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Many of the presidents of the Naval War College have made important
contributions to both the War College itself and to the Navy. One of these was
Admiral Richard L. Conolly, whose lucid and rational views on strateqy were
acquired as a student at the War College and in the course of his highly successful

wartime assignments.

ADMIRAL RICHARD L. CONOLLY:
A PERSPECTIVE ON HIS NOTIONS OF STRATEGY

An article prepared

Lieutenant (junior grade) Donald G. White, U.S. Naval Reserve

Sinee its founding in 1884, the Naval
War College has had numerous presi-
dents who have contributed much Lo
the development and evolulion of this
unigue prolessional institution, One of
these was Adm, Richard 1., Conolly,
wha was President ol the Naval War
College Trom Deceinber 1950 10 Novem-
ber 1953, Iis service in this position
was  the culmination ol a long and
produclive naval carcer- one in which
he was to distinguish  himsell as an
operational commander in World War 11
andd in very senior positions ol responsi-
bility in the postwar era,

Graduating from the Naval Acidemy
in 1914, Richard [.. Conolly’s carly
proflessional development was cenlered
in destroyers and battleships. Addition-
ally, he carned o master’s degree (row
Columbia Universily in engineering, The
oulsel of World War 11 found him as a

destroyer  division  commander,  pro-
viding screening for Admiral Ilalsey’s
carrier  lorce.  Returning  drom  the
Pacilic, he served on Adm, Lrnest ).
King’s staff  before  becoming  Com-
mander ol Lunding Cralt and Bases,
Northwest Africa (1943), commanding
a major task lorce in the Sieilian cam-
paign, and later in this same year he was
transferred 1o the Pacilic where he
participated in most of the amphibious
aperalions through 1945, 1L was in these
operations that Samuel Eliot Morison
characlerized Rear Admiral Conolly as
“robust and  genial, thorough and
methodical, he loved planning as well as
lighting, and did a great deal of the
planaing himself , .. >

Admiral Conolly’s Tormal exposure
1o the mitnary planning proeess took
place as a sludent at the Naval War
College i 1930, Besides professional
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military studics, students were required
Lo rescarch problem arcas dealing with
nalional gccurity and delense poliey,
and for his rescarch and writing he
chose as his subject “A Study ol Condi-
tions Which Affect Certain  unda-
mental Policies of the United States in
Central America and  the Caribbean
Arca.” This thoughtful paper delincated
the resentment febt by many lalin
American Stales toward Lhe United
States in light of its intervenlions in the
Caribbcan in the carly ycars of the 20th
cenlury. e related the circumstances
surrounding the independence  of
Panamu and the role of the United
Stales in cneouraging and supporting
the revolution which led up Lo it He
also narraled the inlervenlions and
occeupations which were undertaken by
the United States in the Caribbean arca
m the years from 1900 Lo 1930, While
admitling that the debts, disorder, and
recalcitrance of the nalive governments
justilicd intcernational aclion, ke
doubted that the immediate benefits of
unilateral aclion by the Uniled Stales
fully counterbalanced the long-term ill
feeling against Lhe “Colossus of the
North” which such precipitant action
generaled. In speaking of the U.S. role
in the Panamanian revolution he con-
cluded
Expediency was the excuse
advanced and only time will judge
whether  the  inunediate results
obtained justilied the loss of
fricndship and reputation, how-
ever unmerited the incurrence. We
arc even now cngaged in com-
peling for the ceonomic favor of
Lalin American countrics. This
ancient wrong can still be east in
the balance againsl us.?
This evaluation ol U.S. aclivities in the
Caribbean preceded by 2 years the
enunciation ol the Good Neighbor
Policy by President Franklin 1. Roose-

vell.
in this same paper he also examined

the stratepic importance of the Punama

124/iss9

Canal in an analysis which exhibited his
knowledge of nol only military affairs,
bul cconomic matters as well. After
noting bricfly the obvious advantages of
the Canal Zone as a naval base and as a
shorler route between the Pacific and
the Atlantic, he then discussed the canal
in terms of logistics. Visualizing a cam-
paign in the Western Pacific, Admiral
Conolly poinled out that the military
supplics lor such an operation would
have Lo come from the industrial eenlers
ol the Northcaslern United States via
ship through the Panama Canal. Also,
many ol the raw materials which would
be wsed in producing this hardware
would also have Lo be transported to the
Northeast through Lhe canal in the
opposile direction, This heayy tralfic
would and later did strain the capacity
of the canal, a siluation which he
foresaw in his prewar study.

Alter considering the cnor-
mous amonnt ol shipping neeces-
sary to place our AEl" in France,
the mueh shorter roules uaed, and
the great assistance in Lhe problem
ol supply which we reecived from
the Allies, it would seem impera-
Live thal thiz matter be thor-
oughly invesligated, It i3 very
probable thal the capacity of the
Canal plus the transcontinental
railway constitutes Lhe limit to
our armed elforts in the western
Pacific, ... It may be thal Lhe
building of the Nicaraguan Caual
is an urgent slrategic
measure, . . . Only  facls and
ligures would lurnish lhe neccs-
sury reassurance,’

On the completion of his lour as a
student al the Naval War College,
Adriral Conolly remained ot the college
for | year, only Lo return as ils presi-
dent nearly 30 years later,

His work as an amphibious com-
mander in the Pacilic was lollowed by
assignment  as DCNO - (Operations),
thence DCNO (Administration), and in
6plombc 1046 he was ordered Lo
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command the U.S. Naval I'orees,
Europe, which in 1947 was changed to
Commander in Chief, U.8, Naval Forces,
Eastern Atlantic and Mediterrancan, In
December 1950 Admiral  Conolly
became President of the Naval War
College, serving in that capacity until his
tetiement in November 19533,

Not mercly content 1o be the col-
fege’s chicl cxceutive, he worked at
developing and articulating his coneepts
ol strategy and leadership. 'erhaps his
best thoughts on  the former were
expressed in an address he gave at the
college titled “Scapower™ in which he
highlighted his views on the role of
scapower in national strategy. He per-
eeived the strategic importance of the
sca as not just a medium for transporta-
tion, but also as an avenue ol offensive
action. Belore World War Il the naval
forces of the world were narrowly
limited in their amphibions capabilitics,
lacking the technical means ol landing
large numbers ol troops quickly upon
an unfavorably conligured shorcline.
The lack of such a capability contrib-
uted to the failure ol the Dardanclles
cxpedition in 1915 and made the plan-
ning of large amphibious operations an
unrcalistic undertaking until World War
LL. The late thirtics and carly Torties saw
the development of landing craft which
made it possible to transport troops and
supplics over coral reefs and other
unfavorable shoreline obstacles and wit-
neased the development of naval avia-
tien to provide air cover for such an
operation.  These two  developments,
plus the fleet train, made possible the
island hopping campaigns of World War
1L,

Admiral Conolly believed that sca-
power was hest employed by initiating
sudden and sharp amphibious thrusts
along the cnemy’s shoreline, thus disori-
enting his military preparations and
forcing him to allocate large forees for
defense. lie disapproved of a strategy
which tied down naval strike {orces to

In deseribing seapower he said:

After we have contained the
cnemy in his initial advances it
gives us the opportunity and the
possibility of cxercising the stra-
tegic initiative. We need not be
mousctrapped in any one particu-
lar part of the world, but by using
the mobility afforded by sca-
power and by the Navy, utilized
lor the benefit of the other ser-
vices, all three of us aeling in
conjunclion, we can develop an
offensive strategy of our own
choosing against objectives any-
where in the world. . . .

.. . the oflensive mobile strik-
ing forces of the Navy should not
be divided into “penny-packets™
and thus limited cither in the
range ol their operations or the
scope of their action. To too
severely straightjacket naval or air
forces by allocating them all to
land theaters would be to hobble
their effeetivencss.®
Although he considered the Navy’s

attack and amphibious forces to be an
important sirategic tool, Admiral
Conolly did not ignore the valuc of the
stca as a transportation medium. By
1952 the United States was rapidly
becoming an “island cconomy,” and,
like Britain since the 1850%, its high
standard of living and industrial output
required importing ever inercaging quan-
litics of raw materials as well as export-
ing cqually great quantitics of manufac-
tured goods. Any interruption of this
tralfic would produce a progressive cco-
nomic and military paralysis in the
United States similar to that sulfered by
Japan in the spring of 1945, In noting
this ceonomic reality, Admiral Conolly
also pointed oul the weaknesses of air
transport, which cven then was scen by
some as the answer to the logistics
problem. e noted that sueh transport
is dependent upon [uel and other mate-
tials brought 1o the airbases by ships.

Publisll!le%l g%,lug.)ﬂa\%ll \R7a{?l@cglfegleﬂﬂ%igpﬁg%ﬁ%}i& 19711hlS and other factors indicaicd to him
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that air lransporl would not be cconom-
ical in the foresceable luture for any-
thing but high priority ilems ol modest
weight.

e also eriticized the then emerging
masgive relaliation policy. This coneepl
relied upon nuctear weapons and their
delivery systems as the mosat cconomical
means of prevenling incursions by the
Soviet Union into Weslern Europe or
Asia. Such a perspective invited, by
implication, scvere cutbacks in conven-
tional forecs, and had the disadvanlage
that the eredibility of massive retalia-
tion might someday be tested by a
determined foe. [le decricd reliunce
upon “any single weapon or any single
weapons  syslem”™ and  called Tor a
balanced military loree capable of some-
thing less than lolal devaslation, The
ercalion ol such a balanccd foree later
became one ol the foremast accomplish-
ments of the Kennedy administration,

In Deeember 1952, a {ew months
alter his address al the Naval War
College, Admiral  Conolly  delivered
another address before the Naval Order
ol the United States al the New York
Yachl Club entitled “Lessons learned
from Naval Operations in World War
IL” In it he delincated some ol Lhe
strategic lessons ol thal conflicl as he
pereeived them,

One of these lessons was Lhal the
United Stales musl maintain a mililary
organizalion and reserve polential which
is strong cnough to [ulfill the require-
menls of national poliey. At the hegin-
ning of World War T, the military
eslablishment of the Uniled Stales was
small, reflecting the isolationist outlook
of the thirties. When national policy
goals then cxpanded lo include the
unconditionual defeal of Germany and
Japan, a long and coslly mobilization
was neecssary to produce the hardware
and  trained manpower nccessary Lo
accomplish the task. While this mobili-
sulion was accomplished suceessfully,
{uture cmergeneics may nol allow such
an cxlensive leadtime. Therelore, he

supported the mainlenance ol a slrong
Military Establishment, backed by an
cqually strong Rescrve Establishment.
He Lelt that the extensive commilmenls
of the United States to mainlain wortd
peace and liberal demoeratic lorms of
governmenl in slales of Lhe free world
required compulsory mililary service Lo
aggment the military manpower pool
and Lo instill in the young a willingness
Lo endure the sacrifices and rigors neees-
gary 1if Lhe Uniled States were Lo main-
Lain its postwar stature in the world. In
short, lorcign policy goals and military
capabililics must be synchronized (o
avoid cither unnccessary cxpendilures
or a national incapacily Lo implement
policy objectives.

Another faclor in Lhe success of U.S,
arms in World War 11 which 13 often
overlooked by mililary wrilers was Lhe
greal success of U.S, military Lraining
facilitics.  Admiral Conolly described
this success in his lecture, indicaling
how [avorably il compared wilh the
training programs ol other nations. As
the Sccond World War progressed, Lhe
German  and  Japancse  aviators, flor
cxample, deteriorated in qualily, due
partly Lo a shortage ol fucl lor training
bnl even more Lo an organizational
lailure Lo produce bolh the quantilics of
Lrained personnel required and the qual-
ity nceessary Lo perform capably with
increasingly  sophisticaled equipment.
U.S. aviators, on the other hand,
increased in bolh numbers and skill
despile the losses incurred in the carly
months of the war. This raining made
the dilterence in such engagements as
the Marianas “T'urkey Shoot,” in which
Japanese naval avialion was thoronghly
oulclassed, Lle [nlly appreciated the
importance ol eflcelive and expeditious
naval training facililies as an essenlial
part of logistics.

Perhaps the most comprehensive of
Admiral Conolly’s wrilings on naval
stralegy, while he served as President of
the Naval War College, appeared in the
Naval Institute Proceedings in January

https://digital-commons.usnwc.edu/nwc-review/vol24/isso/6
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of 1953. In this issue he discussed naval
strategy from the standpoint of the
principles of war, and the work revealed
much about Admiral Conolly’s philos-
ophy on strategic theory.

Although he sought to redefine these
principles in terms of the military situa-
tion in 1953, he was well aware of their
limitations as aids for thought and
analysis. He saw them as *“ . . . the titles
of principles and not the principles
themselves.”” He also noted that, “The
predilection for reliance upon simple
adages as a substitute for thinking is a
very common human failing. It has led
many a commander to defeat and disas-
ter.” Nevertheless, such a collection of
principles offered the commander a
useful index around which to organize
the results of his own experience,

In dealing with each of these prin-
ciples individually, Admiral Conolly
pointed out their relevance to naval and
maritime operations. The overall objec-
tive of military operations, for example,
is to make the enemy amenable to
accepfing one’s own terms of peace,
Overly zealous students of Clausewitz
had assumed this meant, without excep-
tion, the destruction of the enemy’s
armed forces and the occupation of his
territory. Such an ambitious method,
however, may not be required in every
case. Frederick the Great in the Seven
Years’ War obtained his political objec-
tive, the annexation of Silesia, by suc-
cessfully defending his country against
all attackers until his enemies grew
weary of the war. In the Korean war the
United States obtained its political
objective, the preservation of a demo-
cratic South Korea, by containing the
Chinese Army until a compromise peace
was arranged. Both the Dutch in 1654
and the Japanese in 1945 were forced to
accept harsh terms because of their
defeat at sea. Both of the nations, cut
off from their vital sources of trade,
made peace, even thongh their armics
remained intact on their own soil

Publi&gm%.s.q\?ar\]ralWariggﬁetéeaﬁgita?&or%}}ggﬁs, 1971

examples the fact that political objec-
tives could be achicved by a variety of
means, one of which was command of
the sea and its trade routes.

His first principle, ie. simplicity,
should be applied to much more than
tactics and grand strategy. An effcctive
force must have simplicity in armament.
The weapons it employs should not be
more complex technologically than the
mission requires nor should they prolif-
erate unnecessarily in type or function,
The organization for a military opera-
tion, also, should not contain unneces-
sary complications. Command relation-
ships should be definite and clear,
especially in intraservice operations,

The principle of maneuver or mobil-
ity he considered to be the special furte
of naval and amphibious forces. With
the development of tracked landing
vehicles, carrier strike forces, and the
fleet train in World War II, the naval
forces of the Western Powers possessed
the technological capability of launch-
ing an amphibious assault in virtually
any area of the world. Naval forces thus
possessed far greater mobility than land
forces and could make their presence
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felt aloug any coaslline in the world.
This great potenlial for strategic
maneuver and flanking opcrations
incrcases the ability of naval forces to
influenee cvenis on the great land-
masses.

A third principle of war which was
effectively illustrated in World War II is
surprisc. As a veteran of the north
Alrican and Paciflic campaigns, he knew
the important role that surprise had
played there. The tactical surprisc
achieved by the Japancee at Pearl Har-
bor ¢nabled them to win a temporary
naval supcriority in the Western Pacifie.
The surprise which resulied in the pres-
ence of U.S, carricrs at Midway in 1942
ended in the sinking of four Japanese
carricrs, the backbonc of their naval
aviation. The unexpeeled appearance of
new weapons and techniques constantly
introduces new possibilities for surprisc
in strategic planning,

Although he was aware ot the bene-
fits Lo be gained from the successful use
of surprise, he also recognized the limi-
tations ol this concepl. He spoke of
these limitations as follows:

Surprize [sic] is a principle
that must be handled carcinlly,
There seems to be something
intoxicating about it, Unless the
user ig particularly well balanced,

. any attempt to over-
cmphasize this principle may lead

to wcaknesses in his plan that an

alert opponent will seize upon,

The single track mind has its

limitations. . . .6

Not content to mercly comment
upon a list of the prineciples ol war
drawn up by others, he added one more
of his own, readiness, Readiness Lo him
implicd preparation in several arcas:
personnel, intelligenee, command orga-
nization, and logistics. Personnel must
posscas physical slamina and be given
the proper moral indoctrination. Intelli-
genee organs must take care to collect
and cvaluate all available information

ar falls. Stal

bcfggrc 1;]10 curtain of . )
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must be well trained and accustomed to
operating as a team. Material support
for contingeney plans must be provided,
and the national cconomy must be able
to be readily adapted to a quick mobili-
zation.

After delineating his views on the
principles of war, he cautioned his
rcaders to temper them with the wis
dom of experience. Quoting General Sir
Frederick Maurice, he said that these
prineiples *“ ., , will not help a soldier to
gsolve a problem of war any more than a
knowledge of the principles of painling
will, without steady practice and natural
aptilude, enable an arlisl to painl a
picture.””

Admiral Conolly retired from the
Navy on 2 November 1953, and on the
following day he assumed the presi-
dency of Long lsland Universily.

Some 9 years later, on the verge ot
relirement [rom Long Island University,
he and his wife died in an airplauc crash
at New York City. This tragic cvent
denied him the rewards of leisure which
he was anticipating in the twilight of his
life. In a January 1962 letter to Rear
Adm. Richard W. Bates, USN, (Ret.),
Admiral Conolly summed up his work
al Long Island University by observing,

I am a builder and the fun has

been huilding, not the operation

of the institation. ... I am fully
convineed that [ have made my
conlribution and that a differcnt
kind of guy is now needed to take

it [rom herc. . . . My principal job

now is to find a suitable succcssor

to do a different kind of job than

I had to do.

This self-assessment would appear to
conlirm Morison’s carlicr observation
that “he loved planning.” However, it
also confirms his repulation as being an
outstanding leader, in that he recog-
nized the changes that had taken place
in managing the alfairs of Long lsland
University and realized thal the time
had come for he himsell 1o step aside
for that “different kind of guy.” What
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better measure ean be made of a man  ollicer and as president of a major U.S,
who so distinguished himsell as a naval  university,

FOOTNOTES
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It is the possession of high resolution plus a mental
equipment capable of quick and correct decisions that
distinguishes the great military leader from the mediocre.

Bernard Brodie, A Guide to Naval Strategy
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