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Foreword

JAMES STAVRIDIS, ADMIRAL,
US NAVY (RET.)

He wanted to understand how wars are won.

Having fought in the biggest war there ever was, Rear Admiral J. C. Wylie spent the early years of the Cold War writing and refining the ideas that later became his classic book, Military Strategy: A General Theory of Power Control. He focused on “warfare, not battles,” and the “whole of the thing,” instead of “counting the bullets or tracing the route of the nth division on a large-scale map.”*

Wylie lamented that while several “other fields of human activities” had been exhaustively researched,

only the tremendous social upheaval of war itself has never really been studied with a fundamental and systematic objectivity that would lead the student (and the practitioner) to recognize and better understand a basic pattern of thought, a theory, that did or could influence the conduct of war, influence the basic matter of whether or not a people or a nation might survive.*

Wylie acknowledged previous theorists, like Clausewitz and Mahan, had “studied and juggled around the detailed specifics or statistics of war”—yet “none of them has set himself the task of trying to make a little clearer why wars are managed the way they are.” Wylie wanted us to “understand a little better the paths that are followed by the strategic mind at work.”†

Six decades and many more wars later, Wylie’s challenge has been met and answered. Matt Cavanaugh’s Who Wins Wars is the best book on American supreme command I’ve seen in a long time. This is the story Wylie sought—the patterns of thought that led to strategic success.

Even better is what it can tell us about strategic leadership. The lessons in this book transcend time and place. It turns out the “art of the better decision,” as Matt calls it, travels far beyond the battlefield to other places demanding superior strategic leadership—like schools, hospitals, our capitals and cities, our places of worship, our small businesses and boardrooms, in dugouts, and on sidelines. The stakes may not be quite so high here, but for those locked in competition, the dynamics are largely the same.

As a former Supreme Allied Commander Europe, throughout my career and after, I’ve always believed people come first. The right team, led well, can do nearly anything. Which is why I can see this book’s got just the right aim in finding out how wars are won—by starting with who wins them.



*J. C. Wylie, Military Strategy: A General Theory of Power Control (Naval Institute Press, 1989, originally published 1967), 12.

*Wylie, 8–9.

†Wylie, 8–9.




Author’s Note

While rooted in historical examples of superior performance, this is not a history book, nor is it written for a purely academic audience.*

It is written instead for strategic leaders of all stripes. The ones who want access to the minds and secrets of the strategic leaders who won the wars that mattered most.

It is not for those who aim to say, as tactical generals once did, “The day is ours.” It is instead for those who aim higher, farther, longer. The strategic leaders who want to claim the future as ours.

It is for those who want to win the wars to come, the wars that matter, the wars that must be won.



*For those interested in such a version of this project, with a fuller reference list, please consult the University of Reading (UK) PhD archives (Matthew L. Cavanaugh, “On Supreme Command: The Characteristics of Successful American Generals at War,” PhD diss., University of Reading, 2018, https://doi.org/10.48683/1926.00082827).






Preface

NOT ALL GENERALS ARE CREATED EQUAL

Just how do you recognize a great general?

—Historian T. Harry Williams

Not all generals are created equal.* Most are adequate. Some are rotten. A few, perhaps very few, are superior. This book is about what distinguishes these winning generals in a crucial subset of strategic leaders—supreme commanders at war. The supreme commander is charged with ultimate responsibility for a country’s strategic performance at war.1 They are the peak we will study to better understand the mountain.

Despite the obvious significance of their leadership, this type of strategic leader has largely evaded real scrutiny. Within the uniformed military, at least, it seems there’s good reason this is so.

 Though I served in the US Army for 25 years, in combat and as a staff officer and award-winning senior Strategist for over half that period, it took me a while to come to the conclusion that generals are fallible. The more junior you are in uniform, the more military culture encourages extreme deference to authority (especially when that authority wears several stars on its collar). So, you’re conditioned to go along with whatever “the boss” says. Don’t ask questions—the general knows better.

To be fair, this often makes sense, on the logic that someone at the totem pole’s top sees the bigger picture. The general’s got the better view.

But that’s not always true, and I started to sense this in 2006 after returning from my second year-long tour of duty in Iraq. I fought under then-colonel H. R. McMaster and witnessed exceptional counterinsurgency strategic leadership.2 McMaster wasn’t flawless, but he did the big things better than our adversaries in northern Iraq. For our unit’s successes, McMaster earned praise—high, far, and wide.3 It was well known, however, that to achieve those gains, McMaster prodded the generals senior to him. And so, despite his clear achievements and sterling record, he was passed over for promotion to his first general’s star twice. In the end, this military officer, who would later rise to the top of the American national security establishment, only got his first star after extraordinary outside intervention (by General David Petraeus).

How could such an obviously well-qualified individual have trouble making the jump to general? Exactly what does it take to be a general? Or, for that matter, what counts as success at war?

Enter Paul Yingling. In 2007, US Army Lieutenant Colonel Paul Yingling wrote perhaps the first truly viral essay of the military profession’s digital era. Yingling ascribed America’s lack of strategic success to a “failure in generalship”—that, as happened in Vietnam, “America’s generals have been checked by a form of war that they did not prepare for and do not understand.”4

Yingling wasn’t alone. Steven Metz of the US Army War College piled on later with a dire warning: “It is time for Americans to think deeply about the skills their senior military leaders must have, otherwise we risk identifying those skills through the failures of military leaders who lack them.”5 Yet, unfortunately, Sarah Sewall, then of the Carr Center at Harvard University, also pointed out, “we lack the tools to judge military leadership.”6

[image: image]

While they wear stars and camouflage to work, generals are just like the rest of us. They’re people, and like the range of folks you engage with every day, they have their downs and ups.

There are some truly brilliant generals out there. The commander of all forces in South Korea when I served there was General Vincent Brooks. A tall, cerebral officer, he also happened to be a vegan and played basketball for Coach Mike Krzyzewski at West Point. Through the Modern War Institute at West Point I met retired General Stanley McChrystal, who commanded all forces in Afghanistan, and not long after, retired Admiral James Stavridis, the former Supreme Allied Commander Europe. As a sign of clear thinking and effective communication, both McChrystal and Stavridis went on to contribute insightful essays to book projects I organized.7

But then there was the retired three-star general who told another officer and me, “I paid some guy five hundred bucks to write my Command and General Staff College paper.” We were in a military headquarters tent in South Korea in 2015. My colleague and I were majors then, and had just completed the same mid-career school the retired three-star mentioned in his confession. Without warning or prompting, this retired general point-blank bragged to us about his decades-past dishonorable bout of cheating.

While in that very same tent, over the very same period, we also worked for a one-star general with some serious issues. He would burst into manic fits that made him an agent of chaos. A wrecking ball with a big shiny star.

Once, during a field exercise, this general trapped a group of staff officers in a tent for hours to describe an operation he wanted us to plan. To “aid” our understanding, he scribbled on a blank sheet of paper until, over time, it became an incomprehensible black blob. A wide grin spread across the general’s face as he handed his indecipherable page over to us as if it were the Single Strategy to Win All Wars. As a dark joke, we later posted it on a corkboard in our bunker headquarters and wrote “Plan B” under the swirly blob, with an addendum: “(pray for Plan A).”

So with generals, some are really good, some really bad, and some really ugly. The trick is to spot the difference.

[image: image]

Over time, grain by grain, little bits of gunpowder loaded the cartridge until my mind’s starter pistol fired, triggering over a decade of research into generals, supreme commanders, and strategic leadership. I asked: What makes generals great, and what makes great generals? What accounts for successful supreme command at war?8 Which strategic leaders make winning possible—and what might we learn from them?

These felt like such important questions because one context—generals at war—might unlock numerous lessons for so many other fields of strategic leadership.

Myths about leadership are everywhere. One mid-career military officer went a little overboard, writing, “True generalship is an ability to borrow elements of Patton’s technical military competence and the moral pureness of Gandhi, mixed with Bill Clinton’s artful communication, Ryan Crocker’s diplomatic savvy, and George Kennan’s strategic acumen—in other words, to approximate a fraction of the soul of George Marshall.”9

That’s a deity, not a general. It’s too perfect, and perfection shouldn’t pass anyone’s poo-smell test.

Those in the military are often guilty of a subtler mythology—an unhealthy, myopic fixation on leadership.

Visiting West Point while still in service, I listened in rapid succession to the command sergeant major there say he wanted to build “leaders of character,” the one-star commandant tell the cadets to “be a leader,” and the three-star superintendent say he wanted West Point to be the “prime leader development institution in the world.”

Leader-this, leader-that, lead, lead, lead. The military uses the word “leader” so much and so often that it’s become an empty catchphrase.

It’s not just those in uniform. Historian Jeremy Black, in a public lecture devoted to the question of how George Washington won the Revolutionary War, ultimately provided a one-word answer: “Leadership.”10

Leadership is constant. At war—as in most competitions—both sides have leaders, and specifically, strategic leaders.

But when it comes to winning, leadership is not enough.

The better question: What differentiates successful strategic leadership from unsuccessful strategic leadership?

To answer this, I took on a dissertation and dug into the performance of three supreme commanders who steered wars to successful conclusions, over periods when the conflict might have gone a different way: George Washington in 1776 and into 1777, Ulysses S. Grant in 1864 through the presidential election that November, and Dwight D. Eisenhower in 1944 until the Allies took Paris and then France. Most importantly, I evaluated their performances in direct contrast with their adversaries’, taking advantage of the “natural experiment” produced by their having fallen into “matched pairs.”11

What made the difference?

It wasn’t material factors, technology, weapons, or other stuff. It wasn’t luck. Their adversaries were competent.

The difference was superior judgment and decision-making. The successful strategic leaders’ judgments were objectively better than those of their unsuccessful adversaries.

Different military strategies. Different time periods. Different relative resources. Different war aims. All of these changed. Yet a careful reading of the dispatches and memorandums and decisions of the strategic leaders on both sides led me to conclude that a critical factor in each outcome was superior judgment.

Strategic leaders make decisions; decisions make history. Moreover, it seems that when it comes to strategy, it’s not whether strategic leaders win or lose a given battle, but how they change the game. Washington surprised his adversary by unexpectedly choosing to fight on through the cold. Grant, in contrast to his predecessors, pushed his adversary into a continuous fight that ground the opposition down to nearly nothing. And Eisenhower’s multiple landings along a broad front rolled the Nazis back to their home soil—which may not have been entirely surprising, yet his steady-handed steering nonetheless completed the European war’s endgame.

The art of the general is the art of the better decision. Strategic leaders act as decision funnels composed of judgment, empathy, and grit, anchored by a sense of humble confidence. Ideas, opinions, options, and courses of action from all sources and places go in the top, but only one strategic choice comes out the spout below. This is in line with Sun Tzu’s assertion in The Art of War—strategic leadership shapes and harnesses force like the power of water.12

The cases before these three generals were all big, pre-nuclear wars for the highest stakes. I make no one-size-fits-all claims here. However, Washington, Grant, and Eisenhower have something in common to teach us: Superior judgment matters.

If war is a gamble, they were the ones making the biggest bets.

And when we roll the iron dice, those bets count.

As a lieutenant who fought in Iraq, my first brush with war came as a scared, confused twenty-three-year-old. Ever since, I have struggled to understand why, and how, we fight. First as a dissertation—and now this book—this is my best effort at helping the next batch of scared, confused twenty-three-year-olds to understand their wars a little better.

If anyone needs a better breed of generals and admirals, or a sharper set of strategic leaders, it is them. On the deadly serious subject of who wins wars, we owe our future troops the best we can muster.

What follows is for them.



*Reader’s note: This book will occasionally deploy the generic term “general” as a catchall simplification for any individual that’s attained one of the ranks associated with being a military general or flag-level officer, including those in other military services (i.e., “admiral,” “air vice marshal,” and “commodore”). It will also, when appropriate, use specific ranks (e.g., “Lieutenant general”).






Introduction

WHAT STRATEGIC LEADERS CAN SHOW US

A people unused to restraint must be led, they will not be drove.

—George Washington

Beaten, bloodied, and nearly broken, the Continental Army faced the “times that try men’s souls,” in the immortal words of Thomas Paine.1 In early December 1776, the Army had just escaped New York into New Jersey, with only 3,000 soldiers remaining.2 That December 7, they were only one hour ahead of an overwhelming British force in pursuit.3 It seemed like the end. It probably should have been the end.

If America ever had a near-death experience, a brush with extinction, it was this moment.

So how did Lieutenant General George Washington manage to defeat the much stronger British army led by Lieutenant General William Howe?4 The British had nearly every advantage—military force, economic might, and political will. Washington’s army had to build everything from scratch while fighting one of the best-trained armies in the world.5

It’s a battlefield success story for the ages with echoes all around us. David and Goliath, the underdog and the frontrunner. It’s a common storyline readers should find familiar. But the gap between the two combatants isn’t what’s interesting in this case. What’s interesting—even inspiring—is how Washington found a way to win despite the gap, because it begs a bigger question.

Who wins wars, and what can we learn from those who do?

It’s such a crucial question to every one of us for at least two reasons.

First, it’s at the core of how we secure all that we hold dear. Over three centuries, America has fought a war for survival, a war for unity, and a war for security. All were, to varying degrees, existential. We may yet fight for stakes as high in this century too.

So clearly we’ve got to find or build enough of the right strategic leaders to be ready for whatever comes next.

From the very week of America’s birth, on July 2, 1776, George Washington’s order to his troops addressed this exact need: “The fate of unborn Millions will now depend, under God, on the Courage and Conduct of this army.”6 Two hundred fifty years on, it still does. It still will. An army is connected to a people just as an arm is connected to a body. Each citizen must make wise decisions about the strategic leaders it selects to guide its army and arms.

Secondly—and thankfully—in most of the rest of our daily lives, the stakes of decision-making aren’t nearly so high. But in some areas we certainly still need superior strategic leadership. In our schools. In our hospitals. In our cities. In our places of worship. In our small businesses. On our sidelines. Even when the stakes are far less than national survival, we need strategic leaders to step up and shine.

Because when it matters, it matters. And the opportunities are fewer than we realize.

[image: image]

It is rare to get a second chance when lives are at stake, especially at war. Consider the Union, which got one under Ulysses S. Grant in May 1864.

Roughly one year prior, in May 1863, Union forces under Major General Joseph Hooker faced General Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia at the Battle of Chancellorsville. Hooker’s Army of the Potomac outnumbered Lee’s forces by better than a two-to-one margin (roughly 133,000 to 60,000). In the battle, Hooker sustained a little over 17,000 casualties; Lee just under 13,000.

At the time, military thinking went that you show up, you fight a battle, whichever side holds the field and inflicts more casualties is the winner, and everyone licks their wounds for several months until the next encounter. That’s what Hooker did. He lost at Chancellorsville. Lee won. So Hooker backed away with his tail between his legs.

But not Grant. When he came up against the same circumstances that Hooker had, on almost exactly the same terrain, one year later, he changed the game. At the Battle of the Wilderness in May 1864, Grant’s forces sustained roughly the same casualty figures as Hooker’s one year prior. What differed was what came after. Instead of tucking tail, Grant instead took something else from tactical defeat. Sure, Lee inflicted damage. Yet the Union still had far more fighting strength in the field. And so Grant chose to continue to press, pushing the Confederates into a continuous fight that would, over time, grind them down until victory became inevitable.

That sort of second chance doesn’t happen often. So when the time comes—like a patient hitter waiting for the right pitch—we can turn on a chosen fastball and knock it out of the park. Strategic opportunities are few and we’ve got to be prepared for each and every one. This book will help you sharpen that focus for these precious moments, on whichever field they come.

OUR ROADMAP

This book looks at how strategic leaders made decisions during war. It studies the big choices they faced, how they responded, and what happened after using focused, structured questions to detect patterns.7 And a pattern did emerge: Each judgment first raised itself as a challenge; next, the leader made a choice; and last, there was a clash of forces, which led to consequences—and on to the next set of challenges, repeating the cycle. This is the cycle of strategic leadership.

What we too often do when considering strategic leaders is we jump straight to outcomes. But if we skip over the decisions that led to these outcomes, we miss what was at stake—along with each strategic leader’s role in shaping history.

By focusing on each strategic leader’s decision-making process, we can evaluate how superior or inferior that leader’s choices were. We can also compare their thinking to see whose judgment was better. The goal is to understand what made a strategic leader more successful than their adversary.

I base all of this analysis on original documents—things like war reports and dispatches and memoranda and letters written at the time. These records show us how each commander thought through problems. As historian and British Major General J. F. C. Fuller once asked, what was “the governing reason for an action?”8 This question helps us stay grounded in fact, since others at the time of these commanders’ victories preferred different choices in the same situations. That means these strategic leaders had other real options.

War is more than just fighting—it’s about outthinking your adversary.9 Before any action comes thought. We can trace actions back to the thoughts behind them, thanks to these contemporary records.

Because military history gives us the best record of highest-stakes strategic competition, the book focuses on George Washington’s campaign in 1776–1777, Ulysses S. Grant’s efforts in 1864, and Dwight D. Eisenhower’s invasion in 1944. We’ll trace back from each war’s successful end to the key campaign that had the biggest impact on the result. Some call this the “decisive” campaign, but we’ll use the term “terminal” campaign—the moment when the war’s ultimate conclusion was shaped the most.10

We’ll set up the competitions as adversary on adversary, discuss each duel of decisions in depth, and then provide actionable takeaways and modern insights from today’s strategic leaders while considering stories that illustrate where each great may have gone wrong—but instead made wise choices.

In this way, the book connects us with a far larger question: How can battlefield success lead to strategic victory? Put another way, how does what we do today lead to success tomorrow? For that, we can backtrack from a war-ending moment like the Confederate surrender at Appomattox Court House to a specific campaign like the Union’s 1864 offensive (which we’ll cover in the chapters on Grant). This campaign’s outcome was tied to the war’s end through what strategist Colin Gray calls “strategic effect”—the ability of one strategic leader to “generate desired effect upon the future course of events.”11 We’ll travel that road and make that connection.

It helps to think about a two-person poker game where both players start with the same amount of money. In the end, one player has it all. That result is the objective final outcome—like a war’s end. Yet, each individual hand was won against a subjective standard (the opponent’s play). Both opponents played every hand based on their best understanding of the situation. Their goal was to win all the money, and the other player was the shifting standard against which they had to compete.

Working backward from a known, objective result, we can look for the moment when one player guaranteed their win. We then interrogate that moment to better understand how the cumulative, relative judgments—what to hold and when to fold—led to the loser’s empty pockets. That moment helps us understand how one side’s choices added up to success—or failure. This is why strategic leadership, to paraphrase Søren Kirkegaard, can only be understood backward (in hindsight).

Each of the strategic leaders we’ll meet had plausible ways to achieve success.12 Even the losing side must have had a path to victory when the terminal campaign began. To challenge the idea that the ultimate winners were destined to succeed—and to help avoid bias—this book also explores “what if” scenarios (counterfactuals) to explore how the losing sides might have won.13 The reality is that at any given moment, there were roads not taken, and those untraveled roads give us a fuller picture of what happened and why.

For example, after being defeated at the Battle of Long Island, George Washington had to decide what to do: stay and fight on in New York, retreat, or even destroy the city so the British couldn’t use it. He delayed for several days, listened to the advice of his top generals and the Continental Congress, and made a careful judgment: In the end, he chose to withdraw. That decision kept the army alive and avoided a possible trap in New York. By listening to both military and political advice, Washington managed to balance the interests of military leaders like Nathanael Greene, who wanted to burn the city, and political leaders like those in Congress, who preferred that he stay and defend New York. With multiple options supported by multiple stakeholders, Washington managed a wise decision.

It matters that there are credible historians who argue the terminal campaign’s outcome might have gone another way. In short, the losing side could be said to have had “opportunity.” Of course, this opportunity must include another quality: fighting power.

Martin van Creveld has written that fighting power includes all the physical, mental, and moral strength of an army.14 It’s not just about numbers or weapons, but whether a force has sufficient needs to reach its goals. As long as both sides have enough fighting power to win, strategic leadership becomes a deciding factor.

[image: image]

The truth is, most of the time we don’t need a Washington, Grant, Eisenhower, or any other superior strategic leader. Moreover, the word “strategy” is often overused.

You can see it everywhere, it seems, up to and including the garbage truck that passed me on the road the other day (boldly proclaiming itself a part of “Strategic Waste Management”). Some will draw the conclusion that it is always necessary. That “strategy never sleeps” (the unfortunate tagline for a now-defunct publication). That strategy is always a factor and so must perpetually dominate our thoughts.

But it’s just not so. If you’re the New York Yankees and you play against some Little Leaguers, you don’t need strategic leadership, because the raw materials you’re gifted with are more than sufficient for the task at hand. The overmatch is enough.

Likewise, if you’re an extra-experienced investor and you’ve got a group of entrepreneurs coming in for evaluation on a
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