
Chapter 3

Peacetime 
challenges

World War II confirmed that high-level strategic advice and direction of the Armed 

Forces were indispensable to success in modern warfare. These accomplishments, 

however, did not assure the Joint Chiefs of Staff a permanent place in the country’s 

defense establishment. Indeed, as the war ended, the demobilization of the Armed 

Forces and the country’s return to peacetime pursuits pointed to a shift in priorities 

that diminished the chiefs’ role and importance. Yet even though the JCS may have 

been shorn of some of the power and prestige they enjoyed during the conflict, they 

remained a formidable organization, served by some of the best talent in the Armed 

Forces, and thus a key element in the immediate postwar development of national 

security policy. 

The postwar fate of the Joint Chiefs of Staff initially rested in the hands of one 

individual: President Harry S. Truman. A sharp contrast in style and work habits 

to his patrician predecessor, Truman was the epitome of down-to-earth Middle 

America. Born and raised in northwest Missouri, he had served as the captain of a 

National Guard artillery unit in World War I. After the war, he returned to Missouri, 

tried his hand in the haberdashery business, failed, and turned to politics, becoming 

a fringe part of the notorious Pendergast “machine” of Kansas City. Elected to the 

U.S. Senate in 1934, he worked hard and developed a reputation as a fiscal conserva-

tive, ever protective of the taxpayers’ money. When Roosevelt decided to drop Vice 

President Henry A. Wallace from the ticket in 1944, he turned to Truman to be his 

running mate, even though the two barely knew one another. After the election, 

they rarely met or conversed by phone.1

As Commander in Chief, Truman was almost the antithesis to Roosevelt. Pre-

ferring a structured working environment, he conducted business with the Joint 

Chiefs on a more formal basis and usually met with them in the presence of the 

Service Secretaries or, later, the Secretary of Defense. As a rule, he got along better 

with Army and Air Force officers than Navy officers. His bête noire was the Ma-

rine Corps, which he once accused as having “a propaganda machine that is almost 
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the equal of Stalin’s.”2 Once the wartime emergency was over, Truman found his 

time and attention increasingly taken up with domestic chores, which reduced his 

contacts with the chiefs. Still, he had the utmost respect for members of the Armed 

Forces and often named retired or former military officers to what were normally 

considered civilian positions.3 Highest of all in Truman’s estimation was General 

George C. Marshall, to whom he turned repeatedly for help as his special represen-

tative to China from 1945 to 1946, as Secretary of State from 1947 to 1949, and as 

Secretary of Defense from 1950 to 1951. But he tempered the military’s influence 

with close control of the defense budget and a strong emphasis on civilian authority 

in key areas such as atomic energy.

Truman had no intention of keeping the Joint Chiefs of Staff in existence 

any longer than it took Congress to enact legislation unifying the armed Services. 

Throwing his support behind a War Department proposal drawn up to Marshall’s 

specifications toward the end of the war, Truman favored replacing the JCS with a 

uniformed chief of staff presiding over an “advisory body” of senior military officers 

who would be part of a single military department.4 The idea had mixed appeal in 

Congress, however, where several leading members complained that it could lead 

to a “Prussian-style general staff” and dilute civilian control of the military. Increas-

ingly popular on Capitol Hill was a competing proposal sponsored by Secretary of 

the Navy James Forrestal. Under the Navy plan, the JCS would remain intact and 

form part of a network of interlocking committees promoting cooperation and 

coordination for national security on a government-wide scale.5 Pending resolution 

of the unification debate, Truman opted for the status quo.

Thus, the Joint Chiefs continued to operate much as they had during the war, 

though at a reduced level of activity, with fewer personnel in the organization and 

with new membership. Having accomplished their job, most of the wartime members 

elected to retire soon after the war. Their successors were officers who had held sig-

nificant U.S. or Allied commands. The first to leave was General of the Army Marshall, 

who stepped down as Chief of Staff in November 1945 to make way for General of 

the Army Dwight D. Eisenhower, leader of the D-Day invasion of Normandy and Su-

preme Allied Commander in Europe. A month later, Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz 

succeeded Fleet Admiral Ernest J. King as Chief of Naval Operations. And in March 

1946, General Carl Spaatz, Commander of the Eighth and Twentieth Air Forces and 

a key architect of the strategic bombing campaigns against Germany and Japan, suc-

ceeded General of the Army Henry H. Arnold as Commanding General, Army Air 

Forces. The only hold-over was Fleet Admiral William D. Leahy, who continued to 

serve until illness forced his retirement in March 1949, at which time the position he 

occupied as Chief of Staff to the Commander in Chief lapsed. 
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Defense Policy in TransiTion 

At the outset of the postwar era in 1945, the Joint Chiefs of Staff viewed the prospects 

for an enduring peace with growing apprehension. Even though Germany and Japan 

were no longer a threat, a new danger arose from the Soviet Union, now the lead-

ing power on the Eurasian landmass, whose “phenomenal” increase in military and 

economic strength gave the JCS cause for concern.6 Never an overly close partner-

ship, the Grand Alliance began dissolving even before the war was over. Factors that 

made the future uncertain in the Joint Chiefs’ eyes included an uneasy modus vivendi 

over the postwar treatment of Germany and Soviet insistence on German reparations, 

the spread of Communist control in Eastern Europe, disputes over Venezia Giulia at 

the northern end of the Adriatic, political instability in Greece, Soviet demands for 

political and territorial concessions from Turkey and Iran, and the impasse over the 

control of atomic energy. None of these issues alone need have caused undue alarm. 

Taken together, however, they formed an ominous pattern that suggested to the chiefs 

a fundamental divergence of interests that could result in an adversarial relationship.7

Unsettled relations with the Soviet Union reinforced what the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff had been saying for some time about the need for a strong postwar defense 

posture. But in the immediate aftermath of the war, the trend was in the opposite 

direction, as the country embarked on one of the most rapid and thorough demobi-

lizations in history. Bowing to strong public and congressional pressure to “bring the 

boys home,” the War and Navy Departments discharged veterans pell-mell, shrink-

ing the Armed Forces from 12 million in June 1945 to 1.5 million 2 years later. Op-

erating on a conservative economic philosophy that gave priority to balancing the 

budget and reducing debt, President Truman ordered sharp reductions in Federal 

spending that included the wholesale cancellation of war-related contracts, curbs on 

military outlays, and strict ceilings on future military expenditures.8 

While cutting deeply into the effective combat capabilities of the Armed Forc-

es, the posthaste demobilization and limitations on military spending left the JCS 

uneasy over the country’s defense posture. To be sure, the chiefs recognized that 

funding for defense would be tight after the war. Convinced, however, that the 

United States had been woefully unprepared prior to Pearl Harbor, the JCS be-

lieved that Congress and the American public should be willing to support a level 

of military readiness well above that of the interwar period. Under a broad blueprint 

of postwar requirements, the JCS argued that U.S. forces should have the resources 

to carry out their increased peacetime responsibilities and to respond effectively 

during the initial stages of a future war.9 Some, like General Marshall, saw universal  

military training as the solution to the country’s long-term defense needs. But after  



62

C o u n C i l  o f  W a r 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki, UMT steadily lost ground to more technologically-ori-

ented solutions, with reliance on airpower and “new weapons” like the atomic 

bomb foremost among them. Whether that reliance should be on land-based air-

power or carrier-based aviation or both became one of the most contentious de-

fense issues of the immediate postwar period.

At the center of the emerging postwar debate over military policy was the 

atomic bomb, a weapon of awesome proven destructive power but uncertain pros-

pects. Despite the enormous wartime effort to develop the bomb, production of fis-

sionable materials (uranium-235 and plutonium) dropped quickly once the war was 

over, as most of the scientists and technicians recruited for the Manhattan Project 

returned to their civilian pursuits. Refinements in weapon design virtually ceased 

and bomb production slowed to a snail’s pace. Sketchy and incomplete records sug-

gest that by the latter part of 1946 there were between six and nine nuclear cores 

in the atomic stockpile—an exceedingly small arsenal by later standards but still a 

sufficient number, President Truman believed, “to win a war.”10

In the immediate aftermath of World War II, the Truman administration had no 

incentive to keep the atomic bomb program at its wartime level of production and 

efficiency. As the war ended, the prevailing belief in many quarters was that atomic 

energy would be taken out of the hands of the military and that nuclear weapons 

would be banned, just as poison gas was after World War I. The notion of civilian 

control had an appealing ring and gave rise to legislation in 1946 establishing the 

Atomic Energy Commission (AEC). A civilian body appointed by the President 

with the advice and consent of the Senate, the AEC acquired complete author-

ity over the Nation’s nuclear program, from the production of fissionable material 

and the manufacture of bombs to the custody and control of finished weapons. In 

support of the commission’s activities, Congress also established a nine-member 

General Advisory Committee to provide scientific and technical guidance, and a 

Military Liaison Committee (MLC), to assure coordination between the commis-

sion and the Armed Forces.11 

In contrast, the movement to ban the bomb, or at least to place it under some 

form of international supervision, produced far less definitive results. Intense policy 

debates, starting in the autumn of 1945, extended into the following spring. The 

outcome was the Baruch Plan, placed before the United Nations in June 1946, un-

der which the United States offered to give up its nuclear monopoly in exchange 

for a stringent regime of international controls and inspections. A magnanimous 

gesture, the Baruch Plan was too intrusive to suit the Soviets, who declared it un-

acceptable “either as a whole or in [its] separate parts.” As an alternative, Moscow 

proposed a flat prohibition on nuclear weapons with a vague promise of inspections  
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sometime in the future. A UN special committee voted overwhelmingly to ac-

cept the Baruch Plan, but the Soviet Union and Communist-controlled Poland 

abstained, leaving the plan’s fate up in the air.12

Throughout the deliberations leading to announcement of the Baruch Plan, 

the Joint Chiefs maintained a guarded attitude that endorsed international controls 

in principle as a desirable long-term goal, but with strong reservations attached to 

giving up any atomic secrets until outstanding international issues had been fully 

vetted and resolved.13 This line of reasoning remained the JCS core position on arms 

control and disarmament for the duration of the Cold War. But in 1945, the chances 

of overcoming the chiefs’ objections and of enlisting their support for a stringent 

regime of international control were probably better than they ever were again. Re-

garded by the JCS as a special weapon with limited applications, the atomic bomb 

had yet to acquire a permanent niche in their military planning and was in many 

ways a disruptive presence that the chiefs could have done without. Later, as the 

Services launched expensive acquisition and training programs to integrate nuclear 

weapons into their equipment inventories, and as national policy came to rely heav-

ily on a strategy of nuclear deterrence, the chances of making sweeping changes in 

the JCS position faded. But until then, the chiefs were actually more flexible and 

open-minded than most critics gave them credit.

While awaiting the outcome of the international control debate, the Joint 

Chiefs sought a clearer picture of the atomic bomb’s military potential. Having 

seen from the results of Hiroshima and Nagasaki what nuclear weapons could do 

to targets on land, they obtained President Truman’s approval in January 1946 to 

explore the atomic bomb’s effect on targets at sea.14 Planning and preparations for 

Operation Crossroads took place under the auspices of the Joint Staff Planners, who 

named a six-member ad hoc inter-Service subcommittee headed by Lieutenant 

General Curtis E. LeMay to coordinate the effort. Almost immediately, quarrels 

erupted between AAF and Navy representatives over the placement of the target 

ships and other details, turning Crossroads into yet another arena of inter-Service 

strife. A joint task force led by Vice Admiral William H.P. Blandy eventually carried 

out the operation, but like the LeMay committee, it had to contend with a good 

deal of inter-Service bickering and competition.15

The Crossroads tests were unique in several respects. First, they were the only 

nuclear experiments organized and conducted under the authority of the Joint 

Chiefs of Staff; and second, they received an extraordinarily high level of publicity, 

in sharp contrast to the restricted nature of subsequent nuclear experiments car-

ried out by the AEC. Despite strong political pressure to cancel the tests lest they 

interfere with the debate in the UN, President Truman refused, citing the waste of 
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$100 million if they failed to proceed. The ensuing experiments, involving 42,000 

Servicemen, took place in July 1946 at Bikini Atoll in the Pacific and rendered 

mixed results. The first weapon, an air-dropped, Nagasaki-type bomb, missed the 

aim point by 1,500 yards. Sinking only a few of the ships in the target area, it did 

relatively minor damage to the rest. But a second bomb, detonated under water, was 

more impressive and left the members of a JCS evaluation board convinced that 

atomic weapons had the potential for achieving decisive results in future wars. “If 

used in numbers,” the board found, “atomic bombs not only can nullify any nation’s 

military effort, but can demolish its social and economic structure and prevent their 

reestablishment for long periods of time.”16

Still, the Crossroads tests had little immediate impact on JCS plans or military 

policy. Although the Joint Chiefs recognized that atomic bombs, like other new 

weapons (e.g., jet aircraft and long-range guided missiles), could have a significant 

bearing on the conduct of future wars, the ongoing deliberations in the UN over 

international controls, coupled with the limited availability of fissionable materials, 

effectively ruled out a defense posture resting to any great extent, if at all, on nuclear 

weapons. This did not stop the Army Air Forces, acting on their own, from making 

informal arrangements in the summer of 1946 with the British to modify bases in 

England for air-atomic missions (the Spaatz-Tedder Agreement).17 Nor did it deter 

the Navy from commissioning design studies for a new generation of flush-deck 

“super carriers” dedicated to nuclear warfare.18 But in looking ahead, the Joint 

Chiefs and their Joint Staff Planners clung to the view that wars of the future would 

be much like the one they had just finished, engaging large conventional armies, 

navies, and air forces. The only major difference the JCS could see was that the next 

time, the enemy would probably be the Soviet Union.19

reorganizaTion anD reform 

Foremost among the issues needing to be addressed in framing a postwar defense 

policy was the reorganization of the Armed Forces, including a settlement of the 

controversial unification issue, a clarification of command arrangements, and a re-

articulation of Service roles and missions. Unable to arrive at an agreed position on 

unification, the Joint Chiefs told President Truman in October 1945 that they had 

no corporate wisdom to offer and would defer to Congress and the administration  

to make the necessary adjustments.20 As the senior officers of their respective Ser-

vices, however, all JCS members remained actively engaged in the debate. Even 

Admiral Leahy, who had no Service responsibilities and who viewed himself as 

above the fray, took a position from time to time, invariably in support of the Navy. 
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In consequence, it was almost impossible for tensions generated by the unification 

quarrel not to spill over into JCS deliberations on other matters. 

Though the Joint Chiefs sidestepped involvement in the unification contro-

versy, they could not avoid two related matters—the establishment of a unified 

command plan, and the redefinition of Service functions in light of the experience 

of World War II, new technologies, and the changing nature of modern warfare. 

In addressing the first, the chiefs overcame their differences to establish a flexible 

command structure which, while far from perfect, proved remarkably adaptable to 

the tests of time. But in dealing with the roles and missions issue, they made little 

headway and eventually ceded this pivotal responsibility to others.

The unified command plan was the outgrowth of the extensive and generally 

successful use of joint and combined “supreme commands” in World War II, and the 

realization that, with the occupation of Germany and Japan and other responsibili-

ties, the United States would have joint military obligations abroad for the indefi-

nite future. Even before the war ended, the Joint Chiefs envisioned retention of the 

unified command system in peacetime, and by June 1945 they were taking steps to 

transform General Eisenhower’s combined headquarters in Europe into a unified 

U.S. command, a relatively easy task since most of the forces involved were ground 

and air units under the War Department.21 

The picture was more complex in the Pacific. There, the impetus for change 

came early in 1946 from the Navy, which sought to consolidate what were at the 

time far-flung command arrangements. Adopted by the JCS the previous April as 

an interim measure, the existing setup adhered to MacArthur’s dictum that “neither 

service fights willingly on a major scale under the command of the other.”22 Hence, 

in allocating command functions, the JCS divided responsibilities between an Army 

command for all land forces in the theater, and a Navy command for forces at sea. 

Characterizing these divided command arrangements as “ambiguous” and “unsatis-

factory,” Admiral Nimitz wanted the JCS to establish a single command for the Pa-

cific encompassing all forces in the area, excluding China, Korea, and Japan.23 What 

prompted Nimitz to raise the issue is unclear, though it may have been intended to 

complement draft legislation submitted by Secretary of the Navy Forrestal asking 

for an increase in the peacetime authorized strength of the Navy and the Marine 

Corps. A merger of the two commands would have given the Service in charge a 

strong claim to a larger budget share. Since the Navy had the predominant interest 

in the Pacific, Nimitz thought it only logical that the new command should be in 

Navy hands. Seeing the proposed merger as a blatant power grab, MacArthur, from 

his headquarters in Tokyo, warned the War Department that it would render Army 

or AAF units in the area “merely adjuncts” of the Navy.24
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Hoping to avoid a fractious debate, the Joint Chiefs referred the CNO’s pro-

posal to the Joint Staff Planners, whose efforts soon ran aground. The Army and 

Army Air Forces members insisted on unity of command by the forces involved, 

while the Navy member urged unity of command by area.25 Eventually, it took pres-

sure from Congress, which wanted to avoid anything resembling the divided com-

mand that existed at Pearl Harbor in 1941, and the direct intervention of Admiral 

Nimitz and General Eisenhower to settle the matter. All the same, the compromise 

thus achieved did little more than paper over inter-Service differences that later 

reappeared. Accepting the Navy’s basic premise that unity of command should be 

by area, Eisenhower proposed extending the system worldwide, to include not only 

the Pacific but other regions where the United States had significant military assets 

or military interests. With further fine-tuning by Nimitz, this became the Unified 

Command Plan (UCP), approved by President Truman in December 1946.26

Initially, the UCP called for seven geographic commands and one functional 

command (known after 1951 as a “specified” command).27 Implicit in this ar-

rangement was that a senior officer representing the Service with the predomi-

nant interest in a particular region or functional activity should head the com-

mand. Thus, in Europe the accepted practice (until 2003) came to be that an Army 

or Air Force officer should exercise command of the theater, while in the Pacific 

a Navy officer was invariably in charge. The sole functional command recognized 

in the UCP was the Strategic Air Command (SAC), created by order of General 

Spaatz in March 1946. SAC comprised the strategic assets of Eighth and Fifteenth 

Air Forces, 509th Composite Group with its air-atomic capability, and air bom-

bardment units not otherwise assigned. Like Twentieth Air Force in World War 

II, SAC reported directly to the Joint Chiefs of Staff through the Commanding 

General, Army Air Forces (later the Chief of Staff of the Air Force), who acted as 

their executive agent.28

The Services could compromise on the UCP because each gave up very little 

in exchange for official confirmation of their existing geographical equities. Unfor-

tunately, this approach was infeasible when defining overlapping Service functions 

and sorting out the impact of new technologies on traditional roles and missions. An 

integral part of the unification debate, the assignment of functions was also highly 

instrumental in determining the allocation of budget shares among the Services. It 

seemed only logical, as the successor organization to the Joint Board, which had 

overseen the assignment of Service functions prior to World War II, that the Joint 

Chiefs should carry on this task. But with the changes in warfare that had taken 

place during the war, the traditional formula used by the Joint Board for deter-

mining and assigning functions, more or less by the medium in which a Service 
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operated, no longer applied. Quite simply, neat distinctions between land, sea, and 

air warfare had ceased to exist. But even though the JCS agreed that the old as-

signments were frayed and outmoded, they were hard-pressed to come up with 

something better.

The event that brought the roles and missions controversy to a boil was a 

report by the Joint Strategic Survey Committee to the JCS in February 1946. In-

tended as a new statement of Service functions, the JSSC report became instead the 

catalyst for a prolonged and inconclusive debate among the chiefs. Like the Joint 

Board, the JSSC proposed an assignment of functions organized primarily around 

the major element in which each Service operated. Where Service functions in-

tersected, however, the committee was often unable to provide unanimous advice. 

The most contentious points were the Army Air Force’s insistence on full control 

of air transport; the Navy’s claim on access to land-based aviation for antisubmarine 

warfare, as it had in World War II; and the Marine Corps’s objections to the Army’s 

efforts to bring amphibious operations under its aegis.29 The quarreling became 

so acrimonious and divisive that the Joint Chiefs in June 1946 felt it advisable to 

suspend their deliberations on roles and missions until such time as “Presidential or 

legislative action requires that consideration be revived.”30

Despite the impasse, the Joint Chiefs remained under heavy pressure to com-

pose their differences in order to expedite consideration of a unification bill. Ac-

cordingly, in July 1946 they asked the Operations Deputies—Major General Otto 

P. Weyland of the Army, Major General Lauris Norstad of the Army Air Forces, and 

Vice Admiral Forrest P. Sherman—to explore a solution.31 Initially slow work, the 

pace quickened following a breakthrough meeting at Secretary of the Navy For-

restal’s home on November 12, 1946, where Assistant Secretary of War for Air W. 

Stuart Symington and Vice Admiral Arthur W. Radford, Deputy Chief of Naval 

Operations (Air), reached a tentative modus vivendi. Based on the discussion that 

afternoon, Norstad and Sherman agreed to develop a fresh formulation of Service 

functions and a statement of agreed principles to help jump-start approval of a 

unification bill that had stalled in Congress. In January 1947, Norstad and Sher-

man submitted their recommendations to Forrestal and Secretary of War Robert P. 

Patterson, who then conveyed them to President Truman. Passage of the National 

Security Act of 1947 followed in July, at which time the President issued an accom-

panying Executive order delineating Service roles and missions.32 

The National Security Act was a legislative compromise that combined ma-

jor elements of the centralized organization the War Department favored, and the 

decentralized coordinating system the Navy recommended. To unify the armed 

Services, Congress created a hybrid organization known as the National Military  
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Establishment (NME) composed of three coequal Service departments (Army, 

Navy, and Air Force) and a presiding civilian Secretary of Defense, who had a sup-

port staff limited to three special assistants. Under the Secretary’s authority fell vari-

ous coordinating bodies: the Research and Development Board (RDB) to advise 

and assist the Services with policies on scientific research and technology; the Mu-

nitions Board (MB) to coordinate production and supply; and the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff. Now endowed with statutory standing, the Joint Chiefs also acquired a list of 

assigned functions similar to those in the unused charter of 1943. The law effectively 

eliminated the role the JCS played in World War II as the country’s de facto high 

command and redefined their mission as a strategic and logistical planning and 

advisory organization to the President and the Secretary of Defense. Recognizing 

the chiefs’ need for permanent support, Congress authorized a full-time Joint Staff 

of one hundred officers, drawn in approximately equal number from each Service. 

President Truman had wanted to replace the JCS with a single military head, but 

opposition in Congress forced him to drop the idea. The law also created a Cabi-

net-level National Security Council (NSC) to advise the President on foreign and 

defense policy, a Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) for the collection, analysis, and 

distribution of intelligence, and a National Security Resources Board (NSRB) to 

oversee national mobilization in emergencies.33

Figure 3–1.

JCS organization Chart, 1947
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The Executive order (EO 9877) that accompanied the National Security Act 

was virtually the same statement of Service functions recommended in January by 

Norstad and Sherman. Where roles and missions overlapped, EO 9877 called on the 

Services to coordinate their efforts with one another to the greatest extent pos-

sible.34 Between the drafting of the Executive order in January and the passage of the 

National Security Act in July, however, Congress inserted language into the law that 

guaranteed the Navy access to “land-based naval aviation” and the Marine Corps a 

role in amphibious warfare. The net effect was to render key parts of EO 9877 ob-

solete, opening the door to renewed inter-Service bickering. Secretary of the Navy 

Forrestal, who became the first Secretary of Defense in September 1947, recognized 

the problem immediately but needed two contentious conferences with the Joint 

Chiefs—one at Key West, Florida, in March 1948, and a second at Newport, Rhode 

Island, the following August—to resolve the problem. These conferences also reaf-

firmed the practice dating from World War II of allowing the Joint Chiefs to des-

ignate one of their members as executive agent for a unified command, a function 

that effectively preserved the JCS in the chain of command. Drawing on Forrestal’s 

frustrating experience, future Secretaries of Defense relied less on JCS guidance in 

sorting out roles and missions, and more on the Services to take the necessary steps 

to reconcile and adjust their differences.35

War Plans, BuDgeTs, anD The march crisis of 1948 

The National Security Act came into effect on September 18, 1947, a time of es-

calating tensions with the Soviet Union and dramatic change in American for-

eign policy. The previous March, in response to the Communist-led insurgency in 

Greece and Soviet pressure on Turkey, the Truman administration had launched the 

Greek-Turkish aid program, in the President’s words, to prevent “the extension of 

the iron curtain across the eastern Mediterranean.”36 The following June, Secretary 

of State Marshall proposed the European Recovery Program (ERP), a large-scale 

assistance effort aimed at the broader problem of arresting the deteriorating eco-

nomic and social conditions in Western and Central Europe that were playing into 

the hands of Communist agitators and Soviet sympathizers. Commenting pub-

licly on these initiatives and the escalation of tensions between Washington and  

Moscow, journalist Walter Lippmann proclaimed the onset of a “Cold War” between  

East and West.37

As he sought to stem the spread of Communism abroad, President Truman 

also ordered major changes in the U.S. atomic energy program. Frustrated by the 

impasse in the United Nations over the Baruch Plan, the President directed the new 

Atomic Energy Commission in early April 1947 to restore production facilities and 
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to resume the manufacture of nuclear weapons. The President’s decision had the 

strong endorsement of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, who agreed that the time had passed 

for international control and that the only choice was to resume the production 

of atomic bombs. Procedures in effect at the time called for the JCS to conduct an 

annual review of nuclear stockpile requirements and to convey their recommenda-

tions, through the Military Liaison Committee, to the AEC. The chiefs tailored their 

military requirements, stated in numbers of bomb cores, to be roughly commen-

surate with the AEC’s estimate of its annual production capabilities, the standard 

practice for fixing the size of the nuclear stockpile for the next several years.38

With the emerging “strategy of containment” toward the Soviet Union came 

a sense of unease among the Joint Chiefs over the deterioration of the Nation’s 

military capabilities. Other than resuming the production of nuclear weapons, lit-

tle had been done since World War II to modernize U.S. forces or improve their  

effectiveness. The American Military Establishment had shrunk dramatically since the 

war, and the forces that remained by 1947 were generally understrength, indifferently 

equipped and trained, and scattered around the globe. Soviet military power, in con-

trast, was concentrated on the Eurasian landmass and appeared to be largely intact and 

organized around an estimated ground force of 175 divisions, a figure derived from the 

order of battle pieced together by German intelligence in World War II.39 Long-range 

threat projections developed by the Joint Intelligence Committee between late-1946 

and mid-1947 credited the Soviet Union with possessing an overwhelming numerical 

superiority in conventional forces and the capacity for acquiring nuclear weapons by 

the early 1950s, if not before. Some in the scientific community thought it would take 

longer for the Soviets to duplicate the American achievement in atomic energy, but by 

and large the emerging consensus was that the Soviets were determined to become a 

nuclear power and that sooner or later they would realize their goal.40 

Despite the danger signs, the Truman administration initially downplayed the 

possibility that growing East-West antagonisms and steps taken by Washington to 

curb Communist expansion might escalate into a military confrontation. The reign-

ing expert on the Soviet threat immediately following World War II was George F. 

Kennan, a Foreign Service Officer with long experience in the Soviet Union and 

Director of the State Department’s elite Policy Planning Staff. It was Kennan whose 

1947 article in Foreign Affairs, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct,” had given rise to the 

term “containment” to describe what the administration was trying to achieve vis-

à-vis the Soviet Union. Kennan believed that if the United States exerted sufficient 

economic, political, and diplomatic pressure, it would elicit significant improve-

ments in Soviet behavior. Though Kennan acknowledged that military forces were 

a vital diplomatic tool, he doubted whether the United States and the Soviet Union 
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would ever go to war. Warning against excessive reliance on armed strength, he pre-

ferred small, mobile strike forces that could intervene quickly in crisis situations. For 

sizing purposes, he favored a defense establishment that could operate effectively 

in two separate theaters simultaneously, a rule of thumb that would influence U.S. 

force requirements for decades to come.41 

Given the Truman administration’s preference for nonmilitary solutions and 

the limited military assets available at the time, the Joint Chiefs saw no urgent need 

for approving a strategic plan of action against the Soviet Union. During the latter 

part of World War II, in considering the hypothetical possibility of a future East-

West conflict, the Joint Chiefs had concluded that while there was little chance 

the United States would lose such a war, the likelihood of winning it was exceed-

ingly remote.42 Acting on its own initiative, the Joint War Plans Committee (JWPC) 

launched a series of studies code-named PINCHER late in 1945 to explore the 

problems of waging a war against the Soviet Union. The first fruit of this exercise 

appeared on March 2, 1946, when the JWPC forwarded a broad concept of opera-

tions to the Joint Staff Planners. With refinement, this became the basic concept 

of operations around which strategic planning revolved for the next several years. 

Dealing only with the opening stages of a conflict, PINCHER envisioned war 

breaking out in the eastern Mediterranean or Near East and spreading rapidly across 

Europe.43 Arguing that it would be futile for the United States and its allies to try to 

match Soviet strength on the ground, the JWPC favored a strategic response “more 

in consonance with our military capabilities and in which we can exploit our su-

periority in modern scientific warfare methods.” Even if such a response failed to 

defeat the Soviet Union, it would buy time for the United States to mobilize forces, 

check the Soviet advance, and mount counterattacks.44 

The first Secretary of Defense, James Forrestal, was an ardent proponent of the 

new get-tough policy toward the Soviet Union and wanted to give it as much mili-

tary support as possible. But he was under orders from President Truman to hold the 

line on defense spending.45 Hoping to satisfy both requirements, Forrestal looked 

to the Joint Chiefs to provide an integrated statement of Service requirements for 

meeting essential national security objectives and an agreed strategic concept, tai-

lored to fit within approved spending limits, to justify those forces.46 In Forrestal’s 

view, the JCS were the key to the successful implementation of the new unification 

law, for it was primarily through them that he intended to extend his authority as 

Secretary of Defense down into the Services.47

While it looked good on paper, Forrestal’s reliance on the Joint Chiefs proved 

flawed in practice. Even though the JCS organization had a reputation for highly 

proficient planning, it had lost much of its edge and efficiency by 1947 through 
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the attrition of veteran personnel and a dwindling pool of suitable replacements. 

Though the JCS were less affected than other joint agencies (i.e., the MB and 

the RDB), many able officers were averse to joint duty in Washington lest it cost 

them command experience in their Services and derail their careers.48 Limited 

by law to one hundred officers, the once-mighty Joint Staff now operated at a 

reduced pace through three groups—the Joint Intelligence Group, Joint Logistics 

Group, and Joint Strategic Plans Group (formerly the Joint War Plans Committee). 

With an enormous backlog of business and new requests coming in almost daily 

from Forrestal’s office, the Joint Staff soon found itself with more taskings than it 

could handle. To augment the Joint Staff, the JCS continued to rely on part-time 

inter-Service committees of senior officers—the Joint Strategic Plans Committee 

(which replaced the Joint Staff Planners), the Joint Logistics Committee, the Joint 

Intelligence Committee, and the Joint Strategic Survey Committee. At Forrestal’s 

urging, Congress increased the size of the Joint Staff from 100 to 210 officers when 

it amended the National Security Act in 1949. But despite the increase, there always 

seemed to be more work than the Joint Staff could handle. 

The most serious flaw in Forrestal’s system lay in the chiefs themselves, whose 

internal disagreements sapped their cohesion and effectiveness. Some of their quar-

rels were carryovers from the unification debate or earlier disagreements, like the 

ongoing battle between the Army and the Marine Corps over amphibious opera-

tions. But by far the most visible and contentious issues were those between the Air 

Force and the Navy over whether long-range, land-based bombers or carrier-based 

aviation should serve as the country’s first line of defense. Now that the production 

of nuclear weapons had resumed, it seemed clear that the atomic bomb would play 

a growing role in strategic planning and that the Service with the nuclear mission 

would get the lion’s share of the defense budget. Some, including key figures in 

Congress and the members of the Finletter Commission, a fact-finding body set up 

by the White House in 1947 to report on the future of military aviation, assumed 

that the Air Force had the job sewn up.49 In fact, the issue was far from settled. While 

the Air Force had a nuclear-delivery system derived from the SILVERPLATE B–

29s of World War II, its capabilities were limited to a handful of planes; thus, its posi-

tion was not immune to challenge by the Navy.50

These disputes were precisely the kinds of quarrels Forrestal had hoped to stifle 

with an integrated budget process keyed to the development of joint strategic plans. 

Yet they were practically unavoidable, given the strict spending limits Truman had 

imposed and Forrestal’s reluctance to test his powers as Secretary of Defense against 

the Joint Chiefs. As Secretary of the Navy, Forrestal had been in the vanguard of 

those who opposed a closely unified defense establishment. As Secretary of Defense, 



73

P E a C E T i M E  C H a l l E n G E S

he found himself in the awkward position of implementing a compromise law he 

helped to craft but only half-heartedly believed in. Initially, he described himself as 

a “coordinator” and, in the interests of promoting harmony among the Services, 

promised to make changes through “evolution, not revolution.” He probably never 

should have taken the job of Secretary of Defense, but when Truman offered it (after 

Secretary of War Patterson turned it down for personal reasons), he felt duty-bound 

to accept.51

Based on his discussions with the Joint Chiefs and his personal assessments of 

the international situation, Forrestal became convinced that the President’s bud-

get ceilings were too low to fund essential military requirements and to provide a 

credible defense posture. During his 18 months as Secretary of Defense, he asked 

Truman twice for more money—in the spring of 1948 and, again, toward the end 

of the year. On the first occasion, with the help of a crisis atmosphere abroad, he 

was successful in persuading Truman to lift the ceiling; on the second, despite con-

tinuing tensions in Europe, he failed, thereby inadvertently undermining his own 

authority and credibility.

The immediate occasion that prompted Forrestal’s first request for more 

money was the “March Crisis” of 1948 that followed the Soviet-directed coup 

against the government of Czechoslovakia the month before. The only country 

liberated by the Red army that had thus far remained democratic and independent 

of Soviet domination, Czechoslovakia had tried to steer a course of nonalign-

ment but faced growing pressure from Moscow to curb its contacts with the West. 

Not only did Czechoslovakia share a common border with the Ukraine; it was 

also the principal source of high-grade uranium ore for the Soviet atomic bomb 

project.52 Beset with growing political turmoil and a general strike organized by 

Communist-controlled unions, the Czech president, Eduard Beneš, had dismissed 

his cabinet and turned over all important government posts to Communists, except 

the foreign ministry, which remained under Jan Masaryk, a popular figure in the 

West. Within a fortnight, on March 10, Masaryk’s body was found on the cement 

courtyard of the foreign ministry beneath his office window. Czech authorities 

promptly labeled his death a suicide, but the speculation in the West was that Soviet 

agents murdered him.53

Shortly after the Czech coup, rumors circulated that the Soviets would turn 

their sights on occupied Germany and try to force the Allied powers out of their 

enclaves in Berlin. Lending substance to these reports were ominous signs of Soviet 

troop movements in eastern Germany suggesting a buildup for an invasion of the 

West. Later, U.S. analysts concluded that these bellicose gestures were a ruse and that 

there was no “reliable evidence” the Soviets intended military action. All the same, 
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the Intelligence Community refused to rule out the possibility of “miscalculation” 

by one side or the other leading to an incident that could spark a war.54

Toward the end of February 1948, the Director of Army Intelligence, Lieuten-

ant General Stephen J. Chamberlin, paid an unexpected call on General Lucius D. 

Clay, U.S. Military Governor of Germany, at his Berlin headquarters. Concerned 

over recent events in Czechoslovakia and Soviet behavior in general, Chamberlin 

urged Clay to use his considerable influence with the Joint Chiefs and others in 

Washington to send a “strong message” to stimulate support in Congress for re-

instituting the draft and for bolstering other military programs. Clay replied that 

he had no concrete evidence the Soviets were planning a move. But after sleep-

ing on the matter, he decided to act. On March 5, 1948, he cabled Chamberlin 

confirming that, while the signs were far from conclusive, he had detected “a 

subtle change in Soviet attitudes which I cannot define but which now gives me 

a feeling that [war] may come with dramatic suddenness.” Clay’s “war warning” 

message soon leaked to the press, setting off a war scare that had Washington on 

edge for several weeks.55

Based on the intelligence crossing his desk, Truman had known for some time 

that the Soviets were up to something.56 Still, Clay’s war-warning message caught 

the President off guard and gave Forrestal and the Joint Chiefs the opportunity to 

seek an increase in the military appropriations bills for Fiscal Year 1949 then pending 

in Congress. By then, General Omar N. Bradley had replaced Eisenhower, General 

Hoyt S. Vandenberg had been named to succeed Spaatz, and Admiral Louis Denfeld 

had replaced Nimitz. But even with a fresh set of faces the quarreling continued, 

with the size of the increase and the allocation of funds among the Services the 

main points in dispute. Some in Congress wanted any additional money to be de-

voted exclusively to strengthening the Air Force’s strategic bombing capability. But 

it was Forrestal’s and Truman’s view that the country should have a “balanced” force 

posture in which all three Services participated on roughly equal terms.

The Joint Chiefs agreed that balanced forces were a laudable objective, but hav-

ing yet to agree on an integrated strategic concept, they had no basis for identifying 

deficiencies or recommending an overall plan on how additional money should be 

allocated. By default, they wound up recommending what each Service unilaterally 

calculated it needed, a sum well in excess of anything the White House or the Bu-

reau of the Budget (BOB) found acceptable on economic grounds. With an election 

looming in the fall, Truman was more afraid of inflation at home, fueled by increased 

military spending, than he was of the Soviets. Nevertheless, the additions he eventu-

ally approved in May 1948 increased the military budget by nearly a third and showed 

Forrestal and the JCS that the President’s budget ceilings were not so firm after all.57
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In addition to boosting the military budget, the March Crisis produced several 

other outcomes. First, it heightened awareness both in Europe and the United States 

that the Soviet Union was a potential military threat and needed to be addressed 

accordingly. Until then, except for a limited military aid program to Greece and 

Turkey, the Truman administration and Congress had relied on political, economic, 

and diplomatic initiatives to contain communism and Soviet expansionism; but 

with the March Crisis came the realization on both sides of the Atlantic that closer 

military collaboration was a necessary accompaniment to the European Recovery 

Program.58 Passed by Congress in May 1948, the Vandenberg Resolution urged the 

administration to explore a collective security agreement with willing partners in 

Europe, a process that culminated in April 1949 with the creation of the North At-

lantic Treaty Organization (NATO). A major departure from the nonentanglement 

policy of the past, NATO would be a key element in the Joint Chiefs’ military as-

sessments and strategic planning throughout the Cold War and beyond.

The March Crisis also led the JCS to expedite completion of an integrated 

strategic concept, a major step toward a unified defense budget. The agreed plan, 

called HALFMOON (later renamed FLEETWOOD), was an outgrowth of the 

PINCHER series and called for the Strategic Air Command to launch “a powerful 

air offensive designed to exploit the destructive and psychological power of atomic 

weapons against the vital elements of the Soviet war-making capacity.” Navy car-

riers would conduct a secondary air offensive from the eastern Mediterranean. But 

with atomic bombs in short supply, there was no assurance that the Navy would 

participate in the nuclear phase of the air offensive. Arguing that HALFMOON was 

overly dependent on SAC’s ability to mount nuclear operations, the Navy accepted 

it only on condition that the JCS treat it as an “emergency” war plan (EWP) and 

not for long-term force planning beyond the next budget cycle.59 

A key feature of HALFMOON was the need for overseas bases in Newfound-

land, the United Kingdom, and the Cairo-Khartoum area of Northeast Africa from 

which to mount strikes against the Soviet Union. Keeping alive the “special relation-

ship” developed in World War II, the Joint Chiefs hosted a meeting in Washington for 

senior British and Canadian planners from April 12 to 21, 1948, to discuss U.S. access 

to British and Canadian staging points.60 An inevitable byproduct of U.S. planning, 

these tripartite discussions were to some extent premature, since President Truman 

had yet to consent to the HALFMOON plan, transfer the custody of any nuclear 

weapons from the AEC to the military, or authorize their use. After receiving a JCS 

briefing on the plan on May 5, 1948, the President asked the Joint Chiefs to prepare 

a nonnuclear alternative, code-named ERASER. But because of budgetary limita-

tions, Forrestal viewed ERASER as a low priority and later ordered work on it 
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suspended.61 Confirming the course of action previously discussed, a U.S. Air Force 

mission of senior officers and planners visiting London later in May assured their 

RAF colleagues that “all planning was to be based on the use of atomic bombs from 

the outset including the use of the UK as a base for USAF carrying such bombs.”62

As the March Crisis wound down, the Joint Chiefs were gradually making 

progress toward integrating their requirements and developing a strategic concept 

to serve as the basis for a postwar defense policy. The emerging centerpiece of this 

process was the atomic bomb, with the threat of strategic bombardment serving as 

the country’s principal deterrent. While differences persisted among the Services 

over how this strategy should be interpreted and applied, the overall thrust of what 

would constitute the American response to Soviet aggression was no longer in 

doubt. Given the limitations on weapons and equipment under which the Services 

operated, the JCS were still a very long way from the “massive retaliation” doctrine 

of the 1950s. Slowly but surely, however, they were moving in that direction.

The Defense BuDgeT for fy 1950 

Following President Truman’s approval of the supplemental defense increase in the 

spring of 1948, Forrestal and the Joint Chiefs turned their attention to the military 

budget for Fiscal Year 1950 (July 1, 1949, through June 30, 1950). As the first full set of 

estimates to be developed since the passage of the National Security Act, the FY50 

budget would be a clear test of the chiefs’ ability to perform their assigned strategic 

planning functions of producing an integrated defense plan within approved spending 

limits.63 At a meeting with Forrestal and the JCS in May 1948, Truman stated that he 

wanted new obligational authority (i.e., cash and new contract authority) held under 

$15 billion. Acknowledging that defense requirements could fluctuate, the President 

told the chiefs that he would review the situation in September and again in Decem-

ber and make adjustments as needed.64 At Forrestal’s request, Truman also authorized 

the new National Security Council to develop a broad statement of national objec-

tives to assist the JCS in developing their estimate of military requirements.65 But he 

cautioned Forrestal against using NSC guidance to override spending limits. “It seems 

to me,”  Truman told him, “that the proper thing for you to do is to get the Army, 

Navy and Air people together and establish a program within the budget limits which 

have been allowed. It seems to me that is your responsibility.”66

Whether the international situation would cooperate to hold down military 

spending remained to be seen. Not only were the Soviets continuing to put pres-

sure on Berlin, but there were also problems in the Middle East that threatened to 

embroil the United States in a conflict over Palestine, currently a British mandate. 
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Zionists had long sought to create a Jewish homeland there, and survivors of the 

Holocaust poured into the area by the thousands in the aftermath of World War II. 

The partitioning of Palestine into separate Arab and Jewish states had strong popular 

appeal in the United States and quickly became a crucial part of President Truman’s 

campaign strategy for the 1948 election.67 The Arab states of the Middle East, how-

ever, vowed to resist the Jewish influx with force. Fearing an anti-American back-

lash across the Arab world, the Joint Chiefs warned against U.S. support of partition 

on the grounds that it could “gravely prejudice” future access to Middle Eastern oil 

and compel the United States to wage “an oil-starved war.”68

For the Joint Chiefs, the issue of most immediate concern was the declared in-

tention of the British to end their mandate in Palestine prematurely and withdraw 

their forces, which had been serving as a buffer between the Arabs and the Jews. If 

the British withdrew, the JCS expected the United States to come under intense 

pressure to intervene as part of a UN peacekeeping operation to prevent Arab armies 

from slaughtering Jewish refugees and settlers. As it turned out, Jewish defense forces 

proved more than able to hold their own in defending the new state of Israel. But in 

the spring of 1948, the threat of another Holocaust appeared imminent. 

In what would become a recurring theme for the next several decades, the 

Joint Chiefs strenuously opposed practically any deepening of U.S. involvement in 

the Middle East, especially if the United States appeared to be siding with Israel 

against the Arab states. Based on the size of the British presence in Palestine, the 

Joint Chiefs estimated that the UN would need to deploy a minimum peacekeeping 

force of over 100,000 troops (about half from the United States), supported by ap-

propriate air and naval units. To raise the U.S. contribution to such a force, the chiefs 

notified the President that he would need to seek supplemental appropriations, re-

introduce the draft, and order partial mobilization of the Reserves.69 Suspecting that 

the chiefs were overdramatizing the situation and inflating their estimates, President 

Truman refused to rule out the possibility of U.S. intervention. But he took a cau-

tious approach which more or less validated the chiefs’ preference for avoiding 

involvement in the increasingly sensitive Arab-Israeli conflict.70

While the situation in Palestine argued for a flexible defense posture resting on a 

sound conventional base, persistent tensions in Central Europe played into the hands 

of those who favored reliance on strategic airpower and atomic weapons. Unsuc-

cessful in exacting concessions from the Western powers or forcing their withdrawal 

from Berlin during the March Crisis, the Soviets turned to more direct measures. On 

June 19, 1948, they blockaded all access other than by air into the city. General Clay 

immediately organized an airlift to keep the western sectors of the city in essential 

supplies, but the longer the standoff went on, the more ominous it became.



78

C o u n C i l  o f  W a r 

By the end of June, the consensus in Washington was that the Western occupy-

ing powers—Britain, France, and the United States—should concert their efforts 

around a show of force and buy time for negotiations backed by a military buildup. 

Clay wanted to mount an armed convoy to test Soviet resolve, but the Joint Chiefs 

assessed the risk as too high and Allied forces as too weak to prevail should the 

Soviets resist.71 On the other hand, the JCS had no objection to British Foreign 

Secretary Ernest Bevin’s suggestion of a visible reinforcement of American airpower 

in Europe with B–29s.72 Approved by President Truman in July, the B–29 augmen-

tation would, in Forrestal’s view, give the Air Force much-needed experience and 

make the presence of these planes “an accepted fixture” to the British public.73 

Encouraged by the success of the operation, Lieutenant General Lauris Norstad, the 

Air Force Deputy Chief of Staff for Operations, visited Britain in September and 

arranged to make the deployment permanent, with one B–29 group and one fight-

er group to be stationed in England at all times. Out of these discussions emerged a 

tentative agreement by the Air Force to “loan” Britain’s Bomber Command an un-

specified number of B–29s, and Bomber Command’s pledge to place its assets “im-

mediately” under SAC’s coordination in the event of war with the Soviet Union.74

None of the SAC aircraft deployed to Europe during the Berlin blockade crisis 

was equipped for atomic operations, a fact the Soviets could easily have deduced 

from the appearance of the planes, which lacked the enlarged underbelly to ac-

commodate atomic bombs. Even so, it was well known that B–29s carried out the 

attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The implied threat these planes represented 

elevated nuclear weapons to a new level of importance in national policy. Here 

in embryonic form was the doctrine of nuclear deterrence in practice for the first 

time. Though the threat may have been hollow, it was sufficient to give the Soviets 

pause before increasing the pressure and, as one senior Soviet officer later put it, 

risking “suicide” over Berlin.75 

Still, without direct access to or control over nuclear weapons, the Joint Chiefs 

were apprehensive about what could happen if the Soviets called the American 

bluff. As a result of the stepped-up production program the AEC had initiated the 

year before, the atomic stockpile stood at around fifty nuclear cores by the summer 

of 1948.76 Preliminary results of the recent SANDSTONE experiments, a series of 

test explosions held at Eniwetok in the Pacific the previous April–May, suggested 

the feasibility of new design techniques that could increase the size of the stockpile 

faster than expected and vary the yield of weapons. By demonstrating the feasibility 

of the “levitated” core, the SANDSTONE experiments confirmed the possibility 

of yields up to two and a half times larger than the Nagasaki bomb, using less fis-

sionable material. The days of atomic scarcity and handmade bombs were drawing 
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to a close. Thenceforth, the Joint Chiefs would have at their disposal a stockpile of 

assembly line–produced weapons, more plentiful in number than previously esti-

mated and more varied in type and design.77 

With U.S. war plans increasingly dependent on the early use of nuclear weap-

ons, the SANDSTONE tests provided the reassurance of a larger and more versatile 

atomic arsenal than previously imagined. To make the most of the opportunity, 

Forrestal and the Joint Chiefs became convinced that the time had come to change 

the custody and control arrangements of nuclear weapons. But after a lengthy White 

House meeting to examine the matter on July 21, 1948, Truman ruled that custody 

of nuclear weapons would remain in the hands of the Atomic Energy Commis-

sion. A few days later, he told Forrestal that “political considerations” relating to 

the upcoming Presidential election barred a change of policy at that time.78 All the 

same, Truman accepted Forrestal’s basic premise that eventually the Services would 

need more direct access to weapons, and in September he raised no objection when 

the National Security Council confirmed (NSC 30) that the Armed Forces should 

expand their training for atomic warfare and integrate nuclear weapons into their 

regular military planning.79

NSC 30 removed the final obstacle to making the air-atomic strategy the 

centerpiece of postwar American defense policy. Now assured of increased access 

to weapons and training for their personnel, the Air Force and the Navy moved 

quickly to expand and refine their capabilities for atomic warfare. For the Navy, this 

meant pressing ahead with plans for laying the keel of the first in a new generation 

of super carriers; for the Air Force, it meant bolstering the Strategic Air Command, 

which continued to have a monopoly on the nuclear mission. A critical factor in 

preserving the Air Force’s dominant position was the appointment of a new SAC 

commander, Lieutenant General Curtis E. LeMay, who took charge in October 

1948, bringing with him a reputation for solving problems and getting results. The 

architect of the devastating conventional “fire bomb raids” against Japan in World 

War II, LeMay also had helped to coordinate the 1946 Crossroads tests in the Pa-

cific and had thus acquired a working familiarity with nuclear weapons. When he 

assumed command, SAC had only about 20 atomic-modified B–29s fit for duty. 

Concentrating on expanding SAC’s nuclear capability, LeMay set about eliminating 

equipment deficiencies and training personnel one group at a time, starting with 

restoring the 509th to its wartime level of efficiency.80 

Meanwhile, the budget process for FY 1950 plodded along, with the Berlin 

situation and the presumed intimidating power of the atomic bomb overshadowing 

Palestine and other trouble spots where the need for conventional forces predomi-

nated. Forrestal continued to favor balanced capabilities, but a detailed analysis of 
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Service estimates by the Budget Advisory Committee, a tri-Service panel of senior 

officers chaired by General Joseph T. McNarney, USAF, revealed an enormous gap 

between the requirements for a balanced force posture and the resources available 

under the President’s budget ceiling.81 To narrow the difference, the Joint Chiefs 

reduced the scale and scope of planned operations under the FLEETWOOD (for-

merly HALFMOON) strategy by eliminating certain Army and Air Force units and 

deleting the naval air offensive in the eastern Mediterranean. No matter how they 

priced it, however, the savings from these cuts failed to produce a military budget 

within the President’s spending limit. Convinced that the chiefs had done their best 

and realizing that they were deadlocked, Forrestal told them on October 15 that he 

would entertain the proposal of an “intermediate” budget somewhat larger than the 

President had said he would allow.82 

To justify the increase, the Joint Chiefs hastily compiled a catalog of commit-

ments that the military budget would have to support. This list was the first in a long 

line of such statements that the Joint Chiefs would routinely produce during the Cold 

War to support Service requirements. While the chiefs amply documented the wide 

range of military obligations the country faced, they fell short of providing a useful 

framework for assessing military spending. At no point did they put a price tag on 

U.S. commitments, attempt to link them directly to force requirements, or establish an 

order of priority for military programs. Given these shortcomings, the chiefs’ catalog, 

while informative, was not very useful as budgetary guidance. Later iterations of these 

joint planning documents would be similarly defective and would come under sharp 

criticism from the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) and the White House for 

failing to sort out and prioritize military requirements. But in view of the consensus-

oriented rules under which the JCS operated and the difficulties these procedures 

posed in allocating resources, a better product was probably unattainable.83

A more practical tool for assessing Service requirements was the NSC’s evalu-

ation of national security policy (NSC 20/4), which appeared toward the end of 

November 1948. Prepared mainly by Kennan and State’s Policy Planning Staff in re-

sponse to Forrestal’s request for guidance, NSC 20/4 predicted an indefinite period 

of tension between the United States and the Soviet Union. Cautioning against 

“excessive” U.S. armaments, the report urged “a level of military readiness which 

can be maintained as long as necessary as a deterrent to Soviet aggression.” These 

recommendations were not much help to Forrestal in evaluating the relative merits 

of competing weapons systems or strategic concepts. But they left no doubt that a 

defense establishment tailored for the long haul and a posture of deterrence would 

be more in keeping with security needs than one with large, immediate increases 

for fighting a war that might not materialize.84
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On December 1, 1948, Forrestal submitted his defense budget for FY50. Actu-

ally, he submitted two budgets—one for $14.4 billion that fell within the President’s 

spending ceiling; and a second for nearly $17 billion. (Forrestal dismissed as excessive 

and unrealistic a third set of estimates, prepared by the JCS, totaling nearly $24 bil-

lion.) The first budget, Forrestal explained, would allow for a defense establishment 

of 10 Regular Army divisions, 287 combatant ships in the Navy, and a 48-group Air 

Force. The second, which the Secretary of Defense personally endorsed as prefer-

able for national security purposes, would support a defense establishment of 12 di-

visions, 319 combatant vessels, and 59 air groups. Forrestal added that he had shown 

these figures to Secretary of State George C. Marshall, who concurred that the 

larger budget would provide better support for the country’s foreign policy.85 All the 

same, Truman was unimpressed. Buoyed by his recent come-from-behind victory at 

the polls, he told the Bureau of the Budget to ignore Forrestal’s larger submission. “I 

don’t know why he sent two. The $14.4 billion budget is the one we will adopt.”86

Refusing to accept the President’s decision as final, Forrestal tendered an 

amended request on December 20 that proposed adding $580 million to fund six 

additional air bombardment groups in the Air Force. In line with the emerging reli-

ance on air-atomic power as the country’s first line of defense, Forrestal argued for 

the money as the most practical way of addressing the threat posed by “our most 

probable enemy.”  Whether he agreed or not with Forrestal’s reasoning, Truman 

continued to give fiscal considerations priority and turned down the Secretary’s 

request without giving it a second thought.87 Early the following year, in testifying 

to Congress on the President’s 1950 budget, the Joint Chiefs expressed skepticism 

that it would assure proper readiness in an emergency, but declined to criticize the 

President for his decision to hold down military spending for fiscal and economic 

reasons. According to Admiral Denfeld, the budget was “the best division of funds 

that we could agree on at the time.”88

The sTraTegic BomBing conTroversy 

The strategy and budget debates of 1948 left no doubt that the United States was 

moving toward a defense posture centered on strategic bombardment with nuclear 

weapons. While Truman, Forrestal, and other senior administration figures contin-

ued to pay lip service to the need for balanced forces, the reality was quite different. 

Not everyone agreed that reliance on strategic bombing was a sound course to 

follow, certainly not the Navy, which had its own competing view of strategy and 

weapons. But in practical terms, the air-atomic strategy had considerable appeal. 

An intimidating threat, it seemed feasible within the limits of existing technology, 
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had strong bipartisan support in Congress, and could be priced to fit virtually any 

reasonable spending limit the White House might set. Assuming he had a mandate 

to proceed, LeMay set about transforming the Strategic Air Command into an all-

atomic strike force that grew from a handful of atomic-capable aircraft when he 

took over in October 1948 to more than 250 a year and a half later. Most of the 

bombers in SAC’s inventory were medium-range B–29s or B–50s (an upgraded 

version of the B–29), which required overseas bases to reach Soviet targets. A grow-

ing number, however, were B–36s that could reach targets in the Soviet Union from 

bases in the United States.89

Affirmation of the air-atomic strategy put major stresses on the JCS, revealing 

vital shortcomings in their ability to function as a deliberative corporate body. In 

assessing the chiefs’ performance, Forrestal believed a key weakness was the absence 

of a presiding officer, or chairman, to steer the deliberations. As the only member 

without Service responsibilities, Admiral Leahy had performed something approxi-

mating this function in World War II, but after the war his role and influence had 

diminished as his health declined. To fill the void, Forrestal persuaded General of the 

Army Dwight D. Eisenhower, the president of Columbia University in New York, 

to return to Washington on a part-time basis as his “military consultant.” Eisen-

hower met off and on with the chiefs between mid-December 1948 and late June 

1949 and devoted most of his time to war plans and budget matters.90

Eisenhower’s appointment was a stop-gap measure until Congress could cre-

ate a permanent position, one of a list of reforms that Forrestal deemed essential for 

unification to succeed. In December 1948, declaring that his views had changed, 

Forrestal came out strongly for giving the Secretary of Defense enhanced powers and 

assistance. Among the measures he proposed was legislative authority to appoint a 

“responsible head” of the JCS and to increase the size of the Joint Staff.91 The result-

ing amendments to the National Security Act took effect in August 1949 and con-

verted the NME into the Department of Defense. In the legislation, Congress added 

a Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff, and gave him “precedence” over all other officers 

in the Armed Forces. His statutory responsibilities were to preside at JCS meetings, 

set the agenda, and notify the Secretary of Defense of any disagreements. The Chair-

man could not vote in JCS deliberations nor could he command any military forces. 

Clarifying the JCS role in the policy process, Congress designated the Chairman and 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff collectively as the “principal military advisers” to the Presi-

dent, the Secretary of Defense, and the National Security Council.92

By the time the 1949 amendments became law, Forrestal was dead, the vic-

tim of an apparent suicide. Frustrated, overworked, and mentally exhausted, he had 

reluctantly stepped down as Secretary of Defense in March 1949 to make way for 
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his successor, Louis Johnson. A prominent West Virginia attorney, Johnson had been 

Assistant Secretary of War in the Roosevelt administration and Truman’s principal 

fund-raiser for the 1948 campaign. Johnson’s mandate from the President was to 

bring order and discipline to the Pentagon and make the Services and the JCS toe 

the line on military spending. Even without the 1949 amendments, Johnson felt he 

had the power and authority to accomplish his mission. Using the Joint Chiefs less 

and less, Johnson embraced budgetary procedures that relied more on his own staff 

to make the tough decisions on military spending and the allocation of resources.93 

Johnson’s first major action as Secretary of Defense came in April 1949, when 

he cancelled the Navy’s new super carrier, the USS United States. Incorporating de-

sign features derived from the Crossroads tests, the United States was to be a 65,000-

ton, flush-deck carrier capable of accommodating aircraft carrying a 10,000-pound 

payload, roughly the same as an atomic bomb. Though Johnson strongly endorsed 

the air-atomic strategy, he acted on economic grounds and believed the Navy’s 

super carrier needlessly duplicated the Air Force’s strategic bombing function. His 

first and foremost aim was to hold down military spending, a goal that became all 

the more imperative in the summer of 1949, when President Truman disclosed that 

the defense budget for FY51 would have to come down to $13 billion to help stave 

off a recession. An escalation of the quarrel between the Air Force and the Navy 

soon followed, producing charges and countercharges about the relative merits of 

long-range bombers versus super carriers, and culminating in a highly publicized 

congressional investigation. By the autumn of 1949, the senior echelons of the Navy 

were in open revolt against Johnson’s policies and authority.94

While these controversies swirled in the public arena, the Joint Chiefs were 

trying to develop a more rational framework for analyzing the strategic environ-

ment and the competing Service claims for rival weapons systems. The impetus 

behind this effort came from a request by Forrestal in October 1948 for an analysis 

of two issues: the chances of success of delivering the strategic air offensive con-

templated in current war plans, and an evaluation of the effects of SAC’s planned 

air offensive on the Soviet Union’s war effort.95 Forrestal hoped to use the results to 

help defend his FY50 budget submission to the President. But owing to the com-

plexity and sensitivity of the issues raised, the Joint Chiefs wanted more time to as-

sure thorough examinations. Initially, the JCS assigned the weapons effects study to 

an ad hoc body that reported to the Joint Strategic Plans Committee, and the other 

study, on the chances of success for the air offensive, to the Air Force. When the Air 

Force replied in December 1948 with a highly generalized boilerplate response, the 

JCS asked the Weapons Systems Evaluation Group (WSEG), a new technical sup-

port organization, to step in.96 
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Lieutenant General Hubert R. Harmon, USAF, a member of the U.S. military 

staff to the United Nations, chaired the ad hoc weapons-effects study group. A 

classmate of Eisenhower’s and Bradley’s at West Point, Harmon had served briefly 

as commander of Thirteenth Air Force in the South Pacific in World War II. Ex-

actly how or why Harmon came to chair the effort is unclear; however, he had a  

reputation for being tactful and fair-minded that enhanced the study’s objectivity 

and credibility. To assist him, Harmon assembled an inter-Service team of one Air 

Force officer, two Navy officers, and two Army officers.97

The Harmon committee looked only at SAC’s role and the atomic phase of 

the air offensive, which would take place at the outset of a war. It made no attempt 

to evaluate the impact of a planned follow-on offensive with conventional bombs, 

nor did it look at possible Navy contributions under the plan since there was no 

assurance that the Navy would be allocated nuclear weapons or have the requisite 

capabilities for delivering them.98 The committee confirmed that SAC’s attacks un-

der the current JCS-approved emergency war plan (now code-named TROJAN) 

would exact a heavy toll on the Soviet Union. SAC’s targets were 70 urban-indus-

trial complexes, with the destruction of Moscow and Leningrad the top priorities. 

Should all planes and bombs reach their targets (an assumption the WSEG study had 

yet to test), casualties from the initial attack would be in the vicinity of 2.7 million 

killed and another 4 million injured. Life for the 28 million survivors in the target 

areas would be “vastly complicated.” The Air Force estimated that the destruction 

inflicted by the bombing would reduce Soviet industrial production for war-related 

purposes by 50 percent, with the heaviest impact falling on the petroleum industry. 

Based on its own separate assessments, the Harmon committee pared this estimate 

to a drop in production of 30 to 40 percent.

The committee doubted whether the atomic offensive would “seriously im-

pair” ongoing Soviet operations in Western Europe, the Middle East, or the Far East. 

Large stockpiles of war reserves would allow Soviet forces to operate for some time 

before the effects of the disruptions to industry caused by the bombing reached the 

battlefield. Nor was the committee convinced that the planned air attacks would 

undermine the will and capacity of the Soviet population to resist, a key objective of 

the EWP. Nevertheless, the committee concluded that the atomic bomb remained 

“a major element of Allied military strength” and would constitute “the only means 

of rapidly inflicting shock and serious damage to vital elements of the Soviet war-

making capacity.” Even if not initially decisive, the crippling effects of nuclear weap-

ons would tilt the balance sooner or later in favor of the West.99

Though the Joint Chiefs received the Harmon report in May 1949, they waited 

until late July to give it to the Secretary of Defense. The reason for the delay was a 
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disagreement over how to handle Air Force objections to the committee’s analysis of 

collateral damage, which failed to consider the impact of fires started by the bomb-

ing. General Vandenberg, the Air Force Chief of Staff, wanted the report amended 

to address this and several other issues the Air Force had raised, whereas Admiral 

Denfeld thought it should go up the chain of authority as written. Eventually,  

the Secretary of Defense received the report unchanged, but with a covering note 

explaining the Air Force’s dissenting views.100

Only the Secretary of Defense, the Joint Chiefs, and their immediate aides saw 

the Harmon report. President Truman never received a copy, though he knew of its 

existence and expressed an interest in seeing it and the WSEG study as well.101 While 

Truman wanted economy in defense spending, he also remained a firm believer in 

a balanced force posture. At this juncture, the President was uneasy over a proposed 

reapportionment in the Air Force budget to free funds for the procurement of ad-

ditional B–36s, despite reports that the planes were experiencing significant engine 

problems. Prodded by the Bureau of the Budget and by his White House naval aide, 

Rear Admiral Robert L. Dennison, Truman inquired in April 1949 about the status 

of these studies, telling his staff that he wanted to avoid “putting all of our eggs into 

one basket.” Secretary of Defense Johnson assured the President that when the time 

was right he would receive a full briefing, but that it could take up to a year for the 

Pentagon to complete its evaluations.102

As Johnson’s response suggests, the WSEG study had fallen behind schedule ow-

ing to WSEG’s start-up problems and disagreements between the Air Force and the 

Navy over the intelligence data the study should use. WSEG was the brainchild of 

Vannevar Bush, President Roosevelt’s chief scientific advisor on the atomic bomb in 

World War II and first Chairman of the Research and Development Board (RDB) 

when that agency acquired statutory status in 1947. According to his biographer, Bush 

regarded WSEG “as the epitome of the professional partnership between soldiers and 

scientists that he had tried to foster since 1940.”103 Having worked closely with the 

JCS in World War II, Bush seriously doubted that they could detach themselves from 

Service interests and responsibilities, act as a unitary body of strategic advisors, or 

deal intelligently and effectively with scientific and technical matters. Advocating a 

greater role for science and scientists in defense affairs, he called for “dispassionate, 

cold-blooded analysis of facts and trends,” and persuaded Secretary Forrestal that there 

should be “a centrally located, impartial and highly qualified group” to provide the 

JCS with “objective and competent advice” on current and future weapons systems.104

Initially, the Joint Chiefs were concerned that the new organization Bush pro-

posed might infringe on their functions. The Joint Strategic Survey Committee 

was especially uneasy and warned lest “technical evaluations” become “operational 
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evaluations” that could encroach on JCS responsibilities.105 But after lengthy dis-

cussions with Forrestal and Bush, the JCS finally accepted the WSEG proposal at 

the Newport Conference in August 1948. Even so, it took until December for the 

JCS, Forrestal’s office, and the RDB to agree on a directive laying out the terms of 

reference for the group’s work, and 6 months more for WSEG to recruit a mixed 

military-civilian staff. WSEG took up offices in the Pentagon, within the secure 

restricted area set aside for the Joint Staff and other JCS components on the second 

level. Many of those who worked for WSEG were alumni of the Manhattan Project 

in World War II, an indication of how the new organization viewed its mission and 

where it expected to concentrate its efforts.106 

Even though the strategic delivery study rated top priority on WSEG’s agenda, 

it did not receive authorization to go forward until late August 1949, when the JCS 

finally approved intelligence data for the study.107 At issue was the Air Force conten-

tion that Soviet air defenses were technologically substandard and spread too thin to 

pose a significant obstacle to attacking U.S. bombers.108 Citing a “dearth of reliable 

intelligence,” Admiral Denfeld challenged this notion and insisted that the Joint 

Intelligence Committee (JIC) conduct a review.109 The JIC’s preliminary analysis 

concurred with Denfeld that the Air Force had oversimplified the situation. But in 

a detailed follow-up report, the committee agreed with the Air Force that by and 

large Soviet air defenses were second rate. Still, it also pointed to recent improve-

ments in air defense radars that suggested a more complex and effective Soviet air 

defense environment than the Air Force was anticipating.110 

In view of the uncertainties surrounding Soviet air defenses, WSEG leaned 

toward the side of caution and produced a less than favorable report (WSEG R-1) 

on the chances of success for the planned air offensive. Knowing President Truman’s 

interest in the subject, Secretary Johnson arranged for the WSEG director, Lieuten-

ant General John E. Hull, USA, to hold a briefing at the White House on January 

23, 1950, immediately prior to submitting R-1 to the JCS. While calculating that 

70 to 85 percent of the attacking aircraft would reach their targets, Hull cited gaps 

in intelligence and logistical deficiencies that would reduce the effectiveness of the 

operation. Among SAC’s vulnerabilities were a limited aerial refueling capability, 

competing demands for transport aircraft, and heavy dependence on overseas oper-

ating and staging bases. Overall, WSEG estimated that SAC could carry out its mis-

sion, but not to the full extent envisioned in current war plans without correcting 

identifiable deficiencies.111

Even though the Hull report presented a conservative view of the chances of 

complete success for the air offensive, there was no immediate rush to overhaul U.S. war 

plans or devise a new strategy. Developments on other fronts—the creation of NATO 
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linking the security of Europe to the United States, the recent Communist victory in 

China, and the discovery that the Soviets had acquired an atomic capability—were shift-

ing the debate on defense and military policy to broader global issues. In many respects, 

the war plans the Joint Chiefs had so painstakingly developed and refined were becom-

ing irrelevant and obsolete. On the other hand, the preparation of these plans gave the 

Joint Chiefs a better appreciation for the problems of waging war against the Soviet 

Union and underscored yet again the critical importance of inter-Service cooperation.
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