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ADMIRAL ERNEST ]. KING

AND
THE STATEGY FOR VICTORY IN THE PACIFIC

Even though he was often described as being ruthless and abrasive to both
subordinates and contemporaries, Fleet Admiral Ernest J. King was eminently
successful as both Chief of Naval Operations and Commander in Chief, U.S. Fleet,
during World War II. His skill, forcefulness, and self-confidence were essential
elements to his success. In his effort to insure victory in the Pacific, he encountered
several obstacles, some of which resulted more from conflicting personalities than
from differences in strategic concepts. Clark G. Reynolds examines some of thase
obstacles and describes how they were overcome.

Professor Clark G. Reynolds

American naval policy and doctrine
from 1900 to World War Il was oriented
almost exclusively to the Pacific and
Japan (save for World War I), an orienta-
tion thoroughly adhered to by Ernest J.
King at least from the time he earned
his aviator's wings in 1926. Unlike his
interwar contemporaries in the Army
who were either apathetic or pessimistic
about a war in the Pacific,' King and
the Navy in fleet maneuvers and theo-
retical studies fashioned a naval strategy
designed to defeat Japan, the ORANGE
enemy. King himself therefore de-
veloped a consistency of thought and
singlemindedness of purpose which
during World War 1II his peers and
detractorts alike found maddening.

In the fleet problems of 1931 and
1932, as captain of the aircraft carrier
Lexington, King fought mock naval
battles in the waters of the Galapagos

and Hawaiian islands, respectively. In
1932-1933 he war gamed a cross-ocean
offensive against Japan as a senior stu-
dent at the Naval War College. While
Chief of the Bureau of Aeronautics,
1933-1936, as a rear admiral, King was
Fleet Commander Adm. Joseph Mason
Reeves' choice to command the U.S.
Fleet in the Pacific should war come. In
the rank of vice admiral, first as Patrol
Plane Commander then Carrier Com-
mander in the Pacific during 1937-1939,
King toured American island bases, par-
ticipated in two fleet problems involving
attacks on Pearl Harbor, and devised
carrier tactics. And while a member of
the General Board, 1939-1941, Admiral

Paper delivered to joint meeting, American
Historical Association and the American Com-
mittee on the History of the Second World
War, Atlanta, Ga,, 30 December 1975,
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King studied Philippine defenses among
many other Pacific-related problems.?

1t is no wonder then that, as wartime
Commander in Chief, U.S. Fleet, King
should finally apply his—and the Navy's

—vast preparations for war in the
Pacific. As Michael Howard has ob-
served,

That Pacific operations should

occupy the principal place in his
mind and heart was inevitable. On
his shoulders rested the ultimate
responsibility for the conduct of a
war unprecedented in complexity
and scope against an adversary
whose skill and ferocity had
astounded the world...; a war,
moreover, to which America's
allies could make only a marginal
contribution.?

As a global maritime strategist and
naval leader, Admiral King had no equal
in the United States, British, or any
other navy during World War Il, which
helps to explain his supreme sslf-
confidence and dogged personality.
Indeed, no admiral in American history
had ever been faced with such Her-
culean tasks before King, forcing the
historian to look elsewhere for a com-
parable figure, namely to Britain’s
Admiral Lord John Fisher. As First Sea
Lord, 1904-1910, Fisher fashioned the
modern Royal Navy and returned to
lead it early in World War 1, all with
experience, genius, and determination.
Arthur Marder's description of ‘‘Jackie”
Fisher could equally befit “Ernie’’ King:

... too assertive in his likes and

dislikes of others and [who]

could brook no opposition to his
plans. In his zeal for the efficiency

of the Navy he was no respecter

of vpersons....[He was] in-

discreet, harsh, abusive, revengeful

and increasingly autocratic. In a

word, he was a very hard person

to get along with, if one did not
happen to agree with him.*

The British, in fact, appreciated both
sides of King's disposition, the profes-

sional and the rugged. Said Field-
Marshal Sir John Dill early in 1944,
“King does not get any easier as time
goes on. | am ashamed of a rather
sneaking regard for him. ..."% Admiral
Cunningham, King’s British counterpart
as First Sea Lord, saw King as

the right man in the right place,

though one could hardly call him

a good cooperator. ... A man of

immense capacity and ability,

quite ruthless in his methods. . . .

He was tough and liked to be

considered tough, and at times

became rude and overbear-
ing. . . . Not content with fighting
the enemy, he was usually fighting
someone on his own side as well.®

As ‘‘the forceful and unchallenged
professional head of the navy,” John
Ehrman has observed, the difficult King
"brought to the Joint Chiefs of Staff a
clarity and sharpness in argument which
would otherwise have been lacking” and
which thus complemented the more
patient and calm General Marshall, his
opposite number in the Army.”

Admiral King's strategic genius lay in
his general appreciation of the global
dimensijons of World War II, namely, the
need to speed up the war in Eurcpe in
order to enhance operations in the
Pacific, and in particular the nature of
Pacific geography and how a strategy of
concentration would defeat Japan. This
historical policy -in which the enemy
would be defeated piecemeal —had heen
practiced or theorized by the maritime
British from Pitt the Elder in the Seven
Years’ War to Corbett's classic book of
1911 and Liddell Hart's “indirect ap-
proach” of the 1920’s. First, the navy
would isolate the enemy's homeland by
commerce warfare and blockade to
wreck the economy, would fight naval
engagements to destroy the enemy's
fleet, and would seize or neutralize the
enemy 's overseas possessions and strong-
holds. Second, the maritime nation
would support, supply, and encourage a
major continental ally for its great
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manpower reservoir by which its armies
could then directly defeat the enemy on
land.®

For the first part of his strategy of
concentration against Japan, King en-
visioned and then masterminded a Navy-
led drive into the Japanese mandated
islands, forcing the Japanese to battle
and destruction and culminating in the
area of the Luzon Strait from which the
blockade of Japan could begin. He had
foreseen such a drive, focused on the
Central Pacific from Hawaii to the
Philippines via the Marianas, in his 1932
Naval War College analysis, a position in
complete accord with the Army-Navy
War Plans ORANGE and later RAIN-
BOW FIVE.® In March 1942 he pro-
jected the initial basic strategy over the
next 2 years as the establishment of
“strongpoints” to protect Allied com-
munications to Australia and to attack
those of Japan via the New Hebrides,
Solomon, and Bismarck island
groups.'® At the Allied strategic con-
ferences between January and August
1943, he directed Allied Pacific strategic
policy in establishing the Central Pacific
route of the Gilberts, Marshalls,
Carolines, and Marianas to the Philip-
pines and the Chinese coast. King also
favored the concurrent South-South-
west Pacific drive against Rabaul and
New Guinea, and his preference to
bypass Rabaul eventually prevailed; but
this theater remained secondary in his
thinking and in fact. In March 1944,
Part One of King's strategy of concen-
tration became JCS policy: the "first
major objective in the war against Japan
will be the vital Luzon-Formosa-China
coast area.”! !

When this was achieved, King be-
lieved that Formosa first rather than the
Philippines should be taken as a neces-
sary prelude to landing in China, but
this possibility was scuttled in Septem-
ber 1944 by the lack of available troops
for such an operation {(and probably
also hecause of General MacArthur's
pro-Philippines stance).'? In any case,

ADMIRAL KING 59

King believed that an invasion of Japan
proper would be unnecessary and that
the blockade (and aerial bombing)
would suffice, strengthened by bases
along the Chinese coast.'? By this
strateqy, King's navy and attached
ground and air forces destroyed Japan's
defenses in the Pacific and thus isolated
the homeland by the summer of 1945,

The other part of King’s strateqgy of
concentration, the defeat of Japan's
major ground forces by Allied man-
power, emerged in the form of China.
Throughout the war King argued that

the key to a successful attack

upon the Japanese homeland was
the geographical position and the
manpower of China. ... Just as

Russia warranted support to drain

off German strength, China had to

be kept in the war so as to occupy
on the mainland of Asia heavy

Japanese land forces and some

Japanese air forces.... Chinese

manpower [was] the ultimate

land force in defeating the Japa-
nese on the continent of

Asia. ... '*

To keep China in the war, King
placed great emphasis on the projected
but unfulfilled British operations into
Burma (ANAKIM), even to the point of
offering amphibious craft and aircraft
from the Central Pacific during 1943.'°
When this failed to mature for lack of
British interest and resources, King
shifted his attention to projected Ameri-
can operations against Japan from bases
to be seized along the Chinese coast,
which would also complement his

blockade program and underscore
America's political commitment to
China.'®

King welcomed the projected Rus-
sian entry into the war in the Pacific,
especially when the Chinese armies re-
treated late in 1944, but he continued
to base his hopes on China.'” In any
case, this aspect of King's strategy of
concentration succeeded, though only
partly due to his indirect influence, as
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the Nationalist Chinese Army tied down
the Japanese forces in southern China,
the Chinese Communist Army neutral-
ized those Japanese troops in the north,
and the Russian Army rolled over Japa-
nese forces in Manchuria in August
1645,

In realizing this strategy for victory
in the Pacific, however, King faced five
major obstacles throughout the war
which consumed a great deal of his time
and energy and against which he there-
fore exhibited great impatience.

The first ocbstacle was the insistence
of British and U.S. Army leaders for
more resources than King thought
necessary to defeat Hitler first at the
serious expense of the separate war
against Japan. He urged a more vigorous
prosecution of the war against Germany
and Italy so he could maintain relentless
pressure on Japan. But believing the
Army had always expected to direct
American strateqy in wartime, King
arqued at length over most Army
proposals and disputed such decisions as
the Sicily landings as '‘merely doing
something just for the sake of doing
something.”"'® When the British seemed
indecisive on ETO plans for 1942, King
and Marshall bluffed them with a pro-
posal to shift idle American troops from
Europe to the Pacific, a threat not lost
on General Eisenhower who thus kept
his offensive going in late 1942 lest he
lose men and equipment to the hungry
Pacific theater. But King's deep respect
for and close working relationship with
General Marshall overcame this obstacle,
with Marshall concentrating most of his
attention on the ETO and China-
Burma-India (CBI) theater and King on
the Pacific.’ °

King's second ohstacle was Douglas
MacArthur, who resented King's and
thus the Navy's strategic leadership in
the Pacific. MacArthur, in the words of
his biographer, “never fully compre-
hended the principles of modern naval
warfare,”’?? leading King to insist that
MacArthur never have full operational

control over Navy vessels, from the
summer of 1942 when the issue was
carriers for air support to the spring of
1945 and amphibious shipping for the
invasion of Japan. Again, thanks to
Marshall's touch, King and MacArthur
stayed at arm's length throughout the
war; compromises were hammered out
over command relationships; and King
only lost out to MacArthur on the
question of the Philippines over For-
mosa.?!

King's third obstacle was internal,
namely, the several factions and strong
personalities within the Navy who in-
fluenced Pacific strategy. As Com-
mander in Chief, U.S. Fleet, King
exerted direct control over the Pacific
element of this fleet and its commander,
Admirat Nimitz, meeting with him fre-
quently during the war to agree on
strategy and policy and occasionally—
because of his impatience-ordering
Nimitz to handle the fleet in a certain
way.2%2 In strategqy, King not only
solicited Nimitz’' views but those
especially of two other Pacific admirals,
Richmond Kelly Turner and Forrest
Sherman.?*® In November 1944 King
strengthened his direct participation by
shifting his Atlantic Fleet Commander,
Adm. Royal E. Ingersoll, to the Pacific
as Commander Western Sea Frontier
and Deputy Cominch-Deputy CNO-
Deputy Cincpac.?* Logistically, King
personally set landing craft and aircraft
production schedules for the Pacific as
well as the ETO.?% In the submarine
war, King established submarine base
areas and quotas as well as target priori-
ties, and in fleet surface tactics he
influenced carrier operating forma-
tions.?¢

In personnel, King established the
policy of aviator chiefs of staff for
nonaviator commanders . and vice
versa;?” ordered reductions in the size
of amphibious and submarine staffs;?®
“strenuously opposed” “spot’ promo-
tions;2® and severely punished officers
he disliked or otherwise opposed.
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Among the more celebrated cases were
Comdr. “Mort” Seligman, executive
officer of the Lexington, who was sum-
marily retired for inadvertently leaking
vital code-breaking knowledge to the
press after the Battle of the Coral
Sea;3 Capt. “Carl” Moore, Admiral
Spruance's chief of staff, who was
passed over for flag rank for apparently
failing to measure up to King's stand-
ards®! and Admiral “Jack” Towers,
Nimitz’ deputy and air type com-
mander, who King kept from going to
sea out of resentment over Towers’
ambitions to gain control of Pacific
Fleet operations for himself and the air
admirals.®?> King simply, for better or
for worse, controlled flag personnel and
their assignments, leading more than
one unhappy admiral to utter Gilbert
and Sullivan's line: ‘“Just stay at your
desk and never go to sea, and you will
be ruler of the King’s Navee''—Ernie’s of
course.??

The fourth obstacle to King's Pacific
strategy was both internal and political
—Britain’s insistence on participating in
the main naval operations against Japan
late in the war. Since King regarded the
Pacific war as America’s show, he re-
sented any British attempt to dictate
strategy, much less to participate im-
portantly in the fighting. King accepted
the fact that Britain would reassert its
hegemony in postwar Burma and
Malaya, and he hoped the British would
confine their wartime operations to the
CBI theater and Indian Ocean, but he
was suspicious of their possible postwar
designs on the Dutch East Indies. Opera-
tionally, the British had inadequate
logistical doctrines and facilities for the
farranging operations of the Pacific
theater, and King felt no compunction
to allow the new British Pacific Fleet to
use American bases and thus become a
drain on them and possibly also on
operations.** In this battle, however,
Admiral King failed utterly, for in
September 1944, at the second Quebec

P%onference President Roosevelt
ul
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informed Prime Minister Churchill that
the British Fleet would participate in
the final operations against Japan. In
the words of General Ismay, '‘The
British delegation heaved a sigh of relief,
and the story went the rounds that
Admiral King went into a swoon and
had to be carried out. . .."?

King’s final obstacle, and the most
important one, was, of course, the
Imperial Japanese Navy, the defeat of
which he superintended in his capacity
as Cominch-CNO. The Central Pacific
campaign, ‘in size and brilliance of
execution,” says Arthur Bryant, the
“rival . .. of Trafalgar,”*® had been
developed for at least 10 years in King’s
mind before he first brought it to his
peers on the JCS and Combined Chiefs
of Staff. With single-minded determina-
tion, he persistently kept up the Allied
pressure on Japan and never lost sight of
the prime objectives of {1) destroying
Japanese lines of communication for the
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eventual blockade and (2) attacking via
the Marianas and Luzon bottleneck,
both of which led to the batties that
destroyed the Japanese Navy, naval air
forces, and merchant marine—the key
prerequisites for the defeat of Japan.

If his personality sometimes got in
the way of others, what does it matter?
No sane person has ever said that war is

humane, civil, or an arena for the mild
of heart. Admiral King saw what had to
be done, and he did it in the most
forceful possible terms. He was the right
man in the right place at the right
time—and with the right ideas—to direct
the maritime strategy of concentration
for victory in the greatest naval war in
history.
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