











B ooks

Commanding
the Paci c

reviewed by Col Eric L. Chase, USMCR (Ret)

n Commanding the Pacic: Ma
rine Corps Generals in World We >co| Chase, an attorney in private
Il, Stephen R. Taaffe focuses ol practice in New Jersey, served as
the Corps’ wartime leadership an Infantry Platoon Commander in
and seizes a fresh niche among tl Vietnam and retired from the Ma
innumerable published histories of rine Corps Reserve in 1998 after
the Paci c War. His previous books more than 30 years of active and
span U.S. military leadership from the reserve service. His father, the late
American Revolution to the Korean MGen Harold W. Chase, served as
War. Commanding the Pacieveals  a First Lieutenant on Iwo Jima and COMMANDING THE PACIFI
how fteen Marine generals led their was wounded twice. Marine Corps Generals in Worl
commands or in uenced the action War Il. By Stephen Taaffe. A
during the Paci ¢ War from 1941 to napolis, MD: Naval Institute
1945. He describes the ferocious-conD. Roosevelt delivered the Medal ofEiesRAYAs
bat that brought out the best and,Honor to Vandegrift for “his tenacity, [EESI=UEENA S AT FAVIC AR
on occasion, the idiosyncrasies of theourage and resourcefulness” on Gu
small coterie of Marine generals whdalcanal where he demonstrated “in
led combat in the Paci c. spiring leadership.” As Taaffe makethe Marine Corps could not have
Two Marine Commandants servedplain, Guadalcanal was one of thoseon its war against the Japanese with
during World War 1l: Gen Thomas battles that might have been lost bubut the particular leaders in charge of
Holcomb and Gen Alexander A. Van for exceptional leadership from Vanits divisions and corps during the-con
degrift. From Washington, DC, both degrift and exceptional determina ict.” Commanding the Pacskould
continuously inuenced the assign tion and courage from Marines of alithus compel the attention of all mili
ments of generals in the Paci c,-proranks. How the Marine generals ledtary professionals, especially in the
Marine Corps but also those in other
Services.

As Taaffe makes plain, Guadalcanal ... might have,fien Ve o e henee

been lost but for exceptional leadership from Vande into war on 7 December 1941,-Ta
affe shows that Marine generals (and

grift and exceptional determination and courage froMjeaders of units below them) had to
Marines ... learn and adapt quickly to overcome
the incomparable hardships of serial
vicious combat arenas in Pacic is-
lands defended by dug-in Japanese,
nearly all of whom would ght to the
motions, and—surprisingly—their fought, and interacted with each othedeath. The Corps rightly laid claim
combat strategies. Holcomb’s distinand leaders of other Services for the the development and deployment
guished combat record was alreadyuration of the Paci c conict is the of yet untested amphibious warfare
complete when he became Commarheart of the story. doctrine, as it took the main role in
dant in 1936. However, it was Vande Taaffe introduces his theme byconducting island mission after island
grift who set the Paci c's highest stanquoting GEN Dwight D. Eisen mission. The pervasive attitude of the
dard as a war ghting general on Guahower's view that “infallibly the com Marine generals was one of unbridled
dalcanal before succeeding Holcomtmander and the unit are almost oneon dence, regardless of the deadly
on 1 January 1944. Only a monthand the same thing.” Agreeing withrigors they shared with their men
into that of ce, President Franklin Eisenhower, Taaffe concludes thatat included not only a ruthless and
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capable enemy and the grave risks of
assaulting hostile shores but also the
elements of disease-ridden tropical
islands and daily deprivation of basic
supplies, ammunition, potable water,
and rations. They kept their doubts
to themselves, even when the odds fa-
vored the entrenched enemy.
Amphibious landings against oc-
cupied islands with a well-prepared
enemy defined Marines’ movements
to combat in the Pacific. Just getting
ashore generated horrific casualties.
The landing craft were primitive and
vulnerable. Prep fires were always in-
adequate. The Navy was not always
available for supporting fires, resup-

the Commandant gained the equal
say with the other Service chiefs that
it has today.

In the first chapter appropriately
called “SEMPER FI: An Anomalous
Organization in Search of a Mission,”
Taaffe places the “small and insular
group” that led the Marine Corps in a
pre-World War II perspective:

In July 1941 the Corps had five ma-
jor generals, 9 brigadier generals, and
70 colonels. The service fortunes in
World War IT depended as much on
the abilities of these men as on any-
thing else. They constituted the only
source for the Corps’ division, and
Corps’ commanders, department
chiefs, senior staff officers in the field

The Marines could have ended up spending the con-
flict as a tiny organization providing shipboard securi-
ty, guarding Navy bases, and undertaking reconnais-

sance missions ...

ply, or evacuation of casualties. Mis-
takes were costly, and Marine leaders
learned to adjust their tactics accord-
ingly. Even then, casualties mount-
ed—too high, many argued at the
time, notably including an enraged
public after Tarawa’s casualty losses
during three days of combat. As the is-
land combat neared the end in 1944—
1945, the casualty tolls on islands like
Saipan (15 June-9 July 1944), Peleliu
(15 September—27 November 1944),
Iwo Jima (19 February—26 March
1945), and Okinawa (1 April-22 June
1945) saw ghastly spikes. In those cir-
cumstances, Taaffe’s telling of how
the Marine generals coped with such
carnage and prevailed is poignant and
inspirational, yet heartbreaking.
Second, Marine generals often
shelved their egos to abide by orders of
more senior commanders when there
was disagreement. This was especially
true in the Pacific where Marine gen-
erals were subordinate to certain ad-
mirals aboard ships and, ultimately, to
Fleet Commander Chester W. Nimi-
tz. It was not until after the war that
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and at HQMC, liaison officers with
the Army and Navy, and high-ranking
logistical personnel. As it turned out,
there were never enough of them to
go around because no one else could
do these important jobs.

The Marine Corps faced challenges
in the war against Japan that “proved
to be unlike anything the U.S. Mili-
tary had ever encountered.” The vast
expanse of the Pacific Ocean, distanc-
es from U.S. staging areas and ports
to Pacific islands, and the conditions
ashore proved daunting and unprec-
edented realities. Although American
forces leveled a stinging defeat on the
Japanese navy in the Battle of Midway
in June 1942, it was not until the vic-
tory at Guadalcanal (7 August 1942-9
February 1943) that the United States
truly turned the war’s tide.

Taaffe brings out the great
strengths of the Pacific’s small frater-
nity of Marine generals. To a man,
they were physically courageous to a
fault, sometimes endangering them-
selves, upsetting nearby subordinates
who feared the enemy would take

out their commander. They were re-
sourceful and inspiring, leading Ma-
rines to fight their tenacious Japanese
rivals with equal fervor. Yet, some car-
ried quirks of personality that created
controversies, small and large. No one
personified the combination of talent
and ability with a prickly personal-
ity more than Gen Holland “Howlin’
Mad” Smith. His firing of an Army
general on Saipan for moving too
slowly in the offensive mode ascended
into a Marine Corps versus Army leg-
endary dispute that continues in his-
tory’s written 75 years after the battle.

Commanding the Pacific is an in-
dispensable read for anyone aspiring
to any leadership level in the Marine
Corps. It portrays the numerous trials
by fire that Marine generals endured
to bring the hardest-fought victory to
American forces in United States his-
tory. Together, these generals personi-
fy a “winning attitude” and fortitude
that overcame the worst combat con-
ditions conceivable. Taaffe ends his
important contribution to the studies
of history and leadership this way:

There was nothing preordained about
the war’s outcome and the Marine
Corps’ role in it. At the conflict’s
start, the Corps possessed an un-
tested amphibious doctrine, an un-
certain relationship with the Army,
and limited resources. ... The Marines
could have ended up spending the con-
flict as a tiny organization providing
shipboard security, guarding Navy
bases, and undertaking reconnais-
sance missions. Fortunately for the
Marines, their equipment, doctrine,
tactics, and especially commanders
proved the Corps’ ability to success-
fully storm hostile beaches. Holcomb
and Vandegrift deserve credit for find-
ing enough good combat command-
ers among their limited pool of high-
ranking officers to lead their divisions
and corps to victory. In doing so, these
generals not only helped to win the
Pacific War but also secured for the
Marine Corps a prominent postwar
role in the U.S. military.
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Books

Dying to
Learn

reviewed by Mr. William J. Treuting

ne only has to read the

38th Commandant’s Plan-

ning Guidance and Force

Design 2030 to know that
the Marine Corps—in concert with
the other Services—is reorienting to
face the realities of great power com-
petition. As recent actions by Russia
in Ukraine and China in the South
China Sea demonstrate, the threat of
war with a peer or near-pear competi-
tor is closer on the horizon than many
would like to think. In the face of this
real prospect for armed conflict with
a major power, it helps to look to the
past in order to find answers to the
problems of today. As one of my favor-
ite quotes attributed to Mark Twain
goes, “History doesn’t repeat itself,
but it does rhyme.” With this threat of
a major war with great powers loom-
ing, it would be helpful for Marines to
look back to the First World War as a
starting point to best contextualize the
problems our Nation is facing today

>Mr. Treuting is a historian, Asso-
ciate Editor for the Marine Corps
Gazette, and cohost of the MCA
Scuttlebutt podcast.

row’s wars.” He notes in particular that
the rate of technological change, the
extent to which technological change
is driven by the private sector, and the
absence of formal great-power wars in
recent memory are all similarities that
our current military leaders share with
their predecessors from over 100 years
ago.

Specifically, Hunzeker’s book tries
to address “why some militaries are
better at learning than others” by using
the Western Front of the First World
War as a case study. He compares and
contrasts the Western Front’s three
major powers—Germany, Britain,
and France—noting how each went to
war with similar organization, weap-

As recent actions by Russia in Ukraine and China in
the South China Sea demonstrate, the threat of war
with a peer or near-pear competitor is closer on the
horizon than many would like to think.

and understand why this war amongst
great powers evolved as it did.

In Dying to Learn, Dr. Michael
Hunzeker—a Marine Corps veteran
and assistant professor at George Ma-
son University’s Schar School of Poli-
cy and Government—makes the case
that the First World War “is uniquely
relevant to the challenges that today’s
leaders face as they prepare for tomor-
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ons, and doctrines. However, the crux
of his analysis is how each nation’s ex-
periences diverged following the out
break of war and later converged by the
end as Germany, Britain, and France
eventually embraced “modern assault
tactics, combined-arms infantry and
artillery operations, and the elastic
defense in depth.” This brings up the
central question of the book: “Why

WARTIME LESSONS
FROM
THE WESTERN FRONT

’ DYING TO LEARN

MICHAEL A. HUNZEKER

DYING TO LEARN:
Lessons from the
Front. By Michael Hunzeker.
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University
Press, 2021.

ISBN: 9781501758454, 245 pp.

Wartime
Western

did the British, French, and German
armies pursue roughly the same solu-
tions ... to the same tactical problem
(stalemate) but at different speeds and
varying degrees of success?” Hunze-
ker argues that the “German Army
learned faster than its competitors.”
To support this argument, he presents
the assessment, command, and train-
ing (ACT) theory, wherein the extent
to which wartime learning is success-
ful is predicated on: “[t]he degree to
which a military delegates command
on the battlefield, [w]hether it pos-
sesses a particular type of doctrinal as-
sessment mechanism, and [tJhe degree
to which it controls training in the
classroom.” As Hunzeker argues, the
German Army was the most success-
ful in implementing wartime learning
because it “moderately delegated com-
mand on the battlefield,” possessed an
“independent, prestigious, and rigor-
ous doctrinal assessment mechanism,”
and “maintained centralized control
over training.”

Dying to Learn should be read by
Marines for three principal reasons.
First, it provides Marines a detailed
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assessment of how great powers with
similar strength, assets, and doctrine
were forced to overcome the same ob-
stacles while under the same condi-
tions. A war between great powers has
not been fought in several decades,
and the memory of the human costs
of these types of conflicts has almost
faded. On the Western Front of the
First World War, critical lessons were
learned by the lives of hundreds of
thousands of men. It is reasonable to
believe that these casualties rates—
given the newest generation of weap-
ons—could happen in future wars.
Thus, a great power that can be pru-
dent to facilitate wartime innovation
would best have a structure in place
to avoid the attrition associated with
molding prewar doctrines to the re-
alities of war. Second, using the ACT
theory, Hunzeker offers three case
studies comparing and contrasting
the military learning of the German,
British, and French militaries on the

Western Front. Each study provides
the reader a litany of examples of how
tactics and strategy evolved through-
out this theatre—demonstrating the
extent to which each power was suc-
cessful in developing, assessing, and

.. Hunzeker has armed
his reader with the tools
to pursue their self-
study and apply these
principles to whichever
conflict they wish.

implementing military innovation. By
presenting the process through which
wartime innovations arise, the case
studies provide a template for leaders
to implement their own—should the

necessity arise. Finally, following his
primary argument, Hunzeker applies
the principles of the ACT theory into
the U.S. Army’s experiences in Viet-
nam and Iraq to demonstrate how
his theory can be applied to other
conflicts. By demonstrating how the
principles of the ACT theory can be
applied outside of the Western Front
of the First World War, Hunzeker
has armed his reader with the tools to
pursue their self-study and apply these
principles to whichever conflict they
wish. Given the uncertainty of our
Nation’s future and the ever-increas-
ing potential of conflict with a peer
or near-peer adversary, Dying to Learn
allows Marines to address the problem
of wartime innovation by learning
from the experiences of our predeces-
sors.
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Editorial Policy and Writers’ Guidelines

Our basic policy is to fulfill the stated purpose of the Marine Corps Gazette by providing
a forum for open discussion and a free exchange of ideas relating to the U.S. Marine Corps
and military and national defense issues, particularly as they affect the Corps.

The Board of Governors of the Marine Corps Association has given the authority to
approve manuscripts for publication to the editor and the Editorial Advisory Panel. Editorial
Advisory Panel members are listed on the Gazerte’s masthead in each issue. The panel, which
normally meets as required, represents a cross section of Marines by professional interest,
experience, age, rank, and gender. The panel judges all writing contests. A simple majority
rules in its decisions. Material submitted for publication is accepted or rejected based on the
assessment of the editor. The Gazette welcomes material in the following categories:

e Commentary on Published Material: The best commentary can be made at
the end of the article on the online version of the Gazerze at https://www.mca-
marines.org/gazette. Comments can also normally appear as letters (see below) 3
months after published material. BE BRIEF.

e Letters: Limit to 300 words or lessand DOUBLE SPACE. Email submissions to
gazette@mca-marines.org are preferred. As in most magazines, letters to the editor
are an important clue as to how well or poorly ideas are being received. Letters
are an excellent way to correct factual mistakes, reinforce ideas, outline opposing
points of view, identify problems, and suggest factors or important considerations
that have been overlooked in previous Gazerte articles. The best letters are sharply
focused on one or two specific points.

* Feature Articles: Normally 2,000 to 5,000 words, dealing with topics of major
significance. Manuscripts should be DOUBLE SPACED. Ideas must be backed
up by hard facts. Evidence must be presented to support logical conclusions. In
the case of articles that criticize, constructive suggestions are sought. Footnotes
are not required except for direct quotations, but a list of any source materials used
is helpful. Use the Chicago Manual of Style for all citations.

e Ideas & Issues: Short articles, normally 750 to 1,500 words. This section can
include the full gamut of professional topics so long as treatment of the subject is
brief and concise. Again, DOUBLE SPACE all manuscripts.

* Book Reviews: Prefer 300 to 750 words and DOUBLE SPACED. Book
reviews should answer the question: “This book is worth a Marine’s time to read
because...” Please be sure to include the book’s author, publisher (including city),
year of publication, number of pages, and the cost of the book.

Timeline: We aim to respond to your submission within 45 days; please do not query
until that time has passed. If your submission is accepted for publication, please keep in
mind that we schedule our line-up four to six months in advance, that we align our subject
matter to specific monthly themes, and that we have limited space available. Therefore, it
is not possible to provide a specific date of publication. However, we will do our best to
publish your article as soon as possible, and the Senior Editor will contact you once your
article is slated. If you prefer to have your article published online, please let us know upon
its acceptance.

Whriting Tips: The best advice is to write the way you speak, and then have someone
else read your first draft for clarity. Write to a broad audience: Gazette readers are active and
veteran Marines of all ranks and friends of the Corps. Start with a thesis statement, and
put the main idea up front. Then organize your thoughts and introduce facts and validated
assumptions that support (prove) your thesis. Cut out excess words. Short is better than
long. Avoid abbreviations and acronyms as much as possible.

Submissions: Authors are encouraged to email articles to gazette@mca-marines.org.
Save in Microsoft Word format, DOUBLE SPACED, Times New Roman font, 12 point,
and send as an attachment. Photographs and illustrations must be in high resolution
TIFF, JPG, or EPS format (300dpi) and not embedded in the Word Document. Please
attach photos and illustrations separately. (You may indicate in the text of the article
where the illustrations are to be placed.) Include the author’s full name, mailing address,
telephone number, and email addresses—both military and commercial if available.
Submissions may also be sent via regular mail. Include your article saved on a CD along
with a printed copy. Mail to: Marine Corps Gazette, Box 1775, Quantico, VA 22134. Please
follow the same instructions for format, photographs, and contact information as above
when submitting by mail. Any queries may be directed to the editorial staff by calling
800-336-0291, ext. 180.
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