 Ostrogothic initiative to produce a thousand 
of them for both transport of grain and naval combat; second, that such icono-
graphic evidence as we have appears to indicate small vessels; and finally, that the 
late-sixth-century Strategikon attributed to Maurice notes their use in riverine op-
erations.14 Likewise we may note that Procopius describes the soldiers as “having 
been dreading a naval battle” (3.14.2).15 Clearly they did not regard their escort as 
particularly formidable.

The impression of a haphazard, ad hoc fleet is strengthened by Procopius’s almost 
absurd story of the officers Valerian and Martin, who were to precede Belisarius 
into Greece, en route to the Vandal capital at Carthage (3.11.24–31). After they had 
sailed, Justinian summoned them back to impress on them some forgotten point but 
then thought better of delaying the troops. He sent out heralds to call out to the ships 
that they were forbidden either to return to the emperor or to disembark. The inclu-
sion of the incident shows the irresolution of the imperial war machine and displays 
the emperor’s decision-making in an all-too-fallible and human light.

As Procopius’s account of the Vandal War continues, the Roman strike force was 
plagued by logistical problems, dubious discipline among the troops, lack of control 
over a hostile theater, and, above all, the anxiety and difficulties of the unknown.16 
Fear of the Vandal fleet was only temporarily assuaged during a stopover in Sicily, 
where Procopius himself, in a bit of espionage, ascertained that the Vandal fleet was 
engaged against the rebels in Sardinia and not lying in ambush (3.14.3–15). Even 
so, after landfall at Caput Vada (a headland, now Ras Kaboudia, on the Strait of 
Sicily), fear of a naval engagement prompted Belisarius to put his force ashore im-
mediately and make the five days’ march north along the coast to Carthage rather 
than fall on it by sea (3.15, 3.17). Likewise, the Roman fleet made no attempt to 
interdict the return of the Vandal force from Sardinia, which reinforced Gelimer 
without incident (3.25.21–22).

Despite the apparent ease of the victory that followed, Procopius describes it as 
a near-run thing and emphasizes the role of Tyche, goddess of chance (3.18.1–5, 
3.19.25–33, 3.21.7–9, 4.7.18–21). Even after the final Vandal defeat at Tricamarum, 
Gelimer’s surrender, and Belisarius’s triumph (4.3.1–28, 4.7.1–17), Procopius’s nar-
rative is replete with accounts of serious mutinies among the troops posted to Af-
rica and conflicts with the Moors that dragged on for over a decade. The African 
periphery was clearly not finished imposing itself on the Roman metropole.
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THE GOTHIC WAR 
When he turns to the Gothic War, Procopius’s analysis of the conflict’s outbreak 
is more complicated than that for Africa but not dissimilar to it. Again we have a 
substantial historical preface detailing the dissolution of the western imperial of-
fice and the establishment of Theoderic’s kingdom (5.1.1–31). As with the Vandals, 
Procopius presents Gothic rule in Italy before the events leading to war as relatively 
benign and congenial to Roman interests. Despite some legitimate points of diplo-
matic dispute, the queen-regent, Amalasuntha, was respectful of the rights of the 
Italian Romans, was inclined to raise her son in good Roman fashion, carefully 
cultivated the emperor’s friendship, and provided logistical support to Belisarius.17 
In points of disagreement she even submitted to the emperor’s arbitration, the sub-
sequent missives being merely a smoke screen for secret correspondence, not a 
sign of strain between the two regimes (4.5.18–25, 5.3.15–29). It is hard to imagine 
this situation unduly upsetting Justinian. He pushed Theoderic’s successors, but 
the impetus for outright military conquest only came over the course of convoluted 
events that originated in Italy as often as Constantinople.

What Procopius does describe as a source of concern is the apparent weakness 
of Amalasuntha’s hold on power. Much like Hilderic before her, she found herself 
confronted by members of the Gothic nobility who regarded romanitas with hostil-
ity and suspicion.18 This made for a volatile situation, and ultimately Amalasuntha 
turned to Justinian for protection in exchange for the kingdom of Italy, a proposal 
he was naturally eager to accept (5.2.23–29, 5.3.10–30, 5.3.28–29). Procopius is 
clear that this was the queen’s desperate act of self-preservation driven by internal 
Gothic dynamics. From the emperor’s point of view these dynamics threatened to 
install a new regime that might be far less palatable.

In fact, Justinian confronted just such a regime, in the person of Theodahad, 
who in 534 displaced his cousin Amalasuntha in a palace coup (5.4.12–15). Even 
so, as in the case of the Vandals, diplomatic relations between the emperor and the 
new monarch were not immediately broken off. Theodahad was made of less stern 
stuff than Gelimer, and, Procopius indicates, a negotiated settlement might have 
been possible. There was a flurry of embassies. Justinian immediately sent Peter 
the Patrician to Italy as his ambassador with a message of public support for the 
queen.19 Nevertheless, contradictory intelligence and Amalasuntha’s subsequent 
murder could only have confirmed the worst fears of the imperial court.20 The de-
position and death of a reliable friend might be overlooked if the successor was an 
amenable and effective supporter of Roman policy, but Theodahad would prove to 
be neither.

According to Procopius, the response was not long in coming. Peter bluntly in-
formed Theodahad and the Goths that the queen’s murder would result in truceless 
war (5.4.30). Even so, the military response, as Procopius describes it, was prudent 
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and measured. Justinian set forces in motion on two fronts in 535, ordering Mundo 
to move against Dalmatia and Belisarius against Sicily, but there was to be no im-
mediate strike against Italy itself (5.5.1–7). In contrast with the fears of 533, Pro-
copius gives no indication that the Romans had any concern regarding Gothic na-
val strength. Belisarius led a mere seven thousand troops to Sicily, yet his ability to 
bring his fleet to bear without opposition crumbled the only Gothic resistance on 
the island, at Palermo (5.5.13–16).

Yet diplomacy continued. Peter pressed the weak-willed Theodahad for a settle-
ment that would be acceptable to the empire. Notably, the proposed terms were 
personally generous to Theodahad. The first set would have left him on the throne 
as a subordinate of the emperor, the ruler of what would clearly be a client kingdom 
(5.6.1–5). Fearing this would not sufficiently guarantee his protection, Theodahad 
recalled Peter and proposed a secret codicil by which he would abdicate in Justin-
ian’s favor in exchange for a generous pension (5.6.6–27). Procopius’s presentation 
of Justinian’s response is illuminating: Theodahad was indeed to step down but 
then to be assigned the Gothic royal estates (5.6.26). Procopius implies that Jus-
tinian was looking to leave Theodahad, king or not, in place as his man in Italy.21 
Conquest followed by direct rule was not yet the preferred option.

Imperial policy, however, remained at the mercy of events and decisions made 
by actors on the periphery. A Gothic riposte in Dalmatia killed Mundo and forced 
the Roman evacuation of Salona (5.7.1–10). Theodahad, finding some reserve of 
reckless courage, repudiated his arrangements with Justinian and imprisoned the 
emperor’s envoys (5.7.11–25). Only now, Procopius reports, was there a resort to 
a purely military policy. Justinian ordered a new army into Dalmatia and directed 
Belisarius to cross over into southern Italy (5.7.26–37). The war for Italy began in 
earnest. 

Theodahad’s eventual fate is instructive. Frustrated by his inactivity while the 
Gothic army was maneuvered out of Dalmatia by Roman command of the sea 
(5.7.30) and Belisarius crossed the Strait of Messina with no resistance and stormed 
Naples (5.8–10), the Goths began to suspect him of plotting exactly the sort of 
secret settlement with Justinian that he had repudiated. As with the Vandals after 
Gelimer’s coup, Procopius paints the Gothic kingdom as a fractionated polity. The 
Goths in Dalmatia rallied to the Roman commander, and Theodahad’s own son-
in-law deserted to Belisarius along with the garrison of Rhegium (5.7.36, 5.8.3–4). 
Theodahad was too untrustworthy and too little concerned with imperial priori-
ties to be a useful collaborator, but his ties to Constantinople were nevertheless 
enough to alienate his own people. He was overthrown in favor of Vitigis in 536 
(5.11.1–9). Procopius describes the new Gothic regime as sweeping to power on a 
platform against collaboration with Constantinople. Lest Justinian entertain any 
doubt—Pope Silverius and the citizens of Rome having meanwhile sought their 
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own accommodation with the empire and invited Belisarius into the city (5.14.4–6, 
5.14.12–15)—Vitigis moved on Rome with overwhelming force (5.16.7–11) and 
ordered the execution of a number of senatorial hostages he held in Ravenna 
(5.26.1–2). 

In his description of the subsequent yearlong siege Procopius repeatedly notes 
the advantages of the Romans’ dominance at sea. They were able to keep the city 
supplied despite the fall of Portus (5.26) as well as bring in strong reinforcements 
(6.5, 6.7.1–12). Ultimately it was as a result of the Goths’ own inability to keep them-
selves supplied, owing to the “Romans commanding the sea” (θαλασσοκρατοῦντες 
Ῥωμαῖοι), that the siege began to come apart (6.7.16–20). By the time the Goths 
were again ready to entertain serious negotiations with the emperor, it was late 537 
(6.6) and the situation had changed: Belisarius was now ready to go over to the 
offensive. Command of the sea continued to facilitate Roman operations. The fall 
of Rimini to a mobile column under John the nephew of Vitalian forced Vitigis to 
abandon Rome and fall back to Ravenna (6.10.7). When the Goths besieged John 
in Rimini, it was—notwithstanding his complaints (6.12.17) reproduced in the epi-
graph above—a combined land and sea operation that rescued the Roman troops 
(6.16–17). By 539 the Goths were unable to supply their forces, “while the Romans 
were controlling the sea” (Ῥωμαῖοι ἅτε θαλασσοκρατοῦντες) and using the port 
of Ancona on the Adriatic as a supply depot (6.24.14). In 540 the Romans’ “con-
trolling the sea everywhere” (θαλασσοκρατούντων πανταχῆ) facilitated Belisarius’s 
blockade of Ravenna (6.28.6), before a successful ruse allowed him to enter the city 
in triumph with a supply fleet (6.29).

If the Romans enjoyed command of the sea during Belisarius’s successes, Pro-
copius makes no such claim in his account of the Gothic resurgence under yet an-
other new king, Totila. He does describe occasional fleets carrying reinforcements 
and famously notes that in his second sojourn in Italy Belisarius, unable to march 
anywhere by land, spent five years sailing from one coastal stronghold to another.22 
A lack of shipping in one case, however, prevented the movement of troops across 
the Adriatic (7.40.10). Even more problematic, Procopius notes, by 542 the Goths 
were disputing Roman command of the sea. In that year Totila (king 541–52) was 
suddenly in possession of his own fleet of dromons. He used it to capture a Roman 
relief fleet near Naples (7.7.24) and, after that city’s recapture, to interdict supplies 
shipped from Sicily to Rome (7.13.5–7). Likewise, in 549 a Gothic combined-arms 
ground and naval force raiding Dalmatia was formidable enough to capture the Ro-
man fleet sent to oppose it (7.35.27–30). In 550 Totila’s navy was strong enough to 
mount an expedition against Sicily with four hundred warships as well as a number 
of captured Roman supply vessels (7.37.4–5). There is no mention of any Roman 
naval opposition aside from an ineffective force from the east that was unable to 
prevent the Goths from returning to Italy with their plunder (7.40.12–19). 
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In the final book of the Wars, in which Procopius brings events down through 
553/54 and the Roman victories at Busta Gallorum and Mons Lactarius, Totila’s 
navy remained dangerous. In 551 a force of three hundred ships plundered Corcyra 
and the west coast of Greece (8.22.17–32). Likewise, an Ostrogothic fleet took Cor-
sica and Sardinia without opposition and landed a garrison large enough to repulse 
a relief force from Africa (8.24.31–37). 

Roman victory in the one set-piece naval battle of the campaign, at Sena Gallica 
on the Adriatic, demoralized the Goths but did not stop the Sardinian expedition. 
The numbers involved at Sena Gallica were relatively small: a force of fifty Roman 
ships defeated forty-seven Gothic vessels and relieved the siege of Ancona. Here the 
Roman commanders only noted that should they lose, it would be difficult to sup-
ply their forces “with their enemies commanding the sea” (θαλασσοκρατούντων 
τῶν πολεμίων) (8.23). Similarly, the arrival of a Roman fleet from Greece was 
enough to lift the siege of Croton in 552 (8.26.1–4), but the Romans lacked the 
shipping to ferry their main strike force across the Adriatic (8.27.23). Even after 
the defeat and death of Totila at Busta Gallorum, the Goths were able to fight on 
in Campania until the fall of 552, in part because “they controlled the sea there” 
(ἐθαλασσοκράτουν ἐνταῦθα) and could supply themselves until the Romans cap-
tured their ships through treason (8.35.12–13).

The fact that Procopius, who had no love for Justinian, could include such elements 
in his analysis of events is suggestive. An influential view of Procopius in modern 
scholarship is that he was merely “an excellent reporter rather than a historian.”23 
The analysis contained within his narrative, however, which represents the em-
pire as having sometimes limited capacities and as subject to events and decisions 
outside imperial control, including occasionally unfavorable correlations of naval 
forces, implies fairly sophisticated historical reasoning. Then, as often today, blood 
and treasure had to be expended at times and places not of the emperor’s choosing 
but as required by the rush of events amid imperfect information and the hazards 
of contingency. 
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N O T E S   Procopius of Caesarea (ca. 500–after 565), born in 
Caesarea, capital of Roman Palestina Prima, was 
a historian who wrote his History of the Wars, an 
account of Emperor Justinian’s sixth-century AD cam-
paigns against the Persians, Vandals, and Ostrogoths, 
between about 545 and 554. His other principal 
works referred to here are the invective Secret History 
(or Anecdota), composed in either 550 or 559, and the 
Buildings, written in either 554 or 558 in praise of the 
emperor’s public works. All in-text citations are to 
the Wars.

 1 Epigraph: Procopius [hereafter Proc.], History of the 
Wars [hereafter Wars], 6.12.17. 

 2 Especially the Novels [New Laws], 8.10.2 (535) and 
30.11.2 (536), but see also the Digest, proem [pref-
ace] 3 (December 533); the Institutes, proem (No-
vember 533); the Code of Justinian, 1.27.1 and 1.27.2 
(534); and Novels, 1, proem (535), and 78.4.1 (539). 
It is worth noting that none of these statements re-
ally indicate anything like a preexisting strategy and 
that all postdate the launch of the Africa campaign, 
the earliest being only coincident with the victory at 
Tricamarum.

 3 Proc., Buildings, 1.1.6–16 and Secret History [here-
after SH], 18.1–45; cf. Paul the Silentiary, “Ekphrasis 
of St. Sophia” [562/3], 1–20. For the Secret History 
as an inverted version of imperial propaganda, 

cf. Roger Scott, “Malalas, the Secret History, and 
Justinian’s Propaganda,” Dumbarton Oaks Papers 39 
(1985), pp. 99–109.

 4 J. B. Bury, History of the Later Roman Empire: From 
the Death of Theodosius I to the Death of Justinian 
(New York: Dover, 1958), vol. 2, p. 124 (suspects 
Justinian had “ambitions” and “would have created 
pretexts, if they had not occurred”); P. N. Ure, Jus-
tinian and His Age (Harmondsworth, U.K.: Penguin 
Books, 1951), pp. 17–18 (“the wars and the laws 
were part of one grandiose plan”); A. H. M. Jones, 
The Later Roman Empire, 284–602: A Social Eco-
nomic and Administrative Survey (Norman: Univ. of 
Oklahoma Press, 1964), p. 270 (“mission”); John W. 
Barker, Justinian and the Later Roman Empire (Mad-
ison: Univ. of Wisconsin Press, 1966), pp. 131–39 
(“aim was to reconquer and annex as many of the 
barbarian realms as possible, regardless of the im-
mediate grounds for war”); John Moorhead, Justin-
ian (London: Longman, 1994), pp. 63, 73 (although 
noting that all the texts supporting a sense of “mis-
sion” postdate the success against the Vandals, he 
describes precipitating events in the west as merely 
“rationales” for Justinian’s reconquest), and “The 
Byzantines in the West in the Sixth Century,” in The 
New Cambridge Medieval History, vol. 1, C. 500–c. 
700, ed. Paul Fouracre (Cambridge, U.K.: Cam-
bridge Univ. Press, 2005), pp. 123–24 (deposition of 
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Hilderic was “merely a pretext”; after success in Af-
rica, Justinian’s thoughts “naturally turned to a more 
ambitious project”); Berthold Rubin, Das Zeitalter 
Iustinians, vol. 2 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 1995), p. 15 
(the Vandal succession was a “Vorwand” [pretext], 
“Der Krieg war längst geplant” [The war had been 
long planned]); J. A. S. Evans, The Age of Justin-
ian: The Circumstances of Imperial Power (London: 
Routledge, 1996), p. 269 (“opportunist” western 
policies); Dariusz Brodka, “Prokopios von Kaisareia 
und Justinians Idee ‘Der Reconquista,’ ” Eos 86 
(1999), p. 250 (“Man kann also annehmen, daß die 
byzantinische Intervention in Italien, die zwar nur 
aus der Entscheidung des Kaisers resultierte, für 
Prokop anzunehmen war” [One can therefore as-
sume that the Byzantine intervention in Italy, which 
indeed resulted only from the emperor’s decision, 
was accepted by Procopius]); Robert Browning, 
Justinian and Theodora (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 
2003), pp. 78–79, 101–107 (although, noting events 
in Africa and Italy as triggers of intervention, 
speaks of “pretext” and Justinian’s “plan”); Averil 
Cameron, “Justin I and Justinian,” in The Cambridge 
Ancient History, vol. 14, Late Antiquity: Empire 
and Successors, AD 425–600, ed. Averil Cameron, 
Bryan Ward-Perkins, and Michael Whitby, 2nd ed. 
(Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2001), 
pp. 73–74 (events described without reference to 
anything other than Justinian’s ambitions), and 
“Vandal and Byzantine Africa,” in ibid., p. 559 
(North African expedition described as a “useful 
distraction after the Nika revolt” and Hilderic’s 
overthrow a mere “pretext”); Timothy E. Gregory, 
A History of Byzantium (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 
2005), p. 136 (“pretense”); Andrew Louth, “The 
Eastern Empire in the Sixth Century,” in Fouracre, 
New Cambridge Medieval History, vol. 1, p. 101 
(reconquest discussed in context of “grand design 
of imperial rule”); Edward Luttwak, The Grand 
Strategy of the Byzantine Empire (Cambridge, MA: 
Belknap of Harvard Univ. Press, 2009), pp. 77–85 
(Justinian’s “ambitions”); Peter Heather, Empires 
and Barbarians: The Fall of Rome and the Birth of 
Europe (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 2010), p. 361 
(reconquest due to Justinian’s “need of a victory to 
shore up his waning prestige”), and The Restoration 
of Rome: Barbarian Popes and Imperial Pretenders 
(New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 2014), pp. 123–43 
(“the last desperate gamble of a bankrupt regime”); 
Andy Merrills and Richard Miles, The Vandals 
(Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), pp. 228–30 
(Justinian was motivated primarily by deflection of 
domestic discontent); Massimiliano Vitiello, Theo-
dahad: A Platonic King at the Collapse of Ostrogothic 
Italy (Toronto: Univ. of Toronto Press, 2014), pp. 
94–104 (although stressing events in Italy, speaks 
of Justinian’s “pretext” and “ambitions”). Particu-
lar exceptions to this interpretation are Ernest 
Stein, Histoire du Bas-Empire, vol. 2, De la dispari-
tion de l’Empire d’Occident à la mort de Justinien 
(476–565), trans. Jean-Rémy Palanque (Paris: Des-
clée de Brouwer, 1949), pp. 311–12, 328–39 (greater 
weight on events in the west and circumspection 
about Justinian’s ambitions); Mischa Meier, Justi-
nian: Herrschaft, Reich und Religion (Munich: C. H. 
Beck, 2004), pp. 62–67 (“Justinian hatte keineswegs, 
wie immer wieder zu lesen ist und wie es auch die 

oströmische Geschichtsschreibung—allerdings aus 
der Rückschau—deutet, von Beginn an beabsichtigt, 
das Vandalenreich zu erobern” [Justinian had by no 
means intended, as may constantly be read and as 
Eastern Roman historiography also suggests—albeit 
in retrospect—to conquer the Vandal empire from 
the start]); and Roger Scott, Byzantine Chronicles 
and the Sixth Century (Farnham, U.K.: Ashgate, 
2012), pp. VI7–VI12 (Justinian had no interest in 
western adventures until after the Vandal expedi-
tion, which began merely as an exercise in “showing 
the flag”).

 5 This is an issue that has sparked widely divergent 
opinions. Cameron and Brodka see Procopius as 
approving of and unquestioning about the ideol-
ogy of restoration, although disappointed by the 
less-than-ideal results. Cesa sees the ideology of the 
renovatio in the reconquest, as contrasted by the 
description in Wars. Likewise Kaldellis argues that 
Procopius concludes that the divine sanction for the 
reconquest was merely the emperor’s conceit. Maria 
Cesa, “La politica di Giustiniano verso l’Occidente 
nel giudizio di Procopio,” Athenaeum 59 (1981), pp. 
389–409; Averil Cameron, Procopius and the Sixth 
Century (Berkeley: Univ. of California Press, 1985), 
pp. 247–48; Brodka, “Prokopios von Kaisareia und 
Justinians Idee ‘Der Reconquista,’ ” pp. 243–55; 
Anthony Kaldellis, Procopius of Caesarea: Tyranny, 
History, and Philosophy at the End of Antiquity 
(Philadelphia: Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, 2004),  
p. 187. 

 6 Proc., Wars, 5.7.30 (Roman forces in Dalmatia, 
AD 536), 6.7.17 (interrupting supplies of Gothic 
besiegers of Rome, 537), 6.12.17 (John’s speech dur-
ing the siege of Rimini, 538), 6.24.14 (Romans can 
provision by sea in contrast to Goths, 539), 6.28.6 
(Goths unable to keep Ravenna supplied owing to 
Roman control of sea, 539/40), 8.23.21 (Valerian 
and John on importance of control of the sea before 
Sena Gallica, 551), 8.35.12 (Goths temporarily able 
to supply themselves in Campania because of sea 
power, 552). See Henry George Liddell and Robert 
Scott, Greek-English Lexicon, 9th ed. (Oxford, U.K.: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 1940, repr. 2007) for classical 
references.

 7 Proc., Wars, 3.7.26–30. Cf. Malchus fragment 5, in 
The Fragmentary Classicising Historians of the Later 
Roman Empire: Eunapius, Olympiodorus, Priscus 
and Malchus, ed. R. C. Blockley (Liverpool, U.K.: 
Francis Cairns, 1981–83); and Merrills and Miles, 
Vandals, p. 123.

 8 Proc., Wars, 3.9.3–5. For the angry Gothic reaction, 
cf. Cassiodorus, Variae epistolae (Ostrogothic state 
papers, 506–38) [hereafter Cassiod., Var.], 9.1. 
For fighting with the Moors, Proc., Wars, 3.8.5, 
3.8.14–29, and 3.9.3.

 9 Proc., Wars, 3.10.7–18. The similarities of this scene 
to Herodotus, Histories, 7.10.1, and Artabanus’s 
warning to Xerxes have long been noted. Braun 
doubted the authenticity of the scene, because it 
paraphrases some elements of the Corinthians’ 
speech in Thucydides, History of the Peloponnesian 
War, 1.68 and quotes Homer, Odyssey, 1.267. The 
subsequent identification of the “wise advisor” 
trope in Herodotus has undoubtedly done little to 
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bolster confidence in this set piece; however, Rubin 
saw little in the way of caricature in the scene and 
argued that it was credible apart from its “unver-
meidlicher Rhetorik” (inescapable rhetoric). All else 
aside, it would be unbelievable if no such contrary 
points were raised regarding a military adventure 
in a distant land. Hermann Braun, Nachahmung 
Herodots durch Prokop (Nuremburg, Ger.: Altes 
Gymnasium zu Nürnberg, 1894), pp. 46–47; Rich-
mond Lattimore, “The Wise Adviser in Herodotus,” 
Classical Philology 34 (1939), pp. 24–35; Roger 
Scott, “The Classical Tradition in Byzantine Histori-
ography,” in Byzantium and the Classical Tradition, 
ed. Margaret Mullet and Roger Scott (Birmingham: 
Centre for Byzantine Studies, Univ. of Birmingham, 
1981), pp. 73–74; Sarah Gador-Whyte, “Procopius 
and Justinian’s Propaganda,” in Basileia: Essays on 
Imperium and Culture in Honour of E. M. and M. J.  
Jeffreys, ed. Geoffrey Nathan and Lynda Garland 
(Virginia, QLD: Australian Catholic Univ., 2011), 
pp. 114–15. But note Berthold Rubin, Prokopios von 
Kaisareia (Stuttgart, FRG: Alfred Druckenmüller 
Verlag, 1954), pp. 135–36.

 10 Lionel Casson, “Belisarius’ Expedition against Car-
thage,” in Excavations at Carthage 1978 Conducted 
by the University of Michigan, ed. J. H. Humphrey 
(Ann Arbor: Univ. of Michigan Press, 1982), p. 23 
(“It was no mighty armada but whatever Justinian 
was able to scrape together”). 

 11 Proc., Wars, 3.11.2–13. The transport of the number 
of horses and remounts necessary for five thousand 
cavalry is, of course, no mean feat, but this is 
mitigated by the fact that the Goths provided both 
supplies and horses in Sicily at the last stage of the 
voyage (3.14.5–6, 5.3.22–24).

 12 John H. Pryor and Elizabeth Jeffreys, The Age of the 
Δρομων: The Byzantine Navy ca. 500–1204 (Leiden, 
Neth.: Brill, 2011), p. 132. 

 13 Proc., Wars, 131–33; Casson, “Belisarius’ Expedition 
against Carthage,” pp. 24–25.

 14 Salvatore Cosentino, “Re Teoderico costruttore di 
flotte,” Antiquité tardive 12 (2004), pp. 347–56, and 
“Constans II and the Byzantine Navy,” Byzantinische 
Zeitschrift 100, no. 2 (2008), pp. 577–603, and “Na-
val Warfare: Military, Institutional and Economic 
Aspects,” in A Companion to the Byzantine Culture 
of War, ca. 300–1204, ed. Yannis Stouraitis (Leiden, 
Neth.: Brill, 2018), pp. 308–55; Constantin Zucker-
man, “Learning from the Enemy and More: Studies 
in ‘Dark Centuries’ Byzantium,” Millennium 2 
(2005), pp. 79–135, and “On the Byzantine Dromon 
(with a Special Regard to De Cerim. II, 44–45),” 
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II USS Constitution’s Preservation and the Colonial 
Revival Movement in America

MARGHERITA M. DESY

The 1927–31 restoration of USS Constitution, aka “Old Ironsides,” sits square-
ly within the confines of the American Colonial Revival movement. Nos-
talgia for the American past, which became known as the Colonial Revival, 

began to take hold in the imaginations of middle-class Americans in the 1850s. In 
the mid-nineteenth century, life in America was noticeably changing, and for some 
observers not for the better. Rapid increases in industrialization were separating 
people from centuries-old ways of life and work. Coupled with the disrupting na-
ture of industrialization was the surge of immigrants from southern and eastern 
Europe, which disturbed “old stock” Protestant, Anglo-Saxon Americans whose 
ancestors had immigrated one or two hundred years earlier. As historian William 
B. Rhoads has noted, “[b]etween 1800 and 1930 the foreign-born population of the 
United States more than doubled from 6.7 to 14.2 million, the immigrants bringing 
their own speech, culture, and politics.”1

The increase in immigrants distressed older American generations. A yearning 
for the “old times” of the Anglo-American Colonial era—that is, pre-1830, 
pre–Industrial Revolution—took hold. It should be noted that revivalists of this 
time made no discernible differentiation between the early years of American 
furnishings, clothing, or architecture, freely mixing styles from the First Period 
(mid-to-late seventeenth century), Georgian (ca. 1725–ca. 1775), and Federal (ca. 
1780–ca. 1830) eras.

Related to the nostalgic look backward was an effort to counter the influx and 
effect of non-English-speaking immigrants by the creation of Anglo-American an-
cestral societies. As Jacqueline Calder, writing of the meticulously preserved home 
known as Historic Cherry Hill, has put it,  “As the economic and political role of the 
founding families declined, the historical contributions of their ancestors loomed 
larger in importance, as evidenced by the growing number of exclusive patriotic 
groups, historical societies, sites, monuments, and marker programs.”2 A few of the 
ancestral and patriotic groups created at the end of the nineteenth century were 
the Sons of the American Revolution (1889), the United States Daughters of 1812 
(1892), the Sons of Confederate Veterans (1896), the Daughters of the American 
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Revolution (DAR, 1890), the United Daughters of the Confederacy (1894), and the 
General Society of Mayflower Descendants (1897). 

Several of the lineage societies took as their missions the education of the “new” 
Americans, inculcating in them the history of their adopted country. For example, 
the mission of the Daughters of the American Revolution was to “teach patriotism 
by erecting monuments and protecting historical spots, by observing historical an-
niversaries, by promoting the cause of education, especially the study of history, the 
enlightenment of the foreign population, and all that makes for good citizenship.”3

In contrast to the horror and devastation of the American Civil War, in the mid-
1860s a romanticized and nostalgic “reimagining” of the past was brought to life 
in “colonial” settings created at several “Sanitary Fairs,” which raised funds for the 
Union army. One of the best-known post–Civil War re-creations was the “Colonial 
Kitchen” of the 1876 Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia. Visited by hundreds of 
thousands, the kitchen, with its large hearth, was intended to assert that the eigh-
teenth century had been “an era when life was better ordered than it is today, when 
people were happier.”4

Emulating this long-past “better” life was a goal of many middle- and upper-
middle-class Americans. Domestic architecture (the “colonial”-style house, both 
real antique furniture and “revival” reproductions, like those manufactured by the 
Berkey & Gay Company of Grand Rapids, Michigan); historical poems and novels 
(such as Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s 1860 poem “Paul Revere’s Ride” and the 
early-twentieth-century novels of Kenneth Roberts); and even clothing reminis-
cent of that of the 1620 Mayflower passengers Priscilla Mullins and John Alden—all 
these attempted to re-create a time “when people were happier.”

A precursor to the (much later) DAR’s mission of “protecting historical spots” 
was the 1858 effort to save George Washington’s home, Mount Vernon. But it was 
not until the early decades of the twentieth century that dozens of historic houses, 
buildings, and sites were located and preserved. Many sites were saved because of 
their connections to famous men, frequently (though not always) associated with 
the American Revolution. Paul Revere’s house in Boston’s North End was just such 
a site. Revere, snatched from historical obscurity by Longfellow’s poem, lived in a 
1680 house that had been expanded and updated by 1770, when he and his fam-
ily moved in. By 1894, almost 125 years later, journalist Samuel Adams Drake was 
lamenting that Revere’s neighborhood was overrun with Italian immigrants. In a 
melodramatic and deliberately insulting evocation, Drake complained that “the at-
mosphere is actually thick with the vile odors of garlic and onions—of maccaroni 
and lazzaroni [sic].5 The dirty tenements swarm with greasy, voluble Italians. . . . 
One can scarce hear the sound of his own English mother-tongue from one end of 
the square [i.e., North Square] to the other.”6 Naturally, in the eyes of Samuel Drake, 
of William Sumner Appleton, the founder of the Society for the Preservation of 
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New England Antiquities (1910), and of other preservationists and antiquarians, 
the Revere house had to be “saved” in every sense of the word.

The Revere house restoration that resulted was so extreme that later historians 
complained that Paul himself would not have recognized the structure.7 The late-
nineteenth-century Italian cigar factory and tenements were removed, but so was 
the third floor, which had been present in Revere’s time. Joseph Everett Chandler 
(a direct descendant of the Pilgrims who landed in Plymouth, Massachusetts, in 
1620), the architect of the Revere restoration, was one of those who thought that 
“life was richer and fuller” in the colonial past, especially the seventeenth century.8 
In July 1914 Architectural Record reflected that even after several years the 1907–
1908 Revere restoration was still noteworthy: “The interior of the house is rich in 
suggestion of the antique and picturesque. More than any other of the group of 
houses restored by Chandler’s skill and scholarship, these rooms manage to create 
an ‘atmosphere.’ ”9

Or, as Clarence Cook argued in his influential 1878 interior-design book The 
House Beautiful, which advanced the Colonial Revival among other “historic” 
styles, “[t]he whole house has been conserved with . . . the spirit of the old time, 
though without any antiquarian slavishness.”10 It is important to note that Chan-
dler believed he was restoring the Revere house to its best self—that is, of the 
seventeenth century—and then overlaid his intellectual interpretation of the late-
eighteenth-century life of Paul Revere and his family.

While the Revere house was catching Chandler’s attention, USS Constitution 
was rotting in the Charlestown/Boston Navy Yard less than one mile away. Pres-
ervation of the frigate—a hero and symbol of her own and of American naval suc-
cesses in the War of 1812—had been called for as early as 1815:

Let us keep “Old Iron Sides” at home. She has, literally, become a Nation’s Ship, and should be 
preserved . . . in honorable pomp, as a glorious Monument of her own, and our other Naval 
Victories. . . . Let a dry dock . . . be constructed for her reception, at the Metropolis of the 
United States. Let [an] . . . appropriate building be erected over her, to secure her from the 
weather. . . . Let us preserve her as a precious model, and example for future imitations of 
her illustrious performances!11

That Constitution in fact survived to become “historic,” however, was accidental—
she did so not because the nineteenth-century U.S. Navy particularly wished her to 
but because it continued to find uses for her.12 However, even though the ship had 
reached her hundred-year mark, her venerable age did not assure her an indefi-
nitely extended existence.13 

In 1905, President Theodore Roosevelt’s Secretary of the Navy, Charles Joseph 
Bonaparte, almost ended the ship’s victorious and extraordinary career. Bonaparte’s 
annual report asserted that so much of the ship had been altered since 1812 that she 
was “not the vessel with which [Isaac] Hull [her captain had] captured . . . [HMS] 
Guerriere.”14 Bonaparte declared the ship need not be preserved but concluded, 
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“If, for purely sentimental reasons, it be thought that this supposed veteran . . . is 
entitled to a warrior’s death, she might be used as a target for . . . the ships in our 
North Atlantic fleet and be sunk by their fire.”15

Moses Gulesian, an Armenian-born Bostonian who took great pride in helping 
to preserve the history of his new homeland, sent Bonaparte a telegram: “Will give 
ten thousand dollars for the Constitution. . . . Will you sell?”16 Bonaparte declined 
the offer. Why? Was it because Gulesian had embarrassed Roosevelt’s administra-
tion? Or did the refusal echo the sentiments expressed by a Daughter of the Amer-
ican Revolution, Mary Desha, who hoped that the DAR would acquire historic 
places not only to imbue new arrivals with a proper sense of their new country but 
also to keep the sites from “passing into the hands of improper people”?17 Roosevelt, 
a passionate navalist, a former Assistant Secretary of the Navy, and the author of 
The Naval War of 1812 (1882), was appalled at Bonaparte’s suggestion. Roosevelt 
moved him to the post of attorney general (where he was to help create the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation). The controversy played out in national newspapers, and 
in its wake Congress appropriated $100,000 for a (largely cosmetic) restoration of 
Constitution. 

Another twenty years would pass before the Navy would again look at “Old 
Ironsides.” A 1924 newspaper article headlined “ ‘Old Ironsides’ Seems Doomed” 
revealed the staggering truth: “Constitution . . . seems to be doomed to destruction 
through lack of adequate up-keep. . . . F. L. Drew, mechanical engineer . . . at the 
navy yard[,] . . . says that the leaks in her hull allow two feet of water to enter it each 
week. . . . ‘The hull is so rotten today,’ [said Drew,] ‘that it is doubtful if Congress 
can act quickly enough to preserve the ship.’ ”18

Secretary of the Navy Curtis D. Wilbur visited the decaying frigate in July 1924. 
With the urgent appeals of the Massachusetts State Society of the Daughters of 
1812, the National Society of the Daughters of 1812, and other patriotic groups 
ringing in his ears for a congressional appropriation of $400,000, he “took the at-
titude that it would be a fine gesture on the part of the people of the country, and 
particularly the school children, if [instead] they contributed small donations for 
the [restoration].”19 Curtis believed “that there were two objects to be accomplished 
by such a campaign; namely, the arousing of patriotic interest . . . in the history of 
the War of 1812; and secondly, renewed interest in the Constitution of 1787 for 
which the ship was named.”20 So began the “Save Old Ironsides” campaign. 

Individual Benevolent and Protective Order of the Elks (BPOE) lodges over-
saw the fund-raising through American schools.21 Aside from the pennies, nickels, 
and dimes donated, an essay contest was promoted to spur further interest among 
American children in Constitution’s history. President Calvin Coolidge personally 
selected three topics on which school essays would be written and for which medals 
would be awarded:
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 For Colleges  The Contribution of the U.S.S. CONSTITUTION to  
  Human Liberty and to National Progress.

 For High Schools  Why Did the Victories of the U.S.S. CONSTITUTION 
   Contribute So Largely to Our Success in the War of 1812?

 For Elementary Schools   Why Will the Preservation of the U.S.S. CONSTITUTION  
  Promote Patriotism?22

  Julia Kochevar, age thirteen, of Grand Junction, Colorado, was the national win-
ner for elementary school children, having convinced the judges with her passionate 
plea: “ ‘Old Ironsides’ must be preserved. ‘Old Ironsides’ is our family heirloom. . . . 
‘Old Ironsides’ will make our boys and girls better citizens. Through her they will 
get a greater appreciation of American bravery, loyalty and justice, all clustering 
around and strengthening our faith and trust in our peerless country, the United 
States.”23 Eventually, $154,000 was raised through the school children, but it was 
nowhere near enough money for the ship’s preservation. 

Another promotional and fund-raising scheme was the Hollywood silent film 
Old Ironsides, released in December 1926. Although not a box-office hit, the film 
helped to raise the profile of the ship and its history, especially Constitution’s 
exploits in the First Barbary War (1801–1805). The film’s story line is more ro-
mance than accurate history, though the DAR’s Committee on Better Films thought 
differently: 

History is made alive, vital, and interesting through [motion] pictures. In the last three 
years, there has been an increasing tendency toward production of historical pictures of an 
entertainment nature. . . . [W]e have seen such pictures as Old Ironsides, based on the ex-
ploits of the frigate Constitution. . . . The producers go to great pains to make these pictures 
historically accurate. Sometimes they make mistakes. That is to be expected. We can all help 
make them accurate by our support and appreciation.24

For yet another U.S. Navy–sponsored fund-raising tactic, Gordon Grant, a 
prominent New York maritime artist, was asked to create a painting of Constitution 
from which color lithographs would be produced. An intensive effort to sell them 
for twenty-five cents or more through schools and department stores disposed of 
only 91,000 of the 500,000 lithographs. The original oil-on-canvas Grant painting 
was donated to the White House and is displayed today in the White House staff 
mess. The Navy also entered the souvenir business as a revenue source. The idea 

was first conceived in December 1926 when [Rear] Admiral [Philip] Andrews, Chairman 
of the National Committee, recommended to the Secretary of the Navy that a Resolution be 
passed by Congress authorizing the sale of materials discarded from the hull of the ship in 
the process of rebuilding. . . . To avoid counterfeiting, the National Committee has had all 
souvenirs manufactured in the Navy Yard.25

Constitution was dry-docked in June 1927. So great was the fear that the ship 
would actually fall apart or collapse under her own weight when the water was 
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drained from the dock that external steel cable belting and internal shoring were 
employed. According to the 1931 “Research Memorandum” compiled by Lt. John 
Lord, the naval constructor who oversaw the research and restoration for Rear 
Adm. L. M. Nulton, commandant of the Boston Navy Yard, “The hull structure was 
so weak, distorted and hogged that there was the possibility of the [bow and stern] 
falling off.”26

The project had begun two years before, when Lieutenant Lord began his re-
search into the ship’s changing physical state over the centuries. His goal was to 
ascertain and restore Constitution’s War of 1812 look. But in the spirit of Clarence 
Cook’s 1878 advice, Lord gave his attention largely to the “spirit of the old time” and 
did not let “antiquarian slavishness” get in his way, creating in the end a sailing U.S. 
Navy warship that only tangentially resembled an 1812-era frigate. In the sixty-
nine-page Research Memorandum chronicling the research conducted and work 
executed on Constitution, the terms “old time,” “old type,” “colonial,” or “old days” 
between them would appear thirty-seven times. 

Lord consulted “old oil paintings [and] wood cuts”; for the spar dimensions, he 
looked at plans “dated 1817, 1849, 1883, and 1906, also lists of masts, spars, booms, 
etc., from the year 1803. From the dimensions indicated on the plans a mean was 
obtained and plans drawn accordingly.”27 This mishmash of spar plans brings to 
mind Johnny Cash’s 1976 hit song “One Piece at a Time,” about an auto worker who 
uses parts from models from 1949 to 1970 to assemble his own Cadillac. Preserva-
tionists today do not consider Lord’s research methods professional and would not 
have condoned his execution of the findings in Constitution’s restoration.

The increasing mechanization, industrialization, standardization, and imper-
sonality of post–World War I work were decried in terms of romantic Colonial 
Revival notions of preindustrial craftsmanship. Lieutenant Lord and Rear Admiral 
Andrews frequently showcased the “old-time” shipwrights and craftsmen who were 
recruited from the shipbuilding town of Bath, Maine, for Constitution’s restoration. 
As was noted in the Research Memorandum, “There was [at the outset of the resto-
ration] no equipment, and there was much uncertainty as to the source of supply of 
adequate material in a nation that was quite largely deforested. Difficulty was expe-
rienced in obtaining qualified ship fasteners, dubbers, liners for lining plank, plank 
hewers, bevelers, and other wooden shipbuilding craftsmen.”28 The Navy supplied 
for the newspapers photographs of the Bath shipwrights dubbing (the method of 
reducing timbers too large to be trimmed by a saw) Constitution’s new deck beams 
with hand adzes. These images promoted and epitomized the ideals of the crafts-
man, the use of hand tools, and the ethic of honest work as characteristics of the 
Colonial Revival.29 While the 1927 restoration very definitely saved “Old Ironsides” 
for future generations, Lord’s research gave rise to several significant historical mis-
conceptions and physical errors. 



 18 NEW INTERPRETATIONS IN NAVAL HISTORY  USS CONSTITUTION’S PRESERVATION 19

Skylight 
As observed in the Research Memorandum, “A skylight apparently was original-
ly installed on the Spar Deck over the Commodore’s after cabin. Its type is not 
known.”30 But according to all extant plans of Constitution from the War of 1812 era 
there was no skylight on the spar deck.

Brig
“There was no brig on the ship prior to [the] recent restoration, nor was any 
indicated on a plan or sketch. . . . The brig on the restored CONSTITUTION 
is on the Berth deck. . . . Hardware is hand made [sic] of the 1812 period. At-
tached to . . . [the] front of [the] brig is a collection of old-time handcuffs and 
leg irons which were purchased from Francis Bannerman & Sons, New York 
City.”31 Indeed, there was no brig on board during the War of 1812; prisoners 
were temporarily shackled on the various decks until they could be transferred 
to another ship or put on shore.

Furniture 
“Fortunately many pieces of old-time ship furniture were found on board, mostly 
of the pre-Victorian period. . . . The replica of Captain Isaac Hull’s writing desk 
now on board is a reproduction of the original writing desk . . . in the possession 
of an antique dealer at Providence, R.I.”32 Actually, most of the extant furniture was 
Victorian in style, and many pieces were refurbished and reinstalled on the ship. 
Eventually, the real ca. 1830 Hull desk was acquired by the U.S. Naval Academy.

Pantries 
“The arrangement and location of [the] Commodore’s . . . and Warrant Officers’ 
pantries are of the period 1859 and undoubtedly the original location. The arrange-
ment of pantries is in accordance with old time practice. The wardroom pantry was 
the only pantry found on board prior to [the] recent restoration.”33 On the basis of 
current research, it is unlikely that there were any pantries at all on board Constitu-
tion in the War of 1812 era, as they would have obstructed the decks when clearing 
for battle.

Armament 
One of the most serious and consequential research errors by Lord was his mis-
taken assumption (vis-à-vis the gun deck) that Constitution carried British-made 
long guns in the War of 1812. Because Lord mixed his research periods to create the 
restored “Old Ironsides” (like Cook, no “antiquarian slavishness” here), he allowed 
an early, brief moment in the ship’s eighteenth-century armament history to color, 
greatly and erroneously, the twentieth- and now twenty-first-century educational 
interpretations of Constitution.34
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Displays 
Constitution became a floating museum of U.S. Navy and early American histo-
ry at the conclusion of the restoration. Displays proliferated on the ship, includ-
ing mannequins with ersatz War of 1812 Marine and sailor uniforms, chests of 
eighteenth-century muskets purchased at Bannerman’s, an 1860 hand grenade, 
mid-nineteenth-century boarding pikes, Civil War–era Ames cutlasses, and “bat-
tle gongs.” Lanterns of myriad styles could be found hanging in the cabins and 
throughout the ship, including one copied from a lantern “obtained from an old 
whaler on exhibition at New Bedford, Mass [probably the whaleship Charles W. 
Morgan today preserved at Mystic Seaport Museum].”35 

Legends
In keeping with the Colonial Revival reverence for figures of the American Revolu-
tion, the U.S. Navy promoted both true history and “legends” associated with USS 
Constitution:

• That President George Washington named five of the six original frigates, 
including Constitution (true—the exception was the last, Chesapeake) 

• That Paul Revere cast Constitution’s first bell (true) and also created all the 
structural copper bolts (not true)

• That, as the Navy claimed in a fund-raising letter, “it is an interesting fact 
that . . . [Constitution’s] first flag [was made] by Betsy Ross in Philadelphia” 
(not true—a complete fabrication!)36 

By the time the 1927–31 restoration was complete, 85 percent of “Old Ironsides” 
had been “renewed”—that is, replaced—including all the framing and hull planking 
(inside and out) above the waterline, masts, spars, rigging, and even the keelsons 
in the hold. It is important to remember that Lieutenant Lord, in this significant 
restoration, was not removing 1812-era material from the aged warship. Constitu-
tion had already been rebuilt above the waterline so many times since 1812 that 
Secretary of the Navy Bonaparte’s 1905 assessment of the ship, while annoying to 
President Roosevelt, was actually fairly accurate. Also, because Lieutenant Lord—
like Joseph Chandler, whose restored Revere House was a seventeenth-century 
structure with an eighteenth-century story—had mixed his research periods, the 
USS Constitution that he “re-created” was not the warship in which Captain Hull 
defeated HMS Guerriere on that fateful nineteenth day of August 1812 in the North 
Atlantic Ocean. 

It is equally important, however, to remember that though the ship was incor-
rectly “restored,” Constitution had been saved for future generations. The projected 
$400,000 costs totaled over $921,000 by the time the work was completed. Sub-
stantial portions of the funds and materials for the restoration had been donated 
by American citizens and companies. In a gesture of thanks to all, Constitution 
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embarked on a three-year, three-coast “National Cruise” of the United States, dur-
ing which 4.6 million men, women, and children visited “their” ship—the vessel 
that their pennies and donated lumber had helped to preserve.

USS Constitution was restored during the height of the Colonial Revival—an era 
that romanticized the past, an era that perceived and overtly acted on a need to 
Americanize immigrants and their children. Did Constitution’s 1927 restoration 
and 1931–34 National Cruise contribute to these causes? Several quotes from the 
time answer in the affirmative: 

• Richard Tuft, Clerk, Marblehead, Massachusetts, Board of Selectmen: 
“[Constitution] is still a strong arm of the nation’s defense in the promotion 
of patriotism, integrity and love of country in our boys and girls.”37

• Mayor R. E. L. Chancey of Tampa, Florida, writing to the Navy’s Bureau of 
Navigation (which oversaw the National Cruise): “Every person who saw 
[Constitution] must have been moved to a higher and more enthusiastic ap-
preciation of the ideals for which our country stands . . . and of the necessity 
for patriotism and fidelity . . . to meet the problems of our country today.”38

• V. K. Brown, Chicago’s superintendent of playgrounds and sport, to Rear 
Admiral Andrews of the “Save ‘Old Ironsides’ Campaign”: “Dealing . . . with 
the children of immigrant parents . . . we believe that . . . to save this histori-
cally significant ship constitutes [a] much better Americanization effort . . . 
and [that] . . . a . . . souvenir of the ship will have a very permanent value 
[as] . . . a reminder of the traditions and history of the Navy.”39

More than ninety years after the 1927 restoration, USS Constitution is still an 
awkward and inaccurate hybrid historic vessel, but she is a hybrid that is slow-
ing becoming, through continuing re-creation, a more accurate representation of 
a War of 1812 sailing frigate. Regardless of her historical and structural shortcom-
ings, Constitution, as a relic of the beginnings of the U.S. Navy, continues to inspire 
today’s visitors. As Julia Kochevar stated in her prizewinning essay, “ ‘Old Ironsides’ 
is our family heirloom. . . . ‘Old Ironsides’ will make our boys and girls better citi-
zens.” How very appropriate then that every year USS Constitution hosts naturaliza-
tion ceremonies, ushering in the next generations of new American citizens.40
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III John Lenthall, Reprised
The Technological Legacy of the Navy’s Longest-Serving Chief of the 
Bureau of Construction and Repair
STEPHEN CHAPIN KINNAMAN

John Lenthall rose from the ranks of the handful of naval constructors who 
built the U.S. Navy’s wooden warships. Such men would now be called naval 
architects or shipbuilders. Lenthall was widely acknowledged to be gifted and 

intelligent. His creativity was behind many of the Navy’s iconic antebellum sloops 
of war and frigates. But it took more than just genius to become and remain a 
bureau chief—political skills, stamina, and durability were also required. A closer 
look at Lenthall’s career provides the clues for his longevity as a bureau chief and 
for understanding the breadth of his technological legacy. 

The basics of his public service are easily described. After serving an apprentice-
ship under the renowned naval constructor Samuel Humphreys, Lenthall was first 
hired by the Navy in 1835 as a master builder at the Philadelphia Navy Yard.1 Three 
years later he was promoted to a full-fledged naval constructor. In 1849 he became 
the Navy’s chief constructor, and in November 1853 he was appointed chief of the 
Bureau of Construction, Equipment, and Repair. Except for his predecessor Samuel 
Hartt (whose brief tenure lasted only from July to November 1853), John Lenthall 
was the first professional naval architect to hold this post. He remained as bureau 
chief for an unprecedented seventeen and a half years before finally being pushed 
aside in 1871, after which he continued to serve as a “general inspector of ships.”2 

Lenthall’s years as bureau chief encompassed a compelling period of our na-
tion’s history. He served five presidents and five Secretaries of the Navy during his 
tenure, a span that included America’s Civil War. During the war years, the Navy 
bureaus were reorganized and increased in number from five to eight, Lenthall’s 
bureau losing its “Equipment” function and ceding its engineer in chief to a new 
Bureau of Steam Engineering.3 Under the original 1842 bureau system, chiefs were 
appointed by the president with the “advice and consent” of the Senate. As District 
of Columbia denizens can attest, Lenthall’s long service marked him as a survivor 
(see table).
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But how proficient was John Lenthall as a naval constructor, and what was his 
technological legacy? For answers, we must examine the forces that shaped him 
and his tangible achievements.

Not surprisingly, Lenthall was above all a native of Washington, DC—he was 
born there in 1807, lived most of his life there, and is buried there. He was the son 
of an equally gifted builder-architect—also named John Lenthall—who served as 
Benjamin Latrobe’s “clerk of the works” during the first years of the construction 
of the nation’s capital.4 In what must have been an unforgettable experience, young 
John Lenthall and his family were forced to evacuate Washington before it was 
burned by the British in August 1814.5

At age fifteen, John Lenthall began his career as an apprentice ship’s carpenter, 
working in both the Washington and Philadelphia Navy Yards.6 On completing 
his apprenticeship, he determined that his education required a broader knowl-
edge of higher mathematics, naval architecture, and foreign languages. In 1831 
he embarked on a three-year odyssey, touring dockyards in Russia (Kronshtadt), 
Denmark (Royal Naval Dockyard, Copenhagen), England (Portsmouth and prob-
ably Deptford), and France (L’Orient and probably Toulon, Cherbourg, and Brest). 
Lenthall lived in France for fifteen months, during which he studied and copied 
plans at the Dépôt des cartes et plans de la Marine, attended scientific lectures, and 
perfected his command of the French language. It is said that he amassed nearly 
three hundred drawings of the best European men-of-war.7 One example of the 
many books he collected (and duly signed) during his stay is a tome first published 
in 1810 titled (in translation) New Scales of Displacement. Its author was the French 
engineer Antoine Nicolas François Bonjean, creator of the “Bonjean Curves” so 
familiar to every naval architect.8 In these travels we witness the first manifestation 
of Lenthall’s technological legacy—a desire to learn from naval competitors, survey 
their ships and facilities, and master their science.

Soon after his return to America, Lenthall sought employment by the U.S. Navy. 
Aided by his mentor, Chief Constructor Samuel Humphreys, Lenthall approached 
the president of the Board of Navy Commissioners, Commo. John Rodgers. 

Years President Secretary of the Navy Remarks

1853–57 Franklin Pierce J. C. Dobbin Lenthall chief from 18 Nov. 
1853

1857–61 James Buchanan Isaac Toucey

1861–65 Abraham Lincoln Gideon Welles Bureau reorganized July 1862

1865–69 Andrew Johnson Gideon Welles Lenthall on retirement list 
1869

1869–71 Ulysses Grant Adolph Borie,  
George Robeson

Lenthall replaced 28 Jan. 1871

Administrations Lenthall Served as a Bureau Chief
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Intrigued by Lenthall’s recent foreign dockyard experience, Rodgers hired him on 1 
May 1835 as a “master builder.” His first assignment was to supervise the construc-
tion of the storeship Relief at the Philadelphia Navy Yard.9 

Lenthall brought more than the skills of a ship carpenter to his newfound Navy 
work. He was also fluent in the complex numerical analyses required to determine 
a ship’s hydrostatic and stability properties.10 Lenthall’s ability to calculate Re-
lief ’s transverse metacenter, a fundamental measure of stability, is something that 
twentieth-century Smithsonian curator Howard Chapelle would not credit naval 
constructors with having until nearly a decade later.11 Like any good engineer, Len-
thall clearly referenced the sources of the formulas he used, citing Atwood’s Second 
Rule (now called Simpson’s First Rule) and Fredrik af Chapman’s classic integral 
function describing a waterplane’s transverse moment of inertia. These calculations 
represent the second manifestation of Lenthall’s technological legacy—the inten-
sive use of advanced numerical analyses to support his design work.

As his career at the Philadelphia Navy Yard progressed, Lenthall became in-
volved in two high-profile shipbuilding projects. In 1837 he directed the launching 
of the 120-gun Pennsylvania, arguably the world’s largest warship at the time.12 The 
launch was a success; Lenthall was promoted to “naval constructor” in March of 
the following year. He collaborated with Constructors Humphreys and Hartt in 
the design of what was then the Navy’s longest and most advanced “sea steamer,” 
the ten-gun frigate Mississippi. Launched in 1841, she featured diagonal iron hull 
strapping to increase sheer strength and prevent hogging, the first such use for a 
U.S. warship.13 

Lenthall’s next high-profile project was the steam sloop Princeton, considered 
to be the first war vessel designed and built with a screw propeller.14 Capt. Robert 
Stockton and the Swedish inventor John Ericsson are usually credited as Princeton’s 
designers, but the drawings tell a different story: John Lenthall produced the ship’s 
working plans, and he superintended her construction.15 Princeton exceeded expec-
tations, performing well under both steam and sail. These three ship projects point 
to a third pillar of Lenthall’s technological legacy—fully embracing the demands of 
evolving technology and leveraging the experience in the next job. 

Lenthall’s attention to all classes of warships never flagged. Over fifteen years 
Lenthall designed three of the Navy’s most successful sailing sloops of war: Dale, 
Germantown, and Constellation. The sloop Constellation, still afloat in Baltimore, 
Maryland’s inner harbor, is the only surviving example of Lenthall’s handiwork. 
But perhaps Lenthall’s most significant design project was the class of six steam 
frigates approved for construction in April 1854, by which time he was chief of the 
Bureau of Construction, Equipment, and Repair. Merrimack was the first of what 
would be the Navy’s largest vessels to date and the earliest major warships of any 
navy to be armed entirely with shell-firing guns. Effectively capital ships in their 
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time, they were authorized by a single-sentence act of Congress, something that is 
hard to imagine today.16 These steam frigates represent a fourth pillar of Lenthall’s 
technological legacy—being at the forefront of the Navy’s quest to field the most 
powerful warships of their class. 

But these big frigates were costly to build, equip, man, and maintain. More eco-
nomical steam sloops more truly exemplified, and represented the pinnacle of, the 
antebellum cruising Navy. Prominent examples were the Lenthall-designed Lan-
caster, a Hartford-class sloop of the 1857 program, and the iconic Kearsarge, one 
of the later light-draft Mohican-class sloops, designed by William Hanscom. Lan-
caster, albeit much rebuilt, outlived her more famous near sister by almost forty 
years, not being broken up until 1933.17

The rolling thunder of rebellion struck the Navy hard in April 1861. Its premier 
yard at Norfolk, Virginia, home to an ordnance depot and a magnificent granite-
lined dry dock, was put to the torch to prevent its seizure by secessionists. Nearly a 
dozen U.S. warships were destroyed. This catastrophe shocked the nation, perhaps 
to an extent not seen again until Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor eighty years later.

The need to expand rapidly the Navy’s inventory of steamers capable of fighting 
in the South’s shallow coastal waters was ably addressed by Lenthall’s bureau. Twenty- 
three of the famous “ninety-day” gunboats were soon building, all in private yards, 
and three groups of “double-enders” began shortly thereafter.18 The wartime ex-
pedient of “expanding with existing know-how” was very evident in the Navy’s 
response to the crisis. 

The unwelcome emergence of a Confederate ironclad—hastily improvised on 
the charred hulk of the former steam frigate Merrimack—was a game changer. The 
Union’s response, most visibly embodied by John Ericsson’s ingeniously designed 
Monitor, forced the Navy’s embrace of new and untested technology. For Lenthall 
the challenge would indelibly mark his legacy. Monitor’s spirited action at Hamp-
ton Roads emphatically vindicated the Navy Department’s risky decision to order 
Ericsson’s novel ironclad steam battery. She was now the war’s miracle weapon. An 
upsurge of joy, “Monitor-fever,” swept the nation.19 But the department’s traditional-
ists—Lenthall and his engineer in chief, Benjamin Isherwood—were unconvinced 
that a fleet of monitors was in the Navy’s long-term best interest. Lenthall’s un-
apologetic divergence from his bosses’ views cast a shadow on his career.

John Lenthall knew the United States faced European navies who were hur-
riedly building ironclads. France led the way, with Gloire; completed in 1860, she 
was the world’s first oceangoing ironclad battleship. Britain soon followed with its 
revolutionary, iron-hulled Warrior.20 Lenthall was well informed of these ironclads’ 
capabilities—a four-page set of Gloire’s specifications, in French and in Lenthall’s 
own hand, has been found in his personal papers.21 Yes, the U.S. Navy’s new moni-
tors were nearly invulnerable to gunfire, but they were clumsy offensive weapons 
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with slow rates of fire—witness Samuel F. Du Pont’s and John A. B. Dahlgren’s failed 
attacks on Charleston’s forts—and they were most definitely not oceangoing. Len-
thall and Isherwood expressed their concerns about overreliance on them in a let-
ter to Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles just a week after the battle of ironclads 
in Hampton Roads, concluding with the Mahanian adage “How much better it is to 
fight at the threshold than upon the hearthstone.”22 Thus, a fifth pillar of Lenthall’s 
technological legacy: stand your ground and follow your deeply held beliefs, even 
if it means bucking the popular trend. 

In September 1862, Secretary Welles split the responsibilities for the Navy’s ac-
celerating building programs. Lenthall’s Bureau of Construction and Repair would 
manage the design and construction of all ships built in navy yards, as it always 
had. But in a decision of a significance not fully grasped at the time, an inspector 
general’s office recently established in New York City and headed by Rear Adm. 
Francis Gregory was newly tasked with overseeing vessels building in private yards 
on the Atlantic coast.23 Gregory was now effectively in charge of successors to Er-
icsson’s Monitor, as well as other civilian-built warships. His office quickly became 
known as the “monitor bureau” and rapidly grew in size and scope. In proportion, 
Lenthall’s design responsibilities for these new vessels were materially diminished. 
Near the end of 1863 Welles further restricted Lenthall’s direct involvement with 
monitor-bureau new construction.24 But his talents were still fully employed creat-
ing the kinds of warships he knew best, and in the years of the rebellion there was 
more than enough work to go around.

One of the Navy Department’s long-cherished projects was an ironclad warship 
of its own design. The early conspicuous success of Monitor sidelined the proposals 
that competed with her successors with a notable exception: the Monadnock class. 
Built in navy yards and only commissioned at the end of the war, these wooden-
hulled (overlaid with armor), double-turreted behemoths were considered the best 
of the monitor type. While they were not truly oceangoing, soon after the war ended 
one crossed the Atlantic and another steamed around South America and into the 
Pacific.25

Despite the popular acclaim of Ericsson’s ironclad, one group turned out to be 
a failure—the Casco-class light-draft monitors. Because of a series of design mis-
calculations, their hulls were built too heavy to float their turrets, guns, coal, and 
stores. The monitor bureau’s chief engineer, Alban Stimers, was most to blame, 
although others bore their share. Secretary Welles was horrified when he found 
that the Navy Department’s gatekeepers, Lenthall and Isherwood, had been kept 
out of the plan-approval loop—although he might have expected it, having divided 
design responsibilities. Only a handful of the Cascos saw service before the war’s 
end.26
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The war’s end was, of course, unforgettably marked by the assassination of 
President Abraham Lincoln. While unrelated to technology, Lenthall’s involvement 
with this tragic event makes for an interesting sidebar. Soon after Lincoln was shot 
at Ford’s Theatre, his personal physician, Dr. Robert King Stone, was summoned to 
his side.27 Dr. Stone was John Lenthall’s nephew; Lenthall therefore had an insider’s 
knowledge of the details of Lincoln’s painful death. Five days after the assassination, 
Lenthall’s bureau received instructions for accompanying Lincoln’s casket on the 
first stage of his funeral, the procession from the President’s House down Pennsyl-
vania Avenue to the Capitol Rotunda.28 It was a sad but necessary duty for a bureau 
chief. 

The need to reduce the naval establishment and exercise the greatest economy 
ruled the postwar Navy. One effort close to Lenthall’s heart before he was edged out 
of office was the completion of a handful of new cruisers. Lenthall’s Contoocook-
class screw sloops were to be judged by the hyper-opinionated David Dixon Por-
ter—now the only “full” admiral in the service—as “the most efficient kind of ships 
we have had in the Navy.”29 After Lenthall stepped down as bureau chief in 1871—
dismissed to make room for a “younger person” by a new Secretary of the Navy, 
George Robeson—a project that consumed much of his time was the rebuilding of 
five of the Navy’s Civil War–era monitors. The idea was to rearm them and convert 
their wooden hulls, rotting under their armor sheathing, into iron, but the net ef-
fect, over many years, was to build entirely new ships—all without congressional 
approval. This program, promoted by the same Secretary Robeson, morphed into 
the “Roach, Robeson, Robbers” scandal (John Roach & Sons was the shipyard in-
volved) of the 1870s.30 But by then Lenthall’s official Navy Department responsibili-
ties were far behind him. 

Lenthall left in his wake a surprisingly rich paper trail documenting his out-
sized legacy as bureau chief. Three years after leaving active service, he donated his 
books, drawings, and personal papers to Philadelphia’s Franklin Institute, of which 
he was a life member. This substantial collection is now housed in that same city’s 
Independence Seaport Museum. Impressive by any standard, it constitutes a major 
resource for naval scholars: 518 drawings and “spec” books, 357 books and pam-
phlets (many of them dating from the eighteenth century and by now extremely 
rare), and personal papers consisting of some eighty-one work folders containing 
technical data on the many ships, both naval and merchant, that Lenthall touched 
during his long career.31 Also, there resides at the U.S. Naval Academy Museum 
in Preble Hall the Ives Collection, an extraordinary repository of some one thou-
sand of Lenthall’s personal letters, calculations, specifications, and more—the sort 
of papers saved in one’s desk drawer over a lifetime.32 There are also collections 
of Lenthall-related documents in the National Archives, the Navy Department’s 
library, and many other places. 
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The five principal manifestations, what I have called “pillars,” of Lenthall’s rich 
technological legacy are then as follows:

• Learn from your competitors, survey their ships, and master their science.
• Intensively use numerical analyses to document your work.
• Fully embrace the demands of technology and leverage the experience 

gained from each job into the next.

• Be in the forefront of your navy’s quest to field the most powerful warships 
of their respective classes.

• Stand your ground, follow your deeply held beliefs, and buck the popular 
trend.

What more can be said about Constructor John Lenthall? As an apprentice, he 
learned his craft building ships epitomized by the frigate Constitution—wooden 
hulled, driven by sail, and armed with smoothbore cannon. During his five-plus 
decades of active service, the U.S. Navy progressed to iron hulls, full steam power, 
and shell-firing rifled guns. As the European navies that had already begun the 
transformation knew, it was a wrenching experience. Lenthall’s long career within 
this cauldron of upheaval, however, was distinguished less by innovation than by 
energetic pursuit of excellence, for each vessel he designed and each of the many 
bureau functions he managed.

As for the man himself, one of the Navy’s first admirals, Samuel Francis Du 
Pont, chose a fitting epitaph for the longest-serving Chief of the Bureau of Con-
struction and Repair: “He is the most able man we have ever had in the Navy in his 
line and, besides, he has saved the Government more money than any individual 
that could be named. He is a man of science, of method and of administrative ca-
pacity. In England he would have been knighted. . . . In France, Louis Napoleon 
would have given him a red ribbon every time he visited a dockyard.”33  
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IV Climate, Disease, and Colonialism
The Massawa Port in the Italian Studies of Tropical Medicine
COSTANZA BONELLI 

This paper examines the relationship between colonialism and medical stud-
ies in Italy, focusing on the characteristics of the environment of Massawa 
(in Eritrea), the main port of the Italian overseas territories in East Africa. 

It analyzes how the area and its hygienic conditions were described, examined, and 
represented by the medical studies published in Italy from the late nineteenth cen-
tury through the first half of the twentieth. That is the period of the emergence, in 
Italy and in other European countries, of a new area of studies—tropical medicine, 
or “colonial medicine,” as it is called—deeply connected to the European conquests 
in Africa. 

Massawa was one of the first territories studied within the new field of medical 
research, in the work of two important figures of Italian colonial medicine: Ales-
sandro Pasquale and Filippo Rho, whose coedited study Massaua: Clima e malattie 
(Massawa: Climate and diseases), published in 1894 with a contribution from the 
navy ministry, was the first monograph of colonial medicine edited on the pen-
insula. Massawa remained at the center of Italian medical interest throughout the 
middle twentieth century, for reasons of its climate (hard to tolerate for Italian set-
tlers), its strategic position, and its crucial role during the Ethiopian War (1935–
36), when a large number of “green” Italian soldiers were sent to East Africa. 

This paper will also analyze the role of Italian medical officers of the navy in 
the emergence of the discipline at the turn of the nineteenth to twentieth centuries 
and specifically the position of the medical journal Annali di medicina navale, pub-
lished beginning in 1895, in promoting this new area of research. In fact, without 
focusing on the importance of naval medicine in the establishment in Italy of this 
new discipline oriented to the “tropics,” it is not possible to grasp fully the concep-
tions grounding the findings of Italian colonial and military physicians.

Before examining the central issue, this paper outlines the literature on science 
and imperialism of the last decades. It then examines the dynamics that in Italy al-
lowed tropical medicine to be acknowledged as a field of study closely related to the 
needs of the Italian colonial expansion: in Eritrea and Somalia at the end of the nine-
teenth century, in Libya starting in 1911, and in Ethiopia during the middle 1930s.
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THE HISTORIOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT
Over the last several decades, an increasing number of studies have taken the medi-
cine/colonialism nexus as a fruitful perspective for investigating the characteristics 
of European expansion in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The first mono-
graphs on the subject appeared at the end of the 1980s, inspired on one hand by 
the perspectives opened by the work of Michel Foucault and Edward Said and, 
on the other, by the “externalist” approach to the history of science, emphasizing 
the context in which science is pursued.1 Examples include the collections Disease, 
Medicine, and Empire, coedited by Roy MacLeod and Milton Lewis, and Imperial 
Medicine and Indigenous Societies, edited by David Arnold, both appearing in 1988. 
Also, Philip Curtin’s 1989 monograph Death by Migration, Megan Vaughan’s 1991 
study Curing Their Ills, and John Farley’s Bilharzia, also 1991, must be mentioned.2 
The debate intensified between 1990 and 1996, thanks to two conferences held 
in Paris—“Science and Empires” (1990) and “Les sciences hors d’Occident au 
XXième Siècle” (1994)—and to “Medicine and Colonies” in London in 1996. Since 
then, numerous articles have appeared in the journals Social History of Medicine, 
Osiris, Isis, and Bulletin of the History of Medicine.

We see, then, that although in the 1960s, during the process of decolonization, 
the image of tropical medicine as a symbol of Western progress was already being 
questioned (see, for instance, the works of Frantz Fanon), we must wait until the 
1990s for the study of this issue to take shape as an autonomous field of historio-
graphic research on imperialism. 

In the context of Italian historiography specifically, despite the attention paid in 
recent years to the roles of geography, law, and anthropology within the process of 
overseas expansion, colonial medicine is a little-discussed topic. There are only a 
few exceptions: research by Luigi Benevelli (2010) and Marianna Scarfone (2014) 
on Italian colonial psychiatry and work by Paola Pellitteri on the health system of 
colonial Libya (2009). Naval medicine, as a field of study, also has been neglected 
by Italian historians, who have concentrated on the relation between exact sciences 
and military services (in particular, the army), omitting to consider the role played 
by applied sciences, such as medicine, during either war or peace, with a few excep-
tions related to World Wars I and II.3

However, perspectives opened up by international studies to which this paper 
draws attention have served to address this gap. This research examines the devel-
opment, in liberal and then Fascist Italy, of medical knowledge of tropical diseases. 
The questions from which it arises are as follows: What conditions determine the 
emergence of a new field? What link exists between this knowledge and the needs 
of colonization?
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ORIGINS OF THE DISCIPLINE:  
ITALIAN NAVAL MEDICINE AND OVERSEAS POSSESSIONS
Italy began its expansion overseas at the end of the nineteenth century, later than 
other European nations, with the acquisition in 1882 of Assab, on the Red Sea coast, 
followed by the conquest of Massawa in 1885. The establishment five years later of 
colonial Eritrea, the first African dominion of the peninsula, was met with indif-
ference among the Italian public and hostility on the part of the Socialist Party but  
also of the conservative faction, which worried about the economic consequences 
of the conquests.4 In these years, new acquisitions were made on the Somali coast 
by the Filonardi Company, holdings that became possessions of the Italian state in 
1905 (the year of the constitution of the Somali colony). The private sector par-
ticipated in the penetration in these African territories, but the roles played by the 
army and navy in the first phase of the colonization were far more important. As 
Nicola Labanca has underlined, Italian colonialism was a governmental and diplo-
matic initiative, a policy in which the weight of public opinion, economic interests, 
and colonial circles was relatively minor. With regard to the beginning and con-
solidation of Italian colonialism, the importance of “peaceful” means of penetra-
tion (emigration, economic interests) was therefore secondary: the conquests were 
achieved, or at least guaranteed, by the military.5 

Hence the central role played by the military sector: it was more important than 
any other institution in both the expansion and the stabilization of conquered terri-
tories. It is not surprising therefore that the first scholars of colonial medicine were 
from the corps of naval health officers, as well as that of the army.

Since the start of the first colonial expeditions in the 1880s, it had been the navy 
that provided men and facilities for research on the prevalent diseases of the con-
quered territories. Massaua: Clima e malattie (1894, mentioned above) and Malat-
tie predominanti nei paesi caldi e temperati (Predominant diseases of warm and 
temperate climates, 1896), the first colonial pathology works published in Italy, 
were both coauthored by medical officers Filippo Rho and Alessandro Pasquale. 
They were also entrusted with the first courses on the subject at the University 
of Naples, in the field of academic training in maritime military health.6 In the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the medical corps of the navy was therefore 
decisive in Italy. So it was also in France for the development of tropical medicine, 
in an inversion of the dynamic periphery/center characteristic of British tropical 
science, where the main institution—the London School of Tropical Medicine, in 
the capital city—was one of the founding nuclei of the discipline.7 

Filippo Rho, returning to Italy after a period of research carried out on board the 
ship Caracciolo (1881–84), promoted the expanding new sector of studies; in 1896 
he published the first Italian manual of colonial medicine, Malattie predominanti 
nei paesi caldi e temperati, compiled for a competition organized by the Military 
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Health Inspectorate.8 The volume precedes by a few years the work, published in 
1898, of the British doctor Patrick Manson, considered to be the founder of the 
discipline, but it does not include the term “tropical” in the title, a practice that 
became universal with Manson. This terminological difference constitutes a sig-
nificant indicator of the transition under way in those years in the medical sciences. 
With Manson’s work the expression “diseases of warm climates” took second place: 
the dependent relationships that Hippocratic medicine had established among 
climate, territory, and disease were replaced by the centrality of vector-transmitted 
diseases. 

In Italy, researchers began to speak of “tropical diseases” only during the Italo-
Turkish War in Libya (1911–12). Until then, “exotic pathology” and “colonial medi-
cine” (a sign of the French influence) had been much more widespread in both 
academia and the press, as can be seen in the journal Annali di medicina navale 
(Annals of naval medicine). This periodical, published by the navy ministry start-
ing in 1895, acted as a point of reference for the first Italian scholars interested in 
tropical medicine. As early as in 1898 the Annals ran a section on “exotic pathology, 
parasitology and colonial hygiene.”9 The journal also published, until the Italian-
Turkish war, numerous studies of medical geography on the regions where the 
navy’s ships called—that is, colonies, but above all countries that had attracted Ital-
ian emigration (North America, South America, and territories along the southern 
Mediterranean coast). 

As suggested in 1903 by Alessandro Pasquale at the inauguration of the Chair 
of Naval and Colonial Hygiene at the University of Naples, the task of maritime 
hygiene was not only to work toward the improvement of sanitary conditions on 
board ship but to consider the ship as an “organism,” an organism itself in transfor-
mation and in constant relationship with environments that alter its original patho-
genic physiognomy. These environments were, first, the maritime one, character-
ized by movement, considered healthy and sanitary; second, the port environment, 
static, unhealthy; finally, the local environment, specific to places a ship visits, pre-
senting unique characteristics that medical officers must assess for the protection 
of those on board (the crew, emigrants, settlers, or soldiers).10 

The idea that sanitary science had to adapt itself to the characteristics of each 
territory—the extra-European world being a space that could not be considered 
homogeneous—was a strong, indeed predominant, influence in the tradition of 
Italian naval medicine in the latter half of the nineteenth century and first half of 
the twentieth. That influence was a direct consequence of the “global” dimension of 
the navy’s activity: from the crucial role exercised in the early years of colonization 
to the tasks of medical officers in the transoceanic transport of Italian emigrants.11 

Following the establishment in 1906 of the first Italian colonial institute and in 
connection with the more general reorganization of the expansionist circles under 
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way in the Italian Peninsula at the beginning of the twentieth century, the Annali 
di medicina navale made its colonial orientation manifest, changing its name to 
Annali di medicina navale e coloniale (Annals of naval and colonial medicine). The 
new title was announced on the establishment in 1908 of the first Italian society for 
the study of tropical diseases, in response to an appeal by Patrick Manson for an 
international network of institutions linked to the study of “exotic pathologies.” The 
society, whose bulletin was attached to the journal, gathered the figures to which we 
owe the emergence of this discipline in Italy. Angelo Celli, one of the most famous 
Italian malariologists, was its director and promoter; its members were mostly mil-
itary, primarily the navy followed by the army, while the rest were doctors residing 
abroad, in South America and in Africa, though not in the Italian colonies. 

This framework reflects some typical traits of Italian tropical medicine, a disci-
pline in which, first, the study of “national” diseases—malaria above all—was often 
confused with that of “colonial” diseases and, second, medical geography research 
on diseases of warm climates overlapped with that on the health of Italian emi-
grants in the American continent and in North Africa. The navy was not alone in 
gaining medical knowledge on “tropical diseases.” A decisive contribution came 
from the Italian School of Malariology, internationally known for the research con-
ducted by Ettore Marchiafava, Angelo Celli, and Camillo Golgi on the etiology of 
the disease and for the discoveries of Battista Grassi that clarified the methods of 
transmission of the disease, endemic in some areas of the peninsula as well as in 
“tropical” territories. The migratory dynamic, affecting Italy from the end of the 
nineteenth century, also played a role, one that must not be underestimated: it of-
fered colonial medicine, “global” in scope, in the early years a ground for legiti-
mization more solid than the imperialist one, at least until the Italian-Libyan war. 
At the first congress of the Italian Society of Colonial Medicine and Hygiene, held 
in Rome in 1908, reports on “emigration diseases” alternated with reports on the 
health organization of African colonies. The meeting itself was scheduled as part of 
an initiative of the Italian Colonial Institute as the first congress of Italians abroad.12

Colonization was therefore associated with emigration, and colonial medicine 
came to be articulated as a science generally linked to the problems of expatriation. 
In fact, from a sanitary point of view the African settler and the emigrant coin-
cided: the problem facing medical science in both cases was to protect people un-
der changed environmental conditions and to prevent the spread of diseases from 
one region of the globe to another. However, this association belies a profound 
difference in Italy between the two phenomena. The Italian emigration/migration 
flows during the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth 
“seemed [in fact] to ignore the newly conquered overseas possessions”: of the six-
teen million Italians who had left the peninsula between 1876 and 1926, only three 
hundred thousand settled in Africa (sub-Saharan or Mediterranean). The constant 
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reference in public discourse to a link between emigration and colonialism “had 
more of an instrumental role,” aimed at justifying colonial expansion as a national 
need, disconnecting “imperialist politics from its more traditional political orienta-
tions” and transforming it into a collective need of the Italian people.13 

Therefore, in the absence of robust public discourse on colonies, tropical medi-
cine was established initially as linked to emigration. Its full institutionalization as 
an academic discipline, related to overseas territories, took place in Italy only during 
the 1920s, and not until the following decade did the country witness quantitative 
increase in academic courses, journals, and institutes of tropical medicine, some-
thing that had occurred in other European states at the beginning of the century. 
The reasons for this delay are to be found in the specific features of the Italian co-
lonial experience, especially its late beginning, when other European nations were 
engaged in the enhancement and consolidation of overseas possessions acquired in 
previous decades.14 

MASSAWA: “GATEWAY TO HELL,” “GATEWAY TO THE COLONIES”
The first colonial territory subjected to systematic investigation by Italian physi-
cians of the navy and the army was, as we have seen, the port of Massawa. Per-
ceptions of it among Italians from the end of the nineteenth century through the 
middle of the twentieth were far from static: following the trends of overseas poli-
tics, the image of the Eritrean center changed, acquiring successive colorings in 
response to the construction of the dominion. These transformations, which lie 
at the center of the research presented here, constitute an interesting indicator of 
the links between the new field of medical studies and the political orientations of 
colonization. 

Between 1885 and 1893 numerous articles published in the journal Giornale 
medico del Regio Esercito e della Regia Marina (Medical journal of the Royal Army 
and Royal Navy) examined the sanitary conditions of the newly conquered ter-
ritory.15 The image that emerged, contrary to expectations, was hardly an “exotic” 
one: this point on the Red Sea coast was described as a “squalid wasteland” with a 
“deadly climate.” Its environment, dominated by miasma caused by the rotting of 
organic matter swept in by the tides, posed a threat to the health of Italian sailors 
and soldiers.16 Massawa combined the pathogenic factors that medical literature, 
still strongly influenced by miasmatic theories, identified in port locations—fac-
tors to which one must add the dangers that eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
science continued to attribute to the “tropics” and to their “excessive” nature. 

A port, therefore, in a little-known “tropical” area: it was not a representation 
that left much space for optimism. Physicians overseas used to report, “It is said 
that the . . . name [of Massawa] itself [means]: Gateway to hell,” in some cases re-
sorting to Dantean literary expression.

I had, indeed, read in a marvelous book that Massawa was, of all that west coast of the Red 
Sea, the site most markedly infested by malaria, almost uninhabitable for Europeans; I had 
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then heard it was like Dante’s inferno [bolgia Dantesca], impossible to escape from if not 
for a miracle: swollen spleen, severe anemia, the body exhausted and the spirit weakened. 
And so, while I was on board the R. Cariddi gunship [a wooden-hulled gunboat, sail and 
steam, wrecked off Massawa in 1900], which fortunately sailed slowly, heading towards that 
pestiferous and scorching region, [I undertook] to administer quinine to the crew and take 
it myself, so as to prevent the spread of disease, I had a vague desire, a thought, would it not 
have been better to change course and sail in the direction of Assab.17 

This first image of Massawa, found in writings published between 1885 and 
1893, was a composite, influenced not only by the direct observations of Italian 
military physicians abroad—their immediate impressions—but also by the medical 
literature in which doctors searched authority that could verify, support, and le-
gitimize their “improvised” medical geography. “Massawa as climatic inferno” was, 
one might say, partly inherited from medical texts of the mid-nineteenth century, 
when mortality from disease of Europeans residing in colonies was still high;18 that 
trend was destined to change, thanks to hygienic measures taken by the colonial 
governments and “revolutionary” discoveries by Robert Koch and Louis Pasteur in 
the field of bacteriology. 

A few years after the first essays on the hygienic condition of the Eritrean port 
itself, the Italian Maritime Health Inspectorate edited the aforementioned Massaua: 
Clima e malattie. The volume was a compendium of the studies that had appeared 
on the Italian colony, collected and systematized by Petella, Pasquale, and Rho. The 
aim of the work as a whole was to produce, using the data and previously collected 
statistical information, a scientific overview of the meteorological and medical as-
pects of the territory, overcoming the weaknesses and incompleteness of previous 
studies. Above all, Rho wished to dispel the erroneous and “imaginative” reactions 
of the early days: “Many things have been exaggerated, others are pure nonsense, 
regarding the illnesses and the deadly climate of Massawa. . . . The exaggeration and 
incompleteness of the data provided . . . is reflected in the books on exotic pathol-
ogy and medical geography, which abound in errors regarding Massawa.”19

Here was a “rational disclosure” by observers who, after having been in Eritrea 
for a short period of time, were able to return home to study systematically their 
findings. They completed their work in the vicinity of medical research centers 
strongly influenced by the paradigmatic shift that medicine was undergoing in 
those years under the influence of microbiological science. Pasquale, for example, 
verified experimentally that Massawa was free (“immune,” as he wrote) of malaria 
while working in the colony and then at the Zoological Institute of Naples (Stazione 
Zoologica di Napoli). Rho based his report on the prevailing diseases in the colo-
nies on a close correlation of the most updated foreign literature. He concluded that 
in fact conditions in Massawa were good, certainly better than in other European na-
tions’ colonies, which were infested by yellow fever, sleeping sickness, malaria, leish-
maniasis, etc.—diseases that could not be found (it seemed) in the Italian possession.
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From the review we have made of the main diseases, it appears that Massawa, compared to 
other tropical countries, especially in Africa, is in an excellent sanitary condition; malaria is 
unheard of or almost, there is no inordinate presence of dysentery, cholera has entered for 
the first time without causing an epidemic either prolonged or intense, there is no talk of 
plague; the ophthalmic, venereal and syphilitic diseases are less frequent here than in Italy; 
smallpox has always spared our people; cutaneous leishmaniasis, leprosy, filariosis, Bilharzia 
haematobium, ankylostomiasis, etc., beriberi, ainhum, mycetoma and other diseases that 
can be found if not in all, at least in many hot climates, are not even mentioned by our 
physicians here.20 

The volume’s contributors, disciples of the new bacteriological science, short-
ened the figurative distance separating the colony from the motherland, down-
playing exoticism, subjecting findings to statistical and laboratory verification (in 
which sailors became the first section of the Italian “colonial” population subjected 
to quantitative measurement). The effort was marked by an optimism fueled by the 
increased effectiveness of treatment brought about by the “bacteriological revolu-
tion,” which professed to have found a viable solution to all the ills of society.21 The 
image therefore emerged congruent with the definition and consolidation of the 
Italian domain: pessimistic impressions gave way to the optimism born of con-
quest, more adequate to the needs of the colonial rhetoric under construction. 

Also, the representation offered by the physicians of the navy was based on a 
“competitive” process: it measured the levels of health of the Eritrean center in a 
comparative way, with respect to the hygienic conditions of the imperial territories 
of other European nations. With their studies, health officials provided the implicit 
confirmation of the possibility of exploitation of the newly formed colony: the area 
conquered presented—in the physicians’ words—characteristics that were, if not 
favorable, at least better than those of other territories, in relation to prospects for 
European settlement and economic development, prospects that were not ham-
pered by “dangerous” factors pertaining to the “natural” sphere. 

In the last years of the nineteenth century, however, the attention given to Mas-
sawa, in the framework of the Italian studies of colonial medicine, lessened; this 
shift was linked to the reduction in the number of sailors engaged in the control of 
the African possession, to the interest aroused in medical science by the campaign 
of Adua (1896), and to the transfer of the governmental institutions to Asmara, 
on the Eritrean plateau (1987). The analysis of the sanitary conditions of Massawa 
was therefore no longer pivotal in Italian studies of colonial medicine, which now 
concentrated on identifying the problems of war surgery “in the tropics”; on exam-
ining the epidemic situation of the inland regions of Abyssinia; and subsequently, 
following the occupation of Libya in 1911, on analyzing climate and nosography of 
the new conquered regions.

However, Italian physicians resumed the observation of the hygienic and cli-
matic conditions of the Eritrean port in 1935–36, in conjunction with the Ethiopi-
an campaign and the declaration of the Fascist empire. In the period of preparation 
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for the campaign, during the conflict, and in the phase of demobilization, Massawa 
played a crucial logistical role, but it also acquired a symbolic weight in propaganda 
representations. Much of the Italian military contingent bound for Ethiopia passed 
through the Eritrean port: about 250,000 of the almost half a million soldiers, an 
unprecedented number of white troops sent overseas for a colonial war;22 as Aldo 
Castellani, one of the most famous tropicalists of the peninsula and now entrusted 
with the hygienic organization of the conflict, wrote, it was a number that “caused 
many to tremble.”23 With the Ethiopian campaign colonial warfare in fact became 
“modern,” “mass” war, owing to the huge deployment of means and men by the 
Fascist regime.24 

To cope with the quantitative scale of the war, Massawa was transformed into 
a center for staging and treating wounded and sick soldiers waiting to be repa-
triated in eight navy hospital ships—which, when at Massawa, served as floating 
hospitals.25 The massiveness of the conflict confronted the military medical service 
with the complex task of ensuring the protection of a large number of white people 
under changing environmental conditions. Massawa itself reemerged as a “climatic 
specter,” threatening the safety of white colonial settlers, despite the rationalization 
of the medical service that had ensured a reduction in the mortality from disease 
among the troops. In 1936 the physician Alcibiade Andruzzi, health director of 
the Ministry of the Colonies, wrote, “Here . . . we will not mention the hygienic 
problems that had to be solved at the beginning of the overseas expedition in East 
Africa, when it was necessary to ensure that our wonderful soldiers and our hard-
working laborer[s] arrived at the Ethiopian Plateau in perfect health, hundreds of 
thousands of whom, I say hundreds of thousands, flocked to the port of Massawa, 
where climate conditions, as is well known, are unfavorable.”26 

Castellani’s view was in line with prevailing opinions. He stated the following 
to the press in December 1935: “My personal idea is that the countries I have trav-
elled in are a promised land. Massawa must evidently be maintained in its role 
of ‘Gateway to the Colony,’ where conditions are much harsher for Europeans[,] 
but the Tigray Region seems to me a kind of tropical extension of the Alps and 
the Apennines.”27 He worked on the civil health organization of the port, propos-
ing substantial modifications to improve the hygienic situation, which “until a 
few weeks ago was more similar to an infected, filthy bilge, its hospital in horrible 
conditions.”28 To prevent Massawa’s “climatically” dangerous environment from 
harming the soldiers arriving in Eritrea debilitated by their sea transport, the mili-
tary medical services, supervised by Castellani, had newly landed troops taken di-
rectly to the Eritrean plateau without stopping in the “dangerous” low-lying plain.29 

Interviewed by newspapers during the campaign, Castellani mentioned several 
times the colony’s climate and the effects of its “tropical” conditions on the physi-
ology of newly landed Italians. An article titled “Un esercito senza malattie” (An 
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army with no disease), published 3 December 1935, reported, “Asked by a journal-
ist what ‘the worst scenario’ might be, the senator [i.e., Castellani] replied that ‘the 
worst case would be to get used to this safety,’ and take for granted the possibility 
that Europeans are able [to] adapt to a tropical climate, ‘to the point it is believed to 
be something natural.’ ”30

What worried the colonial physicians of the Fascist period, as it did those of the 
liberal age, was therefore less connected to a specific disease than to the “physical” 
vulnerability of Europeans transferred to the colony. The earliest Italian studies 
of tropical disease reflect, as did later work after a more optimistic but temporary 
phase, the fear that Europeans residing in such regions might not live to their full 
potential, being weakened by physiological factors, which made them vulnerable 
with respect to the indigenous population. This concern was not “measured” in 
absolute terms but rather by comparison to the state of health of the colonized and 
their ability to flourish in their own environment amid the diseases that charac-
terized it. 
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V Two Incredible Warships
Italian Ships across the Centuries
FRANCESCO ZAMPIERI  

Writing in 1893, Maj. Cristoforo Manfredi (an officer of the Regio 
Eser cito, Italy’s Royal Army) argued that Italy had never understood 
whether it was a continental or a maritime power. He argued that it 

was both but that the sea was the key to its future development: “We fought for 
unity and independence and we have won. Now we have to fight for prosperity. . . . 
We must give the Italian State what it needs to be respected, feared and, as a result, 
prosperous. A great nation that is not respected and feared cannot be prosperous. 
Our field of expansion is the sea, and beyond the sea.”1 This was the road map for 
a number of opinion makers and politicians. In fact, however, there were several 
roadblocks to Italian sea power: shortages of natural resources, economic poverty, 
lack of commercial mindset, a difficult geopolitical situation, and national tradi-
tions according to which Italians were more farmers than seamen. 

THE RIVALRY BETWEEN THE KINGDOM OF ITALY AND  
THE THIRD FRENCH REPUBLIC
After Italy’s national unification, the potential enemies of the new kingdom were 
France and the Habsburg empire: two giants compared to the new state. The 
Habsburg empire was a continental power; France would have been able to at-
tack Italy from both the land and the sea. The Alps protected Italy from a possible 
ground invasion, while the long and undefended coastline was exposed to threats 
from the west, east, and south. If the Italian army remained “in being” in the Po 
valley, it could defeat any enemy that attacked across the Alps or through Savona 
and Genoa, but the long, low, and sandy coasts of the Italian Peninsula were suitable 
for amphibious landings. To avoid this danger, Italy needed a navy, one powerful 
enough to acquire command of the sea and destroy enemy transports and the troops 
on board. 

Therefore, a realistic military strategy suggested keeping many troops in the 
islands and near the vulnerable coastlines, with the aim to disrupt any enemy’s 
amphibious landing. In fact, the national government feared possible riots or even 
secessionist movements in the less-developed regions of the kingdom. An invasion 
could have been a “booster” for an insurgency. In addition to that, however, it was 
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necessary to have an adequate military reserve, whereas the railways, needed to 
ensure easy mobility for this reserve, were near enough to the coasts to be exposed 
to enemy naval gunfire. The rivalry with France increased in the years following 
national unification (1860–66), especially after the Congress of Berlin (1878) and 
the occupation of Tunisia by France (1881). For this reason, France was identified 
as the main enemy of the new Italian state.2 

Against so formidable an opponent it was necessary to improve the fleet, and 
this was the goal of Italian naval policy until World War I. The primary political 
and military objective of the Italian government was the defense of the western 
frontiers, both terrestrial and maritime. The task of countering the French fleet in 
the Tyrrhenian Sea and in the western Mediterranean appeared extremely prob-
lematic for the Italian navy. In Italy there was a perception that its navy was inferior 
to that of France, and this perception was correct. Indeed, until the 1880s, a com-
parison between the French navy and the Regia Marina (Italy’s Royal Navy) proves 
the superiority of the former over the latter: France had nineteen battleships in 
service and Italy only ten.3 

This situation was worsened by the long diplomatic isolation that Italy experi-
enced, from 1866 to 1882. In this period, only naval diplomacy could be effective: 
showing the flag, supporting national workers abroad, promoting Italian economic 
enterprises, and reestablishing national prestige. Above all, therefore, the Regia 
Marina was seen by the national leadership as essential to Italy’s geopolitical and 
diplomatic aspirations in the Mediterranean. In 1864 the Squadra d’Evoluzione—
basically, the core of the fleet—was engaged in the crisis of Tunis, in an interna-
tional peacekeeping operation that also involved British and French warships. The 
Kingdom of Italy—just a few years after unification—had become a power with 
capabilities of power projection from the sea. 

Relatedly, the government saw in the navy a tool to increase Italy’s international 
standing and achieve national political ambitions. The circumnavigation of the 
globe between January 1866 and March 1868 by the corvette Magenta—the first 
Italian warship to accomplish it—was the initial demonstration of the wider geo-
political ambitions of the kingdom. The Italian government intended during this 
cruise to establish official relations and conclude treaties of friendship and trade 
with Japan and China, to the advantage of the domestic textile industry and the silk 
trade. In Tokyo, Magenta’s commanding officer, Cdr. Vittorio Arminjon, signed 
Italy’s first treaty of friendship, trade, and navigation with Japan, by which Italy 
was recognized as a “most favored nation.” He concluded and signed with China 
a similar treaty, which opened sixteen Chinese ports to Italian trade and allowed 
Italy (in a privilege already granted to Britain and France) to establish diplomats in 
Beijing rather than in Tianjin, on the Bohai Sea.
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Third, the Regia Marina was very important in the foundation of the Italian co-
lonial empire. From the 1860s, the navy acquired bases along the African coast of 
the Red Sea. It was a private firm, the Rubattino shipping company, that launched 
the first phase of Italian colonial expansionism, by purchasing the Bay of Assab, 
on the Eritrean coast, in 1869. However, the navy was assigned to improve local 
port facilities, and in the 1870s and early 1880s, naval crews built the first port 
installations in an Italian colony. The navy was now the main instrument of Italian 
colonialism in the Red Sea. 

THE (IM)BALANCE OF POWER BETWEEN FRANCE AND ITALY 

Despite its ambitions, the Kingdom of Italy was weaker than the French Republic. 
France was a great power in the European and North African areas of interest, 
whereas the kingdom was perceived as a small power or an ambitious challenger 
without credibility. From the economic point of view, the situation was favorable 
to France but not to the Kingdom of Italy. The growth of Mediterranean Sea trade 
was an advantage to France. In the second half of the nineteenth century, the Ital-
ian merchant fleet was afflicted by manifest technological backwardness: it was one 
of the last fleets to complete the transition from sail to steam. Even in the coast-
ing trades, Italian shipping suffered in the competition with foreign fleets that had 
adopted steam propulsion and iron hulls. Consequently, the Italian merchant fleet 
oriented its commercial activities toward the ports of the Black Sea and the Dan-
ube, as well as the coasts of Dalmatia, Croatia-Istria, Tunisia, and France (on the 
Mediterranean), where the technological gap could to some extent be offset. 

The situation became untenable after 1870. The opening of the Suez Canal 
(1869) was a disaster for the Italian merchant fleet; the wind patterns of the Red Sea 
prevented Italian sailing ships from taking that route and forced them to take the 
longer and more expensive route around the Cape of Good Hope. As a result, the 
Italian merchant navy began to decline. The opening of the Alpine passes—which 
could have transformed the Italian Peninsula into a hub for goods coming from the 
rest of Europe—did not help the Italian merchant navy either. The real winners in 
the Mediterranean-route competition were the French port of Marseille and the 
Austrian port of Trieste; Italian ports played only secondary roles.4 

Whatever the deficiencies of the port system, the lack of iron-hulled and steam-
powered ships was largely owing to the high cost of, primarily, iron and coal. To 
overcome that obstacle, a large supply of money for investment in the maritime 
industries was needed, but Italian shipping companies were small and found this 
very difficult.5 

Another vulnerability of the merchant navy was the large gap between imports 
and exports. Heavy goods (coal, metals, cotton, and corn) came into Italian ports 
in quantities four times what was exported. This meant that Italian ports were full 
of foreign ships unloading foreign products instead of Italian ships being loaded; 
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there were few products that the limited agricultural and industrial hinterland of 
the country could offer for export. A proactive maritime trade policy would have 
allowed greater development for a primarily agricultural economy like the Italian 
one. It would have been better to use Italian, not foreign, ships for imports, to re-
duce costs and increase the value of its exports. 

The nation’s industrial capabilities too were very limited. Until the 1880s there 
were no steel and shipbuilding industries in Italy comparable to the foreign en-
terprises, yet these two industries were important for transforming Italy from an 
agricultural to an industrial economy. To promote shipbuilding, the state supported 
numerous investments, first to ensure autonomous capacity in military construc-
tion. The Società degli Alti Forni, Fonderie ed Acciaierie di Terni (known as Terni), 
for example, was founded on 10 March 1884, thanks to the efforts of Minister of the 
Navy Benedetto Brin, a naval architect who would later become foreign minister.6 
The minister wanted to create an armor-manufacturing industry for the battleships 
of the Regia Marina. The Franco Tosi (founded in 1881) and Breda (1886) compa-
nies both benefited from public funding granted either directly from the state or 
through banks. This public funding attracted numerous national and international 
investors, especially banks, to the steel industry and shipbuilding.7 

Benedetto Brin could be considered the father of the new Regia Marina that 
emerged after the 1866 defeat at Lissa (during the Third War of Italian Indepen-
dence, against the Habsburg empire), which had been a shock for the country and 
its navy. From Lissa came a spirit of revenge and a decision to build a powerful 
navy. The steps of this process were the introduction into service of modern war-
ships (first the Caio Duilio class), the foundation of a national naval academy in 
Livorno (1881), and the definition of a new naval strategy and doctrine. By 1890, 
the Regia Marina was, with the U.S. Navy, the world’s third largest. 

THE BUILDING OF THE CAIO DUILIO CLASS
The decision to build the Duilio class marked the renaissance of the Regia Marina. 
Under the leadership of successive navy ministers Adm. Simone de Saint-Bon (in 
office 1873–76 and 1891–92) and Benedetto Brin (1876–78, 1884–92, and 1896–
98) the goal was the realization of a new navy to suit a new “Grand Fleet” doctrine. 
The plan was based on building armored battleships (first the eleven-thousand-ton 
Caio Duilio class, designed by Brin during de Saint-Bon’s ministry), selling thirty-
three older units (de Saint-Bon’s Naval Alienation Act, 31 March 1875), and rolling 
budgetary savings into new naval programs. The aim of the Grand Fleet doctrine 
was to use the latest technologies in armor, speed, and firepower to develop large 
battleships with iron hulls and superior combat characteristics, allowing Italy to re-
gain a leading role in sea power and to reduce the imbalance with the French navy. 

Brin, then a naval engineer, was ordered to design a ship with the thickest armor 
and the highest speed possible. In 1876 the Regia Marina launched Caio Duilio, the 
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most provocative design of the 1870s. The Duilio-class vessels were the first ships 
to have an “armored citadel.” The two ships of the class (Duilio and Enrico Dando-
lo) were armed with four 100-ton, 17.7-inch (450 mm) Armstrong guns. The four 
monster guns were in two armored rotating turrets, enclosed in a heavily armored 
central redoubt or barbette. The two battleships were also the first to have torpedo 
launchers. When they entered service, the two Duilios were the most powerful war-
ships in the world. 

The ships had side armor belts 550 mm (21.5 in.) thick, of Creusot-Schneider 
steel rather than wrought iron: they were the first warships with all-steel armor. 
Some steel was also used in the otherwise-iron hull; other characteristics were a 
speed of fifteen knots, very low profile, absence of sails, and an important surviv-
ability feature: compartmentation (cofferdams) above and below the waterline. The 
armor had to be so thick in case any competitor introduced similar guns, and to 
manage its weight Brin settled on a heavily armored citadel less than a third of the 
length of the ship. The Italian Duilio class even had a “hangar” built in the stern to 
accommodate a torpedo boat. 

Despite the very long construction tempo—Duilio was laid down in 1872, 
launched in 1876, and commissioned in 1880—the class epitomizes in retrospect 
the transitional stage of battleship design in the 1870s. In Britain, the Royal Navy 
responded with the very similar HMS Inflexible (1876): bigger (11,880 tons dis-
placement) but slower and undergunned (sixteen-inch muzzle-loading rifled guns) 
in comparison.

According to the historian Marco Rimanelli, “Once launched, the Duilio and 
Dandolo proved to be highly efficient in speed, firepower, manoeuvrability and 
armor, immediately becoming between 1876 and the 1880s the most powerful new 
battleships in the world, clearly superior to the HMS Inflexible and 1879 French 
Amiral Duperré (10,486 tons), or any other warship.”8

Many observers believed that all existing warships had been rendered obsolete 
and vulnerable by the new Italian battleships. According to Benedetto Brin’s La 
nostra Marina Militare, the former Controller of the Navy and Third Lord of the 
Admiralty Adm. Robert Spencer Robinson said that the traditionally second-rate 
Italian battle fleet had been improved by the two superpowerful Duilios. In the 
same book, Admiral Brin wrote that a U.S. “Senator Bonjean” criticized the U.S. 
Navy’s obsolescence, saying that “the Italian Navy’s Duilio alone could easily de-
stroy our whole fleet.”9 The building of the Duilio class, then, constituted a new 
approach to naval problems. 

 
We can identify some constants in Italian naval history through the centuries. 
The first is the ability to learn from fighting, whether after victories (World War 
I) or defeats (Lissa and World War II). The second is the search for technological 
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supremacy through innovative ideas (dreadnoughts, missiles, and shipboard heli-
copters). For example, the Duilio class had a stern well deck that could be ballast-
ed and deballasted to operate a small torpedo boat: the idea was to project offensive 
capabilities far from the warship. Before World War I, the dreadnought concept 
originated in a 1903 article by an Italian naval officer (Vittorio Cuniberti). After 
World War II the Italian navy (now the Marina Militare) was the first European 
navy to embark antisubmarine helicopters on frigates and one of the two first (with 
the Royal Netherlands Navy) to complete the transition from sole reliance on guns 
to missiles. The result of this process was what is today a small but ambitious navy, 
centered on technological advantages and the human factor.

THE ITALIAN NAVY IN THE 1950S AND 1960S 

By the late 1950s Italy had launched its second naval rejuvenation program after 
World War II; the emphasis was on technologically advanced weapon systems and 
Italian-made components. During Italy’s “economic miracle” period, the Chief of 
Naval Staff, Adm. Corso Pecori Giraldi, proposed to increase the navy to two hun-
dred thousand tons in combatants, fifty thousand tons in auxiliaries, forty-eight 
naval fixed-wing aircraft, and thirty naval helicopters. He considered this the level 
required to fulfill naval missions. The gap between aspiration and reality was tre-
mendous: in 1960, the Italian navy had 114,000 tons in combatants, only fifty thou-
sand tons of which was modern, with sixty-four thousand tons being very old.

Despite the lack of modern warships, the Italian navy now focused on mod-
ern naval technology. It was one of the first in Europe to switch from heavy naval 
gunnery to missiles and to embark antisubmarine warfare (ASW) helicopters on 
frigates and small vessels (the first Italian naval aviation helicopter squadron was 
formed in 1956). All new major warships were equipped with flight decks and the 
Bergamini frigates were the world’s first warships with flight decks and hangars for 
helicopters. The missions of their helicopters were, primarily, to conduct ASW and 
protect the ships from air attacks. 

The 1957–58 procurements allowed for missiles to be installed on the cruiser 
Giuseppe Garibaldi (built in 1936, now under modernization), on the new mis-
sile/helicopter cruisers Andrea Doria and Caio Duilio (completed in 1962–63), two 
missile destroyers, Intrepido and Impavido (completed in 1961–62), four ASW frig-
ates of the Bergamini class (completed in 1960–61), and the first two diesel-electric 
powered submarines of the Toti class. Other requests were repeatedly rebuffed by 
the politicians, owing to their indifference and opposition to any expansive spend-
ing, as well as to interservice rivalries. 

In the 1960s, with the third post–World War II naval program, there came 
the missile and helicopter cruiser Vittorio Veneto, two guided-missile frigates 
of the Soldato class, four corvettes of the Pietro de Cristofaro class, the other two 
diesel-electric attack submarines of the Toti class—the quietest submarines in the 
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Mediterranean—and some patrol torpedo boats. The 1966 program, canceled be-
cause of the crisis that followed the “economic miracle,” would have provided the 
Italian navy with a further missile/helicopter cruiser (to have been named Trieste 
or Italia) and maybe as many as four new missile destroyers and four new escorts. 

THE ITALIAN NAVY AND NUCLEAR CAPABILITIES IN THE LATE 1950S 

In the second half of the 1950s, the Italian navy was very interested in new mis-
sile technology for antiair warfare but also for nuclear deterrence. The U.S. Navy 
was developing the Polaris intermediate-range ballistic missile (IRBM) for the new 
George Washington–class nuclear-powered ballistic missile submarines (SSBNs), 
and the Italian navy studied the new weapon for its own purposes. The U.S. Navy’s 
idea to embark the Polaris not only on board submarines but also on surface war-
ships caught the eye of the Italian navy as well. 

In February 1959, the U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings published an article in 
which Capt. Charles Raymond Calhoun, commander of Destroyer Flotilla 4 of the 
Atlantic Fleet, proposed fitting the Polaris missile on board the new destroyers of 
the Mitscher class.10 The Navy’s planning was oriented to putting the Polaris on 
board auxiliary ships and also warships with capable antiair armament. In particu-
lar, the service was studying the possibility of installing the new IRBM on board 
the nuclear-powered guided-missile cruiser USS Long Beach, then under construc-
tion. Capt. Gino De Giorgi, Italian representative to NATO’s Supreme Allied Com-
mander Atlantic headquarters in Norfolk, Virginia, confirmed this report to the 
Italian Chief of Naval Staff.11

The U.S. Navy rejected very quickly the idea of IRBMs on auxiliary ships, but it 
continued to favor their installation on surface warships. This interest was a con-
sequence of its clash with the U.S. Air Force regarding control of the nuclear deter-
rent. The Air Force believed that by rights it should control all U.S. nuclear weap-
ons, while the Chief of Naval Operations, Adm. Arleigh Burke, argued that Polaris 
was an armament for naval warfare and not only a strategic weapon. 

In Italy the situation was no different. The Italian Armed Forces were not 
equipped with nuclear weapons, and the idea of the Italian navy acquiring the 
Polaris was challenged by the other two services. The air force and army were in-
terested in installing the new nuclear IRBMs at ground bases. Meanwhile, the navy 
paid close attention to the U.S. Navy’s project. 

During 1959, the Italian navy started the preliminary design of an IRBM in-
stallation on board Giuseppe Garibaldi. The initial plan then would have been to 
embark the Polaris as well on the designed units of the Indomito class and of the 
Andrea Doria class. The Italian navy established close contacts with American 
technicians and naval officers to solve the problems of adapting the original Po-
laris systems to Italian warships. The main difficulty was the great expense of the 
required equipment for the employment of missiles. This equipment was designed 
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for oceanic warships, but the Italian needs were different. Finally, with a budget of 
only one hundred million lire, the Italian navy was able to resolve all the technical 
issues of embarking the American missile on Garibaldi. The study also defeated the 
opposition of the air force, pointing to the fact that a ground base for the Polaris 
would have cost more, because new solutions for plant security, logistics, and the 
training of technical personnel would have been necessary. 

The Italian navy’s study projected an overall expense of between three and four 
billion lire for the installation of between fifty-four and fifty-eight Polaris IRBMs 
on twelve warships.12

THE NUCLEAR CAPABILITY OF GIUSEPPE GARIBALDI,  
AND OTHER PROJECTS 

Ultimately, the cruiser Giuseppe Garibaldi was the only Italian warship fitted for 
Polaris missiles. The launch system—an Italian project—was designed and built 
in only six months and required no modification to the ship’s overall rebuilding 
plan. The brilliant designer Capt. Glicerio Azzoni built a very economical launch 
system, costing less than a medium 76/62 mm gun; the the U.S. Navy found it both 
inexpensive and appropriate for its own ships. Its real innovativeness, however, lay 
not in the launch system itself but its data processing—primarily, the calculation of 
the firing ship’s position. 

At the end of October 1961 the cruiser tested the first of the four new silos, 
shooting Polaris dummies. By March 1962 all the silos had been fitted and tested. 
The timing was perfect: the goal had been to have the warship ready to sail to the 
United States that summer. There Garibaldi would test under U.S. Navy oversight 
the Polaris launch system and also that for its Terrier antiaircraft missiles. In the 
event, however, Garibaldi did not sail until 3 September, arriving in Norfolk on the 
14th. The tests were delayed by the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962, but on 
11 November the Italian ship sailed to a test range off San Juan, Puerto Rico, and 
successfully tested the Polaris launch system.13 

The Italian navy thus became the second NATO navy fitted for Polaris missiles. 
Until 1963, when the U.S. Navy started SSBN deployments in the Mediterranean 
Sea, the Italian navy was the only nuclear force in the region—but only in theory. 
Indeed, Washington had not yet delivered the Polaris missiles. Why? It was because 
other allied governments, in particular the British and French, were against Italian 
nuclear ascendancy. 

In the second half of the 1950s, the United States and the United Kingdom had a 
joint strategic missile program, Skybolt. In 1960 the Americans obtained the use of 
a military base in Scotland and agreed to cooperate with London on underground 
nuclear tests. After the Cuban crisis and the failure of Skybolt tests, Washington 
canceled the project and offered London the Polaris system instead. The U.S. gov-
ernment’s proposal was the formal introduction of a British nuclear force for the 
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oncoming Multilateral Force (MLF). The British government agreed to the Ameri-
can proposal but insisted that the sale of Polaris to the Italian navy be stopped. It 
was unacceptable to the United Kingdom for Italy to have a national nuclear deter-
rent. In any case, in the proposed MLF the British nuclear force would be under 
NATO control, while the Italian force would be autonomous. 

The main consequence of the Garibaldi project was proving the technical feasi-
bility of the Multilateral Force, a proposal of the Dwight D. Eisenhower and John 
F. Kennedy administrations meant to reduce the gap vis-à-vis Soviet forces in Eu-
rope. The MLF envisioned a fleet of surface warships armed, in the way envisioned 
for Garibaldi, with nuclear missiles. Nevertheless, the Multilateral Force project 
died very quickly, for reasons unrelated to its technical feasibility. The United King-
dom’s wish to preserve its “special relationship” with the United States, the political 
eclipse of Chancellor Konrad Adenauer of Germany and of President de Gaulle of 
France, and, finally, the demands of the Lyndon Johnson administration’s Great 
Society and the surge of troops in Vietnam sank the MLF.14 

Italy, without American support, tried to develop an autonomous missile capa-
bility. From 1965 to 1969, the team of engineers responsible for Garibaldi’s transfor-
mation worked to develop a new indigenous IRBM, known as Alfa.15 In June 1969 
the new missile was tested, and in 1976 the experimental phase was complete. The 
final goal was to build a missile for the surface warships and submarines of the navy. 

Indeed, from 1959 to 1964 the Italian navy embarked on the ambitious project 
of building the first Italian-made nuclear-powered submarine (SSN, in the English 
initialism), Guglielmo Marconi. Project 1030, or SPN (sottomarino a propulsione 
nucleare, nuclear-powered submarine), was designed by the technical branch of the 
Italian navy and by the CRDA (Cantieri Riuniti dell’Adriatico, Adriatic Shipyards) 
in Monfalcone. The design, very similar to that of the American Skipjack class, was 
a spin-off of the strong cooperation between the Italian and U.S. navies.16 The Ital-
ian SSN would be bigger than the Skipjacks.17 The hull would be built with HY-80 
steel, and the nuclear reactor would be an American design. The armament would 
comprise forty-four 533 mm torpedoes, as compared with the twenty-four of the 
American project. Six of the forty-four torpedoes would be in the launch system 
and the other thirty-eight in a special bay above. In the bay it would be possible to 
store not only the torpedoes but also “special weapons and means” for special-
operations forces, the embarkation of which could be allowed for without extra 
cost. The Italian navy was also designing a national SSBN for the Polaris missiles. 
The idea was an enlarged and enhanced version of Project 1030, armed with six-
teen Polaris missiles. The new project started in 1958. 

But neither the SSN nor SSBN was ever built, owing to opposition from the 
United States and the Italian political world. The American government refused 
to provide vital know-how and, in particular, enriched-uranium fuel; Washington 
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invoked the McMahon Act (the Atomic Energy Act of 1946, forbidding the transfer 
of nuclear-related “restricted data” to foreign nations) and openly questioned its 
usefulness for Italy’s defense. Italy did not accept the British solution of fully inte-
grating its national nuclear component with that of NATO. There was another, se-
cret reason for the American refusal: the U.S. military and intelligence community 
were very worried about the strong Italian Communist Party, which might one day 
be able to force the government to orient itself toward the Soviet Union and against 
Israeli/U.S. policy in the Middle East.

The ambition to build a nuclear-powered submarine remained alive within the 
navy, but the government had very little interest. Despite the technological success-
es that had been achieved and the progress made in the design of the SSN, the 
nuclear and missile programs were closed. The Alfa was never built, only proto-
types; the SSN and SSBN were not built (the name Guglielmo Marconi later went to a 
diesel-electric submarine), and the cruiser Garibaldi, with its silos for Polaris or Alfa 
IRBMs, was decommissioned in 1976. In 1969 Italy had signed the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty, and when it went into effect in 1970 the Italian navy abandoned 
the nuclear path. 

 
These historical vignettes prove the capability and innovativeness of Italian naval 
shipbuilding over the centuries. In the past the Italian navy has sometimes been 
called a “navy of prototypes,” but in fact that epithet, meant to be derogatory, in-
stead offers proof of the energy with which the Italian navy and Italian shipyards 
have pursued shipbuilding innovations.

If one thinks back to the vulnerability of Italy during three crucial periods—after 
unification, immediately after World War II, and during the 1950s and 1960s—it is 
incredible that technological skills like those required for the Caio Duilio class and 
the Giuseppe Garibaldi modernization could have been developed. In the decades 
of the 1860s, 1870s, and 1880s the industrial capabilities of the country were very 
poor, and foreign aid was necessary to the birth of an industrial complex. 

One century later, the situation was not better: the country was reviving after 
the destruction of World War II, and the nightmare prospect of nuclear warfare 
was vivid. Although its skills in high-technology production were slight, the tech-
nical branch of the Italian navy, in partnership with national industry, was able to 
develop incredible projects.

The Duilio class was to be overtaken very quickly by technological advances in 
an era of naval uncertainty; Garibaldi and the nuclear ambitions of the Italian navy 
were frustrated by the inadequacies of political leadership and the evolution of the 
Cold War. During the nineteenth century, the main barrier to Italian naval devel-
opment was that actual construction took too long at a time when technology was 
racing forward. This was the consequence of the country’s economic poverty and 

N O T E S  



 TWO INCREDIBLE WARSHIPS 55 54 NEW INTERPRETATIONS IN NAVAL HISTORY

of the slow improvement of its national industry. In the second half of the twentieth 
century, the main constraint on the Italian navy was a different form of economic 
inadequacy: it would have been possible to build a nuclear submarine or operate 
IRBMs, but the expenditure would have been lethal for the rest of the fleet. A single 
nuclear submarine, which would have required the bulk of the budget, would have 
been a white elephant and a primary target for an enemy.

The IRBM launch system on Garibaldi was very smart in technical and financial 
terms but was out of step with the larger technological and operational trends: the 
first deployment of the SSBN George Washington in the Mediterranean proved that 
submarines were the most effective platform for nuclear deterrence.

Nevertheless, it is important to pay tribute to the Italian navy, to acknowledge 
the merit of its innovative technological solutions to challenges—not only the Caio 
Duilio class and Garibaldi’s IRBM launcher that we have discussed but many oth-
ers as well: the fast torpedo boat during World War I, the midget submarines for 
special operations during World War II, and in the late 1950s the adoption of the 
helicopter and the fitting of flight decks on all its warships.18  

 1 Cristoforo Manfredi, L’Italia dev’essere potenza terre-
stre o marittima? (Rome: Enrico Voghera, 1893), p. 
36.

 2 France continued to be the primary enemy of Italy 
after the alliance among Italy, the German Empire, 
and the Austro-Hungarian Empire (1882). As a 
result, Italian maritime strategy from 1882 to 1914 
counted on naval support in the Mediterranean 
from allies of the Triple Alliance, as well as from 
Britain, whose competition with France was used 
by Italy to its advantage. Therefore, Italy was able 
to obtain from the German and Austro-Hungarian 

empires real commitments to joint military in-
tervention in the Mediterranean Sea (first and 
second naval conventions of the Triple Alliance, 
1900 and 1913). According to these treaties, Italy 
was responsible for preventing French troops from 
being transported from the African colonies to the 
Rhine frontier. Furthermore, the Italian navy was 
to fight the French navy for command of the Tyr-
rhenian Sea and the Mediterranean as a whole. To 
improve its naval capabilities, the Italian govern-
ment increased its funding. From 1881—the year 
when France occupied Tunisia, ending its “peaceful 
coexistence” with Italy—the budget of the navy 
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progressively grew, reaching an average of about 
118 million lire between fiscal years 1887–88 and 
1905–1906. Furthermore, from 1896–97 onward 
the increase was constant (except one brief decline) 
and sharply accelerated in the fiscal year 1906–1907, 
when there was a significant increase of 25.5 million 
lire over the previous year. However, the greatest 
leap, of 81.2 million lire, occurred in fiscal year 
1910–11.
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the Magenta and Provence classes. There were also 
seven central-battery ships (Friedland, Richelieu, 
three of the Océan class, two of the Colbert class) 
and one iron-hulled battleship (Redoutable). The 
Regia Marina had two of the wooden-hulled For-
midabile class, four of the iron-hulled Regina Maria 
Pia class, one turret ram (Affondatore), and three 
ships of the Principe Amedeo and Roma classes, 
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public funding was feasible only in partnership with 
municipalities and provinces, which did nothing to 
correct the economic imbalance favoring the north.
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The Law of 23 July 1881, n. 339, created the Navi-
gazione Generale Italiana from the merger of the 
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(Raffaele Rubattino e C. and Ignazio e Vincenzo 
Florio e C.). Nevertheless, modernization of the 
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tion and stamp duties, insurance, etc.) that were 
significantly higher than abroad. Laws of 1885 and 
of 13 June 1910, n. 306, finally introduced measures 
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duties.
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and Venice) and also to the private shipyards 
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VI The Fleet That Never Was
The Royal Navy’s Plans for the Future in 1914
CHRISTOPHER M. BUCKEY  

The founding editor of a popular military history periodical once declared 
a counterfactual—specifically, “What if?”—to be “the historian’s favorite 
secret question.”1 Speculating about what-ifs is, while entertaining, generally 

unproductive—the stuff of “idle parlour game[s]” and tawdry novels.2 The poten-
tial ramifications of different results multiply so fast that useful analysis becomes 
impossible almost immediately. Even simple what-ifs—for instance, Hood surviv-
ing its fateful duel with Bismarck at the Denmark Strait—offer little room for useful 
commentary. However, in some rare cases enough source material exists to allow a 
productive answer to a historian’s what-if.

The British Admiralty’s intentions for future strategy and procurement in a 
1914 in which no guns of August fired is one such case. As any complex bureau-
cratic organization worth its bureaucracy, the Royal Navy generated plans for the 
future in matters such as manpower requirements, shipbuilding programs, base- 
infrastructure improvements, and operational deployments. Enough such internal 
planning documents prepared within the Admiralty from December 1913 through 
to the end of July 1914 survive to demonstrate the Royal Navy’s anticipated future 
evolution to a surprising degree. Thorough analysis of this material challenges sev-
eral widespread narratives about the prewar Admiralty.

Much has been written about an incipient revolution in the Royal Navy’s force 
structure impelled by the dynamic young First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston 
Churchill.3 Principally advocated by Nicholas Lambert, this line of thought claims 
the dreadnought battleship was on its way out of favor and that in its place would be 
torpedo-armed flotilla craft operating above and below water. This change in force 
structure would save money and manpower, the former being especially attractive 
to the increasingly beleaguered Liberal government to which Churchill belonged. 
In particular, Lambert goes so far as to declare that only the July crisis and the 
subsequent outbreak of war prevented this revolution from being made manifest.4

Lambert’s thesis, termed “substitution policy,” is an attractive suggestion that ties 
together many disparate strands of prewar Royal Navy development. Further, on 
first reading it appears well supported by archival evidence. For instance, Churchill 
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seems to have earnestly desired a “torpedo revolution” whereby expensive dread-
noughts would be replaced—or at least supplemented—by smaller torpedo-armed 
craft. As the First Lord told Foreign Secretary Sir Edward Grey in late 1913, the 
only alternative to the continuous financial headache of dreadnought construction 
would be to “try to invent a new type of ship. But what? Nothing as yet is to hand.”5 
Two such new types of ship were developing at this time: the large steam-powered 
“fleet submarine” and a “torpedo cruiser” similar enough to the old Victorian tor-
pedo ram Polyphemus to be referred to by that name.6 Despite this and other tan-
talizing bits of evidence, closer examination reveals that reports of a revolution in 
British naval affairs in 1914 are greatly exaggerated.

 
It must generally be admitted that Lambert is quite correct in emphasizing the 
depth of the crisis that the 1914–15 Navy Estimates provoked within H. H. 
Asquith’s Liberal cabinet when first submitted.7 The near revolt by Chancellor of 
the Exchequer David Lloyd George and the other “radical” members of the cabinet 
over the matter is well attested.8 Their demands for a reduction in the year’s dread-
nought order from four ships to two horrified Churchill and the sea lords. Such a 
reduced building tempo would imperil the cabinet-approved standard of 60 per-
cent superiority in capital ships over Germany (itself a replacement for the previous 
“Two Power Standard,” which German expansion had rendered both unaffordable 
and obsolete).9 Even the Admiralty’s proposal of four dreadnoughts would “only 
just” maintain the standard.10 In cabinet debate, Churchill held a four-dreadnought 
building program to be absolutely sacrosanct.

Back at the Admiralty, Churchill was far less dogmatic. Nor was he unsympa-
thetic to the radicals’ demands—until becoming First Lord in late 1911, he had 
been one of their number. Furthermore, like his unofficial (and sometimes un-
heeded) advisor John, Lord Fisher, Churchill was passionate about modernizing 
the Royal Navy, especially in terms of introducing new technologies to achieve 
this. Perhaps the most obvious example was Churchill’s enthusiasm for naval avia-
tion. Since becoming First Lord, he had turned the Naval Wing of the Royal Flying 
Corps into the world’s largest naval aviation organization by 1914 and had even 
grander designs in mind when the Royal Naval Air Service (RNAS) was established 
by name on 1 July.11 One of its future duties would be coastal patrol in support of 
the local defense flotillas of older destroyers and torpedo boats.12 A further expan-
sion of duties was in train: the navy’s first aircraft carrier, Ark Royal, was funded 
under the 1914–15 estimates, and there were hopes that a larger and faster vessel 
might be ordered in 1915–16.13 The Admiralty clearly hoped the RNAS, combined 
with resumed airship construction, would someday fill the reconnaissance gap left 
by the abandonment of destroyer patrols off the German coast in 1912, patrols 
that had formed a key part of British war plans against Germany.14 The aircraft was 
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not intended to remain a pure reconnaissance asset, however: prototype torpedo 
bombers were under construction, albeit as of August 1914 only one had success-
fully dropped a torpedo.15 Nonetheless, in the face of extremely limited funds, the 
air arm’s development remained circumscribed. Given that naval aircraft were still 
largely experimental, First Sea Lord Prince Louis of Battenberg had good reason to 
prefer spending more money on cruisers that could scout for the fleet instead of on 
experimental aviation.16

The dilemma of having to fund either cruisers or aircraft instead of both illus-
trates the Admiralty’s cardinal problem. The pressing maritime needs of the empire 
had to be balanced against fiscal realities and the internal politics of the Liberal 
parliamentary majority. Many Liberals were aghast at the sums spent on the Royal 
Navy, and the previous Liberal First Lords, Baron Tweedmouth and Reginald Mc-
Kenna, had found the task of satisfying both the Admiralty and their party akin to 
squaring the circle. Churchill’s experience proved no different, although he went 
to more and greater creative lengths than his predecessors in search of a solution. 
Hence the hope for new ship types he expressed to Grey.

This was the background of the proposals now grouped together as “substitu-
tion policy.” Running out of financial room to maneuver, Churchill was prepared 
to resort to radical means in the interests of the Admiralty as well as of peace, 
retrenchment, and reform. To this end, on Christmas Day 1913 he asked First Sea 
Lord Battenberg, Second Sea Lord Sir John Jellicoe, and Third Sea Lord Sir Ar-
chibald Gordon Moore to consider “an extraordinary substitution programme.”17 
At the time, the Admiralty’s shipbuilding program for 1914–15 comprised four 
dreadnoughts, four light cruisers of the Town type, twenty destroyers, ten first-
class torpedo boats of a new design comparable to Fisher’s “coastal destroyers,” and 
eight submarines.18 Unlike much of the proposed program, the details of the four 
dreadnoughts remained basically fixed: three would be repeats or improved ver-
sions of the previous year’s Royal Sovereign class—named Renown, Repulse, and 
Resistance—while the fourth would be a sixth Queen Elizabeth, Agincourt.19 Resis-
tance and Agincourt were to be built in the Royal Dockyards, Renown and Repulse 
by private enterprise. The difference in procedure between dockyard and private 
shipbuilding is important to keep in mind as to what would have happened next.20 
Meanwhile, the cabinet crisis of December–January brought immediate reductions: 
the torpedo boats were eliminated and the destroyer order cut in half, to ten.21

As described so far, nothing about this was much different from the horse-trading 
that usually happened when the estimates were being drawn up. But Churchill’s 
proposals were indeed extraordinary—on 16 January he asked Moore to replace 
the four Towns and ten destroyers with ten smaller Arethusa-class scout cruisers 
and £1,650,000 worth of “submarines and miscellaneous small craft.”22 The differ-
ence between the light cruisers of the Town and Arethusa types is critical. Briefly, 
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the Towns represented a revival of the old second-class cruiser, a vessel capable 
of independent cruising and commerce protection on distant stations but also of 
fleet operations.23 The Arethusas were smaller, faster ships meant for fleet scouting 
duties, to which end they carried a thin belt of side armor and had less steaming 
endurance than the Towns. They were the progenitors of a series of small cruisers 
perhaps best described as “North Sea scouts.”24 This difference in rationale between 
the Towns and Arethusas has been obscured by Churchill’s decision to simplify 
cruiser nomenclature by abolishing the class terminology and grouping all smaller 
cruisers as “light cruisers.”25

Churchill’s volcanic mind did not go dormant after this proposal. Six days later, 
he minuted Moore, suggesting replacement of the dockyard-built Resistance with 
fourteen submarines of an improved “E class” design.26 The E-class was the most 
modern British submarine design available for series production and was thought 
capable of sustained operations off the German Bight. Equipped with proper wire-
less equipment, the E-class boats could perform the same reconnaissance duties 
as the old inshore destroyer patrols or the hoped-for aircraft flights. Churchill’s 
minute to Moore did not make any of this explicit, but it was undoubtedly his rea-
soning, especially given his codicil that “the whole batch might be ready by June 
1917”—in other words, by Resistance’s projected date of completion.27 This request 
cannot have come as a surprise to the Third Sea Lord, as Churchill had already 
asked him—cautioning him of the need for extreme secrecy—how many subma-
rines could be built for the same price as Resistance.28 

Such substitutions in the construction program would have marked a major 
change in Admiralty policy. Capital ships had been dropped from construction 
programs before, and ship types were often shuffled during consideration of ship-
building programs.29 But never, at least in recent precedent, had a capital ship been 
replaced by small craft. Calling Churchill’s proposal a “revolution” goes too far, but 
it was certainly a break with conventional thinking. This is why it is all the more 
extraordinary that the First Lord seems to have quickly walked his proposal back. 
No more is heard of replacing Resistance or any other of the year’s dreadnoughts 
for several months. Why did Churchill abandon the idea? We may never know, as 
none of the sea lords’ responses survive. A thousand reasons can be speculated, all 
of which have equal (negative) evidence in their favor.

Whatever transpired in January 1914, the First Lord was sufficiently discour-
aged to refrain from discussing substitution for several months. Considering 
Churchill’s well-earned reputation for holding on to his pet ideas, this surely must 
have counted as a victory for opponents of substitution policy within the Admi-
ralty, if indeed they ever existed. But the matter did ultimately resurface, at the very 
end of May 1914. On 1 June, Churchill minuted the rest of the Board of Admiralty, 
“I cannot help feeling misgivings about the torpedo-boat policy on which we have 
provisionally decided.”30
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According to Lord Fisher’s correspondence with his protégé Jellicoe, Prince 
Louis of Battenberg had by this time been won over to some form of substitution.31 
Churchill’s new proposal was to substitute four more light cruisers for the remain-
ing ten destroyers and replace a dreadnought with a price-equivalent order for sub-
marines. This would bring, he wrote Third Sea Lord Moore, “a considerable relief 
in 1915–16.”32 It is surely no coincidence that Lloyd George’s budget was under 
considerable fire in Parliament at the same time, greatly encouraging conscientious 
members of the cabinet to find financial economies.33 Churchill may have won the 
battle over the 1914–15 estimates, but he could not overlook his duty to support his 
friend whenever possible.

The upshot of all this is that by July there were several potential courses open for 
a putative substitution policy. The major options were

• Replacing one dreadnought with six torpedo cruisers
• Replacing one dreadnought with fifteen submarines
• Replacing ten destroyers with either four light cruisers or four flotilla lead-

ers and four submarines
• Some combination of the above

If all these possibilities were put into practice, the 1914–15 construction program 
would be either

 a. two dreadnoughts, eight light cruisers, six torpedo cruisers, two flotilla  
  leaders, and twenty-three submarines
 or
 b. two dreadnoughts, four light cruisers, six torpedo cruisers, six flotilla  
  leaders, and twenty-seven submarines.

All the foregoing is indisputable and borne out by primary sources. It is a fact 
that throughout the early summer of 1914 substitution of some form was under 
consideration and that Churchill was its foremost advocate. What happened during 
the summer is far murkier and extremely contentious.

A new and somewhat obscure character is the key to what happened next. Vice-
Adm. Sir Frederick Hamilton had been chosen to replace Sir John Jellicoe as 
Second Sea Lord, while Jellicoe himself would succeed Sir George Callaghan as 
Commander-in-Chief (C-in-C) Home Fleets at the end of the year. In a bit of con-
scientious paperwork, Hamilton wrote up his personal understanding of the pro-
posed changes in construction policy as a memorandum that he sent to Jellicoe and 
Third Sea Lord Moore for comment.34 The resulting correspondence, only partially 
and inaccurately cited by Nicholas Lambert, puts a very different complexion on 
the likelihood of the Admiralty adopting the substitution policy than has hitherto 
been accepted.35
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Hamilton began with what seems like curious indecision: “It is assumed that it is 
admitted that the time has come when the proportion of Torpedo craft (especially 
submarines) to Battleships should be increased.”36 Even by the standards of fin de 
siècle Whitehall English this is an odd turn of phrase, closer to supine voice than 
passive voice. Further, it was a deliberate choice, as a draft of the same memoran-
dum survives that begins, “Assuming it is admitted.”37 Though hardly conclusive 
of anything, this tentative opening sentence suggests a certain lack of enthusiasm 
on Hamilton’s part. The remainder of the memorandum confirms this impression. 
While Hamilton admitted that “if the change is right it ought to be carried out 
even if it involves wearisome explanations” to the public, he seemed unenthused by 
the prospect. Especially troubling for him was the chilling effect that substitution 
might have on persuading Canada to build dreadnoughts.

It is of course most undesirable to discourage the Canadians in their patriotic desire to assist 
us in the maintenance of an adequate Navy and it will be very difficult to explain the fact 
that whereas a short time ago 3 Battleships were deemed indispensable, now, in spite of not 
having got them, we advise dropping some of our own. . . . 

Here again if the thing is right it must be faced but there is no disguising the fact that the 
fewer words in the shape of battleships we have to eat the easier will be the process of 
digestion and the less likely we are to disgust the Canadians and put them off their patriotic 
intentions.38 

In Hamilton’s view, the best choice for substitution would be dropping only one 
battleship in favor of the torpedo cruisers, along with whatever changes were de-
cided on regarding the destroyers. Substituting submarines for both battleships 
“would only land us in trouble.” Finally, Hamilton warned, “it seems to me neces-
sary that money should be taken for making a larger output of torpedoes possible 
and [that] a continued increase of personnel must be faced.”39

Manpower, in fact, was one of the most important—and oft-neglected—prob-
lems facing the Royal Navy in the prewar years. By 1914 matters were approaching 
a crisis point: both officers and enlisted were suffering shortfalls.40 The Admiralty 
War Staff ’s Mobilization Division produced a memorandum declaring that even 
with some generous omissions and changes there would not be enough mate-
lots to meet manning requirements between October 1915 and April 1917—and 
that by a substantial margin.41 Physical fitness and height requirements for entry 
were reduced in April after reports that the navy was 399 men shy of its budgeted 
strength, but it is unclear how much such measures could have alleviated the com-
ing crunch.42 Additional incentives to retain long-service ratings were also being 
considered: Churchill asked Jellicoe “how to encourage men to serve after” their 
initial twelve-year enlistment ended, suggesting that such ratings receive distinc-
tions even if they had not become petty officers. The First Lord also encouraged 
increases for marriage allowances and widow’s pensions.43
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The most critical lack, and the one that was hardest to fill, was a looming short-
age of junior officers, of which lieutenants would be in particularly short supply. 
Drastic expedients were proposed, including immediate promotion of one hun-
dred sub-lieutenants; appointment of “the next two batches of Midshipmen direct 
from Dartmouth [Naval College],” omitting their assignment to the cadet training 
ships Cornwall and Cumberland (which resultantly would no longer serve as train-
ing ships); and other measures related to Osborne Naval College.44 So extensive was 
the coming junior officer gap that, Jellicoe informed Hamilton, the navy would 
probably be short between a hundred and two hundred lieutenants through 1921, 
regardless of any change in construction policy.45

It is here that a key issue regarding substitution of flotilla craft for dreadnoughts 
appears, and it is one that Lambert ignores despite his earlier entreaties on the 
importance of manning considerations.46 A dreadnought and the price-equivalent 
number of submarines do not have the same crew requirements, even if aggregate 
numbers are similar. Small ships have very little room for nonspecialist crewmen, 
and their wardrooms are composed entirely of junior officers—in the prewar Royal 
Navy this meant lieutenant-commanders (a rank itself only established in 1913) 
and below. The result was that a dreadnought needed fewer junior officers than its 
equivalent in submarines or destroyers. Jellicoe made this point to Hamilton: with-
out any substitution policy, the Royal Navy was facing a major shortfall in junior 
officers, whereas with one the shortage would be exacerbated.47 Hamilton wrote to 
Moore:

It seems to me the personnel question is the crux of the whole matter, with the shortage as 
great as it is now it appears rather unwise to initiate with a flourish a change of policy which 
at best can only give a small present saving on material and must mean a growing deficit as 
regards personnel as the policy develops. . . .

I still think although there may be some slight present economy, a change of policy must in 
the long run tend to cause an increase in expenditure.

In this case perhaps not in material but in personnel. 

Hamilton’s conclusion suggests growing resistance (albeit phrased in the most def-
erential language) to substitution in part or in whole: “Please forgive me for asking 
all these questions but I feel that every argument that can be thought of will be 
necessary to keep our end up.”48

On 24 July, Moore provided Hamilton with supporting argument aplenty, agree-
ing that “in comparing the saving in Materiel with the extra cost of Personnel we 
must not lose sight of the comparative cost of upkeep of the alternatives as regards 
repairs & alterations, the eventual sale value of obsolete craft, and the nominal in-
terest value saved to the taxpayer which can be used for other National Services. 
. . . I think you are right in summarising the matter as an immediate saving and an 
eventual loss.”49
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Moore’s evidence was expressed graphically by several tables on the effect of the 
various substitution proposals on manpower and on financial outlays through the 
1917–18 estimates.50 There would be a hypothetical savings of £901,145, but this 
figure came with caveats. While substituting fifteen submarines for a dreadnought 
would require 404 fewer officers and ratings, this is the only case that would result 
in fewer personnel—replacing destroyers with light cruisers would require 406 ad-
ditional personnel, and building torpedo cruisers instead of a dreadnought, 813. 
Carrying out all substitutions meant an increase of 815 men, which Moore esti-
mated would require an increase of £61,020 in personnel costs per annum, even ex-
cluding “the cost of raising and training the personnel indicated, pension liability, 
etc.”51 This would eat away a sizable part of the total savings Moore had calculated.

Jellicoe, who as the future C-in-C Home Fleets had special interest in the whole 
issue, recognized that Churchill’s goal was “to save money . . . i.e. the cost of the 
substitutes is less than the cost of the battleships.”52 If there was no overall savings, 
however, there was no justification for substitution. Jellicoe was doubtful about 
gaining for the new standard of strength that substitution policy would demand 
the concurrence of the rest of the government: “It’s perfectly easy to devise a new 
standard & almost impossible to get a government to adopt it.”53 Jellicoe’s reluctance 
was amplified by his view—which Moore also held—that political and strategic 
grounds for a revolutionary change were not present. As for the various substitu-
tion proposals, Jellicoe favored only “that of Polyphemus class for the TBDs [tor-
pedo boat destroyers] of the current programme except the flotilla leaders. I am 
entirely in favour of this as the Polyphemus will do the work better.”54

Churchill seems to have been unaware of his advisors’ growing concerns. He 
apparently began to inform his cabinet colleagues that two dreadnoughts would be 
dropped in exchange for more flotilla craft.55 At least, this is what he claimed later 
in an unpublished draft of what became The World Crisis.56 Admiralty records are 
less clear-cut. According to the minutes, at the Admiralty Board meeting on 15 July 
(at which, per Nicholas Lambert’s account, the overall issue was taken up, as seen 
below) no mention was made of major policy changes.57 Even Churchill’s stated 
desire to discuss the torpedo-cruiser design “without reference to substitution”—
itself a backing down on the part of the First Lord—went unfulfilled.58

A fortnight later the march toward war began, and the prewar plans became 
irrelevant. In any case, no such naval revolution was in the offing. Substitution 
policy had never been officially adopted, and its entire basis was becoming more 
and more unsound.

 
Where, then, did this leave the Admiralty’s plans for the future? The answer is pro-
vided by a neglected July 1914 docket titled “Battle and Cruiser Squadrons: Pro-
gramme.” Drawn up by the Admiralty War Staff ’s Mobilization Division under 
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Rear-Adm. Arthur Leveson, this docket projects where the Royal Navy’s dread-
nought strength would be deployed through April 1917.59 By that month, the Home 
Fleet’s heavy-gun ships would be arranged as in the table. The absence of the oldest 
seven dreadnoughts from the Home Fleet has a simple explanation: they were to 
be sent to the Mediterranean from November 1915 onward, along with the battle-
cruiser New Zealand, the latter contingent on Goeben’s presence.

Most important for the question of substitution is the plan’s inclusion of all four 
of the 1914–15 dreadnoughts. The final table of battleship distribution is marked 
“Revised . . . in accordance with Board directions,” bears Leveson’s signature, and is 
dated 20 July.60 This is five days after the Admiralty Board meeting where, accord-
ing to Lambert, “substitution policy” was finalized.61 The docket also contains a 
long minute by Churchill dated the same day that begins, “I approve of the Battle-
ship organization proposed both for Home & Medn. [i.e., Home and Mediterra-
nean Fleets].”62 This is an exceptionally strange thing to write if a radical shift in 

construction policy was about to be put in train. Why would Churchill, Battenberg, 
and the other sea lords include Agincourt and Resistance in a future table of orga-
nization if their construction was about to be abandoned? A subterfuge on the part 
of the First Lord would seem out of character: Churchill’s past quarrels within the 
Admiralty had all been the result of his bulldog tendency to push forward with 
an idea regardless of opposition.63 In these cases, it was the admirals who resorted 
to stalling and indirect opposition, not the First Lord.64 Even if both substitution 
policy and the new squadron organization were approved bar the cancelation of 
the two dreadnoughts, surely Churchill would have included this fact in his revis-
ing minute. As First Lord, and with the backing of the sea lords, he had no reason 

Flagship Iron Duke

First Battle Squadron Marlborough, Benbow, Emperor of India, Neptune, Colossus, Hercules, Fearless

Second Battle Squadron King George V, Ajax, Audacious, Centurion, Orion, Monarch, Thunderer, Conqueror, Blanche

Third Battle Squadron Queen Elizabeth, Warspite, Valiant, Barham, Malaya, Agincourt, Active

Fourth Battle Squadron Resolution, Ramillies, Revenge, Royal Oak, Royal Sovereign, Renown, Repulse, Resistance, 
Blonde

First Battle Cruiser Squadron Lion, Tiger, Royalist, Undaunted, Aurora, Arethusa

Second Battle Cruiser Squadron Princess Royal, Queen Mary, Penelope, Galatea, Inconstant, Phaeton

Third Battle Cruiser Squadron Indefatigable, Indomitable, Cordelia, Caroline, Comus, Champion

Fourth Battle Cruiser Squadron Inflexible, Invincible, Conquest, Cleopatra, Calliope, Carysfort
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to conceal substitution from his own advisors, least of all from the Admiralty War 
Staff he had been appointed First Lord to establish.65

Setting aside the ramifications of Leveson’s reorganization plan on substitution 
policy (or its absence), the docket has other implications for our understandings 
of British prewar security policy. One of these is the greatly diminished scope of 
employment of Fisher’s favorite child, the battlecruiser. As described above, the 
homogeneous battlecruiser squadrons were to be broken up and replaced by mixed 
squadrons comprising two battlecruisers and four light cruisers of the “North Sea 
scout” type. Far from Fisher’s conception of a multirole “New Testament” warship 
combining armored cruiser and battleship into one, the battlecruiser was now pri-
marily seen as a force multiplier for reconnaissance units. The type’s principal other 
duty, as constituting a fast wing for the battle fleet, had been usurped by the Queen 
Elizabeths—which bore a remarkable similarity in particulars to Fisher’s abortive 
1905 “Fusion” capital-ship design, however much he loathed to admit it. Churchill 
even wrote in one minute that the Queen Elizabeths were meant to kill off the bat-
tlecruiser as a type.66

In this light, the mixed cruiser squadrons make sense. Doubtless drawing on 
his army experience, Churchill envisioned a quartet of North Sea scouts centered 
on a battlecruiser forming a screen to “watch with ease in clear weather a front of 
90 miles” and “30 to 40 . . . even in misty weather.”67 The lack of objectors within 
the service to this proposal is significant; Rear-Adm. Sir Charles Madden of the 
Second Cruiser Squadron put forward the only known significant dissent to the 
mixed squadrons. Madden preferred homogeneous squadrons for ease of train-
ing and because mixed squadrons “would possess some of the defects due to each 
type composing it and could not completely fulfil all conditions that are likely to 
arise in war.”68 Meanwhile, Rear-Adm. Sir David Beatty, who might be expected to 
object most strenuously to such a change, was instead in favor of it. Beatty wrote 
that the main duties of the battlecruiser squadrons would be more easily dealt with 
by light cruisers in company and that the two types “are compl[e]mentary in every 
respect.”69 As significant as this change in battlecruiser deployment is, it is also sig-
nificant that it did not apply to the only other theater where battlecruisers would 
be employed: the Mediterranean. It is in the Mediterranean Fleet that perhaps the 
most surprising aspect of Leveson’s scheme is to be found.

Contemporary historians are practically united in the belief that Churchill and 
his professional advisors were prepared to cede the Mediterranean to the French, 
adopting the status of a minor power dependent on “flotilla defense” for the pro-
tection of such imperial assets as Malta and Egypt. To a certain extent, this is true. 
As First Sea Lord, Adm. Sir Francis Bridgeman had urged Churchill “please [to] 
think and talk about submarines and destroyers together with their bases in the 
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Mediterranean. I am convinced of their necessity and let them be doled out with 
no meagre hand!”70

Nevertheless, Churchill never wavered in desiring some sort of capital ship 
presence in the Mediterranean, if only because political realities demanded such. 
This is why there was a Mediterranean battlecruiser force in 1914: it was a “fleet 
in being,” capable of “showing the flag” in suitable fashion while also defending 
the key ports of Malta and Alexandria. However, its utility was rapidly fading by 
1914: Italy and Austria-Hungary had commissioned their first dreadnoughts and 
were preparing to build more. Leveson’s scheme shows the Admiralty response to 
this state of affairs would not be the abandonment of the Mediterranean to the 
flotilla. Rather, the Royal Navy’s battleships would return to their old Mediterra-
nean cruising grounds. Beginning in November 1915 a new Mediterranean Fleet 
would replace the battlecruisers: Collingwood, Dreadnought, Temeraire, Bellero-
phon, Superb, Queen, London, and Bulwark. The last three were predreadnoughts 
and were to be a temporary measure. The full Mediterranean Fleet would, by 
April 1917, comprise Collingwood, Dreadnought, Temeraire, Bellerophon, Superb, 
St. Vincent, and Vanguard. The battlecruiser New Zealand would be present as well, 
dependent on whether the Germans maintained Goeben or another battlecruiser in 
the Mediterranean.

Numerically, this squadron would be somewhat inferior to the Italian and Austro-
Hungarian battle lines of 1917;71 superior training and the new fire-control instru-
ments being fitted to British ships would even the odds, as would support from 
the four late-model armored cruisers and the destroyer and submarine flotillas as-
signed to the Mediterranean Fleet. Altogether, the Royal Navy’s 1917 Mediterra-
nean Fleet would be strong enough to allow the traditional British reliance on “the 
help of God and a good admiral.”72

The evidence from Leveson’s scheme is clear enough, but there are a few loose ends 
to consider. Most importantly, Churchill’s unpublished draft of his The World Crisis 
claims that, having secured funding for four dreadnoughts, he planned to trans-
mute “two of these precious machines into thirty or forty submarines and torpedo-
craft” with the concurrence of successive prime ministers H. H. Asquith and Lloyd 
George, thanks to Battenberg’s assistance.73 Notwithstanding Christopher Bell’s 
wise cautions that this version of events remained unpublished and that the num-
ber of torpedo craft obtained via substitution had jumped from twenty-one (fifteen 
submarines and six torpedo cruisers) to “thirty or forty,” an adjacent passage pro-
vides clues to a reasonable answer.74 In it Churchill wrote that substitution was “a 
very difficult path to tread, full of hazards and pitfalls” despite his “overwhelming 
conviction” that it was “best for the Navy.” To this end Battenberg, he continued, 
was tasked “to convince his professional colleagues” to support substitution, but 
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the phrasing used suggests this is as far as matters got.75 From the surviving cor-
respondence between Sir Frederick Hamilton and his colleagues described above, 
the First Sea Lord’s efforts seem to have been less than successful. Most revealing 
of all, Churchill confessed not only had he “not been able to arrive at any exact 
standard to govern the change” but that he also “did not agree with those who con-
sidered that the days of the battleship were ended.”76 Leveson’s distribution program 
must therefore be taken as the final word—in more ways than one—on Royal Navy 
planning prior to World War I, barring the highly unlikely discovery of contrary 
Admiralty paperwork.

To summarize, enough documentary material survives to allow a reasonably 
complete picture of how the Admiralty planned for a future that did not include 
the outbreak of war in August 1914. Furthermore, careful examination shows an 
Admiralty of July 1914 more progressive than traditional narratives may allow but 
also far more staid and cautious than revisionists infer. The truth may not be in the 
middle, and in fact the aphorism that claims that is so is sometimes simply a way to 
avoid making tough decisions. However, as Professor Andrew Lambert so rightly 
observes: “In history the most plausible explanations are the ones that . . . do not 
stray beyond the evidence. Historians should check that their evidence would stand 
up in a court of law.”77 Absent new discoveries, there seems to be quite reasonable 
doubt that any major sort of revolution in naval affairs was planned within the 
Admiralty in July 1914. Despite undeniable enthusiasm for developing torpedo-
armed warships on, under, or even above the waves, the dreadnought was set to 
remain the bedrock of British maritime strength for the foreseeable future. The 
battleship was not dead; long live the battleship.
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VII German Trawlers as Patrol Vessels in World War I 
in the North Sea

HEIKO HEROLD

At the beginning of the war in August 1914, the safeguarding of the coastal 
approaches in the North and Baltic Seas was one of the most important 
immediate tasks of the Imperial German Navy.1 The available navy ves-

sels were insufficient to cope with this task. Therefore, as provided in the case of 
war, the navy leadership drew on civilian auxiliary vessels and modified them for 
this purpose. Among them were merchant vessels, tugboats, and other oceangoing 
civilian ships, but most notably fishing trawlers.

Quite some volume of literature exists on the use of German fishing trawlers 
in World War II, the “Kriegsfischkutter.” 2 However, not much regard has been paid 
to their role as Imperial German Navy auxiliary vessels during World War I. The 
latest study on this topic was published by Paul Köppen in 1930. Köppen included 
a chapter on fishing trawlers in naval service in his monograph The Surface Vessels 
and Their Technology, which he compiled for the official book series The War at 
Sea, 1914–1918, edited by the German Naval Archives.3 Comprehensive studies on 
the topic, such as recently published on Great Britain by Douglas d’Enno and Robb 
Robinson, still remain a desideratum of research more than one hundred years 
after the end of the war.4 This paper mainly focuses on the use of German fishing 
trawlers as navy patrol vessels in the North Sea from August 1914 through Novem-
ber 1918. I want to give an overview of the tasks, organization, and use of the Ger-
man North Sea Patrol Flotilla in World War I and to encourage further research. 
My main (but not only) source was the collection of the flotilla’s war diaries at the 
German Federal Military Archives in Freiburg.5

 
In the summer of 1914 the German fishing trawler fleet consisted of 285 vessels. 
Most of them were based on the North Sea coast, mainly at Geestemünde, Bremer-
haven, or Nordenham. Nearly all of those at sea at the outbreak of war were able 
to reach home or neutral waters and thus escape enemy clutches, but marine fish-
ing came to a full halt during the first months of the war.6 Nevertheless, not all 
trawlers stayed inactive in their home ports. Many got new tasks as navy auxiliary 
vessels. On 31 July 1914 the navy began to secure the German Bight. On 2 August 
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it established for the purpose the first coastal-defense units in the North Sea, the 
Jade/Weser and Ems Patrol Flotillas, and two days later the Elbe Patrol Flotilla.7 
Initially, minesweepers, submarines, small cruisers, and, above all, torpedo boats 
were assigned patrol duties. This, however, “was [considered] not an appropriate 
use [of such assets], but only a makeshift until less worthy vessels that were suitable 
for the purpose of safeguarding were available in sufficient numbers.”8 To relieve 
and be able more properly to use those warships, the navy requisitioned forty ci-
vilian fishing trawlers and converted them into patrol vessels just a few days after 
the beginning of the war. Eventually, on 11 August the navy leadership established 
the North Sea Patrol Flotilla to assume the leading role in safeguarding the Ger-
man Bight. This unit mainly consisted of fishing trawlers. Lt. Cdr. Max Forstmann 
was appointed its commander. He was the elder brother of Walter Forstmann, who 
was to become one of the most successful and renowned German submarine com-
manders of World War I.9

FORMATION OF THE NORTH SEA PATROL FLOTILLA
Max Forstmann had nearly twenty years’ experience as a naval officer. In 1909/10, 
he served as Admiral Staff Officer in the East Asian Cruiser Squadron and sub-
sequently several years in China in the central administration of the Kiautschou 
(or Kiaochow, today Jiaozhou) colony at the Imperial German Navy Office.10 On 
2 August 1914 he assumed command of the armed passenger steamer Silvana in 
Cuxhaven, as intended in the mobilization plan, and converted it into the auxiliary 
minelaying steamer C.11 At the same time, the navy deployed the first patrol vessels 
in the Altenbruch roads and established the first mine barriers to safeguard Cux-
haven and the mouth of the Elbe River.12

On the 6th, the commander in chief of the High Seas Fleet, Adm. Friedrich 
von Ingenohl, tasked Forstmann—whom Ingenohl knew from his own time as 
commander of the East Asian Cruiser Squadron—with “the organization of the 
reconnaissance vessels in the North Sea.”13 For this task he allocated the forty req-
uisitioned civilian fishing trawlers. Within a short time Forstmann had to convert 
them into patrol vessels and then deploy them for safeguarding the German Bight. 
Just four days after he got the assignment, Forstmann could already report to 
Ingenohl, “Equipment of the fourteen smaller vessels completed; the other ones are 
nearly completed.”14 He delivered the fourteen vessels to the North Sea Naval Sta-
tion at Wilhelmshaven to be used for safeguarding the mouths of the Jade, Weser, 
Ems, and Elbe Rivers. Apparently, Forstmann’s hands-on approach impressed 
Ingenohl, who on 11 August appointed him commander of North Sea Patrol Ves-
sels, comprising the newly created North Sea Patrol Flotilla. In this capacity he was 
subordinate to the commander of the Scouting Forces, Rear Adm. Franz von 
Hipper, who was responsible for the overall defense of the German Bight.
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Creating a North Sea Patrol Flotilla with armed fishing vessels was not provided 
for in the mobilization plans. The planning process had started only three weeks 
before the beginning of the war.15 The navy did not have the necessary manpower 
to replace the crews of the fishing trawlers; therefore, most members of the civil-
ian crews remained on board, supplemented with navy personnel. Initially their 
masters also remained on duty, but the navy leadership supplemented them, and 
successively replaced them, with naval officers, because they often were unable to 
cope with the demands of naval command despite continuous consultations with 
Forstmann.16 Both the civilian masters and the crews received military ranks and a 
crash course in basic military training.

Not all converted fishing trawlers received the same armament. Depending on 
a craft’s size, design, and availability, the shipyard workers installed on the foredeck 
either a 3.7-cm revolving gun, an L/40 5-cm quick-loading gun, or an L/30 8.8-cm 
quick-loading gun for combat against enemy submarines or minelayers and for 
detonating mines. Some vessels were upgraded with more-modern deck guns dur-
ing the war. Furthermore, they got small arms, normally thirteen rifles, for self-
defense and mine combat. From January 1916 on, they were equipped with towed 
antisubmarine sweeps (U-Boot-Drachen) and depth charges.17 Only a few trawlers 
got wireless; at sea they mainly communicated with each other by optical signals. 
The fishing vessels were thirty to forty-five meters long, at 140–290 register tons.18 
They were not designed for larger crews than in peacetime, when they had not 
much space for the usual ten to twelve people; now in naval service, their comple-
ment more than doubled. Therefore, the shipyards converted the fish holds, not 
needed for fish anymore, into crew quarters and ammunition magazines.

Although the first forty trawlers that fishing companies had had to provide for 
North Sea patrol duty at the beginning of the war had been successfully converted 
into auxiliary navy vessels within a few days, Forstmann was dissatisfied. In the 
flotilla’s war diary he complained that the equipping of the twenty-six larger patrol 
vessels was being delayed and complicated by the fact that it “had not been includ-
ed in the mobilization plans.”19 For example, the standard signals equipment for 
warships had to be produced with materials on board, some deck guns were deliv-
ered only during the conversion, and the uniform stores did not have the necessary 
clothing to fit out hundreds of new seamen. “On August 14, many crew members 
had to sail without being clothed [in uniform] and thereby were at risk of being 
treated as pirates,” Forstmann noted in the war diary. “But with the goodwill of all 
involved agencies,” he resumed in a more conciliatory tone, “it was possible to over-
come all difficulties.”20 On the 13th, he could report to the commander in chief of 
the High Seas Fleet that the equipping of the twenty-six larger fishing trawlers had 
been completed. The navy leadership settled on Wilhelmshaven as the base for the 
patrol flotilla and on Silvana as flagship, since it could not be used as an auxiliary 
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minelayer as originally planned.21 After a two-day gunnery exercise in the North 
Sea in mid-August, the flotilla was ready for action.22 

PATROL DUTY ORGANIZATION AND TASKS
On 16 August 1914 Forstmann ordered the patrol vessels to take up their posi-
tions in the coastal approaches. The fourteen smaller vessels he distributed in the 
mouths of the Jade, Weser, Ems, and Elbe Rivers. The twenty-six larger vessels he 
deployed to the German Bight in two lines: from Spiekeroog to Heligoland and 
from Heligoland to the South Hever at St. Peter-Ording. He divided the flotilla into 
four groups, making two rotations. “During the day the boats steam back and forth 
at slow speed (ca. 5 nautical miles) [that is, about five knots] in the direction along 
the patrol line,” Forstmann determined; “steer an opposite course each full and half 
hour; at night vertically back and forth in direction along the patrol line, change 
of course as during the day. At night the wing boats of line I and the left wing boat 
of line II lay at anchor.”23 Furthermore, net barriers and additional minefields that 
had been laid in the German Bight were protected by the patrol vessels to prevent 
enemy submarines from entering. Forstmann rarely led the flotilla from Wilhelms-
haven but mainly from on board his flagship or from Heligoland.24

On 18 August 1914, Rear Admiral Hipper issued the “Principles for Safeguard-
ing the German Bight.” Within the framework of this strategic concept, which es-
sentially remained in force throughout the war, the patrol vessels formed a second, 
inner watch line behind an outer watch line consisting of torpedo boats. To protect 
all these, Hipper deployed several small cruisers in a third line. Farther in, he de-
ployed a torpedo-boat flotilla, minesweepers, and submarines at Heligoland and 
zeppelins and other aircraft near the coast and on several North Sea islands. During 
the day “the German Bight had to be safeguarded primarily against enemy subma-
rines, secondarily against minelayers,” and at night “against minelaying and mine- 
sweeping operations.”25 When the patrol vessels spotted enemy forces, they were to 
report as fast as possible to the High Seas Fleet Command.26 “Their main military 
purpose,” writes Köppen, “was reconnaissance duty.”27 Nevertheless, Forstmann in 
December 1914 issued an additional order: “First act, then report.” Forstmann did 
so because his trawlers’ “principal purpose,” as Adm. Reinhard Scheer wrote in his 
memoirs, was the detection of enemy submarines and minelayers and, having de-
tected them, to combat them by shelling or ramming.28 Mines they had to destroy 
with onboard weapons. But when superior enemy forces were advancing, the armed 
fishing trawlers were to retreat to Heligoland or the mouths of the rivers. Yet in the 
fall of 1914 another important task was added: the escort of arriving and departing 
German submarines through their own mine barriers in the trawlers’ area of opera-
tion. “The service on these boats [the trawlers] one also called a suicide mission,” 
recollected Johannes Hubert, who at the beginning of the war served as captain of 
the patrol vessel Breslau and later as leader of a patrol vessel group.29 
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Forstmann was aware that the forces put under his command were not suffi-
cient to accomplish his mission. Therefore, as early as 25 August 1914 he requested 
the conversion of fourteen further fishing trawlers for patrol duty. This request was 
approved by the commander of the Scouting Forces.30 After the battle of Heligoland 
Bight three days later, when the outer watch line was “rolled over” by superior Brit-
ish forces with rather heavy losses, Hipper removed the torpedo boats from this 
position and had two large minefields laid westward of the island fortress.31 Con-
currently, he transferred the main burden of the daily safeguarding of the German 
Bight to the patrol vessel flotilla. From then until the end of the war, the armed 
fishing trawlers formed the seaward line, partly reinforced by several torpedo boats 
that were only deployed during the day and in good weather. To assist the flotilla 
with its growing tasks, the navy leadership gradually increased it with additional 
trawlers during the war. “With the growing number of these,” states the official 
German navy’s study on the war in the North Sea, “this line was consolidated and 
after all doubled.”32 As early as September 1914, the navy requisitioned twenty-six 
additional trawlers for the flotilla.33 By April 1917, 133 trawlers were on patrol in 
the German Bight, seventy-four of them assigned to the North Sea Patrol Flotilla, 
the other fifty-nine distributed in the mouths of the Jade, Weser, Ems, and Elbe. 
There were additional increases until the end of the war.34

In total, in the course of the war the Imperial German Navy requisitioned about 
two-thirds of the nation’s civilian fishing trawlers, for use not only as patrol vessels 
but also for minesweeping, commerce protection, and special missions.35 It also 
requisitioned thirty-four trawlers under construction in the shipyards. Addition-
ally, it built 145 naval trawlers (Kriegsfischdampfer) from 1915 through 1917.36 Like 
British naval trawlers, they were “based on standard trawler design,” states fisheries 
historian Ingo Heidbrink, “but again were large and sophisticated in comparison 
to the average prewar fishing trawler.”37 The number of naval trawlers in the North 
Sea Patrol Flotilla reached its peak during the fall of 1918, when they accounted for 
twenty-three of eighty-three vessels.38

In September 1915, Forstmann divided the flotilla into two half flotillas, each 
consisting of several subdivisions that he assigned to various sectors. With this re-
organization he aimed to achieve more efficient and decentralized leadership of 
the flotilla, which by then had grown from twenty-six to sixty-two vessels. In the 
course of this reorganization he requested additional officer billets. This was of 
particular importance for him, because in September 1915 he had only thirteen 
officers at his disposal to lead more than 1,600 (soon more than 1,800) men. The 
division into two half flotillas lasted throughout the war, although the subdivisions 
were reorganized several times.39 
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SMALL WAR WITH SPECIAL GROUPS
Forstmann also commanded a number of special groups, or S-groups (Sondergrup-
pen), which were part of the patrol vessel flotilla. Their main task was “destruction 
of enemy forces through torpedo shot or ramming.”40 Beyond that, they undertook 
special missions like forward enemy reconnaissance, protection of arriving and 
departing submarines, and salvage of submarines and aircraft in the North Sea 
beyond the German watch lines. Camouflaged as harmless, neutral Dutch fishing 
trawlers, they conducted small war (Kleinkrieg) and many missions as so-called 
submarine traps in the North Sea beyond the German lines, occasionally close to 
the British coast, producing some spectacular successes. Apart from that, these 
armed trawlers mainly patrolled in the southwest North Sea, North Frisian waters, 
and the Dogger Bank. They often reinforced the Ems Patrol Flotilla. Their main 
base was Emden, although occasionally they operated from List or Wilhelmshaven. 

In September 1915, the first three fishing trawlers—Bismarck, Dithmarschen, 
and Kehdingen—were equipped for S-group tasks by the Stocks and Kolbe yard 
in Kiel. They got torpedo tubes in addition to their deck guns for combating sub-
marines: Bismarck got two upper-deck tubes, and each of the two others received 
one bow tube for C 45/91 bronze torpedoes.41 By mid-December 1915 this first 
(and for a while only) special group was operational.42 Lt. Viktor Schlieder, a zeal-
ous, brave, and smart officer, assumed command. Steeped in the Imperial German 
Navy’s spirit of attack (Offensivgeist) and culture of heroic sacrifice (Opferwilligkeit), 
he would soon build a reputation for daring actions.43 When the S-group sank its 
first enemy ship, a larger British patrol vessel, and captured a British trawler at the 
Dogger Bank during the night of 26–27 April 1916, Vice Admiral Scheer person-
ally congratulated him with an often-quoted radio message: “Bravo Schlieder. High 
Seas Chief.”44 However, only a few operations are documented in the war diaries 
of the eventual Special Groups I (commanded by Schlieder) and II, and most of 
them were undersea-cable-cutting missions.45 In mid-February 1917, Vice Admiral 
Scheer and Rear Admiral Hipper commended the groups’ accomplishments in that 
role: “Until now, the S-group’s work of cable destruction has been carefully and 
skillfully conducted and executed.”46 

In the war’s last year, the navy leadership wanted to establish five more S-groups 
in the North Sea, each consisting of three armed fishing trawlers. But the shipyards 
were not able to convert all the designated trawlers before hostilities ended.47 One 
more S-group was, nevertheless, put into service on 15 October 1918. It consisted 
of the three naval trawlers Von Schönberg, Osnabrück, and Admiral von Heeringen. 
This S-group III did not start its own war diary, because it was not deployed in the 
remaining four weeks of the war.48
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Despite their sometimes dangerous missions, only two S-group boats were lost: 
Bismarck sank northeast of Horn’s Reef on 29 March 1917, when it struck a mine, 
killing the group leader, Lieutenant Schlieder.49 Seven months later, on 17 Novem-
ber 1917, British destroyers sank the S-group boat Kehdingen during the second 
battle of Heligoland Bight.50

PATROL VESSELS IN BATTLE
In cases of imminent danger, the patrol vessels usually retreated. They were not 
equipped to fight larger warships. However, they sank various enemy barrage break-
ers (Sperrbrecher), minelayers, and submarines and destroyed numerous mines that 
endangered the patrol vessels and other German warships. German patrol vessels 
rarely fought battles with enemy warships, and when they did it was mainly with 
submarines. There were a few exceptions, but in those cases the lightly armed fish-
ing vessels could accomplish little, as two examples illustrate.

On 25 March 1916 the two patrol vessels Braunschweig and Otto Rudolf were 
caught off guard by ten British destroyers about ten nautical miles northwest of 
the Sylt Red Cliff. They tried to escape but had no chance. Within a short time the 
much faster destroyers closed to about two thousand meters and opened fire. The 
battle did not last half an hour before both patrol vessels were sunk. Most crew- 
members of Braunschweig died, but thirteen from Otto Rudolf were saved by HMS 
Murray at the last moment. All survivors were taken to Great Britain and interned 
until the end of the war. One of them was Anton Frank, commanding officer of 
Otto Rudolf, who wrote a combat report for Forstmann and was able to smuggle it 
to Germany.51

On 20 March 1918, Forstmann handed over command of the North Sea Patrol 
Flotilla to Lt. Cdr. Friedrich Helf.52 Just eight days later, British destroyers sank the 
patrol vessels Polarstern, Scharbeutz, and Mars. The three armed fishing trawlers 
were attempting to rendezvous with Escort Flotilla II, bringing in a submarine. 
When the British destroyers, which had been escorting a minelayer group, headed 
for the patrol vessels at dawn, the German seamen on watch initially thought they 
must be Escort Flotilla II units. When they realized their mistake, it was already too 
late. Polarstern desperately radioed an alarm message, but it was not understood as 
such by nearby German warships, which received only the phrase “naval forma-
tion.” The crews of Polarstern and Scharbeutz had just enough time to blow their 
vessels up to prevent their capture. Mars was sunk by enemy gunnery fire. There 
was a heavy swell, but the crews could be saved; just one seaman died.53

Patrol duty was mainly routine. From the end of August 1914 onward, the armed 
fishing trawlers formed the forwardmost line at sea and thereby were consistently 
at higher risk than most other units of the High Seas Fleet, farther to the rear. The 
North Sea Patrol Flotilla fulfilled its task successfully to a great extent. The trawlers 
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detected numerous enemy submarines, minelayers, and minesweepers, many of 
which they were able to drive off, seize, or prevent from completing their mis-
sions. There were hardly any battles between patrol vessels and larger enemy war-
ships, and in those cases the slow and lightly armed fishing trawlers were not able 
to achieve much—in fact, they were sunk nearly without exception. In their area 
of operation they destroyed hundreds of mines, escorted numerous submarines 
through the German mine barriers, and supported the salvage of many a subma-
rine and aircraft in the German Bight. However, enemy forces repeatedly managed 
to break through the watch lines, especially in the first months of the war. Most 
serious were the several undetected entries of enemy submarines into the German 
Bight. The British increasingly mined the entrances to the Bight during the war, 
and the patrol vessels often were not able to prevent them, even close to their own 
positions; dozens of Imperial German Navy units fell victim to these mines.54

In the loss statistics it stands out that most armed fishing trawlers on patrol duty 
were lost to mines. Some trawlers were driven aground in bad weather. Just a few 
were sunk by enemy submarines or surface warships. According to the official loss 
statistics, 105 armed fishing trawlers were lost in total during the war, about half of 
them during patrol duty in the German Bight.55 In the fall of 1918, the influential 
Lower Weser Sea Steam Fishing Association drew up a bitter balance sheet: the 
Geestemünde fishing companies alone lost during World War I twenty-three ves-
sels in naval service and another forty-six while fishing—more than 60 percent of 
their combined fishing fleet at the beginning of the war.56

The end of combat operations on 11 November 1918 was the end for the North 
Sea Patrol Flotilla. No longer needed, it was duly dissolved.57
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VIII An Operational Assessment of German Naval  
Radio Intelligence during the Battle of Jutland

JASON HINES

This paper addresses the long-standing gap in the history of radio intelli-
gence in the Imperial German Navy during World War I. Specifically, it 
assesses the operational effectiveness of German naval radio intelligence 

during the battle of Jutland, approaching the topic not only from the perspective of 
naval history but also from an intelligence perspective.

As the twentieth century dawned, the technology known as wireless telegraphy 
(W/T) was promising, if yet unproven. Within twenty years it would be a valuable 
tool of naval warfare, dramatically extending the tether by which ships could com-
municate with each other and with naval headquarters ashore. Instead of relying 
on signal flags or lights, which were limited to the visible horizon and could be 
obscured by the smoke of battle, fleet commanders could send operational battle 
orders to distant ships using W/T. The exploitation of W/T for intelligence gain—
radio intelligence—would prove to be the single greatest source of intelligence for 
modern militaries, for if a navy could break through the encryption that protected 
battle orders, a commander could learn the intentions of his opponent—and in 
battle, whether on water or on land, there could be no greater gift.

Today grouped under the broader term “signals intelligence,” radio intelligence 
would develop during the course of the war to comprise two specific types of in-
telligence: the decryption of intercepted W/T signals from enemy ships and shore 
stations (in today’s terms, communications intelligence) and the determination of 
the direction in which a ship lay through the measurement of the direction from 
which a transmitted signal was received—that is, “direction finding,” or D/F.1 Both 
skills were in their infancy as the war began, but both would grow to play key roles 
in the conduct of the naval war. The Royal Navy and the Imperial German Navy 
each created a new organization to handle this emerging source of intelligence.

Of the two opposing organizations, the British one—known as “Room 40,” or 
“40 O.B.,” after the block of offices it occupied in the Old Building of the Admi-
ralty—has been the more famous, to the extent that of the many academic works 
focused on radio intelligence and the battle of Jutland, nearly all have concentrated 
on the British side of the battle, not the German. Room 40’s exploits are legendary, 
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rightly earning the organization the lavish praise it has received. Within the first 
four months of the war, Room 40 had acquired copies of all three German naval 
codebooks, including the Signalbuch der Kaiserlichen Marine, the primary code-
book of the Imperial Navy.2 By the end of 1914 the Admiralty had begun establish-
ing a series of coastal listening stations to monitor German naval signals, and by 
early 1915 it was routinely intercepting and decrypting Imperial Navy operational 
traffic.3 In the days leading up to Jutland, Room 40 had been able to piece together 
various indications that a major German naval operation was planned, intelligence 
that allowed the Admiralty to deploy the Grand Fleet before the first ships of the 
German High Seas Fleet had departed the Jade Bight. Room 40’s history has been 
very well documented.

Not so for its German counterpart, for the history of the Imperial Navy’s code-
breaking service is almost unknown. The Imperial Navy got a late start in code 
breaking despite a prewar focus on monitoring and analyzing British naval signal 
traffic. The first break into British naval encryption would not occur until late Oc-
tober 1914 and was to be made by an army unit in occupied France: the W/T Com-
mand (Funker-Kommando) of the Royal Bavarian Sixth Army.4 This first break 
was against low-level ciphers used by British patrol forces in the English Channel. 
In the spring and summer of 1915, the Imperial Navy sent a succession of naval 
officers to the Funker-Kommando to learn about Royal Navy encryption, and in 
September 1915 it established a naval intelligence detachment at that command’s 
headquarters to focus on British naval communications, primarily radio traffic in 
the English Channel.5

But it was not until early 1916 that the Imperial Navy created its own code-
breaking organization to focus on Grand Fleet signals. The organization was called 
the Entzifferungs-Dienst—the Decryption Service, known at the time as the E-
Dienst. The Imperial Navy chose to pursue a decentralized approach, with a main 
decryption center fed by several geographically separated collection/analysis cen-
ters. Unlike the British, the Imperial Navy chose not to incorporate the Main De-
cryption Center (Entzifferungs-Hauptstelle) within the Admiralstab (Admiralty 
Staff). The centralized British model would not have fit the Imperial Navy’s divided 
command structure; the Admiralstab did not have the same authority and respon-
sibility as the British Admiralty, nor did it control operations. The Admiralstab 
instead established the main center at the naval radio station at Neumünster, be-
tween Kiel and Hamburg, with direct connections to the coastal communications 
networks of the North Sea and Baltic Sea. Neumünster would be able to receive the 
raw intercepts of the various coastal receivers in both sea areas, and with its own 
transmitters would transmit important intelligence directly to the High Seas Fleet 
commander at sea. 
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The Main Decryption Center was headed by Lt. (Kapitänleutnant) Martin 
Braune, thirty-two years old, who had led the Imperial Navy’s intelligence detach-
ment at the Funker-Kommando since July 1915. Braune was well known to the 
High Seas Fleet commander, Adm. Reinhard Scheer. Braune had served twice un-
der Scheer: once when Scheer was chief of the Torpedo Test Command (Torpedo 
Versuchs-Kommando, or TVK) and again as his flag lieutenant when he was com-
mander of the 2nd Battle Squadron.6

To “feed” the Main Decryption Center, the Admiralstab created three subordi-
nate stations to collect enemy naval signals and carry out first-level decryption of 
them. The Admiralstab chose the wireless station at the zeppelin airfield at Tondern 
(modern Tønder, just north of the current Danish-German border) to host Station 
North (Entzifferungsstelle Nord), which would focus on Grand Fleet communica-
tions.7 Tondern’s location would give the Imperial Navy coverage of British naval 
signals throughout the North Sea and the waters off northern Scotland, and in 
the Skagerrak/Kattegat.8 This focus on Grand Fleet signals was new; in large part 
because of the concentration of existing listening posts in the Flanders area, the 
Imperial Navy had until this point focused on British patrol traffic in the Channel. 
That traffic was now the responsibility of Station West, based at the Naval Corps 
(Marinekorps)–subordinated W/T station in Bruges. Also, army stations subordi-
nate to the Funker-Kommando in Lille continued to intercept and decrypt Royal 
Navy traffic; Lille forwarded these decrypts to Bruges for inclusion in its reports.9 
The line dividing Station West’s and Station North’s areas of responsibility ran from 
Den Helder on the Dutch coast to Flamborough Head on the Yorkshire coast of 
England. Finally, to intercept and decrypt Russian naval traffic in the Baltic Sea 
area the Imperial Navy established Station East in occupied Libau (modern Liepāja, 
Latvia). 

By mid-May 1916 the E-Dienst was nominally operational, although untested. 
Station West in Bruges (assisted by the army’s Funker-Kommando in Lille) had 
been operational since early 1915, but Neumünster had only been in service as a 
decryption center since February 1916, Station North in Tondern only since mid-
April 1916.10 No Admiralstab directive detailing the E-Dienst’s structure and op-
erational procedures was issued until mid-May. The E-Dienst would almost im-
mediately meet its first real test, the battle of Jutland—by which point, arguably, the 
E-Dienst had not had sufficient time to “work up” as an organization.

The battle itself, fought over two days, 31 May and 1 June 1916, west of the 
Skagerrak, was the result of a German operational plan to lure a portion of the 
much stronger Grand Fleet, commanded by Adm. Sir John Jellicoe, to sea, where 
theoretically it could be ambushed and destroyed by the battleships of the High 
Seas Fleet, or at least the playing field between the two fleets leveled somewhat. The 
operational order called for Hipper’s battle cruisers, joined by the 1st, 6th, and 9th 
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Torpedo Boat Flotillas, to deploy west of the Skagerrak to carry out commerce war-
fare and thereby, it was hoped, draw part of the Grand Fleet (namely, Rear Adm.
David Beatty’s First Battle Cruiser Squadron) to sea, where it would be ambushed 
by Scheer’s battleships.11

In Martin Braune’s early guidelines for naval radio intelligence collection, issued 
in September 1915 when he was the head of the newly established naval intelligence 
section at the Bavarian W/T headquarters in occupied Lille, he had identified three 
key tasks for communications intelligence, two of which are important for an as-
sessment of Jutland. The first task was to provide indications of any enemy opera-
tions against German forces or against the German coast (i.e., the movement or 
concentration of enemy forces, issuance of special orders, or extraordinary changes 
in patrol or security forces). This meant receiving and identifying such indicators, 
correctly assessing the threat, and getting the intelligence to the fleet commander. 
In modern parlance, this process would be considered “indications and warning,” 
or I&W. The second role outlined by Braune was to provide intelligence on the po-
sitions or movements of enemy warships against which German forces might come 
in contact. Braune stressed that this intelligence had to be sufficiently timely and 
detailed for the commander to act on it: “This information is particularly valuable 
when it is accurate in detail of time and location and when it arrives early enough 
to allow timely notification of the relevant naval commands.”12 In other words, the 
intelligence had to be actionable. The present assessment of the operational effec-
tiveness of the E-Dienst during the battle will hinge on these two roles.

In this case, for the Main Decryption Station at Neumünster and Station North 
at Tondern, the I&W tasking meant warning of any indications that Jellicoe’s battle-
ships were responding to the German operation, for implicit in Scheer’s operations 
plan was that Hipper was to lure a portion of the Grand Fleet into an ambush—ide-
ally only its battle cruisers—not the entire Grand Fleet. Because of the numerical 
superiority of the Grand Fleet, Scheer had to avoid a direct confrontation with it 
until Jellicoe’s forces had been severely weakened—thus in fact the point of the 
German operation. It was critical, then, that the E-Dienst warn Scheer of any indi-
cations that Jellicoe’s main forces had deployed or were deploying.

The British, for their part, had begun receiving intelligence that suggested a 
German operation was planned. Shortly after midnight on 29 May, Room 40 de-
crypted a signal from Scheer ordering a state of readiness for the fleet beginning 
at 0700 Greenwich mean time that day.13 On the morning of the 30th, Room 40 
intercepted a signal from Scheer instructing the High Seas Fleet to be assembled 
in the outer Jade roadstead before 1900 and then a second signal from the German 
transmitter at Bruges to “All Ships” warning of possible enemy ships at sea on 31 
May and 1 June.14 After receiving Room 40’s decrypt of this latter signal, the Admi-
ralty informed Jellicoe that the German fleet might go to sea early the next day.15 
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That afternoon, Room 40 intercepted a signal from Scheer stating that Most Secret 
Order 2490 would take effect on the 31st. While Room 40 did not know the con-
tent of the order (it had been passed via landline and had not been intercepted), its 
analysts correctly assumed it referred to a major operation involving the High Seas 
Fleet.16 Room 40 had now assembled enough indicators to provide an unambiguous 
warning to the Admiralty that a major German operation was under way. At 1740 
the Admiralty informed Jellicoe via secure landline that the “Germans intend some 
operation tomorrow. Operation appears to extend over May 31st and June 1st” and 
ordered Jellicoe to sail the Grand Fleet.17 By 2230 on the 31st, the 151 ships of the 
Grand Fleet—battleships, battle cruisers, and other warships from Scapa Flow, 
Rosyth, and Cromarty Firth—were at sea, about two hours before the High Seas 
Fleet would be.18

The E-Dienst noted that at least some of the British warships were getting under 
way. On the evening of 30 May, Station North in Tondern noted that wireless activ-
ity at several British coastal stations appeared to have increased. On the basis of 
several partially decrypted signals, Station North determined that two warships had 
departed the Firth of Forth (Rosyth) at 1530 and that at 2000 two apparent forma-
tions of ships had left Scapa Flow.19 These intercepts, suggesting as they did that at 
least some elements of Beatty’s First Battle Cruiser Squadron and Jellicoe’s Grand 
Fleet were putting to sea, should have served as strategic warning. On the basis of 
Tondern’s decrypts, however, the Main Decryption Station at Neumünster sent a 
wireless to Scheer only at 0600 on 31 May, ten hours after the intercept, reporting 
merely, “Two ships or formations with destroyers departed Scapa Flow at 8:00 pm.”20 

A second indication of pending or possibly ongoing operations by the Grand 
Fleet occurred on the morning of the 31st, when Neumünster intercepted a weath-
er report from the British station at Kirkwall, covering the Firth of Forth. At 1033, 
Neumünster transmitted the following advisory to Scheer: “Weather in the area of 
the Firth of Forth: rain, westerly wind strength 1, barometer 767, this type of report 
generally only occurs when formations are at sea.”

Braune’s report from Neumünster provided some degree of warning to the fleet 
commander that British forces might be at sea, but it lacked a “so what?” In his 
postbattle summary derived from radio intelligence, Braune observed again that 
“such weather reports were previously observed only when large parts of the En-
glish fleet were at sea.” But of course, Braune’s signal to Scheer did not mention 
“large parts of the English fleet,” just “formations.” It is likely that at the time he sent 
the signal Braune did not know that the Grand Fleet had sailed, but if he did in fact 
believe from these decrypts that both Jellicoe and Beatty were at sea, his messages 
to Scheer were not worded strongly enough to convey a strategic warning. For in-
telligence officers trying to provide warning to fleet commanders, subtlety is not 
an ally. Braune needed to have been much more explicit, warning clearly that on 
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the basis of the weather signal the Grand Fleet could be at sea. Instead, both Scheer 
and Hipper continued northward unaware that Beatty and Jellicoe were steaming 
in their direction.

The battle itself began by chance. Having conducted a sweep of the North Sea 
without sighting the High Seas Fleet, Beatty’s Battle Cruiser Squadron was turning 
north when HMS Galatea—at the extreme southern end of the force—noticed what 
looked like smoke on the horizon. The source was a Danish steamship, letting off 
steam after having been stopped by German destroyers screening the battle cruisers 
of Hipper’s 1st Scouting Group.21 Galatea chose to investigate. On sighting the Ger-
man ships, Galatea opened fire—at 1428 on 31 May, the first shots of the battle.22

Beatty’s First Battle Cruiser Squadron—the modern Lion, Princess Royal, Queen 
Mary, and Tiger, along with the older New Zealand and Indefatigable—lay to the 
west, with the four modern battleships of the Fifth Battle Squadron a further ten 
miles away.23 Hipper’s 1st Scouting Group—the modern Lützow, Derfflinger, and 
Seydlitz and the older Moltke and Von der Tann—lay to the east. Roughly seventy 
miles to the northwest the hundred ships of the main body of the Grand Fleet were 
steaming southeast, while fifty miles to the south the main body of the High Seas 
Fleet continued steaming north, both fleets unaware of the presence of the other.24

The requirement to send I&W did not end once the battle cruisers had made 
contact, for it was still imperative that the E-Dienst warn Admiral Scheer of any in-
volvement by Jellicoe’s dreadnoughts. Braune’s postbattle summaries show that the 
E-Dienst had in fact intercepted concrete indications that Jellicoe and the Grand 
Fleet were not only at sea but possibly in the same area. 

Station North at Tondern had intercepted a 1621 signal from Jellicoe to Rear 
Adm. Hugh Evan-Thomas (commander of the Fifth Battle Squadron’s superdread-
noughts, assigned to Beatty during the battle) asking whether Evan-Thomas had 
joined Beatty. From Braune’s postbattle report: “The directed query at 16.21 from 
the Fleet Flagship to the lead ship of the Fast Division (‘ak’) ‘Are you in connection 
with Vice-Admiral’ suggests that about this time, the fast capital ships of the Ma-
laya class had joined Vice-Admiral Beatty’s Battle Cruiser Squadron.”25 Important-
ly, though, Jellicoe had not mentioned his own position, leaving Tondern (which 
first received the signal) without concrete information placing the main body of the 
Grand Fleet near the nascent battle. 

Shortly afterward, though, that vital information was available: German D/F 
stations reported cross bearings on Jellicoe’s flagship HMS Iron Duke and on HMS 
Marlborough (flagship of Vice Adm. Sir Cecil Burney, commander of the British 
First Battle Squadron and second in command of the Grand Fleet) indicating that 
the main body of the Grand Fleet was in Scheer’s vicinity. From Station North’s 
postbattle report: “At 16:30, the main body of the English fleet was located off the 
south coast of Norway, apparently steaming in two columns. In the forward column 
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is the fleet flagship (kf). In the rear column, further back, is the flagship (bs) [iden-
tified in Neumünster’s reporting as Marlborough]. As indicated by directional bear-
ings, this part of the fleet has advanced to the south with the highest speed.”26 

The raw D/F report locating Iron Duke and Marlborough had been made an 
hour and a half before either Hipper or Scheer was aware that Jellicoe’s dread-
noughts were in the area.27 Absent the original logbooks from either Neumünster 
or Tondern, it is not possible to say with any accuracy when the locational bearings 
actually arrived in Tondern (the D/F stations would send their reports to Tondern, 
which in turn would plot any cross bearings and send the locational information 
to Neumünster for transmission to the fleet). For reasons discussed later, it seems 
most likely that Neumünster did not receive the reporting until after the two fleets 
had clashed. Had Neumünster received the report in a timely manner, it is incon-
ceivable that the station would not have immediately informed Scheer. The post-
battle summaries do not provide any insight into the timing of the various reports.

Once the main bodies of the British and German fleets had met and Jellicoe had 
“crossed Scheer’s T,” it was clear that the High Seas Fleet was in a toe-to-toe gun 
duel with the Grand Fleet and would not prevail. Scheer disengaged, after which 
his challenge was to find a route past Jellicoe and to steam for the safety of the Ger-
man coast. To succeed, Scheer needed to know the location and movements of the 
Grand Fleet, and this brings us to the second main responsibility of the E-Dienst: to 
provide intelligence on the positions and movements of enemy warships. 

Yet a look at the messages transmitted by Neumünster to Scheer show, astound-
ingly, that Neumünster was silent during this critical phase of the battle. There is 
an eleven-hour gap between the transmission of the weather report and of the next 
intelligence report. During the gap, the critical phases of the battle took place: the 
first clash of Beatty’s and Hipper’s battle cruisers, the “run to the south” (in which 
Hipper drew Beatty into the guns of the High Seas Fleet), the “run to the north” 
(in which Beatty drew the High Seas Fleet into Jellicoe’s guns), Jellicoe’s “crossing 
of Scheer’s T,” and Scheer’s “battle turnarounds.” All these occurred without intel-
ligence updates from Neumünster. 

Clearly, the E-Dienst was failing in its main task of supporting the fleet. So, what 
was the reason for the gap? The answer is twofold: the E-Dienst was crippled by 
communications delays between the listening stations and Neumünster and also by 
difficulties in decrypting the Grand Fleet’s battle orders.

As the E-Dienst was being established in February 1916, the North Sea Naval 
Station at Wilhelmshaven had set itself up as the single communications hub for 
all North Sea communications, directing that all telegraph lines in the North Sea 
area run through its signal center. The Admiralstab protested, but the naval station 
had prevailed. As a result, there were no direct telegraph lines between the sta-
tions of the E-Dienst; the telegraph line between Station North in Tondern—the 
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primary listening station for intercepting Grand Fleet communications—and the 
Main Decryption Station in Neumünster ran not directly from one to the other 
but instead from Tondern through Wilhelmshaven to Kiel and only then to Neu-
münster.28 Likewise, the D/F stations at Borkum, List, and Nordholz could not send 
their bearing reports directly to Tondern; their reports first went to Wilhelmshaven, 
which then would forward them to Tondern. Even new telegraph/teletypewriter 
lines to Station West in Bruges would run through Wilhelmshaven.29 

This arrangement, a direct consequence of the Imperial Navy’s divided com-
mand structure, meant that telegraphic congestion in Wilhelmshaven—which 
would certainly occur during a major fleet battle—would adversely impact trans-
mission times for messages that passed through Wilhelmshaven. This is precisely 
what happened during the battle. Delays of up to three and three-quarters hours 
were experienced between Tondern and Neumünster; the average transmission 
time was forty-six minutes.30 Delays, of three or four hours, were also experi-
enced on the line connecting the direction-finding stations with Station North in 
Tondern.31

Tondern’s role of supporting the German commander on the basis of its de-
crypts of British traffic was made yet more difficult by delays in the High Seas 
Fleet’s own traffic, hindering the analysts’ ability to make sense of the flow of battle. 
From Tondern’s postbattle summary: “Due to the lack of our own wireless traffic 
(position reports, battle signals, etc.), a picture of the events of the battle could only 
be compiled on the basis of the signals and bearings of the direction-finding sta-
tions at Borkum, List and Nordholz.”32 

At the same time, conditions were such that even if Neumünster had been able 
to send a clear warning to the fleet flagship, Scheer probably would not have seen 
it in time. Toward midnight on the 31st, the W/T station on Scheer’s flagship un-
derstandably became overwhelmed, and serious handling delays in the delivery of 
messages to “action” officers resulted. A 2050 intelligence advisory from Neumün-
ster on 1 June was not deciphered on the flagship until 2349, nearly three hours 
later.33 During the early morning hours of the 1st, German fleet communications 
dropped substantially, likely allowing W/T operators on the flagship to reduce the 
backlog, and in fact the next several messages transmitted by Neumünster took less 
than an hour to be deciphered, but by morning the backlog had returned. A mes-
sage sent at 0930 on 1 June was not processed on the flagship until 1157.34

The E-Dienst was also hampered by difficulty in breaking the British encryp-
tion. In his postbattle reports, Braune stated that while Neumünster had broken 
the two main codes used by the Grand Fleet, the British had updated both shortly 
before the battle, leaving Neumünster scrambling to break back into them before 
the planned fleet operation.35 After the battle, Braune claimed that Neumünster had 
decrypted 82 percent of the signals encrypted with the Allied Fleet Code and just 
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over half of those in the British Number Code, yet this claim is certainly mislead-
ing, since what matters in battle is not just success in decrypting enemy signals but 
also the timeliness of their decryption. Successful decryption of signals after the 
battle is obviously less important than during a battle, when the commander can 
best make use of them. 

The most valuable British signals and reports, those that would have allowed 
Scheer to understand where Jellicoe was and what he intended, were all super-
encrypted; that is, they had been encoded using the Allied Fleet Code and then 
encrypted again, in a cipher that Neumünster could not yet break.36 Between the 
weather signal sent at 1033 on 31 May and when the High Seas Fleet reached the 
safety of the Horn’s Reef passage, at 0230 on 1 June, Neumünster sent Scheer four 
messages; none of these contained any intelligence on which Scheer could have 
acted or that would have proved useful in his attempt to escape the Grand Fleet.37 
They were tangential to the position of the Grand Fleet and to Jellicoe’s intent: for 
example, the position of British destroyers relative to the main body of the fleet (but 
without any other locational information), the order for destroyers to attack enemy 
torpedo boats, and several messages related to HMS Marlborough, which had been 
damaged by torpedoes. 

Despite the odds, Scheer did escape Jellicoe, but without appreciable help from 
the E-Dienst. Braune’s postbattle reports struck a positive note, giving the impres-
sion that the E-Dienst had clearly tracked activity throughout the battle. His posi-
tivity, however, was not warranted. It is true that the E-Dienst had achieved re-
markable success in breaking the main British codes and ciphers and that it had 
done so through pure brute cryptologic work, without the captured codebooks that 
the British cryptanalysts enjoyed. Yet by Braune’s own criteria—providing intel-
ligence to the fleet commander that was detailed and timely enough for Scheer to 
act on—the E-Dienst had failed. Its contribution to the battle was insignificant. 
Thereafter, with diligent effort, Neumünster would become able to break the Brit-
ish superencryption and read the Grand Fleet’s battle signals—in early 1918.  
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IX The Twenty-Year Battle of Jutland
Holloway Frost’s Odyssey in Critical Analysis
JON SCOTT LOGEL 

In the 1986 edition of Makers of Modern Strategy, Russell Weigley argued that 
Cdr. Holloway Halstead Frost was the heir apparent to Alfred Thayer Mahan, 
the next great naval writer on strategy. For Weigley, Holloway Frost was one of 

the first to capture adequately how warfare in the nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries was changing. Frost proclaimed that no longer could the most capable 
military leaders win wars decisively through maneuver and military action alone. 
In his 1925 U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings essay “National Strategy” Frost wrote, 
“Our Civil War resulted in another protracted struggle in which economic pres-
sure, exerted through the Navy, greatly assisted our field armies in winning their 
decisions.” Frost was suggesting that in the future, modern wars would be shaped 
not only by combining land and maritime forces but by applying economic force 
as well.1 In the works of Holloway Frost, Weigley found evidence that supported 
his thesis in The American Way of War. More importantly, Weigley explained how 
Frost’s writings connected the offensive spirit of Nelson at Trafalgar with the criti-
cal analysis of modern naval power that emerged during and after World War I. 

Taken as a whole, Frost’s articles, essays, and books conveyed an analytical ap-
proach to naval tactics, strategy, and policy, one that accounted for a broad spec-
trum of maritime operations past, present, and future. Considering cases ranging 
from decisive sea battles to economic warfare by commerce raiding and blockades, 
Mahan’s forgotten heir apparent prompted an evolution of thinking about sea pow-
er and statecraft to guide American naval development and policies during the in-
terwar period. Holloway Frost warrants further examination for his role in shaping 
American naval strategy and how the U.S. Navy thought about modern war at sea 
in the decade preceding World War II.

Despite comparison by Weigley to Mahan and his own prolific record of pub-
lication on naval matters and strategy, Holloway Frost has remained only an in-
triguing footnote in the history of the American navy. During World War II the 
Navy acknowledged his interwar influence by naming a destroyer escort, USS Frost 
(DE 144), in his honor. Over the years, Proceedings and other naval publications 
have cited Frost’s ideas and articles.2 Even so, he is still not widely recognized as 
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a significant naval strategist and writer, certainly not to the extent Weigley had 
in mind.3 No doubt Frost’s untimely death limited his legacy, especially compared 
with the careers of his peers who generated the extensive history of the Navy in 
World War II. In 1935, while assigned to the faculty at the Command and General 
Staff College at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, Frost died of meningitis that presented 
after a mastoidectomy for a severe ear infection.4 Dying six years prior to Pearl Harbor, 
he never realized the influence his study of Jutland had on his fellow naval officers, 
the generation that was to lead the U.S. Navy in World War II. 

Published posthumously, Frost’s The Battle of Jutland encapsulated nearly twen-
ty years of research and critical analysis. Holloway Frost was a student at the Naval 
War College in 1916 when he first began his study of Jutland. He corresponded 
with veterans of both sides and reviewed relevant documents as they became ac-
cessible in Britain and Germany after the Great War. Frost’s conclusions on Jutland 
spurred the transformation of American maritime warfare in the interwar Navy 
begun by Adm. William S. Sims. Frost urged American naval officers refighting 
Jutland on the game floor at the Naval War College to be more “offensive minded.” 
In a letter to Admiral Sims in 1923, Frost expressed hope that he had instilled “in 
all the idea of thinking about what we can do to the enemy rather than what the 
enemy can do to us.”5 

A CAREER OF NAVAL WRITING 

During the recent centennial events marking the battle of Jutland and World War I, 
historians have focused on Frost’s study of Jutland. Reflection on Frost’s other stud-
ies, however, makes it apparent that he contributed much more than that.

Graduating from the Naval Academy in 1910, Frost began his career as a mid-
shipman on the battleship USS Michigan and then, after making ensign in 1914, 
reported for submarine duty on the submarine tender USS Ozark. From the start 
of his career, Frost wrote and published. Ensign Frost published his first article in 
a 1913 issue of Proceedings, a short piece titled “The Problem of Firing at a Fleet 
under Way with Long-Range Torpedoes.”6 Between 1913 and 1929, Proceedings 
published thirty-three more of his articles. As for books, in addition to the bulk of 
The Battle of Jutland Frost produced volumes on the early American navy and on 
bridge operations on a destroyer and a coedited collection of short essays, Some 
Famous Sea Fights. During the naval armament deliberations and conferences of 
the late 1920s and early 1930s, Frost printed almost forty stories and commentaries 
in various newspapers, the majority in the Washington Post. His publication record 
suggests that he had a knack for writing and getting his ideas into print. 

In much of what Frost wrote there were underlying critiques, assessments of 
the naval strategies and concepts that he studied. Whether writing about naval op-
erations and tactics in the age of sail or in the era of modern steel ships in the 
early twentieth century, Frost assessed what had taken place and proposed how the 
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actors could have better achieved their objectives. In effect, Frost practiced what 
Carl von Clausewitz termed “critical analysis.” According to Clausewitz, “Critical 
analysis is not just an evaluation of the means actually employed, but of all pos-
sible means—which first have to be formulated, that is invented. One can, after all, 
not condemn a method without being able to suggest a better alternative.”7 Frost 
repeatedly suggested provocative alternatives to the naval decisions he portrayed. 

The other remarkable aspect of Holloway Frost’s literary legacy was that he pub-
lished continuously while advancing through the Navy, alternating his duty assign-
ments between sea and shore. His naval career was a mix of billets at sea, tours on 
fleet staffs, and assignments to the service staff colleges, both as a student and as an 
instructor. Frost commanded three ships, did staff time in the Bureau of Naviga-
tion, served on both the Atlantic and Asiatic Fleet staffs, and taught at the Army 
War College and the Command and General Staff School (where he died). In 1927, 
he was a member of the American delegation sent to the Geneva Naval Conference 
to negotiate for more cruiser tonnage within the Washington Naval Treaty rules. 
Given the arc of his career through the rank of commander, Frost appears to have 
been on track for greater responsibility in the Navy. Like his near contemporaries 
Chester Nimitz, William Halsey Jr., and Ernest King, he qualified as a submariner 
and a naval aviator and commanded destroyers. At his career’s untimely end, his 
record appears to have been as competitive for senior rank as that of any other na-
val officer of the interwar era.

A NAVAL STRATEGIST EMERGES
While assigned to the Washington Navy Yard in 1919 and 1920 and at the direction 
of the Chief of Naval Operations (CNO), Adm. Robert E. Coontz, Frost cowrote 
with H. E. Yarnell and W. S. Pye a confidential pamphlet for the Office of Naval 
Intelligence, The Conduct of an Oversea Naval Campaign.8 In the years between 
the end of World War I (and its postwar commitments lasting into 1919) and the 
Washington Naval Conference (1921–22), the U.S. Navy reviewed what it had 
learned from the war about naval power and projected how to posture itself for 
the compromises implicit in the international push for disarmament. Anticipating 
at the conference limitations on fortifying overseas bases in the Philippines and 
Guam and a need for the agreement of all the treaty parties to a U.S. Navy “second 
to none,” the CNO directed this paper well ahead of time.9 Frost, for his part, con-
sidered the strategic geographic position of the United States in relation to its po-
tential adversaries and argued that in any potential contest it would have to take the 
fight to the enemy. Going into the Washington Naval Conference, the Navy would 
need a strategy in hand, and Frost & Company provided one. 

The Frost, Pye, and Yarnell pamphlet laid out a logical argument that the nation 
would have to adopt a force-projection strategy to defeat future foes. They pro-
posed that “in order to exert decisive pressure upon a nation it is usually necessary 
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to occupy important sectors of its territory and defeat its military forces.”10 Chan-
neling Mahan as they interpreted him, they wrote, “Therefore in every war between 
two naval powers separated by an ocean one of the powers must, if decisive pres-
sure is to be exerted, carry on an oversea campaign in enemy waters.”11 In what 
would best be described in 2019 as an “operational design,” they prescribed the na-
val forces and tasks required for the fleet to “secure sea control” and then “exercise 
sea control.” As had the writings of Mahan, the pamphlet described the importance 
of building a fleet in peacetime, a way to concentrate those naval forces for a cam-
paign (i.e., organizing the fleet into an advancing force and a defending force), and 
then how to exert decisive pressure on the adversary. Ultimately, they wrote, the 
campaign should continue until “a favorable opportunity is presented [to] engage 
and defeat the enemy Battle Fleet, thereby bringing the naval campaign to a suc-
cessful conclusion.”12

As John Kuehn notes in Agents of Innovation, Frost’s The Conduct of an Oversea 
Naval Campaign served as a foundational document for the fleet design, transpa-
cific planning and war gaming, and policy goals of the General Board during the 
interwar period.13 More importantly for Frost, in 1921 he went from the CNO’s 
staff, known as OpNav, to command two Clemson-class destroyers, USS Breck (DD 
283), from July 1921 to February 1923, and USS John D. Ford (DD 228), from June 
1923 to June 1924—in both of which he learned valuable insights on the practical 
challenges of supporting transoceanic deployments. In 1924, commanding John 
D. Ford, he was part of the team that established fueling bases in the Kuril Islands 
during the U.S. Army Air Service’s attempt to circumnavigate the globe.14 Later 
that year, he returned to OpNav, this time in the Planning Division of the Bureau 
of Navigation. There he wrote and submitted what would be his prizewinning 
Proceedings essay “National Strategy.” 

A NAVAL STRATEGY FOR 1925
Frost’s “National Strategy,” which appeared in 1925, exemplifies his influence on 
interwar thinking in the United States. Recalling the course of World War I, Frost 
had realized that the “indecisiveness” marking the end of that war had become the 
“new normal.” Unlike the wars of Napoleon, future twentieth-century great-power 
wars were likely to reach stalemate.15 Frost observed, “Two great armies, when 
their morale is unbroken, tend to reach a state of equilibrium.” Great-power armies 
could still achieve decisive results over smaller-power armies, “but when great na-
tions are at war with approximately equal military forces it will seldom be possible 
to win a purely military decision.”16 Frost judged that imperial Germany’s defeat in 
World War I had resulted not just from the defeat of its armed forces but also from 
economic, political, and moral factors.17

Working from that premise, Frost crafted a national strategy that encompassed 
all the instruments of national power as he viewed them:
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To break the moral power of the enemy nation, our government should direct the operations 
of the following forces against similar enemy forces in the combinations best designed for 
exerting and resisting pressure: 

a.  The armed forces, including the military and naval services.

b.  The economic forces, including the mining and manufacturing industries, the transpor-
tation, communication, financial, commercial and agricultural systems, the scientific organi-
zations and other similar national institutions.

c.  The political forces, including the diplomatic service, the news, publishing, educational 
and religious systems and the social, political, labor and fraternal organizations.18 

Frost now bordered on clairvoyance, or at least on perceptiveness as acute as 
what the “Rainbow” planners proved to have had in the interwar period: “This 
offensive and defensive use of our armed, economic and political forces in proper 
coordination may be called national strategy, and a thorough knowledge of this 
subject is the secret which will win the next war.”19 Given what we know about the 
matériel dimension of the American effort during World War II, Frost’s comments 
seem obvious. However, given instead that he wrote this fourteen years prior to that 
war, Frost’s predictions can be seen to have emanated not only from his experience 
of the past but also from his critical analysis and study of that past. 

Besides Frost’s take on grand strategy, the essay offered also an approach to 
the employment of naval forces in this postulated new war. In the section titled 
“The Campaign of the Battle Fleet,” Frost details the missions of the battle fleet, 
the scouting element, and the screening element. Adhering to Mahan’s principles, 
he describes the conditions that bring about the destruction of an enemy fleet. In 
broad terms, he almost might have been describing the circumstances for the Royal 
Navy and the High Seas Fleet leading up to Jutland in 1916: 

Our battle fleet, assisted by the scouting fleet, endeavors to locate, bring to action and 
destroy the enemy battle fleet; but if at certain periods of history the decisive defeat of the 
enemy field army has been a difficult accomplishment, that of the battle fleet has been even 
more so. This is due to the special circumstances of naval warfare which allow an enemy 
fleet to decline action by remaining in a defended port or so close to it that an assured line of 
retirement is always available. This means that a fleet action could take place only:

a.  When both fleets were willing to fight, or

b.  One was lured to sea and its retreat cut off, or

c.  It was forced out of port by pressure other than that exerted by our battle fleet. 

Due to these facts, fleet actions have rarely occurred, and of these very few have been decisive.20

He concluded this section of his paper by explaining how such new technologies 
as torpedoes, submarines, and aircraft, though they further decreased the chance 
for decisive naval battles, could yet ultimately be decisive for the overall outcome of 
a war.21 Frost’s insight here supports the idea that a navy may not win a war on its 
own, but a nation could certainly lose a war if it had no navy.
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FROST THE NAVALIST
As noted earlier, Frost was in the delegation (as the junior member) to the Geneva 
Naval Conference of 1927. Led by Rear Adm. Hilary Jones, head of the Navy’s Gen-
eral Board, the American naval contingent intended to seek rapprochement with 
Great Britain, preserve or increase American naval strength, and increase coopera-
tion between the two English-speaking maritime powers.22 Their primary specific 
objective was to create an American advantage in cruisers over Japan while main-
taining parity with Britain. In 1926 and 1927 the General Board had perceived 
the potential for war with Japan and the challenges of carrying a naval fight to the 
nation to which planners referred as “Orange.” In Geneva, Lieutenant Commander 
Frost witnessed firsthand the tension between the need for a credible naval force 
to offset rising powers and the widespread postwar sentiment for disarmament. 
Britain and the United States could not arrive at an agreement at Geneva, and the 
conference ended in disappointment for all sides—naval advocates, shipbuilders, 
and peace advocates alike.23 

Widespread accounts soon attributed the failure at Geneva to the American del-
egation’s naval officers, who—it was charged—had upended the conference, which 
President Calvin Coolidge had initiated and supported.24 The allegations produced 
a scandal about a year after the Geneva Conference, and Frost became implicated 
in it. An American businessman and author (or propagandist), William B. Shearer, 
claimed that American shipbuilders owed him $250,000 for having ensured that 
the conference would fail to produce any new agreement that could hurt their in-
terests. What came to be known as the Shearer scandal occupied newspaper head-
lines for almost a year. According to Shearer in his 1928 pamphlet The Cloak of 
Benedict Arnold, he was able to thwart any further arms-limitation agreements by 
advising (lobbying, really) and collaborating with the naval officers in the delega-
tion at Geneva. Shearer claimed that he was a true patriot and that he had been 
ensuring that the United States would not accede to the demands of the traitorous 
disarmament mob but rather be able to step up armament production—specifi-
cally, heavy cruisers. 

In the summer of 1929, newspapers alleged that naval officers Rear Adm. Jo-
seph M. Reeves, Rear Adm. Frank H. Schofield, and Lt. Cdr. Holloway Frost—who 
was now in command of his third Clemson, USS Toucey (DD 282)—had all aided 
Shearer in undermining the delegation’s prospects for reaching any agreement at 
Geneva. Congress conducted an inquiry and found Reeves’s defense sufficient to 
belie the involvement of the Navy as such. Congress issued no official findings, 
which meant that if Frost was not found culpable of any wrongdoing, neither was 
he publicly exonerated.25 Perhaps, however, the whole experience demonstrated to 
Frost that public sentiment is just as important as grand strategy when it comes 
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to the design and construction of a modern fleet. Public opinion needed to be ac-
counted for in critical analysis, especially in matters of national strategy.

In 1929, after his command tour in Toucey, Frost attended the Army War Col-
lege in Washington.26 He remained as a faculty member, from 1930 to 1931. In this 
capacity he was a guest contributor for the Washington Post, commenting on the 
conduct of the London Naval Conference, which met during the first four months 
of 1930. It may have been scandalous for naval officers to “lobby” for private ship-
building firms, but it seems to have been acceptable for a serving officer to com-
ment on policy in the press. 

Between 18 and 30 April 1930 the Washington Post printed five stories by Com-
mander Frost, sequenced to explain to the general public the ramifications of the 
London Naval Treaty. He began with “Germany’s Naval Comeback,” to give a sense 
of why the United States needed a navy, then followed with successive articles ex-
plaining the “duties and types of cruisers,” “the London Treaty,” “8-inch vs. 6-inch 
cruisers in trade warfare,” and distinctions in the employment of “8-inch vs. 6-inch 
cruisers.”27 The United States, Britain, France, Italy, and Japan signed the treaty on 
22 April, prompting Frost and the Post to publish another series of articles in June. 
In them Frost explained in plain terms how the new treaty affected each category 
of warship, from submarines and aircraft carriers to capital ships, cruisers, and “ex-
empt classes.”28 In these newspaper articles he advocated treaty terms that would 
allow the United States to build a fleet of a variety of ship types suited to the naval 
objectives outlined in his Proceedings essays. Reflecting on the realities of the treaty, 
Frost commented, “When the ships are of the same age and size, we must trust our 
Navy to design and build into our ships a combination of [those] . . . elements of 
war value which will be equal in effectiveness to those of the British and Japanese 
vessels.”29 That fall, the Washington Post ran another series of Frost articles, this 
time affirming “two essential points in naval policy: First, a navy must be ready; 
and second, only vessels in commission are ready.”30 The naval analyst had become 
a champion of naval power.

In fact, Frost’s commentaries supported what his flag officer superiors desired in 
the midst of the disarmament movement of the late 1920s and 1930s. The Coolidge 
and Herbert Hoover administrations may have sought arms-limitation agreements 
in part to lessen defense costs, but Navy leadership remained focused on the threats 
posed by rising powers—specifically, Japan. Defeating Japan or any other overseas 
adversary required a fleet that could fight across an ocean and execute (in modern 
terms) “across the spectrum of naval warfare” as required to achieve national objec-
tives. In this light, Frost’s newspaper articles were logical, if not predictable.31

WHY JUTLAND MATTERED 

A constant throughout all of Frost’s musings was the attributes a strategy and a 
fleet needed to destroy the enemy’s fleet. In his treatments of the various ship types 
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and naval technologies, Frost remained focused on how they could be used to de-
fend the nation and attack the adversary. He did not argue just for battleships and 
cruisers: he integrated patrol craft, submarines, torpedoes, and mines as well into 
his prescription for American sea power. Still, in his time the only modern case 
study that even approached a decisive naval battle was Jutland. Since the Ameri-
can navy did not have one of its own on which to draw during the interwar era, it 
too focused on the battle of Jutland, seeking insights into what a naval war with 
Japan might look like. Commander Frost, whom Weigley called “the young and 
precocious Navy strategic student and writer of the interwar years,” made the main 
contribution to the American understanding of Jutland. It was mainly “that to en-
sure Mahanian success, Nelsonian boldness is indispensible [sic].”32 Regardless of 
a navy’s technological capabilities, readiness, and guiding national strategy, Frost 
submitted, victory started with aggressive, audacious leadership at sea. Battles in 
which commanders lacked that “offensive spirit” ended in draws at best, or at the 
worst (for one side) in defeat.

In his 1927 coauthored collection on famous naval battles, Frost published one 
of his objective assessments of the British and Germans at Jutland:

Jutland was in all respects a drawn battle. To the Germans is due high credit for their skill 
and resource in saving their fleet after initial successes. To the British, Jutland offered a 
priceless opportunity to decide the war in 1916 when the German armies were strained to 
the very breaking point under the sledgehammer blows of the British and French on the 
Somme, the Russian deluge over Galicia [Austria-Hungary] and the entry of the Rouma-
nians upon the scene. Fortune further favored the British by presenting them with a series of 
tactical advantages which their overcautious policy restrained them from taking [i.e., capi-
talizing on]. During 1917 the British were forced to accept greater risks of being defeated 
by the German submarines than the most venturesome admiral could have run at Jutland 
against the High Sea Fleet.33 

In this passage Frost connected the contest at sea with the situation on land. He 
understood that the combined effects of decisive action at sea and a sustained cam-
paign on the continent could have given Britain and its allies victory much sooner. 
Frost accounted for the degree to which British sea control would have mitigated 
the German U-boat campaign of 1917 and perhaps even opened a route to sustain 
Russia through the Baltic.34 The study of Jutland was Frost’s touchstone for com-
municating modern naval warfare and grand strategy. 

When Frost died in 1935, his book on Jutland was not yet finished. The publish-
er of Proceedings ran an obituary, “The U.S. Naval Institute has been de-Frosted.”35 
Yet his colleagues and superiors knew that Frost had had a book manuscript on 
his desk about Jutland, pulling together his research on the epic battle. Edwin Falk 
oversaw the completion of Frost’s book and saw it through the Naval Institute Press. 
He arranged for a foreword by Rear Adm. David Foote Sellers, Frost’s onetime 
commander in the fleet. In it Sellers described Frost as possessing “a brilliant and 
analytical mind” and called the book “the result of a critical analysis only possible 
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to a man of his high professional attainments.”36 Still, even in his treatment of Jut-
land, Frost remained true to his roots in surface warfare and destroyer operations, 
highlighting where and when captains should have been more aggressive. 

Indeed, Frost’s book on the battle of Jutland can be seen as a manual for how to 
fight aggressively. He indicted Commo. J. R. P. Hawksley, who had led the Eleventh 
Destroyer Flotilla in one of the last daylight actions at Jutland. On receiving fire 
from unknown ships, Hawksley later remembered, “I turned the flotilla away from 
the battle cruisers and expected the fleet to open fire on them. The leading battle 
cruiser then fired a star shell, which appeared to justify the opinion that they were 
enemy ships; but as the fleet still held their fire, it was not dark enough to make 
an attack unsupported by fire from the fleet.” Frost judged “that [Hawksley’s] at-
titude showed a singular lack of aggressiveness for a destroyer commander. The 
destroyer is largely a weapon of opportunity . . . , an opportunity that every true de-
stroyer captain hopes will some day be given to him.” Frost offered alternatives that 
Hawksley could have pursued but chose not to until his “opportunity to achieve 
greatness had slipped from him.” Frost emphasized a common theme that surface 
combat, particularly by destroyer flotillas, should be aggressive, not risk averse. It 
was this message that mattered most to Holloway Frost in understanding modern 
naval warfare.

So, what should naval historians make of Holloway Frost? Was he a true succes-
sor to Alfred Thayer Mahan, a modern prophet of sea power? Or should Frost 
remain a footnote to the history of the interwar Navy? His writings suggest more 
prophet than footnote. Perhaps Weigley was correct to emphasize Frost’s impact on 
the Navy, particularly given how similar the conduct of World War II was to Frost’s 
predictions in the preceding decade. Frost not only advanced the Navy “enterprise” 
before he died but was also a voice for joint operations of maritime and land forces. 
Further, Frost realized that naval, joint, and grand strategies all had to be integrated 
and synchronized at the national level if the next war was to be won. Fifteen years 
before World War II commenced, he identified the key to American victory in that 
conflict: “We must think of war as comprising attacks on the enemy, attacks in his 
own waters, attacks to gain the control of waters which are vital to him; only by 
such operations can we decide the war in our favor without bringing an excessive 
strain on our economic forces, and justify the sums of money which are expended 
annually for the maintenance of the armed forces.”37 With observations such as 
these, Cdr. Holloway Frost and his writings leave us to draw our own conclusions 
about how he influenced American naval strategy after Jutland, during World War 
II, and beyond.  
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X The Jellicoe Empire Mission of 1919–1921 and the 
Postwar Strategic Adjustment for Dominion Navies

TIMOTHY J. MOOTS

With the defeat of imperial Germany and the rise of the United States 
and Imperial Japan as Pacific powers, the geostrategic setting tilted dy-
namically away from the North Sea and Western Europe. However, for 

the Royal Navy (RN), this was not simply a case of adjusting to the new realities, 
including the growth of the U.S. Navy (USN) and Imperial Japanese Navy. Rather, 
these adjustments had to take account of both the inter- and intra-imperial rela-
tions within the British Empire itself and the practicalities of dispatching the main 
fleet from home waters to wage war on a global scale—something the RN had not 
done before with modern capital ships and the attached auxiliary forces.1 

British naval leaders acknowledged that overseas basing facilities for the RN 
required improvement and better defense to support a dispatch of the main fleet, 
especially to the Indian or Pacific Ocean. Naval bases, connected by vital com-
munications networks, each with dry docks, fueling stations, machine shops, and 
other assets, were imperative for enabling the RN to face threats and protect the sea 
lines of communication on which Britain depended and that connected the various 
components of the British Empire. Many of the existing facilities were in Domin-
ion and colonial territories and were not exclusively Admiralty naval bases but had 
been developed through cooperative financial arrangements between the Admi-
ralty and the Dominions and colonies providing special rights for RN vessels.2 The 
context of basing facilities for the British fleet abroad is to be viewed within the 
larger context of postwar relationships between Britain and its Dominions. 

This paper argues that it was a high-level naval/diplomatic undertaking of 
1919–20 known as the “Jellicoe Empire Mission” that provided the basis for what 
would become the postwar imperial policy, that of “Empire Naval Cooperation,” 
which remained in place throughout the interwar period. This policy was a com-
promise between the Admiralty and the Dominions, permitting the latter to op-
erate their own navies in return for increased investment in basing facilities on 
their territories that could support the RN, and support their own policies as well. 
Previous studies, which have focused on the role of the new Singapore Naval Base, 
have considered that base in isolation and concentrated on the various levels of 
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support from the Dominions to that “impregnable fortress.”3 Although the creation 
of a naval base at Singapore may have been one of the main objectives of Adm. 
Sir John Jellicoe’s mission, he in fact developed several cooperation schemes with 
Dominions by which they were advised on how to make their naval bases capable 
of meeting both the strategic requirements of the RN and the needs of their own 
navies, under Admiralty guidance. 

The role of the Jellicoe Empire Mission in setting not only postwar naval policy 
but also broader imperial strategy has been underappreciated, largely because 
Jellicoe’s proposal for a Far Eastern Fleet contradicted the British government’s eco-
nomic policies and because controversies surrounding the battle of Jutland in 1916 
had emerged when he returned. Historians such as Stephen Roskill have observed 
similarities between Jellicoe’s reports and the views of the Admiralty in 1919, but, 
this paper argues, the Admiralty was even more influenced by Jellicoe’s reports than 
has been recognized.4 A 1919 Admiralty memorandum, “Imperial Naval Defence,” 
accepted the principle of “Dominion navies” after receipt of Jellicoe’s two-volume 
report on India. In this report Jellicoe had proposed the establishment of the Royal 
Indian Navy (RIN), making clear to the Admiralty the direction his mission was 
taking.5 Moreover, the Admiralty “graybook” (collected issue and position papers 
and the like) that was sent to the Committee of Imperial Defence (CID) before 
the Imperial Conference of 1921 put postwar Empire naval cooperation in place 
exhibited the Admiralty’s (reluctant) acceptance of Dominion navies as a means to 
stimulate naval interest but also addressed the need for increased basing facilities 
outside home waters. Crucially, the graybook adopted and credited many of Jel-
licoe’s reports in its recommendations to the various Dominions.6 Following the 
signing of the Washington Naval Treaty in 1922, the Admiralty may have attempted 
to focus Dominion and colonial naval policy on the Singapore Naval Base, but by 
then the groundwork was set for the Dominions generally to develop their own 
basing facilities in line with both their own policies and the RN’s requirements.7

ORIGINS OF THE JELLICOE EMPIRE MISSION
The Jellicoe Empire Mission originated at the Imperial War Conference in 1917. 
This conference, which comprised the heads of the Dominions, was the contriv-
ance of Alfred, Viscount Milner, who was an imperialist concerned with encourag-
ing imperial unity and a vital member of Prime Minister David Lloyd George’s War 
Cabinet.8 The purpose of the conference was to coordinate the Empire’s military 
policy for the rest of the war, yet nevertheless the Dominion nations requested that 
a scheme for the longer-term naval defense of the Empire be proposed there by 
the Admiralty. The conference responded with Resolution IV of 30 March 1917, 
requiring the Admiralty to “work out immediately after the conclusion of the war 
what they consider[ed] to be the most effective scheme of Naval Defence for the 
Empire . . . in the respect for [i.e., with respect to] the Empire’s future security.”9 A 
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year later, in 1918, the Admiralty in turn responded with the memorandum “Naval 
Defence of the British Empire,” signed by the First Sea Lord, Adm. Sir Rosslyn 
Wemyss. In it Wemyss argued that the most effective option would be a single im-
perial navy, by which the Admiralty would resume control of Dominion naval units 
under an “Imperial Naval Authority.” The Admiralty would make the operational 
decisions, including where to concentrate the fleet, whereas “Local Naval Boards” 
in each Dominion would operate such facilities as dockyards and fueling depots, 
ensuring that they met imperial naval requirements.10 

When the Admiralty put the proposal for a single imperial navy before the Do-
minions at the next Imperial Conference, it found the Dominions entirely unwill-
ing to accept the concept. The prime minister of Canada, Robert Borden, led the 
rest of the Dominions in opposition, with the exception of Newfoundland. Borden 
agreed the Admiralty had based its proposal on sound policy but cited the Royal 
Australian Navy (RAN), which had been operating effectively under the RN dur-
ing the world war. The Dominions did acknowledge that their navies’ construction, 
equipment, and armament would proceed alongside the RN’s and requested, not 
Admiralty direction, but consultation by a senior member on these matters.11 The 
Dominions’ leaders suggested Admiral Jellicoe as that member, to tour the Domin-
ions and advise them. In November 1918 the Admiralty invited Jellicoe to do so.12 

The Admiralty intended for Jellicoe to promote its single-imperial-navy propos-
al during his tour, although the Dominions had already rejected it. The permanent 
secretary, Sir Oswyn Murray, sent Jellicoe the Admiralty’s instructions, which were 
to advise the Dominions on their naval policy “either from the point of view of the 
efficiency of that organisation for meeting local needs, or from that of ensuring the 
greatest possible homogeneity and co-operation between all the Naval Forces of the 
Empire.”13 However, Jellicoe was informed that the Admiralty did not depart from 
its original scheme of the single imperial navy and further instructed that “should 
Dominion Authorities desire to consider how far it is possible for the Dominion 
to take a more effective share in the Naval Defence of the Empire, he will give as-
sistance from the naval point of view in drawing up a scheme for consideration.”14 
The Admiralty did not withdraw its scheme prior to Jellicoe’s departure, as further 
seen in the Admiralty memorandum dated 17 December 1918 to the War Cabinet: 
“The Admiralty do not depart from their declared views as to what would be the 
most effective scheme of naval defence of the Empire.”15 The reasons for this were 
twofold. The first, proposed by Brian Farrell, was that the Admiralty believed that 
with Jellicoe’s seniority and prestige across the Empire—that March he had been 
created Viscount Jellicoe of Scapa Flow—he could persuade the Dominions to ac-
cept the single imperial navy.16 The second, as seen in the Admiralty minutes, is 
that the Admiralty believed the Dominions’ determination to pursue their national 
naval forces would wane when confronted with postwar financial constraints.17
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JELLICOE
Jellicoe’s experience and strategic thinking shifted in his eyes the question of naval 
defense of the Empire to the importance of basing for naval units and of Dominion 
support for it. He had been commander in chief of the Grand Fleet from 1914 to 
1916, commanding it at the battle of Jutland in 1916, and had been appointed First 
Sea Lord shortly before the commencement of unrestricted submarine warfare by 
imperial Germany. Jellicoe had experienced at first hand the vital necessity for 
bases, especially for docking, repair, and refueling, and had discussed it frequently 
in his The Grand Fleet, 1914–1916: Its Creation, Development and Work, published 
shortly before his departure on the mission. In it Jellicoe recalls how much the su-
periority of strength of the Grand Fleet had been reduced at the start of the war by 
the number of units out of action with deficiencies.18 Adm. James Goldrick argues 
that Jellicoe’s assessment of the risk at the outset of fighting the German High Seas 
Fleet was justified by events: higher speeds brought frequent machinery repairs 
and exposed issues with propulsion and hull design.19 World War I illustrated that 
wartime bases well positioned with respect to the enemy were prerequisites for 
optimizing the operations and fighting efficiency of the fleet. 

The mission’s eventual reports can be seen to be highly influenced by the think-
ing of Jellicoe’s close friend and colleague Sir Julian Corbett. As Andrew Lambert 
has stated, the influence of Corbett is to be seen in the reports. Lambert has dis-
covered that Jellicoe refused to leave for the mission until he received an advance 
proof of Corbett’s first volume of Naval Operations, which analyzes the strategic 
mission of clearing the outer seas in 1914 (something with which Jellicoe had not 
been involved, and consequently of which he was not aware, while in command of 
the Grand Fleet).20 Throughout Naval Operations, Corbett exhibits the value of the 
disposition of bases and the criticality of dry-docking, repair, supply, and fueling 
facilities for naval vessels. For that, one need not go far beyond the book’s opening 
paragraphs, which recount the issues Britain had encountered occupying the North 
Sea. Past contentions with European powers had led to a strategic concentration of 
bases on the English Channel and the south of Ireland. This meant that when con-
fronted by the German threat, however, the North Sea lacked naval bases entirely, 
either first- or second-class, and that British commercial ports on that coast were 
vulnerable to attack.21

Jellicoe’s approach to Dominion naval policy is foreshadowed in the document 
“Post-War Naval Requirements,” which he sent to the First Lord of the Admiralty, 
Walter Long, from Port Said while en route to India. In it he detailed his thoughts 
on the future requirements of the RN. He examined such considerations as the 
organization of worldwide convoys, the arming of merchant vessels, the prospect 
of having to match the United States in a naval arms race, the vessels that would be 
required, and his concerns about fueling, supplying, and repairing the fleet. Related 



 106 NEW INTERPRETATIONS IN NAVAL HISTORY  JELLICOE EMPIRE MISSION 107

to the last point were the organization of worldwide intelligence and communica-
tions; adequate provision to overseas strategic bases of equipment, stores, and fuel 
stocks; and the availability of dry docks large enough for the largest capital ships.22 
Jellicoe emphasized the disadvantage of the USN vis-à-vis the RN in the weak-
ness of the American overseas base system: in a conflict the RN could adopt either 
an offensive or defensive posture.23 The document shows that Jellicoe had learned 
from his experience of the Great War and that its lessons were now at the core of 
his policy proposals. 

INSTIGATING A COMPROMISE: CONTROVERSIES AND RESULTS
From the outset of the mission, Jellicoe dismissed Wemyss’s proposal for the single 
imperial navy. In his first report, on the naval defense of India, he advised replacing 
the Royal Indian Marine with the RIN. For Jellicoe, “a system of ‘Contribution’ ” by 
India or other Dominions toward the maintenance of the Royal Navy, as perhaps 
implied by the former, “does not produce interest in the country concerned, and 
consequently no considerable result.” Rather, “interest is most quickly created by 
a system which admits of the people of a Dominion seeing some tangible result 
of their financial efforts, in the shape of a portion of the Navy.”24 This view was 
repeated in his report for Australia of 21 August 1919, in which he reported to 
the Admiralty his conversation with the acting Australian prime minister, William 
Watt: “If a Government [in London] were to ask for a contribution to an imperial 
navy, instead of payment to a local navy, no Parliament [in Australia] would be 
found that would vote any money to such an object.”25 

Jellicoe recommended accordingly the development in the Dominions of na-
vies able to work alongside the RN. Again he insisted that if maximum fighting 
efficiency and active cooperation in imperial naval defense were to be achieved, 
the upgrading and defense of bases’ facilities was vital.26 Each report included a 
substantial and detailed chapter devoted to a given Dominion’s existing docks and 
dry-docking facilities, to its provision and distribution of fuel, its supply and dis-
tribution of stores and munitions, its communications, and its harbor defenses.27 
To these data were added recommendations for the establishment of new bases to 
meet future requirements.

In fact, it was Jellicoe’s recommendations, some of which were seen as both 
politically and financially impractical, that gave rise to the controversies that his 
mission sparked at home. The most controversial and heavily scrutinized of these 
proposals was for a Far Eastern Fleet—comprising eight battleships, eight battle 
cruisers, and the necessary auxiliary vessels—contained in the Australia report.28 
Moreover, there was to be a naval base at Singapore to sustain it.29 Jellicoe had iden-
tified Japan, an ally in the Great War, as the probable next enemy of the British 
Empire and now justified this investment by citing friction between British and 
imperial Japanese policy. He also supplied historical examples of alliances suddenly 
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terminating, from the dissolution of the Triple Alliance of 1671 when England de-
clared war on its onetime ally Holland to Italy’s break from the Triple Alliance in May 
1915.30 This point created potential for diplomatic embarrassment with Japan, not 
least as the Australian government had printed parts of Jellicoe’s report for its House 
of Representatives, where they were debated extensively, as well as reported on heavi-
ly by the press.31 Historians have recounted the outrage this caused at the Admiralty, 
first in the form of a rebuttal from Wemyss to Jellicoe, then in a protest from Wemyss 
to the First Lord of the Admiralty that Jellicoe had gone beyond his remit.32

In the background, however, Jellicoe’s reports received serious consideration, es-
pecially his proposals on the defense of bases across the Empire and on Dominion 
cooperation. On arrival in London each report was supplied, marked “top secret,” 
to the CID; considered together, they supplied the committee with all of Jellicoe’s 
findings on naval bases and repairing, supplying, and fueling the fleet.33 Further-
more, if the Admiralty had challenged Jellicoe’s proposals, it had also reached simi-
lar conclusions on its own. The Plans Division had prepared prior to the receipt 
of Jellicoe’s Australia report a document, “Naval Situation in the Far East,” that 
stressed establishing a fleet base at Singapore.34 Similarly, the 1919 “Imperial Naval 
Defence” memorandum made exclusive reference to Jellicoe’s India report in argu-
ing that if practicable the RIN be established for the defense of bases and harbors. 
Moreover, it specified levels and forms of cooperation available to the Dominions, 
ranging from the dispatch of units or squadrons (as the RAN had chosen) to direct 
financial cooperation (as in the cases of New Zealand and South Africa). The Do-
minions would fulfill strategic roles by controlling sea communications, defending 
their naval bases, and protecting their coastal trade. An Admiralty decision to drop 
the idea of a single imperial navy came after receipt of Jellicoe’s India report and 
its remarks on how best to stimulate interest in naval policy.35 Admiralty think-
ing therefore moved to the basis of Dominions providing and supplying units and 
squadrons focused on the strategic requirement for defending and maintaining 
naval bases and basing facilities on their territories. 

An opportunity for the Admiralty to propose this to the Dominions presented 
itself at the Imperial Conference of 1921, held 20 June to 5 August. The conference is 
remembered for letting lapse the Anglo-Japanese alliance (which the United States 
opposed) and the related American invitation to naval arms-limitation agreement 
talks, what would soon be the Washington Naval Conference. Otherwise, how-
ever, the conference displayed the Admiralty’s willingness to adopt formally Jel-
licoe’s proposals on Dominion naval policy. The Admiralty had earlier circulated 
its graybook “Empire Naval Policy and Co-operation,” dated February 1921, among 
the CID, Whitehall, and the Dominions. Its introduction was similar to the 1919 
memorandum “Imperial Naval Defence” but clearly advised the Dominion navies 
to provide for self-supporting bases for units in their estimates.36 The graybook 
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then generally outlined the Admiralty’s strategic policy, recommending policies for 
adoption by Dominions. These ranged from the composition of their naval forces, 
to their bases and dockyards, naval aviation, and measures to support economic 
blockade. The basis of the Admiralty’s strategic policy was the “need for mobility”—
the ability to dispatch the main fleet, based in British waters and the Mediterra-
nean, to threatened parts of the Empire.37 

The graybook also made explicit references to Jellicoe’s recommendations, in a 
section entitled “Empire Naval Policy,” both “Imperial” and “Individual.” For exam-
ple, it incorporated the concept of “Dominion navies,” except for India. However, 
the Admiralty, for which imperial requirements took precedence over individual 
national needs, requested the Dominions of the Indian and Pacific Oceans to con-
tribute to the Singapore Naval Base. Under the “Individual” heading the Admiralty 
permitted Dominions that did not want to, or could not, contribute to Singapore to 
maintain such naval forces as their financial resources admitted, but they were to 
keep their bases adequate to sustain them.38 The graybook reflects the Admiralty’s 
reluctant accommodation in its postwar policy of decentralized Dominion navies 
and a system of Empire naval cooperation, one that provided bases and dry docks 
for both Dominion forces and the Royal Navy. 

It has been argued that the impact of Jellicoe’s assessments was diminished by the 
Admiralty’s failure to settle its policy prior to his tour. The Admiralty had not de-
fined the strategic boundaries of the report, with the result, as Joseph Moretz notes, 
of “putting the requirement cart before the policy horse.”39 Indeed, Jellicoe’s proposals 
for a Far Eastern Fleet fell flat. Nevertheless, his fundamental principle of coop-
eration with respect to naval bases with repair, fuel, and supply capabilities was a 
success. It was in fact the Admiralty’s vision for a single imperial navy that foun-
dered, in the face of Jellicoe’s vision of Dominions permitted, on the one hand, to 
control their own naval policies but, on the other hand, expected to increase their 
investment in facilities on their territories. This was a successful compromise, one 
that reflects Britain’s continuing ability to stay “ahead of the curve,” to find ways of 
confronting a changing strategic situation. The postwar policy of Dominion navies 
and Empire naval cooperation was to prove a valuable force multiplier for the RN 
in the 1920s. 

The interwar years in the United Kingdom were to be fraught with political 
disagreement, marked by a declinist narrative of a navy shackled by, especially, 
financial constraints. For all of Britain’s weaknesses, the RN was expected to keep 
itself in a position to sustain global warfare for the Empire in multiple theaters, 
protect seaborne trade, and all the while deal with rivals and stay within strict 
political and economic parameters. The clear upshot of the Imperial Conference of 
1921 was, while it varied, greater Dominion cooperation in the naval defense of the 
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Empire.40 As Roskill states, “Everything except the autonomy of the Dominions was 
left open.”41 However, when the Washington Naval Conference ended in 1922, the 
naval powers moved from building capital ships to improving and creating basing 
facilities to maximize fighting efficiency in a naval war. The decentralized naval 
policy, although not the Admiralty’s preference, enabled the Dominions to estab-
lish navies and to establish support facilities that were suitable for both Royal Navy 
and Dominion units. This approach was confirmed when the policy of “Empire 
Naval Cooperation” was presented at the 1923 Imperial Conference.42 Dominion 
cooperation in sustaining naval bases would become a key component of British 
strategic power in the interwar period, as the Dominions accepted this invitation to 
partake in the imperial project. Such flexibility in the imperial relationship with the 
Dominions permitted Britain’s naval supremacy, although challenged by the U.S. 
and Imperial Japanese Navies, to continue through the end of the interwar period.
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XI The Technician’s War
Naval Aviation Maintenance and the Air War in the Pacific
STAN FISHER

The ability of the U.S. Navy to fight a protracted war throughout the Pacific 
Ocean in World War II was not solely the result of technology, tactics, or 
admiralship. Naval aviation maintenance played a major role in the victory 

over Japan. Naval aviation leadership throughout the period between World War 
I and World War II focused on the improvement of technology and tactics rather 
than on training a new and, in the event of war, necessarily large cohort of enlisted 
personnel. Aircraft maintenance was an afterthought for much of the era, because 
of the small numbers of carriers and aircraft. When the United States realized a 
two-ocean naval war was imminent and the Navy ordered a drastic increase in the 
size of its air arm, the service was forced to reconsider its earlier practices and forge 
new policies and processes. The U.S. naval air war against Japan did not achieve 
sustained success until sufficient numbers of aircraft technicians were in place to 
support the doctrine of the fast carrier task force, in 1944 and 1945. In fact, not 
until then was the U.S. Navy ready to fight a protracted war at sea. 

A truly comprehensive study on the subject of naval aviation maintenance must 
consider the importance of all elements of the military institution, not just those 
related directly to operational battle history. This point is critical for effective study 
of the full dimension of modern naval war in the age of the aircraft carrier. Es-
sential to creating a more complete historiography of World War II naval warfare 
is the recognition of three changes over time: drastic institutional modifications 
that accompanied an increase in enlisted aviation personnel from fewer than ten 
thousand to nearly 250,000 sailors over four years; complete restructuring of the 
aviation Navy’s technical training system; and the development of highly skilled 
labor forces on board aircraft carriers and forward-deployed aircraft overhaul 
facilities. Analyzing the effect that aircraft maintenance and the aircraft technician 
had on carrier warfare adds yet another layer to the complex study of war, one that 
has been overlooked in the field of naval history. Even in the era of technologically 
advanced warfare, people matter. 

A brief overview of American naval historiography turns up little evidence 
that historians have considered the role of the technician relevant to their studies. 
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Even in the oversized annuals of naval aviation journals on the coffee tables of 
commanding officers and admirals are few references to the aircraft technician. 
For example, probably the best-known publication of this sort is U.S. Naval Avia-
tion (2001), coedited by M. Hill Goodspeed and Rick Burgess. In Thomas Hone’s 
chapter, the author states that one of the factors that contributed to the success of 
U.S. carrier task forces in World War II was the “Navy’s system of very successful 
schools . . . [that] graduated . . . mechanics, aircraft ordnancemen, and all other 
specialists.”1 But Hone gives no details on how that system operated for the enlisted 
aircraft mechanic. 

Naval historian Clark G. Reynolds argues in his pivotal Fast Carriers: The Forg-
ing of an Air Navy that it was the “air admirals”—the like of John Towers, Frederick 
Sherman, Joseph Clark, and Marc Mitscher—who deserve the greatest credit for 
victory in the Pacific. Reynolds sees Fleet Adm. Chester Nimitz and Gen. Doug-
las MacArthur as prominent agents, certainly, but as having envisioned something 
other than a war predicated on the carrier. Reynolds’s argument is not invalid, how-
ever, but simply incomplete. His stated thesis, that the Navy did not make head-
way battling back the Japanese until the Essex-class fast carriers emerged in 1943, 
is unsatisfactory, because it fails to account for what was happening on or below 
the flight deck or inside the classrooms of the Navy’s aviation technical training 
schools.2 

Reynolds neglected discussion of aviation maintenance also in his authoritative 
biography of John Henry Towers.3 Towers, aside from William Moffett, was more 
responsible for the proliferation of naval aviation during the interwar period and 
immediate lead-up to World War II than any other naval officer. Matériel quality 
and efficient aircraft maintenance were essential to Towers’s rise to chief of the 
Bureau of Aeronautics (BuAer), as they had been in his earliest professional years 
as the Navy’s third designated naval aviator, throughout his tour as commanding 
officer of USS Langley (CV 1), and beyond. Finally, the struggle to define main-
tenance training and manpower requirements loomed large during his tenure as 
BuAer chief. Nevertheless, Reynolds chose to gloss over these important matters 
in his book.4 

Historian Norman Friedman, arguably one of the most authoritative sources 
on the history of the aircraft carrier, has contributed more data than any other in-
dividual to the subject of carrier warfare. However, he has not given us an account 
from the technical-school, flight-line, or hangar-deck point of view. Friedman 
makes a brief mention of maintenance-personnel training in his 1999 collaboration 
with Thomas C. Hone and Mark D. Mandeles, American & British Aircraft Carrier 
Development 1919–1941, giving credit to the United States for producing “well-
schooled pilots, aircrew, and maintenance personnel in short order,” but provides 
no other details.5 Additionally, there is a mention of the rapid growth of aircraft 
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engine horsepower after 1935, but Friedman and his coauthors neglect to address 
it in terms of the aircraft-technician or maintenance schools.6 In American & Brit-
ish Aircraft Carrier Development there is a perceptible awareness of the criticality 
of this aspect of naval aviation’s growth and sustainment from the interwar period 
into World War II, yet only a few sentences dedicated to it. 

William Trimble’s Admiral William A. Moffett: Architect of Naval Aviation is a 
biography that should be on every naval historian’s bookshelf. However, a reader 
seeking a history of the aircraft technician will not find it there. The higher-profile 
problems facing BuAer during Moffett’s tenure, such as technological research and 
development, future career paths for naval aviators, and the turf war with the bat-
tleship navy, take precedence in this book.7 Trimble’s thorough work on the Naval 
Aircraft Factory, Wings for the Navy, comes closer to giving a cogent history of na-
val aircraft maintenance during the interwar years and after, but focuses too much 
on the Philadelphia facility and its evolution as an overhaul and aircraft production 
facility to do so.8 The introduction of Samuel Eliot Morison’s multivolume History 
of United States Naval Operations in World War II—written by Dudley Knox—re-
fers to the role of naval aviation during the interwar period: “The most important 
constructive development between the two World Wars was that of integrating na-
val aviation with the Fleet.” However, there is no further discussion in the book 
of how that was accomplished with regard to the technical workforce.9 Timothy 
Jackson and Stanley Carpenter in their contribution to One Hundred Years of U.S. 
Navy Air Power offer a detailed assessment of the impact of the Two Ocean Navy 
Act of 1940 on carrier aviation, yet their analysis lacks any mention of the efforts of 
the Bureau of Aeronautics or the Bureau of Navigation (BuNav) to amend aviation 
technical training to meet the demands of the fifteen-thousand-plane navy that 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt authorized that summer.10 

 
Until 1935 the U.S. Navy operated with just three aircraft carriers, USS Langley, 
Lexington, and Saratoga. Within BuAer and BuNav, the skilled-labor requirements 
for aviation accordingly gave little concern. Annual reports from the chief of BuAer 
record 754 aircraft on hand in 1934 and only 958 in 1936.11 The American arsenal 
of land- and ship-based naval aircraft combined never rose above a thousand un-
til 1937.12 The approximately ten thousand sailors assigned to aviation activities 
seemed sufficient. 

The management of naval aviation personnel was handled in BuAer, which gave 
priority and the bulk of its attention to officers, mainly pilots. Enlisted-personnel 
assignment was shuffled around among the bureau’s divisions as needed. One ac-
count recalls a “complete lack of individual attention” to enlisted aviation techni-
cians by BuAer leadership.13 It was not until 1940 that Rear Adm. John Henry Tow-
ers, chief of BuAer, acknowledged that a shortage of aviation technicians impended 
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and would be detrimental to the effectiveness of the fleet. BuAer began that year 
to make changes in the distribution and training of aviation ratings, but the pri-
or period of inadequate foresight kept the labor force of the Navy’s air arm from 
reaching substantial strength for another two years.14 

BuAer implemented its most effective changes in the training system for avia-
tion technicians one year before the nation entered World War II. Many officers 
had parts in modernizing the policies of BuAer during this time, but two indi-
viduals stand out: Austin Wheelock and Arthur Radford. In May 1940, Lieutenant 
Commander Wheelock reported to the Personnel Division of BuAer. From his ef-
forts over the following year came progress in developing a more efficient and rapid 
system of technical training. Eventually, Wheelock’s system brought about a com-
plete overhaul of aviation technical training and created an array of educational 
institutions—known as “trade schools” until 1942, then “service schools”—where 
new aircraft technicians learned their trade prior to joining the fleet.15 

Beginning in late 1940 and continuing until 1942, the Navy built technical trade 
schools throughout the country, of which four—in Jacksonville, Florida; Chicago, 
Illinois; Norman, Oklahoma; and Memphis, Tennessee—carried the brunt of train-
ing aircraft technicians after 1941. On 21 November 1941, Capt. Arthur W. Radford 
was appointed the first director of the Aviation Training Division in the Chief of 
Naval Operations staff, where he worked with both BuAer and the Bureau of Naval 
Personnel (BuPers), as BuNav would be renamed in 1942.16 Even with the progress 
that Wheelock had made over the previous year and a half, Radford saw that more 
had to be done to meet wartime personnel demands. 

One of the first revisions he made was to place Lieutenant Commander Whee-
lock in charge of all technical training, both officer and enlisted. The change gave 
him oversight of all basic aviation rating training, whether in existing trade schools, 
specialized and advanced enlisted training centers, or radar training schools.17  

The first year of World War II, however, placed a much bigger burden on BuAer 
than had been expected. The numbers of maintainers the fleet was asking for and 
how soon it needed them were exhausting demands to meet. In the spring of 1940 
only nine formal trade schools designed to teach aircraft maintenance were in ex-
istence.18 By January 1942 there were twenty-eight technical aviation schools op-
erating throughout the country, instructing on different levels—basic, intermedi-
ate, and advanced.19 Formalized vocational training was established at major naval 
installations throughout the United States. Additionally, enlisted men and women 
were placed in various levels on the basis of proficiency (identified, e.g., by screen-
ing at recruitment and competency testing) and prior experience. Periods of in-
struction were compressed to produce more aviation technicians faster. Specialized 
ratings qualifications were added to service records so supervisory personnel could 
place each technician in a job where he or she would be most productive.
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Yet, as BuAer struggled to keep up with the demand, quality suffered. Problems 
with standardization, curricula, budgeting, physical maintenance of the schools, 
and qualifications of instructors forced BuAer and BuPers to collaborate on a new 
administrative structure that would take primary responsibility for technical avia-
tion ratings.20 The Naval Air Technical Training Command (NATTC), established 
on 11 September 1942, had oversight of all aspects of technical aviation training. 
BuAer and BuPers worked with NATTC to ensure that quotas, budgets, and mate-
rial needs were met as World War II progressed. Under its first commander, Rear 
Adm. Albert Cushing Read, NATTC changed the face of naval aviation technical 
training: once disjointed, nonstandardized, and antiquated, it became modern and 
progressive minded. 

After NATTC took over, the ranks of maintainers en route to the fleet more than 
doubled, to some eighty thousand additional sailors. NATTC’s impact was tremen-
dous. By the summer of 1945, NATTC had trained over three hundred thousand 
aviation technicians at sixty-odd schools.21 While most Navy and congressional 
leaders focused on pilots, numbers of aircraft, and weapon technology, NATTC 
did not lose sight of the value of the technician in the equation.

As NATTC produced more and more technicians, aircraft-carrier and airframe de-
liveries also rose. The Navy’s total aircraft-carrier inventory doubled in 1942 and 
then tripled by the end of 1943. Simultaneously, by December 1943 the number of 
carrier- and land-based naval fighter aircraft on hand had increased ten times over 
the start of the war. As history has shown, it was in 1944, when the fast carrier task 
force doctrine took hold, that the greatest American tactical gains in the Pacific 
were made.22 In other words, the vast increases of aviation matériel and of per-
sonnel availability in 1942 and 1943 coincided. A comparison of enlisted aviation 
personnel, fighter aircraft (VF), Essex-class carrier (CV), escort carrier, and light 
carrier numbers shows how they all rose together (see the table). 

More specifically, graphical presentation of the data (figures 1 and 2) makes it 
apparent that the rise in aviation personnel was followed closely by that of both 
aircraft and aircraft carriers. The VF and CV lines begin their steepest rises in late 
1942 and mid-1943, less than a year after personnel numbers begin their upward 
trend (summer of 1942). This proves that in the U.S. Navy, the numbers of new 
aircraft carriers, aircraft, pilots (as is well established by earlier scholarship), and 
trained aviation technicians stayed effectively in step. 

Fighter procurement made its first upward swing at the same time. The Navy 
began contracting with Grumman for the F4F Wildcat fighter in 1940 and renewed 
the contract as new and improved variants were developed. The first operational 
F4F was delivered to the Navy in December 1940. Airframe deliveries began at ten 
per month, increased to twenty-seven per month by the end of the year, and in 
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1942 rose to between forty and fifty. Some models of the F4F were produced at a 
much higher rate, as much as 130 per month at the end of 1942.23 In total, the Navy 
purchased 1,714 F4F Wildcat fighters for a combined cost of $79 million, not in-
cluding spare parts.24 When placed side by side, the surging number of technicians 
at the end of the Pacific War’s first year correlates to that of aircraft and aircraft 
carriers (figures 1 and 2).

The structure of naval operational-maintenance programs also required modi-
fication. At sea, aircraft maintenance on carriers was performed by full-time, inte-
grated workforces after the first year of the war. Enlisted aviation technicians were 
fully incorporated in the ships’ crews; an aircraft maintenance division on a carrier 
no longer belonged to the air group but to a ship’s air department.25 The more trade-
school training that technicians had when they reported on board a carrier, the 
more the carrier’s maintenance team could specialize its workforce.

Specialization of labor, in turn, was critical to the efficiency of overhaul and re-
pair facilities on and off the carrier. Most overhauls and major repairs were complet-
ed ashore, where the specialized technicians needed were readily available, thanks 
to the sustained output of the NATTC schools. A carrier maintenance department 
having such experts of its own, however, could soon minimize troubleshooting and 
repair time. Specialization in the carrier’s air department reduced aircraft “down” 
downtime: minor problems could be corrected on the spot and airplanes returned 
to the flight schedule. More labor-intensive work was completed at a shore-based 
facility somewhere in the Pacific—either a carrier aircraft service unit (CASU) or 
an aviation repair and overhaul unit (AROU).26

The division of labor exemplified by the CASU and AROU model was a break-
through in the naval war against Japan. Carrier maintenance crews were no longer 
burdened with overhauls and major repairs. Task forces were deployed to fight, not 

12/40 6/41 12/41 6/42 12/42 6/43 12/43 6/44 12/44 6/45

Aviation 
personnel 7,204 10,439 14,848 26,947 63,521 104,858 144,198 182,872 215,739 240,303

Fighter 
aircraft   245    349    514    736  1,253   2,246   5,281  10,037  11,849  13,940

Essex-class 
carriers     6      6      7      5      4       7      10      13      16      20

Escort 
carriers     0      1      1      2     12      19      35      63      65      70

Light  
carriers     0      0      0      0      0       5       9       9       8       8

Source: Annual Report of the Secretary of the Navy: Fiscal Year 1945 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1946), app. A, pp. 21, 31, 55. Fighter 
figures are total number owned by the Navy, not total deployable. Aircraft-carrier inventory determined how many aircraft could be put to sea at one time.

USN Aviation Personnel and Matériel on Hand, 1940–1945
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to fix; delegating time-consuming and 
labor-intensive projects to CASUs and 
AROUs freed them to focus on maximiz-
ing aircraft available for each day’s flight 
schedule. By 1944, the aviation Navy 
could fill the skilled-personnel needs of 
both the carrier task forces and shore-
based overhaul units. Simultaneously, 
industry reached its highest levels of 
production of naval aircraft and aircraft 
carriers. Admirals and aircrews had the 
latest technology, and plenty of it. The 
aircraft technicians kept the airplanes in 
good working order, ready to fly when 
the operational commander ordered.

In 1944, Arthur Radford, now a rear 
admiral, was tasked with reevaluating 
current aviation practices with a view to 

preparing for postwar scenarios. His board’s study discussed aircraft maintenance 
policies at length, in terms of the changes he believed were necessary to bring the 
war to an end and transition to peacetime. His recommendations were imple-
mented as the Integrated Aeronautic Maintenance, Material and Supply Program 

(IAMMSP).27 
The IAMMSP was introduced in 

1944 and had an immediate and lasting 
effect on the culture of aviation sup-
ply and maintenance. The IAMMSP 
restricted major overhaul and repair 
to facilities in the continental Unit-
ed States. CASUs and AROUs would 
support forward-deployed carrier air 
groups in other ways. Carrier main-
tenance departments would conduct 
little repair work, focusing instead on 
routine daily servicing and preventive 
maintenance. Broken or malfunction-
ing aircraft were no longer the problem 
of the carrier air departments or even of 

Fig. 1 
USN aviation personnel 
vs. USN aircraft carriers 
over time

Fig. 2 
USN aviation personnel vs. 
USN fighter (VF) aircraft 
over time

Source: Annual Report of the Secretary 
of the Navy: Fiscal Year 1945, app. A,  
pp. 21, 31, 55.

Source: Annual Report of the Secretary 
of the Navy: Fiscal Year 1945, app. A,  
pp. 21, 31, 55.



 THE TECHNICIAN’S WAR 121 120 NEW INTERPRETATIONS IN NAVAL HISTORY

CASUs or AROUs. Most importantly, the IAMMSP dictated that combat aircraft 
be retired after two combat deployments and replaced with new airplanes from the 
factories. Prior to 1944, the expectation had been that carrier aircraft would oper-
ate for as long as five years before replacement. The culture within naval aviation 
maintenance shifted from one of “repair” to one of “replace.” 

Some might characterize this new culture as “throwaway,” a term with a nega-
tive, mechanistic connotation. It was, however, the best course of action at this 
stage of a protracted war of attrition. Repair consumed valuable man-hours and 
disadvantaged the air group: a “down” aircraft meant one fewer bomb on target 
and might mean one more Japanese aircraft finding its way to the carrier. Carrier 
technicians could be most effectively trained in routine servicing and minor repair. 
The problems of supply and logistics were remedied by various means, particularly 
the CASUs and AROUs. The Navy implemented a plan to deliver sixteen new air-
planes per month to each air group, to replace aged-out planes and those damaged 
or lost. It also relieved the pressure on aircraft technicians at sea by minimizing 
the extra work that older aircraft often required even for routine and preventive 
maintenance. The culture to which many longtime professionals in the ranks of en-
listed aircraft maintainers had grown accustomed had been a product of a fiscally 
conservative era of peace. The 1941–45 period was very different, and the Navy was 
compelled to adapt accordingly. 

Aircraft availability averaged between 80 and 90 percent throughout the latter 
half of the war.28 Aircrews had planes to fly, and task group commanders were sup-
plied the appropriate number of “up” aircraft when needed. The aircraft technician 
on the flight deck and in the hangar was proficient in his work and rarely short of 
it: even without overhauls and major repairs, aircraft maintenance on the carrier 
was nonstop. Daily maintenance and servicing was time-consuming but critical to 
success. 

As we have seen, it was in 1944 that the Navy began replacing worn-out aircraft 
with brand-new ones in earnest. Simultaneously, naval aviation’s labor force, its en-
listed aviation technicians, reached its maximum strength; billets in carrier aircraft 
maintenance divisions, CASUs, and AROUs were being filled. Carrier production 
too was peaking. Fiscally, the Navy was in a position to routinely supply each air 
group every month.29 Overhaul completions were at a peak rate during the same 
time.30 It was against this background that the Radford board recommended a new 
maintenance policy. Could it be a better system than had been in place during the 
previous two years? Would the Navy consider it? 

Perhaps it was Radford’s reputation as a director of aviation training in 1941, or 
his experience as a carrier division commander in 1943, or his tenure as a carrier 
task force commander in 1944—one can only surmise. What is apparent, how-
ever, is that the Navy embraced his aircraft maintenance policy wholeheartedly. It 

N O T E S  
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cannot be said that it was solely on the basis of Admiral Radford’s recommenda-
tions that naval aviation maintenance adopted a throwaway culture, but there is 
ample evidence that such a mindset did exist in some degree from 1944 onward. 
“Keep ’em flying” might have been the motto of the Navy’s aviation maintenance 
departments, but perhaps that really only applied to aircraft six to twelve months 
“old”? Realistically, the volume of routine daily maintenance on board carriers to 
keep even the newer airplanes available was so great that aircraft technicians were 
fully employed, day in and day out. 

Ultimately, it was the aircraft technician who kept the Navy’s carrier aircraft 
in the air when needed most. There was a shift midway through the war in num-
bers of aircraft and technicians. Policy changes kept the institution adapted to the 
needs and available assets of the time. The role of naval aircraft technicians was 
adjusted somewhat between 1940 and 1945, but the technician remained integral 
to the Navy’s success in the Pacific War in the air. Bob Hope best summed up their 
importance: 

You know it takes more than good airplanes to make an aircraft carrier or a Naval Station 
and more than a good pilot to get a plane over the target and bring it back home safely; it 
takes men behind the pilot. Men trained in Radio. Mechanics who are able to man a ma-
chine gun or make repairs in midair. Machinist’s Mates back on the carrier or on the ground 
to repair the latest motors, Metalsmiths to sew up those broken wings. Ordnancemen to 
make sure that a plane’s guns will always bark at the right time. . . . And when these men 
come out of this training center, they’re ready to do all this and more, ready to pitch and 
play third base on the Navy’s major-league team of air and ground crewm[e]n. Yes sir, folks, 
when you think of General MacArthur’s famous words “I’ll Return,” add a word of thanks to 
fellows like these who helped make it possible for him to say “I have returned!”31 
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XII The Road to Democracy
Racial Integration in American Military Service from  
World War II to the Korean War
WILLIAM A. TAYLOR

On January 23, 1950, William E. Stevenson, president of Oberlin College 
and a member of the President’s Committee on Equality of Treatment and 
Opportunity in the Armed Services, reflected before a packed and expect-

ant crowd at the annual dinner of the St. Louis Urban League on a vital journey 
that he characterized as “The Road to Democracy.” Having tirelessly worked for the 
previous sixteen months with his fellow committee members to implement Harry 
S. Truman’s intent to move the U.S. military from racial segregation toward integra-
tion, Stevenson proudly proclaimed, “That the tide is running rapidly in the direc-
tion of equality of treatment and opportunity for peoples of all races is dramatically 
demonstrated by what has taken place in our Armed Services in the past ten years.” 

In many ways, Stevenson was right. The period from World War II to the Ko-
rean War witnessed significant and far-reaching changes within American military 
service, especially in removing long-standing policies that perpetuated institution-
al racism and replacing them with new ones that sought to ensure equal treatment 
and expanded opportunity, especially for African Americans. Stevenson recounted 
that prior to World War II there had been no African Americans in the Marine 
Corps, that the Navy had limited African Americans to duty as mess attendants, and 
that the Army had restricted African Americans to “jobs of a menial nature and in 
only a very few types of units.” Stevenson contrasted that pervasive discrimination 
with the improved conditions in early 1950. But he clearly overstated the progress 
during the previous decade and often resorted to hyperbole: Stevenson credited 
the Navy with “a policy of complete abandonment of any racial discrimination,” 
boasted of “the same improved attitude” in both the Marine Corps and the newly 
independent Air Force, and lauded a recent move by the Army, far more resistant to 
these reforms than the other services, to institute “a policy of historic significance, 
so far as race relations are concerned.”1 While Stevenson rightly grasped the mag-
nitude of the policy alterations during this momentous period, what he could not 
have known is, on one hand, how incomplete they were but also, on the other, that 
battlefield realities during the Korean War would soon augment them and thereby 
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finalize the transition of the U.S. military from a segregated force before and dur-
ing World War II to a largely integrated one by the time of the armistice in Korea.

While there is extensive literature on African Americans and military service 
generally, this chapter contributes a detailed examination of the significant mile-
stones that occurred between World War II and the Korean War regarding the 
move from racial segregation to integration within the U.S. military.2 It argues that 
a combination of factors brought fundamental policy revisions that abandoned 
racist practices and broadened opportunity. Domestically, civilian leadership, from 
progressive politicians and civil rights activists, coalesced to reinforce the demand 
for change and exercise strenuous civilian oversight over reluctant military leaders. 
Overseas, on the Korean battlefield, unexpected developments propelled these ad-
vances, initially limited, toward their ultimate conclusion. As a result, U.S. military 
forces that had been rigidly segregated throughout their history through World 
War II emerged from the Korean War largely integrated, providing a positive exam-
ple that would spur further change in American society in the years that followed.

 
During World War II, African Americans served valiantly and with much distinc-
tion.3 The U.S. military, however, maintained racial segregation throughout the war 
and well into the postwar period. The policies that governed military service were 
in that respect as discriminatory as they were contradictory. The War Department’s 
official policy, which regulated both the Army and Army Air Forces, claimed that 
African Americans in uniform were to be employed “on a fair and equitable basis” 
at the same time that it insisted that racial segregation “has proven satisfactory 
over a long period of years,” arbitrarily arguing that any move toward integration 
would prove “destructive to morale and detrimental to the preparation for national 
defense.”4 The New York Times reported that the Navy had gone “even further” 
through World War II, limiting African Americans to service only as mess atten-
dants and stewards, justifying such restrictions as in “the best interests of general 
ship efficiency.”5

The President’s Committee on Civil Rights (established in 1946, two years be-
fore the committee on which William Stevenson served) determined that the “main 
problems” that African Americans had faced in military service during World War 
II had been “severe limitations” on opportunities for enlistment and promotion 
(especially, as would prove later, during peacetime); a “backlog of prejudice” among 
white servicemembers, both enlisted and officer; the official policy of racial seg-
regation; and “tension” between African American servicemembers and civilians 
living near military bases, “particularly in Southern communities and in others 
where public transportation and recreation facilities were inadequate.” The transi-
tion from war to peace presented another palpable dimension of racial discrimi-
nation against African Americans, many of whom were discharged soon after the 
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war ended. Comparing this situation to that after World War I, the committee con-
cluded that the proportion of African Americans serving in the Army during both 
world wars hovered around 10 percent during wartime but dropped to a mere 2.5 
percent in peacetime, because of structural limitations and stifled opportunities. 
The committee reluctantly acknowledged that this dismal state of affairs was not 
unique to the Army: “Much the same was true of the Navy and Marine Corps.”6

The National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) 
characterized the meager adjustments in U.S. military policies on race that had 
arisen from the experiences of World War II, including occasional African Ameri-
can officers in command, as “a step forward.” It decried, however, the continuation 
of racial segregation in the postwar Army, which merely had created “Jim Crow 
platoons instead of Jim Crow divisions.”7 The postwar situation for African Ameri-
cans in the Navy seemed to have improved somewhat more. In early 1946, James 
V. Forrestal, Secretary of the Navy, pledged to Lester B. Granger, his special adviser 
on race relations, that “official Naval policy fully protects their right to enlist in any 
branch of the service for which they are eligible or qualified.”8

Notwithstanding such official assurances, massive shortcomings in policy were 
accompanied by horrific human tragedies. On February 12, 1946, Isaac Woodard 
Jr., a twenty-seven-year-old decorated World War II veteran of the Pacific theater, 
was riding a bus home, in uniform, only three hours after being honorably dis-
charged at Camp Gordon, Georgia, when he was forcibly removed by local law 
enforcement officials near Aiken, South Carolina. The officers beat and jailed 
Woodard, ultimately blinding him in both eyes. Woodard’s case “started a storm of 
protest,” to which those responsible initially responded with denials. J. M. Sprawls, 
Aiken chief of police, fraudulently claimed that the event was “a mystery as far as 
we know. . . . None of the men on my force know anything about it,” to which Oli-
ver Harrington, NAACP public relations director, quipped, “This isn’t in the least 
surprising. It would have been more surprising if there had been a record on the 
Aiken police blotter admitting that two of their troopers had gouged out the eyes 
of a veteran just returned from the South Pacific.”9 National attention to Woodard’s 
case catalyzed a civil rights movement that initially focused on ending racial dis-
crimination in the military services. Fifty celebrities, including heavyweight boxing 
champion Joe Louis and jazz singer Billie Holiday, sponsored a benefit for Wood-
ard. The event drew roughly twenty thousand attendees and raised over $20,000 
so that the veteran, now blind, could pursue his dream of opening his own 
restaurant.10 

Other World War II veterans experienced similarly appalling returns to civil-
ian society. The Ferguson brothers, four African American veterans from Roo-
sevelt, New York, all in their twenties, reunited on Long Island in February 1946 
after being separated during the war. At the time, Joseph still served in the Navy, 
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Charles had just reenlisted in the Army Air Forces, and both Alfonzo and Richard 
had served in the Army; Richard had been wounded in combat in the European 
theater. Waiting for their bus home, the four were denied service in the bus depot 
café. Their complaints irritated Joseph Romeika, a local white police officer, who 
followed the brothers even when they quickly left for an African American estab-
lishment nearby. A couple of blocks away, Romeika attempted to arrest all four 
veterans for “disorderliness,” as well as an unrelated African American bystander 
who happened to witness the scene. Seeing, as he asserted later, one of the Fergu-
son brothers go for a gun, Romeika indiscriminately fired on the entire group in 
“self-defense,” killing Alfonzo and Charles and wounding Joseph. He then arrested 
Richard. No gun was ever entered into evidence, and even the local post of the 
American Legion denounced the “brutal” act and lodged a “strenuous protest.”11 

Partly in response to high-profile cases of endemic discrimination and wanton 
violence against African American veterans, civil rights leaders mobilized to draw 
attention to racial segregation in the military services. During the spring of 1948, 
A. Philip Randolph, president of the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, led a 
sustained protest campaign against racial injustice within the military, leveraging 
the ongoing congressional and public debate regarding whether to extend selec-
tive service or implement a new program of universal military training (UMT).12 
Randolph threatened a national civil-disobedience campaign against compulsory 
military service unless there were tangible safeguards against racial discrimination 
within it. Vowing that African Americans “won’t fight again,” Randolph promised 
“to openly counsel, aid and abet youth, both white and colored to quarantine any 
jim-crow conscription system” and engaged in a “verbal tug-of-war” with Truman 
K. Gibson, an African American official in the Truman administration, during 
highly charged and widely publicized testimony before the Senate Armed Services 
Committee.13 Walter White, secretary of the NAACP, disagreed with Randolph’s 
call for civil disobedience. While White acknowledged that African Americans 
were “totally fed up with segregation in the armed services and will oppose in every 
legitimate and legal fashion such segregation,” he urged the Truman administra-
tion instead “to do the simple thing which will make unnecessary and unthink-
able any campaign of civil disobedience. That simple act is to wipe out segregation 
forthwith.”14

On July 26, 1948, President Harry S. Truman issued Executive Order 9981. The 
official title of the order was “Establishing the President’s Committee on Equality 
of Treatment and Opportunity in the Armed Services,” and while the new mea-
sure notably did not officially address racial segregation or order integration, it 
did declare it to be “essential” that the U.S. military pursue the “highest standards 
of democracy” and seek “equality of treatment and opportunity” for all service-
members, regardless of race or other factors. With wishful optimism—though also 
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with the traditional caveat that it avoid “impairing efficiency or morale”—Truman 
ordered that this new policy “shall be put into effect as rapidly as possible.” The 
order created, to guide and oversee progress and ensure that Truman’s intent was 
implemented, a presidential committee of seven members whom Truman would 
appoint at a later date.15

If there was any doubt that the military establishment would resist President 
Truman’s Executive Order 9981 and defend the status quo, that doubt was removed 
the day after Truman’s pronouncement. While visiting the UMT Experimental Unit 
at Fort Knox, Kentucky, Omar Bradley, Army Chief of Staff, flatly defied Truman’s 
order and boldly declared that “the Army is not out to make any social re-
forms. . . . The Army will put men of different races in different companies. It will 
change that policy when the nation as a whole changes it.”16 It was significant that 
Bradley made these unsettling remarks at this specific location and unit, as the 
Army had purposely excluded African Americans from the Fort Knox experiment, 
not wanting controversy that might hinder its goal of achieving UMT nationwide. 
The move backfired, however, and only highlighted the issue of race in the services 
during this time and amplified criticism of both the UMT Experimental Unit spe-
cifically and UMT generally.17 

However, if there was any doubt that President Truman meant Executive Order 
9981 to move the military from segregation to integration, he laid it to rest two 
days later. In a forceful response to General Bradley’s irksome comments and the 
unwanted swirl of media attention that they had generated, Truman made clear 
that he “expected all segregation of race to be abolished eventually from the Armed 
Services” and the military to move expeditiously toward that goal. It would do so 
under the watchful and unrelenting oversight of the committee that he would soon 
form.18

On September 18, 1948, Truman appointed the members of his committee: 
Charles H. Fahy, former solicitor general (chair); Alphonsus J. Donahue, president 
of A. J. Donahue Corporation; Lester Granger, executive secretary of the National 
Urban League; Charles Luckman, president of Lever Brothers; Dwight R. G. Palm-
er, president of General Cable Corporation; John H. Sengstacke, publisher of the 
Chicago Defender; and Stevenson. Throughout its work and afterward the commit-
tee was known as the “Fahy Committee” after its chair.19 The Fahy Committee held 
monthly meetings, a total of sixteen, from January 12, 1949, until May 22, 1950, 
and produced a total of ten reports for the White House, including progress and 
interim updates and drafts, as well as numerous memorandums.20 Most important, 
it ensured that the military services increasingly conformed to President Truman’s 
overall purpose in issuing Executive Order 9981, consistently prodding the service 
secretaries to revise their policies on race and then, when the committee found 
them lacking, to revise them again. 
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Evidence of entrenched resistance to racial integration continued to surface in 
the military establishment, even among civilian leaders. The day before Truman 
announced his committee selections, Kenneth C. Royall, Secretary of the Army, vo-
ciferously and directly lobbied him not to appoint individuals who “have publicly 
expressed their opinion in favor of abolishing segregation in the Armed Services.” 
Royall singled out Granger, who had “been critical both of the Army and of me 
personally on this particular matter.”21 Granger’s credentials for appointment were 
unassailable, however. He was one of only twelve African Americans nationwide 
voted to the annual Honor Roll of Race Relations, for his “inspection tour” in 1945 
of naval bases throughout the United States and Pacific theater, “which resulted in 
improved Navy race relations policies.”22

On May 22, 1950, the Fahy Committee submitted to the president its final re-
port, Freedom to Serve. In a comprehensive analysis, its authors detailed the long-
standing policies that had created racial segregation in the U.S. military, described 
their own relentless quest to eliminate them, and cataloged the progress made and 
challenges remaining. The Fahy Committee verified that all the armed services 
now had policies on racial integration “designed to accomplish the objectives of the 
President” outlined in Executive Order 9981. There existed, however, wide varia-
tion among the services. On the basis of the timeliness and extent of each service’s 
alterations to racial policy and implementation of integration, the Fahy Committee, 
in the words of a New York Times article, concluded that the Navy had “made the 
most progress,” while the Air Force had “not progressed quite so far” and the Army 
lagged behind both, primarily because it had most resisted the changes. As a result, 
Fahy Committee members welcomed the Army’s only recent “sweeping changes in 
racial policy” but cautiously acknowledged, “It is too early to appraise the effect of 
the Army’s new policy.”23 

The authors proudly highlighted the details, boasting that in the Navy “all jobs 
and ratings in the naval general service now are open to all enlisted men without 
regard to race or color” and revealing that on June 7, 1949, the Navy had transi-
tioned the previously “nonrated” designation of “steward” to a formal rating, there-
by making stewards petty officers. That same day, the Marine Corps had “abolished 
its segregated Negro training units,” although, the Fahy Committee admitted, inte-
gration after training was “yet to be completed.” By January 31, 1950, the Air Force 
had already integrated nearly three-quarters of its African American personnel and 
units and vowed, “This integration process is continuing.” As for the Army, the re-
calcitrant Secretary Royall had resigned and been replaced by Gordon Gray. Even 
so, the Fahy Committee could report that “all Army jobs now are open” to African 
Americans; that school courses, unit assignment, housing, and mess areas had been 
integrated; and the odious “10 percent limitation” and enlistment quotas that had 
governed Army policy had been removed.24 



 128 NEW INTERPRETATIONS IN NAVAL HISTORY  THE ROAD TO DEMOCRACY  129

The report’s authors concluded, “As a result of its examination into the rules, 
procedures, and practices of the armed services, both past and present, the Com-
mittee is convinced that a policy of equality of treatment and opportunity will make 
for a better Army, Navy, and Air Force.” With that language they highlighted the 
twin compelling reasons for the move from segregation toward integration: “It is 
right and just. It will strengthen the nation.”25 The Truman administration widely 
distributed Freedom to Serve, sending more than 7,500 copies to press, radio, opin-
ion leaders, libraries, organizations, and government agencies, both federal and 
state. E. W. Kenworthy, executive secretary of the Fahy Committee, characterized 
the progress it had achieved as “a quiet but effective revolution.” Kenworthy—a 
former editorialist for the Baltimore Evening Sun who in his committee work had 
visited military bases across the nation—admitted, “Much remains to be done.” He 
was confident, however, that the new policies constituted “an unprecedented stride 
toward the solution” of racial discrimination in American military service.26

At this very point, the unexpected and sudden outbreak of the Korean War trig-
gered a massive expansion of the U.S. military. In a commencement address at the 
University of Arkansas on June 9, 1951, Frank Pace Jr., Secretary of the Army, cata-
loged the explosive growth in each of the services. The Army had grown in one year 
from 592,000 soldiers in 1950 before the war to 1.5 million. The Army’s colossal 
and rapid enlargement had “been accompanied by like expansion of the Navy and 
the Air Force.” He relayed to the audience the recent assessment of Adm. Forrest 
P. Sherman, Chief of Naval Operations, that “the Navy’s strength has approximate-
ly doubled in the past year”: operational naval vessels had increased from 573 to 
1,044. The Air Force, a separate service only since the National Security Act of four 
years earlier, had expanded from forty-eight wings to eighty-seven and “expects to 
reach 95 wings by the fall of 1952, with the trained manpower to support them.”27

Along with such substantial mobilization came significant adjustment, especial-
ly pertaining to integration. While much hinged on combat circumstances as the 
war unfolded on the Korean Peninsula, civil rights leaders and the African Ameri-
can press unrelentingly insisted on the necessity of reform. From the outset of the 
Korean War, African Americans identified racial segregation as one of the largest 
vulnerabilities of the armed forces but also considered the winning of the war a 
great opportunity to overcome it. One columnist writing for an African American 
newspaper distilled four major characteristics of the conflict: the military prowess 
of North Korea, the willingness of communist China to intervene, the potential use 
of “subversive methods” by Russia, and the “importance of racial integration.” That 
last item the columnist thought critical both for African American servicemembers 
themselves and also for demonstrating American values in the context of a glob-
al Cold War that pitted communist and capitalist ideologies and systems against 
one another: “It is highly important then that our foreign policy of preservation of 
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democracy be backed by a domestic policy of exhibition of democracy at its best—
especially in racial relations.”28 Completing the integration of the armed forces was 
the main prerequisite of this lofty goal. Another journalist discerned that “the gap 
between declared policy and actual practice is usually very wide” and was especially 
likely to be with racial discrimination in the U.S. armed forces. The reporter con-
cluded, however, that the combat conditions during the Korean War were “dimin-
ishing the span.”29

Lingering racial segregation in the U.S. military despite the official policy of 
integration hindered American forces in Korea in two significant ways. First, most 
Army combat units—particularly during the early phase of the war, when many 
were pulled abruptly from peacetime duties and thrown into action—remained 
understrength and therefore vulnerable. Second, most African American units in 
the theater were actually overmanned, because they were the only units to which 
new African American recruits were assigned. These two factors in combination 
contributed a great deal to final integration, albeit in an unintentional, haphaz-
ard, and quite chaotic way.30 Beginning in March 1951, Project Clear, a classified 
Army study conducted by social scientists, analyzed force structure in Korea and 
concluded that integration was not only feasible but desirable and to a large degree 
already taking place on the battlefield anyway, in numerous ad hoc ways.31 When 
Matthew B. Ridgway, commanding general in Korea, recommended to J. Lawton 
Collins, Army Chief of Staff, on May 14, 1951, that racial integration be extended 
throughout the entire Army, he did so as one sharing the widespread conviction 
that “11 months experience in Korea had proved the advisability of such a move.” 

Ridgway explained to Collins how U.S. military commanders in Korea had 
been immediately “faced with personnel shortages in their white units and heavy 
personnel overstrengths” in African American units. Responding to the desper-
ate demand for troops to stop North Korea’s unrelenting and piercing offensives 
early in the war, “local Commanders began a piecemeal integration.” Such integra-
tion, even if piecemeal, was not isolated but rather a general trend throughout the 
combat zone. “Some observers,” Ridgway reported, “have estimated that approxi-
mately 60% of the units in Korea were integrated to some extent by Jan[uary] 1951.” 
Convinced by Ridgway’s overall argument, Collins approved his recommendation 
roughly six weeks later, on July 1. As a result, Far East Command completed its in-
tegration in May 1952, an accomplishment that was emulated by other commands 
and then used as a precedent and a template to finalize integration throughout the 
U.S. military.32 One New York news magazine observed, “Korea has proved segrega-
tion doesn’t pay in battle. . . . [A]fter years of official sidestepping, it’s on the way 
out.”33 In Korea, movement from segregation to integration continued throughout 
the war but was generally complete by the armistice on July 27, 1953.
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It is important to note, however, that racial discrimination remained pervasive 
throughout the armed services even after Executive Order 9981 and after ad hoc 
integration in Korea began. Rose H. Hepp, wife of a white Army officer stationed 
at Camp Breckinridge, Kentucky, protested one racial incident to President Tru-
man. On Saturday, November 11, 1950, her husband’s regiment, the 502nd Air-
borne Infantry, sponsored a dance for all officers at the base officers’ club. Hepp 
and her husband attended and danced with other couples, including an African 
American officer, a Lieutenant Dunnings, and his wife. A colonel publicly scolded 
Rose’s husband, threatening that if they continued to dance together with the Afri-
can American couple, Rose “would be barred from the Officers’ Club,” even though 
“the gentleman in question was an Army officer.” Although she feared that “publi-
cation of this letter may result in the ‘railroading’ of my husband and Lt. Dunnings 
to some isolated outpost,” Hepp relayed the unpalatable incident to the highest 
level because she strongly felt that “the American public should know that although 
Negroes may die in Korea fighting for our country, they are still second class citi-
zens even in the Army’s Officers’ Club[s].”34

When William E. Stevenson stood before the St. Louis Urban League in 1950 
and reflected on the many advances from segregation toward integration even at 
that point, along a path that he characterized as “The Road to Democracy,” he cor-
rectly grasped that World War II had sparked vital momentum toward expanding 
equality and opportunity for African Americans in military service. The former 
Rhodes Scholar and American Olympian explained how the massive mobilization, 
unprecedented expansion, and wartime experience of the U.S. military during that 
war sharply highlighted the structural racism and systemic inequalities inherent in 
the long-standing policy of racial segregation. Stevenson apparently understood, 
however, that left to its own devices the military was not likely to change quickly or 
comprehensively: it had taken unrelenting pressure from civilian leaders, members 
of the Truman administration and civil rights leaders outside it, to force the most 
significant reconsideration of relevant military policy to date and to consolidate 
the experiences of World War II into “far greater gains.” Stevenson’s speech and the 
vital story it told underscored that the road to democracy has never been straight, 
easy, or comfortable. In military service, constant civilian oversight has always been 
required to guarantee that everyone who is willing and able to serve has equal op-
portunities to do so. Leadership, both civilian and military, must ensure that mili-
tary service as an institution always reflects the best democratic ideals of this na-
tion. In this sense, as in so many others, the road to democracy is never-ending.35
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XIII “Unsuitable” and “Incompatible” 
Ensign Vernon “Copy” Berg, Bisexuality, and the Cold War  
U.S. Navy
HEATHER M. HALEY

On a brisk Wednesday evening in January 1979, a gay couple appeared on 
a local New York City radio station, WBAI, to share their story about the 
remarkable interest that the U.S. Navy had taken in their private relation-

ship. Much of the interview covered the lengths to which the Naval Investigative 
Service (NIS) had gone to implicate Ens. Vernon “Copy” Berg III in homosexual 
acts. That evening with David Wynyard and Sidney Smith, hosts of Gay Rap—“a 
program by, for, and about the gay male community”—saw Berg and his civilian 
partner, Lawrence Gibson, recounting the hours-long interrogation each endured 
three years before.1 Investigators had hurled wild allegations of sexual activity with 
faculty members and midshipmen at the Naval Academy and with officers and 
enlisted men on board the cruiser USS Little Rock. The seemingly endless list of 
names offered by NIS agents had been almost entirely fabricated—many of the 
individuals were unknown to the couple. It had been, Berg concluded, “a fishing 
expedition. But the net result was that to deny what was not true, we asserted what 
was, and that was that we did, in fact, have a relationship which was very important 
to us.”2 This method of interrogation, guilt by association, was not new in Cold 
War–era investigations of communism and homosexuality. Investigations of this 
sort had been conducted for over thirty years across several federal agencies by the 
time Berg and Gibson found themselves in adjoining rooms on equally uncomfort-
able metal chairs.

As early as October 1947, three years before Senator Joseph McCarthy claimed 
that communists had infiltrated the State Department, a growing number of politi-
cians concerned themselves with the personal lives of federal employees who ex-
hibited signs of “habitual drunkenness, sexual perversion, moral turpitude, [and] 
financial irresponsibility.”3 Employees with criminal records were also sought out. 
These were the parameters by which State Department officials expelled “security 
risks,” despite their loyalty to their country. A ubiquitous political fear of a threat 
from “sexual deviants” to national security led the State Department to initiate in-
vasive security checks. Historian David Johnson calculates that between 1947 and 
1949, at least ninety employees found themselves unemployed due to allegations 
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of homosexuality.4 The euphemism “security risk” was applied to homosexuality 
in the Cold War era, Johnson further explains, because it “involved behaviors or 
associations that might lead one inadvertently or unwillingly to betray secrets in 
the future.”5 

The idea of homosexuals as security risks susceptible to blackmail continued 
to be the most prevalent justification for their removal from federal employment 
throughout the Cold War. Berg’s situation, however, is inconsistent with this long-
standing pattern. Following a five-month-long investigation into his life history 
and bisexual propensity, which culminated in the interrogation by NIS agents that 
he later recounted on WBAI, Berg received a temporary promotion to public affairs 
officer and maintained his top secret security clearance for the remainder of his as-
signment on board Little Rock. His continued access to sensitive material after his 
admission of bisexual behavior defied the Cold War notion that gay, lesbian, and 
bisexual servicemembers were inherently criminal and, therefore, susceptible to 
foreign coercion and espionage.

A flurry of frenzied early Cold War–era Senate hearings and subsequent policy 
changes regarding “sex perverts” in federal civilian and military agencies reflect-
ed the contested nature of the visibility and “closetedness” of homosexuals in the 
broader American psyche. Civilians of differing political affiliations viewed sexual 
privacy as a fundamental right, yet the majority, according to historian Clayton 
Howard, continued to stigmatize as aberrant such sexual behaviors as premarital 
sex and sodomy.6 A 1950 report entitled “Employment of Homosexuals and Other 
Sex Perverts in Government,” submitted to the Senate Committee on Expenditures 
in the Executive Departments by North Carolina senator Clyde Hoey, declared in 
vehement language that “those who engage in acts of homosexuality and other per-
verted sex activities are unsuitable for employment in the Federal Government.”7 
The report praised the armed forces for their customary “firm and aggressive at-
titude” toward accused homosexuals and bisexuals, manifest in their invasive in-
vestigations of servicemembers.8

The American military’s hard-line view of homosexuality as both deviant and 
undesirable traces back at least to the Great War. By the time the United States 
entered World War I, military authorities had codified sodomy as a punishable of-
fense. The 1917 Manual for Courts-Martial defined sodomy as anal sexual penetra-
tion “by a man with any man or woman.” Oral sex constituted neither sodomy nor 
a punishable offense.9 Active-duty servicemen found guilty of sodomy received dis-
honorable discharges, forfeited their income and any veterans’ benefits for which 
they qualified, and faced up to five years of hard labor in a federal penitentiary.10 
This aggressiveness with regard to homosexuals would be reaffirmed in World War 
II and codified in the Uniform Code of Military Justice (UCMJ), which went into 
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effect in 1951. The UCMJ was a collaborative effort by military officers and law-
yers, as Cold War–era defenders of national security against communist influence 
and infiltration, to define what illicit behaviors warranted disciplinary action by 
authorities across the services. One notable Korean War–era Naval Reserve line of-
ficer subjected to the early implementation of the UCMJ, as well as all disciplinary 
statutes specific to the Navy, was Harvey Milk.

A native of Woodmere, New York, Milk enlisted in the U.S. Naval Reserve in 
July 1951, one month after his graduation from the New York State College for 
Teachers. He completed Officer Candidate School at Newport, Rhode Island, in the 
summer of 1953 and accepted his commission as an ensign in the reserves. Milk 
served aboard two salvage vessels, USS Chanticleer (ASR 7) and USS Kittiwake 
(ASR 13), as operations officer and a deep-sea diver, respectively, before the Office 
of Naval Intelligence (ONI) initiated an investigation into his private sexual activi-
ties.11 Under Secretary of the Navy (SecNav) Instruction 1620.1, a June 1953 Navy 
and Marine Corps directive that demanded homosexuals “be eliminated from the 
service,” Milk’s sexual behavior legally fell under the purview of Navy investigators 
and warranted their scrutiny.12

Special Agents T. J. Alexander and V. A. Bonney interviewed Milk in Decem-
ber 1954 concerning his suspected homosexual conduct. It is not clear from Milk’s 
military personnel records whether he received or had access to legal counsel, but 
the ONI agents informed Milk that he did not have to respond to any questions put 
to him in their interview. Nevertheless, Milk offered a voluntary written statement, 
“with full knowledge” of his rights under the self-incrimination clause, Article 31 
of the UCMJ. In an uncharacteristically graphic statement, Milk admitted to eight 
instances of homosexual fellatio, including six incidents of “69,” in which “each 
person took the other’s penis in his mouth at the same time.”13 

Nine days after Milk submitted his voluntary written statement to the ONI 
agents, he was subjected to a mandatory psychiatric evaluation. A Medical Corps 
lieutenant, R. W. Buddington, confirmed in his final report to the Commandant of 
the Fifth Naval District Milk’s candid admission to clandestine homosexual activi-
ties while in the Navy. Buddington, however, failed to specify the illicit acts Milk 
committed. During his examination, Milk denied having had persistent “urges of 
the nature” but instead claimed an “active heterosexual interest.”14 It was not the re-
sponsibility of the lieutenant to pass judgment on the accused. The only obligation 
Buddington had to investigators was to offer his official medical opinion regarding 
Milk’s sanity and competence to defend himself at a court-martial.

To escape a trial by general court-martial and federal incarceration, Milk re-
signed his commission on 10 January 1955 with the understanding that the cir-
cumstances for his separation were other than honorable. Milk knew that he 
would be stripped of “virtually all rights as a veteran under both Federal and State 
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legislation” and could expect “to encounter substantial prejudice in civilian life” 
in situations where the character of his discharge surfaced.15 No documents in 
Milk’s military personnel file explicitly condemn him for acts of anal sexual pen-
etration. Rather, investigators and military authorities charged Milk with offenses 
under Article 125 of the recently enacted UCMJ. This punitive article expanded 
World War I–era definitions of sodomy to include any “unnatural carnal copula-
tion, either with another person of the same or opposite sex.” The article stipulated 
that “any penetration, however slight,” was enough for a court-martial conviction, 
even if such intercourse did not result in climax.16 The standard resignation letter 
provided to Milk to sign, in which the Navy defined his departure as “for the good 
of the service,” supported the common social implication that homosexuals and 
same-sex intimacy were incompatible with military service.17

The official alignment of homosexuality with undesirability had emerged from 
decades of military-sponsored psychiatric research initiated long before the ONI’s 
investigation into Milk’s sexual behavior. During World War II, scientists endeav-
oring to legitimize the disciplines of psychiatry and psychology incorporated 
evaluation techniques into the initial processing procedures of military recruits at 
induction stations across the United States. Psychiatrists Harry Stack Sullivan and 
Winfred Overholser were instrumental in drafting the earliest proposals for the 
permanent employment of over thirty thousand board examiners to conduct 
fifteen-minute psychiatric interviews with recruits. The results of these consulta-
tions could cause a recruit to be declared ineligible to serve on the grounds of in-
compatibility. Sullivan and Overholser also advocated the establishment of over six 
hundred “medical advisory boards”—each with a psychiatrist to review trouble-
some cases. The persistent involvement of leading American psychiatrists in induc-
tion procedures led to the military’s adoption of an extensive training program that 
educated examiners in the basic principles of psychiatry.18

Included in these principles was the rejection of antiquated associations of 
same-sex intimacies with degeneracy. In “replacing the jargon of degeneracy with 
the jargon of psychoanalysis,” Allan Bérubé, a historian of lesbian, gay, bisexual, 
transgender, and queer studies, observed, this productive collaboration between 
the psychiatric profession and military bureaucracy resulted in the clinical as-
sociation of the homosexual with “latency, tendencies, proclivities, and person-
ality types.”19 By the time the United States entered World War II, Sullivan and 
Overholser had managed to apply to each military branch an enduring scientific 
model of what constituted deviant and abnormal human behavior. This language 
allowed authorities the latitude to diagnose and dismiss more easily recruits and 
active-duty personnel who exhibited or admitted to deviant sexual tendencies. In 
so doing, American psychologists engaged in a systematic campaign that trans-
formed the sexual conduct of servicemen “into a concerted economic and political 
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behavior.”20 Invasive psychiatric inquiries into enlistees’ sexual behavior compelled 
recruits to announce publicly their allegiance to the socially accepted heterosexual 
standard.21 The severe punitive stigmas attached to homosexual behaviors by the 
military forced homosexuals to deceive medical examiners and retreat further into 
the closet to avoid punishment and social ostracism.

According to Bérubé’s classic study of homosexual servicemen and -women in 
World War II, military psychiatrists and medical personnel assigned to 6,400 draft 
boards and 108 induction stations across the United States examined eighteen 
million men over the course of the war.22 The initiation of a national psychiatric 
screening program in 1941—at a time when each military branch was redoubling 
its mobilization efforts—implicates the military in what Michel Foucault called the 
“will to knowledge regarding sex.”23 The American military, in its role as the inter-
national defender against illicit behaviors, pursued a program “of producing true 
discourses concerning sex,” through a policy of confession.24 Engaging American 
citizens in the uniquely Western ritual of therapeutic confession, medical person-
nel administered intrusive questionnaires and interviews with the explicit goal of 
seeking out and excluding as sexual deviants those who engaged in homosexual 
behavior.

Allied with leading American psychiatrists, the military bureaucracy initiated 
inflexible policies of exclusion explicitly against homosexuals. The Alphabetical In-
dex to Medical Defect Code of May 1942 provided medical staff with official clas-
sifications and descriptions of what Selective Service System authorities identified 
as medical issues of concern among draftees. Examining physicians and psychia-
trists at induction stations across the nation consulted this manual for appropriate 
codes to enter on registrants’ examination forms.25 In such ways, medical policies 
that vilified and excluded homosexuals on the basis of clinical diagnoses of ner-
vous instability, psychopathic personality, or sexual perversion meant that military 
authorities who enforced these measures would encourage their subordinates to 
conform to a single ideal sexuality.26 

Western institutions of authority and power have generally demanded that sex-
uality conform to a narrow and universal standard of monogamous, heterosexual, 
and reproductive intimacy. “One of the most tenacious ideas about sex,” anthropol-
ogist Gayle Rubin observes, “is that there is one best way to do it, and that everyone 
should do it that way.”27 However, Rubin points out that sexual diversity, or “benign 
sexual variation,” is natural to the human condition. Adherents to the concept of 
benign sexual variation do not accept a hierarchy of sexual value that privileges one 
sexuality over all others. Rather, they argue for a system that respects all sexualities 
equally. As World War II drew to a close and the United States entered the Cold 
War, military bureaucrats endorsed medical, disciplinary, and exclusionary poli-
cies that not only prioritized heterosexuality, but also invoked sex negativity, which 
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disparaged unmarried intercourse, even when conducted in private, as destructive 
and dangerous to American morality.28

By the early 1950s, as the nation’s obsession with the communist infiltration 
of federal agencies had expanded to include exclusive clubs and organizations, 
universities, and private corporations, an equally virulent obsession with homo-
sexuality was already pervasive. Even President Dwight Eisenhower condemned 
homosexuals as not only risks to national security—“because of moral lapses, they 
become subjected to the threat of blackmail by enemy agents”—but deviants re-
sponsible for the decline in sexual mores more broadly. In his first cabinet meeting 
in January 1953, Eisenhower laid out three standards to which State Department 
officials were to align internal security regulations. The first two were acknowledg-
ing and protecting the rights of employees and implementing a clarified and sim-
plified system of regulations; third, and most importantly, he averred that “security 
rather than loyalty must be the test.” This final tenet set into motion by President 
Eisenhower in the days immediately following his inauguration enforced the Cold 
War standard “that working for the government must be regarded as a privilege and 
not a constitutional right.”29 Clearly, politicians, military officers, and government 
security officials in Washington viewed the purge of homosexuals from the State 
Department and other associated bureaus as a necessity to reduce potential risks to 
national security.30

By August 1954, the Chief of Naval Personnel had disseminated a series of instruc-
tions aptly titled “Program of Indoctrination of Naval Personnel at Naval Training 
Centers as to Subject of Homosexuality.” These directives provided guidelines for 
the training of new recruits in their second week of basic training. The program 
acknowledged the existence of homosexuals and homosexuality and outlined the 
Navy’s characterization of homosexuality as associated with alcoholism, theft, dis-
honesty, venereal disease, drug addiction, suicide, manslaughter, and murder.31 It 
even included detailed scripts for use by line officers, medical personnel, and chap-
lains, with versions for female and male recruits that were similar in content but 
different in context.

Female WAVE recruits received verbal instruction that explicitly labeled female 
homosexual behavior as “foolish” and any lesbian “as an undesirable.”32 Chaplains 
used carefully phrased scripts to convey the moral threat to the idyllic Cold War 
characterization of female Navy veterans as married housewives. Homosexual en-
tanglements by a WAVE, they argued, threatened the “destruction of her social 
life and future marriage” because “sex was created for the married state and true 
happiness can best be found through marriage and a home.” A woman who violates 
her “noble mission of motherhood,” the chaplain was to continue, “degrades herself 
socially but also destroys the purpose for which God created her.”33 Medical officers 
instructed male recruits, in contrast, that gay men were notoriously promiscuous. 
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Line officers warned that “drunk or sober, whether his participation was active or 
passive . . . [and regardless of] where the act was committed, on board ship, at a 
shore station or on liberty in town,” even “one act [was] sufficient to convict a man.” 
For those infractions, disciplinary action was inevitable.34

It is unclear whether these Navy instructions applied to midshipmen at the Na-
val Academy as they did to enlistees at training centers across the United States. 
What is clear, according to policies initiated by the Secretary of the Navy during 
the Cold War, is the presumption that homosexuals would be removed from the 
service. A 1964 policy mandated the automatic dismissal of homosexuals from ac-
tive duty, regardless of fitness, competency, and benefit to the Navy. “Copy” Berg 
found himself subject to SecNav Instruction 1900.9A, enacted in July 1972, which 
defined homosexuality as “the expressed desire, tendency, or proclivity toward . . . 
sexual activity with another person of the same sex.” The general policy asserted 
that naval personnel involved in homosexual behavior were military liabilities. The 
Secretary of the Navy justified the immediate expulsion of known homosexuals 
from the service with the decades-old notions that “homosexual acts are security 
and reliability risks” and that they “discredit themselves and the naval service by 
their homosexual conduct.”35

According to a report in Berg’s Quantico file, an unidentified “requester” asked 
the NIS for investigatory assistance after learning that Berg had allegedly attempted 
to engage in homosexual behavior with shipmate Laurent-John Crofwell. Crofwell’s 
eighteen-page handwritten statement to NIS agents indicated that in February 
1975 the pair had spent an evening in Berg’s civilian apartment situated atop Monte 
Orlando, just a few miles from where Little Rock—then flagship of the Sixth (or 
Mediterranean) Fleet—was moored in its home port of Gaeta, Italy. Engrossed in 
a discussion about their careers, life overseas, family, and military responsibilities, 
Crofwell glanced at his watch and noticed the lateness of the hour. He decided to 
take Berg up on his offer to stay the night. After discarding his clothing, except for 
his military-issue skivvies, Crofwell climbed into the only bed in Berg’s apartment. 
After emerging from the bathroom, Berg exhibited unusual behavior, as Crofwell 
described in his written statement:

His method was strange—I thought he was crawling over me to get to his side of the bed, 
but he didn’t move over. Instead he stayed right there on top of me. He started to move his 
hands over my chest and downward (until he placed his hand on my penis from outside my 
underwear). I was bewildered; I didn’t fear him but at the same time I appeared to freeze. He 
began reaching to remove my underwear and I put my hands to his shoulders to move him 
away. . . . I recall saying—hey, enough, “this is not where I’m coming from.” He did not press 
the issue and freely let me up to dress.36 

Crofwell’s disorientation lasted only a few moments. Once “everything focused 
into place,” he demanded answers to what he felt were pertinent questions: “Stupid 
questions for reassurance sake as[,] do I look gay, talk it, etc.?” Berg replied that 
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Crofwell had exuded “vibrations,” further claiming that his “eyes relayed unmistak-
able signals.” Their conversation quickly shifted to how Berg had managed to con-
ceal his homosexuality while at the Naval Academy. Berg confirmed that he could 
“go both ways,” implying to Crofwell that he identified as bisexual. Finally, Crofwell 
asked Berg if he feared the consequences of his behavior: “He said he ‘accepted his 
way’ and if he got caught, he’d have to accept our social misunderstanding.”37

Crofwell left Berg’s apartment and walked down to the pier, where a number of 
Little Rock sailors had congregated. According to his written statement, Crofwell 
met with a Chief Hospital Corpsman Harris and, without naming names, rank, or 
place, described the incident. Harris concluded that Crofwell should “just leave it 
with him,” because if this individual were as overt as Crofwell claimed, their ship-
mates would eventually suspect him anyway.38 Crofwell’s voluntary meeting with 
a Little Rock corpsman immediately after the incident is indicative not only of the 
Western therapeutic desire to confess but also of the tenacious association of homo-
sexuality with mental illness and numerous personality disorders. As noted previ-
ously, the early efforts by military psychiatrists to place homosexuality squarely in 
the realm of psychiatry and to classify homosexual behavior as a mental disorder 
had endured into the Cold War. As Crofwell’s oral complaint to medical personnel 
indicates, the Navy continued to encourage sailors to report incidents of homo-
sexual activity well into the 1970s.

In the years leading up to the Navy’s investigation of Berg, the Department of 
Defense had scrupulously distinguished homosexual tendencies from incidents of 
sexual perversion. The enduring official military distinction between tendencies 
and perversions emanated from medical circulars and records, scholarly articles, 
and personal anecdotes conveniently collected in the two-volume Neuropsychiatry 
in World War II, published and circulated beginning in 1966. In it the U.S. Army 
Medical Service (later Department) acknowledged that there were “undoubtedly a 
great many homosexuals” across the military branches during the war but specu-
lated that “for the most part, they carried out their assignments conscientiously 
and exercised sexual restraint.”39 Disciplinary procedures required that accused 
homosexuals in all substantiated cases of sodomy receive “blue,” or dishonorable, 
discharges. This type of discharge is punitive and can have far-reaching social con-
sequences, including disgrace and ostracism, in civilian life.40 Some who exhibited 
“noticeable difficulty in adjusting” to military life may have sought or been encour-
aged by superior officers to request consultations with military psychiatrists. If a 
session resulted in a clinical diagnosis that homosexual tendencies, or latent homo-
sexuality, was the cause for a patient’s maladjustment, the patient received a blue 
discharge. The report, produced by the Army Medical Department, did not explain 
the methodology or process by which a military psychiatrist verified a patient’s 
alleged homosexual tendencies.41
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It was only after objections from military personnel who had sought profession-
al help from medical officers and then received dishonorable discharges because 
of statements given in confidence that the Army had, in World War II, initiated 
a program of hospitalization. Psychiatrists, too, had lamented the disposition of 
homosexual servicemembers “as a result of irrational prejudices.” To these medical 
professionals, homosexuals were “no more responsible for [their] aberration than 
the mental defective was responsible for his central nervous system pathology.” Un-
der this new program, homosexuals considered “reclaimable” were first offenders, 
those who had acted under the influence of alcohol or “curiosity,” or “those who 
acted under undue influence, especially when . . . exercised by a person of greater 
years or superior grade.” Army regulations and War Department circulars did not 
specify the necessary actions for disposition of a homosexual not found guilty of 
any overt offense. To correct this discrepancy, the Army Surgeon General’s Office 
recommended that homosexuals guilty of undefined “sexual misconduct” while on 
active duty receive blue discharges. The Army Medical Department estimated that 
this new program “salvaged” less than a thousand “reclaimable offenders.”42

Disciplinary procedures shifted dramatically with the implementation of the 
UCMJ. Issued in April 1953, Army Regulation (AR) 600-443 classified homosexu-
als into three “classes” on the basis of complexities and ambiguities of individual 
offenses. A Class I incident was an act of sodomy involving assault, coercion, or any 
action to which the second party did not consent “or where the consent was ob-
tained through force, fraud, or actual intimidation.” The minimum age of consent, 
as stipulated by AR 600-443, was sixteen. A trial by court-martial was mandatory in 
all Class I cases. The Army placed in Class II confirmed homosexuals who engaged 
in one or more homosexual acts, whether actively or passively. The disposition 
of Class II offenders was more flexible in the sense that the accused could resign 
under dishonorable conditions “for the good of the service” in lieu of standing trial 
by general court-martial.43 Although Navy investigators never applied classification 
terminology to Harvey Milk, the disciplinary actions taken against him in 1955 are 
indicative of a Class II violation. Class III referred to military personnel who ex-
hibited, professed, or admitted to homosexual tendencies but could not be charged 
with a provable offense. Such cases were to be processed administratively and 
could result in an honorable, general, or undesirable discharge, at the discretion 
of the “convening authority.”44 The Air Force and Navy found the Army’s classifica-
tion system a valuable tool to investigate and discharge homosexuals and initiated 
equivalent policies.45

While a guest on Gay Rap, Berg indicated to listeners that the investigation into 
his alleged homosexual behavior had begun five months prior to his interrogation. 
While not explicitly mentioned in Berg’s NIS file, it may be inferred that the official 
inquiry began in the days or weeks following Crofwell’s conversation with Chief 
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Harris. Berg’s file contains an open letter from Berg to the Naval Academy’s Brigade 
of Midshipmen dated February 1976 questioning the Navy’s lack of attention “to 
the fact that military doctors, including psychiatrists are not prohibited as their ci-
vilian counterparts [are] from divulging information given in confidence.”46 While 
Berg and Gibson still maintained, even in 1979, that they had no knowledge of the 
identity of the initial informant, Berg’s letter gets at the heart of one of the broader 
issues of military regulations against homosexuals in the Cold War era. That is, the 
Navy subordinated physician/patient and chaplain/congregant confidentiality to 
“the continuing responsibility that the Navy has to all members of the naval service 
to ensure that they serve with individuals of high personal character.”47

Following the grueling interrogations of Ensign Berg and his partner Lawrence 
Gibson in July 1975, in which Berg orally admitted to his bisexuality, the Navy 
chose to take immediate action against Gibson, a civilian, but not Berg. While Navy 
regulations demanded the swift removal of homosexuals from active duty, Berg 
was, curiously, not immediately expelled from Little Rock. In his exposé, Get Off 
My Ship (1978), Gibson noted that while the ship’s executive officer, Cdr. Kent R. 
Siegel, took “punitive action” against him—and simultaneously bestowed on him 
the piercing title for his book—Berg’s superiors “had chosen not to take immedi-
ate action,” despite his written appeal to slip away quietly.48 Although doing so was 
outside command jurisdiction, Commander Siegel terminated Gibson from teach-
ing Predischarge Education Program (or PREP) courses, which was under govern-
ment contract, to the ship’s personnel in Gaeta.49 In consultation with Capt. John 
T. Parker, the chief of staff, Berg received instructions to continue in his position 
as the ship’s assistant public affairs officer while maintaining his top secret security 
clearance until he received orders from Washington. Fearing speculative gossip by 
his shipmates, Berg requested his annual thirty-day leave, which would allow him 
to remain ashore in Gaeta. The command denied his request, because Berg’s supe-
rior, Cdr. James P. Matthews, had already requested leave. So it was that Berg effec-
tively assumed the role, in Matthews’s absence, of staff public affairs officer for all 
ships of the Sixth Fleet.50 The commander of the Sixth Fleet, Vice Adm. Frederick 
C. Turner, confirmed Berg in that position, albeit temporarily, while Little Rock was 
under way off the coast of Tunisia. In so doing, Vice Admiral Turner displayed his 
confidence in Berg’s capability, professionalism, and trustworthiness. Turner’s ac-
tions counter the official predisposition of the Navy to separate homosexual sailors 
promptly from the service because their behavior threatened national security. Al-
though retaining Berg, an admitted bisexual, on board Little Rock was done out of 
expediency—because his superior had already been granted leave—his temporary 
promotion and maintenance of his top secret security clearance defied decades of 
Navy personnel policy that explicitly defined homosexuals as unsuitable for and 
incompatible with military service.
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Twenty years after Harvey Milk’s quiet resignation from the Navy and Eisen-
hower’s definition of homosexuals as lacking in moral judgment and as security 
risks requiring expulsion from federal service, the Navy continued to define gay 
men and lesbians as threats to security, morale, and morality. Berg’s open letter to 
his former fellow midshipmen supports this conclusion; in it Berg explains that he 
made public his case against the service “for the purpose of affecting [sic] change in 
those attitudes and policies which prejudicially equate ‘difference’ with ‘deficiency’ 
and which arbitrarily assume a generic relationship between homosexuality and 
incompetence.”51 In preparation for his administrative discharge hearing, Berg re-
quested and collected a number of statements from chaplains, colleagues, superior 
officers, medical professionals, tenured faculty, historians, and theologians, state-
ments appealing to Navy officials that an individual’s private sexual lifestyle sim-
ply had no bearing on that person’s occupational competence. The Reverend Dr. 
Lucius Walker Jr., associate general secretary of the National Council of Churches, 
argued that Berg’s public avowal of such a lifestyle in fact denied foreign agents and 
saboteurs any opportunity for blackmail, coercion, or espionage.52 Dr. Judd 
Marmor, president of the American Psychiatric Association, confirmed that the 
organization no longer considered homosexuality a mental disorder and had ex-
punged this obsolete nomenclature from its official publications in 1975.53

One year after Ensign Berg’s administrative discharge hearing resulted in his 
dishonorable discharge, in 1977, the Secretary of the Navy reevaluated the Navy’s 
policy against homosexuals, in part because of the publicity surrounding the 
brief Berg filed in the U.S. District Court in Washington, DC. Previous instruc-
tions had labeled homosexuals as “sexual deviates” and “liabilities” and demanded 
their immediate separation as individuals who “cannot be tolerated in a military 
organization.”54 The new policy clarified that “the presence of such a member in a 
military environment seriously impairs combat readiness, efficiency, security and 
morale.”55 Although its verbiage was no longer as intolerant as it had been in previ-
ous iterations, the Navy continued to purport that homosexuals threatened nation-
al security. In 1981 the Navy was still listing homosexual behavior as a disqualify-
ing psychological disorder, despite the American Psychological Association’s public 
encouragement of mental health professionals to remove the pervasive stigma of 
homosexual orientations as evidence of mental illness.56

The documents released by the Naval Criminal Investigative Service related to 
the allegations of homosexuality and sodomy leveled against Ens. Vernon “Copy” 
Berg III offer a lens into the official attitudes and policies that affected homosexual 
Navy personnel in the 1970s. Confrontations with conventionally accepted sex-
ual norms celebrating heterosexuality became more conspicuous in this period, 
as evidenced by numerous court cases, such as that of a U.S. Air Force technical 
sergeant, Leonard Matlovich, who challenged the discriminatory policies against 
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homosexual servicemembers in the Air Force.57 The Navy, however, remained reso-
lute. In reference to a press inquiry regarding Berg’s increasing publicity, a Navy 
commander—whose name has been redacted—commented on official Bureau of 
Naval Personnel letterhead that parents would be reticent to allow their children to 
become sailors “if the Navy had the reputation as a haven for homosexuals.”58 

Berg’s NIS file indicates that his situation was anomalous. Policy demanded his 
immediate expulsion, but he remained on active duty, promoted to a higher, al-
beit temporary, position while maintaining his top secret security clearance until 
orders came down from Washington. It is not clear why the Navy proceeded in 
the way that it did. It may be inferred from the evidence that Vice Admiral Turner 
saw Berg’s departure at this crucial moment—an operation off Tunisia—as more 
disruptive and a greater risk than his bisexuality. It is very likely that the exigency 
of Little Rock’s potential deployment without a public affairs officer caused Berg’s 
superiors to observe the spirit, rather than the letter, of the law. 
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XIV The Development and Content of NATO’s Concept 
of Maritime Operations 
Findings from the German Military Archives
UDO SONNENBERGER

For most of the Cold War, the focus of the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion was the European “Central Front.” Such an emphasis in Alliance official 
circles and in public discussion of transatlantic security was understandable, 

in light of the massive concentration of military power lying just beyond the bor-
ders of the Western European frontier states that separated NATO and the Warsaw 
Pact. This perception changed gradually during the 1960s and 1970s; the maritime 
posture of the Alliance came into focus in the 1980s. After the collapse of the War-
saw Pact, NATO’s maritime planning withered again; in the last two decades it has 
been mainly determined by decreasing budgets and “low end” constabulary tasks.

More recently, the Russian annexation of Crimea, the further military rise of 
China, and associated fundamental changes in our global security architecture 
seem to have brought a change. Although the biggest challenges NATO faced in 
recent years were land campaigns, political and military leaders of the Alliance 
are now apparently aware that the next possible confrontations will be—not exclu-
sively, but to a large extent—of a maritime nature. Arguably, we are at the begin-
ning of a new great-power competition. We are not moments away from a global 
shooting war, but NATO needs to reengage in strategic thinking and consequent 
military planning. At present, it is obvious that military strategists and staff officers 
have yielded to the temptation to use historical templates, whether useful or not, 
without checking them for their applicability today. Perhaps this explains the atten-
tion that Cold War–era maritime planning is currently receiving, notably in John 
Lehman’s Oceans Ventured, on the renaissance of the U.S. Navy in the 1980s. That 
and other research emphasizing naval strategy of the last decade of the Cold War 
have brought the U.S. Maritime Strategy of 1986 in particular back to the forefront.1

The Tri-MNC (i.e., the three “major NATO commanders”) Concept of Mari-
time Operations (CONMAROPS) had been agreed on five years before, in 1981, 
and approved by the Defense Planning Committee on 25 January 1982.2 It provided 
a concept of deterrence in peace and of forward defense in war to strengthen the 
credibility of the strategy of “flexible response.” As naval strategist Peter Swartz 
explains, “Thus CONMAROPS was related to and interwoven with the somewhat 
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subsequent development of the NATO Follow-On Forces Attack (FOFA) concept 
and the U.S. national AirLand Battle and Maritime Strategy concepts.”3 CONMAR-
OPS included the three basic operational concepts of “containment,” “defense in 
depth,” and “keeping the initiative.” CONMAROPS outlined concepts for the “Nor-
wegian Sea Campaign,” the “Eastern Mediterranean Campaign,” and the “Battle of 
the Atlantic,” the “Battle of the Shallow Seas,” and the “Battle of the Mediterranean 
Lifelines.”4 

In the author’s view, CONMAROPS deserves more attention. It is still con-
sidered a very valuable resource document by NATO staff officers but is mostly 
neglected in other relevant forums.5 This neglect could be related to the vast mari-
time dominance of the U.S. Navy in NATO, as CONMAROPS is widely regarded 
as a European approach. Also, however, research in the concept is hampered by 
its classification, although the most recently updated version is more than thirty 
years old.6 Nevertheless, whatever can be found about its development and inten-
tions may be important for the overall context of the “golden age in NATO’s mari-
time planning.”7 Fortunately, some declassified files exist in the German Military 
Archives in Freiburg that shed light on the purposes of CONMAROPS and on 
conflicts and constraints encountered in the development of CONMAROPS and 
to some degree enrich and contextualize the contributions about its content and 
imperatives by Eric Grove, Geoffrey Till, and (in most detail) Peter Swartz.8

The aim of this paper is twofold. The first is to provide more-detailed informa-
tion on the content of CONMAROPS, derived from so far unconsidered sources. 
The second is to describe its development and associated conflicts and concerns, 
mostly from the West German perspective.9 

OVERTURE AND STAGE SETTING 
When NATO was founded, the main interests at sea were defending the “Europe-
an Sea arc,” from the Barents Sea to the eastern Mediterranean. Soviet capabilities 
were then concentrated near fleet bases and had the primary mission of countering 
the assumed threat of a NATO amphibious landing. The Soviet navy’s oceangoing 
ability was very limited, and the Western Alliance enjoyed a significant margin of 
maritime superiority. This perception had changed at the latest by the end of the 
1960s, when the “Overall Strategic Concept for the Defense of the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization Area” (commonly known as MC 14/3 “Flexible Response”) 
referred to the Soviet Union “as a major and still growing world sea power, [which] 
will deploy its maritime forces worldwide on an increasing scale.”10 

After 1968, when MC 14/3 “Flexible Response” was approved, the Alliance’s 
ability to meet objectives derived from the overarching NATO strategy was dimin-
ished by the steady growth and the “blue-water ambitions” of Soviet maritime forc-
es. NATO’s perception of threats was dominated by four important changes, mostly 
induced by this maritime challenge and its impact on the balance of power at sea. 
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First, NATO no longer enjoyed the unchallenged use of the seas. Second, the 
existing stability of Western Europe forced the Soviets to indirect approaches and 
to look outside the Central European front. Third, NATO forces felt more open to 
attack because of the improvements in Soviet weapon capabilities. Finally, the Alli-
ance’s need to keep a strategic deterrent at sea had been increased by the Soviet abil-
ity to strike ever more effectively at land-based intercontinental ballistic missiles.11

Also sobering for NATO’s threat perception in the 1970s was the growing vul-
nerability of an increasingly globalized world. From the perspective of NATO strat-
egists, the European sea arc was now paralleled by an 

economic arc . . . which might be described as . . . [a] flank stretching around Africa and 
beyond to the East Indies with a bulge into the Caribbean. The two arcs are inseparable, 
dependent on each other, and both essential to the land campaign. Without the European 
arc, there can be no direct support of the land battle in Allied Command Europe. Without a 
secure economic flank, the nations of the Alliance cannot long continue either in war or in 
peace.12 

NATO’s defensive weaknesses, especially the exposed “wet flanks” on the north 
and south, led in 1978 to a long-overdue initiative derived from that year’s Long 
Term Defense Plan (LTDP). While most of the LTDP was about improvement of 
land and air assets on the Central Front, one section, “Task Force 4 ‘Maritime Pos-
ture,’ ” directed the development of a Tri-MNC concept of maritime operations by 
the end of 1979 for the projected security challenges of the 1990s.13 

Supreme Allied Commander Atlantic (SACLANT) nominated Adm. Wesley 
L. McDonald, Commander Striking Fleet Atlantic, to head the study group that 
would draft such a concept. He enquired of the Chief of German Naval Staff, Vice 
Adm. Günter Luther, whether a rear admiral could be made available to fill the post 
of his deputy.14 Luther replied,

The German Navy is certainly willing and ready to take an active part in the study; but we 
shall not be able to provide an officer of Flag rank as Deputy Chairman. We are a small Navy 
with only a few Rear Admirals on the bill. In addition, I think that—in view of the overall 
aspect of the study—a representative of one of the European Navies with a wider mission 
would be more apt to fill the post than an Admiral of a Navy whose primary role is limited 
to the Baltic Exits and the confined waters of the Baltic and the Southern North Sea.15

This reluctance stands in strong contrast to the ambitiousness West Germany 
would display in later years to extend the area of operations of its naval forces. For 
the moment, it led to the nomination of a Rear Admiral Clara of the Italian navy as 
deputy study director. The group consisted of staff officers from the United States 
(a captain), the Netherlands (captain), the Federal Republic of Germany (captain 
and commander), Canada (lieutenant commander), the United Kingdom (com-
mander), and Norway (commander). It was supported by an advisory board of 
representatives of flag rank from the three MNCs.16

From January to October 1979 the study group prepared terms of reference, a 
mission analysis, and a first draft of the study, which was submitted to SACLANT 
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and the Allied Commander in Chief Channel (CINCHAN) in November. Both 
considered the draft completely unsatisfactory and agreed in December on a direc-
tive to begin anew. In January, the Italian navy withdrew its admiral. On 1 Febru-
ary 1980, a Canadian admiral, Daniel Mainguy, took on the duties of deputy study 
director. A West German memorandum later that spring assessed that this appoint-
ment had laid the foundation for more streamlined and productive work; Admiral 
Mainguy, the German memorandum noted, had “taken on the study work with the 
utmost emphasis.”17 A new draft of CONMAROPS was submitted to the MNCs in 
May 1980 and considered by SACLANT a promising basis for further work. The 
available documents suggest that a final text was submitted in July.

According to a report by the German Military Representative at Supreme Head-
quarters Allied Powers Europe, in Belgium, there was discord there regarding the 
proper audience for the concept. SACLANT argued it should be directed to the 
ministries of defense and politicians of the member states; the Supreme Allied 
Commander Europe (SACEUR) took the view that it should be addressed primar-
ily to the member-state militaries and only secondarily to their ministries, in the 
hope that it would gain relevance there. 

THE ARCHIVAL RECORD 
Recently declassified records—drafts, statements, and comments—allow the con-
tent and structure of CONMAROPS to be described in more detail than was previ-
ously possible. The most valuable record is a group of files from the Führungsstab 
der Marine (Office of Navy Staff), comprising correspondence between the Ger-
man National Liaison Representatives at SACLANT and SACEUR and a kind of a 
“nonpaper,” perhaps a draft, from the Führungsstab dated 12 May 1980 but without 
any attribution or reference information.18 The latter quotes directly from one of 
the last drafts of CONMAROPS; however, it must of course be considered that it 
and other available documents may differ in minor ways from the final version. 
Internal evidence indicates that individual paragraphs are missing. Moreover, as-
pects of less regard for the operational planning of the German navy—for example, 
concerning the Mediterranean—are mostly neglected. 

On all this evidence, then, the concept consists of a preface (an introduction and 
executive summary), four chapters, and an “envoi” (brief concluding remarks). The 
preface distills the purpose of CONMAROPS, that it is meant to “provide a com-
mon conceptual basis for NATO’s maritime planning for the 1980s,” and explains 
that as a military paper, it is confined “as far as possible to military considerations.” 
The document represents an ambitious attempt, shared by all the MNCs, to make 
“a broad statement . . . about the use of Alliance maritime forces and their support 
of the basic NATO defense strategy in a confrontation at sea with the WP [Warsaw 
Pact].”19 
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Chapter 1, “NATO Need for Maritime Forces,” consists of two parts, “Strate-
gic Imperatives” and “Roles of Maritime Forces in Peace, Crisis and Conflict.” In 
the former, according to the excerpt available, some familiar overarching strate-
gic propositions are adopted in CONMAROPS. First, “The main thrust of Soviet 
endeavor is no longer directed almost solely at frontal assault on Europe. Greater 
Soviet effort is now being made to reduce the economic power of the Alliance in 
order to force strategic surrender. . . . [A] new danger to NATO has become that 
of the Alliance being outflanked economically[:] . . . whoever has the control of . . . 
resources has the key to Alliance survival.”20 The “European arc” is recalled, and 
a “Southern arc” is evoked as a new “economic flank of the Alliance”; both are 
described as “areas of concern.”21 Another focus is coherence among the projected 
campaigns and battles listed above: “In northern Europe the outcome of a battle for 
control of the Northern Flank would vitally affect the battle for the lines of com-
munications across the Atlantic. . . . The defense of the Baltic Straits, and of the Bal-
tic Approaches (BALTAP), would be effectively undermined if NATO’s maritime 
operations failed in the Norwegian Sea.” Further, the “terminal points”—namely, 
ports in the United Kingdom, Belgium, and the Netherlands—are highlighted as 
crucial for “any successful defense of the Atlantic sea lines.”22 

The second part of the first chapter outlines the maritime tasks associated with 
three states of conflict: “Maintaining Peace,” “Defuse the Crisis,” and “Win the Con-
flict.” In peacetime, “maritime forces of the Alliance must provide and maintain a 
presence in areas which the WP might exploit if they were to be left void or in areas 
where the Pact is already exerting pressure. . . . Below the level of seaborne strategic 
deterrence, NATO’s maritime forces must use their ability to demonstrate NATO 
solidarity in peacetime.” “Out-of-area” operations by national forces “in pursuance 
of national aims” (that is, distant from Western Europe and the North Atlantic and 
not in an Alliance context) are linked to a plea that member nations should operate 
“in support of the Alliance as a whole.”23 Readiness is taken into account by a warn-
ing that the Alliance must be able to form available forces quickly into effective 
groups.24 As for crisis and its defusal, CONMAROPS provides for the deployment 
of maritime forces “in accordance with the concept of forward defense in a high 
degree of readiness for prompt integrated action. . . . Alliance strategy is not believ-
able [i.e., credible] and will not deter unless NATO has the ability to guarantee the 
arrival of the men and their supplies in Europe. . . . NATO needs to show the ability 
to keep the connection unbroken between North America and Europe.”25 Finally, 
at the outbreak of war, “deployed standing and on-call forces may be the first to go 
into action. NATO strategy calls for direct defense at the level at which the enemy 
chooses to fight and reserves the option of deliberate escalation for which maritime 
forces must be prepared to escalate by lifting some or all of the restrictions on the 
type of weapon, by extending the area of conflict . . . or by widening the choices.”
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The first chapter ends, after affirmation that NATO maritime forces must main-
tain a strategic nuclear deterrent “at all times,” with a summary of the tasks of NATO 
maritime forces in support of the overarching strategy of the Alliance. “In peace-
time and crisis [NATO maritime forces should] be able to respond to the WP at any 
level and in any sea area.”26 In conflict, the concept lays out four tasks: first, defense 
of “NATO territory by countering WP amphibious assaults or WP naval support of 
the land campaign”; second, “support [of] the land battle directly by carrier-borne 
air support or by landings”; third, “support [of] the land battle indirectly by ensur-
ing the safe and timely arrival of military reinforcement and resupply”; and fourth, 
operations to “ensure the safe arrival of economic resupply shipments.”27 The origi-
nal British concept of “broken-backed warfare,” the prospect of continued fighting 
among survivors of a full-scale nuclear exchange, is also taken up, subsumed in the 
role of stabilizing forces “in the new peace.”28 

The second chapter summarizes “factors affecting the conduct of NATO’s 
maritime tasks.” Some general remarks stress the existence of tension between the 
nature of the political framework at the founding of the Alliance and the command 
structure and military requirements of the 1980s. “It may in places require modifi-
cations to achieve the high standards of flexibility required for coordinated opera-
tions of modern maritime forces facing an enemy superior by ten.”29 A paragraph 
headed “Manifest Ability to Respond” underlines the importance of coordinated 
operations to “make maximum use of available forces. If warning time is short, the 
European navies will have to ‘hold the ring’ in the Eastern Atlantic.”30 

Determinants are now sorted under six tasks.31 Of these, the German archival 
document selects five. “Defense of Territory” characterizes sufficient warning time 
as “critical for NATO’s maritime forces in defending territory particularly on the 
flanks.” For obvious reasons, the German excerpt retains, and even supplies typo-
graphical emphasis in, the sentence “The national forces already in position in the 
Baltic Approaches rely on very little augmentation.” The importance of the Atlantic 
sea lines is emphasized under “Ensuring the Safe and Timely Arrival of Reinforce-
ments,” by an acknowledgment that “NATO does not have a viable strategy in Eu-
rope unless the link between the power base in North America and the front line 
in Europe can be kept intact.” There follows the “Deep-Water-Phase Threat” and 
its challenges. The German excerpt simply stresses the risk that convoys “are more 
attractive targets for nuclear attack” and the high importance of defense of arrival 
ports as a national responsibility.32 

The “Arrival Phase Threat” discussion, on one hand, assesses the threat from 
submarines, aircraft, and mines as “grave,” while on the other it dismisses as “un-
likely that WP surface forces would constitute a significant threat in the Channel. 
This would change dramatically in the North Sea if control of the Baltic Approach-
es were lost by the Alliance. Availability of NATO Forces during the Arrival phase” 
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should be ensured by surface combatants from other areas, with reference to the 
“Tri-MNC Agreement on Operations in the North Sea.” Finally, the task of “Di-
rectly Supporting the Land Battle” should be carried out by “amphibious assaults 
or administrative [nontactical, unopposed] landings in either Norway or Jutland” 
or by “support from the Southern Norwegian Sea” to NATO’s Central Command 
Europe.33

Chapter 3, “The Conduct of Maritime Operations,” has three sections. The first, 
“Principles,” evokes such classical “Principles of War” as containment, defense in 
depth, and initiative, and makes the overarching strategic assertion that

allied maritime forces must operate as far as possible. . . . In the absence of geographical fac-
tors, forward defense at sea is a concept which requires action against the enemy wherever 
he is encountered, and which allows sensible application of the principle of defense in depth. 
It also imposes on NATO maritime forces not only the primarily defensive task of secur-
ing reinforcements and supply routes but the adoption of offensive tactics to seek out and 
destroy enemy forces with the aim of carrying the battle promptly and effectively to the 
aggressor himself. National forces of some countries, such as Norway, West Germany, and 
Denmark, can equate forward defense with territorial defense because their national mari-
time assets and their geographical position permit them to do so. . . . Reaction is not a cred-
ible policy with the size of existing forces. Offense still remains the best form of defense.34  

“Long and tenuous lines of communication” and a lack of reserves are adduced 
as principles operating to the disadvantage of Warsaw Pact forces. Under “Defense 
in Depth” is a CONMAROPS intention “to fight the Soviets at their bases, at any 
point on the exit routes from their bases, along their transit routes, and in defense 
of allied war and merchant shipping.”35 “Containment” of enemy naval forces is to 
be fulfilled by means of minefields and light forces, taking advantage of the geogra-
phy of narrow seas or coasts. While the quoted draft contains the term “closure of 
the vital choke points,” another archived document indicates that the German navy 
was able to prevail with a revised wording for the final version of CONMAROPS, 
one that emphasizes holding the Baltic Straits by offensive means.36 

The second section of chapter 3, “NATO Maritime Activity in Peace and Cri-
sis,” is not included in the Führungsstab summary. The existence of this chapter 
is evidenced by another document, but the content is not specified.37 The third 
section, “The Conduct of Operations in Conflict,” categorizes areas under “Cam-
paigns” and “Battles.” Unfortunately, if understandably, only the “Norwegian Sea 
Campaign” and the “Battle of the Shallow Seas” appear in the West German ex-
cerpt. However, on the basis of quotations and citations elsewhere, the content of 
both subchapters is clear. The intended objectives of NATO’s maritime forces in 
war were “to repel a WP amphibious attack on North Norway, support the defense  
. . . against land thrusts and attempt to prevent the Soviet Northern Fleet’s participa-
tion of [sic!] the GIUK [Greenland–Iceland–United Kingdom] gap.” Enemy intent 
is assumed to be as follows: “The WP, in this area entirely composed of Soviet [i.e., 
as opposed to communist Central European] forces, will be attempting to capture a 
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part of Norway and to sink the carrier battle force. The capture or neutralization of 
Iceland or other islands in the area may be concurrent objectives.”38

The CONMAROPS working group assumed that the immediate defense of 
Norway, “depending on the warning time[,] may have to [be] carried out by Nor-
wegian forces.” “Reinforcement and Resupply” (Re/Re) shipments “will need defense 
against sub-surface, surface, and air attack.” The next three paragraphs describe 
these threats in more detail. It is assumed that successful air support of the land 
battle depends “largely upon the sustained operations of [NATO’s] Striking Fleet 
Atlantic.” The criticality of early warning of attack by Soviet naval aviation and, re-
latedly, of joint MNC planning to bolster the limited warning capabilities of Strik-
ing Fleet are strongly underlined. 

The role of carrier groups, which was discussed heatedly in the United States 
in particular, is described in a rather pessimistic “East of North Cape” scenario; 
no “western” scenario is mentioned. An “eastern” scenario assumes that the car-
riers on the scene would be too few to reduce the air threat to an acceptable level. 
This would oblige the Striking Fleet to operate east of the North Cape and to sup-
ply carrier-borne air refueling and fighter protection for missions against the Kola 
Peninsula airfields. The document states clearly: “If the carriers are to survive what 
would otherwise be repeated regimental-size attacks by Soviet Naval Aviation, 
land-based counter-air strikes will be required from SACEUR’s resources.”39

The coherence of the Norwegian Sea campaign and the outcome of the Battle of 
the Shallow Seas—in this instance, the Baltic Sea—feature strongly in CONMAR-
OPS and, as they obviously would, take up a great deal of space in the German 
excerpt. It is sufficient here to say that its basic premise is that maritime forces in 
the north must keep the Soviet Northern Fleet contained. In the Baltic too, effort 
must be concentrated on keeping the Soviet forces from breaking out: otherwise 
NATO maritime forces in the north would be confronted with threats from both 
sides.40 The concept directly connects the “Defense of the Baltic Approaches” to the 
defense of northern Germany and Denmark—in other words, to the land battle. 
With WP land forces pressing for a breakthrough from the Central European front 
to the north and WP amphibious and airborne forces highly capable of assaulting 
Denmark, the “Battle for the Baltic Approaches will be a ‘triphibious’ one.” All other 
measures cited are derived directly from the three “operational concepts” of CON-
MAROPS given at the outset. From the West German perspective, it is remarkable 
that a surface attack group of the “eminently suited” German naval assets is envi-
sioned as “frustrating WP surface ships” in the southern part of the North Sea.41

The fourth chapter describes “NATO Maritime Shortfalls and Their Conse-
quences.” As already stated, the excerpts analyzed here were selected from a Ger-
man perspective. Thus, the only sections quoted from this chapter concern the 
“Battle for the Shallow Seas.”42 These passages stress that “warning time is the key” 
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to enabling available NATO forces to defend in depth. “With little warning time, a 
combined amphibious and airborne assault in the Danish islands would probably out-
flank the maritime defense.”43 Other shortfalls noted are limited mine-countermeasure 
assets to keep the routes for Re/Re shipping open, sparse tactical air support for the 
NATO Channel Command, and the very limited number of long-range antisubmarine-
warfare helicopters. The chapter concludes with the clear statement that “the con-
sequences of losing the battle are stark. They reflect the entire thrust of NATO’s 
maritime effort which is to fight through to the land in support of Allied Com-
mand Europe. The maritime commanders’ support of ACE cannot be limited, nor 
can the difficulties of fighting the Battle of the Shallow Seas be sidestepped. If the 
battle is lost, so will the fight for Northern Europe.”44

CONMAROPS concludes with an “envoi” underlining a core message: that is, 
while “all NATO’s maritime effort is in the support of the defense of immediately 
threatened Alliance territory . . . , [with] either direct, such as the actual repelling 
of invasion forces, or indirect measures such as the safeguarding of Re/Re or eco-
nomic supply shipping, . . . the Soviets are steadily increasing their capability to 
project power at sea. . . . The threat to energy supplies from the Middle East, and to 
raw material sources in Africa, is great and growing. The Alliance cannot survive 
in peace, let alone in war, without these imports.”45

The text then becomes extremely pointed regarding the strategic mindset re-
garding CONMAROPS: 

NATO must not pursue a strategy of opposing Soviet naval moves, one-for-one, at every 
point of the globe. That is a losing proposition. What the Alliance must do is to adopt a 
maritime strategy which responds to Soviet moves by attacking Soviet vulnerabilities which 
do exist. They are many: they should be exploited. Deterrence is not synonymous with reac-
tion alone. In a crisis the Alliance may deter more effectively by initiating actions than by 
following one step behind the Soviet moves. With forces assigned or earmarked to NATO 
spread more widely than ever before, the Alliance will not deter if it is perceived to be merely 
following in the Soviet wake . . . in a fruitless stern-chase. Losing the initiative in peace may 
be the prelude to losing the war. Timely political decisions are of paramount importance if 
deployments of NATO maritime forces are to allow the achievement of Alliance objectives. 
Existing forces in the right place can enormously complicate the problem for the Soviets and 
can reduce the chances of rapid success which the Pact might well achieve against a slow-
moving reactive Alliance.46 

THE GERMAN PERSPECTIVE
From the German standpoint, the key objectives of the document were to end the 
previous incoherence of the Alliance’s maritime planning and to strengthen Euro-
pean influence therein. A German memo in the archive states that “the . . . draft 
[as of 31 July 1980] meets the expectations of the German Navy to a satisfactory 
extent, although the overarching ‘strategic’ approach is not realized in the whole 
document.”47 The Germans were especially pleased that the capabilities of Danish 
and West German maritime forces for operations in the Baltic Sea were recognized 
and underlined in CONMAROPS.48
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Another important issue for the Bundesmarine (the West German navy) was its 
keenness to use CONMAROPS as a viable and necessary basis for joint planning.49 
The West Germans saw in the concept a common approach for maritime planning 
in all major and principal subordinate commands, using already existing forces. 
It was not expected that the Alliance would be able to reduce the force-structure 
deficits for the assumed “planning horizon” of ten years. In this respect, the West 
German interpretation emphasized that CONMAROPS was based on a better use 
of existing forces, not an increase of them. In fact, there was worry that further 
focus on the economic arc could jeopardize the defense of the European arc. The 
West Germans underlined the need for strong U.S. Navy forces, including aircraft 
carriers, to remain available to defend the flanks, convinced that German units 
should not be used to defend the economic arc but focus on the Northern Flank.50 

When the first revision process of CONMAROPS started in 1985, the assess-
ment from the Führungsstab was that the concept had indeed ended this lack of 
maritime planning among the MNCs and had introduced specific German con-
cerns into an overall maritime concept. Particularly important among the latter 
were the interdependencies of the various operational areas and the importance 
of maritime operations on the Northern Flank for the defense of Europe, both of 
which had been taken sufficiently into account.51

During the preparation of the second, and more substantial, revision, which 
produced CONMAROPS ’88, West Germany attempted to reverse what it saw as 
the systematic separation of the Baltic Sea and North Sea (i.e., the Battle of the Shal-
low Seas) from the Northern Flank. West German participants tried to incorporate 
a “Northern Campaign” (embracing the Norwegian Sea, the North Sea, and the 
Baltic Approaches and the Baltic) and a “Central Campaign” (the English Chan-
nel and the waters surrounding the British Isles). This attempt failed in the face of 
resistance from CINCHAN, who saw his command marginalized. The West Ger-
mans could comfort themselves, however, that by their efforts the preface of the 
campaign chapters emphasized the cohesion between the Northern Flank and the 
Baltic Sea even more than had the previous version of CONMAROPS.52

The assessment seems justified in view of the pioneering nature, content, and 
concision of the NATO Concept of Maritime Operations. It and the U.S. Mari-
time Strategy of 1986 deserve to be considered the fundamental concepts for Alli-
ance strategic maritime planning during the Cold War. However, according to the 
Long Term Defense Plans, implementation of the many accompanying, especially 
armaments-related, measures should have extended into the 1990s. The dissolution 
of the Warsaw Pact only about eight years after the concept was completed ended 
that longer-term implementation as well.

N O T E S  
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In recent years, of course, the political situation has changed, but credible dem-
onstration of strength with conventional naval forces should still be an important 
component of NATO’s global defense strategy. To some extent, CONMAROPS 
could be a template for future maritime planning in that respect. It expresses and 
explains the value and uniqueness of naval forces in an overarching strategy. It 
describes very concisely how navies can support land campaigns, directly and in-
directly. Perhaps the strongest reason to develop a new CONMAROPS, however, is 
the nature of the document itself, both a military document and an understandable, 
convincing basis for political decision-makers. It contains basic considerations that 
have lost none of their relevance. Of course, changes in the character of military 
conflict in the last two decades must be taken into account. The fundamentals of 
sea power may have changed only slightly, but multipolarity and hybrid threats in 
a globalized world pose major challenges for navies, challenges that a new CON-
MAROPS must consider.

Regarding the basic characteristic of the original CONMAROPS, the German 
files do not change the earlier scholarly assessments mentioned above. The gains 
in knowledge they offer lie in direct quotations, and insights into the conditions of 
and disagreements during the concept’s development, and statements from con-
temporary witnesses. From the author’s point of view much more is to be found in 
the recently declassified record group. It should therefore be the subject of further 
research.
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