17
5

THE BATTLE FOR MIDWAY:  COMMANDERS AND THE AFTERMATH

Good morning and welcome to Larry King Live.

We have a wonderful show for you today.

For our viewers in remote locations watching the slide presentation, please stay alert for the queue to move to the next slide.  At the bottom of each slide, please note the reference number to help us keep on track.

Without any further adieu, let’s get on with the show:  The Battle for Midway:  The Commanders and The Aftermath

We have two guests today.

Introduce Nimitz:  Our first guest is a grand Texan from Fredricksburg, Texas.  Growing up on the arid plains of central Texas in the heart of the Hill Country, he hardly seemed destined to become one of America’s great naval heroes.  In fact, as a teenager he first inquired about an appointment to West Point, only to be told that none were available.  Encouraged to apply to the Naval Academy, he bested his peers in the entrance exam and then graduated seventh in his class four years later.  His first tour out of Annapolis would be more fateful than he knew:  assigned to the battleship Ohio, he saw much of the Orient, and while in Japan met Admiral Togo, father of the navy he would ultimately face in World War II.  His early career was strong but hardly remarkable, except for his court-martial when as a young ensign he was at the helm as he ran his frigate aground during a training exercise.  By the end of his distinguished military career, however, he was the Chief of Naval Operations—the senior U.S. naval officer!  During World War II, in the dark days following Pearl Harbor, he rallied the Navy, dismembered the Imperial Japanese Navy at Midway, and led the U.S. to victory in the Pacific.  He personally received the Japanese surrender aboard the USS Missouri in Tokyo Bay.  Later, in his civilian life, he served as a representative to the United Nations and to the congressional committee of International Security.  He is the author of several books reflecting on the events of his life and his leadership philosophy.  There is no doubt that his tactical skills were considerable, but perhaps his greatest gift was his leadership ability.  Naval historian Robert Love writes that he possessed “a sense of inner balance and calm that steadied those around him.”  Please welcome Admiral Chester William Nimitz.

King:  Admiral Nimitz, welcome to the show.

Nimitz:  My pleasure Larry.

____________________________________________________________

Introduce Yamamoto:  Our second guest is a legendary warrior as the chief Japanese foe.  As the architect of the Pearl Harbor surprise attacks the plunged the United States into world war, he was often equated, at the time, with Hitler as the world’s archetype of evil.  As the adopted son of a Japanese career naval officer, a military life was his destiny.  During the Russo-Japanese War, he was severely wounded—loosing several fingers.  He later studied abroad at Harvard University in the United States and he served as a naval attaché to the Japanese Embassy in Washington, D.C.  He later rose to the position of vice-minister for the Japanese Navy.  By the beginning of World War II, he was the Commander in Chief of the Imperial Japanese Navy.  Please welcome our distinguished guest Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto.

King:  Admiral Yamamoto, welcome to the show.

Yamamoto:  I am honored, Larry.

____________________________________________________________

King:  Gentlemen, we are focusing today on Midway and the actions that led to that fateful battle.  Let’s take a few moments and examine, from your perspective, why the United States and Japan went to war.

My first question is for Admiral Yamamoto, in my introduction, I noted that some denigrate you as the archetype of evil and the leader of Japanese aggression.  How do you respond to such criticism?

Yamamoto:  I understand the sentiment, but I must personally disagree.  I am confident that the record shows that I was dead set against war with the United States.  But, when my country called, I did my duty to the best of my abilities.

King:  Yes Admiral.  I understand Admiral that you stated to a Cabinet Member that  

“In the first six to twelve months of a war with the United States and Great Britain, I will run wild and win victory upon victory.   But then, if the War continues after than, I have no expectation of success.”

Tell us Admiral, what the source of your misgivings?

Yamamoto:  Yes, thank you, Larry.  Having studied in the United States, it was clear to me—perhaps better than any of my contemporaries and political colleagues—that war with such a strong industrial power could never be in the best interest of Japan.  I stood firm in my convictions, but my position was overruled among the armed forces.

King:  Tell us, Admiral, why was your position overruled?

Yamamoto:  One must understand the Japanese mindset at the time and the discipline of our social system at the time.  With our victories in China in the 1930s, the Army had grown in political influence.  For all practical purposes, many senior military leaders did not follow the direction of our civilian leadership.  Many openly flaunted their power and resistance to Tokyo and the Emperor.  In effect, too, the Emperor was held hostage to these forces.  When the decision was made to go to war, I called on all of my abilities to win a war that I knew was folly.


One must understand, I think too, my own personal background to appreciate my position in life and society.

King:  Please explain Admiral what do you mean by your position in life and society?

Yamamoto:  Well, Larry, I had been a professional sailor my whole life.  I was the adopted son of a career naval officer and the lifestyle was a natural fit for me.  I excelled at warfare.  Like my contemporaries, we were part of an elite class of warriors with ancient traditions and protocols.  Once the decision had been made, it was not place to question, but only to act.
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King:  Admiral Nimitz, let’s talk about how the United States became involved in World War II.  What was the attitude of the nation at the time?

Nimitz:  I’m not sure the current generation fully appreciates the political and social climate of the day.  As a nation, we were totally unprepared emotionally, intellectually, and physically to fight a war.  Remember, World War I was supposed to be “The War to End all Wars.”  In the years following WW I, there existed among the people of our nation a strong desire and sentiment to de-militarize, to stay out of war, and to remain neutral.  Our military followed these ideals and fell into disrepair.  But, Larry, there existed in our armed forces a small corps of military professionals.  We still had the foundation to build a formidable military force.  Plus, we possessed the human and natural resources for a strong industrial base.

King:  Describe for us the national atmosphere following Pearl Harbor?

Nimitz:  It was the darkest of days, Larry.  As a nation, we were shocked.  The devastation and horrendous loss of life at Pearl was absolutely terrifying.  As President Roosevelt said, that day would live in infamy.  In the days that followed, we saw the Japanese move rapidly to expand their Empire.  One has to understand the world at that time.  Since 1931, we had been watching Japan’s war with China.  Elsewhere, since 1939 we saw the conquering of Europe by the Axis powers.  In the Pacific, in the six months after Pearl, we were seemingly helpless to stop the Japanese.  We had many defeats and few successes.  I’ll tell you, Larry, early on there was a real question whether we could ever stop the Japanese.  We were on the ropes and total defeat seemed an imminent fate.  We were in dire straights.  There was a real pallor over everyone in the nation.

King:  Admiral Nimitz, I’d like to get right down to brass tacks about your actions in World War II.  Following the disaster at Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the President and the Secretary of the Navy selected you to replace Admiral Kimmel as the Commander of the Pacific Fleet.  Tell us Admiral, what were the failings of command that led to Pearl Harbor? 

Nimitz:  Well Larry, with all due respect to Admiral Kimmel, who I think was a first rate commander and I admire him greatly, one must understand that he and his staff were in a very untenable position.

From a strictly military standpoint, it is clear that Pearl Harbor, with its narrow inlets and restricted maneuver area, was a mousetrap.  Pearl was our forward most naval base against the rising Japanese Empire.  Our national leadership wanted the Navy to oppose the Japanese as far forward as possible.  Several senior military leaders questioned the wisdom of moving our battleships and carrier group to Pearl—putting our eggs all in one basket as it were.  We thought the show of force and power would be enough, but it wasn’t.  In hindsight, we were over confidant, and neither the political or military leadership trusted our intelligence, which indicated an impending Japanese attack.  This was a major failing—not being prepared.  It is clear that we were not prepared and we laid ourselves wide open.  Many brave Americans lost their lives at Pearl.  It was my job to make sure that we were never caught by surprise again.


But let me make one thing clear Larry, once the attack was on, I firmly believe that leadership staff and our brave service men and women did the best they could with the tools at hand.  But, change was needed—an infusion of new leadership with fresh ideas.

King:  Well tell us Admiral, what did you do to rally morale?

Nimitz:  You ask, Larry, how I rallied morale.  I basically kept everyone in place.  There was no need to make sweeping changes.  We needed to learn from our mistakes and get on with the necessary tasks.  It was clear to me that we had capable people—we could learn from our mistakes--and, Larry, we really had no suitable replacements.  Given time and the right tools, we could resist mightily.  We just had to make the best of what we had.  And WE DID!

King:  Admiral, did we really have a total defeat at Pearl Harbor.

Nimitz:  I’m glad you ask, because there were some bright spots out of Pearl.  The loss of our battle ships was crippling, but for some reason the Japanese missed the shipyards, oil refineries, and other important logistical targets.  It seems that Admiral Yamamoto and his staff were not prepared to exploit their gains.  No second attack followed.  Plus, by happenstance and poor intelligence on the Japanese part, they missed our three carriers.  So, even with the loss of our battleships, we were still a formidable foe with our carriers.

King:  Admiral Yamamoto, let’s talk about the Pearl Harbor raid, which you executed to perfection, correct?

Yamamoto:  Larry, in retrospect, I must say that the Pearl Harbor raid was a failure overall.  You see, as Admiral Nimitz noted, we missed the carriers and we failed to exploit the advantage.  This meant that we would have to engage the enemy someday when surprise was not to our advantage.  

King:  Tell us Admiral Nimitz, how important were the carriers at the time—didn’t traditional naval warfare rely on the battleship as the main weapon system?

Nimitz:  Yes, Larry, but the fortunes of war require the warriors to improvise and maximize the successes and weapons you do have.  Naval aviation, at the time, was just growing in prominence.  Many of the senior leadership—in the Army Air Corps and the Navy—did not fully appreciate the capability of air warfare.  Pioneers like Doolittle showed us the way.  In those circumstances—without effective battleships—we had to learn fast how effective carrier warfare could be.  We had no other options!


I’d like to note that long-range engagement was the one significant advantage that carriers have over battleships.  We had to maximize this advantage.

King:  Admiral Yamamoto, what was your plan following Pearl Harbor?

Yamamoto:  We made huge gains on all fronts immediately after Pearl Harbor.  By the end of January 1942, our Imperial Forces stretched from Burma to the Aleutians.  We were flushed with success and brimming with confidence.  We continued to expand and defeated the U.S. at several engagements, even knocking out one of its carriers—or so we thought at the time.

King:  Gentlemen, let’s talk about the Doolittle Air Raid on Tokyo in April of 1942.  Admiral Nimitz, what was the significance of that action?

Nimitz:  Larry, that mission had no tactical value, but strategically it was a statement of resistance to the Japanese.  That mission aided our morale greatly.  Our carrier had to sneak within 500 miles of the Japanese coastline.  Launching medium bombers from a carrier was a feat that had never been undertaken in combat.  The attack caught the Japanese by surprise.  We sent a strong message by the attack.  It showed the Japanese that we were capable and that we had the spirit to resist.  We were not going to be pushovers.

King:  Admiral Yamamoto, how did the Doolittle Raid on Tokyo affect your plans?

Yamamoto:  Well that raid sparked public outcry and caused much embarrassment.  I was personally ashamed that the Emperor’s person had been endangered.  It was clear that the U.S. fleet had to be eliminated.  My staff immediately began to draft plans on how to draw the U.S. fleet into battle for a decisive engagement.

King:  Tell us Admiral Yamamoto about Midway and your objectives?

Yamamoto:  The intent was to assemble a massive force and take the island of Midway, which would provide a base of operations to threaten Hawaii by air and sea.  Once this was done, the follow on objective was to engage the strength of the U.S. Fleet, the carriers.  We had a detailed plan that appeared sound.  As an experienced gambler, I determined that everything had to be staked on one card.  

King:  Admiral Nimitz, the Battle of Midway was a key U.S. victory and a turning point in the Pacific war, wasn’t it?

Nimitz:  Yes it was, Larry.

King:  Let’s pause a moment to consult with our military analyst, SFC Gregory Fisher, for a quick overview of the Midway situation and the Japanese plan of attack?
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King:  SFC Fisher, are you with us . . . Welcome SFC Fisher.  Please set the stage for us.

**** SFC Fisher describes the Japanese battle plan and the relative position of the Japanese and U.S. forces  ****
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King:  Thank you SFC Fisher.  Admiral Nimitz, as we can see the initial purpose of the Japanese attack was not to engage the U.S. Carriers, but to capture Midway Island, set up an operational base, and then later attack the carriers.  We are well aware of the tactical errors made by both sides during the engagement—it seems that the Japanese paid dearly for their mistakes.  Tell us, what were the key components from your point of view that led to a U.S. victory?

Nimitz:  Well, Larry, I see three aspects:  Our communication intelligence, leadership, and the element of surprise.


1.  Communication Intelligence:  As you know Larry, at the time we had good military intelligence people working around the clock.  We had broken the Japanese communications codes, so their plans were an open book.  We knew their intentions, so we could prepare.  But, we were in such a tenuous position that I could have lost the war in a single afternoon.


Not everyone trusted our code breakers and intelligence people.  There was division among my staff and concern from Washington, both at the War Department and the White House, about the reliability of the intelligence.  We all knew that the Japanese were a clever enemy.  In many eyes, trusting our code breakers was a huge risk.  I took that risk with confidence.


2.  Leadership:  Leadership from our admirals straight down to our pilots and our crew chiefs was superb.  As you know, Admiral William “Bull” Halsey was a “fire breather” and an aggressive combatant commander.  He set the offensive tone, and I let him run with it.  At Midway, it was actually Halsey’s idea that we should not defend but attack the Japanese force.  I agreed in principle, but how to accomplish such a feat was unclear.  


Without a doubt, Rear Admiral Raymond Spruance was the real hero of the Midway plan of attack.
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All through the preparation phases, Spruance had made one sound recommendation after another.  It was his idea not to tie the carriers to Midway Island.  To pull off an aggressive attack as Halsey advocated, Admirals Frank Fletcher and Spruance saw that our carriers had to be out in deep water to maximize the element of surprise and the long-range capabilities of the aircraft.  In this manner, we hoped to keep the Japanese guessing where our carriers were located.  When Halsey had to be hospitalized for a severe attack of dermatitis, Spruance was the natural choice for the job.  No one knew the intent of the operation better than Spruance.  He took the lead and success or failure on the water depended solely on his leadership.


In hindsight, I must say that it was a great day for the Navy when Bill Halsey had to enter the hospital.  I have no doubt that Halsey would have been successful too, but I particularly admired Spurance’s analytical intellect, and his calm and collective disposition made him absolutely right for the conditions of the Midway battle.  Both men were professionals.  I valued their particular talents and maximized their leadership skills.
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3.  Surprise:  The element of surprise was on our side.  The Japanese had no idea that we had broken their code.  We knew their order of battle.  So, we were going on the attack.  To keep them guessing, it was Admiral Fletcher’s idea to split the carrier group in to two Task Groups—which was a high-risk tactic, but it paid off.  Also, the Japanese thought our carriers were near Hawaii—we had slipped past their submarine reconnaissance screen just days before.  Further, I don’t think the Japanese were prepared to see three carriers—the Enterprise, the Hornet, and the Yorktown.  The Yorktown had been damaged at the battle of the Coral Sea, but our shipyard was able to make her operational in three days.  That is an amazing feat and a testament to the expertise and drive of our mechanics and repair specialist.  
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King:  Admiral Yamamoto, ultimately, the Midway engagement proved disastrous. 

Yamamoto:  Yes, Larry, it was a huge setback.

Let’s take a look at a slide to illustrate the huge advantage you had in ships, material, and personnel.
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King:  You can see that your force was twice as large as the opposing U.S. task force.  Admiral Yamamoto, with such great odds, why do you think the battle turned out so badly?

Yamamoto:  Although the odds appear great, one must understand that the bulk of my task force was configured for amphibious landing and not actually engaged in the decisive battle. 

King:  But Admiral, just looking at the carriers alone, you had six to the U.S. three.

Yamamoto:  Yes, Larry, but in hindsight the plan turned out to be faulty and several internal and external factors contributed to the defeat.

King:  What was the weakness of your plan?

Yamamoto:  We created several problems in the plan.


First, although the intent of the plan was straight forward, I think many commanders became lost among the details, which required rigid timing.  Any commander who has conducted amphibious landing operations understands the requirement for split second timing.  I insisted on speed, which caused reckless commitment of resources to the vast Midway enterprise.

King:  You also mentioned internal problems.  What type of internal problems did you encounter?

Yamamoto:  We had a huge force, which is inherently difficult to control, but in order to maximize the element of surprise, I ordered strict radio silence.  Radar was also still in the experimental phase for us, and it was not operational.  This hampered our ability to obtain detailed, up-to-the-minute intelligence on the U.S. Fleet.


Also, despite our success with aviation, it is apparent that on a fundamental level neither I nor members of our staff grasped the full implications of the radical change aviation had wrought to naval warfare.  We still viewed the battleships as the main weapons system.  At Midway, there was simply no way for me to engage the U.S. carriers with my battleships.

King:  What external problems did you encounter?

Yamamoto:  Externally, we experienced several setbacks.  


First, the ruse in the Aleutians failed to draw the U.S. fleet.  This tactic proved to be a waste of power.  Of course, at the time, we had no idea that the enemy had broken our communications codes.  In fact, it was not until well after my death that we discovered the breach of security and realized our blunder. 


Second, in addition to the enemy knowing our plans, my submarine screen looking for the carriers in Hawaii were ineffective.  Our air search procedures were faulty too.  We simply learned too late that the U.S. carriers were lurking in ambush.


Finally, we encountered not only two carriers, but three—the Hornet, the Enterprise, and the Yorktown.  We did not account for such a contingency.  The discovery of the carriers caused the operational commander, Admiral Nagumo, to change plans from attacking Midway island to attacking the carriers.  The rest is history, but it is a sad fact that the American dive-bombers caught our carriers at their most vulnerable.  We had no aviation assets in reserve to engage the carriers.  Everything had been committed to attack land based targets.  We simply could not reconfigure the aircraft in time.  


Many courageous sailors lost their lives that day.

King:  Let’s take a look at the final losses.
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King:  We can see that you lost four carriers that day.  And the U.S. lost one carrier and one destroyer.

Yamamoto:  Yes, Larry, the loss of our carriers and aviators was particularly devastating.  We could not replace them.

King:  Admiral Nimitz, what was the key tactical success for the U.S.?

Nimitz:  Larry, when our carrier aircraft attacked Yamamoto, his plan fell into disarray.  He was not prepared to engage our carriers.  Our pilots caught their aircrews on the decks of the flat tops trying to refuel and to switch out ordnance—high explosives for torpedoes.  Our dive-bombers proved devastating.  

King:  Admiral, what about our torpedo bombers—didn’t we suffer tremendous losses among the crews?

Nimitz:  Yes, Larry, this is a sad reality of the engagement.  Our brave pilots, flying at low speed to release the torpedoes, were often unable to pierce the formidable anti aircraft fire.  For those crews who made it through the maelstrom, their torpedoes proved ineffective.  Anyone who studies the actions in the Pacific, should understand the terrible problem we had with the poor quality of torpedoes supplied by the contractor.  The stuff they supplied just flat didn’t work.  In contrast, the Japanese torpedoes were excellent.  When we captured a couple, we studied their designs in the field.  They had a similar design, but theirs just plane worked.  A couple of bright sailors noticed that the plunger mechanism on our torpedoes would bend or break before igniting the firing cap.  Someone on the production line took a short cut on tempering the steel for the plunger.  That short cut cost American lives.  The War Department had to use legal action against the contractor.  Our contract specialists and judge advocates were key players in sorting that problem out.


If I could Larry, I want to impart one important message here:  Everyone is important to the team.

King:  Admiral Yamamoto, let’s talk about leadership.
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Who is to blame for the defeat at Midway . . .  Admiral Nagumo?

Yamamoto:  No, no, not Admiral Nagumo.  Most clearly, I am solely responsible.  In reality, Admiral Nagumo was merely executing my plan, which allowed no room for deviation.  I make no attempt to shift the blame.  

King:  But Admiral, weren’t you displeased with Nagumo’s performance at Pearl Harbor and are you aware that many commentators say that Admiral Nagumo was an unlikely choice to lead the Midway task force because of his lack of experience in amphibian landings and naval air power?  How do you respond to such criticism?

Yamamoto:  I understand the criticism only in retrospect.  At the time, the selection was clear.  There was no question whether I should retain Vice Admiral Nagumo as the commander of the First Fleet.  While it is true that he was chiefly a torpedo specialist, his excellent surface warfare record was unmatched.  Although others on the staff may have possessed a deeper appreciation for air warfare, seniority and protocol demanded his appointment.  Thus, as I say, there really was no question.  My decision at the time appeared logical and sound.
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King:  Gentlemen Let’s take a look at the aftermath of the battle.

There can be no doubt that Midway marked the moment when Japan lost the war.  The reality of the catastrophic defeat at Midway was the elimination of irreplaceable assets for Japan—both the carriers and the pilots.  The four carriers had been Japan’s primary offensive instruments.  With their destruction, Japan’s superiority in naval air—the key to the successful execution of offensive warfare in the vast Pacific theater—was eliminated.  Before Midway, Japanese strategy was predicated on offensive operations, thereafter, Japan fought defensive battles.  

The American victory at Midway was a remarkable testimony to the bravery, self-sacrifice, foresight and technical expertise of the U.S. Navy.  Breaking the Japanese code was a major intelligence advantage exploited by the leadership.  

Within a year, in April of 1943, use of the broken code would lead to another shocking loss for Japan—the death of Admiral Yamamoto.

While we have both Admirals with us, let’s take a moment to look at that event.  The event raises some interesting legal issues for our viewers.  Let’s turn to our military analyst.

SFC Fisher, please take us through the operational aspects of one of the attack on Admiral Yamamoto.
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King:  Thank you SFC Fisher.
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King:  Admiral Nimitz, the attack on Yamamoto was a great coup for the U.S. wasn’t it?

Nimitz:  Yes it was, Larry.

King:  When you received the decoded message and your staff proposed attacking Yamamoto, what were some of your considerations?

Nimitz:  Well, Larry, my operational issues were my chief concerns.  My first question was whether any of Yamamoto’s potential replacements would be even more capable.  My staff agreed that no other Japanese officer came close to Yamamoto in brilliance as a naval strategist and tactician, or in popularity with Japanese navy officers and sailors, and with the Japanese public.  Shooting down Yamamoto would strike a major blow at the enemy’s warfighting ability and morale.

Secondly, we were concerned that the attack would reveal to the Japanese that we had broken their code.  
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King:  Admiral Yamamoto, your thoughts on the attack?

Yamamoto:  This was a most cowardly and treacherous deed by Admiral Nimitz.  His attack of me was an assassination and grave breach of the Law of War.  The assassination was in direct violation of Hague Rule 23.

King:  Admiral Nimitz, how do you respond to Admiral Yamamoto’s indictment?

Nimitz:  Larry, the attack was most certainly directed toward Admiral Yamamoto personally, but it was not an assassination of a civilian political as prohibited by the customs and traditions of the Law of War.  The attack was an ambush, which is a permissible ruse under the Law of War.  Thus, our action was wholly consistent with the Law of War.  We in no way acted treacherously in the eyes of the law.  We did not, in any fashion, misuse the protections of the Law of War in the attack. 

King:  Admiral Nimitz, was there any question among the members of your staff about the legality of the action.

Nimitz:  Yes Larry, we did discuss the matter.  With legal advice from our judge advocate, we agreed that it was prudent to staff the matter with the War Department and the President if necessary.  Ultimately, it was the President himself who approved the action.
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King:  Tell us Admiral what thought process did you go through to legally justify the attack.

Nimitz:  Larry, let’s take a look at the legal standard depicted on the slide.  Here is the basic targeting rule that every servicemember, particularly our legal advisors, must know. 

At all times, the force of our weapons must be directed only toward military objectives.  Everyone in uniform should understand that wherever they are—whether in the front lines or back in the rear—that their status as military members makes them a legitimate target.  This was the case with Admiral Yamamoto.

But the legal analysis does not stop there.  The law does not permit haphazard attacks on any and all possible military targets.  No, the object of war is to subdue the enemy’s military forces in the most effective and efficient manner possible while minimizing the loss of life and the destruction of property.  Thus, once you think you have identified a military target, the law then requires that you make a decision whether, under the circumstances at the time, the total or partial destruction, capture, or neutralization of the target offers a definite military advantage.  In Admiral Yamamoto’s case, with the information we had at the time, there was a high probability that his death would have given us a definite military advantage.

This basic analysis is fundamental.  All warfighters, from the senior leaders right down to the most junior member, must understand and apply this legal rule.  It is absolutely crucial that our warriors understand and apply this rule of law.  I certainly hope our judge advocates are assisting our commanders and soldiers in this regard.
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King:  Gentlemen, this brings us to the conclusion of our show.  It has been our distinct pleasure to speak with today.  Thank you.
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