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IDEAS & ISSUES (LEADERSHIP)

T
he past can prove enormously 
useful because it suggests how 
to best analyze the problems 
we will confront in the fu-

ture. LtCol Wayne Sinclair once noted 
in a Marine Corps Gazette article,

 The greatest challenges and most far 
reaching opportunities of the MAGTF 
commander [will] lie in his ability to 
orchestrate and synchronize the efforts 
of numerous, diverse entities along a 
single path toward an overarching 
campaign objective.1

In another influential article, ADM 
John C. Harvey and Col Phillip J. Rid-
derhof further describe the logic of a 
“single naval battle:”

[The single naval battle] is a frame-
work, or lens, for thinking, planning, 
and executing naval operations: Ev-
erything that occurs in the maritime 
battlespace affects everything else in 
that battlespace—so every aspect of 
Navy and Marine Corps doctrine 
and operations must take into ac-
count the impact across the whole 
naval force.2

In an era of great power competition, 
the American military needs to re-
discover and re-invigorate maritime 
strategic thought and, knowing how 
to envision the “single naval battle” 
is a significant part of that. No other 
practitioner of operational art mastered 
the ability to orchestrate a single naval 
battle in the Second World War better 
than ADM Raymond Spruance. ADM 
Spruance’s intellectual preparation and 
conduct of key battles during the Sec-
ond World War demonstrates that he 
truly grasped the single naval battle, 
underscoring both the qualities which 
won the war and which commanders of 
naval expeditionary forces will require 

Mastering the Single 
Naval Battle

ADM Raymond Spruance’s lessons for Naval leaders

by BGen William J. Bowers & Williamson Murray

>BGen Bowers recently served as Commanding General, Education Command/
President, Marine Corps University.

>>Dr. Murray is a distinguished military historian who recently received the 
Marine Corps University Foundation’s General Leonard F. Chapman Jr. Award, 
named after the 24th Commandant of the Marine Corps and the Foundation’s 
founding President, which is presented to individuals who have made significant 
and lasting contributions to the Marine Corps and the MCU.

https://mca-marines.org/gazette


42 www.mca-marines.org/gazette Marine Corps Gazette • August 2019

IDEAS & ISSUES (LEADERSHIP)

in large measure in the coming decades 
of the 21st century.  

Intellectual Preparation
During the interwar period, Spru-

ance served in a Navy that possessed 
an extraordinary 
culture in which 
experimentation 
and innovation 
occurred at an ex-
traordinary pace.3

Spruance served in 
several engineering 
billets, including as 
the Assistant Engi-
neer Officer at the 
New York Naval 
Shipyard, and was 
highly regarded for 
his knowledge of 
technologies which 
served him well as 
he helped exploit 
radar and the value 
of the new com-
bat information 
center in his car-
riers and cruisers. 
The first table war 
games at Newport 
in the early 1920s 
provided crucial 
insights into how 
best to employ air power at a time when 
the United States Navy did not pos-
sess a single aircraft carrier. The first 
carrier, the USS Langley (CV-1), was 
commanded by CAPT Joseph Reeves, 
straight from the Naval War College 
faculty. With the knowledge Reeves 
gained there, he created the concept 
of deck parks and crash barriers while 
developing ways to shorten the takeoff 
and recovery times for carriers.  

Combined with Newport’s wargam-
ing and educational efforts came the 
fleet exercises to test and evaluate new 
concepts while analyzing present and 
future capabilities. Significantly, the 
“Flexes” were ruthlessly critiqued by 
those who participated, and reports on 
what had transpired were distributed 
widely throughout the Service—even 
though the participating admirals may 
have made errors. The pre-World War 
II U.S. Navy took education incred-

ibly seriously; by June 1941, 83 of the 
Navy’s 84 admirals had graduated from 
the Naval War College.4 ADM Chester 
Nimitz, Commander-in-Chief Pacific 
during the Pacific War, was indeed 
right when he commented after the war 

that the Navy had foreseen everything 
that was to come in the Pacific dur-
ing the interwar years, except for the 
Kamikazes. 

It was this Navy, with the intellectual 
rigor emanating from Newport, where 
Raymond Spruance spent his time dur-
ing the interwar period. Along with 
the years he spent at sea learning the 
technologies of air and surface warfare, 
Spruance spent one year as a student at 
the Naval War College and two tours on 
the faculty at Newport. These were not 
wasted years because Spruance spent his 
time in serious study and preparation 
for a war he hoped would not come—
but did. Spruance also displayed a 
streak of intellectual independence and 
moral courage at Newport by disagree-
ing with the college president, RADM 
Edward C. Kalbfus, on a tactics manual 
that Kalbfus himself had personally 
written.5

The Battle of Midway
The war provided Spruance with 

the venue to showcase his talents and 
intellectual preparation. As the Japanese 
forces were already on the move to at-
tack Midway in late May 1942, ADM 

“Bul l ” Ha lsey 
arrived back in 
Pearl Harbor with 
his task force, but 
had become so se-
riously ill that he 
needed to be hos-
pitalized. Spruance 
was the choice of 
both Nimitz and 
Halsey to take over 
the latter’s posi-
tion. The actual 
battle of Midway 
was a mixture of 
Japanese hubris, 
American luck, 
and outstand-
ing leadership by 
Spruance. With 
the foresight that 
the breaking of 
the Japanese code 
prov ide d  t he 
Americans, Nimitz 
ordered Spruance 
and RADM Jack 
Fletcher to posi-

tion their separate carrier task forces 
to the northeast of Midway and waited 
to pounce on the Japanese. Fletcher’s 
task force, built around the Yorktown
(CV-5), was soon out of operation be-
cause of Japanese strikes. But the initial 
American attacks from the carriers had 
already mortally wounded three of the 
Japanese carriers while strikes in the late 
afternoon mortally wounded the last 
of the Japanese carriers in the invasion 
force: the Hiryu.  

Now, the question that Spruance 
confronted was what to do as dusk 
settled; he could pursue the Japanese 
in search of more targets or pull back to 
the east beyond the reach of the enemy. 
To Spruance the answer was clear. His 
mission was to inflict the maximum 
damage the Japanese carrier force and 
to protect Midway and its land-based 
aviation capability. At the same time, 
Nimitz made clear he was not to take 

Battle of Midway. (Map provided by Marine Corps History Division.)
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undue risks because America’s Pacific 
fleet was still inferior to that of the Im-
perial Japanese Navy, not only in terms 
of numbers but in its training as well: 
a reality that the Battle of Savo Island 
in the littorals of Guadalcanal proved 
two months later.  

Astonishingly, as the dust settled, 
VADM William Pye—the Naval War 
College’s president who failed to relieve 
the Marines at Wake Island in Decem-
ber 1941 after his beloved battleships 
had been sunk in Pearl Harbor, and 
who retained the outlook of a classic 
“Battleship Admiral”—issued a sting-
ing critique of the Midway Battle. Pye 
was highly critical of Spruance’s failure 
to pursue a beaten Japanese fleet after 
U.S. aircraft had sunk the fourth Japa-
nese carrier. What Monday-morning 
quarterbacks like Pye failed to see, 
but Spruance saw, was that Midway 
had bloodied the Japanese, but the 
Imperial Japanese Navy remained an 
extraordinarily dangerous opponent. 
The Americans had already taken great 
risks to win the Battle of Midway; they 
did not need to take any more by risk-
ing a night battle against an adversary 
who was both more numerous in sur-
face ships and better trained for fight-
ing at night. Spruance saw the single 
naval battle. Consequently, Spruance 
took this criticism with a grain of salt 
and did not dignify his critics with a 
response. Nor did this criticism influ-
ence his decisions when in command 
of greater forces later in the war. It was 
not the last time those who had not 
stood on the bridge to face the terrible 
conundrums that battle presents would 
critique the admiral who truly grasped 
the single naval battle.

However, ADMs King and Nim-
itz were in charge, and they at least 
understood the tough decisions that 
Spruance had addressed so well. For 
the immediate future after Midway, 
Spruance found himself pulled back 
to Pearl Harbor to serve as Nimitz’s 
chief of staff, while Halsey—now re-
covered—went back to sea to command 
the carriers he temporarily lent to Spru-
ance. The latter hated being Nimitz’s 
chief of staff as he much preferred to 
be at sea. But in the desperate days 
after Midway, as Nimitz struggled to 

patch together naval forces sufficient to 
supply and protect the Marines thrown 
ashore at Guadalcanal against the for-
midable Imperial Japanese Navy, Spru-
ance proved to be an invaluable chief of 
staff, counselor, adviser, and supporter 
to his chief. 

The Battle of the Philippine Sea
Slightly more than a year later, Spru-

ance went back to sea. With American 
industry beginning to hit full stride, 
an increasing number of ships began 
arriving at Pearl Harbor.6 The need 
was now for a command to control the 
naval side of what would become King 
and Nimitz’s island-hopping command. 
Spruance received that position of what 
was initially called the Central Pacific 
Force and renamed as the Fifth Fleet in 
April 1944. The first strike came in the 
Gilberts with the landings on Tarawa 
and Makin. Spruance and his subordi-
nate naval commander (and former sub-
ordinate instructor at Newport), ADM 
Richmond Kelly Turner, cleared the way 
by a series of fierce attacks on Japanese 

air bases in the northern Gilberts. But 
Tarawa proved that the advance to Japan 
was not going to be an easy one with the 
well-prepared Japanese defenders badly 
bloodying the 2d Marine Division.

The next island chain to be confront-
ed were the Marshalls in mid-February, 
three months earlier than originally 
planned. The earlier than anticipated 
timing as well as the islands chosen for 
the assault—Kwajalein and Roi-Namur 
on the northern end of the Marshalls—
caught the Japanese by surprise. Land-
based and American carrier air power 
again succeeded in destroying Japanese 
air power throughout the island chain 
while a major air attack took the Japanese 
base at Truk out of the picture. In March, 
Nimitz—still haunted by Tarawa—had 
second thoughts about a major offensive 
against the Marianas. King immediately 
set him straight. There would be a major 
offensive against the Marianas in early 
June. Here, the desire of the Army Air 
Forces to bring the new B-29s into play, 
by using the Marianas as bases to at-
tack Japan, undoubtedly influenced the 

Battle of the Philippine Sea. (Map courtesy of Creative Common Attribution-Share Alike 3.0.)
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... a man’s judgment is 
best when he can for-
get himself and any 
reputation he may have 
acquired, and can con-
centrate wholly on 
making the right deci-
sions ...

Joint Chiefs of Staff. King also ordered 
Halsey assume command of Spruance’s 
forces with a new headquarters, Third 
Fleet, after Fifth Fleet had completed 
the conquest of the Marianas.

The Marianas underlined Spru-
ance’s ability to match aggressiveness 
with caution while still envisioning the 
single naval battle. His overall mis-
sion was to protect the landing force 
and to destroy the Imperial Japanese 
Navy if it came out to challenge the 
landing. What Spruance understood, 
and which his Monday-morning crit-
ics again did not, was the landing force
was his primary obligation. Any ability 
of the Japanese to get at the landing 
forces would represent a severe blow 
to American morale and put a stain on 
the Navy’s reputation. Having cleared 
up a substantial portion of Japanese air 
throughout the Marianas and Bonin 
Islands, Fifth Fleet and its amphibious 
forces landed the 2d and 4th Marine 
Divisions on Saipan.  

As the American gunfire support for 
the landings on Saipan began, ADM 
Ozawa weighted anchor with the main 
Japanese fleet. Spruance was quickly ap-
praised by U.S. submarines that the Jap-
anese fleet was on the way. As a precau-
tion, he ordered the amphibious forces 
that were about to land on Guam to pull 
back while the land battle on Saipan 
continued. Fifth Fleet remained in the 
neighborhood to protect the transports 
and supply ships that were making the 
landings. 

Because the Japanese possessed air-
craft with substantially longer range, 
they were able to launch their strikes 
first, but their inexperienced pilots 
became tired on the long legs and 
launching first did them little good. 
Their pilots simply did not receive the 
extensive training that had once marked 
the Japanese air forces and which 
American pilots were now receiving. 
Because he had no need to launch an 
attack, Spruance could concentrate all 
his fighters for defense. Consequently, 
nearly all of the Imperial Japanese Navy 
attackers were slaughtered in what be-
came known as the “Marianas’ Turkey 
Shoot.” Altogether, the Japanese lost 
more than 350 aircraft; American losses 
were only 20 Hellcats.  

Spruance kept the Fifth Fleet to the 
east near Saipan and Tinian to protect 
the landing force. That night he turned 
west when he was sure there was no 
threat to the forces battling around 
Saipan. Fifth Fleet did not catch up 
until late the next day with the Japa-
nese barely in striking range. Spruance’s 
strike managed to sink one light carrier 
and damage six other ships, but most 

of the Japanese fleet escaped to fight 
another day. Spruance again, almost 
immediately, came under intense criti-
cism from the aviators, criticism that has 
echoed down to the present. But he had 
weighed the risk and chose correctly. As 
his biographer noted,

Until he knew the locations of all the 
major elements of the Japanese fleet, 
he felt that he could not leave Saipan 
unprotected either to attack or search 
for the enemy.7

The protection of the amphibious land-
ing was his primary purpose. The land-
ing force was not bait to draw out the 
Japanese fleet to be destroyed. Once 
again, Spruance’s ability to see the single 
naval battle contributed to the greatest 
air-to-air combat victory in U.S. and 
naval history.

Operations in the Information Envi-
ronment

At the conclusion of the Marianas 
campaign, Spruance and his Fifth Fleet 
relinquished command of the great of-
fensive fleet the United States had built 
to Halsey and his Third Fleet. What 
then transpired was to underline the 

wisdom of Spruance’s command deci-
sion making, and perhaps more impres-
sively, his understanding of what we 
now call operations in the information 
environment. In command of the in-
vasion of the Philippines, Halsey’s in-
structions were much the same as those 
of Spruance: to protect the landings on 
Leyte and destroy the Japanese fleet.  

As the British General James Wolfe 
remarked during the campaign against 
French Canada in 1759, “War is an op-
tion of difficulties.” When American 
aircraft finally identified the Japanese 
carriers to the north of the Philip-
pines, Halsey—believing that Japanese 
surface ships no longer represented a 
threat—headed north with virtually 
all of the carriers and fast battleships. 
He left the landing force with a hodge-
podge of destroyers and escort carriers 
for protection. While Halsey was far 
away, what was left of the Japanese battle 
fleet slipped through the San Bernadino 
Straits and headed straight for the Allies’ 
amphibious landings. Only the gross-
est incompetence by the Japanese com-
mander, ADM Kurita, and the extraor-
dinary bravery of the tin-can Sailors and 
escort carrier pilots saved the Americans 
from very serious losses. Kurita’s decision 
to turn away at the last moment also 
saved Halsey’s reputation.

Months afterward, as the Iwo Jima 
battle raged, Spruance likely had Halsey 
(who had favorably courted and created 
a fighting persona in the media) in mind 
when remarked to a friend, 

Personal publicity in war can be a 
drawback because it can affect a man’s 
thinking … a man’s judgment is best 
when he can forget himself and any 
reputation he may have acquired, and 
can concentrate wholly on making the 
right decisions … to keep himself im-
personal and realistic in his thinking.8  

Years later, Former Defense Secretary 
Robert Gates, who had two four-star 
officers resign their commands on his 
watch (ADM William J. Fallon and 
GEN Stanley McChrystal), similarly 
reflected in his memoirs, 

[I] never understood why top admirals 
and generals felt compelled to go on 
Facebook, to tweet and blog, usually 
about their daily schedule and activi-
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ties … [this activity] diminishes their 
aura of rank and authority [and that] 
the military is different, or at least 
should be.9

Conclusion
What are we to learn from the career 

and performance of an admiral who 
served 75 years ago in the midst of a 
great world war where there was little 
resemblance between the technology of 
its time and our present revolution in 
technology? Spruance was a consum-
mate military professional in war and 
peace. In peacetime he was a student of 
history; he read widely; he studied the 
technologies of the present and thought 
about their potential in the future; he 
carefully measured the framework 
within which the Navy would operate 
in peacetime as in war; he demonstrated 
independence and moral courage. How-
ever, he always kept his ego in check. 
As a faculty member at the Naval War 
College, he won the admiration of the 
students and his colleagues. As a battle 
commander in three of the most impor-
tant naval battles of the Pacific War, he 
displayed cool, calculated reasoning and 
kept the main mission in his mind. If 
the opportunity occurred, he was more 
than happy to tangle with the Imperial 
Japanese Navy, but only on his own 
terms and with full consideration of 
what the larger purpose of the operation 
was, and within the context of a single 
naval battle.

In every respect, ADM Spruance was 
among the few great military figures of 
the war. When the war was over, Spru-
ance—who could have had virtually 
any command in the Navy—chose to 
return to the Naval War College as its 
president, a clear indication of his pri-
orities and entirely consistent with the 
Secretary of the Navy’s recent observa-
tion that, “The intellectual development 
of our naval leaders is the most critical 
warfighting capability for our national 
security.”10
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