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				Whosoever can hold the sea has command of everything.

				—Themistocles, 
Athenian navalist (524–460 b.c.)

			

		

	
		
		
			Preface

			 

			This is a book about the Navy, but it’s also about foreign affairs. It’s about presidencies, war and peace, America in the world. Politics and policy, morals and war. About innovation: atomic weapons and propulsion, computerization and guided missiles.

			This is a long book. To paraphrase Ben Franklin, this book twice as easily could have been three times its length, even though it covers just about half of its ultimate subject. In this book too, the span of time, the range of events, the surge of ideas, the flow of money, the spectrum of characters are many.

			Naval history can encompass the full variety of technical programs in naval aviation, submarine and amphibious warfare, surface ship tactics, intelligence, command, administration, shipbuilding, basing, and operational stories from the four corners of the world. My ambition has been to sample all these fascinating morsels while focusing on the main dish: the worldwide geopolitical rivalry between the U.S. Navy and the Soviet Union.

			Research: thoroughgoing, comprehensive, and hopelessly incomplete. The merest glance at the finding aids of NARA (National Archives and Records Administration) or NHHC (Naval History and Heritage Command) suggests the depths of data that await a writer looking into naval history. That history will need to be told by another on another day.

			This book is also about humanity, and the fragility of it. You know James D. Hornfischer as a passionate author of books of our nation’s war in the Pacific and, with this book, the Cold War. Jim wrote about the wars fought by our neighbors, brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles, fathers and grandfathers. For the past two years Jim has been fighting his own war. I don’t want to dwell on this, nor would Jim want me to, but I believe his readers would want and deserve to know of Jim’s courage. In the early days of 2020, just months before the pandemic hit our shores, Jim was diagnosed with an inoperable glioblastoma brain tumor.

			Jim wanted to live each day as fully as possible, and I wanted to honor him by following that lead. He didn’t keep his diagnosis a secret, but he didn’t talk about it much either. Jim fought very bravely for eighteen months, in every area of his life, and was largely pain-free throughout his illness and the cancer’s progression. For that I am intensely grateful. Jim passed away peacefully here at home in Austin, Texas, surrounded by family, friends, our springer spaniels Sullivan and Skye, and his books, having converted his library into a first-floor bedroom.

			Jim’s illness was progressive and there were periods when he could not be as productive as he would have liked, but he continued to write and work every day until he was no longer able.

			This book is his last published work, and as his illness progressed, his writing told that story within a story. Please regard this text as a last letter from an old friend, and please understand that your friend was simply not able to wrap up the story with his usual finesse and depth of detail.

			Jim believed, as I also do, that others of this generation and future generations will carry on telling the stories of our great nation’s history. Share your stories with your children and grandchildren, nieces and nephews, so that they are engaged in our nation’s history and our country’s continued fight for freedom and democracy. Encourage our next generation, take them to air shows, museums, and libraries, ignite the spark of curiosity in our future historians and writers so that they can continue to tell stories for us all to read.

			—Sharon and Jim Hornfischer, autumn 2021

		

	
		
		
			Introduction

			 

			The story of the U.S. Navy’s Cold War is no tidy war story, or even a campaign narrative. Chronicling the twists and turns of the tumultuous early years of the Cold War at sea, looking at the flow of global events of the U.S.-Soviet and capitalist-Communist rivalries through the lens of maritime power, is the mission of this book. Readers acquainted with my earlier books will find this one much broader in scope. I offer it knowing that it’s prone to fall short here and there. Those interested in submarines will know better books on submarine development. Korean War buffs will find the definitive history and fuller microhistories elsewhere. Enthusiasts of naval aviation will have read more complete histories of aircraft carriers. Aficionados of strategy and its cousins, doctrine and tactics, will sate themselves on more specialized accounts. So what does this book propose to do, and what was my reason for writing it?

			This is a work of synthesis, an interweaving of politics and war, of operations and presidential and command decision, of culture and politics, time and place, threat and perceptions of threat, the exigencies of survival and the consequences of victory and defeat. The Navy is its focus because the geopolitics of the U.S. has been driven by maritime realities more than by any other single force.

			Naval operations since the age of sail have been global in scope. Today the fleet is the first thought of U.S. presidents confronted with an international emergency. Whenever a crisis flashes, the first question asked is, “Where are the aircraft carriers?” But the Navy’s role encompasses more than naval aviation. Since World War II, surface ships and submarines have all been tools for projecting American power and presence, influencing events worldwide.

			Though landsmen speak of the world’s seven seas, there is in fact only one global ocean. So the experts at the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration declare. The modern U.S. Navy has never needed this reminder, certainly not in the nuclear age. Its contest for command of the world’s maritime commons against the only planetary rival it has ever faced—the Soviet Union—illustrates the singularity of the ocean as both an avenue of influence and an actual or potential field of battle.

			It has often been said that America has never been invaded by a foreign power thanks to its blessings of geography. But oceans are defensive barriers only to the extent that a nation’s fleet can master them. Just as surely through history, oceans have been avenues of conquest. The message was clear during the American Revolution and remains equally so today. U.S. fleets, usually operating far from home, have undertaken the defense of America since the U.S. Navy’s establishment on October 13, 1775.

			The story of the Cold War at sea is the story of the contest to secure the freedom of the world. During this time, the U.S. Navy carried, for the first time, a transoceanic mandate evidenced by its permanent deployment from forward overseas stations. In some areas of the world, U.S. fleets were based exclusively at sea, free entirely from dependence upon land. The state of affairs would have been alien and unimaginable to the navy of America’s founding, when naval officers and their men served only during time of conflict, returning to their farms and estates during peacetime. The aim of this book is to develop the story of this global institution as a protector of the national interest. It is a story of geopolitics in theory and practice. Beyond the intrigue of the U.S.-Soviet rivalry are stories of confrontation between fleets, bare-knuckled human strife over strategic concepts and war policy, and technological revolution and disruption, all of it the stuff of a sprawling, worldwide drama.

			This book continues the story concluded in the last of my four books on World War II, The Fleet at Flood Tide, which covered the conclusion and aftermath of World War II in the Pacific. But the story actually reaches all the way back to the American Revolution. Just as the ideas of Sir Julian Corbett begat Nelson at Trafalgar, and the ideas of Alfred Thayer Mahan begat Admiral William F. Halsey off Tokyo, the cumulative learning curve of the centuries led to a Cold War contest of even greater complexity, in which naval officers and those interested in national and maritime affairs ought to be mindful of the major events of the past.

		

	
		
		
			1

			 

			Fleet at a Crossroads

			When Admiral William F. Halsey, Jr., arrived in New York City early in the morning on Friday, December 14, 1945, snow blanketed nearly the entirety of the Empire State. An overnight storm had forced the cancellation of most flights into La Guardia Field, so he traveled up from Washington by rail. He took a waiting limousine from Penn Station to the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, refreshed himself with a nap, then donned his whites and took the limo to the airport in Queens. A motorcade was awaiting the conqueror of the Pacific. A Navy band greeted him with a flourish. Two battalions of sailors presented arms as the cannoneers of an honor guard fired a seventeen-gun salute, two short of what the newly minted five-star admiral deserved. Holding his greatcoat tight against the wind, Halsey joined New York Mayor Fiorello H. La Guardia in an open car.

			Halsey was less than two months home from Japan. After the boozy celebration in Yokohama that had marked his relief from occupation duty and fleet command, he had flown home to Pearl Harbor, then begun a homeward transit that ended with the festal passage of his flagship, the battleship South Dakota, along with thirteen other vessels, under the Golden Gate Bridge on October 15.

			A worldwide homecoming was under way. Demobilization was the word of the day. The drawdown was swift and its effects stunning. Just ninety days after Tokyo’s surrender, with its mission switched from crushing Japan to saving her, the U.S. military was giving away its strength at a rate of 1.5 million men a month. As Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, the Pacific commander in chief, wrote to Secretary of the Navy James V. Forrestal, after four years of war, peace was an abnormal state. “The vast machine that had gained victory had to be ground to a stop, and flow of material had to be checked, then reversed. The problems of demobilization and return to a peacetime basis were in some respects more difficult than those of continuing the war.” On the day Halsey arrived in New York, nine harbors on the East and West coasts were scheduled to receive seventy-nine ships bearing more than sixty-two thousand war veterans. From Calcutta and Marseille, from Bermuda, Antwerp, and Manila, the maritime carriage that had delivered America’s armies worldwide brought them home again, just in time to celebrate Christmas—“the first in six years not mocked by universal war,” Nimitz noted. The newspapers published the itineraries, listing returning ships and units. In New York, the arrival of the passenger liner Queen Mary, bringing home 11,409 combat veterans from Southampton, England, that same day would have been the story had Halsey not taken the headlines.

			As the leading public face of the Navy, he was the one officer who could be counted upon to command a crowd. His peers during the war—Raymond Spruance, Marc Mitscher, Nimitz himself—were by comparison distant from the public, disinclined to speak of their work, secretive and necessarily so, they said. The Navy employed a small handful of public relations officers to buffer its leaders from the inquiries of the press. But with controversy now raging between the Army and Navy over their postwar roles, missions, and appropriations, the brain trust of the sea services realized that the game of public affairs might be a contest for their survival. This more than any surplus of ticker tape on Wall Street accounted for Halsey’s presence in an open limo on a bitter winter’s morning.

			The car accelerated into the bustle of Queens, then pushed south on Thirty-fourth Avenue across the Meeker Avenue Bridge toward Brooklyn. The energy of the crowds sustained through Greenpoint and all the way to the ramp of the Manhattan Bridge. Crossing the East River, Halsey could look down over the waterfront headquarters of the New York Port of Embarkation, from which half of the wartime armies fielded by the United States had shipped overseas. The Brooklyn Navy Yard, employing at its wartime peak more than 71,000 workers, had constructed just eighteen months earlier the battleship Missouri, following in the wake of the Iowa and North Carolina, out Lower New York Bay and into action. The last of the Essex-class carriers, the USS Oriskany, was launched here sixty days before Halsey arrived. Her sister ship Reprisal languished incomplete, awaiting use in ordnance tests and scrapping.

			The U.S. Navy ended World War II with nearly 1,200 combatant ships, 41,000 planes, and 3.4 million personnel. It had 758,000 civilians on its worldwide payroll, more than half of them at the government-owned naval shipyards at Bremerton, Boston, Charleston, Mare Island, New York, Norfolk, Pearl Harbor, Philadelphia, Portsmouth, San Francisco, and San Pedro, and naval aviation centers such as Pensacola, Florida, Whidbey Island, Washington, and Corpus Christi, Texas. The Navy’s infrastructure of yards, bases, and shore facilities was the product of about $12 billion in wartime investment that drove a sixteenfold increase in its prewar size. Navy expenditures on plant facilities were 25 percent larger than the plant accounts of General Motors, U.S. Steel, and AT&T combined. The Bureau of Ships alone had an investment account nearly as big as U.S. Steel. Though new ships were still coming—the Brooklyn yard had put the aircraft carrier Franklin D. Roosevelt, the third of the big new Midway-class flattops, into commission in October—the Navy that had bestridden the world in the winter of 1945 was coming home to shrink and diminish, discharging its strength back into the nation.

			In Philadelphia, experimental techniques of ship preservation were ready for mass application in a $40 million effort that would put 1,896 ships into an inactive reserve by September 1, 1946. The light cruiser USS Brooklyn was the first combatant to undergo “mothballing.” The metaphor from the coat closet understated the intricacies of preserving such a large vessel in a state that would make possible her return to service within thirty days of an activation order. Yard workers removed all perishable and combustible stores, including food, batteries, fuel, and explosives. Metal surfaces susceptible to corrosion, such as motors, pumps, and engines, were sprayed with a waxy rust retardant. Sensitive equipment that could not be removed for dehumidified storage received an additional airtight casing, woven with five layers from a spray gun and sealed with a coat of aluminum paint. Inside, dehumidifiers connected to ventilation ducts and fire mains allowed the ship to inhale dry air and exhale humidity. Where airflow did not reach, desiccants and other drying agents did the job passively. After the six-month process was finished, a complement of just five officers and fifty-nine men aboard could maintain a cruiser like the Brooklyn during her long sleep in the “zipper fleet.”

			The rapid pace of the demobilization concerned President Harry S. Truman. A believer in a “prepared soldier-citizenry,” he was working that December on a bill to enact universal military training. The new law would require every male between the ages of eighteen and twenty to report for a year of indoctrination followed by six years in the reserves. With such a base of manpower available to redeploy hundreds of mothballed ships, a wartime fleet could be more quickly surged in case of war. “We can with fairness no longer look to the veterans of this war for any future military service,” the president would write.

			Meanwhile, the imperative to cut costs fell upon the Pentagon like a weather front. At the urging of Truman and with the full support of the War Department, the Senate was considering a bill to unify the Navy and War departments, along with a new department designating the Air Force as a single administrative entity. S. 2044 would put the tripartite Pentagon under the leadership of a single Secretary of Common Defense and deprive the secretaries of war and the Navy of their long-standing membership in the president’s cabinet. The push for change had begun the day before Germany surrendered, on May 7, 1945, when the Army’s top civilian administrator, Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, wrote Secretary Forrestal to argue that the two departments should be unified. With one powerful secretary supervising the entire defense establishment, Stimson said, there would come a windfall of savings. “The principle is settled….The problem is merely to achieve the most effective possible execution of an established policy….I think it will be our duty to report that belief to the Congress in the earnest hope that your department can come along then, or later, with a concurring view.”

			Stimson’s insistent voice was that of a man secure in his relationship with the White House. Having engineered the 1930 London Naval Treaty that had limited the size of interwar fleets, the Army boss was now promising to outdo himself, impairing the position of his rival service by unilateral decree. But Forrestal thought the service heads, Congress, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff should take the time to absorb more carefully the lessons of the Second World War, which at the time had yet to be won. That was where the matter lay until August, when the twin flashes of atomic light destroyed Japan as a war-making power.

			Truman never stopped thinking about the implications of the new weapon. It promised to change everything. The chiefs of the U.S. Army, who relished the atomic bomb’s transformative power, were using the revolution in atomic weapons to make some startling pronouncements. The leaders of the strategic air forces in particular wasted no time advancing their sweeping claim to primacy based on their exclusive capacity to deliver atomic weapons across the oceans. The bombs ended one war and started another. In the offices of Congress and in the angled corridors of the Pentagon, the longest-running civil war in American life flared anew: the quest of generals and admirals to bring the other service to heel.

			In November, General Dwight D. Eisenhower had stunned the Navy leadership by telling the Senate Military Affairs Committee that a merger would have saved the country 25 percent of the $265 billion it had cost to fight the war. The Navy’s budget writers considered this a lurid fantasy. “I will wager that even he had no idea of the figures with which he was playing,” wrote the assistant secretary of the Navy, H. Struve Hensel, to The New York Times, which itself called Ike’s number a “flash guess.” Cost savings was one angle the Army played in support of “defense unification.” Another claim was equally striking: that naval forces had become superfluous in winning wars. At a meeting of a Senate special committee on atomic energy in December, a senator who had been impressed by Army presentations said to a Navy official, “Atomic energy has driven ships off the surface of the sea. I don’t see how a ship can resist the atomic bomb.”

			Halsey had come to New York to make the Navy’s case—the first act in what would become an all-hands barnstorming tour by the leading lights of the sea services. Though Halsey was unsurprised to find politicians trafficking in specious generality, he was dismayed that experienced warriors were joining them, including Jimmy Doolittle, the Army aviation hero who had staged the bold 1942 air raid on Tokyo that would forever bear his name.

			He had told a Senate committee that the aircraft carrier, the most important ship in the fleet, had two notable attributes: “One attribute is that it can move about. The other attribute is that it can be sunk….It is going into obsolescence.” To Halsey, this argument was mendacious.

			In rebuttal, he had explained to the senators how he had led carriers to Okinawa, standing by for three months in support while under nearly constant aerial suicide attack, then steamed within eighty miles of Tokyo to strike Japan’s homeland. Operating in this manner four thousand miles from Pearl Harbor, he had lost not a single flattop, he said. Doolittle’s dismissal of the carrier puzzled Halsey, for like Halsey, the general had always seemed to promote the common cause of the services in war.

			While Halsey’s fleet roamed the Western Pacific, the Army’s B-29 Superfortresses razed Japan’s largest cities with conventional explosives and incendiaries, burning out more than sixty metropolitan areas through the frightful and destructive summer of 1945. But none of these advances would have been possible without the use of island bases seized and held by the Navy. And thanks to the Navy’s command of the seas, the continental United States was never attacked in return. The commanding general of the Army Air Forces, Henry A. “Hap” Arnold, finally lost his bet, wagered in 1942, that an enemy bomb would fall on Washington, D.C., during the war. Yet the bomb droppers persisted in being bomb throwers. To Halsey it was apparent that it was all an orchestrated political attack.

			As the motorcade turned onto the FDR Drive, a cold gust carried away Halsey’s dress cap and dropped it in a puddle of slush. A Victory ship in the East River cut loose with a long siren blast as the admiral waved to the crowds on South Street. Shouts descended from office buildings in the financial district’s “canyon of heroes” as his limo rolled past curbside double ranks of mounted police. Ticker tape and colored paper filled the air. Halsey and Mayor La Guardia arrived at City Hall in Lower Manhattan to find the park across the street occupied by fifteen hundred sailors, Coast Guardsmen, and a Marine Corps honor guard, who remained frozen at attention as the dignitaries stepped to the granite curb. Halsey’s wife, Frances Grandy Halsey, and their daughter, Margaret Spruance,[*] joined them in the chambers of the City Council, where Mayor La Guardia conferred upon Halsey New York City’s Medal of Honor, making him the fourth World War II commander so honored, after Nimitz, Eisenhower, and General Jonathan Wainwright. The mayor proclaimed that “the deep-rooted affection we have for the Navy, the men who command it, and the men who serve in the Navy, is so deep in men’s hearts that no politicians in Washington can take it away.” They would continue to try.

			It frothed Halsey’s Irish to see colleagues turned opportunists, using exotic propaganda to erode the Navy’s long-cherished autonomy. Though he was reluctant to oppose his commander in chief, he had been candid in his testimony to the Senate Military Affairs Committee the previous week. Envisioning someone like General Arnold in charge of the whole Pentagon, the admiral turned acerbic. “I, for one, am unwilling to have the chief of the Army Air Forces pass on the question of whether or not the Navy should have funds for building and maintaining a balanced fleet. One might just as well ask a committee composed of a Protestant, a Catholic, and a Jew to save our national souls by recommending a national church and creed.”

			The editorial writers of the San Francisco Chronicle considered the Army’s “pell-mell, hell-for-leather campaign” as “somewhat too purposeful…too glib, too pat. The time for slam-bang action is behind us for the moment.” Having served as a naval attaché in Germany for two years, Halsey had observed how a single military department, the Wehrmacht, became a cartel that grew to dominate the civilian government. The failings of Hitler’s “Prussians,” and of Premier Tojo, too, stood as cautionary tales about the folly of letting an all-powerful army dominate war policy and strategy.

			After World War II, each service could claim primacy in its realm of combat operations. Only the Air Force could skirt a contested hemisphere and flatten a metropolis in a flash. Only the Navy could carry out an offensive over the oceans and sustain it with a mobile logistics train and airpower from out of the blue. Although the strategic air forces had exploited their unique ability well, even in the Pacific, it had been Navy technical know-how and innovation that made it possible to weaponize atomic fission in the first place. The chief weapon maker at Los Alamos, the man who had flown to Hiroshima and armed the uranium bomb in flight, was a Navy captain. As long as the world’s landmasses were separated—or connected—by a single body of water, fleets would be their master. So the joust between land and sea warriors had gone, all the way back to the Phoenicians and the Carthaginians, when a sailor was merely a soldier who was brave enough to board a trireme and range beyond sight of the coast.

			After lunch at City Hall, Halsey’s motorcade rolled north up Fifth Avenue to Fifty-seventh Street, hanging a right to the Waldorf-Astoria, where the celebrity admiral retired to take his rest. That evening, before an influential audience in the hotel ballroom, Halsey pressed the Navy’s case, arguing from principles long ago articulated by sea-power advocates such as Alfred Thayer Mahan and Sir Julian Corbett, whose ideas about the great strategic utility of mobile, flexible naval strength had been borne out in six years of worldwide ocean warfare nearly a generation after the last of them had passed on.

			“It was axiomatic that the tide of war changed with the ebb and flow of sea power,” Halsey said. He knew that Japan’s failure to follow up the Pearl Harbor attack and land decisive blows against the American fleet had resulted from the dominance of Japan’s army over its navy in strategy. When Allied forces turned the tide, they did so on the back of naval power, from the Pacific Fleet’s ambush of the Japanese carriers at Midway to the seaborne offensive at Guadalcanal two months later, and then carrying Marine divisions through the Central Pacific. As surely now in peace as then in war, the ocean stood as a barrier and a battlefield, water to be surmounted or controlled by forces on the water. “Nothing has happened since V-J Day,” Halsey said, “to shorten the eight thousand miles of water between us and the enemy.”

			Halsey as a spokesman was not given to finesse. His calling card through the war had been brashness and bluster. He could be counted upon to articulate colorfully and memorably the public’s resentment and anger toward the Japanese. He was aggressive, sometimes to a fault, and inspired his subordinates with his forcefully articulated message of unity, determination, and well-organized mass violence inflicted upon an enemy that deserved it. “Kill Japs, kill Japs, kill more Japs” was one of his messages. His reward for this talent for theatrics was to be adored by the public.

			Sea power, as he saw it, was about more than the ability of one’s own ships to destroy their opposite numbers on the sea. Halsey subscribed to the view of his boss, Nimitz, who would shortly explain, in a speech to the National Geographic Society, how a country’s naval power derived from the life and work of every citizen. It was national power in the broadest sense. “Sea power has its roots deep in the core of our country. They draw nourishment from the farms and ranches that feed our men. They derive from our mines, our logging camps, our mills and factories. There is scarcely a village in the geographical center of the continent which does not contribute in some way to America’s sea power.” The dynamic was easily seen in Navy towns like New York, Norfolk, San Diego, and Bremerton, but it inhered in the work of farmers in Iowa, too, of scientists in labs from Berkeley to Woods Hole, of hydraulic press operators squeezing hot steel ingots in Allentown, of managers drawing up shipbuilding contracts in Washington, and in the union halls of the yard workers whose labor fulfilled them. Mahan, too, had argued that sea power was linked holistically to national life. As Nimitz would put it, “Modern war is total. No nation can wage successful war which fails to utilize its industrial capacity to the fullest extent. It is not enough to have a great industrial plant. That plant must be mobilized, supplied and made an integral part of the war machine.”

			As the controversy between the services escalated in the middle of 1945, Secretary Forrestal commissioned a close personal friend and former Wall Street colleague, Ferdinand Eberstadt, to study the problem of how to administer the potentials of this “war machine.” During the war, Eberstadt had worked with Forrestal in coordinating America’s industrial mobilization for the worldwide struggle. A gifted administrator, he was now asked to evaluate the issue of defense unification. Eberstadt delivered his report to the Navy secretary in September. He concluded that the answer was better coordination, but not merger. His prescription was a system of coordinating Pentagon agencies rather than a monolithic executive hand, a system that would preserve the dynamic competition of separate military departments through the establishment of three coequal services under a single secretary. As well, Eberstadt recommended a top-level decision-making brain trust, the National Security Council, which was charged with advising the president. He also proposed the creation of a National Security Resources Board to manage the flow of materiél to meet the needs of the military, and a Central Intelligence Agency to produce and analyze national intelligence, consolidating the reporting that had been coming in diversely from the War Department’s intelligence division, the Office of Naval Intelligence, and the State Department. Truman finally turned away from the abortive efforts of a divided Joint Chiefs of Staff to broker an agreement that would shape the nation’s war-making apparatus. He left it to the Senate Military Affairs Committee to handle debate and finalize legislation.

			Eberstadt’s plan stood above the hubbub of testimony that filled the Senate committee chamber through the end of 1945. Testifying in October, Forrestal urged “the creation of a mechanism within Government which will guarantee that this Nation shall be able to act as a unit in terms of its diplomacy, its military policy, its uses of scientific knowledge, and finally, of course, in its moral and political leadership in the world—a leadership that shall rest on moral force first and on physical force so long as we shall need it.”

			This was a large, intellectual vision of the mission and purpose of a security state. The challenge was to close gaps not just between Army and Navy, but between foreign policy and military policy, national strategic planning and logistics, and the problems of mobilization faced by the Pentagon and civilian agencies. Bucking the will of Major General Leslie R. Groves, who supported a top-down Pentagon run by “military statesmen,” Eberstadt’s scheme relied upon civilian leadership, crystallizing Forrestal’s belief that talented individuals who did not wear uniforms, drawn from all across corporate, academic, and philanthropic life, should lead the nation’s effort to gather and assert its power in the world. Standing impressively apart from the War Department’s stridency and projected through the prism of Forrestal’s energy and vigor, Eberstadt’s plan impressed the Senate committee as the prudent way forward. After the debate was settled, President Truman tapped James Forrestal to lead the centralized new department that would become known in a few years as the Department of Defense.

			Born in Matteawan, Dutchess County, New York, in 1892, Forrestal had come to public service after making good in private life. Abandoning an early career in local newspaper journalism in favor of an Ivy League education—Princeton by way of Dartmouth—he ran out of funds to complete his degree and went to work on Wall Street, at the investment bank of Dillon, Read & Co. He served four years as a naval aviator in World War I, then returned to making his fortune. By the age of forty-six, in 1938, he was the top bond salesman at the firm, and finally named its president. As war consumed Europe in the summer of 1940, President Roosevelt appointed Forrestal undersecretary of the Navy, which involved him closely in the complicated project of expanding naval and military forces, in close collaboration with the two service secretaries, Frank Knox and Henry Stimson. Elevated to Navy secretary after Knox’s sudden death in office in April 1944, Forrestal presided over the surge of the fleet to its world-beating size. Carried along by his abundant energy level and work ethic, he observed the conquest of Iwo Jima from a landing craft, remarking famously as the colors flew over Mount Suribachi, “Raising that flag means a Marine Corps for the next five hundred years.”

			There was dynamism in his short, compact physical bearing, his brisk gait, ready wit, and spark of intellectual interest in a wide variety of subjects. When victory came, Forrestal drew upon his gifts of persuasion to convince Truman to accept Japan’s opposition to the U.S. demand of unconditional surrender. By leaving Hirohito on the throne—respecting Tokyo’s request that the United States not “prejudice the prerogatives” of the emperor—Truman made a concession to the pride of the defeated. Amid the ensuing controversy, it was Forrestal who convinced the president that even with this concession in place, the surrender could still be characterized as unconditional so long as the defeated regent was made openly subordinate to the Allied supreme commander, General Douglas MacArthur.

			He was a practitioner of pure power politics but knew that the moral authority of America was its greatest strength. He was a boxer in the style of the New York Athletic Club, streetwise in the sense of the suburban-dwelling bond trader—a master of liar’s poker—coiffed with an Ivy League education whose veneer he polished all the more vigorously because the degree was incomplete. He was willing to fight not only for Nimitz’s vision of sea power as deriving from every activity in American productive life, but for a vision of America’s role in the world as both leader and organizer in a fractious world arena. If that world was to become a community, it would be possible, Forrestal thought, only with U.S. leadership, the victorious democracy investing its credibility and standing in the world to promote self-determination and freedom wherever it showed aspiration.

			Some people found him humorless, so devoted as he was to his grave and serious work. “Forrestal seemed to be testing himself against some formidable, impossible standard of persistence and stamina,” his biographers wrote, “pressing against ordinary physical and intellectual limits, implicitly insisting that the challenge never be relaxed.”

			“It seems to me that the position in which we find ourselves today is not unlike that of Britain after the Napoleonic wars,” Forrestal testified that January to the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. “Britain, having spent twenty years and much of her resources in defeating the attempt of Napoleon to conquer Europe, was anxious to withdraw from that continent. She found great difficulty in doing so, however, without exposing Europe and eventually herself to a recurrence of the very threat of which she had just disposed.” Like Britain in 1939, the United States was an insular nation facing the rise of a continental dictatorship with imperial ambitions. The president of the Naval War College, Admiral Raymond Spruance, made the point with his customary sobriety and clarity to the Senate Naval Affairs Committee in the summer of 1946, deriving from that geopolitical fact the conclusion that the Navy had to be the nation’s first line of defense.

			The Army/Navy dispute might have seemed trifling relative to the challenges Truman faced in managing the postwar military drawdown while preparing to confront an assertive Soviet Union in the far corners of the world. But the problem filled Forrestal’s days as a matter of both principle and prudence. For all the obvious distinctions that were woven through the identities of the two services as separate combat arms, the public debate over unification seldom got beyond talking points and emotion. “Unification has a pleasant sound, like mother love,” said Halsey’s former chief of staff and future chief of naval operations (CNO), Vice Admiral Robert B. Carney. “Although nobody knows what it is precisely, it’s something we ought to do and anybody who resisted it was a churl.” Forrestal saw intellectual laxity in the Army’s case, which glossed over the services’ meaningful and mutually reinforcing differences. He considered the Army and Navy identities as complementary assets. Their competition produced original thinking and enterprise—and breakthroughs that never would have seen the light of day had one side been able to bulldoze the other.

			Distinct traditions and cultures were at the heart of the services’ identities, habits of thought, and operational modes. As Rear Admiral Luis de Florez, the assistant chief of the Navy’s Office of Research and Inventions, put it to the Senate Military Affairs Committee in December, “The Navy is essentially an engineering organization.” At its heart was technical activity and research. It commanded the world’s “largest aggregation of horsepower,” he said. Moreover, mobility and flexibility were the Navy way. Ships could operate either alone or as part of a fleet hundreds of vessels strong, as a mission might require.

			By contrast, the Army was a mass-manpower organization, he said. Its strength was counted in rosters of personnel twenty thousand strong. “Its mechanization is incidental to its operation and not comparable to the naval establishment, which employs relatively few men per unit of horsepower and firepower,” de Florez said. When it had to move, the Army walked nearly as often as it rode. And unlike soldiers, sailors did not fight individually. They were effective only by use of the ships and aircraft that they manned. This led to divergent philosophies and doctrines and produced differences in attitudes toward innovation and procurement. Tanks and motorized artillery were tools. Warships were collective identities, like very small colleges or very large fraternities. As a “type organization,” the Army organized its forces by their function, and preferred that sea forces likewise remain together under a seagoing command and air forces under an air command. The Army thought all pilots should belong to a single air force, believing that pilots of any service could do equally well whatever it was that naval aviators did.

			The Navy, on the other hand, coveted its freedom to use whatever tools it might need to carry out its missions. This made it a “task organization,” de Florez said. Its leaders were not satisfied to organize by dividing and separately administering their diverse equipment by its type. Admirals believed passionately that aircraft had to be part of their mix. Given the unique difficulties of flying them from ships, a specialized aviation cadre was needed within the fleet.

			These arguments could seem abstruse, but they mattered when the shooting started. Without the Navy’s own dive-bombing squadrons, specially designed for use aboard carriers and trained and integrated within a task force, there would have been no victory in the Battle of Midway. “There appears to be no sound basis for one department of the government to dictate to another as to the tools which it may be permitted to use to accomplish its mission,” a Navy Department paper argued. The Army saw the Navy way as duplicative and wasteful. And yet any efficiencies that Great Britain might have found when it unified its entire tactical air command were lost in the disasters that were enabled by stifling the growth of carrier aviation in the Royal Navy, whose inferior planes gave it no way to intervene effectively as Norway, France, Crete, and Singapore fell to the Axis. Despite London’s great record of innovation in other areas—radar notable among them—the Fleet Air Arm lagged U.S. naval aviation by perhaps fifteen years when the war began.

			Given the bold claims coming from the U.S. Army’s strategic aviation corps after the war, the issue of proper roles and missions developed as a three-sided debate. General Hap Arnold and his tribe, advocating an independent Air Force, were a pox on the houses of the Army and Navy alike, for some of them argued that the atomic bomb had made armies obsolete, too. Most admirals were happy to leave each service to cultivate its particular strength. Few of them objected to the idea that the Army should have its own tactical air force specializing in the support of ground forces, as it was consistent with the task-oriented Navy principle that “in a well-functioning team, the line knows what the backfield is doing.” But if it were deprived of the ability to fly its own planes from its own ships, the Navy would lose mission effectiveness. For aviation admirals such as Forrest Sherman and Arthur W. Radford, whom Forrestal had tapped to make the Navy’s case in detail before Congress, such a sacrifice was a nonstarter. Given that the Navy secretary was about to install naval aviators in top vacant posts—with John Towers replacing Raymond Spruance as commander in chief, Pacific, DeWitt C. Ramsey becoming vice chief of naval operations, and esteemed World War II carrier task force commander Marc Mitscher to resume command of carriers at Norfolk—naval aviation’s place in Forrestal’s department seemed more secure.

			They were partisans when they had to be but were often ineffective as infighters. Admiral Carney lamented how poorly he and his peers performed at Pentagon conference tables “in the manipulation of the agenda and the rules of order and the general staff work, at which the Army was superb.” The Navy’s most effective advocates, Forrestal and Eberhardt, were civilians. But they seemed to be carrying the day in the Senate. The sale had yet to be closed, and the admiralty’s biggest names were always willing to be heard in the national debate. In Halsey’s estimation, it was time to fight fire with fire.

			That night in December, he paid his freight. “The merger medicos have made a hasty diagnosis—have offered a pink-pill remedy,” he told his audience at the Waldorf-Astoria.

			
				Merging two complex organizations will not produce efficiency nor economy. Merger would add nothing to unified field command—we can achieve that end far better through the coordinated planning on the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

				No. Merger is not necessary. It is not desirable. It is plainly dangerous. It would destroy the initiative of individual services. It would hamstring their right to advance. It would deprive them of representation before Congress and the people. It would substitute military for civilian control. It might lead to military dictatorship.

			

			At a time when the rival services were full of confident claims about their missions in the age of the atomic bomb, the new weapon was in fact a wildcard for both. The Navy’s shipbuilders had been keen on the idea of testing its effects upon ships since the middle of the war. In 1944, planners at the Manhattan Engineer District at Los Alamos had discussed testing the new weapon against Truk, a Japanese base in the Caroline Islands, bypassed in the westward Pacific offensive. Shortly after the surrender, Senator Brien McMahon of Connecticut, who had called the bomb “the most important thing in history since the birth of Jesus Christ,” argued again for its use against the emperor’s fleet. The naval architect who served as chief of the Navy’s Bureau of Ships, Rear Admiral Edward L. Cochrane, agreed there was a need for “broad-scale experiments with the atomic bomb to clear up its major influence on naval warfare.” On October 1, 1945, he and his colleague at the Bureau of Ordnance, Rear Admiral George F. Hussey, had proposed to the chief of naval operations, Admiral Ernest J. King, a program of tests in which atomic bombs would be detonated against different types of ships. And so, just prior to his relief as CNO by Chester Nimitz, at the beginning of the unification debate in early December, King picked up that proposal and presented it to the Joint Chiefs of Staff. It called for the detonation of three plutonium weapons of the Fat Man type. The first would burst in the air, the second and third underwater.

			The experts in Los Alamos considered the tests a dangerous idea. Having met with his technical staff at the end of November, Major General Thomas F. Farrell, the lab’s deputy commander, wrote to his boss, General Groves, that the underwater explosion in particular “would contain so many major hazards that it should be ruled out at this time.” Farrell envisioned radioactive seawater traveling on ocean currents into commercial shipping lanes, entering vessels through their seawater pumps, leaching through steel hulls, and spreading to populated areas. The local dangers were considerable enough to warrant extreme caution. The water in the lagoon would be “a witch’s brew,” wrote the leader of a technical group, Henry W. Newson, probably with “enough plutonium near the surface to poison the combined armed forces of the United States at their highest wartime strength.” Newson warned that boarding the ships would remain dangerous indefinitely because of irradiated particles trapped in melted paint. He suggested that if the test had to be carried out, animals should be placed on the ships to measure the effects of radiation on a crew. Other technicians at Los Alamos believed such a test should be unnecessary, as most anything anyone wanted to know about the effects of the bomb could be predicted by computation based on theoretical physics. But with the day surely coming when atomic weapons could be used against American forces, the Joint Chiefs of Staff felt a duty to gather data from actual field tests. Once again, navies were on trial against the onslaught of modernity.

			A generation earlier, in 1921, the War Department anchored some antiquated warships off the Virginia Capes to face attack from land-based planes under command of the country’s leading aviation evangelist, Brigadier General Billy Mitchell. Now again the doctrines of a future war—and the roles and missions of the various military branches in it—would turn on the recorded effects of revolutionary weapons against hardened steel. The world’s first atomic explosion had taken place in July 1945, a test in the New Mexico desert. The second and third blasts were the war shots over Japan. The fourth, fifth, and sixth would measure just what the revolution portended for the fleet.

			The man who would be in charge of the Cold War’s first test of atomic weapons against warships was Rear Admiral William H. P. Blandy. The fifty-six-year-old ordnance specialist, a native of New York, was valedictorian of the Naval Academy class of 1913, and while he had served ably as an amphibious task force commander in the Pacific during World War II, he was an obscure technocrat when Admiral King appointed him to the new post of Deputy Chief of Naval Operations for Special Weapons in December 1945. In early January, a subcommittee of the Joint Staff Planners headed by Major General Curtis E. LeMay asked Blandy to draw up, in collaboration with scientists from Los Alamos, a scheme to expose warships and a variety of test cargoes to atomic blasts at Bikini Atoll in the Central Pacific. The Joint Chiefs of Staff approved the plan with no major changes, and after President Truman followed suit on January 10, Blandy set to work, as head of a new Army-Navy organization known as Joint Task Force One, answerable to the Joint Chiefs. The first atomic naval test would take place on May 15. As Blandy and his deputy, Rear Admiral William S. “Deak” Parsons, the weapons design expert who had flown in the Enola Gay to Hiroshima and armed the Little Boy uranium bomb in flight, got busy, a sense of “slam-bang action” returned to the Navy Department’s daily life.

			At a press event on January 12, Nimitz introduced the Navy’s postwar leadership to the Washington press corps. Blandy was “the star of the conference, from the standpoint of current public interest,” wrote The New York Times. Blandy—his friends called him Spike—referred to the Office of Special Weapons as the Navy’s Buck Rogers Division. The decision to enlist the Hollywood space-opera hero, adapted from the pages of Amazing Stories to become a leading toy ray gun franchise as well, was canny, for Blandy’s office had cognizance of all Navy work on advanced systems, including the atomic bomb. His project at Bikini would offer evidence on any number of important questions. The one that resonated most strongly in Forrestal’s office was this: In a world whose face was seventh-tenths water, should the sea service become a casualty of the victory it had helped deliver, just because of the advent of this new bomb?

			Admiral Halsey, for one, was not worried. As he told the New York State Bar Association in January, “Ships should not be particularly profitable targets for atomic bombing….Their ability to move makes them almost impossible targets for super rockets. In short, they are hard to hit.”

			As Spike Blandy, Deak Parsons, and their partners in Joint Task Force One and at Los Alamos went to work, top secret science prepared for its debut as public spectacle. The results of Operation Crossroads would enlighten the whole watching world.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				* Preston Lea Spruance, who married Halsey’s daughter, was a distant cousin of Admiral Raymond Spruance, Halsey’s close friend and fellow fleet commander in the Pacific War.
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			Memo from Moscow

			America’s number two diplomat in the Soviet Union in early 1946 was a Princeton-educated Wisconsinite named George Frost Kennan. Having signed on with the new United States Foreign Service in 1925, the forty-two-year-old chargé d’affaires at the U.S. embassy in Moscow was already a man of the world. Taking overseas posts in Geneva, Hamburg, and Berlin, he had landed in 1931 in Riga, Latvia, where he followed Soviet economic affairs. In the spring of 1934, a few months after Franklin Roosevelt opened diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union, Kennan joined Ambassador William C. Bullitt, Jr., at the new U.S. embassy near Red Square.

			It was a heady assignment for the son of hardscrabble Scots-Irish settlers of eighteenth-century Connecticut and Massachusetts. His mother passed away before he could form a living memory of her. He was never close to his father or stepmother, although he adored his older sisters. At the age of eight, he was sent to Germany to stay with his stepmother in order to learn German. He attended a military preparatory school in Wisconsin and arrived at Princeton in the fall of 1921. A strong introvert, Kennan had a hard time navigating life in the Ivy League, with the result that his college experience was a trying, lonely affair.

			Soon after the State Department sent him to Moscow, what became known as the Great Purge began. As Stalin’s onslaught of show trials targeted the old hands of the Soviet military, including some of its most experienced generals, Kennan was swiftly schooled in the perverse brutality and terror of Kremlin political intrigues. After four and a half years, he departed for other assignments and served well and ably. Then, in 1944, the ambassador to the Soviet Union, W. Averell Harriman, requested his services, and he returned to the Soviet capital.

			Kennan’s gimlet eye was equal to that of any other Soviet watcher in the State Department. He believed that memories in America were short. People had forgotten or perhaps never even known of Stalin’s murderous Great Purges, the pact between Moscow and Berlin that destroyed Poland, or the betrayals of promises the Soviet Union had made to the Allies. Idealists, Kennan thought, had invested too much hope in the incipient United Nations organization, believing the Soviet Union could be coaxed into productive membership. Pro-Stalin propaganda received a considerable boost from the efforts of New York Times Moscow bureau chief Walter Duranty, the “anti-Kennan” who defended Stalin consistently, publishing several denials that Stalin had engineered the mass starvation of farmers in Ukraine. There is No Famine or Actual Starvation nor is There Likely to Be, read one of his 1931 headlines pertaining to the calculated humanitarian crisis. For such “useful idiocy”[*] Duranty won a Pulitzer Prize in 1932.

			In February 1945, at the Black Sea resort city of Yalta, on Crimea’s coast, President Franklin Roosevelt and British prime minister Winston Churchill had met with Stalin to discuss the shape of the postwar world. The points of agreement were far reaching, from the terms of surrender to offer Germany, to stipulations for membership in the United Nations, to the guarantee that the Soviet Union would join the war against Japan. There was agreement as well that the people of Eastern Europe would have the right to “create democratic institutions of their own choice,” with free elections to be held as soon as possible. Churchill had been famously, courageously skeptical regarding the trustworthiness of Adolf Hitler at a time when his superiors were eager to trust him. “Poor Neville Chamberlain believed he could trust Hitler,” Churchill said. “He was wrong. But I don’t think I am wrong about Stalin.” The test, as Churchill saw it, would involve the restoration of the government of Poland.

			The rehabilitation of the shattered nation within its own borders, its western territories now to be shifted into Germany as a quid pro quo for the Russian annexation of its mostly Catholic eastern territories, held a special place in the heart of anyone with a bent toward justice. After the war, Durbrow, as the deputy head of State’s Eastern European division, had been directly involved in the Polish matter, helping to negotiate the details of the bargain struck at the Tehran Conference in 1943. He had arranged for the exile government in London to order its most important underground leaders within Poland to come out of hiding. Durbrow coaxed from the Polish leadership the names of fifteen of these men, former anti-Soviet resistance commanders all, and had them surface from underground and present themselves to the Soviets.

			The Soviet watchers in the State Department never got over how they had made possible the slaughter that followed. The grim details were not revealed until May, when Stalin’s foreign minister, Vyacheslav Molotov, met with U.S. officials in San Francisco during the forty-six-nation conference that established the Charter of the United Nations. Having signed off on the creation of the international body under the directorship of a Soviet-sympathizing former State Department official, Alger Hiss, the foreign minister might have had reason to celebrate. But Molotov was in foul spirits. He had taken the full brunt of Harry S. Truman’s Missouri candor when he met him at the White House. Soviet breaches of the Yalta agreement had infuriated the president. In San Francisco, Molotov had his revenge. He informed the U.S. delegation laconically that the Polish leaders had all been traitors. According to Durbrow, Molotov said, “I wasn’t sure, but I’ve double-checked it. They all turned out to be pro-Nazi, anti-Soviet. They’ve all been executed.”

			Durbrow was aghast. “I gave them those names,” he said. “That’s the kind of an ally we had.”

			Now, a year later, the root antagonism that would drive the Cold War for two generations was revealed in bright living color as the Communist Party of the Soviet Union prepared its slate of Stalin loyalists for membership in the Supreme Soviet. In the run-up to the elections that were to take place on February 10, 1946, Soviet officials barnstormed from Leningrad to the Urals on behalf of their ticket.

			Watching closely at the Moscow embassy, George Kennan reported to Washington two days before the vote, referring in telegramese to the “Crescendo of Soviet internal propaganda effort of unparalleled dimensions which has occupied an army of over ten million people, party members, and others for over two months.” The chargé d’affaires, a connoisseur of the Soviet state’s machinations, called the rigged nomination process the “Real secret of Soviet electoral system….the party cannot lose.”

			If the unbroken streak of Communist candidates winning unanimous nomination had elements of a miracle, Kennan noted to his colleagues in Washington, “Since prevailing local philosophy rules out hand of divine providence as origin of such singular uniformity of inspiration, it must be attributed to a more earthly and familiar agency.”

			The agency to which George Kennan referred was no mere bureau of operatives. It was the cult of personality and permanent executive authority of a man born in Gori, Georgia, on December 17, 1878, with the name Iosif Dzhugashvili. The world came to know him by the pseudonym under which he had published an essay on Marxism at the age of thirty-five: Stalin. A day before the election, he gave the speech that many Soviet watchers said began the Cold War.

			Addressing voters at Moscow’s Bolshoi Theater on February 9, Stalin held forth on his favorite themes. He pointed to victory over Nazi Germany in World War II as proof of the efficacy of Communism and the legitimacy of the Soviet Communist Party. He blamed “the capitalist world” for the century’s major wars. The recent global conflict had been “a great school which examined and tested all the forces of the people,” Stalin said.

			
				It ruthlessly tore down all the veils and coverings that concealed the actual features of states, governments, and parties, and brought them onto the stage without masks and without make-up, with all their defects and merits. The war was something in the nature of an examination of our Soviet system, of our state, of our government and of our Communist Party, and it summed up their work and said, as it were: Here they are, your people and organizations, their life and work. Scrutinize them carefully and treat them according to their deserts. The war proved that the Soviet social system is a genuinely people’s system, which grew up from the ranks of the people and enjoys their powerful support; that the Soviet social system is [a] fully viable and stable form of organization of society.

				More than that. The issue now is not whether the Soviet social system is viable or not, because after the object lessons of the war no skeptic now dares to express doubt concerning the viability of the Soviet social system. Now the issue is that the Soviet social system has proved to be more viable and stable than the non-Soviet social system, that the Soviet social
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