Pace University

DigitalCommons@Pace

Pace Law Faculty Publications School of Law

1-1-1995

Putting Naval Before History

Mark R. Shulman
Pace Law School

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.pace.edu/lawfaculty

b Part of the Defense and Security Studies Commons, and the Military, War, and Peace Commons

Recommended Citation
Shulman, Mark R., "Putting Naval Before History" (1995). Pace Law Faculty Publications. 225.
https://digitalcommons.pace.edu/lawfaculty/225

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the School of Law at DigitalCommons@Pace. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Pace Law Faculty Publications by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@Pace.
For more information, please contact dheller2@law.pace.edu.


https://digitalcommons.pace.edu/
https://digitalcommons.pace.edu/lawfaculty
https://digitalcommons.pace.edu/law
https://digitalcommons.pace.edu/lawfaculty?utm_source=digitalcommons.pace.edu%2Flawfaculty%2F225&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/394?utm_source=digitalcommons.pace.edu%2Flawfaculty%2F225&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/861?utm_source=digitalcommons.pace.edu%2Flawfaculty%2F225&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalcommons.pace.edu/lawfaculty/225?utm_source=digitalcommons.pace.edu%2Flawfaculty%2F225&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:dheller2@law.pace.edu

How could naval history be of any
value to Naval Academy midshipmen
studying modern warfare? Not until
the “naval renaissance” of the 1880s
and teachers such as Alfred Thayer
Mahan—here, lecturing at the Naval
War College—did the subject of naval
history begin to get its due.

a . - . - o " " a . . n

aval history came o the Western world
when Thucydides chronicled the sea hat-
tles of Arhens and Sparta; it came o the
1.5 Navil Academy only after the Civil
War, when the Navy was struggling o
reverse a precipitous decline in appropristions, personned,

ships, and popularity. Its introduction into the course of

stucdies was integral to the tortuous resurrection of the Navy
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in the 1880s Irs assumption of an unquestioned place in
the cusriculum afrer 1895 conlirmed its value in educating
the young men who would dominate the steam-driven bat-
tleship navy of the firse half of the 20th century

In 1873, the same yenr a concerned group of naval
officers founded the U5, Naval Instirute ar the Naval
Academy in Annapolis, the Department of English Stad-
ivs, History, and Law added lectures on naval history to
the rwo-semester sequence on Weseern Civilization and
U'S history requeired in the fourth- and rhird-class yeuars
But no other aliertions in the cerricelum were nude
Twer peneric texes and accompanying geographic atkses
renurined the principal souwrce of reading assipnments
for the caders: Edward A Freeman, General Skewch of
History (New York: Ho Hole and Company, 1874) and
Samucl Eliot, History of the United States, From 1492
o 1872 (Bosron: Brewer and Tileston, 1874)

Four years later, under the leadership of the distinpuished
Profegsor James Russell Soley, the department institured o
onc-semester, third-class course compused of 12 or more
lecrures on the history of the US. Navy . Aside from this
insurtion, the structure and purposes of the history ofter-
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ing remained unchanged: “to give the cadets such an
acquaintance with the history of their own and other coun-
tries, and of the service to which they belong, as will en-
able them to understand the character and development
of the Government they serve, its relation ta foreign
states, and their duties toward it as public officers ™ To
achieve this end, the cadets were expected to acquire a
“ractical familiarity” with 14 classic bactles, seretching from
Lade (494 B.C.) through Lissa (1866), “in addition to ali
important actions in American [naval] histoey ™

While the cadets were busy memorizing the details of

the Western World's naval legacy, Professor Soley con-
tributed his pen to the U.S. naval renaissance ol the
1880s. He joined with an Academy colleague, Comman-
der Alfred Thayer Mahan, head of Ordnance and Gun-
nery, in writing two of the three volumes of Scribner’s naval
history of the Civil War, pub-
lished in 1883." The decpen-
ing professional and institu-
tional interest in naval history
soon manifested itseif furthor
with the establishiment of the
Naval War College {1844),
where study of the topic had a
wore grandiose and determin-
istic perrpose than at the Acid.
emy From their exposure to
naval history the officer-sey-
dents at the War College were
expected to leamn “thar the el
ementary and basic principles
of war remain unchanged
throughout the many discov-
eries of new and formidable ap-
pliances. . . . Thus from history
we deduce the principles of
warfare which must govern us
to-day.™

For almost two decades the
Naval Academy hesitated to e e e .
make additional changes in its
history courses, despite this
widening intellectual ferment, the concurrent construction
of the “new navy” of steam and steel, and the publication
of Mahan's classic, The Influence of Sea Power upon History,
1660-1783 {Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1890}
Then, in 1895-1896, apparently in response to pressure
from Secretary of the Navy Hilary A. Herbert, the Super-
intendent of the Naval Academy revised the history cur-
riculum radically.’ He abolished the previously offered
courses and substituted two one-semester surveys: a fourth-
class, second-semester course on U S, History, and an
entirely new, one-semester, third-class course on U.S. Naval
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Naval Academy Professor James Russell Soley—pictured
here later os Assistant Secretary of the Navy—Ilaunched
a ong-semester third-class cowrse of 12 lectires on
U S naval history and collaborated with Mahan on
a three-volume naval history of the Civil War

"

History, for which a newly published popular survey of 1.5,
naval batties became the text: Edgar S. Maclay, A History
of the United States Navy, from 1775 10 1893, 2 volumes
{New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1894). From
that moment to the present, the Naval Academy has
consistently offered a course in naval history based on a
required textbook.

The creation of the U.S. naval history course and the
adoption of Maclay's book as a text coincided with the
Mahanian transformation of U.8. naval strategy and
policy—from frigate-based coastal defense and commerce-
raiding to battleship-backed fleet engagements—as well as
with the emergence of the United States as a2 major in-
ternational power with global political and military-naval
ambitions. In 1895-1896 the United States became
embroiled in a war-threatening dispute with Great Britain,
the world’s leading sea power,
over a river boundary dividing
Venezuela and British Guiana.
In not-very-subtle reference to
the expanding caliber of the
ritled cannon carried by the
new U.S. bartleships, Secretary
of State Richard Olney's
protest o London was dubbed
a "rwenty-inch gun”

The “new navy™ was hungry
for a fight, and it found one
in the Spanish-American War
(1898}, the naval glory of
which Maclay hastened to
record by adding a third vol-
ume, carrying the story to 1901
His “history . . . for the people”
remained the primary textbook
for the Academy’s naval history
course through the Russo-
Japanese War (1904-1905) and
Theodore Roosevelt’s deploy-
ment of the Great White Fleet
on an around-the-world cruise
{1907-1909).¢ But at this time
an energetic cadre of Naval Academy instructors saw an
opportunity to write their own text derived from materi-
als tested by use in the classroom. Guided by their
department head, Commander George R. Clark, they
published A Short History of the United States Navy (Balki-
more, MD: The Lord Baltimore Press, 1910), which im-
mediately displaced Maclay's work as the text required for
naval history. The new volume remained the mainstay of
the history curriculum covering the U.S. Navy until 1942,
and in later editions the book made a serious if tentative
attempt to discuss topics other than battles’
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Armed with their new text, the faculty in 1912-1913
reorganized the course into a two-semester, third-class se-
quence on “Naval History and U.S. Naval History.” For
the traditional survey of ancient and foreign naval com-
bat, the professors turned to a book by an English author,
John Richard Hale: Famous Sea Fights from Salamis to
Tsushima {Bosron: Little, Brown and Company, 1911),
which they used from 1912 until 1919.* Two additional
books augmented the required reading list in 1918: [Lieu-
renant Commander] Charles Clifford Gill, Naval Power in
the War (1914-1917) (New York: George H. Doran Com-
pany, 1918), and Allan Westcore, ed., Mahan on Naval
Warfare: Selections from the Writing of Rear Admiral Alfred
T. Mahan (Boston, MA: Little,
Brown and Company, 1918}

As these hooks make clear,
the focus of the teaching was
upon naval battles and com-
mand of the sea in a Mahanian
sense. Hale captured the spirit
of the endeavor by noting that
*The Grear War, in
progress, has witnessed che
putting forth of Sea Power on a
scale unexampled in all previous

now

history, .. . though as yer there
has been no decisive battle be-
tween the opposing navies . . "
The “recent developments” in
submarines and naval aviation
“have influenced the details of
naval warfare, but [they] have
not affected its greatr princi-
ples.” For those who wanted 1o
believe Hale, the Bactle of Jue-
land was a godsend.

Almost from the moment thae
the German and British battle
fleets met on 31 May 1916, }ut-
land assumed a place alongside
Tsushima (1905} and Horatio
Nelson's victory at Trafalgar
{1805} as a formative force in
the mainstream of U.S. naval L
thinking about how navies
should fight. As historian Edward S. Miller has observed,
in the early 20th century “American naval imaginations
were obsessed by the dramas of Trafalgar, Tsushima, and
Jutland."! Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz's postwar re-
mark—that the playing and replaying of Jutland ar New-
port had firmly cast the mold for the U.S. Navy's stratepy
in the Central Pacific—emphasizes the impormnt role the
bartle played in naval war pames of the 1920s and 19305

26
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From 1918 to World War 1, Professor Allan Westcort's
favorite—sometimes only—naval history case study at
the Academy was the Battle of Jutland. Then, in
1947, he and other naval historians divected their
attention 10 the tactics of World War 11.

Less well known is the intensive study accorded to Jut-
land ar the Naval Academy from 1918 until World War
IL In A History of Sea Power (New York: George H. Doran
Company, 1920}, the principal text used in the one-se-
mester, third-class naval history course throughout the
interwar years, Professors William O Stevens and Allan
Westcott conchuded of Jutland:

Thus the grear battle rurned out to be in-
decisive. . . .

On the other hand, if the British had destroyed
the German f{leet the victory would have been price-
less, .

.. Without a Germun battle fleet, the British
could have forced the fight-
ing almost to the very har-
bors of the German coast—
hottling up every exit by

a barrage of mines !

Within this reasonably bal-
anced conceptual framework,
midshipmen were urged to
study mostly the tactical and
rechnical aspects of Jutland, such
as the "Value of foreing action

Value of tactical training

.. Importance of radio security
and radio intelligence im-
portance of communications and
criticism of Jel-

M The mid-

shipmen were not invited to

aavigation .

licoe's tacrics.

contemplare why the two great-
est European navies had elected
to seck supremucy at sea in terms
of dreadnoughts at the very mo-
ment when the submarine was

U5 HAVAL Alfﬂl.’»l!
emerging as a possibly decisive
maritime weapon system. In-
stend, they were offered without
criticism the erroneous prophecy
Admiral John R. Jellicoe made
in a letter to the Admiralty of
19 October 1914 to the effect
that “the Germans have shown

. 3 . -

that they rely to a very great extent on submarines, mines
and torpedaoes, and . . that they will endeavor o make
the fullese possible use of these weapans in a fleer action.

" Jellicoe and the other top British strategists of the
World War I had torally misread the submarine's lethal
potential for interdicting transatlantic shipping

From 1914 ta 1918 the key to vicrory in the Atlantic
lay in defeating German submarine ateacks on Anglo-Amer-
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ican shipping, but midshipmen at the U S Naval Acad-
emy were not encouraged to speculate on whether Jut-
land or antisubmarine warfare constituted the true model
for warfure in the 20th century. This remarkable misdi-
recrion of analytical focus continued well into World War
I1, as was made clear by a highly revealing document that
now reposes in the Naval Academy Archives. "NRO.T.C.
Pamphler No o 10(a), Outlining Course in Naval History
as piven at the LS. Naval Academy™ was prepared by
the Department of English, History and Government for
Naval Academy midshipmen and for the “Second Reserve
Officers’ Training School” held in Annapolis in 1942.
Drawn from the lesson plans, guides, and bibliographies
used in the Academy’s naval his-
tory courses between 1919 and
1941, the comprehensive "Pam-
phlet” included texrs, reading
asstpnments, and weekly lesson
topics. It was very present-
minded and enjoined the in-
structor using it to “hnpress upon
your midshipmen the pracrical
vatue of naval history, how it
miay and should help them in the
war in which they will suon play
a part ™

For the classes held in the
weeks of Y February through 14
March {942, 11
deessed the naval aspects of
World War 1. One of these cov-
ered the US Navy; five were
devored 1o Jutland. Jurland
therefore constitured rhe core of

lessons ad-

the Navil Academy's teaching
on the naval history of World
War Foar the very moment the
Gernun U-boats of Karl Dinitz
were ravaging the tankers tra-
versing the coast of the Caroli-
nas en route from the oil-pro-
ducing states in the Gulf of
Mexico to the U.S industrial
heartland in the nostheast. This Coe
inordinate preoccupation with
Jutland and the grand battle was part of the reason for
the U.S. Navy's lack of preparedness for an antisubma-
rine campaign of convoy and escort of tinkers in the apen-
ing phases of World War 1L

The Navy painfully revived the pracrice of convoys in
time to thwart Donitz's coastal and north Adantic cam-
paigns of 1942 and 1943. It then turned its most active at-
tention to the war against Japan, where the search for the
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Of the "new generation of naval history teachers” after
World War ]I, E. B. Potter became the unofficial dean
of naval historians at the Academy, eventually collabo-
rating on several texts, including Sea Powep: A Naval
History, with Fleet Admiral Chester Nimitz.

classic—and, it was hoped, decisive—fleet engagement con-
tinued to mesmerize U.S. naval strategists. As the plan-
ning to retake the Martana Islands was reaching its peak
in spring 1944, Admiral Nimitz felt compelled to reassure
Fleet Admiral Ernest . King that the “destruction of the
enemy fleet is always the primary objective of our Naval
forces."™ A few months later, Nimirz included in his op-
eration plan for the invasion of Leyte Gulf in the Philip-
pine Islands the phrase, "In case opportunity for destruc-
tion of [a} major portion of the enemy fleet offer or can be
created, such destruction becomes the primary task.”® This
injunction caused Admiral William F. Halsey, Jr., to un-
cover the Leyte landings and rush far to the north in hot
pursuit of a decoy Japanese {lect.
He reversed course on 25 Octo-
ber 1944 only when stung by a
sharply worded message from
Nimitz. For the rest of his life
Halsey lamented having headed
back roward Leyte at the very
moment that the northern
Japanese fleet “was exactly 42
miles from the muzzles of my 16-
inch guns. . . . I turned my back
on the opportunity 1 had
dreamed of since my days as a
cadet {at the Naval Academy] ™

When the momentous strug-
gle in the Pacific was over, a
new peneration of naval history
teachers settled in at the Naval
Academy. At least four of them
initially were naval reserve offi-
cers on active duty, including
Commander Elmer B. Potter,
who soon emerged as the dom-

1S HAVAL AUAIY MY

naval history at the Naval
Academy, a distinction he held
even after his retirement in
1978.%0

The task of these naval aca-
demicians was to interpret U.S.
naval history, especially the
Pacific War of 19411945, in
such a way as to praise the U.S. Navy for correctly un-
derstanding that the Mahanian principles of sea power dic-
tare a strategy of winning command of the sea through flect
engagements They joined with Allan Westcott, who re-
mained at the Academy as a senior professor, in writing a
new text for the U.S. segment of the course: American
Sea Power Since 1775 (Philadelphia: }.B. Lippincott Com-
pany 1947). Blandly declaring that “Jutland was a turning

21
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point in the war at sea in World War 1" Westcott and
his younger associates eagerly turned their attention to the
naval battles of World War 1, where they placed the tra-
ditional emphasis on tactics.”

The new Westcotr book appeared when the US. Navy
was experiencing one of its cyclical postwar nadirs. Con-
gressional appropriations were at rock-bottom, and the Air
Force was attempting to decimate, if not entirely elimi-
nate, naval aviation. The Korean War (1950-1953) saved
the day for the Navy by temporarily eliminating fiscal re-
straints on military spending, and President Dwight D,
Eisenhower (1953-1961) permitted the Navy to carve for
its supercarriers and ballistic-missile-launching submarines
a permanent place in the anti-
Soviet strategic or nuclear de-
terrent force of the Department
of Defense. In this more confi-
dent environment, E. B. Potter
and his veteran colleagues wrote
The United States and World Sea
Power {Englewood Cliffs, NJ:
Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1955). This
book rivered the pedagogic focus
onto Workd War I} and imme-
diately became the only required
text for the one-semester, first-
class naval history course.

Five years later Portter, joined
by Fleer Admiral Nimirtz as the
associate editor, compiled Sea
Power: A Naval History {Engle-
wood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall,
inc., 1960), the texr remem-
bered today by the majority
of Naval Academy alumni.®
Potter and Nimitz completed
the metamorphosis of Pacific
warfare into classic or mythic
status: “The Battle for Leyte
Gulf was the Trafalgar of World
War I1. Halsey and Kinkaid in
1944, like Nelson in 1805, fi-
nally had wiped out the Japan-
ese fleet as an effective fighting ST
force. There would be no more
stand-up battles at sea in this war.™ Nor would there be
any more substantive criticism of William F. Halsey, Jr. He
was indissolubly linked in victorious partnership with
Thomas C. Kinkaid, whose amphibious forces he had, in
fact, lefr unprotecred and exposed to the desperate attacks
of the Japanese while he dashed north in quest of a naval
Armageddon

For Potter and his colleagues, and hence for Naval

28

Aclmowledged as one of the most innovative of
the Academy Superintendents, Vice Admival James
Calvert inroduced what was then a radical notion: that
midshipmen be allowed to choose majors in various
academic disciplings, a policy stll in practice today

Academy midshipmen of the early Cold War era, the great
sea battle remained the ultimate objective. The sea-clear-
ing Anglo-American sweep against Donirz’s U-boars, the
bloody and tide-cusning amphibious landings of the At-
lantic and Pacific theaters, and the crippling U S subma-
rine interdiction of Japanese tankers and transports were
sideshows. The center ring was reserved for the westward
march of the carrier task forces and the annihilation of
Japanese carrier aviation. Since Halsey personified the
aggressive carrier commander, harsh criticism of him for
abandoning Kinkaid and the amphibians at Leyre was not
permissible. Potter’s monumental text thus mirrored what
Stevens and Westcotr had atrempted immediarely after
World War | inculeation of the
view that everything the Navy
does in war is subsidiary to the
climactic baetle for command
of the sea Nothing had been
changed by Workl War 11 excepr
the addition of a fourth battle
Now the composite touchstone
was four-cornered: Trafalgar-
Tsushima-Jutland-Leyte.

Sea Power: A Naval History re-
mained the standard rext until
the mid-1980s. In the meantime,
under Superintendent Vice Ad-
miral James Calverr (1968-
1972), the Academy abandoned
its historic uniform curriculum
and introduced a  program
whereby midshipmen might
major in selected academic dis-
ciplines. Shortly thereafter, a
new peneration of professors with
advanced academic training in
seamame the field of naval history made
their own lasting change o the
curriculum. Too young to have
served in the military in World
War I, and inspired by the de-
sire to treat naval history as a
subject of analytical academic in-
oo quiry much like any other sub-
field of history, these younger
scholar-teachers transformed the required “sea power” course
into "American Naval Heritage.”

First introduced in spring 1978 and generally taught o
fourth- or third-classmen, this required one-semester course
concentrates on LS. naval history, but not inordinately
on the Navy in World War 11 It Jdeemphasizes the study
of battles and tactics and stresses the interpretation of tran-
scendent “themes,” such as the interrelationship between
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The study of naval history enhances the readiness of today’s midshipmen
to anticipate and grapple with the profound changes facing the Navy

they will lead into the 21st century.

. . " n n v " " n .

LS national policy and naval strategy, the ceaseless evo-
lution of naval technology from sails and smoothbores to

nuclear power and missiles, the contradictory demands of

leadership at sea and ashore, the impact of congressional
attitudes on naval growth or retrenchment, and the in-
tractability of interservice rivalry. The instructorss democ-
ratically select a common or “core” text for the course, but
each compiles his or her own unique list of required sup-
plementary readings #

In the second semester of 1994-1993, instructor and Ma-
rine Corps Major Robert G- Baker experienced s high de-
gree of success in this environment of creative academic
freedom. As part of his final examination he asked his plebe
students to compare the naval history of the carly Cold
War with that of any other era. He directed them w use
four themes as an analyrical structure: stratepy, naval forees

as an instrument of foreign policy, technology, and lead-
ership. Midshipman Rebecca M. Dowling (Class of 1998)
incisively compared the U.S. Navy in World War I, World
War H, and the Cold War, noting that technological
changes and varying strategic goals resufted in different
patterns of operations. Her answer perfectly exemplified
the way the study of naval history enhances the readiness
of today’s midshipmen to anticipate and grapple with the
profound changes facing the Navy they will lead into the
21st century. \¢
D Hhagan is a prafessor and muscum director emeritus at the U S
Naval Academy

Dr. Shulman is professor at the US Air War College. Before assuming
his current position, he was it fellow at the National Stracegy Informa-
tion Center and of Georgetown University's Foreign Affairs Research
Program  He bas heen a research associnte of the Naval War Collepe’s
Advanced Research Department since 1989
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Allan Westcott, The United States Navy: A History
(Phifadelphin: } B, Lippincotr Company, 1943},
which the publisher refused to reprint beeause of o
sheinking market.

S abso E. B Pouser. ed.. Seax Power: A Naval
History, 2nd ed. {Annapolis. MD: Naval Institute
Press, 1980) Two younger scholars were added o an
utherwise utchanged roster of contributing authors:
James C Brislfurd and iy Symonds, both metnbers
of the Naval Academy History Department

"Potter and Nimitz. eds . Sea Power, pp. 813-8i4
#The most widely used texts In recent years have
been Nathan Miller, The U 8 Navy: A History {(New
York: (Quill, 1990); Kennetls | Hagan, ed., In Peace
and War: Interprewations of American Naval History,
17751884, 2ad ed rev. (Westporr, CT: Greenwieod
Press, 1984); Hugan, This Peaple's Navy; The Making
of American Sea Power (New York: The Free Press.
1991)
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