


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Coalition Navies during the Korean War 

This book presents a detailed assessment of the role of navies in the Korean 
War. It highlights that, despite being predominantly a land war, navies played 
a vital part. Moreover, the naval war was not solely a U.S. operation. Smaller 
navies from many countries made important contributions both in supporting 
the United States and carrying out independent and combined naval operations. 
This subject holds special importance since current Western strategic thinking 
and capabilities emphasise the necessity of combined naval operations involving 
multiple navies in any potential future naval conflict. The example set by the 
Korean War therefore offers valuable insights into the operational and strategic 
problems, and benefits and opportunities of contemporary and future combined 
coalition naval operations. 

Ian Bowers is an Associate Professor at the Centre for Joint Operations at the 
Royal Danish Defence College, Denmark. 
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Foreword 

The Korea Institute for Maritime Strategy (KIMS) is a private non-profit 
think tank that raises awareness of the sea’s importance, contributes to the 
development of sound maritime policies, and ultimately strives to create a 
safer and more peaceful world. Established in 1997, the institute has been dedi-
cated to identifying and analysing emerging and urgent issues in the maritime 
domain. In doing so, KIMS engages with experts and institutions from both 
home and abroad. 

Produced under the leadership of KIMS, this volume shows how close 
teamwork has been achieved by eminent experts from South Korea, Europe, 
and the United States. They each provided breathtaking knowledge to help 
readers understand the role of the Coalition Navy during the Korean War. I would 
like to thank all the chapter contributors for their dedication. In the order of the 
volume chapter, I hereby acknowledge Dr. Ian Bowers, Dr. Deborah Sanders, 
Dr. Corbin Williamson, Dr. Jihoon Yu, Dr. Eric French, Dr. Tim Benbow, 
Dr. Richard Dunley, Dr. Steven Paget, Dr. Timothy Choi, and Mr. Anders Puck 
Nielsen. I am particularly grateful to Dr. Ian Bowers for editing and proofread-
ing this volume. 

From 1950 to 1953, navies from nine countries fought large-scale conventional 
wars in Korea as part of a multinational coalition. Although these nations differed 
in backgrounds, languages, and military traditions, these differences were put aside 
and united by camaraderie, a common purpose, and a determination to prevent the 
spread of aggression. Indeed, their indomitable fighting spirit, unrelenting courage, 
and tireless determination played an important role in turning the tide of the war 
and defending the freedom of the Korean people. Ironically, however, this conflict 
has remained a ‘forgotten war’ for a long time. 

This volume sheds light on the roles of the coalition navies whose contribution 
to the war has been underestimated to some extent. The book is a testament to how 
instrumental the power of the projection by naval coalition could be in achieving 
tactical and strategic effects in the war. I am confident that this book will be of great 
help to readers at home and abroad who want to understand the contributions of 
the maritime coalition forces during the war and the lessons that can apply to the 
maritime operations of the future war. 



 xiv Foreword 

Especially since 2023 marks the 70th anniversary of the armistice agreement 
that ended the war on the Korean Peninsula, this book is all the more timely and 
more meaningful. Above all, it will be of great value to our present and future 
security, where security threats in the region are increasing. 

Chung, Eui-Sung 
Chairman 

Korea Institute for Maritime Strategy 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 

1 Introduction 
The Naval War in Korea and 
Combined Naval Operations 

Ian Bowers 

The re-emergence of geopolitical tensions in both Europe and Asia has forced mili-
taries and governments that lead them to engage with the prospect of developing 
and maintaining deterrence and defence postures aimed at countering peer or near-
peer adversaries. After decades of enjoying the United States’ so-called unipolar 
moment and then engaging in costly counter-insurgencies, militaries, and in par-
ticular those in Europe allied to the United States, are now attempting to reorient 
and update their equipment, doctrine, and personnel to reflect this new strategic 
reality. This is occurring at times of economic stringency. In many cases, militar-
ies have to spend substantial funds just to reach a baseline operational capacity, 
let alone update their platforms and equipment to a level that can effectively oper-
ate in contemporary and future operating environments.1 

In East Asia, states such as South Korea and Japan now face an operational 
environment where China has combined significant mass and increasing levels of 
technology to develop a military force that poses challenges across the operational 
spectrum.2 Simultaneously, North Korea is an actor that is driving the same states 
to adjust their force posture continuously in response to an evolving nuclear threat.3 

These issues are reinforcing in the minds of military leaders the value of combined 
military operations.4 Even the U.S. military, which enjoys the largest defence budget 
in the world, is facing capability gaps when it comes to keeping sufficient platforms 
forward deployed while also meeting maintenance and training requirements.5 Put 
simply, allies are becoming ever more important. For navies, this is especially true. 
Many fleets across the world have shrunk at a time when the operating environment is 
arguably more challenging than ever, and the prospect of losing one platform would 
substantially reduce the operational capability of many navies.6 Near peer combat or 
maintaining an effective deterrent is not a role that most navies can effectively now 
perform alone, and even the U.S. Navy is looking towards close, like-minded part-
ners to bolster their strategic posture in Europe and Asia, maintain good order at sea, 
and operationalise a more effective deterrent and defence posture.7 

Despite their importance, a surprisingly small amount has been written about how 
navies should conduct combined operations, what problems emerge in their execu-
tion, and how they affect, in particular, the smaller members of such a coalition. In 
recent times, navies have not faced a peer or near-peer adversary in combat. While 
navies have carried out multiple and challenging combined operations in both 

DOI: 10.4324/9781032626574-1 
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2 Ian Bowers 

coalition and alliance settings, for example, sustained counter-piracy and counter-
terror missions, these are not the same as deterring or, if necessary, fighting an 
adversary of similar or, in some areas, superior capabilities. Contemporary warfare 
at sea is likely to be short and sharp, with effective command and control (C2), in 
whatever form, being a prerequisite to ensure that the kill chain from detection to 
effect is executed at the fastest possible speed. This will require an unprecedented 
level of interoperability between navies and likely a fundamental change in mindset 
if combined warfighting operations at sea are to be successful. Pooling naval power 
through combined operations either facilitated by a formal alliance such as NATO 
or an ad hoc coalition of forces is one of the best solutions to the problems outlined 
above. It is for this reason that this volume came into existence. 

Why the Korean War at Sea? 

This volume seeks to draw examples from a previous conflict when navies from 11 
different countries came together to conduct complex warfighting operations around 
the Korean peninsula. The naval component of the Korean War is an often forgotten 
part of what was predominantly a ground war fought over the mountains and valleys 
of the Korean Peninsula. Yet, operations at sea were vitally important to the overall 
war effort and had a lasting impact on many of the navies that participated. 

For the U.S. Navy, it was, in many ways, a proof of concept for forward-
deployed naval forces and their ability to influence events on the ground. The 
U.S. Navy responded rapidly to the North Korean invasion and in doing so dem-
onstrated the importance of power projection from the sea. The consequence was 
a model of U.S. naval power and maritime strategy that lasts to this day. For 
combined naval operations, the war demonstrated the opportunities provided by 
working with other states, the difficulties it poses, and the methodologies needed 
to overcome barriers to effective interoperability. The Korean War at sea set the 
tone for combined naval operations particularly in NATO but also beyond for the 
duration of the Cold War. 

The Korean War provides an excellent window into the difficulties and oppor-
tunities that arise from combined naval operations and their effect on future force 
development. By using case studies based on some of the navies that contributed 
to the naval component of the conflict, this volume makes a value-added contribu-
tion to the academic literature by shedding fresh light on the conflict at sea during 
the Korean War and identifying key lessons that can be used to ensure greater ef-
fectiveness in coalition naval operations. To do so, it asks the following questions. 

• What role did coalition navies play during the Korean War? 
• What factors explain the successes and failures of combined coalition naval 

operations during the Korean War? 
• How did operating within a coalition affect the internal development and rela-

tive position of participating navies following the end of the Korean War? 
• What lessons for contemporary combined coalition operations can be drawn 

from the Korean War? 



 

  

 
 

Introduction 3 

The Korean War at Sea 

The Korean War began on 25 June 1950 when North Korean forces crossed the 
38th Parallel and quickly overwhelmed the inferior and ill-prepared South Korean 
troops. Within two days, Seoul fell, and the North Korean army continued to push 
what were now UN forces southward until their advance was finally brought to a 
halt by September following the six-week-long battle of the Pusan Perimeter.8 Over 
the next year, the Korean War developed into a series of brutal land campaigns with 
momentum shifting from one side to the other following UN advances and then the 
Chinese entry into the war. What followed was two years of near stalemate, with 
combat occurring on and around the 38th Parallel until the signing of the armistice 
on 27 July 1953. 

Despite being predominantly a land and air war, navies played an important 
role in an excellent demonstration of their flexibility and warfighting utility. As 
Table 1.1 shows, although the majority of the UN naval forces came from the U.S. 
Navy, the fleet also included ships from ten other countries. As Chapter 3 describes, 
these ships all fell under ultimate U.S. control in the Korean area of operations. 
However, they brought their own unique procedures, skill sets, niche capabilities, 
and national-level priorities to the operation. 

Table 1.1 List of navies and their contributions to the United Nations Command (UNC) 
during the Korean War 

Country Forces deployed 

United States Naval Forces Far East 
South Korea Republic of Korea Navy 
United Kingdom The Royal Navy sent a range of vessels, including aircraft 

carriers, cruisers, destroyers, and frigates. 
Australia The Royal Australian Navy deployed 13 vessels in total 

throughout the war, including an aircraft carrier. 
Canada The Royal Canadian Navy deployed eight frigates to the 

conflict maintaining three in theatre at any one time. 
Columbia The Columbian Navy rotated three frigates through the 

Korean theatre of operations throughout the war. 
Thailand The Royal Thai Navy deployed between two and three 

ships to UN naval forces in 1950. 
The Netherlands The Royal Dutch Navy attached one destroyer to UN 

naval forces throughout the war. 
New Zealand The Royal New Zealand Navy maintained two ships 

throughout the war. 
Denmark The Royal Danish Navy deployed one hospital ship. 
Japan The Japanese Maritime Safety Agency secretly deployed 

a number of minesweepers to support U.S. naval forces. 
These ships did not formally join the UNC. 

Source: U.S. Naval History and Heritage Command, Korean War – Ships and Aircraft (https://www. 
history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/korean-war/korea-ships-aircraft.html); 
UNC, International Contributions (https://www.unc.mil/Organization/Contributors/); Samuel P. Porter, 
‘In Dangerous Waters: Japan’s Forgotten Minesweeping Operations in the Korean War,’ The Asia 
Pacific Journal- Japan Focus 20: no. 17 (2022). 

https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/korean-war/korea-ships-aircraft.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/browse-by-topic/wars-conflicts-and-operations/korean-war/korea-ships-aircraft.html
https://www.unc.mil/Organization/Contributors/


 

 
 

 
  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 
 
 

4 Ian Bowers 

Within a few days of the outbreak of the war, U.S. vessels already operating 
in the area assisted in the evacuation of U.S. citizens from the peninsula, and by 
day 5 of the conflict, the U.S. Navy cruiser Juneau initiated the first shore bom-
bardment of the conflict.9 A few days later, U.S. Navy and Royal Navy ships (that 
were also operating in the region before the outbreak of the war) engaged and 
destroyed most of small North Korean naval force. Indeed, on the opening night 
of the conflict, a Republic of Korea Navy (ROKN) PC found and sank a North 
Korean ship carrying 600 North Korean troops heading to the port of Busan.10 

What followed in those opening days of the war was a demonstration of the 
multiple mission sets that naval forces could carry out. Taking advantage of the 
weaknesses of the North Korean navy and the geography of the Korean Peninsula, 
UN naval ships conducted shore bombardments of enemy landlines of commu-
nication (LLOCs) along both coasts, contributing to the disruption of logistics.11 

American and British naval aircraft struck targets, including airfields close to the 
North Korean capital Pyeongyang. UN naval forces also enforced a blockade, 
severing North Korea’s major sea lines of communication (SLOC) and conducted 
two vital amphibious operations, including the now famous landing at Incheon on 
15 September 1950.12 This landing not only distracted North Korean forces from 
the battles around the Pusan Perimeter but also allowed UN forces to recapture 
Seoul, cut North Korean supply lines, and provide a window of opportunity for UN 
forces at Busan to break out. In combination, these actions forced the North Korean 
army into retreat and put UN forces on the offensive. In this phase of the war, naval 
power proved itself to be an important and, at times, decisive supporting element 
for the land campaign. 

As the war progressed, naval forces maintained a substantial presence off the 
coast of Korea. UN naval forces continued to conduct strikes on North Korea with 
a focus on disrupting LLOCs and logistic facilities in North Korea. UN ships also 
continued shore bombardment, disrupted North Korean fishing activities, landed 
small units on the coast, and conducted a constant battle against naval mines. 
Vitally, naval and maritime forces also ensured that supplies that maintained the 
land forces fighting on the peninsula were securely delivered to South Korean 
ports. As Edward J. Marolda writes about the U.S. Military Sea Transportation 
Service (MSTS), the forerunner to the Military Sealift Command, and its role in the 
Korean War, ‘during the three-year conflict, MSTS (Military Sea Transportation 
Service) transported 5 million passengers, more than 52 million tons of cargo, and 
22 million tons of fuel.’13 

Combined Operations at Sea – Some Considerations 

A large proportion of recent military and naval operations have been combined 
in nature. Yet there is little written about the specific considerations that com-
bined operations require. Combined operations themselves occur in many forms, 
from full-scale combat, as seen in World War II and the Korean War, to maritime 
security operations, as seen in the combined between various and counter-piracy 
efforts. 



 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
  

 

Introduction 5 

Table 1.2 Levels of interoperability 

Level 3 Integrated: Forces can operate alongside each other without barriers using 
a common language, C2, capabilities, and standard operating procedures. 

Level 2 Compatible: Forces can operate alongside each other with few barriers 
using ‘similar complimentary processes and procedures.’ 

Level 1 Deconflicted: Forces can operate in the same operational area but with 
little interaction due to significant differences in language, capabilities, 
and procedures. 

Level 0 Not interoperable: Forces cannot operate alongside each other. 

Source: NATO, AJP-01 Allied Joint Doctrine Edition F Version 1 with U.K. National Elements 
(Brussels: NATO Standardization Office, 2022), 116. 

The extent and type of combined operation are usually determined by the level 
of interoperability that exists between participating states. In NATO, an organisa-
tion with a long history of developing and maintaining interoperability standards, 
there are four levels of interoperability as shown in Table 1.2, each of which has 
implications for how militaries work together in a specific area of operations. 

In the naval realm, using these distinctions, one can understand combined opera-
tions occurring in multiple forms. These could range from different nations’ vessels 
or commands taking responsibility for individual areas of operation or specific tasks 
(Level 1) without the need for tactical interoperability to a fully integrated task force 
where ships or platforms work seamlessly together in the same way a national fleet 
is designed to do (Level 2 or 3). An example of the latter would be the integration of 
vessels from multiple countries into a carrier group, as was seen with U.K. Carrier 
Strike Group 21 when U.S. and Dutch ships formed part of the group alongside 
their UK counterparts. Indeed, in that case, a squadron of U.S. Marine Corps F-35B 
deployed from the HMS Queen Elizabeth with a Royal Air Force squadron for the 
duration of the deployment, demonstrating a high level of interoperability.14 

It is also important to understand that achieving operational interoperability is 
about much more than having compatible equipment and technology (although that 
is important). Both NATO and U.S. doctrine argue that interoperability also requires 
an alignment in, or at least an understanding of, national-level concepts of opera-
tions, doctrine, and terminology and a high level of trust and understanding between 
the personnel on the ground, on ships, or in headquarters.15 A disconnection in any 
of these areas can cause significant problems, particularly in high-end operations. 
As Steven Paget writes in his important work on coalition naval operations: 

Effectively, the successful enactment of interoperability involves the capac-
ity of equipment and personnel from different nations to work together both 
harmoniously and effectively. Thereby, doctrine, equipment, TTPs and train-
ing are standardized or sufficiently similar to preclude the existence of barri-
ers to interoperability.16 

This volume suggests that familiarity and ethos go a long way to building inter-
operability at sea. As Tim Benbow writes in Chapter 5, the Commonwealth navies 
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were able to work together almost seamlessly due to a level of common under-
standing built on wartime experience gained during World War II. However, as 
multiple authors note in this volume, personal relations are vital, particularly at 
higher levels, and while the mission can continue, often one poor relationship can 
hurt the attainment of optimal interoperability. 

Strategic Interoperability 

Given the breadth of requirements for interoperability, it is important to note that 
considerations much stretch across the levels of war.17 At the strategic level, senior 
government and military leaders need to be able to reach a consensus on what the 
strategic situation is and what should be the correct response. In terms of the latter, 
the alignment of key elements, including rules of engagement, escalation steps, na-
tional caveats, and an understanding of public opinion across participating nations, 
are all prerequisites for successful combined operations. If any of these compo-
nents at this level are not managed well, then unity of effort could be disrupted and 
the level of interoperability could be reduced at the operational and tactical levels. 
For example, in Afghanistan, the use of so-called national caveats on the use of 
force and deployability of troops in areas of higher instability greatly undermined 
NATO’s ability to plan and execute operations at the speed and mass needed to 
have an optimal effect on the Taliban.18 

In Chapter 2, Deborah Sanders places many of these problems in a naval con-
text. However, she also argues that even if allies, due to capability limitations or 
political restrictions, may reduce operational efficiency, they often bring other 
political benefits such as internationalising a conflict. In the Korean War, for 
example, as Dunley points out in Chapter 6, the United States not only wanted 
to increase allied involvement in the conflict for operational reasons but also to 
maintain the image of this being a UN rather than a U.S. force. This important 
consideration in the 1950s is still relevant today, for example, in U.S. efforts 
to internationalise opposition to China’s excessive and often illegal maritime 
claims. In doing so, Washington hopes to downplay a narrative of the United 
States versus China and instead emphasise that China’s actions violate interna-
tional laws and norms. 

It should also be noted that navies are a useful and flexible tool for states at-
tempting to create strategic effects through political and diplomatic means. The 
dispatch of naval forces to a combined force is often seen as an important sig-
nal of national commitment to either an ally or the international community. As 
Chapters 6 and 7 demonstrate, both Australia and New Zealand sought to commit 
naval forces as they were deemed easier and in the case of New Zealand, less 
risky, to deploy than a land contingent. However, they are a substantial dem-
onstration of national support, and in the case of Australia, the dispatch of an 
aircraft carrier, the largest ship in the Royal Australian Navy, was agreed to in 
order to mitigate U.S. calls for the deployment of additional land troops (in this 
case unsuccessfully). Also as Ander Puck notes in Chapter 9, the dispatch of the 
hospital ship Jutlandia was the Danish government’s solution to meeting U.S. 
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demands for a substantial commitment of resources to the conflict while also 
mitigating negative reactions from the USSR. 

Interoperability at Sea 

Some analysts argue that navies are more interoperable and are, therefore, better 
able to engage in combined operations. Partly, this has been attributed to the nature 
of operating at sea, the challenges of which encourage cooperation between par-
ties.19 Further, operating in a global commons such as the maritime domain allows 
for greater freedom of manoeuvre, and it is, therefore, easier for governments to 
use navies in this fashion.20 Moreover, on a technological level, naval task forces 
are relatively small in size when compared, for example, with equivalent land com-
ponent units, arguably making combined C2 easier. 

However, given the multitude of requirements outlined above, it would be 
wrong to state interoperability is easy for navies. The problem of strategic align-
ment cuts across all services and, in a naval setting, would likely be acute if there 
was a higher risk of a state losing a valuable national asset such as a warship. This 
is particularly true in a contemporary setting where a peer adversary such as China 
can inflict substantial damage and even weaker adversaries with little or no navy 
can now damage or sink naval vessels further from shore than ever before. A legiti-
mate question that now faces every combined force planner is whether allies would 
partake in operations with higher levels of political or military risk. 

On a tactical level, interoperability issues at sea are also always present. As 
Chapters 3 and 4 in this volume show, even in the 1950s, issues did exist in terms 
of communications and the ability of the smaller navies to cope with the number of 
communications being processed, different coding procedures, frequencies used, 
and differences in language. Due to operational necessity and the competency of 
the personnel involved, the various navies involved found solutions to many of 
these issues; however, they tended to take time and reduce efficiency. 

Arguably, technology could mitigate some of these issues in the contem-
porary era. However, differences still exist. In NATO, there is standardisation 
across the alliance in multiple areas, including data and communication links, 
doctrine, and training. Nevertheless, barriers, particularly in terms of resources 
and technology but also in culture, national standard operating procedures and 
doctrine, and control of data. For example, the United States often favours its 
doctrine over NATO doctrine. This could lead to difficulties particularly if U.S. 
Navy commanders who have spent their service time in the Pacific, are unused 
to working with NATO commanders. Moreover, the U.S. Navy in many areas is 
superior to its NATO counterparts, particularly in Command, Control, Commu-
nications, Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance (C4ISR), cooperative 
engagement, and data processes. Put simply, the U.S. development of advanced 
warfighting technologies based on the rapid collection and exploitation of data 
is far beyond what most countries can manage.21 

Even in the control of classified information, states tend to privilege certain 
partners and in U.S.-led naval forces, members of the Five Eyes nations may 
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have access to more U.S. data than other allies. In non-NATO operations, where 
technological standards, doctrine, and language may be different, and some 
states may have little or no experience in working in a combined setting, these 
problems are likely magnified. For example, the UN Maritime Task Force, off 
the coast of Lebanon, as part of the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon 
mission, had trouble in C2 due to difficulties in communications between non-
NATO/EU ships.22 Much like in the Korean War, these problems were overcome, 
but a question remains if that would be possible in contemporary high-intensity 
warfighting scenarios. 

Preparing for Combined Operations at Sea 

A key lesson that emerges from this volume is the need to develop and main-
tain the skills needed for combined operations. In that sense, the foundations 
of interoperability lie in the everyday business of naval diplomacy. Port visits, 
officer exchanges, combined professional military education, and even confer-
ences all provide the important groundwork for the building of mutual trust and 
the relationships that successful combined naval operations rely on. This is true 
in an alliance setting and with non-aligned partners. This is an important point 
for navies operating in East Asia where alliances are almost exclusively bi-lateral 
with the United States. 

Beyond this, consistent and varied naval exercises and combined operations at 
sea are the best methods of developing effective operational outcomes. NATO’s 
program of developing common doctrine, exercises and maintaining standing 
maritime groups is a good example of this. However, even NATO, before the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine, struggled to maintain sufficient numbers of vessels 
in the standing maritime groups. Perhaps indicating that national priorities will 
take precedence over alliance ones. Nevertheless, the number of exercises and the 
close working relationships that the U.S. Navy now has with the ROKN and the 
Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Force provide a solid foundation for combined 
operations in a real-world setting. 

What Smaller Navies Bring to Combined Operations? 

It is also important to acknowledge that while larger navies may dominate in 
any combined operation, smaller navies can make a value-added contribution. In 
Chapter 2, Sanders expounds on what a smaller navy is and what it can bring to a 
combined operation. Chapter 4, Yu and French highlight how the ROKN provided 
valuable local knowledge particularly when operating in the littorals and when 
liaising with the local. 

Moreover, smaller navies also provide some niche capabilities and can gap-fill 
weaknesses that the larger navy may not be able to address. During the Korean 
War, this was apparent in some areas such as minesweeping and operations close 
to shore. In contemporary operations, it is evident that the U.S. Navy still has 
substantial gaps in those areas, particularly given the potential early retirement 
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of the Littoral Combat Ship. However, as Timothy Choi points out in Chapter 8, 
smaller navies struggle with force development problems of their own. Particu-
larly building fleets that can not only deal with unexpected events such as the 
Korean War but also meet imagined strategic and operational requirements well 
into the future. While multifunctionality and vessel size may solve some of these 
problems, choices about warfighting priorities still need to be made. 

What Does This Mean for Contemporary Combined Operations? 

Many of the observations in this volume about combined operations during the Ko-
rean War remain relevant today. The opening of this introduction argues that com-
bined operations will have increasing importance due to changes in the operational 
environment and the inherent limitations of many of today’s navies. The usefulness 
of interoperability, the effort required to maintain it, and the importance of smaller 
navies within a larger coalition are three of the most meaningful conclusions that 
we can draw from naval operations during the Korean War. There is significant data 
that multiple navies have recognised this and are emphasising working with allies 
and partners both in exercises and in the real world. For example, in one year, the 
U.S. Navy and the ROKN will conduct approximately 20 exercises of varying sizes 
and complexity. 

However, obstacles remain and navies need to be cognizant of some of the po-
tential pitfalls that may arise in future combined naval operations. Two key areas 
that planners and analysts need to address are: 

• The doctrinal and technological developments occurring across the U.S. mili-
tary the overarching moniker of Joint All Domain Operations (JADO) have the 
potential to transform how the United States operates as a joint force.23 The 
emphasis on the collection and interpretation of data and then the rapid execu-
tion of effects along with proposed changes in how the services interact with 
each other threatens to leave multiple allies behind. While the United States 
is making initial efforts to bring in some allies, combined operations with the 
United States may become increasingly difficult for all but a small number of 
advanced navies.24 States like South Korea who need to operate alongside the 
United States in multiple warfighting scenarios be cognizant of this and adjust 
to changes in U.S. doctrine and technology. They may also need to accept that 
interoperability may become increasingly difficult and hence changes in opera-
tional plans may be required. 

• Smaller navies can make a significant contribution to a coalition naval opera-
tion. However, as seen during the Korean War, some obstacles will need to 
be overcome to optimise operational effectiveness. In an East Asian context, 
smaller navies both native and external to the region can make a wartime 
operational contribution. However, planners need to be aware of national 
strategic concerns, risk assessments and the time it could take to deploy, 
and the effort needed to sustain even one vessel across the world. Taking 
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the Korean Peninsula as an example, it may not be possible to build and sus-
tain a combined naval fleet of a similar breadth should war break out again, 
particularly considering the increased risks of operating in close proximity 
to China. Indeed, states’ wariness of souring relations with Beijing should be 
a consistent concern for coalition builders seeking strategic and operational 
alignment. 

Structure of the Volume 

Taking a national case-study approach in examining the coalition naval operations 
during the Korean War, this volume includes both large and small navies. Moreo-
ver, it attempts to draw out the implications of and lessons learned from such de-
ployments at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels. It shows that operations 
during the Korean War were by no means seamless but that solutions to tactical and 
operational problems were found as the conflict continued. Further, it demonstrates 
the lasting effects participating in the Korean War had on some nations, their na-
vies, and their future force development priorities. 

Chapters 2 and 3 of this volume are scene setters in that they provide the reader 
with an understanding of the importance of smaller navies in an operational set-
ting dominated by one partner, in this case, the United States, and, importantly, 
how a large navy can develop C2 relationships in a combined operations setting. 
In Chapter 2, Deborah Sanders looks at the role small or smaller navies can play 
in combined maritime operations with allies and in coalitions both at the strategic 
and operational levels and asks why states chose to participate. She argues that at 
the strategic level, the participation of small navies in combined operations can 
turn what might be a unilateral into a multilateral maritime operation, enhancing 
its political legitimacy. It can also demonstrate support for an important ally, as 
well as support for international norms and values. Further, small navies can often 
provide both niche and critical maritime capabilities, such as anti-submarine 
warfare (ASW), and give operational commanders greater flexibility in order to 
meet operational requirements. As a result, smaller navies participating in com-
bined operations can be a force multiplier and send very clear messages to allies 
and potential enemies, as well as advance foreign policy goals. 

In Chapter 3, Corbin Williamson examines how the U.S. Navy viewed and 
worked with their smaller counterparts during the war. He argues that the U.S. 
Navy’s efforts between 1945 and 1950 to retain the naval interoperability created 
during World War II with the Royal Navy and Royal Canadian Navy played a sig-
nificant role in Korean War naval cooperation. In examining the overall command 
structure, communications, and doctrine of the multinational naval operations that 
occurred in the Korean War, Williamson reveals both the enduring challenges of 
combined operations and how these challenges were handled in Korea. 

In Chapter 4, Jihoon Yu and Erik French explore the role the Republic of Korea 
Navy played in the conflict. They highlight the ROKN’s key strengths, including 
its contributions to inshore operations, local knowledge, and morale. They also 
examine the challenges faced by the young ROKN in terms of equipment, training, 
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communication, and C2. Yu and French conclude by drawing several lessons from 
the ROKN’s experience for combined operations incorporating developing navies 
today. Chapter 5, written by Tim Benbow, looks at the role of the third largest 
contributor of ships to the naval component, the Royal Navy. He shows that in ad-
dition to contributing a powerful naval force of its own, it also took command of 
and provided logistical support for Commonwealth and coalition forces operating 
off the West Coast of the Korean peninsula. This chapter then examines key ele-
ments of the Royal Navy’s contribution to the war at and from the sea. It concludes 
by considering the main tactical, operational, and strategic lessons that the Royal 
Navy drew from the experience, particularly regarding operations with allies and 
naval aviation. 

In Chapter 6, Richard Dunley looks at the rationale behind Australia’s decision 
to deploy an aircraft carrier to the Korean War. This was the only time that an 
Australian aircraft carrier undertook an operational deployment, and it was one of 
the rare occasions that a smaller navy had contributed this capability in a conflict 
scenario. His chapter explores the decision-making behind Sydney’s deployment, 
revealing the political value and symbolism of an aircraft carrier and its signifi-
cance within coalition relations and wider diplomacy. Chapter 7, written by Steven 
Paget, covers the case of the Royal New Zealand Navy. His chapter examines the 
political and strategic logic behind the provision of naval forces to the UN opera-
tion. It highlights the diplomatic potential of naval deployments and argues that 
the provision of even small numbers of naval forces can deliver an outsized impact 
in terms of strategic outcomes. Wellington’s commitment to the Korean War was, 
ultimately, a discrete but significant way marker in the future development of the 
Royal New Zealand Navy. 

Timothy Choi, in Chapter 8, examines how Canada’s participation in the 
Korean War ran against a force development plan that focused on ASW in the 
Atlantic. Not only was this deployment carried out initially by the Pacific fleet 
that would soon be relegated to a mere ‘training’ force, but the mission itself 
also involved nearly none of the ASW specialisation that was gained during 
World War II and was being cultivated in new construction. By framing his 
chapter in this way, he highlights the challenges inherent in a smaller-sized 
navy’s attempt to match naval means with strategic ends during times of peace 
and the importance of multi-mission capabilities for countries with transo-
ceanic interests. In Chapter 9, Anders Puck Nielsen writes about the unique 
Danish contribution to the Korean War with the deployment of the hospital ship 
Jutlandia. He demonstrates that a relatively small maritime contribution has 
the potential to establish lasting effects if the right factors are present. He iden-
tifies and explains these factors in terms of a combination of naval diplomacy 
theory and small state politics in the Cold War and uses them to show why the 
Jutlandia mission, in hindsight, looks so successful from a Danish perspective 
but also that the image of the mission today is highly romanticised. In reality, 
Danish politicians wanted to find the cheapest possible contribution that would 
be deemed acceptable by the United States without actually offering direct 
military support. 
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2 Small Navies in Naval Coalition 
Operations 

Deborah Sanders 

Small navies played an important role during the Korean War in supporting 
the U.S. Navy (USN), as well as carrying out independent and combined 
naval operations. There was, however, a huge variety in the size and power 
of these small, allied navies, in the role they played, and the challenges they 
faced in operating alongside other forces. The range of navies discussed in 
this volume includes the more powerful Royal Australian Navy (RAN) as 
well as the much smaller Republic of Korean Navy. As will be seen, in the 
context of the Korean War, even the Royal Navy could be described as a 
small navy. These allied navies exhibited a tremendous variation in the type 
of roles they performed, from more traditional warfighting to participation in 
humanitarian operations. 

This chapter explores what we might mean by the idea of a ‘small navy’ as this 
concept is central to what is unique about this volume. This chapter argues that in 
order to explain the diverse roles performed by allied navies during the Korean 
War, as well as the challenges facing allied navies engaged in coalition opera-
tions, it is important to adopt a more inclusive and broader definition of what a 
‘small’ navy might be. For the purpose of this book, therefore, all of the allied 
navies, apart from the USN, will be described as ‘smaller’ navies. While recog-
nising that there was a degree of variation between the capabilities and roles of 
allied navies in Korea, this chapter outlines the features that distinguish smaller 
navies from large ones. Whilst issues relating to size and capability provide obvi-
ous points of comparison, it is also important to consider other issues, including 
the adoption of different and, at times, more innovative solutions to the endemic 
problem facing all navies of balancing commitment versus resources, as well as 
how to effectively train and retain service personnel when faced with limited 
assets and capabilities. This chapter will then look at some of the more generic 
and enduring challenges small navies often face when involved in coalition naval 
operations and which are likely to influence the success or failure of such opera-
tions. These include the challenges of interoperability, including issues associ-
ated with sharing intelligence, technological differences and human factors, and 
differing rules of engagement (ROE). 
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Small Navies in Naval Coalition Operations 15 

What Is a Small Navy? 

We begin, then, with the question: What is a ‘small navy’? This is an important 
debate when thinking about the variety of navies engaged in allied naval coalition 
operations in Korea and the various roles that they played. However, providing a 
clear definition of what might be meant by the term is far from easy. This is for three 
interrelated reasons. Firstly, most of the existing literature on maritime strategy has 
traditionally focused on larger navies. This is because the impetus to produce such 
theorising on the maritime aspects of war has been related to hegemonic struggles 
for sea control. Traditional works of maritime strategy tended to focus on war and 
the preparation for war and had very little to say about the contribution made by 
smaller navies.1 Second, small navies are often overlooked as a specific area of in-
vestigation even though most navies in the world actually are small. There is thus a 
high degree of diversity between them, raising legitimate questions about the extent 
to which they can be subsumed under a single heading.2 Third, navies themselves 
are often resistant to being labelled as ‘small,’ for reasons including organisational 
pride, inter-service politics, and budgetary appropriations. Navies often tend to be 
aspirational organisations, with even very small navies referencing traditional mari-
time theory as part of their raison d’etre. The Royal New Zealand Navy, for instance, 
has looked to find a way around this problem by describing its desire to be the best 
‘small nation navy’ in the world.3 However, this concept of a small state navy does 
little to clarify our understanding of what constitutes a small navy, because there is 
no clear relationship between geographical size and maritime power. Small states 
have often deployed large navies such as Venice or Portugal in the past, and large 
states have often also had small navies, as did Germany before Tirpitz and China 
until recently.4 As a result of these issues, little until very recently has been written 
about small navies as a group, including their role in coalition operations.5 

Small navies have been defined in various ways. The classic definition is that a 
small navy is, as Geoffrey Till notes, one with both ‘limited means and aspirations.’6 

Other writers have also adopted a similarly narrow definition of small navies. Writ-
ing in 1986, Joseph R. Morgan claimed that the typical small navy was ‘one that was 
limited in its power-projection capability and operational range.’7 He argued that 
this was because small navies are designed to operate locally in a defensive mode 
with very limited objectives and were, as a result, unable to project their maritime 
power. Morgan concluded that small navies, unlike their larger counterparts, lacked 
either the capability or assets to be able to ‘perform naval functions over large areas 
or with a great amount of force and effectiveness.’8 Of course, it is exactly these 
sorts of limitations that can encourage small navies to engage in coalition opera-
tions, and through these expand the range and effectiveness of their activities. As 
such, even small navies defined in this way can have important roles to play across 
a wide range of activities. For instance, small Western navies in the Baltic Seas have 
looked to enhance their capabilities and ability to cooperate to deal with ‘grey zone 
warfare’ in what is an increasingly contested sea.9 Small navies have also played 
an important role in conflicts including the Gulf War, in the former Yugoslavia, in 
East Timor and the Iraq War.10 Small navies have also played an important role 



 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  

 

 

 
  

 
 

  
 

 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

16 Deborah Sanders 

in addressing non-traditional maritime challenges. The very small Croatian, Irish, 
and Maltese navies have all contributed, albeit in different ways, to international 
maritime security operations.11 In addition, the emphasis on issues such as maritime 
security, the maintenance of good order at sea, and anti-piracy operations as well as 
the recognition that large navies alone cannot address these issues has also served 
to reinvigorate interest in small navies and what role they can play in coalition op-
erations. The announcement by Admiral Michael Mullen, then U.S. Chief of Naval 
Operations, in 2005 of the 1000-ship concept clearly demonstrated the importance 
of naval coalitions in addressing maritime challenges.12 Whilst this concept of small 
navies is sufficient to allow for a discussion of some of the navies engaged in coali-
tion operations during the Korean War, there are three difficulties. 

Firstly, nominally large navies may deploy only limited assets in a given conflict, 
constraining their capabilities and roles and creating many of the challenges associ-
ated with truly small navies. These circumstances may arise for a variety of reasons: 
competing commitments elsewhere; domestic political considerations; or institu-
tional opposition to the deployment from the navy itself. Even where a large navy 
deploys the bulk of its assets to a conflict, it may still be considered relatively small if 
it is operating in a coalition with a partner that has deployed an even greater force. In 
relation to the latter point, the British Pacific Fleet (BPF) 1944–45, perhaps the most 
powerful fleet Britain has ever deployed overseas, can be considered ‘small’because 
it was operating alongside the USN in the Pacific as a junior partner.13 ‘Small’ may 
therefore be a relative term with no absolute scale of measurement in terms of ton-
nage or hull numbers or a list of capabilities or ability to project power. Second, 
maritime power is relative and, as such, what a small navy is trying to achieve, and 
against whom, or what is a fundamental consideration.14 The relative power of a 
small navy will be affected by what theatre they are operating in and which other 
navies or threats they might be up against.15 Given these points, this volume also 
examines the Royal Navy’s role as a ‘small navy’ in coalition operations in Korea. 
The resistance of the Chiefs of Staffs to employing Royal Navy assets on what was 
considered a secondary task limited the allocation of British naval assets in Korea to 
a force comprising a light fleet carrier capable of flying only piston-engined aircraft, 
two cruisers, and five to eight destroyers and frigates.16 Relative to their U.S. allies, 
this was a very limited contribution with significant limits on its capabilities. 

Third, given the wide variety of navies within the ‘small navies’ category, not 
all are necessarily weak or limited in the same ways in terms of power projection, 
and lumping them all together in this way limits the analysis. Sustainment and 
logistics will be context-dependent and are likely to vary with each of the navies 
discussed in this volume. These are important issues that need to be explored rather 
than simply stated or assumed. In addition, a small navy is not necessarily a weak 
navy, and a large navy is not necessarily powerful. A large navy with obsolete 
vessels and lots of poorly trained personnel is larger but not more powerful than 
a smaller navy with modern, capable ships and well-motivated and highly trained 
service personnel. A focus, therefore, on assets and the ability to project power tells 
us little about small navies’ contributions to and the challenges they faced in naval 
coalition operations in Korea. 



 

 
 
 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

Small Navies in Naval Coalition Operations 17 

Numerical strength or size is clearly an important, but not the sole or the de-
cisive, factor when attempting to define a small navy.17 Numerical strength, for 
instance, tells us little about the combat power of a navy or how many of its 
platforms are equipped with modern technology or effective weapon systems. 
The number of platforms a navy operates also reveals little about the configura-
tion of its fleet. A large navy could very well be made up of smaller platforms 
unable to project power far from home. And equally, a smaller fleet could have 
significant power projection and sustainment capabilities. Similarly, the numeri-
cal superiority of a navy can be reduced if a naval force has to operate in two or 
more widely separated theatres. The Russian Navy, for instance, maintains four 
fleets in widely separated maritime theatres. As events in the Black Sea have 
demonstrated, the ability to surge maritime power from one theatre to another 
can be severely restricted even for a large navy. In thinking about the power of 
a navy, it is also important to factor in intangible elements. These include the 
level of training of the fleet, the sailors’ educational qualification, as well as the 
degree of adaptation demonstrated by service personnel, morale and discipline, 
combat readiness, and leadership.18 Intangible elements can be a powerful force 
multiplier when thinking about the relative power of a navy. In the era of sail, 
the Royal Navy was not always numerically superior to other navies but was a 
far more effective fighting force due to its much better seamanship, high morale, 
inspiring leadership, and aggressive spirit.19 

Given all of these factors, for the purpose of this volume, we have therefore 
adopted a broad definition of what constitutes a small navy; a definition that is in 
many ways much simpler and more inclusive. As such, this book offers a range of 
case studies examining some of the ‘smaller’ navies that contributed to coalition 
operations during the Korean War. All navies operating alongside the USN in this 
conflict can be defined as a ‘smaller’ navy in much the same way as the BPF was a 
‘smaller’ navy in the Pacific. This broader understanding allows for a more compre-
hensive examination of the many challenges of naval coalition operations as well 
as the development of insights on how to make these more effective in the future. 
It allows for the development of some generalisations from the specific case studies 
without getting trapped in definitional discussions regarding the relative power of 
each contributing navy. Instead, each chapter will explore what unique challenges 
were faced by the respective smaller navy in contributing to naval coalition opera-
tions. Taking a broader approach to understanding small navies will also allow the 
chapters in this volume collectively to draw out important lessons on how to improve 
the effectiveness of allied naval cooperation in the future. 

Considerations for Small Navies 

In addressing these issues, each of the chapters that follow begins by looking at the 
role each smaller navy played in coalition operations during the Korean War. As will 
be discussed, many factors affect a state’s naval contribution to, and role in, allied op-
erations. These include what sort of navy a state operates, as well as issues relating to 
the practicality of operating alongside allies. While many writers see the differences 
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between small and larger navies as ‘more of a degree than of a kind,’ there is a recog-
nition that the former have often adopted different solutions to the latter, which will 
affect their contribution to coalition operations.20 So while all navies face resource 
constraints, smaller navies, denied economies of scale, will have to address these 
challenges in different ways which could affect the ways in which they participate 
in allied operations. Tough choices often have to be made by small navies between 
various capabilities, whether to modernise or construct new platforms, procure new 
systems that are developed for the exact specification required or buy second-hand 
or off-the-shelf maritime platforms. These trade-offs ultimately affect what a small 
navy can bring to naval coalition operations and whether they will be more or less 
interoperable – perhaps operating older Western platforms, having ships with a more 
limited range of capabilities or lacking logistic support. So, for instance, while oper-
ating in Korea, the Royal Canadian Navy faced a number of logistical challenges in 
maintaining a continuous naval presence on the opposite side of the world, something 
that many smaller navies face in coalition operations. As discussed by Timothy Choi 
in Chapter 8, the lack of sovereign logical support for its deployed ships during the 
Korean War meant that Canadian crews had to rely on American and British supply 
chains, and this had an extremely negative effect on crew morale. 

Other factors that could affect a smaller navy’s contribution to allied operations 
include decisions to engage in role specialisation and abandon roles and capabili-
ties that no longer seem vital to national interests. These individual choices in force 
configuration will affect the assets and capabilities they can deploy and their abil-
ity to contribute to various naval coalition operations. Small navies can, therefore, 
often offer at best a more limited menu of assets and capabilities to a lead nation in 
a naval coalition. A small navy with more of a niche capability, on the other hand, 
could, depending on the capability, be militarily very useful in a naval coalition 
operation. For example, the BPF’s experience in the Pacific suggests that niche 
capabilities can, at times, play an important role in coalition operations dominated 
by the United States.21 The Royal Navy deployed two specialist niche capabilities 
to the Pacific, including the ‘Highball Bombers,’ the bouncing bomb designed for 
use against shipping, and XE-craft, a type of midget submarine. While the XE-
craft was used to cut Japanese undersea cable communications and attack shipping 
in Singapore harbour, the Highball bombers were never deployed. This example 
suggests that the usability of niche maritime capabilities will vary enormously and 
that they can be far less useful when they are peripheral to the dominant partner’s 
conception of how a war should be fought.22 

An additional specific challenge facing small navies that operate only a limited 
number of ships is the difficulty of ensuring that service personnel gain enough 
command experience. This lack of command experience can affect the interoper-
ability of smaller navies in a coalition operation. Small navies have traditionally 
looked to get around this problem by being active participants in naval exercises 
and naval coalitions. The participation of smaller navies not only enhances the 
legitimacy of an operation and demonstrates commitment to international val-
ues or an alliance, but also has important operational benefits for the participat-
ing state and makes them more interoperable in future operations. For instance, 
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the Romanian Navy’s participation in NATO’s counter-terrorism operations in 
the Mediterranean, Operational Active Endeavour, increased its professionalism, 
readiness, and interoperability with NATO allies.23 Through active participation in 
naval coalition operations, smaller navies can overcome the challenges of training 
and retaining service personnel and enhance interoperability with key allies. 

What Are the Challenges of Naval Coalition Operations 
for Smaller Navies? 

While integrating navies is generally recognised as easier than assimilating land 
or air forces, smaller navies do face a range of challenges in working alongside 
allies.24 Integrating navies is seen as less challenging, as ships are self-contained 
and their mobility provides a high level of flexibility that allows them to be used in 
exercises more easily and more often than land forces. Despite what is often seen 
as the inherent interoperability of navies, there is, however, a recognition that this 
process still ‘requires goodwill and hard work.’25 This section explores some of the 
enduring challenges to allied operations that can cause challenges; starting with 
what is perhaps one of the most important, and most challenging, elements of naval 
coalition operations – the requirement for interoperability. 

Interoperability is defined as ‘a measure of the degree to which various organi-
sations or individuals are able to operate together to achieve a common goal.’26 

Despite this ostensibly simple definition, achieving interoperability between naval 
coalition partners can be difficult for a number of reasons. Interoperability can of-
ten be situationally dependent: What works in one maritime theatre or during one 
type of maritime operation might not work in another. In addition, interoperability 
can also come in various forms and degrees, and it can also occur at various levels 
of war.27 Interoperability at the strategic level, for instance, is an enabler for coali-
tion building. Success, however, necessitates coalition management and attempts 
to harmonise and bring into alignment what can often be differing national goals 
and objectives of the contributing states. As Colin Gray notes, this can be challeng-
ing as allies can be ‘both a curse and a blessing’ sharing the strategic load but also 
increasing it.28 During the Gulf War, for instance, the United States and its coalition 
partners had to work very hard to keep the coalition together. The inherent fragility 
of the coalition meant that ‘a great deal of effort had to go into negotiating, compro-
mising and maintaining its cohesion.’29 There are additional difficulties in allied co-
alitions. The political and military costs of working alongside allies for individual 
states, particularly the lead state, can be high, and equity in decision-making can be 
difficult to achieve. There are likely to be differences of opinion between partners 
as to how to achieve the stated goals or even what the goals are in the first place and 
whether and when these have been achieved. In addition, the commitment of indi-
vidual states to the operation is unlikely to be uniform and may, in any case, change 
over time given developments at the strategic and operational/tactical level. Allied 
operations can also reduce the operational tempo and ultimately prolong a conflict. 
In allied operations, trade-offs exist between the political benefits of having smaller 
navies participate and the constraints on military effectiveness that this brings to 
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an operation.30 The lead state often has to accept a degree of operational ineffec-
tiveness to gain political benefits from the participation of partners in an allied 
operation.31 Each of the chapters in this volume will therefore consider the many 
challenges facing smaller navies in working alongside the USN and other smaller 
navies during the Korean War and how this affected operational effectiveness. 

Achieving operational and tactical level naval interoperability between larger and 
smaller navies and across small navies can also be problematic and affect the success 
of coalition operations. Interoperability at these levels is where the political leader-
ship’s strategic goals are realised.32 Ideally, interoperability at the operational and 
tactical levels provides the lead state in a military operation with inter-changeable 
and mutually reinforcing assets that can be used to accomplish the mission. De-
pending on the operation, this can take a variety of forms, from a tightly integrated 
operation to a coordinated portioning of the mission or maritime theatre into sepa-
rate country-specific zones.33 Operational-level integration can also vary between 
smaller navies from those that might be fully interoperable at the command level to 
those that adopt a more ad hoc approach to integration that might include, for exam-
ple, the extensive use of liaison officers (LOs). While operating in support of, but 
independent of the USN, the BPF 1944–45 recognised the importance of embedding 
personnel into all levels of the U.S. command structure as a way of facilitating inter-
operability between the two navies. The exchange of LOs between the two fleets was 
seen by the British as a vital mechanism not only to facilitate sharing information 
and intelligence but also as a means of encouraging wider interoperability of the two 
navies.34 Highlighting the important role played by LOs, the Admiralty stated that 
these were crucial as they ‘were in a position to gather thorough and intimate knowl-
edge of not only the organisation and methods of the US Fleet but the outlook and 
psychology of the officers and men of the Service, so that British ships and units on 
joining would be able to fit themselves harmoniously into service with our Allies.’35 

This practice of embedding LOs in the USN clearly paid off for the British in Korea. 
Rear Admiral Alan Scott-Moncrieff, who was one of the three Royal Navy admirals 
to command Task Force 95 operations on the west coast during the Korean War, had 
spent six months as a LO with the U.S. Atlantic Fleet in the spring and summer of 
1941, so understood the USN and its culture and practises. 

As well as embedding officers, there are other important ways smaller navies 
can achieve interoperability at the operational level. These include the adoption 
and development of multinational doctrine and increasing the number of naval ex-
ercises between allies. Multinational naval doctrine, for instance, can be important 
and was developed in the 1950s for ships sailing together, especially merchant 
vessel convoys, to address some of the common problems with working alongside 
naval allies. The former Allied navies of the Second World War initiated these 
agreements to facilitate cooperation in case of a conflict during the Cold War.36 

Common doctrine, procedures, and publications have been recognised as an impor-
tant factor in mounting successful allied naval operations.37 Exercises allow navies 
to identify technical mismatches between component parts of a multinational force 
so they can work as a more cohesive unit. They also allow for the development 
of key skills and can also help overcome the human and cultural challenges of 
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interoperability. Naval exercises played an important role in allowing the 23 na-
tions that made up the naval coalition formed after the Iraq invasion of Kuwait in 
1990 to work effectively together.38 A report by the U.S. Department of Defense 
to Congress on the conduct of the conflict highlighted the importance of previous 
exercises in facilitating the successful execution of the range of task required by the 
U.S.-led naval coalition. It stated that ‘uniform procedures and communications 
methods developed during years of NATO, Australia- New Zealand- United States 
(Anzus), and various bilateral exercises greatly improved the Coalition’s ability 
to work together effectively.’39 Creating a virtuous circle, participation in naval 
exercises can also give smaller navies access to allied doctrine and publications 
further enhancing their interoperability. For the Argentinian navy, the participation 
in training with both the USN and other navies of the Western Hemisphere, which 
had begun in 1960, granted access to allied doctrine, procedures, and publications. 
These combined operations and training exercises enhanced its interoperability 
when operating with allies in the multinational coalition against Iraq in 1990. The 
extent to which naval cooperation was facilitated by exercises will therefore be 
considered in each of the chapters of this volume to determine if this was an enabler 
in facilitating greater interoperability between the allied forces. 

Two additional factors that affect the operational and tactical interoperability 
of navies are technology and the challenges of sharing intelligence. Technological 
interoperability, where it works, is an important force multiplier as it enhances the 
fungibility and flexibility of naval forces available to a lead nation in a naval coali-
tion operation.40 As mentioned, depending on the nature of the naval coalition, the 
degree of technological interoperability may vary tremendously between the smaller 
navies involved. A lack of technological interoperability among coalition partners 
can pose a threat to the cohesion and effectiveness of naval coalition operations. In 
any allied operation, there will be a degree of ‘technological asymmetry’ amongst 
allies. This could include different degrees of reliance on technology by smaller 
navies, the utilisation of different forms of technology, and the use of technology 
by different navies for different purposes.41 During the Korean War, differences in 
communication equipment between naval allies forced the USN to find ad hoc solu-
tions and workarounds to allow operations to continue to run smoothly. As most of 
the UN warships operating in Korean waters were not fitted with UHF radios, which 
were increasingly adopted by the USN for more of their radio communications, 
multinational naval coalitions were forced instead to rely on VHF radio and visual 
signals to communicate. Ultimately, technological challenges between allies could 
force a lead nation to use their assets in a way that increases risks and diminishes 
the probability of success of an allied operation.42 For instance, some analysts have 
argued that the NATO coalition air campaign in the former Yugoslavia, Operation 
Allied Force, was inefficient due to technological asymmetries between the United 
States and other NATO contributing nations. The technology gap was so large that, 
in some cases, U.S. pilots had to lower their safety norms, significantly increasing 
their risk factor, and due to the lack of up-to-date electronic countermeasure equip-
ment on some European aircraft, allied air raids were considered more vulnerable to 
Serbian air defence systems than American air raids.43 
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While technological interoperability is clearly important, it is not, however, vi-
tal to the success of an operation. Effective naval cooperation can be achieved if 
there is a willingness to cooperate and ‘a basis of trust’ has been established be-
tween the more technically advanced and less advanced navies.44 Professional trust 
and understanding of other navies, for instance, can play a role in mitigating tech-
nological asymmetries between allies. For example, for the Canadian Navy, it is 
the long history of naval cooperation and overall familiarity with the USN that has 
facilitated close cooperation and not the technical kit operated by Canadian ships.45 

In light of the indeterminate role played by technological integration, each of the 
chapters in this volume will explore the extent to which their smaller navies were 
able to work alongside the USN and other navies and what, if any, workarounds 
were found to address technological asymmetries. 

A second challenge to achieving effective interoperability at the operational 
and tactical level is the willingness and ability of allies, in both large and smaller 
navies, to share intelligence. The collection, pooling, and sharing of intelligence 
between states involved in multinational military operations are seen as an indis-
pensable feature of coalition warfare.46 Sharing intelligence is always a sensitive 
issue, however, involving national collection rules that can make full sharing ex-
tremely difficult. For instance, during the Korean War, the United States had strict 
regulations on what intelligence could be shared, and with whom. As a result, the 
United States only provided information to the Commonwealth navies on a ‘need 
to know’ basis and the timelines for dissemination were also problematic.47 The 
problems of sharing intelligence are not limited to ad hoc coalitions but can also be 
encountered between long-standing allies. For instance, even though Canadian and 
British allies share many common interests with the United States, ‘there will al-
ways be limits to [the US] sharing the most highly classified information with these 
nations.’48 An additional challenge facing all smaller navies is the sheer amount of 
intelligence and communication that is shared in an allied operation. During the 
Korean War, communication problems arose between allies due to the need for 
more frequent and longer radio messages which crowded existing radio circuits 
that were structured for peacetime rather than combat operations. As Williamson 
points out in Chapter 3, the USN tended to have more radio operators and avail-
able circuits on board compared to British and Commonwealth ships. This meant 
that smaller navies tended to struggle to keep up with the volume of radio traffic 
generated by the USN. It is clear that, while sharing intelligence is recognised as 
important, it is not without its difficulties, not least of which is the challenges of 
establishing effective communication in allied naval operations. Each of the chap-
ters that follow will therefore explore the extent to which this was an issue for their 
smaller navies and how it affected the mission. 

Interoperability between navies is also likely to be affected by human and cul-
tural factors. Human factors such as overburdened junior colleagues, misunderstood 
instructions, headstrong subordinates, and personality clashes can make naval in-
teroperability much harder.49 In addition, relations, particularly between key com-
manders, as well as their particular command style, can also be significant factors 
affecting interoperability both positively and negatively. For the BPF operating 
alongside the USN, the process of integration was facilitated by the commitment 
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of the British to develop close working relationships with their U.S. allies.50 Other 
intangible factors can also mitigate the challenges of working with allies. For in-
stance, the interoperability of the BPF was facilitated by the similar outlook and 
intellectual heritage the Royal Navy shared with the USN. In particular, both navies 
had similar conceptions of the role of seapower in military strategy, which created a 
basis from which operational and tactical plans could be developed. This essentially 
allowed British planners to ‘slip more easily into an American planning framework’ 
making their voices heard in a language the USN understood.51 In Korea, however, 
difficult relations between key U.S. and U.K. commanders and, in particular, the 
command style of the ambitious and, possibly anti-British, Rear Admiral George C. 
Dyer, commander of Task Force 95, caused considerable tension in Anglo-American 
naval relations and did little to enhance interoperability among key allies.52 

An additional way of further enhancing the ability of smaller navies to work 
alongside other navies is by developing cultural or cognitive interoperability. This 
is defined as ‘the ability of units from different nations, forces or organizations to 
understand, respect and operate with a shared understanding of each other’s values, 
assumptions and national caveats in a synergistic attempt to achieve their respective 
national interests.’53 Ultimately, this is a shared way of doing business ‘grounded in 
a common language, a similar ethos and comparable principles.’54 Cultural and cog-
nitive interoperability is in many ways the ideal form of interoperability, but might 
only be achievable by a limited number of smaller navies in certain theatres who 
also share considerable operational experience. For Steven Paget, the history of a 
shared operational experience between the Royal Australian Navy, the Royal Navy, 
and the US Navy in the Persian Gulf essentially underpinned their high level of cog-
nitive interoperability during Operation Iraqi Freedom.55 There are some important 
ways in which smaller navies can enhance cognitive or cultural interoperability, 
but these paths will not be open to all navies. This includes the development and 
delivery of common military education and training which produces officers who 
approach problems in a similar way and enhances interoperability by ensuring a mu-
tual understanding of allies based on shared professional military education and val-
ues. This mutual understanding or coalition mindset can also be enhanced through 
military exercises, personnel exchanges, and the deployment of LOs.56 While this 
level of interoperability is likely to be beyond many of the smaller navies engaged in 
allied naval cooperation in Korea, each of the chapters will nonetheless explore the 
extent to which human and cultural factors affected interoperability. 

An additional factor that can also affect the success of allied operations is the 
extent to which there are differences in the ROE that each navy operates. ROE are 
standing orders formulated by political leaders, military planners, and legal experts 
as a means of ensuring that naval commanders at sea conduct their operations in 
compliance with national objectives.57 ROE specify under what circumstances and 
in what way force can be used to achieve political and military objectives. In an 
ideal world, all naval coalition members would operate identical ROE. This would 
significantly increase the interoperability of navies and the fungibility and flex-
ibility of assets available to the lead state and its naval commander. However, this 
is seldom the case as the ROE of any given coalition naval contingent are likely 
to be shaped by their particular foreign and security policy objectives. As a result, 
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most states join an allied coalition with different restrictions on how they can use 
force. These differences can make combined operations more challenging and may 
reduce their effectiveness. For example, during the Vietnam War, the RAN was 
prohibited by their ROE from operating in or near Cambodian waters or from firing 
at targets near or beyond the Cambodian border. However, the ROE for the USN 
were far less restrictive, dictating that missions could not be conducted if there was 
a potential for the dispersion of fire to encroach over the Cambodian border. As a 
result, the more restrictive RAN ROE led to the cancellation of some combined 
missions and caused the lead state, the United States, some notable inconvenience 
in being forced to adjust assignments that were made up of both RAN and USN 
vessels.58 An important aspect affecting allied cooperation in naval coalition opera-
tions therefore is the ROE that each navy operates and the extent to which there are 
national caveats and opt-outs. Some of the contributors to this volume will there-
fore consider the extent to which, and how, their smaller navies ROE affected naval 
operations and, if so, whether or not these changed during the war. 

Conclusion 

This chapter began by exploring what we mean by the term ‘small navies,’ as es-
tablishing a common understanding is important when looking at the role and chal-
lenges facing small navies in allied naval coalitions during the Korean War. For 
the purpose of this volume, the term ‘smaller navies’ will be used when looking at 
the different navies and the various roles that they performed in theatre. This ter-
minology allows for a more inclusive examination of the specific and general chal-
lenges facing small navies in working alongside allies. A crucial difference between 
smaller and large navies is that the former are often forced to adopt more innovative 
solutions to problems. By exploring the extent to which each of the smaller navies 
participating in the UN coalition were able to adapt and how they adapted, this vol-
ume will provide important insights into future naval coalition operations. As dis-
cussed in the Considerations for Small Navies section of this chapter, many of the 
challenges facing smaller navies in operating alongside allies are longstanding, but 
the specifics are nonetheless important. Generic challenges such as achieving op-
erational and tactical interoperability, the difficulties of sharing intelligence, asym-
metries in technology, and differing ROE are common problems facing all navies 
working in coalition operations. However, each navy discussed in this volume faced 
these problems to a different degree, and how they adapted to these challenges is 
one of the important contributions this volume makes both to our understanding of 
small navies and our understanding of the challenges of coalition operations. 
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3 The U.S. Navy and Combined Naval 
Operations during the Korean War 

Corbin Williamson 

The North Korean attack on South Korea and the United States’ decision to sup-
port South Korea thrust the U.S. Navy into leading a three-year multinational na-
val campaign. During the Korean War, the U.S. Navy benefited from post–World 
War II efforts to retain the ability to operate with the Royal Navy and the Royal 
Canadian Navy. However, multinational naval operations in Korea still presented 
numerous challenges, including command, control, and communications. Overall, 
the U.S. Navy and its United Nations (UN) partners found solutions to most of 
these challenges, such that they did not significantly hinder naval operations. Many 
American officers came to view the international flavour of Korean naval opera-
tions as a sign that such operations would become more common in the future. 

Postwar Interoperability Links 

During World War II, the U.S. Navy fought alongside a number of allied navies 
in both the European and Pacific theatres.1 Wartime operations involving ships 
from multiple nations revealed differences in ship design, communications prac-
tices, command and control, and equipment that complicated wartime cooperation. 
These differences often reflected the unique historical and operational context of 
each service. For example, American warships tended to have longer operating 
ranges than their British counterparts because the U.S. Navy built ships with opera-
tions in the vast Pacific against Japan in mind. In contrast, British warships were 
built on the assumption that ships could regularly refuel at one of the Royal Navy’s 
worldwide network of bases.2 Combined operations in World War II highlighted 
these differences that required liaison and cooperation to manage. 

After the defeat of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan, the Soviet Union gained 
access to a number of German engineers and copies of German military equipment, 
including advanced German submarines. As relations between the Western Allies 
and the Soviet Union deteriorated in 1945 and 1946, the American, British, and 
Canadian navies became increasingly concerned that the Soviets might draw upon 
captured German engineers and submarines to build a fleet of advanced Soviet 
submarines. In the event of a war with the Soviet Union, the capabilities of such 
submarines would render obsolete the bulk of anti-submarine forces created during 
World War II and would pose a serious threat to allied sea lines of communication.3 
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These concerns over future Soviet submarine capabilities led the U.S. Navy to 
maintain close ties with Britain’s Royal Navy and the Royal Canadian Navy in the 
years after World War II. These navy-to-navy links began in the field of anti-sub-
marine warfare (ASW) and represented a continuation of close cooperation during 
World War II.4 The three navies exchanged liaison officers, sent officers to each oth-
er’s staff colleges and war colleges, developed common ASW doctrine, and shared 
research and development projects. This early Cold War naval cooperation led to 
the production of a shared signal book, Allied Communications Publication 175 
(ACP 175) in March 1951 and a shared tactical book, Allied Tactical Publication 1 
(ATP 1), in January 1952.5 Both of these books would be used in multinational naval 
operations in the Korean War. The Korean War inadvertently served as a test of the 
post–World War II efforts to maintain interoperability between the U.S. Navy and 
the British and Canadians. The Korean War demonstrated that the U.S. Navy had 
the ability to work with the British and Commonwealth navies with little warning. 

Responding to the North Korean Invasion 

At the end of World War II, the United States and the Soviet Union divided 
the Korean peninsula into two parts for the purposes of accepting the surrender 
of Japanese forces and administering the territory. Koreans looked forward to 
the departure of the Japanese occupation forces, though views on what a future 
Korea should look like were divided. Two competing Korean revolutionary 
movements vied for influence: Korean Communists led by Kim Il-Sung and 
Korean nationalists, of whom Syngman Rhee was a leading figure. The growing 
strength of Rhee’s Korean Democratic Party in South Korea led to a violent 
uprising in South Korea beginning in April 1948 that was supported by Kim 
Il-Sung’s Communist government in North Korea. By late 1949 and early 1950, 
South Korean security forces had made significant progress in subduing this in-
surgency, which undermined Kim Il-Sung’s dream of unification of the Korean 
peninsula through revolution in the south. Kim sought and eventually secured 
Soviet and later Communist Chinese support for a conventional attack on South 
Korea, designed to achieve unification through invasion. This offensive began on 
25 June 1950 with two North Korean Army corps driving deep into South Korea, 
taking the capital Seoul within days.6 

On 27 June, the UN condemned the North Korean invasion, and within days, the 
United States and other UN members had committed naval and air forces to help 
defend South Korea.7 The nearest naval forces with significant offensive capability 
were an American task force built around the aircraft carrier USS Valley Forge and 
a British force centred on the aircraft carrier HMS Triumph. The two carriers joined 
up and launched air strikes against North Korea on 3 July, inaugurating a three-year 
multinational naval campaign against North Korean and later Chinese forces. 

While ground forces were naturally the central focus of the Korean War, 
seapower played a significant supporting role. The geography of the Korean pen-
insula and the course of the ground campaign tended to divide naval operations 
between the east coast and the west coast of the peninsula. Carrier-based aircraft 
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operating from both the east and west coasts of Korea provided close air support 
for UN ground forces. These aircraft also attacked strategic and logistical targets in 
North Korea in an effort to reduce the flow of supplies to North Korean and later 
Chinese ground forces.8 UN warships on both Korean coasts provided naval gun-
fire support to UN ground forces and sought to interdict Communist supply lines.9 

The UN navies played a central role in the most well-known amphibious landing 
of the Korean War, the assault on Inchon in September 1950. In addition to Inchon, 
naval forces supported other smaller amphibious landings, amphibious withdraw-
als, and coastal raids.10 The UN navies also maintained a blockade of North Ko-
rea, countered North Korean efforts to operate small craft in coastal waters, and 
escorted convoys carrying troops and supplies to Korean ports against possible 
submarine attacks. Ships from a variety of nations contributed to this wide array 
of naval missions. The effectiveness of naval forces in these various missions was 
shaped by the command and control system used to direct naval operations. 

Naval Command and Control in Korea 

While the United Nations organisation provided international political support for 
the defence of South Korea, the UN’s military command structure was built from 
the American command charged with the occupation and defence of Japan, the 
Far East Command. General Douglas MacArthur oversaw this command and also 
became Commander, United Nations Command in July 1950. Far East Command’s 
naval forces were commanded by Vice Admiral Turner Joy, whose official title was 
Commander, Naval Forces Far East (COMNAVFE). However, Naval Forces Far 
East was only one of two American naval commands responsible for the western 
Pacific. The Seventh Fleet, under Vice Admiral Arthur Struble, was responsible for 
the western Pacific and reported to Pacific Fleet headquarters in Hawaii.11 

The day after the North Korean invasion, operational control of the Seventh 
Fleet was transferred from the Pacific Fleet to Commander, Naval Forces Far East, 
though administrative control of the Seventh Fleet remained under the Pacific 
Fleet. As a result, Vice Admiral Joy had operational command of all U.S. naval 
forces in Korean waters as General MacArthur’s naval commander.12 UN navies 
that contributed to the defence of South Korea were placed under Admiral Joy’s op-
erational command.13 Eventually, ships from South Korea, Great Britain, Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, France, the Netherlands, and Columbia oper-
ated under Commander, Naval Forces Far East.14 

The bulk of Joy’s warships were grouped into two task forces for the majority of 
the Korean War: Task Force 77 and Task Force 95.15 Task Force 77 was centred on 
American large fleet carriers and their embarked aircraft and primarily operated on 
the east coast of Korea. Task Force 95, the Blockading and Escort Force, provided 
air and naval support for UN ground forces, maintained the naval blockade of Ko-
rea, and escorted supply convoys.16 While Task Force 77 operated out of Yokosuka, 
near Tokyo, Task Force 95 operated out of Sasebo on the southern Japanese island 
of Kyushu. The 580 miles separating the two locations limited the exchange of 
personnel and information between the two task forces.17 
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Task Force 95 was divided into two Task Groups, one for the east coast of 
Korea and one for the west coast. The west coast Task Group was commanded by 
the Royal Navy’s senior naval officer in Korean waters, Flag Officer, Second-in-
Command, Far East. In June 1950, Rear Admiral William Andrewes held this 
position and became the commander of the west coast blockade and escort force. 

Admiral Joy assigned the bulk of non-U.S. warships to this west coast force 
commanded by a British admiral for two reasons. Firstly, the initial British and 
Commonwealth contingents that arrived in Korean waters were smaller in size than 
the American naval contribution. The Korean west coast was shorter than the east 
coast and geographically had fewer targets in range of naval gunfire. Thus, the 
smaller number of British and Commonwealth ships would be better able to meet 
the blockade and bombardment requirements of the west coast than the east coast. 
Second, Admiral Joy intended for the American fast carriers to primarily sail off the 
east coast, which had a more open operating area than the west coast. Joy believed 
that it would be ‘best from the standpoint of coordination’ for American ships and 
British ships to operate in distinct areas.18 In addition to these operational reasons, 
Britain had established diplomatic relations with the People’s Republic of China 
while the United States had not. As a result, the Royal Navy was better positioned 
to be able to handle any diplomatic incidents with the Chinese Communists that 
arose due to operations off the Korean west coast.19 

Joy’s intent to have operating areas divided by nation was only partially realised 
over the course of the war. On the Korean west coast, American ships regularly 
operated with British, Canadian, Australian, New Zealand, Dutch, Thai, and Co-
lumbian units, while some British and Commonwealth ships also operated on the 
east coast for specific periods of time. 

The closest multinational working relationship was between the American ad-
miral in command of Task Force 95 and the British admiral in command of west 
coast operations. Seven American admirals commanded Task Force 95 between 
June 1950 and July 1953.20 Three Royal Navy admirals commanded Task Force 
95 operations on the west coast (known as Task Group 95.1) during the Korean 
War, as shown in the Table 3.1. The more frequent changes in the U.S. task force 
commander compared to the British west coast commander meant that the British 
admiral typically had more experience in Korean naval operations than his Ameri-
can superior. As a result, most Task Force 95 commanders delegated significant 
authority to the British west coast admiral.’ 

Andrewes and Scott-Moncrieff both benefited from having prior experience 
working with the U.S. Navy in World War II. Andrewes had served with the British 

Table 3.1 Task Force 95 west coast commanders, 1950–1953 

Task Group 95.1 Commander Period of Command 

Vice Admiral William Andrewes, RN 5 July 1950–10 April 1951 
Rear Admiral Alan Scott-Moncrieff, RN 10 April 1951–16 September 1952 
Rear Admiral Eric G.A. Clifford, RN 23 September 1952–18 November 1953 
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Pacific Fleet, a carrier task force that operated with the U.S. Navy’s Pacific Fleet 
in the spring and summer of 1945.21 Scott-Moncrieff spent six months as a liaison 
officer with the U.S. Atlantic Fleet in the spring and summer of 1941 helping pre-
pare American escorts for convoy duty in the North Atlantic.22 These experiences 
helped both admirals understand U.S. Navy culture and practices, even if they did 
not always agree with American practice. 

In fact, British commanders for a period found American command styles quite 
frustrating. Rear Admiral George C. Dyer’s tenure as commander of Task Force 
95 from June 1951 to May 1952 caused significant tension with British officers. 
Dyer had served on the Pacific Fleet and Chief of Naval Operations staffs in the 
early years of World War II and in June 1951 had just completed a tour as the 
deputy commandant of the National War College in Washington, D.C. Dyer ar-
rived in Korea just as the ground war was turning into a stalemate and armistice 
negotiations were about to start. 

Dyer believed that UN naval forces needed to put pressure on the Chinese and 
North Korean negotiators through extensive bombardment of North Korean and 
Communist positions.23 He recognised and rewarded commanding officers who 
operated near the shore to draw Communist artillery fire and who returned fire. In 
his private correspondence, Dyer touted the high expenditure of bombs and shells 
by his command.24 Dyer’s approach to bombardment frustrated Rear Admiral 
Scott-Moncrieff and his staff who disagreed with Dyer’s views about the impact 
of naval gunfire and air strikes on Communist negotiators. British officers also be-
lieved that high rates of unobserved gunfire and air strikes were uneconomical and 
ineffective. Britain’s economy in 1951 was still recovering from the high financial 
cost of victory in World War II and the British government rationed food until the 
mid-1950s. Scott-Moncrieff let his views about Dyer be known among the officers 
of Task Force 95, while his chief of staff, Captain R.A. Villiers, was also openly 
critical of U.S. Navy methods.25 

In addition to this operational approach, Dyer’s command style also caused 
tension in Anglo-American naval relations in Korea. To a greater degree than his 
predecessors or successors as commander of Task Force 95, Dyer spent a signifi-
cant amount of time at sea on his flagship, personally overseeing operations on 
both Korean coasts. Dyer’s methods were a change from past practice, whereby 
the American commander of Task Force 95 had given the British and UN forces 
on the west coast more autonomy. Scott-Moncrieff and his staff disparaged Dyer’s 
methods as leading to ‘a great deal of backseat driving.’ Dyer’s command style 
led British officers to conclude that ‘they were not trusted’ to use their judgement 
to conduct operations.26 

Dyer’s replacement by Rear Admiral John Gingrich at the end of May 1952 as 
commander of Task Force 95 dramatically improved relations with Scott-Moncrieff 
and British commanders in Korean waters. Scott-Moncrieff’s Royal Navy superior, 
Vice Admiral Guy Russell, wrote in mid-July 1952 that he was ‘happier than I have 
ever been about Anglo-American cooperation … the departure of the rather ambitious 
and possibly anti-British Admiral Dyer has made a great difference all around.’27 

Ironically, Dyer himself thought highly of the British, describing them as ‘fine people 
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and very friendly’ in November 1952.28 However, his command style rather than his 
personal views defined relations with the British naval contingent in Korea.29 

Communications 

The efficiency of the naval command and control structure in Korea was closely re-
lated to the effectiveness of communications. Units that were in the same command 
structure from different nations needed to be able to communicate with each other, 
something that is a long-standing challenge for multinational forces. As far back as 
August 1795, Vice Admiral Duncan, RN, noted this reality when commenting on a 
combined British-Russian fleet: ‘a combined fleet are not of the consequence they 
appear...they do not understand each other’s signals.’30 The issue of multinational 
naval communications in Korea even arose (briefly) at the presidential level early 
in the war. At a U.S. National Security Council meeting on 28 June 1950, just days 
after the North Korean invasion, President Truman was informed of a British offer 
to provide naval forces to support the U.S. Navy in Korea. Truman directed that 
the offer be accepted and that ‘British forces should be placed under MacArthur.’ 
Secretary of Defence Louis Johnson demurred, noting that in ‘the last war,’ the 
U.S. Navy ‘did not want them [the Royal Navy]…due to a difference in signals 
and other difficulties.’ Truman disagreed, overriding Johnson’s concern due to the 
political importance of having broad international support. Secretary Johnson’s 
comment recognised that differences in communications practices between navies 
could complicate the effectiveness of a multinational naval force.31 

While the U.S. Navy had worked with the British and Canadians to retain inter-
operability in the period between World War II and the Korean War, communica-
tion challenges still arose in Korean operations. The first problem encountered was 
that of scale. Combat operations demanded more frequent and longer radio mes-
sages, which crowded existing radio circuits structured for peacetime traffic levels. 
American warships tended to have more radio operators and available circuits on 
board compared to British or Commonwealth ships. As a result, British and Com-
monwealth ships at times struggled to keep up with the volume of radio traffic gen-
erated by the U.S. Navy. A British radio operator who served on the British carrier 
Theseus during the Korean War later recalled that ‘Our lads [the radio operators] 
were snowed under [by the volume of radio traffic] …we couldn’t cope.’32 

Furthermore, the UN warships that responded to the North Korean invasion used 
different frequencies to receive radio traffic from their shore-based headquarters. 
British and Commonwealth ships in Korean waters were accustomed to receiving 
radio traffic from a radio station in Singapore on one frequency while American 
ships’ radio rooms were structured to receive radio traffic from Tokyo on a different 
frequency. One solution would have been to order the radio rooms on British and 
Commonwealth ships to monitor the frequency used by the U.S. Navy to send fleet-
wide messages. However, to do so would have stretched the radio capabilities of 
British and Commonwealth ships. Instead, a direct radio-teletype link was established 
between Singapore and Tokyo so that U.S. Navy messages could be re-broadcast 
on British and Commonwealth frequencies. This solution allowed ships from each 
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nation to continue to monitor the frequency to which they were accustomed, though 
could result in delays in reception for British and Commonwealth forces.33 

Differences in language and accent also slowed communications. A U.S. Pa-
cific Fleet report on the initial months of the war noted that American pilots at 
times had difficulty understanding the voice transmissions from British or Com-
monwealth ships. These issues typically arose when aircraft provided spotting 
services for warships from a different country.34 A Royal Navy report covering 
roughly the same period noted that the use of English for tactical voice radio 
communications made it difficult for ships from other navies, such as Thailand, 
South Korea, or the Netherlands, to keep up with communications.35 After Thai 
frigates joined the UN naval command, Admiral Andrewes jokingly commented 
that his force now needed ‘the gift of tongues so graphically described in the 
second chapter of the Acts of the Apostles.’36 Difficulty in understanding voice 
transmissions was also experienced by ships from the same nation due to re-
gional accents. A British radio operator from Portsmouth in the south of England 
might have as much trouble understanding a Scottish radio operator as an Amer-
ican operator from Mississippi in the American South might have understanding 
an American operator from Boston in New England.37 

Another challenge experienced by non-American ships was receiving radio mes-
sages encoded in a cypher not available to the ship’s radio operators. The U.S. Navy 
gave British and Commonwealth, and UN warships in Korean waters access to some 
American cyphers but reserved some cyphers for U.S. Navy use. In formations where 
the presence of non-American ships was common, such as Task Force 95 on the west 
coast, American communicators became accustomed to sending messages in cyphers 
available in British and Commonwealth radio rooms. However, on the east coast of 
Korea, communicators at times encoded messages in cyphers only available to the 
U.S. Navy, which prevented non-American ships from accessing these messages. 
The solution was to retransmit the message in a cypher held by the non-American 
ships but this took time and added traffic to already crowded radio circuits.38 

Differences in communication equipment also forced naval officers to find ad 
hoc solutions. At the time of the Korean War, the U.S. military was in the process of 
using UHF radio more and more for radio communications. However, UHF radios 
were not fitted in most UN warships operating in Korean waters. As a result, mul-
tinational naval formations relied on VHF radio and visual signals.39 Furthermore, 
U.S. Navy ships were equipped with an infrared signalling device code named 
Nancy which enabled low-visibility visual communications at night. British and 
Commonwealth ships were not equipped with Nancy, which led Task Force 95 to 
use alternative methods for night communications.40 

Operations in Practice 

Despite this range of communication challenges, multinational naval operations 
in Korea were not significantly hindered by communication problems. Ship’s per-
sonnel and command staffs developed solutions and work around to allow opera-
tions to continue. The introduction of common tactical publications like ATP 1 
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towards the end of the war eased some of the signalling challenges. American of-
ficers working with other UN ships frequently commented on the efficiency and 
effectiveness of multinational formations. Three U.S. Navy reports from the war 
illustrate this point. A U.S. Pacific Fleet evaluation of surface operations in Korea 
to date concluded in 1952 that: 

Blockade, screening, shore bombardment, patrolling and escort operations 
were accomplished smoothly and efficiently. Canadian, Columbian, New 
Zealand, Thailand, Australian, British, Danish, ROK, Netherlands, and US 
ships worked together harmoniously. The problems of language, dissimilar 
communications, naval maneuvering procedure, supply and logistics were 
all ingeniously solved with special techniques and extensive use of liaison 
officers and interpreters.41 

At the tactical level, the captain of the light carrier USS Bataan reported on 
his ship’s operations in a task force with the British light carrier HMS Theseus 
escorted by American, British, Australian, and Canadian warships in April and 
May 1951: 

The operations of 8–15 April and 1–6 May were notable for their international 
aspect and provided valuable experience of the units participating. Consider-
ing that the United States and British carriers and their mixed United States, 
British Commonwealth, and Netherlands destroyer screen were operating 
together for the first time the operations went off remarkably well … it is 
recommended that … every opportunity be taken to train and operate these 
forces in company.42 

The captain of the light carrier USS Sicily concurred with the Bataan report, 
writing in 1952: 

It must be commented that the international character of the forces which 
comprise CTE [Commander, Task Element] 95.11 were no obstacle to 
smooth operation. The excellent seamanship and efficiency of the various 
screen commanders was particularly notable. Combined operations of this 
kind are felt to be invaluable in building good will and a sound foundation 
for future United Nations cooperation.43 

The Sicily report shows that some American officers viewed the Korean War as 
a prelude to a future where multinational naval operations were common. Ameri-
can praise for the efficiency of multinational formations tended to come from ships 
and personnel in Task Force 95, which contained the majority of non-American 
warships. American ships and personnel in Task Force 77, the fast carrier task force 
that operated on the east coast, had less interaction with UN coalition partners than 
their west coast counterparts. Thus, the experience U.S. Navy personnel in Korea 
gained in multinational naval operations depended to some degree on where they 
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were stationed. West Coast deployments provided deeper expertise in combined 
operations than east coast deployments. Since west coast deployments were more 
common in the surface ship community than in naval aviation, this branch of the 
U.S. Navy gained more experience in multinational naval operations during the 
war than the fast carriers and their embarked squadrons. 

Conclusion 

The experience of coalition naval operations in the Korean War convinced a num-
ber of American naval officers that multinational naval operations were going to be 
more common in the future, not less. Admiral Harold Martin, who commanded the 
Seventh Fleet from March 1951 to March 1952, concluded that the international op-
erations in Korea ‘became the basis for cooperation between the forces of our allies 
and the forces of the United Nations’ in the future.44 Martin and others, including 
the captain of the Sicily, referenced earlier, saw Korea as a model of things to come. 

In particular, the war highlighted the need for Western navies to work together 
to be able to effectively counter the naval threat posed by the growing submarine 
capabilities of the Soviet Union. The ability to work together depended in part 
on personnel having experience cooperating with allies. The U.S. Navy tried to 
give a large number of admirals combat experience in the Korean War through 
frequent command changes. For example, 13 different American rear admirals 
commanded Task Force 77, the fast carrier force, during the Korean War. These 
frequent changes in command provided a larger number of commanders with ex-
perience in multinational naval operations, increasing the U.S. Navy’s depth of 
experience in this arena. 

In the years after the Korean War, the U.S. Navy’s professional military educa-
tion program changed in response to the war’s multinational flavour. In August 
1956, the U.S. Naval War College launched the Naval Command Course, a multi-
national seminar focused on improving allied naval interoperability. While small 
numbers of British and Canadian students had attended the U.S. Naval War College 
in the early Cold War, the creation of the Naval Command Course represented a 
sustained, significant shift in Navy education designed to prepare the U.S. Navy for 
future coalition operations.45 

The Korean War also demonstrated that skill in multinational operations was a 
perishable skill unless regularly practised. In particular, multinational publications 
like ATP 1 had to be used in deployments and exercises in order for personnel to 
become familiar with them. Before the end of the Korean War, the North Atlan-
tic Treaty Organization (NATO) had begun an exercise program designed to give 
NATO navies the opportunity to practice using these publications and the experi-
ence of operating together. Exercises like Mainbrace in 1952 and Mariner in 1953 
brought together units from a number of NATO navies to practice operating pro-
cedures and communications. The Korean War highlighted the need for and value 
of such exercises within the U.S. Navy. As one senior American naval officer later 
recalled, NATO tactical and signal books were used so frequently that in the 1950s, 
they became ‘the Bible of the Sixth Fleet’ and the Atlantic Fleet.46 
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Examining the U.S. Navy’s experience in the Korean War suggests two in-
sights for modern multinational naval operations. The first is the value of in-
vesting time and money in multinational exercises with clear objectives. Such 
exercises help maintain the skills and experience that are at the heart of interop-
erability. Such exercises can also be of value to units and organisations that are 
not able to participate. When such exercises occur, commanders should clearly 
establish training objectives exercises and task subordinate units with reporting 
on insights gained through these exercises. These insights can be shared across 
the Navy to allow non-participants to learn from the exercise experience. 

Second, the work of solving the challenges inherent in multinational naval op-
erations can be eased if the personnel involved have pre-existing relationships. 
Such relationships can be built during training exercises, staff visits, and profes-
sional military education opportunities. Sailors should take advantage of any and 
all opportunities to build professional relationships with sailors from allied navies. 
These relationships and the resulting trust are valuable resources that are created 
slowly through regular investment. 
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4 The ROKN and Coalition Naval 
Operations in the Korean War 

Jihoon Yu and Erik French 

This chapter evaluates the contributions of the Republic of Korea Navy (ROKN) 
in U.S.-led coalition operations during the Korean War. It explains the unique 
strengths and advantages that the ROKN brought to these operations, particularly 
its specialised inshore capabilities, local knowledge, and excellent morale. It also 
outlines how the incipient ROKN faced a host of challenges with respect to its 
equipment, training, communications, and command arrangements. This chapter 
concludes by reviewing how these strengths and challenges might offer lessons for 
future coalition naval operations incorporating small, indigenous naval forces. 

Overview 

The ROKN was still in its infancy when the Korean War broke out on 25 June 
1950. The ROKN got its start in 1945 when navalist Son Won-yil helped organ-
ise the Joseon Maritime Association, dedicated to creating a South Korean navy. 
The U.S. military government subsequently established a small Korean Coast 
Guard in 1946, incorporating the Joseon Maritime Association into this new 
body. With the assistance and training of several U.S. Coast Guard advisors, this 
new force expanded and developed, incorporating a number of former Japanese 
and United States minesweepers into its arsenal. When the ROK was founded 
in 1948, the Korean Coast Guard was officially renamed and rebranded as the 
ROKN. Son Won-yil was appointed the new navy’s first Commander of Naval 
Operations (CNO).1 

Although the ROKN expanded rapidly in the lead-up to the Korean War, it 
remained comparatively small and underdeveloped compared to the Republic of 
Korea Army. This was primarily due to the extreme poverty of the fledgling Repub-
lic of Korea and the United States concern that arming the ROK might provoke the 
Soviet Union. Indeed, the ROKN was only able to purchase some of its principal 
vessels by collecting donations from its underpaid officers and enlisted person-
nel. On the eve of the war, the ROKN fielded 6,624 men and 36 naval vessels.2 

These included four recently purchased U.S. submarine chases (PCs), 15 U.S. aux-
iliary motor minesweepers (YMS), 10 Japanese mine warfare ships (JMS), 1 U.S. 
landing ship tank (LST), 1 patrol gunboat (PG), 1 U.S. landing craft infantry (LCI), 
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1 U.S. light cargo ship (AKL), 1 U.S. fuel oil barge (YO), and 2 gunboats (GB).3 

It was headquartered in Seoul but had its main base in Jinhae where it could take 
advantage of basic naval facilities constructed by the Japanese empire during its 
colonisation of Korea to create its own shipyard. It also had its Naval Academy in 
Jinhae along with basic naval stations at the harbours in Busan, Gunsan, Incheon, 
Mokpo, Mukho, Pohang, and Yeosu.4 

Over the course of the war, the size, composition, and quality of the ROKN 
would shift considerably. Despite losses in manpower and ships, the ROKN had 
expanded to include 14,862 men and 57 naval vessels by the time of the armistice 
in 1953.5 The ROKN also added significant new platforms to its arsenal, ending the 
war with four U.S. patrol frigates (PFs) as well as three U.S. patrol torpedo boats 
(PTs), four U.S. large landing craft vessels (LSSLs), and four U.S. patrol craft 
sweepers (PCSs). It also dramatically expanded its small fleet of LSTs and AKLs, 
ending the war with four and five of these vessels, respectively. The ROKN also 
added another PC, PG, and YO to its budding fleet.6 Finally, the ROKN gained 
invaluable training and experience over the course of the war. The U.S. Naval 
Advisory Group assisted in training 134 officers and non-commissioned officers 
for the ROKN, and countless additional officers gained extensive practical experi-
ence fighting alongside coalition naval forces.7 

Throughout the conflict, the ROK operated closely alongside coalition forces 
as part of the United Nations Command. Shortly after the outbreak of war, the 
ROKN was put under the authority of COMNAVFE, which then appointed 
Commander (CDR) Michael J. Luosey to serve as the Commander of ROK Naval 
Forces. CDR Luosey worked closely with ROKN CNO Son to integrate the 
ROKN into allied naval efforts. The ROKN subsequently was organised as part 
of the United Nations Blockade and Escort Force Coalition Task Force (CTF) 96 
as Task Group (TG) 96.7 on 10 July 1950. When the UN Blockade and Escort 
Force was reorganised as CTF 95 on 15 November 1950, ROKN forces were 
included as TG 95.7.8 

Despite its diminutive size and relative inexperience, the ROKN played a key 
role as part of the UN coalition during the war. At first, the ROK was assigned 
to enforce the UN blockade against the Democratic People’s Republic of Korea 
(DPRK) in the south of the Korean Peninsula (below the 37th parallel), working to 
limit DPRK efforts to reinforce and resupply its forces from the sea.9 ROKN vessels 
were also employed on an ad hoc basis to evacuate allied forces, casualties, equip-
ment, and refugees as needed during the DPRK’s rapid advance down the Korean 
peninsula in the early stages of the war.10 Over time, ROKN vessels were also as-
signed increased responsibilities supporting the blockade alongside other coalition 
navies along the East and West Coasts, working to both foil DPRK resupply efforts 
and curtail commercially significant DPRK fishing.11 Furthermore, the ROKN was 
integrated into UN minesweeping effort along the coast, supplying YMS and JMS 
vessels to contribute to UN demining operations in Wonsan harbour and beyond.12 

Small craft from the ROKN also played important roles in shore bombardment, 
offshore island control, and guerilla raids.13 
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Key Strengths 

What advantages did this small, indigenous navy offer to a coalition of more 
advanced and capable naval powers like the United States and the United Kingdom? 
Why did the U.S.-led coalition elect to strengthen and integrate the ROKN into its 
naval operations to such a significant extent rather than relegating it to a purely 
symbolic role? Active participation by the ROKN gave additional legitimacy 
to the coalition’s operations. The young navy also clearly wanted to be part of 
the fight, and denying it a significant role in the UN blockade would likely have 
strained U.S.-ROK relations. Furthermore, the coalition’s decision to invest in and 
work closely with the ROKN throughout the war left the ROKN better prepared 
to defeat future communist aggression once hostilities had ended. In addition to 
these reasons, however, ROKN forces contributed a number of important military 
strengths to coalition naval operations. 

Inshore Capabilities 

One key advantage the ROKN provided to coalition naval operations was its abil-
ity to fill a vital niche: small craft for inshore operations. Throughout the war, the 
ROKN fielded numerous light, manoeuvrable vessels with shallow drafts and low 
tonnage. Its many mine warfare vessels and patrol ships were light with shallow 
drafts. The ROKN’s JMS displaced roughly 180 tons while the larger YMS dis-
placed 320 tons with a draft of 6′1″.14 Its PCs were also relatively light, displacing 
450 tons with drafts of 10′10″.15 This stood in sharp contrast with the larger cruis-
ers and destroyers deployed by the United States, the United Kingdom, and other 
allied states in coalition operations. The U.S. Gearing-class destroyer, for instance, 
displaced over 3,500 tons and featured a draft of 14′3″ metres. 

These larger ships were often poorly suited for blockade enforcement in Korea. 
The Korean littorals, particularly along the south and west coasts, are notoriously 
shallow, rugged, and challenging for large ships to navigate.16 The DPRK took full 
advantage of this in its efforts to evade the coalition blockade, often sticking close 
to the coastline and operating at night to limit the blockading forces’ ability to 
detect and pursue their vessels.17 Meanwhile, along the east coast, the proliferation 
of Soviet-supplied mines significantly raised the risks for destroyers and cruisers 
seeking to enforce the blockade and target DPRK fishing within 100 fathoms of 
the east coast.18 

Coalition forces quickly realised that the ROKN could help counteract this 
problem. The UN Blockade and Escort Task Force would frequently assign 
ROKN small craft to partner with allied destroyers. This allowed for a logical 
division of labour; the ROKN would operate close to shore, detaining, inspecting, 
and destroying vessels, while heavier coalition ships would enforce the blockade 
offshore, monitor the headlands and key ports, and bombard onshore targets from 
a distance as necessary. The UK-led West Coast Task Element 96.53, for instance, 
made early use of this approach in July and August of 1950, deploying ROK PCs 
and YMSs close to shore and using larger craft like the cruiser HMS Kenya to 
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resupply these small vessels and conduct bombardments of threatening enemy gun 
emplacements.19 This general approach was improved further in the second year 
of the war when coalition forces created six island checkpoints along the Korean 
coast which served as forward operating bases for ROKN small craft as they oper-
ated close to shore.20 

This approach yielded clear dividends. By the end of October 1950, the ROKN 
had already done considerable damage to DPRK blockade runners, capturing 43, 
sinking 158, and damaging 45.21 Some of the fiercest engagements came in mid-
August as the DPRK sought to resupply its forces in the south of the peninsula; in 
just one day, YMS 503 captured 30 vessels and sank another 15.22 Although the 
tempo of DPRK efforts to run the blockade diminished considerably as the war 
dragged on, inshore work by the ROKN continued to yield results against DPRK 
craft; by April of 1951, the ROK had added 4 captured, 23 sunk, and 12 damaged 
to its totals.23 

The ROKN’s acquisition of four PTs in January 1952 further bolstered its con-
tributions to inshore naval operations. Frequently, even in easy-to-navigate waters, 
coalition destroyers would struggle to get into firing range of enemy small craft in 
time before those small craft would beach and their crews escape. The ROKN’s 
newly acquired PTs were not only small and manoeuvrable with a displacement 
of 50 tons, but they were also exceptionally fast, capable of speeds of 50 knots.24 

This allowed the PTs to quickly close with escaping enemy small craft and detain 
them before they could beach and their crews escape.25 Furthermore, PTs provided 
invaluable assistance as spotters for destroyers engaged in shore bombardment. 
Coalition destroyers could usually only observe targets for bombardment from a 
considerable range (one to four miles) while PTs could rapidly move in close to 
shore in order to assess potential targets. The USS Diachenko would report that 
this helped distinguish between valuable targets and those which were already in-
capacitated, which ‘doubled the usefulness’ of the torpedo boats.26 

Finally, ROKN small craft also played a key role in their inshore niche by sup-
porting friendly guerillas. Throughout the conflict, the UN coalition sought to sup-
port guerilla raids to seize strategic offshore islands and to carry out sabotage, 
collect intelligence, and eliminate or capture enemy forces on the mainland.27 

Given their ability to navigate close to shore, ROKN vessels were usually at the 
forefront of efforts to land, supply, and extract raiders. Larger ships also played a 
key role in these efforts, often providing fire support for the guerillas on shore; but 
ROKN vessels often played the most dangerous role of escorting sampans full of 
guerillas close to the shore for insertion.28 

Some of the most daring and successful raids took place in 1952. On 15 June, 
a ROKN JMS helped land guerillas near Tokhyon-san who subsequently killed 25 
enemy troops, evacuated 20 civilians, and filled two junks with classified informa-
tion and fuel.29 Later that same month, raiders killed around 100 DRK troops and 
took five prisoners in an attack near Ch’o-do enabled by a ROKN YMS.30 In the 
following month, guerillas retook Changnin-do, inflicting 121 casualties on enemy 
forces while suffering only 18 of their own, all while supported by a ROKN PC 
working alongside a Royal Navy cruiser and frigate.31 Overall, the ROKN’s ability 
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to operate close to shore in challenging waters contributed to the success of the 
coalition’s naval effort. 

Local Knowledge 

In addition to providing much-needed small craft for inshore operations, the ROKN 
was a critical source of local knowledge for coalition forces, providing vital intel-
ligence throughout the war. As with any indigenous force, it possessed valuable 
knowledge of the area of operations, including terrain, weather, and local popula-
tions. This advantage is perhaps best illustrated by the ROKN’s role in intelligence 
collection prior to the coalition’s amphibious assault on Incheon.32 ROKN PC 702 
landed on and secured Tokchok to and Yeongheung-do near Incheon to surveil the 
area and gather intelligence.33 A team of ROKN personnel under Lieutenant Com-
mander Ham Myong Su subsequently infiltrated Incheon, recruited several Korean 
informants, and began collecting information on local DPRK facilities, forces, and 
gun emplacements. Ultimately, ROKN personnel working with USN Lieutenant 
Clark helped confirm the absence of mines in Incheon approaches and gathered vital 
information on DPRK forces as well as the conformation of the coast.34 This intel-
ligence proved critical to the coalition’s ability to plan and successfully execute the 
Incheon landing, one of the most ambitious and consequential operations of the war. 

ROKN local knowledge proved useful in other ways. As native Korean speakers, 
ROKN personnel could interview refugees and interrogate prisoners for intelli-
gence which proved particularly helpful when they were stationed aboard allied 
naval vessels. For example, CDR Clark of the USS Cunningham, for instance, 
reported that he was able to gather useful intelligence on the effectiveness of 
anti-fishing operations from Korean refugees interviewed by ROKN ensigns.35 

Similarly, the USS Hollister reported that its ROKN liaison proved helpful by 
extracting information from captured DPRK personnel about the existence and 
location of artillery around Mayang-do.36 CDR James Dare of the USS Douglas 
H. Fox recounted that a ROK naval officer stationed aboard his vessel excelled in 
interrogating captured KPA personnel. Indeed, this officer once ‘convinced two 
prisoners, caught 30 minutes earlier, to help spot gunfire on… loading piers and 
warehouses.’37 ROKN crews similarly were a frequent source of valuable informa-
tion. Canadian destroyers Athabaskan and Cayuga both reported that ROKN small 
craft would often supply them with badly needed intelligence on KPA forces, loca-
tions, and activities along the coastline.38 

Additionally, the frequent inshore work of ROKN small craft allowed these 
vessels to gain ample intelligence about adversary activities along the coast. Early 
in the conflict, CDR Luosey made frequent use of ROKN small craft to infiltrate 
behind enemy lines to gather valuable intelligence.39 Canadian destroyers Athabas-
kan and Cayuga both reported that ROKN small craft were frequently a source 
of invaluable intelligence, conveying badly needed information on DPRK forces, 
locations, and activities along the coastline.40 Overall, the ROKN was a critical 
source of intelligence and local knowledge for coalition naval operations. 
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Morale and Enterprise 

A final advantage that ROKN forces provided throughout the conflict was their ex-
ceptional bravery, fortitude, and enterprise. While the ROKN, as discussed below, 
suffered from serious deficiencies in equipment and training, this did not dimin-
ish its personnel’s patriotism and eagerness to defend their homeland through any 
means possible. The CINCPACFLT Interim Evaluation Reports often emphasise 
that ROKN personnel possessed ‘well-developed national pride,’ ‘willing spirit,’ 
‘good morale,’ ‘adaptability,’ and eagerness to assist with naval operations.41 This 
spirit meant that the ROKN was able to endure significant hardship. For instance, 
in October 1950, YMS 504 struck a mine near Mokpo, crippling her engine and 
causing five casualties. As another ROKN vessel moved to assist YMS 504, her 
captain, apparently unfazed, informed them that his ship would ‘soon be ready 
again to kill more Reds.’42 

Similarly, the high morale of ROKN forces was often on display in PT opera-
tions. PT crews established a reputation as being ‘eager for combat missions.’43 

One British major who accompanied a ROKN PT on an inshore raid in 1953 in 
the face of significant shore-based fires was so impressed by the crew’s apparent 
indifference to the danger that he requested his government award the crew with a 
medal. He recounted asking the ROKN lieutenant in charge of the PT how he could 
operate in such a dangerous environment. The lieutenant, Kim Yong-soo, report-
edly responded simply: ‘This is my war. Why not?’44 The ROK government would 
later award this crew with the Eulji Order of Military Merit at the suggestion of the 
British government.45 

Commander Hyun Sihak, leading a PC and two YMSs stationed at Mukho in 
1950, similarly displayed the extraordinary courage and daring typical of ROKN 
personnel. As a large DPRK force moved to seize Mukho in the evening, CDR 
Hyun ordered his vessels to depart into the darkness to create the illusion of a 
retreat. Shortly after they were out of sight, CDR Hyun had his forces turn around 
and assault Mukho despite being hopelessly outnumbered and outgunned. The sud-
den surprise attack apparently convinced the DPRK forces that a larger coalition 
fleet was inbound; they broke and fled the port.46 

The spirit of the ROKN forces frequently inspired them to do whatever was nec-
essary to ensure the success of their operations. For instance, the British Second-
in-Command, Far East Station, in charge of Commonwealth operations in Korea, 
emphasised that the ROKN showed remarkable ‘spirit, smartness and enterprise’ of 
the ROKN, particularly in its reconstruction of Jinhae naval base. He emphasised 
that while coalition forces sometimes ‘laughed at their scrounging,’ they quickly 
realised that their ‘drive,’ ‘vision,’ and ‘resourcefulness’ constituted an ‘example 
which we might well follow.’47 

Perhaps most famously of all, ROKN valour and initiative shone through in 
the Battle of the Korean Strait on the second day of the war. ROKN PC Bae-
kdusan, commanded by Captain Choi Yong-nam, encountered a DPRK troop 
transport headed toward the vital port of Busan with six hundred troops em-
barked. Despite having never fired her three-inch guns due to a lack of ammo, 
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the Baekdusan engaged the troop transport in a fierce gun battle even after its 
deck officer was incapacitated and its helmsman killed by enemy machine gun 
fire. As the PC struggled to hit her target due to dim light and rough seas, Cap-
tain Choi ordered his vessel to move closer to the troop transport despite the 
increased risk posed by machine gun fire.48 When the PC’s three-inch gun mal-
functioned, Captain Choi pushed closer still in order to bring the 12.7 mm heavy 
machine guns into closer range. The Baekdusan suffered significant damage but 
continued to attack until it had crippled the enemy ship. Its persistence even in 
the face of numerous casualties and limited experience, ultimately sent hundreds 
of DPRK troops to the bottom of the West Sea and likely prevented the loss of 
the critical port of Busan to hostile forces.49 Time after time, the ROKN was 
prepared to face whatever adversity was necessary to defend its country against 
communist aggression. 

Key Challenges 

Although the ROKN offered many advantages to coalition naval operations, it also 
faced a host of considerable challenges and weaknesses. Specifically, the ROKN 
experienced considerable challenges in respect to its equipment, training, com-
munications, and command arrangements. At a minimum, these problems limited 
the ROKN’s ability to contribute to some elements of coalition naval operations. 
At their worst, however, these difficulties cost ROKN sailors their lives and turned 
the ROKN into a liability for the coalition effort. While the ROKN and coalition 
forces undertook efforts to mitigate these weaknesses, most persisted throughout 
the duration of the conflict. 

Equipment 

While the ROKN was able to fill a vital niche in coalition operations through its 
inshore capabilities, its contributions to inshore operations were often hampered by 
inadequate, outdated, or poorly maintained equipment. Most ROKN vessels were 
old American and Japanese ships and boats. Most had been launched in the late 
1930s or early 1940s, and many had been stripped of important systems and equip-
ment. This meant that many ROKN vessels were missing radar and sonar sensors, 
refrigerated storage, key navigational and cryptographic aids, and anti-submarine 
warfare equipment.50 Many of the wooden-hulled JMS ships were in particularly 
poor shape, and it was not until the final year of the war that coalition forces were 
adequately prepared to repair these ageing vessels.51 

Poor equipment undermined ROKN contributions to coalition operations in a 
number of ways. Firstly, it resulted in frequent mechanical failures, which took 
ROKN vessels out of play and often required other coalition members to pro-
vide costly repairs. For instance, in a routine trip north to Wonsan, PC 705’s mast 
snapped, causing a single casualty and requiring the ship to divert to Pohang.52 

Mechanical breakdowns were so frequent that the ROKN often could only keep 
four of its ten YMS ships operating at a time.53 Even the most capable, modern 
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ships acquired by the ROKN, the former U.S. PFs, ultimately ‘severely taxed the 
facilities and ingenuity of [U.S.] repair forces.’54 

Inadequate gear also rendered ROKN forces less combat-effective in surface 
engagements. In particular, the lack of radar and fire control systems on board 
ROKN vessels meant that its crews had to aim and fire their weapons manually. 
In the face of choppy weather or limited light, this significantly decreased 
their accuracy. On the first day of the war, YMS 509 engaged a DPRK convoy 
inserting hostile guerillas near Samcheok. The YMS crew reported struggling 
to manually aim its weapons systems because waves were rocking the hull of 
the ship.55 In part due to these difficulties, the YMS was only able to sink two 
schooners out of the convoy before it had to retreat.56 Similarly, the absence of 
radar and fire control on board the Baekdusan greatly complicated its ability to 
target and strike the DPRK troop transport at night amid limited visibility during 
the Battle of the Korean Strait.57 With better equipment on board, Cpt Choi might 
have been able to keep his ship at a safer distance from the troop transport, result-
ing in fewer friendly casualties. 

Most notably, a lack of advanced equipment considerably limited the ROK’s 
ability to support allied minesweeping operations. Despite the fact that the 
ROKN possessed numerous YMS and JMS vessels, their minesweeping gear had 
already been removed. As the DPRK began to mine harbours and coastal regions, 
the ROKN felt this absence of minesweeping gear acutely when YMS 516 was 
destroyed on 18 October 1950, while patrolling west of Kalma Pando. Shortly 
after this incident, 12 ROKN YMS vessels travelled to Sasebo, Japan to install 
basic minesweeping gear and receive elementary minesweeping training.58 Even 
with this additional equipment, YMS vessels lacked radar and gyrocompasses, 
making it difficult to use them for nighttime minesweeping when short batteries 
posed less of a risk. Furthermore, despite the discovery of influence mines in 
Korean water, ROKN minesweepers were never degaussed or given the equip-
ment needed for influence mine sweeping.59 Ultimately, this meant that ROKN 
minesweepers were never employed in any area where influence mines had been 
sighted. These limitations in ROKN gear were the primary reasons that ROKN 
minesweepers were largely confined to serving in support roles within U.S. mine-
sweeping groups or as check sweepers. 

Additionally, coalition forces often bemoaned the relatively small size of the 
ROKN’s budding fleet. In the first two years of naval operations, CINCPACFLT 
Interim Evaluation Report 1 emphasised that ‘While [ROKN] vessels made a very 
good showing… I felt that with additional forces of the PC, SC, and PT types the 
results would have been proportionally greater.’60 Similarly, CINPACFLT Interim 
Evaluation Report 2 indicated that ‘There is a great need for shallow draft and 
wooden hull ships for inshore exploration… the ROK Navy has trained crews 
ready to man ships when made available.’61 Several times the ROKN found itself 
stretched thin trying to carry out inshore operations for coalition forces. In July 
and August of 1950, for instance, COMNAVFE requested the ROKN impede an 
anticipated surge of enemy seaborne supplies around Namhae Island. ROKN forces 
were already engaged all along the west coast; however, as far north as Gunsan and 
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Haeju-man and were not able to respond; other coalition forces had to be diverted 
to handle Namhae instead.62 Overall, while ROKN small craft were vital to coali-
tion inshore operations, their contributions could have been much greater if they 
had higher quality equipment in greater quantities. 

Training and Experience 

Although ROKN personnel were, by all accounts, brave and resourceful, most 
were also poorly trained and inexperienced when the war began. United States 
assistance to ROKN training had been minimal prior to the onset of the war. 
ROKN midshipmen were only taught for two years at the new ROK Naval 
Academy, covering fundamental topics like basic seamanship and engineering. 
Enlisted recruits, meanwhile, were taught discipline and order but little else. 
Personnel could receive an education in seamanship and engine operation at 
service schools, but little more.63 

After the start of the DPRK invasion, the United States scrambled to bolster 
training ROKN officers. U.S. advisors provided educational supplies to the ROK 
Naval Academy and oversaw major improvements in its curriculum. Midshipmen 
began to receive three years of education at the Naval Academy that covered a 
more comprehensive range of subjects including tactics, navigation, and communi-
cations. The United States also assigned ROKN ensigns to various coalition vessels 
to receive training in the field and brought many ROKN officers to the United 
States to attend the U.S. Naval Academy. With the assistance of the advisory group, 
the ROKN established a new boot camp to train new recruits in April of 1952 and 
created various service schools to provide specialised training in everything from 
firefighting to gunnery.64 Nevertheless, these efforts only began to bear fruit in the 
late stages of the war. Additionally, these policies had an unfortunate impact on 
the quality of personnel serving onboard ROKN vessels. As the British Second-
in-Command, Far East Station, remarked in August of 1952: 

Due to the long term policy, the better officers have largely been withdrawn 
for training duties or for courses and key jobs, and appointments such as the 
frigates. The first Academy graduates are only just going to sea, and they will 
serve for three months as ensigns under training in U.S. ships. Thus the re-
maining officers, part of the original emergency intake from various outside 
sources, such as the Coastguard, Merchant Service, Army, etc., who have 
never had a proper training and… who have no knowledge of the English 
language, are serving in ships at sea at the moment.65 

Concerns about the lack of training among ROKN officers were widespread. A 
U.S. Navy staff study of the ROKN conducted in 1952 concluded that throughout 
the ROKN, ‘adherence to standard operating procedures, safety precautions and 
shipboard security [was] noticeably lacking… mostly [due to a] lack of training.’66 

This limited training and experience contributed to a host of tactical and 
technical errors that undercut the ROKN’s effectiveness throughout the war. In the 
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Battle of the Korean Straits, for instance, technical inexperience created significant 
difficulties for the crew of the Baekdusan. As the crew fired the PC’s three-inch 
guns repeatedly, the weapon overheated and melted the rubber spring in the trigger 
mechanism. Abruptly, the gun was unable to fire. This malfunction would have 
been easy to fix immediately for experienced gunners, but the Baekdusan’s gunners 
had never fired the weapon before and were unable to resolve the malfunction. As a 
consequence, Captain Choi chose to move still closer to the troop transport in order 
to engage it with 12.7 mm fire. This, in turn, resulted in more significant damage 
and casualties for the Baekdusan.67 

During the famous coalition evacuation of Heungnam port in December of 
1950, inexperience and poor training led to a cascade of errors for the ROKN. 
A ROKN LST loaded with thousands of Korean refugees fouled one of her two 
shafts on a line and could not depart. The LST was cut free, and her engines 
were repaired, and almost immediately fouled both of her shafts and damaged 
her engines yet again. At this point, the embarked refugees desperately needed 
food and water and several had died of exposure.68 The LST had to be resup-
plied by other nearby naval vessels. Ultimately it limped free of Heungnam on 
19 September, escorted by a U.S. destroyer and another ROKN vessel tasked 
with seeing it to Samcheok. 

Even the valiant crews of the ROKN’s PT boats were not subject to criti-
cism relating to their training and experience. In the final CINCPACFLT Interim 
Evaluation Report, CTF 95 opined that ‘…a motor torpedo boat is too special-
ised and too complicated for the ROK Navy in its present stage of development 
and training.’69 Although they often performed well in inshore operations, CTF 
95 contended that PT crews were far too rough on the boats, resulting in unnec-
essary damage and the need for frequent repairs. This concern was perhaps best 
illustrated by an incident on 19 September 1952 when four ROKN crewmen, 
cleaning gasoline strainers in the engine compartment of PT 26, were injured 
in an engine explosion that subsequently sunk the PT.70 PT officers also strug-
gled to ration their supplies efficiently while on patrol, sometimes requiring an 
American officer to be stationed on board to ensure fuel and ammunition were 
properly conserved.71 

At times, poorly trained personnel proved unable to respond effectively to 
emerging crises onboard their vessels. In July of 1952, ROKN PC 701 struck a 
reef at night and began to founder well in range of enemy gun emplacements. 
When Canadian destroyer HMCS Nootka moved to provide support, the PC was in 
poor shape, with its engine room, generator room, and several other compartments 
already flooded. When the Nookta’s damage control team boarded PC 701, they 
quickly began jettisoning heavy items to lighten the ship, much to the chagrin of 
the ROKN sailors. After the ROKN personnel recognised the logic of this endeav-
our, they joined in, but the fact that this line of effort had yet to occur to the ship’s 
officer was indicative of a serious gap in experience and training. Thankfully, the 
Canadian destroyer was able to secure and tow the PC to safety.72 

Limited training also inhibited the ROKN’s ability to field new, badly needed 
equipment. As highlighted above, ROKN YMS were never degaussed or given the 
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equipment necessary for sweeping influence mines. The U.S. Commander of the 
Seventh Fleet ultimately concluded that although the coalition effort would benefit 
from the addition of ROKN YMS ships with influence mine gear, the ROKN 
lacked even basic training in this equipment. ‘Long study, indoctrination, and train-
ing would be required, probably in the US’ before ROKN YMS could hope to 
contribute meaningfully to sweeping for influence mines.73 Ultimately, absent this 
training, additional equipment was effectively impracticable. Overall, while the 
United States and ROKN made leaps and bounds in training throughout the war, 
the dearth of training in the ROKN at the onset of the war proved problematic in 
coalition naval operations. 

Communications 

Communication between the ROKN and coalition forces often proved challenging. 
Perhaps most problematically, the partners had to confront significant language 
barriers. Few ROKN officers could speak English and few Americans could speak 
Korean. In general, this resulted in increased delays and slower conferences.74 At 
times, English-speaking personnel had to be stationed on ROKN ships in order 
to man the radio and give manoeuvring commands to the ROKN crew.75 ROKN 
liaison officers were frequently stationed on allied warships to assist with commu-
nications, but even these officers often spoke only limited English.76 Identification 
and recognition of ROKN vessels also proved problematic. CTF 95 remarked at the 
conclusion of the conflict that ‘South Korean Units were generally poor’ in respect 
to recognition procedures and communications in general. This reportedly led to 
frequent anxiety and confusion among coalition forces.77 At times, poor commu-
nications simply resulted in confusion and bemusement. In January of 1952, for 
instance, HMCS Athabaskan arrived at Yuk-to, which had recently been overrun 
by hostile guerillas. To her surprise, she found a ROKN JMS sailing inshore and 
bombarding the mainland. When the HMCS Athabaskan asked what the ROKN 
vessel was doing, it communicated, ‘we sentry for rescue so we are waiting,’ to the 
further confusion of the Athabaskan.78 

On several occasions, however, miscommunication ended in fratricide. Only a 
few days into the war, on 29 June 1950, the USS Juneau detected a ROKN JMS 
operating near Samcheok. Unfortunately, due to a miscommunication between the 
ROKN and the U.S. Navy, the Juneau had been told that all ROKN vessels had 
moved south of the 37th parallel. Furthermore, the ROKN vessel was not flying 
the Korean flag. The Juneau opened fire on the ROKN JMS, killing eight ROKN 
sailors and crippling the vessel.79 

Misinterpretation also occasionally led to collisions between friendly forces. 
On the night of 21 May 1952, one of the ROKN’s four PFs, the ROKS Apnok, was 
escorting the ammunition ship, USS Mount Baker. Both ships were darkened to 
avoid detection. The Mount Baker messaged the Apnok about a change in course, 
but the Apnok’s commanding officer misinterpreted the message and turned into the 
Mount Baker’s path. By the time the Apnok realised this error, it was too late; the 
Mount Baker struck the Apnok amidships. The incident killed 25 ROKN sailors and 
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injured another 21. The collision crippled the Apnok, one of the ROKN’s largest 
and most capable vessels, beyond the point of repair. She was transferred to the 
U.S. Navy which subsequently sank her for torpedo practice.80 

Command and Control 

The ROKN encountered a number of challenges with respect to its command and 
control over the course of the war. Although the ROKN was placed under the au-
thority of CDR Luosey who in turn was under the command of CTF 96 (later 
CTF 95), this command structure did not always function as smoothly as planned. 
In the opening stages of the war, the Eighth Army (EUSAK) would occasionally 
direct raids using ROKN forces without consulting with CTF 95 or COMNAVFE. 
This confused command relationship resulted in a catastrophe at Samcheok in mid-
September of 1950. EUSAK organised a guerilla raid behind enemy lines near 
Pohang using the ROKN’s single landing ship tank, LST 667. During the raid, the 
LST broached and left 800 guerillas stranded under artillery fire on the beach.81 

CTF 95, which had no prior knowledge of the raid, had to scramble to respond. 
Blockade forces were ultimately forced to dedicate 75% of their forces for five 
days to provide covering fire for these stranded guerillas until another LST could 
evacuate them.82 Ultimately, 81 guerillas were killed or captured, another 110 were 
wounded, and a ROKN LST was lost.83 

Another issue with the command and control of the ROKN emerged over the 
handling of Japanese fishermen in waters claimed by the ROK. During the early 
stages of the war, the coalition established the ‘MacArthur line’ in the waters around 
the Korean peninsula, rendering these waters off-limits to foreign vessels. With the 
signing of the Treaty of San Francisco between the United States and Japan in 
September 1951, however, this line was ultimately abolished in April 1952. This 
raised thorny issues for the ROK and Japan about the maritime boundary between 
the two states. ROK-Japan relations were already exceptionally poor; they had 
yet to conclude a peace treaty and tensions were high in light of Japan’s imperial-
era abuses on the Korean Peninsula. Ultimately, ROK President Rhee elected to 
pre-emptively declare ROK national sovereignty over a large swath of contested 
maritime territory in the East Sea in January 1952, prior to the expiration of the 
MacArthur Line. In doing so, Rhee effectively declared large swaths of the East 
Sea off-limits for Japanese fishermen. 

Issues emerged for the command and control of ROKN forces when Japanese 
fishermen began to violate Rhee’s declared maritime border. Despite having turned 
over the command of Korea’s armed forces to the United Nations Command, Rhee 
allegedly circumvented CTF 95 and gave a direct order to CNO Son to seize Japa-
nese fishermen in October 1952.84 As a consequence of this, ROK maritime security 
forces began to detain Japanese fishermen and transport them to Busan, prompting 
a diplomatic incident with Japan. These fishermen were only released after a stern 
intervention by CTF 95. Not long afterwards, on 3 February 1953, ROK security 
forces killed a Japanese fishing captain and detained his crew. CTF 95 again had to 
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reprimand Rhee, finally securing a verbal agreement that Rhee’s maritime security 
forces would not detain Japanese fishing vessels that were not within three miles 
of the Korean coast. Any Japanese fishing in disputed waters was instead to be 
handled through CTF 95. Still, this was the source of considerable tension between 
Rhee and American commanders. This dispute would flare again in the immediate 
aftermath of the armistice when Rhee ordered four ROKN craft to expel Japanese 
fishing vessels, contravening CTF 95.85 

Conclusion and Lessons Learned 

These key strengths and challenges encountered by the ROKN during the Korean 
War offer useful insights for future coalition naval operations, particularly those 
operations that seek to include relatively underdeveloped local forces. Firstly, 
coalitions should develop an effective division of labour that can leverage the 
key capabilities of indigenous forces. The ROKN was able to contribute mean-
ingfully to the coalition naval effort in large part because coalition commanders 
recognised its utility in inshore operations. Second, coalitions should seek to take 
maximum advantage of the local knowledge possessed by indigenous forces. 
While these forces may lack the technical know-off of more advanced and pow-
erful naval forces, their familiarity with local language and geography can be 
tremendously beneficial for intelligence purposes. Without the vital intelligence 
provided by the ROKN, for instance, the coalition’s decisive amphibious assault 
at Incheon would have proved far more difficult. Third, coalitions should appre-
ciate the intangible strengths local navies often bring to bear in war. When local 
naval forces see their participation in coalition operations as linked to a struggle 
for the survival of their homelands, they will likely be among the coalition’s most 
highly motivated participants. Despite often facing long odds with poor equip-
ment and training, ROKN personnel repeatedly rose to whatever challenges they 
encountered without losing heart. 

The experience of the ROKN during the Korean War also offers some cautionary 
lessons for future naval coalitions. Firstly, coalitions should seek to anticipate and 
compensate for the equipment limitations of their weaker partners. While the 
ROKN did the best it could with the old and outdated gear it had available, in 
several cases, this gear limited its ability to contribute to key operations, particu-
larly coalition minesweeping. Second, even the best equipment may be irrelevant 
if the personnel employing it is untrained. A lack of experience and training in the 
ROKN resulted in the force becoming a liability rather than an asset in a number 
of important instances. Some of these difficulties might have been avoided if the 
United States or other allies had invested more time, effort, and resources earlier 
on in training ROKN personnel. Third, future naval coalitions should make every 
effort to minimise the kinds of errors in communication and identification that 
often plagued the ROKN during the Korean War. Investing in language capabilities 
should always be a top priority when navies anticipate participation in a multina-
tional coalition. Last but not least, the challenges that emerged as a result of the 
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failed landing at Samcheok and anti-Japanese fishing operations indicate the im-
portance of ensuring unity of command in any future naval coalition. 

In conclusion, the ROKN played a vital role in coalition operations during the 
Korean War. Despite encountering challenges in terms of its gear, training, com-
munications, and command relations, its specialised inshore capabilities, local 
knowledge, and morale proved vital assets to the UN coalition fighting to repel 
DPRK aggression. 

Notes 
1 Im Seung-Chae, Kim Yong-Jin, and Kim Hee-Chul, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukae-

gunjakjeon 6.25 전쟁과 한국해군작전 (The 25 June War and Korean Naval Operations) 
(Seoul: Naval Historical Records Management Branch, 2012), 1–50. 

2 Ibid., 478. 
3 Ibid., 491. 
4 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 1 (Pearl Harbor: Navy Department, 1951), 
1000. 

5 Im, Kim, and Kim, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 478. 
6 Ibid., 492. 
7 Ibid., 496. 
8 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 1, 1006–7. 
9 James A. Field, History of United States Naval Operations Korea (Hawaii: University 

Press of the Pacific, 2001), 58–59. 
10 Ibid., 149. 
11 Frank A. Cagle and Malcolm W. Manson, The Sea War in Korea (Maryland: The Naval 

Institute Press, 1957), 299. 
12 Field, History of United States Naval Operations – Korea, 240. 
13 See, for instance, CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Com-

mander in Chief U.S. Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 2 (Pearl Harbor: Navy 
Department 1951), 1346. 

14 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 87. Dictionary of American Naval Fighting Ships 
Volume 5 (Washington, DC: Navy Department, 1970), 499. 

15 Im, Kim, and Kim, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 546. 
16 Field, History of United States Naval Operations – Korea, 97. 
17 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 1, 1010. 
18 Cagle and Manson, The Sea War in Korea, 299. 
19 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 1, 1010. “HMS Kenya and HMS Triumph 
During West Coast Support Duties,” (UK Admiralty: 1950), https://www.iwm.org.uk/ 
collections/item/object/1060023474. 

20 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 2, 76, 150. 

21 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 1, 1025. 

22 Field, History of United States Naval Operations Korea, 153. 
23 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief 

U.S. Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 3 (Pearl Harbor: Navy Department, 1951), 
Chapter 11, 32. 

https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/1060023474
https://www.iwm.org.uk/collections/item/object/1060023474


 

  
  

  

   

  

  

  

  

  
  
  

  
  

  
  

  

  

  

  
  

  
  
  

   
 

    
 

  
  

54 Jihoon Yu and Erik French 

24 Im, Kim, and Kim, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 553. 
25 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 5 (Pearl Harbor: Navy Department, 1953), 
Chapter 5, 69–70. 

26 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 5, Chapter 5, 70. 

27 See, for instance, Ben Malcom and Ron Martz, White Tigers: My Secret War in Korea 
(Brassey’s, 1996). 

28 Thor Thorgrimsson and E. C. Russell, Canadian Naval Operations in Korean Waters: 
1950–1955 (Ottawa: Department of National Defense, 1965), 105. 

29 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 4 (Pearl Harbor: Navy Department, 1952), 
Chapter 2, 34. 

30 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 4, Chapter 2, 37. 

31 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 5, Chapter 2, 6. 

32 Im, Kim, and Kim, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 242. 
33 Field, History of United States Naval Operations Korea, 183. 
34 Im, Kim, and Kim, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 242. Field, History of 

United States Naval Operations Korea, 183. Also see Eugene Clark, The Secrets of 
Inchon: The Untold Story of the Most Daring Covert Mission of the Korean War (New 
York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 2002). 

35 Cagle and Manson, The Sea War in Korea, 359. 
36 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 5, Chapter 2, 5. 
37 Cagle and Manson, The Sea War in Korea, 345. 
38 Thorgrimsson and Russell, Canadian Naval Operations in Korean Waters: 1950–1955, 

14, 15, 18. 
39 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 1 Annex Q-1. 
40 Thorgrimsson and Russell, Canadian Naval Operations in Korean Waters: 1950–1955, 

14, 15, 18. 
41 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 3, Chapter 11, 33–34. CINCPACFLT, Korean 
War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. Pacific Fleet Interim 
Evaluation Report 4, Chapter 5, 28. 

42 Cagle and Manson, The Sea War in Korea, 132. 
43 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 5, Chapter 5, 69. 
44 Im, Kim, and Kim, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 433. 
45 Im, Kim, and Kim, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 433. 
46 “ROK Sailors Rate High in “Seability”,” All Hands: The Bureau of Naval Personnel 

Information Bulletin (December 1952), 8–11. 
47 Royal Australian Navy, Australia Station Intelligence Summary, Serial No. 5, August 7, 

1952, 32–34, https://www.navy.gov.au/media-room/publications/australia-station-
intelligence-summaries-1952-1957. 

48 Lim Seong-Chae, 6.25 Jeonjaeng-gwa han.mi haegunjagjeon 6.25 전쟁과 한.미 해군작전 
(6.25 War and Korea-U.S. Naval Operations) (Seoul: Naval Headquarters, 2020), 
167. 

49 Im, Kim, and Kim, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 116. 
50 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 5, Chapter 5, 16. 

https://www.navy.gov.au/media-room/publications/australia-station-intelligence-summaries-1952-1957
https://www.navy.gov.au/media-room/publications/australia-station-intelligence-summaries-1952-1957


 

  

  

  

  

  
   

 

  

  
  

  

  

  
  
  
  
  

  
   

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

The ROKN and Coalition Naval Operations in the Korean War 55 

51 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 6 (Pearl Harbor: Navy Department, 1953), 
Chapter 5, 182. 

52 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 5, Chapter 2, 5. 

53 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 5, Chapter 7, 31. 

54 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 6, Chapter 1, 7–8. 

55 Lim, Jeonjaeng-gwa han.mi haegunjagjeon, 155. 
56 Samuel Cox, H-050-1: Naval Action in the Korean War, 25 June–1 September 1950 

(Washington D.C.: U.S. Naval History and Heritage Command, 2020), https://www. 
history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-050/ 
h-050-1.html. 

57 Im, Kim, and Kim, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 116. Lim, Jeonjaeng-gwa 
han.mi haegunjagjeon, 167. 

58 Im, Kim, and Kim, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 492. 
59 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 4, Chapter 8, 14. Korean War U.S. Pacific 
Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 6, 
Chapter 8, 3. 

60 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 1, 1032. 

61 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 2, 1342. 

62 Field, History of United States Naval Operations – Korea, 137. 
63 “ROK Sailors Rate High in “Seability”,” 8–11. 
64 Im, Kim, and Kim, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 494. 
65 Royal Australian Navy, Australia Station Intelligence Summary Serial No. 5, 32–34. 
66 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 3, Chapter 11, 34. 
67 Im, Kim, and Kim, 6.25 Jeonjaenggwa hangukaegunjakjeon, 110. 
68 Donald Chisholm, “A Remarkable Military Feat: The Hungnam Redeployment, 

December 1950,” Naval War College Review 65, no. 2 (2012), 105–44, 36. Field, 
History of United States Naval Operations Korea, 297–298. 

69 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 6, Chapter 5, 134. 

70 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 5, Chapter 2, 18. 

71 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 5, Chapter 5, 69. 

72 Thorgrimsson and Russell, Canadian Naval Operations in Korean Waters: 1950–1955, 
106. 

73 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 5, Chapter 7, 32. 

74 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 3, Chapter 11, 33. 

75 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 5, Chapter 5, 69. 

76 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 3, Chapter 11, 34. 

77 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 6, Chapter 5, 133. 

https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-050/h-050-1.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-050/h-050-1.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/about-us/leadership/director/directors-corner/h-grams/h-gram-050/h-050-1.html


 

  
  
  

 

  

  

  
  

  

56 Jihoon Yu and Erik French 

78 Thorgrimsson and Russell, Canadian Naval Operations in Korean Waters: 1950–1955, 93. 
79 Lim, Jeonjaeng-gwa han.mi haegunjagjeon, 186, 190. 
80 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 4, Chapter 2, 29. CINCPACFLT, Korean War 
U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. Pacific Fleet Interim Evalua-
tion Report 4, Chapter 5, 19. 

81 Cagle and Manson, The Sea War in Korea, 299. CINCPACFLT Interim Evaluation 
Report 1, 1003. 

82 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 
Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 1, Q1–8. 

83 Cagle and Manson, The Sea War in Korea, 299. 
84 Central Intelligence Agency, Current Intelligence Digest, October 13, 1952, https:// 

www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP79T01146A001300150001-2.pdf 
85 CINCPACFLT, Korean War U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. 

Pacific Fleet Interim Evaluation Report 6, Chapter 5, 137. CINCPACFLT, Korean War 
U.S. Pacific Fleet Operations, Commander in Chief U.S. Pacific Fleet Interim Evalua-
tion Report 6, Chapter 5, 183. 

https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP79T01146A001300150001-2.pdf
https://www.cia.gov/readingroom/docs/CIA-RDP79T01146A001300150001-2.pdf


 
  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

 
 

5 Between Following and Leading 
The Royal Navy and Coalition 
Operations in the Korean War 

Tim Benbow 

The Korean War was a substantial and prolonged commitment for the Royal Navy 
(RN), involving 32 warships and 17,000 personnel.1 Its outbreak came at a difficult 
time for British strategy in general and for the Navy in particular, with simulta-
neous operations in the even longer running Malayan emergency among a range 
of commitments around the globe. In 1950, the fleet was badly stretched after a 
number of years in which defence policy had explicitly placed a low priority on 
the navy. This neglect resulted in part from a pragmatic decision to pause invest-
ment until the lessons of the war could be fully digested but was more due to the 
elevated place of air power in strategy, combined with a sentiment in some quarters 
that sea power was on the wane.2 Remarkably, at the start of the Korean War, the 
state of the fleet was, ‘broadly similar to that existing in 1945. No new types of 
ship or weapon has been put into service since that date,’ despite the growth of the 
Soviet Navy.3 The result was that the challenges presented by this quite unexpected 
war, featuring cooperation with familiar and newer partners, were considerable. 
The Korean War provided an important opportunity to begin reconsidering the 
place of naval power in national strategy as well as many valuable lessons for how 
navies should operate. 

Drawing Lessons from the War 

Before the Korean War, the focus of British defence policy was strongly on the 
Soviet Union, seeking to deter war and making some limited preparations to fight 
it. The risk of such a war was seen as relatively low, though rising to 1957, and 
policy assumed that there would be ample warning time before it broke out. The 
Soviet-backed North Korean invasion of South Korea shattered these comfortable 
assumptions: The likelihood of general war now seemed far greater, possibly with 
little warning. The result was a huge increase in defence spending. Yet the focus 
of this largesse was on remedying the deficiencies of the armed forces for a war 
in Europe, not for any repeat of the Korea scenario. Limited war was seen as a 
possibility but remained a low priority in defence policy. 

On the one hand, therefore, the Korean War was seen as having limited 
relevance to British strategy and defence policy at the higher levels. On the other, 
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though, the Admiralty (the government department responsible for the RN) re-
alised that it offered the chance to scrutinise techniques and equipment. Much 
attention was therefore devoted to analysing the experience, drawing out relevant 
lessons, and passing them back for assessment and promulgation. In the usual 
manner, each warship and unit produced regular ‘reports of proceedings’ that 
summarised activities and drew attention to key conclusions. In addition, the 
commander of the RN fleet operating off Korea sent a regular and remarkably 
frank report, which was circulated among key Admiralty departments, Navy com-
mands at home and overseas, and the headquarters of the navies of Australia, 
Canada, and New Zealand.4 Within the Admiralty, heads of department added 
comments, with summaries of the conclusions drawn from the discussion, and 
noting action undertaken in response. This process permitted prompt considera-
tion of lessons identified and, where necessary, their rapid implementation. These 
dockets and other papers were then drawn upon for a full Naval Staff History of 
the conflict, commissioned in 1963 and completed in 1967.5 The assessment of 
the Navy’s experience was conducted with a clear awareness that the context was 
different to what might be expected in a total war, particularly with the minimal 
air and submarine threats. These features did not invalidate the experience but 
rather set some caveats to the lessons that could be drawn.6 

The Royal Navy in the Korean War: An Overview 

The British government and Chiefs of Staff were initially reluctant to commit 
land forces to Korea in case the invasion was the opening move of a wider war 
or perhaps a diversion for an attack in Europe or even Hong Kong. The natural 
decision was, therefore, to focus on naval power – though two army brigades 
would follow later, as would some Royal Air Force (RAF) flying boats for trans-
portation and maritime patrol. The commitment would fall to the Far East Station, 
which in June 1950 comprised 22 warships. Its commander-in-chief (CINCFES), 
based in Singapore, was Admiral Sir Patrick Brind until February 1951, when 
he was succeeded by Vice-Admiral Sir Guy Russell. The commander at sea was 
Flag Officer Second in Command (FO2FE), Far East Station, Rear-Admiral (later 
Vice Admiral) W.G. Andrewes, until April 1951 when he was succeeded by Rear-
Admiral A.L. Scott-Moncrieff who was in turn relieved in September 1952 by 
Rear-Admiral E.G.A. Clifford. The naval force deployed included a light fleet 
carrier (HMS Triumph), three cruisers, 15 destroyers and frigates, and several 
auxiliaries – the latter including the hospital ship Maine which was at first the 
only such vessel available, hence playing an important role in evacuating casual-
ties.7 This fleet was undermanned and in some respects ill-equipped for the role it 
faced; according to the British official historian, ‘most of the problems arose from 
the deployment of a fleet underfunded and over-committed.’8 Nevertheless, it took 
on a major part in the naval campaign, in which its contribution was second only 
to that of the United States and far ahead of any other navy. 

Initially, the RN fleet focussed on the urgent tasks of resisting the North Korean 
advance and stabilising the situation on land. This included transporting friendly 
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forces into the peninsula, preventing the enemy from using the sea, and attacking 
enemy troops and supply routes on shore. On 3–4 July, Triumph teamed up with the 
USS Valley Forge for strikes against airfields, railways, and bridges in North Korea9 – 
the former actually responsible for the first carrier air strike of the war, if only because 
she was allocated the closer targets due to the shorter range of her aircraft. 

As the campaign settled into what became the routine, the U.S. Navy was 
given responsibility for operations off the east coast, while the west coast was 
entrusted to a RN task group under Andrewes. The British-led fleet was allocated, 
and coordinated the logistic support for, the warships contributed by the Common-
wealth navies (typically three Canadian destroyers, two Australian destroyers, and 
two New Zealand frigates) and a Dutch destroyer or frigate. Some of these war-
ships were attached to the multinational escort force, protecting shipping between 
Japan and Korea, and some operated on exchange with U.S. forces off the west 
coast, with U.S. warships, in turn, coming under British command in the Yellow 
Sea. The RN task group was therefore a multinational fleet in its own right. The 
typical deployment off the west coast would be a RN light carrier (relieved by 
the Australian light carrier Sydney between September 1951 and January 1952), 
screened by four destroyers, rotating with a USN escort carrier on roughly an 
18-day cycle. This force provided cover for the inshore blockade unit, comprising 
an RN cruiser and four destroyers or frigates, as well as U.S. minesweepers and 
Republic of Korea (ROK) Navy patrol craft.10 

Conditions off the west coast of Korea were different to those off the east coast, 
and in some ways more challenging, featuring shallow waters with shoals, shifting 
mudbanks, fast currents, many small islands, and a large tidal range. Weather con-
ditions included heavy rain, fog, gales, and the occasional typhoon in the summer, 
with ice floes, sleet, snow, and blizzards in the winter. The presence of large num-
bers of neutral vessels added further complication, as did the proximity of Chinese 
air and naval bases. 

The principal responsibility of the west coast task group was patrolling to 
enforce the blockade, preventing the enemy from using the sea to move troops 
or supplies. This also involved naval gunfire and air strikes against targets asso-
ciated with the war at sea, such as airfields, harbour facilities, minelaying craft, 
and coastal artillery. Simultaneously, the force supported the campaign ashore 
with gunfire and air strikes against enemy forces and their supply lines (especially 
railways, rolling stock, and bridges), and – albeit less than the east coast forces – 
close support of land forces and attacks on key strategic targets. 

The RN and its international elements contributed to UN amphibious opera-
tions. The key Inchon landing was conducted by the United States, but the RN 
took on several ‘important, if unspectacular, duties in support of the invasion,’11 

providing two cruisers (out of a total of four) for the bombardment force, as well as 
contributing to the forces that covered the operation, with Andrewes commanding 
the outer screen. The RN participated in gunfire and escort duties for the Wonsan 
landing and then, after the Chinese intervention, for evacuations from Chinnampo 
and Inchon. It conducted many amphibious raids and feints from its own warships 
and from specialised USN vessels. 
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A further role, initially suggested to the U.S. command by Andrewes, was 
the occupation and support of islands in the Yellow Sea as forward bases for 
patrol craft and for raids while denying them to the enemy. These islands had 
undoubted utility for the naval campaign (and their use has some relevance for 
modern-day ideas in the U.S. Marine Corps and the Royal Marines) but came to 
impose a considerable drain on naval resources, especially when they became 
more contested during the long armistice negotiations. Scott-Moncrieff felt that 
their defence fixed too many naval forces and could more economically have 
been achieved using more land forces, though his successor saw them as more 
valuable, since holding them had ‘given the enemy an ever-present threat of a 
flank attack from the sea.’12 

Enemy threats to allied naval forces were limited. The North Korean navy was 
small at the outset and became still smaller after ‘the one real surface action of the 
war,’13 on 2 July 1950 off the east coast when a USN cruiser and a RN cruiser and 
frigate intercepted four torpedo boats and two motor gunboats, sinking five enemy 
vessels. There was a small air threat (with a handful of sporadic attacks causing 
minimal damage and casualties) and none at all from submarines – though the real 
possibility of either required constant combat air and anti-submarine patrols, de-
manding considerable effort. The principal impediments to UN use of the sea were 
mines – less of a threat on the west coast than on the east – and coastal artillery. 

Operating with Allies 

United Nations naval operations were thoroughly multinational. RN task groups 
and individual warships operated under overall U.S. command and, in turn, the 
RN-commanded task group routinely included warships from Australia, Canada, 
New Zealand, and the Netherlands as well as the U.S. Navy and the ROK Navy, 
at times joined by French and Colombian frigates and Japanese minesweepers. 
Nearly all the non-U.S. forces were attached to the west coast task group, with 
routine exchanges between it and the U.S.-led task group on the east coast, to 
deepen interoperability. RN formations would take U.S. warships under command 
(at times including fleet carriers or battleships) and Commonwealth captains would 
take command of task elements including RN warships. The level of mutual trust is 
indicated by the fact that the screens of British and U.S. carriers routinely included 
escorts from each other’s navies: ‘this arrangement had the advantage of exercis-
ing the destroyers of the various nationalities in working together.’14 The frequent 
movement of warships between task groups and elements was accomplished seam-
lessly because this was simply how officers and crews were accustomed to operat-
ing. The multinational cooperation within and indeed between these formations 
was constant, deep, and remarkably smooth. As Andrewes put it: ‘In the report, we 
follow the fortunes of a number of British Commonwealth and Allied ships who 
formed a task group under British Command within an overall American Com-
mand. In this respect, the campaign was probably unique in that ships of seven 
nationalities were, with minor exceptions, operationally interchangeable, a state of 
affairs which was developed very quickly and harmoniously.’15 
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The Commonwealth navies shared a common ethos and training. They and 
the U.S. Navy were able to cooperate so closely and effectively because of deep 
familiarity based on previous wartime experience, particularly in the Pacific 
campaign where many of the British officers involved had served.16 This foun-
dation was built upon by postwar training and exercises – the Far East fleet had 
undertaken combined exercises with the U.S. Navy as recently as spring 1950. 
Before the outbreak of war in Korea, and during its course, work was underway 
elsewhere to facilitate naval interoperability within NATO, with standardised com-
munications and tactical books produced; experience in Korea both benefitted from 
these ongoing relationships and further deepened them.17 

There was inevitably some friction between services and nationalities. The U.S. 
Air Force occasionally had difficulties with aircraft recognition, attacking RN Sea-
fires and Sea Furies despite the introduction of ‘Normandy’ black-and-white stripes 
to aid recognition. Their ship recognition was equally rusty, with reported sightings 
of enemy vessels often proving to be friendly warships, fishing vessels, or ships 
that had already been sunk. The multiple clandestine forces operated by the three 
U.S. services and the CIA refused for a long time to coordinate their activities with 
naval forces. Although there was an improvement over time, this approach not only 
forfeited opportunities but caused problems including friendly fire – which some 
of the ‘funny parties’ expressed themselves willing to risk rather than provide prior 
notification of their movements to allied navies, an attitude described by Scott-
Moncrieff as ‘self-immolating.’18 British commanders criticised the USN approach 
to communications, particularly its tendency to allow radio traffic to expand to 
the capacity of its own systems, straining the less capable systems of the RN and 
Commonwealth Navies. Andrewes noted that U.S. orders and plans were ‘superbly 
produced at very short notice’ but were ‘prodigious size’ and excessively detailed, 
often including lengthy extracts from publications held by the ships concerned.19 

A common language did not eliminate misunderstandings, with Scott-Moncrieff 
recording that ‘available’ referred to maintenance in the USN but to operations in 
the RN, while, ‘“Presently” to an American means “now,” to the British it means 
“later on”.’20 RN officers were critical of UN command arrangements, particularly 
the lack of a proper joint headquarters (COMNAVFE being based in Japan while 
8th Army and 5th Air Force had their headquarters in Korea), which they saw as 
hindering effective coordination among the services.21 

Most controversially, all three flag officers holding the FO2FE position were 
highly critical of the style of command in the U.S. Navy. First, they saw the insist-
ence of most senior USN commanders on exercising command at sea, rather than 
from ashore, as harmful. They saw it as stemming from the experience of the U.S. 
Navy in the central Pacific campaign, to which it had been well suited as the USN 
was operating essentially alone and on long supply lines. Yet in a conflict such as 
Korea, fought alongside other services from relatively close advanced bases, com-
manding at sea hit coordination with other service headquarters and with allies. 
The British approach, in contrast, was designed for command to be exercised from 
ashore, emerging from experience in Home waters and the Mediterranean, which 
bore a closer resemblance to Korea than did the Pacific campaign.22 FO2FE largely 
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based himself at Sasebo, precisely to be able to interact with his superior naval 
commander, leaving his chief of staff in control on the regular occasions when he 
visited the area of operations.23 

Second, and more broadly, the successive British commanders described the U.S. 
command style as excessively rigid, with too much top-down control exercised by 
senior officers and too little initiative allowed to those at lower levels. Andrewes 
commented: ‘The Command system of the US Navy is more rigid than ours and 
far less discretion is given to Commanding Officers of individual ships.’ Moreover, 
orders had to travel all the way down the chain of command rather than the unit con-
cerned, let alone other services, being contacted directly, so ‘vital hours are lost.’24 

His successor took a similar view, describing the U.S. command approach as ‘very 
rigid. Little discretion is left to the man on the spot.’25 He had particular problems 
with Rear-Admiral George Dyer, commander of Task Force 95 (and hence Scott-
Moncrieff’s direct superior) between June 1951 and May 1952. Dyer reduced the 
relative autonomy that had, pragmatically, been granted to the British task group: ‘a 
great deal of “backseat driving” took place… any advice or question appeared to be 
regarded as criticism or unwillingness.’ However, even Dyer eased up with more 
experience and eventually adopted several suggestions originating from the British 
staff.26 Dyer’s successor, Rear-Admiral John Gingrich, spent more time in Sasebo 
and was more willing to let his task group commanders run their own operations, 
thereby enjoying an easier relationship with his British subordinates.27 As the third 
FO2FE, Clifford, noted: ‘It is remarkable that so apparently rigid a system is so 
much at the mercy of personality.’28 The issues of the location of command and its 
centralisation were related, with Scott-Moncrieff describing the British approach: 
‘on the other hand we have come to accept the necessity for the senior officer to 
be ashore and accessible to other services and commands, leaving the junior com-
manders in the area to use their initiative.’29 The Naval Staff History related that 
captains of U.S. warships attached to British command, ‘very much appreciated 
being allowed to exercise their own initiative, without being subjected to signals, 
instructions, and demands for situation reports.’30 The Vice-Admiral on the British 
Joint Services Mission in Washington suggested that these views should be passed 
to the U.S. Chief of Naval Operations, as honest criticism was healthy and it could 
help with current controversies. Perhaps prudently, he received a firmly negative 
reply when CINCFES expressed the opinion that ‘this proposal is dynamite’ and 
‘would introduce serious risk of shattering existing harmony’ between FO2FE and 
the local USN commanders.31 

These disagreements over command should not be exaggerated. Firstly, RN com-
manders described both systems and approaches as improving over time. Second, 
all three FO2FE emphasised how smooth cooperation with the U.S. Navy was for 
most of the time. Friction was not unknown in previous campaigns, and as before 
it was overcome largely by good relations between key individuals. This started 
at the highest political levels, where Sir Oliver Franks, British Ambassador to the 
United States, and Dean Acheson, the Secretary of State, worked together closely, 
while the British and U.S. Chiefs of Staff had ‘amiable’ relations.32 Similarly, there 
was close cooperation between London and the capitals of Australia, Canada, 
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and New Zealand. Senior naval commanders in theatre cultivated a close working 
relationship based on mutual understanding, including Andrewes and Vice Admiral 
C.T. Joy (COMNAVFE from August 1949 to June 1952). Andrewes was well 
qualified for his position as FO2FE, having commanded cruisers in allied operations 
off Sicily and Salerno, and serving as chief staff officer to Commander-in-Chief 
Portsmouth for the Normandy landings. One of his warship commands was sent 
to the United States for repairs, providing experience of working with the United 
States, as did a tour in Australia making arrangements for the British Pacific Fleet. 
As Grove put it: ‘He had outstandingly good relations with the Americans, a great 
advantage to the United Nations task force.’33 This was reflected in his subsequent 
NATO appointment as Deputy Supreme Allied Commander Atlantic, based out of 
Norfolk, Virginia. Another figure who was important in oiling the wheels of coop-
eration was Commander J.M.D. Gray, the Naval Adviser at the British Embassy 
in Tokyo. A few days after the outbreak of the conflict, on his own initiative, Grey 
offered his services to Admiral Joy, who gladly accepted and asked him to serve 
as the British Naval Liaison Officer at his headquarters. Against a background of 
typhoons, earthquakes, blizzards, a tsunami, a deeply unreliable naval car, and end-
less cocktail parties, Grey built a close relationship with the U.S. Navy commanders 
in the Far East. The trust he earned provided constant, high-level access as well as 
facilitating contact for other senior British officers. The Navy had better access than 
the other British services; Gray noted that he was the only one of the three U.K. 
service advisers to have been informed in advance of the plan for Inchon landings.34 

It also enjoyed more trust than other allies; Joy confided that he was worried about 
the security of the French in relation to the United States having captured valuable 
Soviet mines and torpedoes, and whilst they had previously been allowed to see 
all signals, he ‘felt that it would be wiser in this particular case to “keep it in the 
family” – as he put it’ and share only with the RN.35 

In a conflict lasting over three years, with constant and very close cooperation 
between so many different navies, some friction was inevitable. What is remark-
able is how little there was, and how little effect it had on the ability of the navies 
to achieve interoperability. 

Specific Naval Capabilities 

Experience in Korea demonstrated once again the enormous value of naval gunfire 
against targets ashore. The ability to provide mobile, heavy firepower was a huge ad-
vantage in a theatre where the adversary was compelled to operate close to the coast. 
Several RN officers were critical of USN profligacy with ammunition alongside a 
predilection for so-called ‘harassing fire,’ aiming at a particular area without the 
benefit of spotting to identify specific targets, let alone correct fire. They doubted the 
utility of such activity, the captain of the cruiser HMS Ceylon commenting that it, ‘is 
almost as harassing to the donor as to the recipient.’36 This practice improved over 
time, with Clifford noting lower ammunition usage due to a reduction in the number 
of suitable targets and ‘the gradual realisation by the Americans that the winning 
side is not necessarily that which throws the greatest weight of ordnance against its 



 

  
 
 
 
 

  
 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  
 

 

 
 
 
 

  
  

 

64 Tim Benbow 

enemy’s territory.’37 The key lesson drawn for naval bombardment was that it was 
vastly more effective with proper arrangements for spotting, by trained personnel 
either airborne or embedded with land forces. This effort was both cross-service and 
multinational: ‘Some truly Combined Joint Operations in this line took place with 
such combinations as a British Army Officer in a U.S. Air Force aircraft spotting for 
a British frigate and a Canadian destroyer.’38 The RN swiftly decided that it was vital 
to standardise procedures for naval gunfire with the U.S. Navy and Army – indeed, it 
did not even matter which system was better because the advantage of using a com-
mon one outweighed minor differences between them.39 They therefore adopted the 
U.S. approach, ‘pending the receipt of NATO procedure.’40 

The RN was responsible for the support of its own warships and for two Austral-
ian and two New Zealand escorts entirely, as well as for three Canadian destroyers 
and one Dutch destroyer ‘for all except some food and clothing.’41 The distances 
from the main RN bases were significant, with Hong Kong over 1,000 nautical 
miles away, Singapore (headquarters of Far East Station) over 3,000, and the United 
Kingdom some 12,000. The fleet was forward based at Sasebo in Japan, where it 
benefited from existing U.S. facilities as well as Japanese host nation support. An 
important enhancement was the arrival of an improvised headquarters ship (a refit-
ted river steamer converted in Hong Kong and then moored in Sasebo as HMS 
Ladybird) to provide some of the space needed for Flag, administrative and logistics 
staff. Some accommodation was built alongside her mooring, but there was always 
a shortage. Andrewes noted that had they known the conflict would go on for so 
long, better arrangements would have been put in place earlier.42 Indeed, the long 
aspiration for a proper depot ship was finally met as late as April 1953 when HMS 
Tyne arrived to replace the Ladybird. The maintenance aircraft carrier HMS Unicorn 
played an important role in supporting the British carriers, ferrying aircraft and sup-
plies from Singapore. The RN task force that was in Japanese waters at the outbreak 
of the war included two tankers, a stores ship and a hospital ship; it used the conflict 
to gain further experience of replenishment at sea, notably refuelling (including at 
night) but also transferring ammunition and other stores, and identified several les-
sons about requirements for afloat support.43 While Scott-Moncrieff was impressed 
with the U.S. capability, commenting, ‘The American fleet train has to be seen to be 
believed: It is most efficient and made us green with envy,’44 it was a major achieve-
ment for the RN to sustain its own warships and the Commonwealth and Dutch 
ships, while also contributing to the wider UN logistics effort. 

Although enemy submarines did not intervene in the conflict, the close proximity 
of large numbers of Chinese and Soviet submarines meant that precautions had to 
be in place constantly. RN commanders were well aware of the potential impact 
that submarines could have, the captain of the carrier HMS Theseus commenting, 
‘There were many times when I wondered what would have happened if a few well-
handled U-boats had been in the vicinity,’ especially during at-sea replenishment 
of destroyers.45 The RN seems to have rated the threat more highly than the United 
States, ensuring that skills were kept up-to-date, including the deployment of sub-
marines to Sasebo for training. The conflict provided a good example of the dilem-
mas caused in a limited conflict by potentially hostile submarines. U.S. commanders 
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ordered that unidentified, submerged submarines should be attacked. The Admiralty, 
concerned at the political impact of sinking a Soviet boat, suggested the UN should 
issue a warning that submarines should avoid a designated war zone. Yet the U.S. 
Navy resisted because doing so would set an undesirable precedent of restricting the 
rights in international law of neutral vessels on the high seas. The RN therefore went 
along with the U.S. position that a submarine could be sunk in self-defence, with 
an unidentified submarine being submerged and in a position to attack UN forces 
taken as constituting offensive action.46 Still, as an Admiralty official noted, should 
a Soviet submarine fail to return from patrol, there would be no proof that the allies 
had sunk it.47 Stephen Prince makes the case that one such incident did occur, with 
the RN sinking a shadowing Soviet submarine in December 1951.48 

The greatest hindrance to UN use of the sea was mines, which had a signifi-
cant impact. Referring to the Wonsan landing, Andrewes commented: ‘In a major 
amphibious operation our powerful fleet lost command of the sea for ten impor-
tant days through the laying of enemy mines from fishing boats.’49 The threat from 
mines reinforced an existing concern, still raw from recent wartime experience. The 
Korean War yielded useful technical intelligence, with the RN using its close rela-
tionship with the United States to gain captured Soviet mines for inspection, includ-
ing magnetic mines produced as recently as 1949; it concluded that the USSR ‘has 
certainly incorporated in her mine designs the best ideas from British and German 
mines used during the 1939–1945 war.’ Andrewes noted that British weaknesses in 
minesweepers and training, ‘provides food for thought… The place of minesweep-
ing and minelaying has in the past been fairly low on our list of priorities.’50 Still, 
while the mine threat was lower on the west coast than the east, no RN or Common-
wealth ship was damaged by a mine.51 Operational experience off Korea contributed 
to a strong emphasis on countering mines in the subsequent rearmament.52 

Amphibious Warfare 

The major amphibious landings and evacuations during the Korean War did not 
involve any RN amphibious shipping, mainly because such operations were a low 
priority in British defence policy. Andrewes commented that the ability of the U.S. 
Navy to launch major landings at short notice, ‘was indeed an eye opener and was 
only possible as a result of maintaining in commission a sufficient force of the neces-
sary type of vessel and trained groups of personnel for all the necessary activities.’53 

British forces played a prominent role in amphibious raids. The aims of raiding 
were to destroy particular targets (notably railway lines and bridges), to gain prisoners 
and intelligence and, in particular, by creating a fear of further major landings or 
smaller raids, to compel the enemy to divert and tie down his forces. A number 
of diversionary operations and feints were conducted to foster and take advantage 
of these concerns. One such operation in February 1951, under the command of 
Andrewes, was timed to coincide with a UN push on land. It included strikes from 
carriers, naval gunfire, and a feigned landing. U.S. Army intelligence suggested that 
it fixed two communist divisions and General Ridgeway, ‘expressed great satisfac-
tion with the naval operations by which his armies’flanks were secured and by which 
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the enemy must be always looking over his shoulder.’54 The British official historian 
noted of the Chinese army commander that the Inchon landing ‘had impressed him 
deeply,’ such that he deployed his reserve armies to secure his coastal flanks. In 
December 1952, expecting a U.S. landing on the west coast to break the impasse 
on land, he reinforced there: ‘Almost a quarter of a million troops were deployed in 
readiness to repel an amphibious operation which the United Nations had neither the 
inclination nor the means to mount. This was an achievement of occasional feints by 
allied warships: a strategic contribution of the first rank.’55 

Some amphibious raids were conducted by sailors and Royal Marines from 
among the existing complements of RN warships. Others fell to a dedicated raid-
ing force, 41st Independent Commando, which was specially raised in response to 
a direct request for Royal Marines to join a U.S. raiding campaign. It conducted 
18 landings in its 18-month existence.56 This unit in particular worked very closely 
and effectively with the U.S. Navy and Marine Corps; it was provided with U.S. 
equipment (though retaining the green beret) and logistic support, and deployed 
from specialised shipping and the USS Perch, a submarine converted for special 
operations.57 Overall, raiding was seen as making a useful contribution – though 
there was also a feeling that 41st Independent Commando, ‘were seldom really 
economically or correctly employed,’58 and its commanding officers believed that 
more could have been achieved with a joint headquarters for coordination across 
services, better intelligence and more careful planning.59 

While Korea provided useful tactical and operational experience and lessons re-
lating to major landings, withdrawals, and raiding, amphibious warfare continued 
to be a low priority for British defence policy because it was not seen as a likely 
requirement in the early stages of the sort of war that was envisaged.60 In the mid-
1950s, policy began to pay more attention to limited war, in which amphibious 
operations had much greater utility, with a consequent expansion in British capa-
bilities but this was not a direct effect of experience in Korea. 

Naval Aviation 

The issue that received the greatest attention from the Admiralty was naval avia-
tion. This was partly a reflection of the fact that the Second World War had seen 
this capability become unambiguously the core of the modern navy. Yet it was also 
because the future of the aircraft carrier was fast becoming a contentious debate in 
Whitehall. Its opponents in the RAF, which saw air power outside its control as a 
dangerous heresy as well as a worryingly successful competitor, and in the Treas-
ury, seeking as always quick ways to cut spending, joined with some politicians 
who were sceptical about sea power in general and large warships in particular to 
lead a determined attack against the RN’s fleet carriers and strike aircraft.61 

RN light fleet carriers conducted over 23,000 sorties during the Korean War, 
making an enormous contribution in their own right but also underpinning the 
ability of other naval assets to perform their respective roles. In addition to air 
strikes against targets ashore, in support of the naval campaign and to assist the 
land forces (as well as occasionally participating in broader air campaigns, such as 
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the June 1952 strikes against North Korean power generation), they also provided 
cover against the constant possibility of air and submarine attack for the whole task 
group, including the vulnerable inshore craft and minesweepers. They provided 
aerial reconnaissance that was essential for the blockade in the challenging waters 
off the west coast and also over the land, locating targets for themselves as well 
as for naval gunfire, which they then made far more accurate through the provi-
sion of spotter aircraft. While the RN carriers generally operated alone, the strikes 
conducted alongside the U.S. Navy, ‘confirmed that British and American carriers 
could successfully operate together at short notice.’62 

However, analysis of the campaign focussed as much on the limitations of British 
naval aviation as on its achievements. The light fleet carriers were slow, their aircraft 
complement was small, their single catapult restricted their launch rate and left them 
vulnerable to mechanical breakdowns, and they had limited space for weapon stow-
age and accommodation for crew, let alone a Flag staff. Moreover, the aircraft that 
they operated were obsolescent with limited range and weapon load compared to 
USN and U.S. Marine Corps aircraft; Triumph, the first RN carrier deployed, had the 
oldest marks of the Sea Fury fighter and Firefly strike aircraft – ‘obsolete aircraft, 
the last of their kind in the first line.’63 While Theseus, her replacement, had more 
modern versions, they were still wartime aircraft with limited speed and capacity. 
Some of these deficiencies could be mitigated by the way in which the carriers oper-
ated: as noted above, Triumph took on closer targets than Valley Forge because of 
the short range of her aircraft while on subsequent missions, she took over defensive 
patrols to allow her U.S. counterpart to concentrate her efforts on strike operations. 
The limitations of the RN task group’s aircraft threatened to jeopardise its continued 
presence: the threat from the MIG-15 jet fighter was assessed as limited because 
they were expected to be confined to operations over land, but the deployment of 
large numbers of Il-28 jet bombers to Chinese airfields in 1952 saw senior Admi-
ralty officials conclude that the RN carriers should be withdrawn from west coast 
operations. Only strong objections from FO2FE and CINCFES, based on the mili-
tary utility and political value of the carriers, prevented this step.64 

These deficiencies were not only known in advance, they were the result of 
deliberate government policy. The light fleet carriers had been a wartime project 
to meet the urgent need to take more air power to sea – the result of interwar lack 
of investment in the navy – by building smaller carriers that would supplement 
the more capable fleet carriers. The latter would handle the most demanding roles 
of defeating enemy warships and fighting land-based air power, while the interim 
escort carriers and eventually the light fleet carriers would assist them or perform 
less demanding roles such as trade protection.65 Postwar, aircraft for the Fleet Air 
Arm again received lower priority than programmes for the RAF, including no 
fewer than three different heavy bombers. More capable, jet aircraft were on the 
way for the Fleet Air Arm – opposed at every turn by the RAF and its fellow 
travellers – but it would be several years before they came into service. In some 
ways, the light fleet carriers performed better than expected, particularly their 
sortie generation over prolonged periods, which was actually higher than that of 
the British Pacific Fleet.66 So whereas before Korea, ‘It is no secret that the USN 
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has regarded RN aviation as amateur and weak,’ the conflict had demonstrated 
impressive capability.67 Scott-Moncrieff believed that the U.S. Navy had revised 
its opinion: ‘British naval aviation has perhaps been the greatest eye opener to the 
United States Navy.’68 Clifford concurred, referring to ‘pilot performance and air-
craft serviceability being the object of much favourable comment by United States 
Commanders.’69 Nevertheless, Andrewes was clear that it was, ‘wrong to regard 
the single light fleet carrier as an adequate representative of naval aviation in any 
theatre,’ describing them as, ‘unsuitable for the fleet carrier role.’70 

The Admiralty identified and implemented many detailed lessons regarding the 
operation of aircraft carriers, the design of aircraft, and the characteristics of weap-
ons. Not least, the Navy’s existing interest in helicopters was confirmed, and ex-
tended, for a wide range of roles from search and rescue to spotting mines. The most 
positive conclusion from the shortcomings of British naval aviation in Korea was 
that these were known and that modern carriers and better aircraft were on the way. 
The fight to retain both would be long and bitter but ultimately successful. Indeed, 
the Korea experience encouraged the Admiralty to push a little harder in arguing for 
its vision for naval aviation, with a greater emphasis on strike alongside anti-air and 
anti-submarine roles: ‘It may well be with the probable opening of the purse strings, 
the concept of an offensive carrier task force might well be revived.’71 The focus 
of the Fleet Air Arm would remain different to that of the U.S. Navy, with a strong 
emphasis on gaining sea control (including strikes on enemy warships and targets 
ashore relating to the naval campaign), with directly supporting the land campaign 
a low priority. The rearmament programme triggered by Korea focussed on smaller 
warships but also included bringing forward the carriers that were under construc-
tion and increasing the intended front-line strength of naval aviation from 150 to 
230 (compared to 180 in existing plans) by the end of 1952.72 

Above all, the performance of the carriers during the conflict showcased their 
advantages when air bases on land were not available (because either they did 
not exist or had been overrun by an adversary), or because they were not in the 
best place – even if land bases were available, the ability of carriers to concentrate 
fighting power where needed, switching between west and east coasts, and closing 
the distance to the target thereby making air power more efficient, offered huge 
advantages. The conflict confirmed the limitations of the Fleet Air Arm resulting 
from the decision not to prioritise its modernisation, which was partially remedied. 
It also showed that while light fleet carriers could be useful with the right aircraft, 
they could not replace the more capable fleet carriers; it is noteworthy that the 1955 
paper by the defence secretary that finally decided the carrier question in the navy’s 
favour explicitly referred to the experience of Korea in this respect.73 

Conclusion 

The RN that went to war off Korea had been constrained by a national strategy 
that underrated sea power and gave naval forces a low priority. That it achieved 
so much and made such a key contribution to the multinational UN effort is tes-
tament to the versatility of the force and the quality of its people and doctrine. 
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The broadest lesson to emerge from Korea was the utility of naval power and its 
flexibility across a range of contexts. As the war there ended, British defence was 
mired in a series of ‘radical reviews’ that sought savings primarily by downgrading 
the RN; yet by the end of this process, the place of naval power in national strategy 
was strengthened.74 This transformation was less the result of the Korean War than 
of broader developments, particularly rethinking the balance between deterring and 
preparing to fight a war, and between ‘cold’ and ‘hot’ war. Nevertheless, there were 
signs of ‘warm’ or limited wars being taken more seriously; the naval campaign 
in Korea had some impact on this process, particularly in providing the Admiralty 
with support in its fight for naval aviation. 

Below the level of national strategy, numerous lessons were identified and im-
plemented. Many of these, for example, those concerning naval gunfire or afloat 
support, tended to reinforce conclusions drawn from the Second World War. Some 
deductions, notably relating to the threat presented by mines and the disruption 
that would have resulted from a submarine threat had it manifested, confirmed the 
Admiralty in taking these issues rather more seriously than their counterparts in 
the U.S. Navy, as was reflected in the central place of capabilities to counter these 
threats in the rearmament that resulted from the invasion of South Korea. 

Perhaps the most durable lessons concerned the potential and mechanics of mul-
tinational cooperation in naval campaigns. The postwar years had already seen 
sustained attention devoted to building on the positive legacy of the Second World 
War; the Korean War pushed this process further along, both in terms of learn-
ing from the experience and also the heightened attention to NATO operations 
that was a consequence of its outbreak. This campaign underlined the range of re-
quirements for effective coalition warfare at sea, from strong personal relationships 
among senior commanders, to appropriate arrangements for joint and combined 
command, to shared procedures for tactical activities. It also showed that the RN 
could hold a trusted, responsible place within a U.S.-led alliance, while at the same 
time acting as a ‘convening power’ to facilitate the contributions of smaller navies. 
Many of these conclusions are equally valid today. 

Notes 
1 Eric J. Grove, Vanguard to Trident: British Naval Policy Since World War II (Annapolis, 

MD: US Naval Institute Press, 1987), 149. 
2 Tim Benbow, “The Royal Navy and Sea Power in British Strategy, 1945–55,” Historical 

Research 91, no. 252 (May 2018): 375–98. 
3 DO(50)58, Chiefs of Staff, “Ability of the Armed Forces to Meet an Emergency,” July 

21, 1950, CAB 131/9, Annex I: Royal Navy.  All archival sources cited are from the 
National Archives, Kew. 

4 These four reports provide an important source for this chapter: Flag Officer, Second-in-
Command Far East Station [hereafter FO2FE], Report of Experience in Korean Opera-
tions, July–December 1950, March 31, 1951; FO2FE, Report of Experience in Korean 
Operations, January–June 1951, July 27, 1951, both ADM 116/6230.  FO2FE, Report of 
Experience in Korean Operations, July 1951–June 1952, September 15, 1952; FO2FE, 
Report of Experience in Korean Operations, July 1952–April 1953, July 15, 1953, both 
ADM 116/6231. 



 

 

 
 
    

  
  
  
  

  
  
  
  

  

  
  
  
  

  
   

  
  
  

 

  
  
  
  
  

     
  

  

  

  
  

70 Tim Benbow 

5 Naval Staff History BR1736(54), British Commonwealth Naval Operations, Korea, 
1950–53 (Ministry of Defence, Historical Branch (Naval), September 1967), ADM 
234/1067. 

6 Naval Staff History, 4. 
7 Naval Staff History, 8–10. 
8 Anthony Farrar-Hockley, The British Part in the Korean War, Volume I: A Distant Ob-

ligation (London: HMSO, 1990), 61–62. He noted the scale of the British contribution 
compared to that of France, which sent one warship for a single tour and one army bat-
talion; ibid., 405. 

9 Naval Staff History, 15–16. 
10 See, for example, FO2FE, Report, July 1952–April 1953, Part I, Section III, 3–6. 
11 Naval Staff History, 52–61. 
12 FO2FE, Report, July 1951–June 1952, Part I, 16, 32–33, 40–42; Clifford to CINCFES, 

July 15, 1953, ADM 116/6231, 4. 
13 Eric J. Grove, Vanguard to Trident, 138. 
14 Naval Staff History, 141. 
15 FO2FE/21176/1 to Admiralty, March 31, 1951, ADM 116/6230, 5. 
16 Jon Robb-Webb, The British Pacific Fleet: Experience and Legacy, 1944–50 (Farnham: 

Ashgate, 2013) covers the experience of the British Pacific Fleet as well as postwar 
cooperation. 

17 Corbin Williamson, The US Navy and its Cold War Alliances, 1945–1953 (Lawrence, 
KS: University Press of Kansas, 2020), especially 199, 231. 

18 FO2FE, Report, July 1951–June 1952, Part II, 32. 
19 FO2FE, Report, July–December 1950, Part III Section Two, 4. 
20 FO2FE, Report, January–June 1951, Part II, 56. 
21 FO2FE, Report, January–June 1951, Part II, 1; FO2FE, Report, July 1951–June 1952, 

Part II, 3. 
22 FO2FE, Report, January–June 1951, 3; Part II, 42 
23 Rear Admiral A.K. Scott-Moncrieff, “Naval Operations in Korean Waters,” Journal of 

the Royal United Services Institution 98, no. 590 (1953): 218–27, 218. 
24 FO2FE, Report, July–December 1950, Part III Section Two, 2–3. 
25 FO2FE, Report, January–June 1951, 1; Part II, 47. 
26 FO2FE, Report, July 1951–June 1952, Part II, 7–8. The Naval Staff History, 209–17, 

is critical of Dyer for giving orders without sufficient understanding, not taking action 
when needed and not allowing sensible initiative. Steven Paget cites sources confirming 
that Scott-Moncrieff ‘found Dyer difficult as CTF 95’. See Steven Paget, The Dynamics 
of Coalition Naval Warfare: The Special Relationship at Sea (Abingdon: Routledge, 
2018), 46. 

27 Corbin Williamson, The US Navy and its Cold War Alliances, 211–13. 
28 FO2FE, Report, July 1952–April 1953, Part II, 2. 
29 FO2FE, Report, July 1951–June 1952, Part II, 19. 
30 Naval Staff History, 279–81. 
31 Vice-Admiral C.C. Hughes Hallett, British Joint Services Mission (Naval Staff) to Sec-

retary of the Admiralty, BNS 2088/51, December 23, 1952; CINC FES to Admiralty, 
February 10, 1953, both ADM1/27283. 

32 Anthony Farrar-Hockley, The British Part in the Korean War, 407. 
33 Eric J. Grove, “Andrewes, Sir William Gerrard,” Oxford Dictionary of National 

Biography, accessed September 23, 2004, https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/65596. 
34 U.K. Naval Adviser, British Embassy Tokyo to CINCFES, NA 41/912/50, September 28, 

1950, ADM116/6227. 
35 U.K. Naval Adviser, British Embassy Tokyo to CINCFES, NA 41/1075/50, November 3, 

1950, ADM116/6227. 
36 Naval Staff History, 116; Williamson (2020), 210. 
37 FO2FE, Report, July 1952–April 1953, Part II, Section III, 12. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/65596


 

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
   

  
  
  
  

  
  

 

     
   

  
  
  

  
  

  
  
  

  
  
  

  
  
  
  
  

  

  

Between Following and Leading 71 

38 FO2FE, Report, July–December 1950, Part III Section One, 16 
39 FO2FE, Report, July–December 1950, Part III Section Three, 1. 
40 FO2FE, Report, July 1952–April 1953, Part III, Section III, 14; Paget (2018), 51–65. 
41 FO2FE, Report, July–December 1950, Part IV, Section Three, 14–23. 
42 FO2FE, Report, July–December 1950, Part IV, 2–7. 
43 For example, FO2FE, Report, July–December 1950, Part IV, Section Three, 14–23. 
44 Rear Admiral A.K. Scott-Moncrieff, “Naval Operations in Korean Waters,” 224. 
45 Naval Staff History, 134. 
46 See discussions in ADM1/21863. 
47 Head of Military Branch, July 31, 1950, ADM1/21863. 
48 Stephen Prince, “The Contribution of the Royal Navy to the United Nations Force During 

the Korean War”, Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol.17 No.2 (June 1994), pp. 94–120. 
49 FO2FE/21176/1 to Admiralty, March 31, 1951, ADM 116/6230, 9. 
50 FO2FS, Report, July–December 1950, Part III Section Four, 5–6, 44, quotations 69–70. 
51 Naval Staff History, 43. 
52 See, for example, DO(50)56, Minister of Defence, “National Defence,” July 21, 1950, 

CAB 131/9. 
53 FO2FE, Report, July–December 1950, Part III Section Eight, 3–5. 
54 Naval Staff History, 117–19; J.A. Field, History of United States Naval Operations 

in Korea (Washington, US Government Printing Office, 1962), 353; quotation from 
FO2FE to CINCFES, March 8, 1951, ADM 1/22521. 

55 Anthony Farrar-Hockley, The British Part in the Korean War, 296–97. 
56 Ian Speller, The Role of Amphibious Warfare in British Defence Policy, 1945–56 

(Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001), 117–18; Naval Staff History, 43–44, 105–7, 183–85. 
57 See plans and reports in ADM1/21882. 
58 FO2FE, Report, July 1951–June 1952, Part I, 49 and Part III, 4–6. 
59 Lt Col. D.B. Drysdale, Commander 41st Independent Commando RM, to CINCFES, 

September 25, 1950, ADM1/21882; Lt Col. F.N. Grant, Commander 41st Independent 
Commando RM to FO2FE, Report on Proceedings July 14 to December 23, 1951, 
received March 3, 1952, ADM116/6227. 

60 Ian Speller, The Role of Amphibious Warfare, 80–87. 
61 Tim Benbow, “British Naval Aviation and the “Radical Review”, 1953–1955,” in British 

Naval Aviation: The First 100 Years, ed. Tim Benbow (Farnham: Ashgate, 2011); Tim 
Benbow, “The Royal Navy and Sea Power in British Strategy, 1945–55.” 

62 Corbin Williamson, The US Navy and its Cold War Alliances, 205. 
63 FO2FE, Report, July–December 1950, Part III Section One, 38. 
64 Director of Plans, December 24, 1952; FO2FE to Admiralty, February 9, 1953; 

CINCFES to Admiralty, February 12, 1953, all ADM1/24068. 
65 Director of Plans, September 12, 1951, ADM 116/6230. 
66 Eric J. Grove, Vanguard to Trident, 150. 
67 Director of Naval Air Organisation and Training to Head of M Branch, December 10, 

1951, ADM 116/6231. 
68 FO2FE, Report, January–June 1951, 7. 
69 FO2FE to CINCFES, July 15, 1953, ADM 116/6231, 5. 
70 FO2FE, Report, July–December 1950, Part III Section One, 1–2, 48–50. 
71 Assistant Chief of the Naval Staff to First Sea Lord, August 4, 1950, ADM 205/74. 
72 CP(51)16, Chiefs of Staff, “Defence Programmes 1951–54,” January 12, 1951, CAB 

129/44. 
73 D(55)1, Minister of Defence, “Defence Policy: Heavy Aircraft Carriers,” January 7, 

1955, CAB 131/15; see Tim Benbow, “British Naval Aviation and the “Radical Review”, 
1953-55,” 140–47. 

74 Tim Benbow, “The Royal Navy and Sea Power in British Strategy, 1945–55.” 



 
 

 
 

  
  

 
 

 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 6 Middle Power Aircraft Carriers 
The Experience of the Royal 
Australian Navy in the Era of the 
Korean War 

Richard Dunley 

In recent years, there has been a remarkable resurgence of interest in aircraft carri-
ers and ship-based naval aviation, and nowhere has this been more notable than in 
the Indo-Pacific. Much of the attention has been focused on the developments in 
China’s People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN), but in many ways more surpris-
ing, has been the interest displayed by middle powers. After decades in which the 
number of navies operating aircraft carriers has consistently declined, the trend has 
now reversed. The Japanese are in the process of converting their Izumo Class ‘heli-
copter destroyers’ to carry F35B fighters, and the lead ship of the class has recently 
conducted the first trials with American aircraft.1 The vessel has also conducted a 
high-profile deployment through the Indo-Pacific helping to signal Japanese capa-
bility and resolve.2 India has further demonstrated its commitment to carrier-based 
naval aviation with the recent commissioning of its first domestically constructed 
aircraft carrier INS Vikrant. The development of ship-based naval aviation capabil-
ity has also received significant attention in other Indo-Pacific middle powers. The 
South Korean CVX light carrier project appears to be on hold, but there is continuing 
interest in the capability.3 In Australia, there have been regular debates over whether 
to convert one or more of the Canberra Class landing helicopter docks (LHD) to 
operate F35Bs.4 With the recent AUKUS announcement, any further steps in this 
direction seem unlikely in the near future, but the interest remains. Non-regional 
middle powers have also shown an increasing desire to deploy their carriers to the 
Indo-Pacific, with the United Kingdom’s Carrier Strike Group centred around the 
Queen Elizabeth undertaking a major deployment in 2021 and the French Charles 
de Gaulle set to replicate this in 2025.5 

This renewed interest in aircraft carriers reaffirms their enduring value, not 
only to great powers looking to exert oceanic sea control and power projection 
but also to middle powers with more limited and geographically constrained aims. 
To understand the value proposition of aircraft carriers to middle powers in the 
region, and the accompanying challenges, it is useful to look back at the previ-
ous round of middle power carrier acquisition and deployment. This paper will 
explore the acquisition of carrier capability by Australia and its deployment as part 
of the UN forces during the Korean War. In doing so it will offer some different 
perspectives on why a middle power might want to have a carrier capability, and 
what issues it might face. 
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‘To Have a Modern Navy?’ 

The development of carrier aviation in the Royal Australian Navy (RAN) was a slow 
and challenging process. It started in 1944 when a glut of wartime construction and 
limitations on trained manpower led the Royal Navy (RN) to question whether the 
RAN could man one of its new light fleet carriers. There was enthusiasm within the 
navy, and the Defence Committee commented positively on the ‘strategic ubiquity’ 
of aircraft carriers that made them an essential part of any modern fleet.6 The pro-
posal failed to gain political support partly due to scepticism from the Australian 
government over British motives. The rapidly changing strategic situation also meant 
that the initial driver, namely to increase Commonwealth forces capable of being 
deployed against Japan, had become less pressing. 

The issue did not disappear. In July 1945, the Defence Committee drew up 
a report on The Nature and Functions of Postwar Defence Forces in Australia. 
It suggested that the three primary security threats were the interruption of sea 
communications, sporadic raids, and invasion. Naval forces were seen as essen-
tial to all three missions, whether operating with larger partners to combat the 
first threat or independently in response to the second and third. At the heart of 
this future navy was ‘a balanced taskforce including aircraft carriers supported 
by a fleet train.’7 This dual role for the RAN as both an independent regional 
force, and a constituent part of a larger imperial or Anglo-American fleet under-
pinned much of the early postwar discussion of its force design. However, as 
Admiral Louis Hamilton, Chief of Naval Staff & First Naval Member (CNS), 
explained, with its existing vessels the RAN was ‘a moribund force incapable of 
taking its place in an empire fleet or operating as an independent unit under mod-
ern conditions.’ The primary issue as he saw it was the lack of naval aviation.8 

Considerable pressure was placed on the Australian government highlighting the 
need for the country to play its role in wider imperial defence; or as Hamilton 
put it to the Prime Minister, Ben Chifley, Australia could not ‘back out of post-
hostilities Power Politics and leave the UK to hold all the babies.’9 Thus the 
acquisition of aircraft carriers was not only tied to specific roles within potential 
naval strategies, it was also seen as a tangible sign that Australia was willing to 
step up and play a significant role within the broader imperial framework. 

Despite the initial setback, there was considerable confidence among naval 
leaders that the RAN would get its carriers, and the organisation drew up proposals 
setting out a fleet built around two light fleet carriers.10 Hamilton remarked that even 
if this was a little optimistic ‘I think we can bank on getting a Naval Air Branch 
and at least one Light Fleet [carrier] eventually.’11 In early 1946 the RAN pushed 
its proposal to establish an air arm, with the Secretary of the Navy Department 
stating bluntly that without one the navy would ‘virtually cease to exist as a first-
line Naval Force.’12 Following inconclusive discussions within both the Defence 
Committee and Cabinet, the Australians reached out to the Admiralty in London 
for advice. In September, the British government responded, offering Australia two 
light fleet carriers that were currently under construction. The Australian govern-
ment would only pay for the work to complete and modernise the vessels, and thus, 
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the Admiralty argued, would get two ships for the price of one.13 Hamilton and 
other naval leaders were keen to press for the rapid acceptance of ‘the Admiralty’s 
very generous offer,’ but were conscious of the political issues that had torpedoed 
the earlier offer of a loan.14 Hamilton did, however, reiterate privately that ‘the 
principle to be decided by Cabinet at this stage is whether or not they intend to 
have a modern navy.’15 The pressure was successful, and the Australian govern-
ment decided in June 1947 to accept the British offer, acquire the two carriers, and 
establish a naval aviation branch.16 

The overarching narrative that carrier-based aviation was essential for the 
RAN to remain a first-rate fighting navy was the core of the argument that per-
suaded the Australian government to acquire the capability. This argument re-
mains a central tenet of the case for modern middle powers to build and operate 
aircraft carriers. The Australian experience of the late 1940s and early 1950s also 
reveals, however, how the restrictions and limitations naturally placed on middle 
power navies and their carrier forces can serve to undercut much of this persua-
sive overarching narrative. 

The Australian government agreed to acquire the aircraft carriers, but the 
Prime Minister emphasised that the naval estimates were set at £15 million per 
year, and there would be no increase. Within months, however, the Admiralty in 
London were warning that the rapid pace of technological change, both in terms 
of aircraft and ship design, was pushing up the cost of the vessels.17 Escalating 
costs were soon compounded by questions over what capability the relatively 
small vessels would have. As late as January 1948, the British Prime Minister 
assured his Australian counterpart that the ships ‘will, after modernisation, be 
capable of operating all the naval aircraft that will be in service in the middle 
fifties and possibly well beyond that date.’18 Thus, when later that year the new 
CNS, Vice-Admiral John Collins, received a Confidential Admiralty Fleet Order 
stating that the light carriers would ‘be capable of operating new Trade pro-
tection type aircraft only’ he wrote to London to say that it was ‘a shattering 
blow.’19 The First Sea Lord was able to reassure him that this was a mistake, 
and after a period of uncertainty, it became clear that a ‘short’ steam catapult 
could be developed for the light carriers.20 Despite this, the rapid growth in the 
size, weight, and stall speed of fighter aircraft meant that it was increasingly 
apparent that the new RAN carriers would not be able to carry the latest gen-
eration of aircraft, most notably the proposed all-weather night fighter which 
would develop into the Sea Vixen. The realisation was a key factor in the British 
decision to also acquire the smaller Sea Venom fighter. This ensured that the 
Australian carriers would be able to deploy an effective modern air group if not 
one that could go toe-to-toe with the latest land-based fighters.21 Collins eventu-
ally came to accept the reality of the limited capability that could be offered by 
the new RAN naval aviation. As he wrote to the First Sea Lord: 

Although, up to date, I have maintained that our carriers should be capable 
of operating the latest jet fighters, I am now beginning to have my doubts 
whether this ideal is practicable. In the old days we bought Australia and 
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Canberra, two trade protection Cruisers, and accepted that they were not fitted 
with 15′′ guns and armour. Is it not logical of us to provide now two Majestic 
Class Carriers and accept that they are not fleet Carriers, nor even Hermes 
Class? In the ANZAM [Anglo-New Zealand-Australia-Malaysia] area, their 
primary role would be trade protection in which AS [anti-submarine] opera-
tions play a major part and for which they are well suited. They could operate 
fighters that would be a match for unescorted bombers of present long range 
types. If our Carriers were to be employed in an area within radius of fast 
enemy shore-based aircraft, then our carriers would have to form part of a 
force with other Carriers armed with the appropriate fighters.22 

The acceptance of the limited capability of the new RAN carriers went hand in 
hand with a closer evaluation of the role that the service was likely to fulfil in 
wartime. As Collins noted, the most likely role for the RAN in a major war was 
the protection of trade in the Indian Ocean and South-West Pacific, something for 
which the new carriers were well suited. Eric Grove has observed that ‘in no sense 
was the RAN being given a subsidiary carrier role’ because the ‘(d)irect defence 
of shipping was at this time the primary role of the entire RN carrier force.’ The 
only difference being that in the narrow seas such as the Mediterranean the RN 
fleet carriers would need to deal with large numbers of land-based aircraft.23 Soon 
developments in South-East Asia saw an additional prospective role being given 
to the Australian carrier fleet. Fears of Chinese aggression in Indo-China led to an 
emphasis on the importance of ‘naval forces with as many carrier borne aircraft’ as 
possible being surged into the region.24 

The idea that the RAN should act as a component of a larger allied force, 
whether that be imperial or Anglo-American, was an integral part of the service’s 
outlook and formed one aspect of its postwar planning. However, there was also 
a clear sense that the RAN should be able to operate as an independent force, and 
here it is obvious that there were certain doubts about the value of naval aviation. 
The decision to acquire carriers had been framed around the idea that they were 
essential to any first-rate navy, but the limitations of the RAN’s new carriers un-
dercut elements of that. As Collins acknowledged, the RAN vessels would likely 
need the support of larger carriers if they were to operate close to powerful land-
based aviation. More concerning still was the limited strike potential offered by 
the carriers. By the mid-1950s Collins’ successor, Roy Dowling, was complaining 
that despite taking up an ‘alarmingly high’ percentage of the naval estimates, ‘we 
cannot claim any real offensive power in our Fleet Air Arm.’25 Of particular con-
cern was the limited strike capability given the potential threat posed by Soviet 
surface warships such as the Sverdlov class cruisers, one of which was soon to 
be acquired by Indonesia. Dowling felt that the ‘answer of course is the tactical 
atomic weapon carried by Sea Venom or indeed any fighters capable of operat-
ing from the deck of a Light Fleet Carrier.’ Unsurprisingly, to modern eyes at 
least, this proposal did not go very far, and instead, the RAN were left to wonder 
whether ‘it is worthwhile planning to maintain an RAN Fleet Air Arm?’26 Whilst 
this drastic decision was never taken and the RAN continued to advocate for its 
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naval aviation arm, it highlights how the value of carrier airpower was not as clear 
cut as might have been assumed. 

In the early debates over whether to acquire the carriers, naval aviation had 
been presented as an essential capability for a middle power such as Australia. The 
reality, however, was that Australia could never afford a large fleet carrier capa-
ble of operating the most modern fighter aircraft, or strike aircraft with sufficient 
payload to have the desired impact. This in turn raised questions about whether 
the Australian Fleet Air Arm did provide the capability necessary for the service 
to be considered an independent first-rate navy, capable of operating on its own. 
If not, then there were real doubts about whether it was worth the very substantial 
cost (and opportunity cost). In this respect, there are obvious parallels with modern 
middle power carrier aviation and the questions over the true capability of a Short 
Take-Off and Vertical Landing (STOVL) carrier when compared with a full Cata-
pult Assisted Take-Off but Arrested Recovery vessel. 

Carrier Diplomacy – HMAS Sydney’s Deployment to Korea 

The Australian decision to contribute to the UN operations in Korea was taken 
rapidly in late June 1950, with the RAN frigate Shoalhaven and the destroyer 
Bataan, among the first forces placed at the disposal of UN command.27 Shoal-
haven was soon replaced by a second destroyer, Waaramunga, and these vessels 
played an important role both operating inshore and acting as escorts for RN and 
USN aircraft carriers. The importance of the ships to coalition operations was 
highlighted in September 1950, when Rear-Admiral William Andrewes, com-
manding British and Commonwealth naval forces in Korea, wrote to Collins to tell 
how the Australian destroyers had ‘more than pulled their weight and were most 
valuable to him.’ Andrewes said that ‘one of his main concerns is the shortage of 
destroyers’ and asked that Collins ‘bear this in mind when sending reliefs.’28 This 
was embodied in the Fleet Programme drawn up in September 1950, with the 
Naval Board amending the proposal drawn up by the Flag Officer Commanding 
Australian Fleet (FOCAF) in order to retain Warramunga and Bataan in Korea 
beyond the expected six-month deployment.29 Part of the rationale behind this 
was the pressing personnel issues facing the RAN. The service had been cut back 
severely following the end of the Second World War, and the entry of newly built 
destroyers and the working up of the new aircraft carrier HMAS Sydney and its air 
groups was placing strain on limited resources. The proposals to rotate the RAN 
vessels in Korea would have caused additional problems because of the require-
ment to provide a war complement for the ships scheduled to relieve the destroy-
ers currently operating with the UN forces.30 

This provided the backdrop for the first discussion of the deployment of an 
Australian aircraft carrier to Korea. In December 1950, the First Sea Lord, Admiral 
of the Fleet Lord Fraser, raised the possibility of Sydney being deployed to relieve 
one of the British light fleet carriers.31 There were obvious issues. Sydney had only 
recently returned from the UK where it picked up its new air group and was still 
in the process of working it up. Furthermore, deploying the carrier to Korea would 
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significantly exacerbate the personnel problems that had driven the decision to 
extend the deployments of Warramunga and Bataan. Collins highlighted these 
issues and the wider impact that the deployment of the RAN’s only aircraft carrier 
would have on the service. In response, the British request was never formalised, 
and in early March 1951 Collins wrote to Fraser to thank him ‘for your decision 
that Sydney should not go to Korea. I am sure that it was the right one.’32 

In parallel to this Commonwealth discussion of naval resources, there was a 
far larger debate going on between Canberra and Washington over Pacific security 
and Australian-American relations. Since early 1950 the Australian Minister for 
External Affairs, Percy Spender, had been trying to negotiate a Pacific Pact which 
would formalise American security guarantees in Australasia. To the surprise of 
many this had met with a warm reception from the Truman administration, and 
by the beginning of 1951 what was to become the ANZUS agreement was being 
worked out behind closed doors.33 Part of the willingness of the American govern-
ment to consider such a proposal stemmed from the perception that Australia was 
a willing ally, evidenced not least by the rapid despatch of forces to Korea. By 
February 1951, however, the exigencies of the war meant that the United States 
was being forced to ask its allies for further commitments to reinforce the troops 
on the ground. In February, the Australian Ambassador in Washington was asked 
by the State Department whether Australia would be willing to commit an addi-
tional battalion to Korea, with the Americans emphasising not only the military 
requirements but also the necessity of maintaining the image of this being a UN as 
opposed to a U.S. force.34 When they did not receive an immediate response, the 
Americans followed up, noting that they were ‘attaching increasing importance to 
the matter’ and wanted an answer forthwith.35 These requests were given additional 
gravity by reports coming out of the State Department that senior officials did not 
share the enthusiasm of their political masters for the proposed Pacific Pact. They 
noted that other factors required more careful consideration, including public op-
position to further military commitments, and ‘the limited value of the proposed 
tri-partite pact to the United States.’36 

Back in Canberra, the wheels of the administration were grinding, and the 
matter came before the Defence Committee, where the Chief of the General 
Staff stated that, due to personnel issues and the scope of commitments else-
where, ‘he did not advise that Australia should increase its contribution on mili-
tary grounds.’ This was fully endorsed by the committee, which concluded that 
there was ‘no military necessity’ to send additional ground forces, such a deci-
sion would have ‘a serious adverse effect on the Army’ and would ‘prejudice 
the… ability to prepare adequately to meet our probable strategic commitments 
in war.’37 This blunt assessment arrived just as the arrangements for the Pacific 
Pact were being finalised and immediately set up a clash between the Minister of 
Defence and the Minister of External Affairs. In response to the conclusions of 
the Defence Committee, Spender penned a detailed memorandum setting out the 
wider situation. He started by explaining how the initial decision to send forces to 
Korea ‘earned us much goodwill’ in the United States, but warned that it ‘is a de-
preciating asset.’ He acknowledged the conclusions of the Defence Committee, 
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but noted that the decision needed to be taken in light of factors ‘in addition to 
the military aspect.’ In particular, he focused on Australian-American relations, 
noting that ‘Australian policy is directed fundamentally towards the acceptance 
by the United States of responsibility to assist in the protection of Australia.’ 
To achieve this required the ‘deliberate cultivation of all reasonable means of 
demonstrating the accord of the two peoples.’ The commitment to Korea had 
been particularly valuable because it demonstrated a willingness to continue ‘our 
traditional role of placing our forces at the disposal of our allies in areas remote 
from our back door.’ This demonstration of a willingness to support American 
action in the maintenance of ‘wider international interests’ was, Spender argued, 
the essential quid pro quo underpinning American commitment to Australian se-
curity. He concluded that ‘while there is no military necessity for the despatch 
of additional ground forces to Korea, such a step would have highly important 
political advantages from the point of view of Australian security.’38 The stage 
was set for a major cabinet showdown, but then Spender withdrew his memo-
randum suggesting that it was ‘not appropriate’ to deal with the question, and a 
holding response was sent to Washington saying that any decision would have to 
wait until after the forthcoming election. Precisely what provoked this volte-face 
is unclear, but the implication is that pressure was exerted on Spender to induce 
him to postpone a controversial decision.39 

The Australian election was held on 28 April 1951 and the Liberal-Country 
Coalition under Robert Menzies was returned to office. The Americans, however, 
were not long distracted and soon returned to their theme. On 30 April, the Aus-
tralian Ambassador met with senior figures from the State Department, who said 
that now the elections were over they hoped that the Australian government would 
‘give early consideration’ to the question of sending additional troops to Korea.40 

The following day he was recalled to the State Department in order to ‘amplify’ the 
request, and add that whereas previously the desire had been for ‘one additional 
battalion as a basic contribution’ now the Americans wanted two.41 Pressure was 
further ratcheted up by a blunt telegram from the Ambassador outlining the state of 
play in Washington. He noted that the U.S. administration was preoccupied with its 
own domestic considerations. ‘If, therefore, the Australian Government is not able 
to make what the American Administration deems to be an adequate response… no 
matter how strong our domestic reasons may be, they are not likely to carry very 
much weight here. Indeed they will very likely not penetrate to quarters where 
they need to be understood the most, i.e. in Congress.’ He stated that this would 
have ‘repercussions… the most immediate being the completion and approval by 
the Senate of the Pacific Pact negotiations.’42 This was, of course, precisely what 
Spender had feared most. 

It was at this point that the prospect of Sydney going to Korea was raised once 
again. It was first floated in a letter from the First Sea Lord to Collins in April, 
less than a month after Collins’ letter thanking Fraser for dropping the previous 
request. The First Sea Lord said that his carriers required relief after six months 
of operations, and he was unable to maintain two carriers on station in the second 
half of the year. For this reason, he asked Collins if ‘in September it might be 
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possible to send up Sydney for about 2 or 3 months operational flying if the Korea 
business is still going.’43 The proposal was elevated to the political level, and its 
value was recognised immediately. Josiah Francis, Minister for the Navy, noted 
that the ‘international prestige accruing to Australia from such a contribution to 
United Nations forces is obvious.’44 The Defence Minister, Philip McBride con-
curred, remarking that it ‘would be a valuable additional contribution to the Forces 
of the United Nations which can be readily made.’ He pointedly went on that it 
‘should be linked with the Agendum awaiting Cabinet consideration relating to the 
request of the United States of America for additional contributions of forces to the 
war in Korea.’45 The Defence Committee, which reconsidered the entire question 
of additional forces for Korea prior to the issue going to Cabinet, unsurprisingly 
highlighted the same points, noting that whilst Sydney was ‘a substitute for a Royal 
Navy Ship it is an additional contribution by Australia.’46 This second request for 
the deployment of an Australian aircraft carrier to Korea came at a better time for 
the RAN, with some of the specific issues raised by Collins a couple of months 
earlier having passed. However, the critical manning shortages remained, and there 
were still very good grounds to oppose the suggestion. What had really changed 
was the political context. 

The new Minister of External Affairs, R.G. Casey, prepared a revised memoran-
dum for Cabinet, and he viewed matters differently from his defence colleagues. 
He noted the possibility of sending Sydney to Korea saying that this was ‘a signifi-
cant addition to Australia’s effort,’ but still pressed for additional ground forces on 
the basis that ‘it would after all only be a replacement and not an addition to the 
overall United Nations strength.’47 The matter came before the Cabinet on 11 May, 
and McBride and his defence colleagues won out. There was considerable discus-
sion of both the military and political difficulties of sending additional troops and 
the dispatch of Sydney seemed to offer an elegant solution to the problem posed by 
the American pressure. The Cabinet decided that the aircraft carrier should be sent 
to Korea to relieve HMS Glory and determined that Menzies should write to Tru-
man to inform him that no further troops would be sent whilst ‘setting out in its true 
perspective the Australian contribution to date in Korea.’48 An important element of 
demonstrating this continued Australian commitment came from the ability to tell 
the President about the deployment of Sydney.49 

Sydney left for Korea in August 1951 and operated primarily off the west coast 
of the peninsula until early 1952. By all accounts, the deployment was very suc-
cessful, with the Australian carrier operating to the same high standards set by the 
British vessels that she relieved.50 The primary role for the ship was providing 
close air support for the troops on the ground, and by the end of the deployment, 
the air group claimed a remarkable range of ‘kills,’ including over 200 ox carts!51 

The First Sea Lord wrote to Collins in February 1952 noting how ‘Sydney left 
Korea with a fine reputation.’52 Shortly after the Admiralty in London began in-
formal soundings as to whether the Australians would be willing to send a carrier 
for a further deployment in mid-1953.53 This was received favourably both by the 
RAN and the politicians. The Defence Minister wrote to Menzies recommend-
ing that it be approved ‘both for the operational experience gained under active 
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service conditions and for the international prestige accruing to Australia from such 
a contribution to the United Nations Forces.’54 The armistice ensured that Sydney’s 
second deployment to Korea was not a combat one; however, Australia’s allies re-
mained impressed by the willingness to send the aircraft carrier to support ongoing 
UN operations.55 

The request for Sydney to be deployed to Korea was prompted by a specific 
operational requirement, but decision-makers in Canberra were arguably more in-
terested in its political than its military implications. From this perspective, the 
mission was primarily one of naval diplomacy, albeit conducted in wartime and tar-
geting allies. The decision attests to the unique symbolism surrounding aircraft car-
riers. The vessels had replaced battleships as the ultimate arbiters of naval conflict 
and had also inherited their symbolic value as indicators of state power. Australian 
politicians believed that the deployment of an aircraft carrier would be perceived 
as a major step up in Australian commitment to the war. The status of this class of 
vessels was such that the decision would have an impact where it mattered most, 
namely in Washington. This proved to be the case, with President Truman writing 
to Menzies to thank him for the ongoing Australian contributions.56 

It was not, however, sufficient. In August Truman returned to his theme, stressing 
‘the importance which we attach to the need for replacements and for the rotation 
of battle-weary troops.’57 This request was discussed by the cabinet in September, 
and it was agreed that Australia should double its ground forces, primarily because 
‘it would help in our relations with the United States to do so.’ The political aspects 
of the decision were further highlighted by the desire to announce the commitment 
immediately as ‘there may be a ceasefire at any time in Korea, [and] we should be 
on record with the decision to provide additional troops.’58 The consistent Australian 
focus on the political aspects of deployments and its juxtaposition with Truman’s 
more operational focus provides a clear context for why the Australian government 
decided to deploy Sydney, and why it proved insufficient to quell American demands. 
Ultimately, the United States believed they needed further ground forces to fight in 
Korea, and no carrier deployment could replace that. This should not disguise the 
degree to which aircraft carriers were seen by the Australian government as a signifi-
cant diplomatic weapon above and beyond their military capabilities. 

Conclusion 

The nature of the decision to deploy Sydney to Korea highlights the value of air-
craft carriers as tools of statecraft. As has been seen above, the early 1950s saw the 
RAN begin to question whether naval aviation was worth the investment for a mid-
dle power due to the limited capabilities offered by two small aircraft carriers. This 
discussion was, however, focused on the operational level. The narrative around 
the deployment to Korea demonstrates that, when viewed from a higher strategic 
plane, the aircraft carriers remained a very powerful addition to Australia’s national 
arsenal. Arguably, little has changed. As the deployment of HMS Queen Elizabeth 
to the Indo-Pacific in 2021 demonstrated, aircraft carriers remain a powerful sym-
bol, understood by friends and potential adversaries.59 
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The renewed interest in naval aviation among middle powers, especially those 
in the Indo-Pacific, appears unlikely to abate in the near future given the wider geo-
strategic dynamics. Many of the arguments deployed to support such acquisitions are 
remarkably familiar, pointing out the essential requirement for ship-based aviation 
in a first-rate navy, particularly one interested in operating independently. Austral-
ian experience from the early Cold War also points to the problems of such a step. 
Middle powers, by their very nature, lack the resources to build and operate large 
aircraft carriers, certainly in any number. This was the rationale behind the acquisi-
tion of British light fleet carriers by a number of smaller powers in the 1940s and 
1950s and is mirrored by the focus on STOVL carriers in the twenty-first century. 
However, as the RAN found out, this step is very costly for the capability it offers. 
Small air groups, low payload and range, and second-string aircraft can all mean that 
the actual capability provided by a smaller aircraft carrier can be limited. These prac-
tical issues are very real, as the continued doubts over the capability of the two new 
British aircraft carriers attest to. The Australian Cold War experience, however, also 
sheds light on the wider value of these vessels. The deployment of Sydney to Korea is 
an excellent example of the significance of naval platforms on a political as opposed 
to purely military level. Irrespective of their operational capability, aircraft carriers 
have long been incredibly potent symbols of state power and influence. Their cost 
and complexity ensure that only a select club of states can operate them. Deploying 
an aircraft carrier sends a clear message to both friends and potential adversaries, 
something that makes them hugely powerful tools of statecraft in peace as well as in 
war. For this reason, it is hardly surprising that middle powers continue to covet this 
most expensive and technically challenging of capabilities. 
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7 A Small but Significant Contribution 
The Royal New Zealand Navy 
and the Korean War 

Steven Paget 

In 2013, Malcolm Muir Jr. wrote: ‘Although the contributions made by the many 
allies of the United States to the ground war are reasonably well known, less visible 
has been the participation of other UN navies.’1 This has been especially true of 
the involvement of the Royal New Zealand Navy (RNZN), which has not only 
been overshadowed by the contribution of the U.S. Navy (USN) but also those 
of the Royal Navy (RN) and the Royal Australian Navy (RAN). The number of 
ships involved in the Korean War does not, however, sufficiently demonstrate 
the substance of the RNZN’s contribution. Joon-gyu Lee, former South Korean 
Ambassador to New Zealand, retrospectively described New Zealand’s contribu-
tion to the Korean War as ‘major given the size of the country.’2 Indeed, despite 
only committing two frigates on a rotational basis, New Zealand was second only 
to the United States (U.S.) in terms of per capita contribution to the United Nations 
(UN) force assembled during the Korean War.3 

While the RNZN contribution to the overall war effort was modest, the deploy-
ment of frigates and the experience of Korean War operations was significant for 
New Zealand, especially in the context of the post–Second World War strategic 
environment. Ian McGibbon, New Zealand’s official historian of the Korean War, 
has emphasised the ‘importance of the war in the determination of New Zealand’s 
approach to post-war security.’4 The conflict was also a way marker in the increas-
ing independence of the RNZN. This chapter will examine the decision to commit 
frigates to Korean operations and consider the significance of the RN’s influence 
on RNZN. It will address command and logistics arrangements and explore RNZN 
operations during the conflict. Finally, it will analyse the effect of the Korean War 
on New Zealand’s strategic outlook and the development and structure of the 
RNZN. The heavily British-influenced RNZN emerged from the Korean War look-
ing broadly similar to when it entered the conflict, but subtle changes in outlook set 
the navy on a gradual path to greater independence. 

Committing the Frigates 

The decision to offer the frigates for service during the Korean War was noteworthy 
as it represented only the fourth time that New Zealand had committed forces to a 
war overseas.5 It has been asserted that New Zealand ‘leapt’ to support the Americans 
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at the outset of the Korean War, but despite responding to a call for support from the 
United States, the decision was made within an inherently Commonwealth context.6 

Following the invasion of South Korea, the United States conducted an ‘explicit 
recruitment process’ to assemble the coalition for the Korean War.7 Curtis Utz has 
emphasised: ‘Due principally to the shared experience of the Second World War, 
where they had proved their military worth, and close political relations, forces from 
the Old Commonwealth members were considered most desirable.’8 New Zealand 
was quick to respond to the call for assistance, following ‘constant consultation’ 
with Britain, Commonwealth nations, and the United States.9 A review by the 
military leadership in New Zealand of the feasibility of sending forces to Korea on 
28 June 1950 reached the conclusion that it would be possible to deploy frigates to 
support UN operations, with the contribution viewed as being less risky than com-
mitting ground forces and more flexible should they need to be diverted to contin-
gencies elsewhere.10 Subsequently, on being advised on 29 June that the RN’s Far 
East Fleet was being committed to Korea, New Zealand’s Prime Minister, Sidney 
Holland, offered a two-frigate contribution before the matter was even discussed 
amongst his cabinet.11 Despite the impromptu nature of Holland’s commitment of 
RNZN frigates, the contribution to the UN effort had bipartisan political support as 
it was considered both a necessary and noble measure.12 

Despite Holland’s enthusiasm, availability was an issue and the RNZN effectively 
ended up selecting the first two ships ‘almost by default,’ with a call being put out 
for volunteers within the navy to ensure that the crews reached wartime service 
levels.13 The first frigates, HMNZ Ships Pukaki and Tutira, set sail from Auckland 
on 3 July. Following the initial deployment, two frigates remained on station on a 
rotational basis for the duration of the conflict (see Table 7.1).14 

Despite being a significant national commitment, New Zealand’s relationship 
with Britain was central to the decision to deploy the frigates and their subsequent 
operations and sustainment while operating in Korean waters. 

Commonwealth Ties 

It has been noted that naval operations during the Korean War were ‘handled on 
a Commonwealth basis under British command as if little had changed since the 
heyday of the British Empire.’15 The connection to Britain and the Commonwealth 

Table 7.1 Deployments by RNZN frigates during the Korean War 

Ship Date departed Date returned 

HMNZS Pukaki 3 July 1950 3 December 1950 
HMNZS Tutira 
HMNZS Rotoiti 

3 July 1950 
7 October 1950 

30 May 1951 
21 November 1951 

HMNZS Hawea 2 March 1951 8 March 1952 
HMNZS Taupo 
HMNZS Rotoiti 
HMNZS Hawea 

28 September 1951 
7 January 1952 
4 August 1952 

21 October 1952 
19 July 1953 
29 August 1953 

HMNZS Kaniere 2 March 1953 2 March 1954 
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was no more strongly felt than in New Zealand.16 Indeed, the influence of the RN 
over the RNZN, in particular, was an enduring feature of the development of New 
Zealand’s naval forces. A naval force was established in New Zealand prior to the 
First World War, but it was not until a June 1921 Order in Council that a separate 
New Zealand Division of the RN was formed and the New Zealand Naval Board was 
constituted.17 As a division of the RN, the naval forces of New Zealand were placed 
at the Admiralty’s disposal at the outbreak of the Second World War.18 It was only 
during that conflict, in October 1941, that the RNZN was officially established as an 
independent naval force.19 The emergence of an independent navy in New Zealand 
was slower than might have been anticipated, with the Admiralty having noted in 
October 1919: ‘The policy of forming Dominion Navies has the greatest advantage 
of stimulating national pride and effort in naval affairs, and it is therefore recom-
mended that Canada, New Zealand, and South Africa should gradually build up 
navies of their own on the Australian model.’20 The shift was certainly gradual, with 
the imperial influence on the RNZN being demonstrated by the demographics of its 
personnel at the outbreak of the Second World War, as less than 7% of the officers 
were New Zealanders and even 43% of the ratings consisted of RN loanees.21 

The leadership and crews of the RNZN still demonstrated an ongoing and sig-
nificant connection to the RN at the outset of the Korean War. The Chief of Naval 
Staff, Commodore F.S. Ballance, and all three members of the Naval Board were 
RN officers. Moreover, over 50% of non-specialist officers of the rank of Lieuten-
ant Commander and above were RN officers on loan to the RNZN, while others 
had previously served in the British Navy. Although much reduced from the outset 
of the Second World War, even 17% of ratings were loanees or had served in the 
RN.22 While it was equally true that there was a wealth of experience of working 
in or with the RN amongst the commanding officers and crews of other Common-
wealth navies, the RNZN was the most notable example.23 Of the eight command-
ing officers of the RNZN frigates deployed to Korea, four were on loan from the 
RN and another had transferred across.24 

The composition of the fleet was even more indicative of the close ties with 
the RN. The fighting capability of the RNZN consisted of two cruisers and six 
Loch class frigates, which had all previously seen service in the RN. The cruisers 
HM Ships Bellona and Black Prince were sourced from the RN in 1946 to replace 
HMNZ Ships Achilles and Gambia.25 The war surplus Loch class frigates were 
purchased for £1.5 million in 1948 and were to become the ‘workhorses’ of 
the RNZN.26 Tellingly, when the frigates were purchased, it was also agreed that a 
sufficient number of former RN personnel would be recruited to ensure that they 
could be adequately manned.27 If the RAN was considered to have functioned as 
an ‘adjunct’ of the RN, it is difficult to draw a different conclusion for the RNZN, 
which was even more closely tied to its British counterpart.28 

Command and Logistics Arrangements 

During the Korean War, Commonwealth ships predominantly operated on the west 
coast, initially as part of Task Group 96.8 and, after the Inchon landings, as elements 
of Task Group 95.1, both of which were commanded by the RN’s Flag Officer, 
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Second-in-Command, Far East Station.29 This ‘grouping’ of Commonwealth ships, 
predicated on the compatibility of the navies, included RNZN ships.30 Commodore 
Ballance retrospectively acknowledged: ‘Our frigates have been turned over lock, 
stock and barrel.’31 Integration under British command proved to be a straightfor-
ward process for the Commonwealth navies and was achieved without delay.32 The 
New Zealand official history concluded that the RNZN ‘experienced no difficulties 
in fitting in with the British command’ and ‘had in effect resumed a role that it had 
played with good effect during the Second World War-a junior partner in a naval 
effort directed by the RN and designed to contribute to overall allied seapower.’33 

The extensive RN experience that existed within the RNZN, the benefit of RN 
training, the use of British-type ships, and standardisation in a range of areas 
smoothed the process of integration. 

The Flag Officer, Second-in-Command, Far East Station was looked on as a 
‘mediator’ who could ‘champion’ Commonwealth interests, but also challenge 
any tasking that raised concerns, thereby offering an opportunity for the individual 
navies to preserve their relationships with the USN.34 Despite observing that 
the RNZN ‘relied on British officers to protect their interests within the wider 
coalition, and had no reason for complaint on this score,’ McGibbon also suggested 
that the ‘inability’ of the Flag Officer, Second-in-Command, Far East Station to 
convince his American superior to scale back the Han River estuary demonstration 
left the New Zealand frigates operating in ‘difficult and potentially dangerous 
circumstances.’35 Therefore, while being able to rely on the Flag Officer, Second-
in-Command, Far East Station to act as a buffer was generally beneficial, opera-
tions in the Han River demonstrated that New Zealand’s junior role limited its 
influence over naval operations. Nevertheless, the RNZN’s relations with the USN 
and, particularly, the Commonwealth navies were, overall, positive and productive. 

In addition to the command arrangements, an agreement was reached that the 
Flag Officer, Second-in-Command, Far East Station would be responsible for the 
logistic support of Commonwealth naval forces, including the ships of the RNZN.36 

Standardisation with the RN through the use of British ships and equipment was 
fundamental to the capacity of the RNZN to obtain the necessary logistic sup-
port.37 It was also significant in facilitating the provision of essential maintenance.38 

While it has been rightly noted that the RNZN may have ‘faced potentially serious 
problems’ if it had been reliant on U.S. logistical support, even the reliance on the 
British meant that they were subject to the same challenges as those encountered 
by the RN, such as when shortages were experienced in 4-inch shells in mid-1952 
that led to measures of economy being introduced.39 British support was crucial in 
sustaining RNZN operations but, as a small navy dependent on external assistance 
for maintenance and supply, the risk of shortfalls was beyond their control. 

RNZN Operations 

The Korean War was categorised as a ‘warm’ war by the Admiralty.40 From an 
RNZN perspective, the intensity of operations increased as the conflict progressed, 
following an initial routine start. After joining up with the West Korea Support 
Group (Task Group 96.8), Pukaki and Tutira were mainly used for escorting 
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convoys and conducting patrols.41 Lieutenant Commander Laurence Herrick, the 
Commanding Officer of Pukaki, recorded that while routine, the early operations 
‘proved an excellent training for a young ship’s company under war conditions.’42 

Aside from routine operations, the RNZN frigates were involved in some of the 
major naval operations of the early part of the conflict, but in more limited and less 
prestigious roles than some of their Commonwealth counterparts. During Opera-
tion Chromite, the amphibious assault at Inchon, the New Zealand frigates served 
as screening ships, protecting the movement of troops from Japan for the landing 
and safeguarding supply routes as part of Task Group 90.7.43 During subsequent 
operations at Wonsan, the RNZN frigates were attached to Task Group 95.6, which 
was responsible for minesweeping and protection.44 

The RNZN was delayed in joining the so-called shooting war, with it being noted 
that neither Pukaki nor Tutira had ‘occasion to commence an engagement.’45 In fact, 
the floating mine sunk by Bofors fire on 22 October was Pukaki’s ‘only shots in 
anger’ during her deployment, prompting Lieutenant Commander Herrick to lament 
that the ship had ‘never…fired a shot,…smelt the enemy, seen the enemy, heard the 
enemy.’46 Despite the relatively routine nature of operations, conditions in Korea 
were challenging and required professional ship handling. While they may not have 
been glamorous, the roles performed by the RNZN frigates were commendable and 
the crews could be proud of a job done well. The operations of the ships were de-
scribed by New Zealand’s Minister of Defence, T.L. MacDonald, as ‘somewhat mo-
notonous and unspectacular,’ but ‘essential.’47 The operations also provided useful 
experience of operating with a range of multinational navies, with the Flag Officer, 
Second-in-Command, Far East Station writing: ‘the campaign was probably unique 
in that ships of seven nationalities were, with minor exceptions, operationally inter-
changeable, a state of affairs which was developed quickly and harmoniously.’48 

The limited nature of operations and the perception that operations were wind-
ing down prompted a decision by the New Zealand Naval Board to reduce the com-
mitment to one frigate when Tutira was due to depart station, following the earlier 
return home of Pukaki, but Rear Admiral William Andrewes, then the Flag Officer, 
Second-in-Command, Far East Station, requested the retention of the ship, which 
subsequently proved to be a prudent decision given the intensification of RNZN 
operations.49 The commencement of what became known as the ‘static’ phase of 
the war in 1951 actually prompted an expansion of the RNZN’s involvement in 
naval operations.50 During 1951, the operations of RNZN ships comprised four 
core responsibilities: routine patrols, supervision of minesweeping, naval gunfire, 
and amphibious raids.51 The RNZN frigates continued to support the blockade of 
the west coast, which was described in July 1951 as ‘just about 100%’ tight.52 

The RNZN also contributed to the series of so-called ‘dummy’ landings and feints 
conducted to create confusion about the intentions of UN forces and prompt the 
redeployment of Communist forces.53 As an example, HMNZS Hawea took an ac-
tive role in Operation Ashcan, which involved a Royal Marines force being landed 
to conduct a feint at Cho-do.54 As part of a five-nation frigate force, alongside ships 
from Canada, Colombia, the United Kingdom, and the United States, Hawea pro-
vided fire support to suppress enemy movement on the approaches to the beach, 
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with spotting being provided by aircraft from USS Bataan. In registering three di-
rect hits from the 29 rounds fired at a suspected enemy observation post or artillery 
position prior to the landing, Hawea delivered the RNZN’s first bombardment of 
the conflict.55 It was not to be the last. 

The RNZN was also engaged in the conduct of raids in 1951, which became 
an increasingly common feature of operations as the conflict progressed, although 
they were not without controversy.56 HMNZS Rotoiti’s involvement in raids seems 
to have originated from the initiative of the ship’s commanding officer, Lieuten-
ant Commander Brian Turner. McGibbon has suggested: ‘The ambitious Turner 
chafed at the limitations on his ability to get to grips with the enemy. He wanted 
to provide traditions for the fledgling New Zealand navy. Conscious of the many 
wartime awards made to New Zealand soldiers for bravery, he believed that New 
Zealand seamen were irked by their inability “to have a crack at an enemy”.’57 Con-
sequently, Turner arranged for a number of his crew to participate in ‘commando 
training’ while the ship was docked at Kure to prepare them for conducting raids.58 

Those skills were put to use during a raid on Sogon-ni on 11 July 1951. The 
beach was shelled by Rotoiti before an assault platoon consisting of a pair of able 
seamen was landed, resulting in the capture of two North Korean prisoners.59 The 
raid drew praise despite the fact it had been unauthorised, being described as ‘a 
most enterprising little operation.’60 A subsequent raid on Sogon-ni to destroy en-
emy gun positions, gather intelligence, and capture further prisoners was conducted 
on 26 August using marines from HMS Ceylon and crew members from Rotoiti. 
The party met resistance ashore, prompting naval gunfire support from Ceylon and 
Rotoiti. Ceylon’s commanding officer subsequently heralded ‘the keenness of the 
New Zealand ratings to take an active part’ and commended ‘their coolness under 
fire.’61 Unfortunately, Able Seaman Robert Marchioni was killed during the raid, 
becoming the RNZN’s only combat casualty of the conflict.62 Tellingly, the Flag 
Officer, Second-in-Command, Far East Station, reflected: ‘Raids by Rotoiti had 
limited success in silencing enemy guns but were not deemed profitable in view of 
the casualties sustained and have not been repeated.’63 Rotoiti did, however, direct 
fire support from Ceylon and provide naval gunfire support during a further pris-
oner raid conducted by the British ship four days later.64 

RNZN frigates were also involved in the notorious Han River estuary demon-
stration, which was intended to drive enemy forces clear of the Kaesong area dur-
ing armistice negotiations.65 The New Zealand frigates took an active role in the 
bombardments despite the limitations posed by their single 4-inch gun armament.66 

The ships were involved in bombardments of a range of targets, including artillery 
positions, supply columns, and lines of communication.67 Landing parties were also 
put ashore to direct naval gunfire. During Operation Retribution, HMNZS Taupo 
put a fire control party ashore at Kyodong-do to direct fire from an observation post 
approximately three miles from the ship.68 Operations in the Han River estuary re-
quired close cooperation between the Commonwealth naval forces, as demonstrated 
by spotting being provided by aircraft from HMAS Sydney for bombardments con-
ducted by HMS Black Swan and Rotoiti.69 The operations were not without signifi-
cant risk, as demonstrated by Rotoiti being straddled five times by enemy artillery 
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fire when conducting a bombardment on 14 February 1952.70 Despite his scepticism 
about both the merits and results of the operation, Rear Admiral Alan Scott-Moncri-
eff was adamant that the Han operations had ‘maintained the prestige of the Com-
monwealth navies.’71 The sentiment was certainly true of the RNZN frigates, who 
were becoming much more active participants in the conflict. Taupo, for example, 
fired in excess of 16,000 4-inch rounds during her deployment.72 

Operations became increasingly varied for the RNZN frigates as the war pro-
gressed. Despite operating predominantly on the west coast, Commonwealth 
ships did have the opportunity to patrol the east coast and engage in interdiction 
operations by bombarding roads and railways.73 Taupo did three patrols between 
10 November 1951 and 27 February 1952, while Hawea patrolled for 19 days 
beginning on 10 December 1951.74 New Zealand vessels were also involved in 
the defence of friendly held islands, which was described as both ‘a new phase of 
the war’ and a demonstration of ‘how closely the navies of the seven countries can 
work together.’75 In February 1952, Taupo, along with two USN destroyers, was 
reported to have sunk fifteen North Korean junks, thereby preventing the island of 
Yang-do from falling into enemy hands.76 For the final 18 months of the conflict, 
the RNZN predominantly operated near Paengyong-do, regularly rotating as com-
mander of Task Unit 95.12.2.77 Even as the conflict drew to a close, RNZN frigates 
remained engaged in operations and continued to put themselves at risk. Hawea 
was fortunate to escape unscathed after being straddled six times by enemy artil-
lery on 8 May 1953.78 Hawea and Kaniere played a key role in Operation Pandora 
in June 1953, which involved the evacuation of Cho-do and Sok-to.79 Following 
the end of the Korean War, the RNZN commitment was reduced to a single ship 
on station, with another held at a state of readiness in New Zealand. The RNZN’s 
undertaking was substantial in the context of a small navy operating at distance. In 
total, RNZN ships steamed 339,584 miles and fired 71,625 rounds during Korean 
War operations.80 

Changing Strategic Outlook, Enduring Ties 

Michael Wynd has surmised that the Korean War ‘changed New Zealand’s strate-
gic focus and marked another step towards independence.’81 That change was not 
immediately apparent despite significant and high-profile developments. The 1951 
ANZUS Treaty entered into with Australia and the United States was perceived as 
providing an insurance policy for both Australia and New Zealand, which helped 
assuage concerns in both capitals.82 It was seen by some as the ‘keystone’ of a reori-
entation in New Zealand’s security outlook.83 Rachel Harris has described ANZUS 
as ‘the defining formal agreement of the U.S.-NZ relationship for the latter half of 
the 20th Century.’84 While the New Zealand-U.S. relationship was formalised and 
strengthened, it was by no means exclusive. McGibbon has asserted: ‘In the twenty 
years after the Second World War, New Zealanders resisted change in their interna-
tional situation. Politically, economically, and culturally, they clung to the British 
framework, and kept the United States at arm’s length.’85 Indeed, the New Zealand 
government looked upon ANZUS as ‘a statement of political intent rather than the 
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basis for extensive military cooperation.’86 Instead, New Zealand’s close military 
engagement with Britain continued on a similar basis to before the Korean War. 

During the first months of the Korean War, a draft plan for the defence of sea 
communications in the ANZAM region was developed.87 Following the cessation 
of the Korean War, the government committed in 1954 to providing two cruisers 
and two or three frigates for anti-submarine patrols and convoy escorts in the 
ANZAM region in the event of war.88 In commenting on New Zealand’s com-
mitment to the ANZAM region, Prime Minister Holland declared: ‘We must earn 
the support of Britain by pulling our weight in the British boat.’89 In 1955, the 
RNZN was committed to providing a frigate to the British Commonwealth Far 
East Strategic Reserve.90 Participation in the Far East Strategic Reserve provided 
additional opportunities to operate and exercise with the RN and other Common-
wealth navies.91 RNZN ships operating with the Far East Strategic Reserve also 
engaged in Malayan Emergency and Indonesian Confrontation operations, includ-
ing conducting patrols and bombardments.92 Despite the British and Common-
wealth context of those operations, this period has been identified by Christopher 
Pugsley as ‘the testing time during the development of an independent and unique 
New Zealand Navy.’93 

The balancing act between adopting a more independent approach to naval af-
fairs and preserving ties to the RN was encapsulated in the statement to Parliament 
by Minister of Defence, T.L. MacDonald, on 15 November 1951: 

Formerly, the Admiralty met New Zealand’s requirements in naval matters, 
but it is not possible for that position to continue in face of the greater strain 
on the United Kingdom in many ways, and in the face of the growing com-
plexity of warlike materials associated with naval requirements. We have to 
stand on our own feet to a great extent. That does not mean in any degree 
weakening our ties with the Old Country. Even though we have a Navy with 
a greater measure of independence it does not mean that we are weakening 
our connection with the Old Country. Indeed, we want to strengthen that in 
every way possible, but we must carry more of the burden of supplying and 
maintaining our own Navy and servicing our ships.94 

Important developments, including the appointment of the first New Zealand-born 
RNZN Naval Board member in 1957, signified a more independent approach to 
naval affairs.95 The ongoing ‘British framework of operations,’ however, provided 
a rationale for maintaining a navy that was suitably equipped and trained to operate 
with the RN.96 

Shaping the RNZN’s Force Structure 

Although Australia and New Zealand, intertwined by the ANZAC tradition, are 
often grouped together, the development of the RAN and the RNZN diverged sig-
nificantly in the wake of the Korean War. In Australia, the RAN became increas-
ingly aligned with the USN. Notably, Lord Louis Mountbatten, the First Sea Lord, 
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was notified by Vice-Admiral Roy Dowling, the Australian Chief of Naval Staff 
in 1955: ‘The time has arrived when we must decide where we shall acquire ships 
and weapons – UK or USA. In the past we have depended entirely on UK…We 
have no wish to become Americans but there is a very strong belief in this country 
that the sensible action for Australians is to acquire war equipment from the USA 
now.’97 During the following year, Sir Philip McBride, the Australian Minister for 
Defence, advised a meeting at the Pentagon on 6 June: ‘I would like to stress with 
the greatest emphasis I can the importance of this decision that we have made; that 
is, that our forces should be equipped with modern equipment, standard or compat-
ible with that of the US forces.’98 Subsequently, following an extensive review of 
various ship designs and inspection tours of both Britain and the United States, the 
RAN announced in 1961 that the American designed and built Charles F. Adams 
class destroyer would be its new class of escorts.99 The RNZN reached a similar 
fork in the road, but chose a different path. 

The New Zealand Treasury, noting Australia’s transition to favouring the United 
States over British equipment, pondered the nation’s future sources of platform 
acquisitions on 21 May 1957: ‘It seems almost inevitable that sooner or later New 
Zealand would have no alternative but to obtain American equipment and it is 
a question whether that should be sooner or later. The point should certainly be 
carefully weighed.’100 Unlike Australia, the decision to move away from acquiring 
British-type ships was very much delayed, and even when it did occur, the RNZN 
did not move to obtain American vessels. In 1956, New Zealand ordered two Type 
12 frigates from Britain at a cost of £5.5 million, with John Singleton observing: 
‘No consideration was given to ordering from a non-British source, as the RNZN 
was, in effect, the 11th Frigate Squadron of the Royal Navy.’101 Compatibility with 
the RN, based on historical tradition, but reinforced through ongoing operations 
during the Malayan Emergency, contributed to the decision. Indeed, despite the 
preeminent role of the United States in both the Second World War in the Pacific 
and the Korean War, those conflicts served as a reminder of the inherent value of 
interoperability between the RN and the RNZN. 

Cost was also a factor. The expenditure involved in acquisitions led to the de-
cision not to replace the cruisers and even the frigate replacements proved to be 
controversial.102 As the British frigates represented a relatively cheap option, espe-
cially when compared to the RAN’s $90 million purchase of the first two Charles 
F. Adams class destroyers, there was little incentive to break with tradition.103 Fur-
thermore, as New Zealand was a member of the Sterling area, the order of subse-
quent ships offered the potential for savings in the areas of logistics, maintenance, 
and training, and when the British offered credit for the fourth frigate in the se-
ries, the trend of purchasing British-type ships continued.104 It should be noted, 
however, that the RNZN insisted on modifications, which differentiated their ships 
from RN ones, and resulted in what has been described as a ‘New Zealand frigate 
concept.’105 Pugsley has indicated that the eventual of arrival of those frigates in the 
1960s ‘signalled the evolution of an increasingly distinctive New Zealand Navy, 
officered and manned by New Zealanders.’106 
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However, even when the New Zealand Army and Royal New Zealand Air Force 
moved to purchase American equipment, the RNZN agreed, following the 1981 
Defence Review in Britain, to purchase two Leander class frigates (HM Ships Bac-
chante and Dido) from the RN, which represented a cheap and traditional choice.107 

The pattern of acquiring British-type ships was not broken until the 1989 decision to 
purchase two Anzac class frigates as part of an Australian shipbuilding programme.108 

The Anzac class ships were derived from the German Meko 200 class and were fit-
ted with equipment from around the world, including the United Kingdom and the 
United States.109 Importantly, while the selection of the ANZAC class characterised 
the increasing independence of the RNZN, the potential to enhance interoperability 
with the RAN was also a contributing factor to the decision.110 Although the modi-
fications to the Type 12 frigates may have made them unique to New Zealand, they 
indicated a variation to British designs rather than a departure from them. The path 
to equipment independence proved to be much longer and windier. 

Conclusion 

As a nation with proud maritime traditions and that, according to former Chief of 
the Navy, Rear Admiral John Martin, has ‘always been preoccupied with maritime 
security,’ it is perhaps surprising that the RNZN’s contribution to the Korean War 
has received such little attention.111 There are a number of contributing factors to 
the limited scholarly attention devoted to the RNZN’s involvement in the conflict. 
Three issues stand out as particularly significant. Defence, as a whole, has not been 
accorded the same level of debate in New Zealand as has been the case elsewhere. 
Secondly, the Korean War has often been deemed the ‘forgotten war’ due to the 
comparatively limited literature focused on the conflict. Finally, the limited scale 
of the RNZN’s contribution and the relatively unglamorous nature of the frigate’s 
operations have led to the New Zealand effort being confined to the background of 
analyses of the conflict. Notably, in 2001, Scott Thomson observed: ‘In over fifty 
years, New Zealand has never been in the game of super-planes and super-ships. 
We have had basic equipment, suitable add-ons for an imperial or global force.’112 

During the Korean War, the RNZN’s frigates were a welcome addition to both the 
Commonwealth commitment to the conflict and the wider UN naval force. Moreo-
ver, the concurrent commitment of two ships represented a third of the RNZN 
frigate force being deployed to Korea at any given time. In the context of the fleet 
maintained by the RNZN, the rotating deployment of two frigates was a significant 
undertaking. The lack of attention to the commendable efforts of the RNZN frigate 
crews in the face of trying conditions is unfortunate given the meaningful contribu-
tion that they made to the UN effort. Unremarkable did not equate to unnecessary 
when it came to RNZN operations in Korea. 

A solid foundation for integration with the RN and other Commonwealth 
forces was laid through broad and deep British influences, spanning from ships to 
personnel. RNZN frigates integrated seamlessly into the command structure and 
benefitted from being able to draw on British logistics resources. Dependency, 
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however, also exposed the RNZN to risks, although they were manageable in 
the context of the Korean War and, notably, would have been greater had the 
New Zealanders been required to work directly with the U.S. command or rely on 
American logistic support.113 

Like the contribution of the frigates to the outcome of the conflict, RNZN 
operations were not decisive in the development of New Zealand’s naval policy. 
Experience of operating alongside the USN during the Second World War and the 
Korean War did not supersede relations with the RN, particularly as the RNZN 
continued to operate in a British framework after the Korean War. While the 
ANZUS Treaty superficially pointed to the importance of military relations with 
the United States, the RNZN continued to expect to operate with the RN and was 
suitably equipped with a force to do so. Nevertheless, subtle developments, in-
cluding the modifications to the Type 12s, pointed to a recognition that the RNZN 
needed to place greater emphasis on their own unique requirements and prioritise 
increased independence. That transition was a marathon, rather than a sprint, but 
the Korean War, building on the experience of the Second World War, was a way 
marker in the development of a modern, independent RNZN. Ultimately, the 
New Zealand naval contribution was significant in every way; as a substantial 
undertaking for a small navy, as a valuable political and military contribution to 
the UN effort during the Korean War; and as a contributing factor to the gradual 
independence of the RNZN. 

Notes 
1 Malcolm Muir Jr., “Sea Power on Call: Fleet Operations, June 1951–July 1953,” in The 

U.S. Navy in the Korean War, ed. Edward J. Marolda (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 
2013), 357. 

2 Paul Bellamy, “New Zealand and South Korea: A Sixty-year Link,” New Zealand Inter-
national Review 34, no. 1 (January/February 2009): 19. 

3 Ian Matray, “New Zealand and the Korean War by Ian McGibbon,” The International 
History Review 17, no. 1 (February 1995): 203. 

4 Ian McGibbon, “Tracing New Zealand’s Diplomatic Path,” New Zealand International 
Review 47, no. 2 (March/April 2022): 25. 

5 Ian McGibbon, “New Zealand’s Intervention in the Korean War, June–July 1950,” The 
International History Review 11, no. 2 (1989): 272. 

6 James Waite, “Contesting “the Right of Decision”: New Zealand, the Commonwealth, 
and the New Look,” Diplomatic History 30, no. 5 (2006): 896. 

7 Marina E. Henke, Constructing Allied Cooperation: Diplomacy, Payments, and Power 
in Multilateral Military Coalitions (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2019), 67. 

8 Curtis A. Utz, “Assault from the Sea: The Amphibious Landing at Inchon,” in The U.S. 
Navy in the Korean War, ed. Edward J. Marolda (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 
2013), 44. 

9 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, First Session, Twenty-ninth Parliament, Legis-
lative Council and House of Representatives, Two-hundred-and-eighty-ninth-Volume, 
Comprising the Period from June 27 to August 2, 1950 (Wellington: R.E. Owen Govern-
ment Printer, 1951), 697. 

10 McGibbon, “New Zealand’s Intervention in the Korean War,” 272. 
11 Ian McGibbon, “Australian–New Zealand Relations and Commitments to Asian Con-

flicts 1950–1972,” The Journal of Military History 81, no. 4 (October 2017), 1064. 



 

   

   

   
 

  

  

  

  

   

  

   

  
  

  
  

  

 

   

    

  

 

   

  
  
  
  
  

 

A Small but Significant Contribution 95 

12 Ian McGibbon, “Understanding Korean Choices,” New Zealand International Review 
38, no. 4 (July/August 2013): 2–3. 

13 Ian McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II: Combat Operations 
(Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1997), 12. 

14 Gordon L. Rottman, Korean War Order of Battle: United States, United Nations and 
Communist Ground, Naval and Air Forces, 1950–1953 (Westport: Prager, 2002), 145. 

15 Eric Grove, “British and Australian Naval Policy in the Korean War Era,” in Reflections 
on the RAN, eds. T.R. Frame, J.V.P. Goldrick, and P.D. Jones (Kenthurst: Kangaroo 
Press, 1991), 246 

16 Paul M. Edwards, United Nations Participants in the Korean War: The Contribution of 
45 Member Countries (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, 2013), 399. 

17 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, Fifth Session, Thirtieth Parliament, House of 
Representatives, Comprising the Period from 6 August to 1 October 1954 (Wellington: 
R.E. Owen Government Printer, 1955). 

18 Iain. E. Johnston-White, The British Commonwealth and Victory in the Second World 
War (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2017), 167. 

19 Daniel Owen Spence, A History of the Royal Navy: Empire and Imperialism (London: 
I.B. Tauris, 2015), 168. 

20 The National Archives of the UK (TNA), ADM 116/3104, “Imperial Naval Defence,” 
October 1919. 

21 Iain E. Johnston-White, “The Dominions and British Maritime Power in the Second 
World War,” in The Sea and the Second World War: Maritime Aspects of a Global Conflict, 
eds. Marcus Faulkner and Alessio Patalano (Lexington: Andarta Books, 2019), 108. 

22 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 11–12. 
23 Steven Paget, The Dynamics of Coalition Naval Warfare: The Special Relationship at 

Sea (Abingdon: Routledge, 2017), 41–42. 
24 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 325. 
25 Michael Wynd, “Small Steps from Empire to Independence: The Royal New Zealand 

Navy, 1910–2010,” The Northern Mariner 24, no. 3 and 4 (July and October 2014): 110. 
26 Eric W. Osborne, Weapons and Warfare: An Illustrated History of Their Impact (Santa 

Barbara: ABC-CLIO, 2005), 127; Nic Maclellan, Grappling with the Bomb: Britain’s 
Pacific H-Bomb Tests (Canberra: ANU Press, 2017), 207; Christopher Pugsley, From 
Emergency to Confrontation: The New Zealand Armed Forces in Malaya and Borneo, 
1949–1966 (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 2003), 37. 

27 Ian McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume I: Politics and Diplomacy 
(Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1992), 28. 

28 Tom Frame, Pacific Partners: A History of Australian-American Naval Relations 
(Rydalmere: Hodder & Stoughton, 1992), 91. 

29 Jack McAffrie, “Offensive Air Operations Over Korea: The First Challenge for 
Australian Naval Aviation,” in In From the Cold: Reflections on Australia’s Korean War, 
eds. John Blaxland, Michael Kelly, and Liam Brewin Higgins (Canberra: ANU Press, 
2020), 146–47; Corbin Williamson, U.S. Navy and its Cold War Alliances, 1945–1953 
(Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2020), 203. 

30 Mark Gjessing, Anglo-Australian Naval Relations, 1945–1975: A More Independent 
Service (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018), 84. 

31 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 19. 
32 Paget, The Dynamics of Coalition Naval Warfare, 50. 
33 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 21 and 311. 
34 Paget, The Dynamics of Coalition Naval Warfare, 42. 
35 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 311 and 324–25. It should 

be noted that historians have increasingly questioned Rear Admiral George Dyer’s 
approach, which resulted in the continuation of the operation despite the regular pro-
testations of Rear Admiral Alan Scott-Moncrieff. In terms of the American officer’s 
overall approach, Corbin Williamson has written: “Rear Admiral George Dyer’s time 



 

 

  

  

  
  

  

  
  
  

   

  

  

  

  

  
  
  
  

  

  

  
  
   

  
  
  
  
  
  

  
  

96 Steven Paget 

in command of Task Force 95 placed considerable strain on coalition relations due to 
his failure to adjust his methods and procedures to accommodate U.S. allies such as the 
British and Commonwealth navies.” Corbin Williamson, “Fighting with Friends: Coali-
tion Warfare in Korean Waters, 1950–1953,” JFQ 83, no. 4 (2016): 103. 

36 TNA, ADM 116/6230, Flag Officer, Second-in-Command, Far East Station, “Report of 
Experience in Korean Operations, January–June 1951,” July 27, 1951. 

37 David Hobbs, “British Commonwealth Carrier Operations in the Korean War,” Air & 
Space Power Journal 18, no. 4 (Winter 2004): 69. 

38 Paget, The Dynamics of Coalition Naval Warfare, 88. 
39 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 326; TNA, ADM 116/6229, 

Flag Officer, Second-in-Command, Far East Station, “Korean War-Report of Proceed-
ings No. 52: 13 May–18 June,” June 23, 1952. 

40 Eric J. Grove, Vanguard to Trident: British Naval Policy Since World War II (London: 
The Bodley Head Ltd, 1987), 150. 

41 Wynd, “Small Steps from Empire to Independence,” 111. 
42 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 21. 
43 Paul M. Edwards, Historical Dictionary of the Korean War (Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 

2010), 121; McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 24. 
44 Naval Staff History, British Commonwealth Naval Operations, Korea: 1950–1953 

(London: Ministry of Defence, Historical Branch (Naval), HMSO, 1967), 82. 
45 The New Zealand Official Year Book, 1951–1952, Fifty-Seventh Issue (Wellington: R.E. 

Owen Government Printer, 1952), 216. 
46 Tutira also sank a mine on October 24. McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, 

Volume II, 30 and 33. 
47 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, First Session, Twenty-ninth Parliament, Legis-

lative Council and House of Representatives, Two-hundred-and-ninety-third Volume, 
Comprising Period from November 5 to December 1, 1950 (Wellington: R.E. Owen 
Government Printer, 1951), 4229. 

48 TNA, ADM 116/6230, Flag Officer, Second-in-Command, Far East Station, “Report of 
Experience in Korean Operations, July–December 1950,” March 31, 1951. 

49 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 33. 
50 Paget, The Dynamics of Coalition Naval Warfare, 26. 
51 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 168. 
52 TNA, ADM 116/6230, Flag Officer, Second-in-Command, Far East Station, “Report of 

Experience in Korean Operations, January–June 1951,” July 27, 1951. 
53 National Archives at College Park, MD (NARA), “Commander, Task Force 95, War 

Diary: February 1951,” April 5, 1951, Classified Korean War Memoranda, Reports, and 
War Diaries, 1950–1951, Record Group 313, Box 3. 

54 TNA, ADM 116/6230, Flag Officer, Second-in-Command, Far East Station, “Report of 
Experience in Korean Operations, January–June 1951,” July 27, 1951. 

55 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 172. 
56 Paget, The Dynamics of Coalition Naval Warfare, 29. 
57 Ian McGibbon, “Missing in North Korea,” New Zealand International Review 37, no. 1 

(January–February 2012), 24. 
58 The New Zealand Official Year Book, 1951–1952, 216. 
59 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 173. 
60 McGibbon, “Missing in North Korea,” 24–25. 
61 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 174–76. 
62 A second sailor died after going overboard on the transit to Korea. 
63 TNA, ADM 116/6231, Flag Officer, Second-in-Command, Far East Station, “Report of 

Experience in Korean Operations, July 1951–June 1952,” September 1952. 
64 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 176–77. 
65 Robert W. Love, Jr., History of the U.S. Navy: 1941–1991 (Harrisburg: Stackpole Books, 

1992), 355. 



 

  
  
  

  

  
  

  
  

  
   

  

  
  
  

  
  
  

 

 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
   

  

  

  
  
  
  

A Small but Significant Contribution 97 

66 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 182. 
67 The New Zealand Official Year Book, 1951–1952, 216. 
68 TNA, ADM 116/6210, HMS Amethyst, “C.T.E. 95.13, Report of Proceedings: 20th–31st 

October 1951,” November 6, 1951. 
69 TNA, ADM 116/6343, “Signal from CinC F.E.S. to Admiralty A.C.N.B. et al: Korean 

Ops SITREP Number 271,” October 6, 1951. 
70 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 285. 
71 TNA, ADM 116/6210, Office of the Flag Officer, Second-in-Command, Far East Station, 

“Task Element 95.13 – Reports of Proceedings: 20th October to 30th November 1951,” 
January 24, 1952. 

72 Wynd, “Small Steps from Empire to Independence,” 111. 
73 Norman Bartlett, With the Australians in Korea (Canberra: Australian War Memorial, 

1957), 127. 
74 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 281–82. 
75 TNA, ADM 116/6343, “Message from F.O. 2nd I/C F.E.S. to Admiralty et al,” February 6, 

1952. 
76 Anthony Farrar-Hockley, The British Part in the Korean War, Volume II: An Honourable 

Discharge (London: HMSO, 1995), 310. 
77 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 311. 
78 Ibid., 341. 
79 Paul M. Edwards, Combat Operations of the Korean War: Ground, Air, Sea, Special and 

Covert (Jefferson: McFarland & Company, Inc., 2010), 64. 
80 Pugsley, From Emergency to Confrontation, 40. 
81 Wynd, “Small Steps from Empire to Independence,” 111. 
82 Amy L. Catalinac, “Why New Zealand Took Itself out of ANZUS: Observing 

“Opposition for Autonomy” in Asymmetric Alliances,” Foreign Policy Analysis 6, 
no. 4 (2010): 317; Thomas K. Robb and David James Gill, “The ANZUS Treaty Dur-
ing the Cold War: A Reinterpretation of U.S. Diplomacy in the Southwest Pacific,” 
Journal of Cold War Studies 17, no. 4 (2015): 119; Hajimu Masuda, Cold War Crucible: 
The Korean Conflict and the Postwar World (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2015), 37. 

83 Ron Johnston, “Geopolitical Transition and International Realignment: The Case of 
New Zealand,” Geopolitics and International Boundaries 2, no. 3 (1997): 52. 

84 Rachael Harris, “Borders and Battles: How Trade and Security Have Intertwined to 
Define the United States-New Zealand Relationship, from 1940 to 2014,” Canterbury 
Law Review 19 (2013): 168. 

85 McGibbon, “Australian–New Zealand Relations and Commitments to Asian Conflicts 
1950–1972,” 1074. 

86 Wallace J. Thies and James D. Harris, “An Alliance Unravels: The United States and 
Anzus,” Naval War College Review 46, no. 3 (Summer 1993): 108. 

87 David Stevens, “The British Naval Role East of Suez: An Australian Perspective,” 
in British Naval Strategy East of Suez, 1900–2000: Influence and Actions, ed. Greg 
Kennedy (Abingdon: Frank Cass, 2005), 230. 

88 Pugsley, From Emergency to Confrontation, 43. 
89 James Rolfe, The Armed Forces of New Zealand (St Leonards: Allen & Unwin, 

1999), 16. 
90 McGibbon, “Australian–New Zealand Relations and Commitments to Asian Conflicts 

1950–1972,” 1068. 
91 Ian Pfennigwerth, Tiger Territory: The Untold Story of the Royal Australian Navy in 

Southeast Asia from 1948 to 1971 (Dural: Rosenberg, 2008), 59. 
92 Pugsley, From Emergency to Confrontation, 41. 
93 Ibid., 348. 
94 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates, First Session, Twenty-ninth Parliament, 4229. 
95 Pugsley, From Emergency to Confrontation, 38. 



 

  

  

  

  

   

  
   

 
  

  
  
  
  
  

  
 

  

   

  

  

98 Steven Paget 

96 McGibbon, “Australian–New Zealand Relations and Commitments to Asian Conflicts 
1950–1972,” 1069. 

97 Jeffrey Grey, Up Top: The Royal Australian Navy and Southeast Asia Conflicts: 1955– 
1972 (St Leonards: Allen & Unwin, 1998), 21. 

98 NARA, “Minutes of Australian Mission Meeting, 6th June 1957,” June 20, 1957, Bureau 
of Far Eastern Affairs, Office of the Country Director for Australia and New Zealand, 
Record Group 59, Box 2. 

99 Steven Paget, “On a New Bearing: The Reorganized Royal Australian Navy at War in 
Vietnam,” The Mariner’s Mirror 101, no. 3 (2015): 284. 

100 John Singleton, “Vampires to Skyhawks: Military Aircraft and Frigate Purchases by 
New Zealand, 1950–70,” Australian Economic History Review 42, no. 2 (2002): 183–84. 

101 Singleton, “Vampires to Skyhawks,” 196. 
102 Peter Greener, Timing is Everything: The Politics and Processes of New Zealand 

Defence Acquisition Decision Making (Canberra: ANU Press, 2009), 23. 
103 NARA, “Letter from John M. Stevens to Paul H. Nitze, Assistant Secretary of Defense,” 

March 9, 1961, Record Group 59, Box 16. 
104 Singleton, “Vampires to Skyhawks,” 184–85 and 196. 
105 Pugsley, From Emergency to Confrontation, 50. 
106 Ibid., 53. 
107 Greener, Timing is Everything, 24. 
108 David McCraw, “Change and Continuity in Strategic Culture: The Cases of Australia 

and New Zealand,” Australian Journal of International Affairs 65, no. 2 (2011): 178. 
109 Stefan Markowski and Robert Wylie, “Industry Case Study: Australian Naval Ship-

building,” in Defence Procurement and Industry Policy: A Small Country Perspective, 
eds. Stefan Markowski, Peter Hall, and Robert Wylie (Abingdon: Routledge, 2010), 
341. For more on the RNZN’s ANZAC class frigates, see Steven Paget, “The ‘Best 
Small Nation Navy in the World”? The Twenty-first Century Royal New Zealand 
Navy,” Australian Journal of Maritime & Ocean Affairs 8, no. 3 (2016): 230–56. 

110 Anthony L. Smith, “First Amongst Equals: The Foreign Ministry’s Primacy in New 
Zealand’s International Engagement,” Political Science 72, no. 2 (2020): 155; David 
McCraw, “New Zealand’s Defence Policy: From Realism to Idealism?,” Defence & 
Security Analysis 24, no. 1 (2008): 24; J. Alexander, Alan B. King, and W. Robert, 
“Country Survey XVII: New Zealand’s Defence Policy,” Defence and Peace 
Economics 13, no. 4 (2002): 291. 

111 John Martin, “Recognising our Naval History,” New Zealand International Review 43, 
no. 6 (November/December 2018): 19. 

112 Scott Thomson, “Sustaining New Zealand’s Naval Capabilities,” New Zealand Inter-
national Review 26, no. 5 (September/October 2001): 17. 

113 McGibbon, New Zealand and the Korean War, Volume II, 326. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 

 
 

8 The Royal Canadian Navy 
Acute Operational Demands Amidst 
Force Structure Recapitalisation 

Timothy Hiu-Tung Choi 

When the Second World War began in the fall of 1939, the Royal Canadian Navy 
(RCN) had a mere six destroyers and two minesweepers in its fleet. By the war’s 
end, it had become the world’s third-largest navy, numbering some 400 vessels. 
Comprised of predominantly smaller Flower and River class corvettes, this fleet 
was built mainly as an escort force for the vital trans-Atlantic convoys that helped 
sustain and eventually liberate Europe from Nazi Germany. In the months fol-
lowing Japan’s surrender, this massive fleet shrunk dramatically. Many of the 
smaller vessels were mothballed as reserve vessels, sold to other countries, or 
scrapped outright. The force that remained was characterised by the Canadian 
defence minister at the time as a small but useful fleet.1 But in the absence of 
the German submarine threat, what would this little fleet be used for? And how 
would this purpose enable or constrain its participation in the Korean War just a 
few short years later? 

This chapter answers these two questions by examining the force structure of the 
RCN between the end of the Second World War and 1954 when the last RCN vessel 
returned home following the Korean War armistice. It first examines the fleet that 
was kept during the immediate postwar period, which was denoted by a lack of clear 
strategic orientation. It then discusses how the RCN came to accept antisubmarine 
warfare (ASW) in the North Atlantic sea lanes as its primary priority and how it 
sought to change its force structure to meet that task more effectively. It finally dis-
cusses the RCN’s contribution to Korea, focusing on the units that were deployed 
and the missions they undertook. It analyses this contribution within the overall 
context of the changed priorities of the RCN and how the RCN was nonetheless able 
to meet both its obligations to the United Nations in Korea and the North Atlantic 
ASW concerns of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO). Ultimately, this 
chapter argues that the Korean War occurred at an opportune moment for the RCN. 
Had it occurred just a few short years later, the RCN’s ships would have been poorly 
equipped to deal with the missions that were assigned to them in the war. That is not 
to say that everything was smooth sailing for the RCN. As a smaller navy, it encoun-
tered notable challenges from which its larger counterparts did not suffer. At the end 
of the day, the RCN’s experience in Korea demonstrates the utility of multipurpose 
warships over those of single-purpose combatants. 
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Operational Priorities of a Smaller Navy: From Uncertain Future 
to Blue Water Sea Denial 

At the end of the Second World War, the RCN boasted a fleet that has been de-
scribed as the world’s third biggest.2 Although the corvettes that provided the main-
stay of the fleet had been taken out of service soon after, the RCN of October 1945 
included four Tribal-class destroyers, three prewar River-class destroyers, seven 
wartime River-class destroyers, one Town-class destroyer, and sixty-two River-
class frigates.3 Rounding out the RCN’s sea control assets were the pair of Colony-
class light cruisers HMCS Uganda and HMCS Ontario, and 65 minesweepers.4 

Much scholarship has already been written on how this dramatic transformation of 
the RCN from 1939’s handful of ships to September 1945’s 939 ships took place, 
so the details of that growth will not be discussed further here.5 Although this fleet 
was numerically dominated by the smaller ASW escorts, wartime operations saw a 
substantial component of it operating in a dedicated anti-surface warfare capacity.6 

The fate of this fleet and what would replace it is vital for understanding what the 
RCN saw as its core military responsibility during the early Cold War. 

The immediate postwar period saw the rapid divestment of most wartime assets 
and their personnel, with the remainder retained (either in service or reserve) in ac-
cordance with a scaled-down version of the full-spectrum fleet of carriers, cruisers, 
and destroyers envisioned during the war by RCN leaders like Commodore Harry 
DeWolf.7 In January 1946, the RCN was comprised of the just-commissioned 
Colossus-class light aircraft carrier HMCS Warrior, the two light cruisers Uganda 
and Ontario, seven fleet destroyers, four additional Tribal-class destroyers near-
ing completion, and sundry reserve and training vessels.8 Although this was half 
the number of carriers and destroyers requested by some wartime RCN planners, 
it was nonetheless ‘a good, workable little fleet,’ as Minister of National Defence 
for Naval Services D.C. Abbott described it in October 1945.9 What kind of ‘work’ 
this little fleet would be used for was uncertain. Canada had significant compulsive 
seapower inputs, but their outputs were unspecified. As Marc Milner noted, ‘the 
only defence policy articulated by the government immediately after the war was 
demobilisation and economy,’ with no plans for how the RCN would be used for 
Canada’s foreign and defence policy.10 The lack of clear direction for the RCN’s 
role in Canadian seapower and the associated lack of operational demand were 
perhaps a good thing at this time, given the navy’s difficulties in retaining and re-
cruiting personnel.11 As part of the RCN’s rapid postwar demobilisation, the num-
ber of naval personnel shrunk by 83% between April 1945 and early 1946.12 This 
would continue through to 1947, and such limited numbers of personnel resulted in 
great difficulties in crewing the ships that remained in service with many of them 
relegated to training roles.13 Thus, even had the Canadian government given a clear 
operational mandate to the RCN, there would likely have been insufficient person-
nel to crew enough ships to carry out such a mandate. It was a stark reminder that 
seapower inputs required not just ships, but personnel as well. 

Politically, the continued existence of an RCN fleet was due in part to sover-
eignty concerns against the American juggernaut. The Canadians were concerned 
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about the Americans taking defence matters into their own hands should Canada 
refuse to put in an adequate effort.14 How much effort would be deemed adequate 
was a major point of division between Canada’s wartime Prime Minister Mac-
kenzie King and his naval minister, Angus Macdonald, who supported the RCN’s 
desires for a two-carrier navy.15 King’s objection to an overly large RCN was also 
driven by his desire to keep Canada from deepening its ties to British imperial-
ist interests in Southeast Asia.16 A larger RCN would have to be provided by the 
British in terms of materiel and doctrine (especially when it came to naval avia-
tion), while operations would almost certainly involve closer integration with the 
Royal Navy.17 Indeed, had the war gone on longer, the Royal Navy was to lease 
two light carriers to Canada, but only on the condition that they operate alongside 
British forces in the Pacific.18 With the war’s end, the second carrier never came to 
fruition, while Warrior became a contentious unit in terms of both the aforemen-
tioned navy-government debate and within the navy given its high requirement 
for limited numbers of regular force sailors.19 The primary function of Warrior 
and its destroyer consorts was not initially to refight the antisubmarine Battle of 
the North Atlantic, nor indeed any particular sea control scenario with a clearly 
defined opposition.20 In this light, their role was essentially diplomatic and aimed 
at convincing the Americans that Canada could secure its own waters, thereby re-
ducing the likelihood of Canada being reduced ‘in status to the level of Mexico and 
other Latin-American satellites.’21 Canadian naval seapower, in this brief postwar 
period, can be described as predominantly aimed at influencing the Americans at a 
political level rather than contesting and exercising sea control against some enemy 
naval force. In terms of its force structure, the RCN consisted of ‘smaller versions 
of the fleet units employed by the large navies,’ which is consistent with how some 
observers have characterised smaller navies as simply miniature versions of a large 
navy.22 This ‘miniature large navy’ served perhaps most usefully as a way to retain 
expertise and personnel until the postwar strategic vacuum could be resolved. 

This strategic uncertainty would be short-lived. As the next section will demon-
strate, the RCN would become a specialist in blue water ASW to the detriment of 
any other realm of naval warfare for the duration of the Cold War. The force struc-
ture that enabled this poses a poignant counterfactual that will be discussed later in 
this chapter. It suffices to say that matching military means to policy ends becomes 
very challenging for smaller militaries controlled by governments with ambitious 
globe-spanning security policies. 

Becoming an ASW Sea Denial Navy 

Between 1947 and the 1949 signing of the North Atlantic Treaty, several key Canadian 
naval officials were already convinced that the RCN’s future wartime role would 
be to contest sea control against Soviet submarines.23 Such a role would require 
new vessels able to tackle the new Soviet submarines built upon the German Type 
XXI design with its increased underwater endurance and speed that made it such a 
more challenging adversary than the Type VIIs and Type IXs that formed the core 
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of the RCN’s ASW experience.24 However, the actual strategic scenario and ques-
tions of how and by whom would successful sea control be exercised (as opposed 
to contested) would not be addressed until after the formation of NATO.25 Canada 
becoming a founding signatory of the North Atlantic Treaty in 1949 followed by the 
Soviet Union’s growing submarine force capable of Atlantic operations through the 
1950s solidified the notion that Canada’s navy would require intensified material 
investments and operational capability for open-ocean ASW. This meant Canadian 
seapower in wartime required a fleet designed for high-intensity sea control contesta-
tion to ensure NATO could use the North Atlantic seas as a means of transportation. 
Such a fleet did not have to exercise that control to any significant extent, however, 
as the actual transportation of reinforcements and supplies to Europe would be car-
ried on non-Canadian assets.26 While the Canadian merchant marine was the world’s 
fourth largest coming out of the Second World War, the lack of market demand for 
Canadian-flagged shipping made it no longer economical to maintain a fleet that 
would allow Canada to independently exercise sea control for the purposes of trans-
portation. In contrast to the wartime and enduring postwar survival of the Norwegian 
and Danish merchant fleets, Canada’s large merchant fleet during the war was only 
possible due to wartime measures allocating a set percentage of Allied shipping to 
Canada rather than due to favourable market conditions.27 Despite this inability to ex-
ercise sea control, Canada’s geopolitical position as the western anchor of the trans-
Atlantic sea and air transportation routes made it indispensable for carrying what 
would be known as ‘the Third Battle of the Atlantic.’28 

For the RCN’s sole aircraft carrier (initially Warrior, then the Majestic-class 
Magnificent from 1948 to 1957, and finally the Bonaventure from 1957 to 197029), 
this ASW focus meant an airwing that had to shift its focus more wholly onto ASW 
via aircraft like the legacy Avengers and new CS2F Tracker in place of the Sea 
Furies and Banshee fighter-bombers.30 For the rest of the fleet, the more advanced 
Soviet submarines meant existing Second World War-era ASW weapons and sen-
sors had to be upgraded. 

The most immediate development was the recommissioning and refitting of the 
21 surviving River-class frigates to the Prestonian standard, named for the first ship 
to receive the refit.31 Re-entering service between 1953 and 1958, these ships came 
too late to play a role in the Korean War, though that was perhaps for the best given 
the mismatch between their weapons and the roles the RCN would play in that war. 
The Prestonian refits replaced the Hedgehog and stern depth charges with a pair of 
‘Squid’ anti-submarine mortars.32 During the war, Squid’s improved sonar integra-
tion and explosive yield achieved kill-to-attack ratios that were 33% greater than 
Hedgehog and 6.5 times higher than traditional depth charges.33 Thus, even though 
the Squid installation on the Prestonians came nearly a decade after the weapon’s 
introduction, they were an expedient way to improve the ships’ASW capability. 

Despite the large number of ships upgraded, the Prestonians contributed rela-
tively little to Canada’s potential wartime seapower and were ‘at best, a stopgap 
measure.’34 Even had they been refitted in time for Korean War participation, their 
relatively small sizes made them unlikely to have been sent to the theatre. They 
spent much of their refitted lives as training ships for cadets and as test ships for 
new operational concepts.35 



 

  
 
 

  
  

  
  

  
 

  

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

  

  
 

 
 
 

  
 

The Royal Canadian Navy 103 

The Prestonians were not the only ships in the RCN to be modernised with in-
creased ASW capability. The 11 larger destroyers also received new sensors and 
weapons as part of their conversions from DD (destroyer) to DDE (escort destroyer) 
configurations. While the seven Tribal class received relatively simple improvements 
in the form of Squid launchers replacing legacy depth charges and rear 4″ guns, the 
C-class Crescent and V-class Algonquin underwent much more drastic 2.5-year-
long modernisations.36 These two were converted in line with what the British called 
the ‘Type 15 frigate,’ which sought to make Second World War fast destroyer hulls 
into more effective anti-submarine assets.37 The extent of these conversions meant 
they could not participate in the Korean War. These modifications served not only to 
improve the effectiveness of the pair of veteran destroyers for ASW but to also trial 
key design and equipment concepts being considered for the first new-built com-
batants of the postwar period: The St. Laurent-class destroyer escorts.38 To a lesser 
extent, the V-class Sioux also helped prototyped some of the St. Laurents’ innova-
tions in the form of improved habitability standards with ‘bunks, cafeteria messing, 
modern gallery facilities, more recreation space, and so on.’39 

RCN’s Cold War Force Structure 

But as the Prestonian and destroyer refits were only stop-gap measures, the threat 
of new Soviet submarines required a clean-sheet design to carry out the RCN’s 
ASW role. The first of the postwar designs was the St. Laurent-class destroyer 
escort (DDE). Although they came just a little bit too late to participate in the Ko-
rean War, the St. Laurent class and their variants would form the backbone of the 
RCN’s force structure until the 1990s. It is important to detail just how much they 
emphasised ASW in order to show the challenges of designing task-specific fleets 
in an uncertain world. 

At 2800 tons full load and 112 m long, the St. Laurents were larger than the 2216 
tons and 92 m long Prestonian-class frigates, but not too much more than the wartime 
destroyers that formed the core of the RCN’s multimission surface combatants.40 

This reflected the fairly short time between the end of the Second World War and 
their conception. Following the Canadian Cabinet Defence Committee’s October 
1948 approval for a new naval program, the seven St. Laurents were laid down 
between 1950 and 1952 with each taking approximately five years to be built and 
commissioned.41 While the initial approval was for only three of the class, the ad-
vent of the Korean War galvanised the Canadian government’s Cabinet Defence 
Committee to approve the remaining four ships.42 The naval program overall was 
in no small part made possible by the Lester B. Pearson government’s turn to-
wards an internationalist foreign policy.43 Canada’s naval defence required vessels 
designed for long-endurance operations on the high seas and was consistent with 
being employed for internationalist objectives far away overseas. 

The rapidity with which the St. Laurents were ordered after the war also reflected 
Canada’s evolution during the war as a major shipbuilding country. It now had 
shipyards from coast to coast that were both available and in need of sustainment in 
the face of reduced demand for Canadian-built merchant shipping.44 The Canadian 
government had tasked the Canadian Maritime Commission (CMC) with initially 
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advising on, then eventually full responsibility for, how to sustain the shipbuilding 
industry. It soon became evident that without adequate market demand for commer-
cial shipping, Canadian shipyards could survive only on government contracts. As 
naval historian Marc Milner noted, ‘for domestical political and economic reasons, 
and for strategic purposes in the event of war with the Soviet Union, building for the 
RCN became the prop for the Canadian shipbuilding industry.’45 With the CMC’s 
power to ‘allocate’ shipbuilding work to yards without competitive bidding, much 
friction and delay were likely allayed, allowing contracts to be signed months before 
the ships’ detailed requirements had been finalised.46 The survival of the shipbuild-
ing industry was rarely far from the minds of those making procurement decisions, 
even when such decisions were seemingly driven by acute international events and 
military needs. For instance, the Cabinet Defence Committee’s discussions follow-
ing the July 1950 decision to procure the latter four St. Laurents recognised the 
benefits this would have at the domestic level, with an August memorandum stating 
‘the proposed program will give very substantial assistance to the Canadian Ship-
building Industry.’47 Catalysed by both the Soviet’s successful first nuclear test in 
1949 and the Korean War, this essentially resulted in a ‘blank cheque’ for the St. 
Laurent program, since ‘no one…knew just how much the final ships would cost.’48 

Designed in Canada under the direction of Royal Navy Constructor Captain 
Rowland Baker, the St. Laurents made extensive use of aluminium and heated en-
closed spaces to reduce topside weight and the effects of ice accumulation out-
side the ship.49 It is noteworthy that much of the ship’s design requirements were 
iterated and finalised during the summer of 1949 alongside the imminent test of 
the Soviet Union’s first atomic bomb in August that year.50 While the evidence 
is scant regarding the degree of influence the latter may have had on the ship’s 
final configuration, the ships’ designers recognised the potential need to operate 
in a radioactive environment and equipped them with both a pre-wetting system 
to reduce radioactive materials from accumulating on the ship’s exterior, as well 
as an interior that could be atmospherically sealed off from the outside environ-
ment.51 This ensured the ship could operate safely in an irradiated environment 
while carrying out its wartime sea control function of ASW. The weapons for the 
latter would be via Limbo mortars and fitted-for-but-never-with homing torpedoes 
(options under consideration included British BIDDER, American Mk 35, or modi-
fied American Mk 32).52 The Limbos provided a medium-range (2500 yards) ASW 
weapon, while the torpedoes were to offer a longer-range (5000 yards) capability 
to take advantage of the new longer-ranged sonars.53 Consistent with their ASW-
centric design, the St. Laurents’ only weapons for surface and anti-air warfare were 
two dual 3″/50 guns.54 All of these design characteristics would stand in dramatic 
contrast to the ships that conducted themselves so capably in the Korean War. 

RCN Engagement in Korea: Gunboats for a Gunner’s War 

Clearly, the RCN was in the midst of a relatively rapid and total transformation 
towards a nigh-exclusively ASW force structure. For all the speed at which the St. 
Laurent procurement proceeded, the first ships would not arrive until the 1953 end 
of the Korean War. This was perhaps for the best, given the lack of submarines 
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employed by North Korea and China during the conflict despite the RCN’s con-
cern about that possibility.55 As events turned out, the RCN’s most active role 
during the conflict was power projection from the sea. Namely, this involved the 
use of naval artillery to attack targets on land. Ironically, this meant the older 
ships in the RCN would be more suitable than the brand-new destroyers about 
to enter service. The relatively small 3″ guns on the St. Laurents would not have 
been ideal for land attack missions, but the 4″, 4.5″, and 4.7″ guns on the Second 
World War-legacy fleet destroyers were tried-and-true weapons for the task.56 The 
larger calibre not only provided greater destructive power, they also allowed for 
longer engagement ranges. Specifically, while the 3″ guns could throw a 10.9 kg 
round out to a maximum of 13.4 km, the 4″ guns that were on the Tribal class 
destroyers could fire 15.9 kg rounds out to 18.2 km.57 The weight of the shell 
increased exponentially, such that the 4.5″ guns on HMCS Crusader could fire a 
25 kg shell out to 19 km.58 The exception to this correlation between gun calibre 
and performance was the 4.7″ guns on HMCS Sioux, which apparently fired only 
a 23 kg shell out to 15.5 km.59 Regardless, it was clear that the ‘older’ guns on the 
in-service destroyers outperformed those on the ASW-centric St. Laurents when it 
came to range and explosive power. 

This was particularly important in Korea, where the emphasis was on destroying 
infrastructure and materiel on land, occasionally in the face of enemy shore artil-
lery that could strike back. In the first two years of the war, Canadian destroyers 
focused on the myriad islands, rivers, and ports on the western side of the Korean 
peninsula.60 The importance of larger calibre guns was demonstrated on 26 May 
1951, when HMCS Nootka attempted to use its 4″ guns to destroy a train bridge 
on the east coast at the Northern Patrol Line. Its smaller guns were insufficient 
to bring down the sturdy ironworks, requiring assistance from USS Manchester, 
a Cleveland-class light cruiser armed with 6″ guns, to finish the job.61 Had the 
destroyers been armed with only 3″ guns, even fewer targets would’ve been de-
stroyed throughout the course of the war. At the same time, some of the inshore and 
riverine bombardments required the shallow draft of the destroyers, which meant 
one could not simply rely on the larger cruisers to handle all of the destruction 
work. This was exemplified during the evacuation and demolition of Chinnampo, 
the port lying in the estuary of the river leading to Pyongyang. The uncharted sand-
bars led RCN Captain Jeffry Brock, in charge of the operation, to ‘diplomatically’ 
order the light cruiser HMS Ceylon to stay away while the smaller combatants 
completed their work in the river.62 

The longer gun range, meanwhile, proved vital in such situations as HMCS 
Crusader successful 13,000-yard attack on two trains making their way down the 
east coast of North Korea on 15 April 1953.63 With the myriad tunnels through 
which the trains dipped in and out of sight and in which they could shelter if alerted 
to attack, no opportunities could be passed-up even if the train was at the edges of 
the guns’practical range. Being able to hit the locomotives in the opening salvo was 
no small feat given their much smaller size and higher speeds compared to naval 
targets. Such ‘train-busting’ actions that aimed to impede North Korean/Chinese 
replenishment efforts became infamous and were the dominant use of the RCN’s 
firepower during the final year of the war.64 It was, however, during one such action 
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that the RCN suffered its only combat casualties during the war. On 2 October 
1952, HMCS Iroquois had been suppressing a stretch of railway and adjacent tun-
nels near Songjin on the east coast. The area was guarded by a series of shore 
batteries, but they kept silent during the two-and-a-half hours of Iroquois’ bom-
bardment. As the ship turned broadside to the coast as part of its turn out to sea, the 
shore batteries opened fire, with one shell successfully hitting the superstructure 
aft of Iroquois’ ‘B’ (or second from the bow) 4″ gun turret. Although the gun crew 
recovered enough to retaliate, three of the sailors in the area did not survive. After 
delivering some wounded to an American tanker, Iroquois returned the following 
day to exact revenge on the guns with the assistance of an overhead spotter aircraft. 
Firing until the spotter could see no further targets, Iroquois taught the rest of the 
RCN the importance of treating shore batteries with greater caution.65 

While the guns on the destroyers that served in Korea had superior range and 
firepower, the newer 3″ guns on the St. Laurents did have one advantage. Designed 
for anti-aircraft work, a single 3″ gun could fire 45–50 rounds per minute, thanks to 
its autoloading mechanism, while the older manually operated 4″–4.7″ guns could 
fire only around 10–15 rounds per minute.66 However, such a high firing rate would 
have been of limited use in shore bombardment. The exception might have been 
to provide suppressive fire for friendly troops on the ground, but that was a rare 
situation given the vast majority of land fighting taking place beyond the range of 
naval guns.67 Even then, it would be hard to see how four or six barrels firing at 
10–15 rounds per minute each would be much less cause for keeping one’s head 
down than a higher firing rate. Indeed, the times when RCN destroyers successfully 
assisted South Korean or allied troops in landing operations amongst the western 
islands demonstrated the sufficiency of their gun armament.68 In situations where 
targets were undefended or the ships were in confined waters, secondary arma-
ments such as the 40 mm Bofors and 20 mm Oerlikons were also brought to bear 
to speed up the destruction process.69 

A Small Navy on the Far Side of the World 

Throughout the course of the war, four destroyers each from the Pacific and Atlantic 
fleets would operate in the Korean theatre.70 This meant nearly all destroyers par-
ticipated, with the exceptions being Micmac, Crescent, and Algonquin. Micmac had 
a damaged keel from a prior collision that relegated her to training and trial status, 
while the latter two were in the midst of aforementioned major upgrades as proto-
types for the St. Laurent class design concepts.71 While thoughts were given to send-
ing the RCN’s sole aircraft carrier, the Majestic-class HMCS Magnificent, she was 
deemed necessary for maintaining Canada’s simultaneous commitment to the newly 
founded NATO.72 Certainly, the commitment to the United Nations-led mission off 
Korea drew resources away from NATO priorities in Europe, which Canadian de-
fence planners considered the dominant objective of the Cold War.73 

But Korea did not serve only as a drain on the RCN’s limited resources. It also 
served to provide an impetus for the Canadian political establishment to increase 
defence expenditures, especially for the navy. From the original April 1949 approval 
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for only three St. Laurents, the fear that Korea would be merely a prelude to a greater 
conflict in Europe helped spur the decision to procure an additional four units of the 
class by the second half of 1950.74 At a broad level, ‘Canadian defence expenditures 
increased from $20 billion to $64 billion’between 1950 and 1953.75 While North Ko-
rea was a distinctly different geographical threat compared to the Soviet Union, the 
ideological alignment between the two made the Korean War a relatively straightfor-
ward justification for Canadian politicians to increase defence spending. 

Still, there were clear limitations to a relatively small navy maintaining a con-
tinuous presence on the opposite side of the world. This was perhaps best seen 
in the experience of the ship’s crews and the logistical hurdles they faced. While 
the destroyers were mostly successful in staving off the external threat of enemy 
attacks, the long deployments led to an internal threat familiar to sailors through-
out history: disorder from unsatisfactory sustenance. For instance, sailors got into 
physical altercations over the amount of jam one applied at breakfast. In another 
more severe incident, an on-duty watchman on HMCS Cayuga allegedly used his 
pistol to threaten the ship’s cook while the latter was sitting on the main deck in 
order to elicit a greater serving of mashed potatoes.76 Incredible though this may 
sound, Canada’s lack of sovereign logistical support for its deployed ships meant 
their crews had to rely on the unenviable victualling practices of American and 
British supply chains.77 This reliance on allies was even more pronounced when 
it came to the much-prized mail from home. In the first year of the war, mail was 
delayed months as they were carried courtesy of the U.S. Navy (USN) in order to 
save on costs. The USN, however, prioritised their own mail and cargo, resulting in 
Canadian mail being left in holding areas unless there was rare excess capacity on 
the American transports. The situation was eventually resolved by using the Royal 
Canadian Air Force’s own aircraft, though the backlog that was already in the USN 
system would take longer to clear.78 

Combined with the food situation, the sailors on board the first deployments to 
Korea expressed their dissatisfaction through acts of defiance just shy of mutiny. 
As a relatively small navy, Canada thus experienced significant challenges to its 
logistics that had negative consequences for the effectiveness of its sailors. Due 
to this and despite their many successful combat actions, the first year of the war 
between the summers of 1950 and 1951 saw reports describing the ships’ crews 
as a ‘dark and moody lot, given to fighting among themselves.’79 While morale 
did improve in subsequent years, the ‘happiest’ ship, Iroquois, was able to ac-
complish this in part due to the resolved mail situation. This allowed the crew to 
engage in ‘correspondence courses’ to improve their education levels.80 Clearly, 
this would not have been possible in the first year with its lengthy mail delays. 

Conclusion 

The RCN’s experience during the Korean War demonstrates one of the challenges 
of matching means to ways and ends. For smaller navies, it is rare to have a 
fleet force structure that can have different single-purpose combatants. One can 
generally have either multipurpose combatants or one type of single-purpose 
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combatants. Korea shows how Canada’s fleet of multipurpose wartime destroy-
ers was well-suited for what could be characterised as ‘a gunner’s war.’81 Had the 
war begun later, RCN’s transition towards a dedicated ASW force to fulfil its stra-
tegic role would have been less suitable. Conversely, although Korea encouraged 
the Canadian government to increase defence spending, it was to double down on 
the ASW transition rather than try to get new combatant types that would be more 
suitable for the shore bombardment role of the war. This would turn out to be the 
better decision, as the ASW role of the RCN would become a core necessity for 
the remaining lifespans of the ships throughout the Cold War. Canada’s experi-
ence shows us the two sides of matching naval means to naval ends. While the 
logic of strategy indicates that force structures should follow strategic utility, the 
long construction times of warships make it important to not respond too quickly 
or too intensely to meet the requirements of acute short-duration events. 

For scholars of seapower, the RCN’s situation as a small navy during the 
Korean War serves as a useful reminder of the challenges in rating the capabili-
ties of navies based on size. Was Canada a coastal defence navy, as one might 
expect based on it having fewer than a dozen deployable surface combatants at 
the time? Or was it a global force projection navy, given its ability to maintain a 
continuous deployment of three destroyers to the opposite side of the world for 
several years? In any case, the Korean War did not mark a one-off interest in ex-
peditionary operations for the RCN. While the Cold War saw the RCN focus on 
its North Atlantic and European ASW missions, the decades afterwards saw the 
RCN return to and expand upon the expeditionary posture pioneered in Korea. 
In the years following the 9/11 attacks, the RCN maintained a nearly continuous 
presence from Europe to the Indian Ocean to the Western Pacific. It has been 
able to accomplish this with a surface combatant fleet that is nearly the same in 
numbers as it had during the Korean War: 12 Halifax class general-purpose frig-
ates. Still, there is a major difference between the peacetime constabulary tasks 
of today’s fleet versus the wartime military missions during Korea. As Edward 
Meyers, who served on board HMCS Cayuga in Korea, noted: ‘For those who 
served [in Korea], it became a sore point that Canada’s leaders…never saw the 
war as being anything other than a police action. To those who served in Iroquois 
the shells that struck down their shipmates were instruments of war.’82 
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9 Jutlandia 
Danish Naval Diplomacy in the 
Korean War 

Anders Puck Nielsen 

If you ask a person on the street in Denmark when the Korean War took place, 
chances are the answer will be 1949. The reason for this collective mistake is a pop 
song that celebrates the deployment of the hospital ship Jutlandia to the Korean 
War from 1950 to 1953. This 1980s pop song by one of Denmark’s most famous 
musicians immortalised the memory of the Danish contribution to the war. 

The first lines of the text are interesting for several reasons: 

In 1949 or somewhere around that time, there was a war in Korea. 

The ship was called Jutlandia, and it got far away, 

because there was a war in Korea. 

Firstly, it has imprinted an inaccurate year for the war in the collective 
memory of a whole generation of Danes. This was done by the artist for lyrical 
reasons because 49 fits the melody better than 50. But more interestingly, the 
song shows how the war and the maritime contribution are seen by contemporary 
Danes. The understanding is that Denmark helped with humanitarian assistance 
despite the great physical distance to Korea because that is what one does when 
there is a war. 

This is a very romanticised image of the Danish contribution. The reality 
was more complicated, and the political choices behind the deployment were 
far from self-evident. In fact, Danish politicians were lukewarm to the idea 
of engaging in the war, and an important concern was to get away with the 
cheapest possible contribution. However, the song highlights the power of ships 
to become potent symbols in collective mythmaking, and the same happened 
with Jutlandia in its own time. 

The purpose of this chapter is twofold. On the one hand, I explore the Danish 
deployment of a hospital ship to the Korean War as an expression of how a small 
European country decided to respond to the international crisis. I use the lens of 
naval diplomacy to structure the analysis around various stakeholders, namely the 
Soviet Union (USSR), the United Nations (UN), the United States (U.S.A.), the 
Republic of Korea, and the Danish population. The decision to send a humanitarian 
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maritime contribution allowed Denmark to achieve important foreign policy goals 
while keeping the costs low and the risks minimal. 

On the other hand, the chapter also provides a practical example of how Kevin 
Rowlands’ model for naval diplomacy can be used to structure the analysis. 
This is a theoretical framework that allows for a much more nuanced analysis 
than older theories. The purpose is to introduce the theory while exploring how 
applicable it is in this case study. I find that the model is useful even though the 
Danish hospital ship was civilian and not strictly naval. I also find that from 
a theoretical point of view, the model is almost too flexible and that it would 
benefit the study of naval diplomacy to have more normative standards for how 
the naval aspect fits in. 

Naval Diplomacy 

Naval diplomacy theory suggests that ships and naval forces have characteris-
tics that make them uniquely suited for diplomatic signalling compared to other 
branches of the armed forces.1 

The first advantage is geographical. Often the sea is the only way to reach 
the country you want to impress diplomatically. Navies operate on the ocean, 
which is a global commons, and warships of any nation can transit unhindered 
in international waters and even pass the territorial seas of other nations.2 There-
fore, unless the states are adjacent to one another, it may be more practical to 
send a ship than other types of military units. But more importantly, ships are 
flexible platforms whose appearance can be finely tuned to the desired diplomatic 
message. As Booth points out, ‘a warship can be transformed from a platform for 
a dance-band and cavorting local dignitaries, to a haven of refuge for nationals in 
distress, to a gun platform for shore bombardment.’3 The same flexibility can also 
be applied to the ship’s appearance in the area where it operates. A warship can 
appear neutral, assertive, or aggressive depending on its posture and communica-
tions with other ships in the area. This means that the posture can evolve over time 
as a diplomatic situation unfolds. The same flexibility can be difficult to achieve 
with air or land forces. 

In the modern age, warships also have the advantage of being photogenic. 
An image of warships from different nations sailing in close formation is often an 
important outcome of naval exercises, and a surprising amount of time is allocated 
to such photo sessions. 

Finally, perhaps the most important attribute that makes warships suitable for 
naval diplomacy is their endurance. Large warships can stay in an area for weeks 
or months, either visible or invisible, and they can come and go as they please.4 In 
combination, these attributes give politicians attractive options when looking for 
ways to send diplomatic signals to allies and adversaries. 

The acknowledgement that ships can be used as tools for diplomacy does not, 
however, say much about how it is done in practice. Kevin Rowlands suggests that 
stakeholder analysis is a useful approach to understanding specific expressions of 
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naval diplomacy.5 According to this perspective, naval diplomacy is a type of com-
munication of a message from a sender to a recipient, and a model can be derived 
around the variables of what, who, and how. 

The questions that must be asked are what you want to communicate to whom 
and how you want to do it, and together this answers the underlying question of 
‘why’ a particular act of naval diplomacy takes place. This model gives a more nu-
anced framework for understanding naval diplomacy than, for example, the classi-
cal categories of definitive force, purposeful force, catalytic force, and expressive 
force offered by James Cable.6 

There is no particular order between the questions, and in practice, they are 
answered in a dialectical process with each other. However, there are specific 
aspects to each question that need to be unpacked. The question of ‘what’ is con-
cerned with the contents of the message that are intended to be communicated. 
Rowlands significantly broadens the scope of naval diplomacy by including acts 
of amity as well as enmity. Amity includes things such as the reassurance of allies, 
maritime security cooperation, and assistance. Enmity are the classical military 
tasks of coercion and deterrence as well as building situational awareness through 
picture compilation.7 This is a more nuanced way of understanding naval signal-
ling than Cable’s traditional concept of ‘gunboat diplomacy,’ which focused on 
messaging to the enemy.8 

The question of ‘who’ seeks to identify the audience of a particular act of 
naval diplomacy. There are almost never just two parties in naval diplomacy, 
and usually, there will be a range of more or less intentional recipients. To make 
sense of the various actors, Rowlands uses the concepts of primary, secondary, 
and tertiary stakeholders.9 These are distinguished by their level of influence on 
the activity that is taking place. Primary stakeholders are the direct participants 
who make the decisions about what is happening. This can be a government or 
another organisation, such as an international alliance. Secondary stakeholders are 
directly affected by the action, and they might even have to respond or contribute. 
Rowlands uses the example of an international organisation that initiates an 
operation, and here the member states may be secondary actors even if they are 
the ones who provide the ships. Finally, tertiary participants are those indirectly 
affected by naval diplomacy. This means that there will be a wide range of actors in 
a specific instance of naval diplomacy, and the analysis must identify the role they 
play in the messaging that is taking place. 

The question of ‘how’ relates to the question of hard and soft power.10 Hard 
power is the ability to command and coerce an opponent into doing something they 
don’t want to do, and soft power is the ability to persuade and attract.11 This means 
that actors in naval diplomacy have a broad range of options when designing their 
operations, ranging from blockades and strikes at the hard end to courtesy visits 
and humanitarian aid at the soft end. 

In the following sections, this model for naval diplomacy is used to analyse 
the Danish contribution in the Korean War. Denmark wanted to achieve some-
thing specific with their effort, and therefore the contribution was designed to 
strike a balance between the stakeholders. Firstly, these stakeholders are described 
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individually, and their influence on the mission is analysed. Then the findings are 
synthesised in a discussion. Finally, some observations are made regarding the ap-
plicability of Rowlands’ theory about naval diplomacy to cases where the involved 
activities are not strictly naval. 

The Jutlandia Expedition 

Following the initiation of hostilities in June 1950, the UN officially requested that 
Denmark contribute to the operation to liberate South Korea. Almost two months 
later, on 18 August 1950, the Danish government officially offered to send hospital 
ship Jutlandia. This offer was accepted on 14 September by the UN Command, and 
the practical preparations for the deployment could start. 

Jutlandia was a combined freight and passenger ship owned by the East Asiatic 
Company. It was built in 1934, was 133 meters long, 18 meters wide, and had 
a displacement of 8,500 tons. The ship needed significant modifications before 
being useful as a hospital ship. The work began in October 1950, and it meant that 
Jutlandia would be equipped with 300 hospital beds. This was significantly less 
than the 800 hospital beds on the American hospital ships of the Haven-class that 
Jutlandia would complement, but in practice, the capacity on Jutlandia turned out 
to be sufficient.12 

On 23 January 1951, Jutlandia set off for its journey to Korea. The ship would 
remain in UN service until 16 October 1953, when it arrived back in Copenhagen. 
Twice in that time, Jutlandia was sent to Europe with patients who needed to re-
turn home, so conceptually, the mission was divided into three separate journeys 
to Korea. On the first two journeys from January to September 1951 and from 
November 1951 to July 1952, Jutlandia was stationed in Pusan Harbour. On the 
last journey from September 1952 to October 1953, the ship was at sea in Incheon 
Bay close to the frontline.13 

Over those 33 months of UN service, Jutlandia treated 4,981 patients for a total 
of 84,819 patient days. Twenty-nine patients died during the treatment. In addition 
to the treatment of wounded soldiers, Jutlandia’s crew also treated about 6,000 
Korean civilians. It was not a part of the ship’s official tasks to treat civilians, but 
after a long exchange of opinions between the Danish mission commander and the 
American leadership, the Danes were allowed to use spare capacity on Jutlandia 
for this purpose.14 

In the following sections, I will analyse the Jutlandia expedition from 
different perspectives, using Rowlands’ model for naval diplomacy. I will seek 
to answer what Denmark’s purpose was in sending a hospital ship to the Korean 
War, centred around the most important stakeholders. These stakeholders 
are primarily Denmark’s own enemies and allies and the Danish population. 
Countries directly affected by the war, like the ROK, played a smaller role in 
the Danish decision-making, but they were still affected by the Danish decision. 
For the sake of the flow of the argument, the stakeholders will be presented in 
the order of the Soviet Union (USSR), UN and United States, South Korea, and 
the Danish population. 
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Denmark’s Korea Contribution and the USSR 

When the UN asked Denmark to send a contribution to the Korean War, Danish 
politicians were afraid that the war would develop into a global conflict. It was in 
the early years of the Cold War, and it was not unthinkable that the USSR could 
react somehow to Danish participation against their North Korean allies. 

The resolution that gave legal footing for the UN-flagged but American-led 
mission in Korea had only come into place because the USSR at the time was 
boycotting the UN. This was a Soviet protest against the fact that the Taiwanese 
government represented China in the Security Council, and it meant that the USSR 
had not been present at the meeting to exercise their veto rights when the decision 
was made (Midtgaard, 2001). The USSR, therefore, found the Korean mission both 
illegal and a provocation, and it was not unthinkable that Stalin could respond to 
Danish participation with a military reaction in Europe.15 

This presented the Danish politicians with a catch-22 paradox: They needed 
to contribute to the Korean War to satisfy the Americans that provided military 
security against Soviet aggression, but Danish contributions could also increase 
the risk of Soviet aggression. The Danish government felt that Denmark’s security 
situation was vulnerable. It had been little more than five years since Denmark was 
liberated from German occupation, and the reconstruction of the Danish military 
had only begun in 1946. By 1950, Denmark’s military capacity was still low, 
and Denmark also had to contribute with troops to the allied forces in Germany. 
Denmark had signed the North Atlantic Treaty in 1949, but it was still unclear how 
solid the security guarantees were. In 1950, the eastern defence line of the alliance 
still went by the Rhine, and only after the outbreak of the Korean War did the treaty 
materialise into the structures of NATO.16 

In other words, Danish politicians feared that sending military assistance to 
Korea would simultaneously undermine the ability to defend the country while 
also increasing the risk of war. As a result, they decided that Denmark would not 
provide direct military assistance to the Korea mission and instead would offer a 
humanitarian contribution of some sort. This was intended to send a distinctly non-
aggressive signal to the USSR and prevent Soviet retaliation in Europe. 

Denmark’s Korea Contribution, the UN, and United States 

The most decisive factor in shaping the Danish contribution to the Korean War was 
the relationship with the United States. After the war in Europe, it became clear 
that the United States was the main security provider for Denmark, and the Danish 
politicians wanted to keep good relations with Washington. 

The Danish approach was based on two contradictory considerations. On the 
one hand, the Danish government was pleased to see that the United States and the 
UN engaged to defend a small state that had been invaded. This was the first big 
war that the newly established UN had to deal with, and many countries including 
Denmark, had high hopes that it would be a valuable security framework in the 
post-World War II era. It was, therefore, a reassuring message for a small European 
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country, because it indicated that a similar reaction was likely if Denmark were to 
find itself in the same situation as South Korea.17 It was, therefore, desirable, that 
Denmark demonstrated good faith when the United States and the UN requested 
assistance. This would show that Denmark was a reliable ally and a valuable con-
tributor to the international community. 

On the other hand, Danish politicians also seemed committed to delivering as 
little as possible. The fear of a Soviet reaction made it clear that a direct military 
contribution was out of the question, and that only humanitarian assistance would 
be offered. But it also seemed to be a priority for the Danish politicians to spend 
as few resources as possible. They did not find it reasonable that a country that 
received assistance through the Marshall Plan should also spend large resources 
in Korea.18 

In the summer of 1950, the Danish government therefore engaged in a process 
of exploring how cheaply they could get off the hook. A significant concern for 
them was how Denmark’s neighbours would respond, so they could offer some-
thing similar. Their first action was to reach out to Norway and Sweden in the hope 
the three countries could agree on a common Scandinavian answer to the requests 
from the UN. This way Denmark could avoid formulating an independent answer, 
and it could also prevent the three Nordic countries from driving up the costs by 
outbidding each other. It also gave an excuse for procrastinating on a decision be-
cause Denmark could refer to ongoing diplomatic processes.19 

However, to the chagrin of the Danish government, Sweden and Norway went 
ahead and sent their own answers to the UN. This meant that Denmark would have 
to do the same. In their first reply, Denmark made it clear that it was impossible to 
provide a military contribution, and instead, it was offered to send medical equip-
ment. This clearly did not satisfy American expectations, and the Danish politi-
cians had to come up with something more.20 

Therefore, the idea of providing an ambulance from the Danish Red Cross was 
formulated. Denmark had done the same 10 years earlier as assistance to Finland, 
and it had been considered a success. Danish politicians, therefore, forwarded an 
offer to the UN to provide an ambulance unit for the Korean mission. A few weeks 
later, it was decided to send a negotiator to the United States to sort out the details. 
Both Sweden and Norway had sent negotiators, and Denmark did not want to look 
bad in comparison, and also the Danish politicians had started to become confused 
why they had not received an answer to the offer of an ambulance.21 

During the negotiations in August 1950, the Danish negotiator Karl Lehmann 
quickly realised that the Danish offer was vastly inadequate. The Americans 
were not interested in a civilian ambulance manned with Red Cross personnel, 
and they made it clear that Denmark would have to provide a complete military 
field hospital. If this was not possible, then they were not interested in a Danish 
contribution.22 

This gave the Danish politicians significant problems. A field hospital would 
be far more expensive, and it would break the principle of not providing military 
assistance. But on the other hand, it was imperative to provide a contribution that 
was substantial enough to be appreciated in Washington. 
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In parallel to the offer of an ambulance, the Copenhagen based J. Lauritzen 
shipping company had independently offered a cargo ship to the UN for the Korea 
mission. They would provide the ship and crew for free, but the UN would have to 
pay the operating costs. This offer was eventually rejected, but it gave the inspira-
tion to transform the idea of a field hospital into a maritime contribution.23 

Sending a hospital ship to Korea would solve many problems for the Danish 
politicians. An important consideration was the implications for Denmark’s 
national defence. A hospital ship would be a smaller drain on the limited medical 
resources within the Danish military. If Denmark had had to send a military field 
hospital, it would have left the country without this capability in case of an emer-
gency at home. 

Another benefit was the political message. It was possible to frame the hospital 
ship as a purely humanitarian effort and not a military contribution. This was done by 
putting the Danish Red Cross in charge of the practical operation and by anchoring 
the supervision of the expedition in the foreign ministry rather than in the defence 
ministry. To underscore the humanitarian nature of the Danish contribution, the ship 
was painted white with a red cross on the side. This was very different from the 
American military hospital ships that were primarily green. For practical reasons, it 
was decided that the expedition commander would have a military rank, which would 
ensure smoother cooperation with the Americans. But aside from that, a significant 
effort was put into giving the impression of a non-military contribution.24 

The deployment of a hospital ship satisfied the American demands. It was an in-
dependent platform that could plug directly into the existing organisation and fulfil 
a real need. This way, Denmark was able to demonstrate commitment to both the 
UN and the United States while simultaneously avoiding a direct military contribu-
tion and maintaining a humanitarian profile. In the summer of 1951, the UN again 
requested a military contribution from Denmark, but it never materialised into an 
actual commitment from Denmark. Danish politicians again expressed a positive 
attitude but, in reality, managed to drag things out until the problem went away.25 

After some months, the Danish government was saved by NATO’s newly estab-
lished SHAPE headquarters, when Dwight D. Eisenhower, as the first Supreme Al-
lied Commander Europe, recommended to the United States that Denmark should 
not be pushed to send more to the Korea mission, because the country’s defence 
was too weak already.26 

In the end, Denmark managed to get through the Korean War without sending 
a military contribution. Among the NATO countries that were also members of the 
UN, only three got through the Korean War without sending a military contribu-
tion: Norway, Denmark, and Iceland. For Iceland, it was never a relevant question 
because the country didn’t have a military, and Norway actually did offer to send a 
contingent of forces with special winter training. This way, Denmark was the only 
NATO country in the UN that managed to steer clear of ever offering a military 
contribution, and that was largely a product of the decision to send hospital ship. 
This maritime contribution was significant and noteworthy enough to satisfy the 
American expectations, and it let Denmark off the hook to deliver other things that 
the Danish politicians wanted to avoid. 
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Jutlandia and the Relationship to South Korea 

The Danish decision to deploy a hospital ship to Korea was motivated by concerns 
about allies and enemies in Europe, and it had little to do with a desire to help South 
Korea. In fact, Danish politicians rather lamented the need to help a country that 
they did not feel affection for. At a closed meeting in parliament, Danish Prime 
Minister Hans Hedtoft noted that ‘it is unfortunate that the first time the United 
Nations steps in with weapons, it has to be for South Korea, which is a semi-
corrupt, semi-fascist regime.’27 

However, even if the relationship with South Korea was not instrumental to the 
Danish decision to launch the Jutlandia expedition, the ship’s presence did con-
tribute to relationship building over time. An important factor was the assistance 
that the ship offered to South Korean civil society. The Danish hospital ship was 
organised under the Danish Red Cross, and that opened opportunities for civilian 
interaction that the military ships did not have. 

After arriving at Pusan, the Danish crew quickly learned that they had surplus 
hospital capacity. There was a huge civilian need for medical treatment in the city, 
and the Danish medical staff found it imperative to help. They, therefore, engaged 
in a protracted dialogue with the mission leadership to get permission to use spare 
capacity to help civilians. The Americans were sceptical about the idea, but the 
Danish expedition commander successfully argued that it was necessary to keep 
the civilian Danish medical crew motivated for the service. 

The Danish assistance to South Korean civilians progressed in several steps. 
Firstly, it was agreed that doctors and nurses could assist in civilian hospitals on 
shore when they had time. This task became so important for the Danes that a 
detachment stayed behind in Pusan to continue the work when Jutlandia returned 
to Europe in 1951.28 Later it was agreed that Jutlandia could also treat civilian 
patients on board, and 100 of the ship’s hospital beds were allocated to civilians.29 

In total more than 6,000 Korean soldiers and civilians were treated on Jutlandia, 
including President Syngman Rhee who personally used the ship’s dental clinic 
multiple times. This contributed to building a positive attitude between South 
Korea and Denmark, and Jutlandia became a shared symbol of the relationship 
between the countries. In March 2001, the South Korean government invited veter-
ans from Jutlandia and their families to the ROK to celebrate the 50th anniversary 
of the arrival of the ship to the country.30 This shows the strength and longevity 
of the diplomatic effect that the Danish hospital ship created, and it speaks to the 
symbolism that a ship can carry. 

Jutlandia and the Danish Population 

The Danish population was a target audience for the Jutlandia expedition, but it 
was also an asset that the Danish government could leverage in the negotiations 
with the Americans. From the beginning, it was clear that there was support in the 
Danish population for supporting Korea, but also widespread scepticism about a 
direct military contribution. It was more in line with the Danish self-understanding 
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to contribute with humanitarian assistance, and in that sense, the Jutlandia expedi-
tion was a safe choice. It would have required significant persuasion to convince the 
voters of a military contribution, and there was an election coming in the fall of 1950. 

However, the public scepticism also proved useful for the Danish government. 
In 1951 when the UN again requested a military contribution from Denmark as a 
part of the so-called Uniting for Peace plan, the Danish politicians wanted to buy 
time to get off the hook. They communicated to the Americans that, in principle, 
they personally were positive about the idea but that they had a reluctant popula-
tion to deal with. They also reaffirmed to the Americans that they were ‘constantly 
attempting to educate [the] Danish public on [the] necessity [of] Danish support 
in Korea.’31 Therefore, the Danish government would wait to see the results of the 
ongoing cease-fire negotiations, that they believed would be successful. When the 
negotiations failed, they continued to postpone the discussion, and eventually, they 
were saved when NATO asked the United States not to put pressure on Denmark. 

When the war ended, and Jutlandia returned home, the humanitarian nature 
of Denmark’s contribution was emphasised. The ship arrived in Copenhagen on 
16 October 1953, and foreign minister H.C. Hansen said that ‘For Denmark as an 
old seafaring nation and as a country with humanitarian traditions, the hospital ship 
Jutlandia was a natural form of assistance to the UN in the fight in Korea.’32 In real-
ity, of course, the decision to send Jutlandia to Korea three years earlier was based 
on realpolitik and had been made under significant pressure from the United States, 
and it must be categorised as a rhetorical stretch to call it ‘natural.’ However, for 
the Danish population, this explanation made sense and contributed to a positive 
attitude about the mission. 

The ship Jutlandia was scrapped in 1965, but the memory of the Danish mari-
time contribution to Korea has had a lasting impact.33 In the 1980s, a pop song 
immortalised Jutlandia and celebrated the Danish humanitarian effort.34 It has also 
become the name of an apartment building in Copenhagen, a company that pro-
duces doors, a party band, a garden chair, an agility competition for dogs, and a 
variety of potatoes.35 In 1999, a political party in the Danish government suggested 
that Denmark organise a Jutlandia II mission to the Adriatic Sea in connection with 
the war in the former Yugoslavia. So Jutlandia lives on in the Danish collective 
memory as a demonstration of the symbolic value that a ship can have given the 
right diplomatic circumstances. 

The Big Picture 

The analysis has shown that the memory of Jutlandia is highly romanticised. It is 
a pleasant story that confirms things that Danes would like to be true about them-
selves and the benevolent attitude of their ancestors. This image is a testimony to 
the symbolic value that a ship can have. The Danish contribution turned out to be 
greatly successful as a diplomatic move, because Jutlandia was a strong symbol. 
This has ensured the legacy continues even 70 years later. 

However, in reality, it was a decision based on realpolitik. The mission was 
a compromise by politicians in a small state who wanted to get away with 
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contributing as little as possible when their great power ally demanded partici-
pation. The stakeholder analysis showed that many actors influenced Denmark’s 
decision to contribute with a hospital ship to Korea. Concerns about the repercus-
sions from the USSR and the reaction from the voters convinced the Danish gov-
ernment that a direct military contribution was out of the question. Concerns over 
alliance politics and a desire to please the Americans made it clear that Denmark, 
nevertheless, would have to offer something that was substantial enough to look 
generous. This led to the decision to send a humanitarian contribution in the shape 
of a hospital ship. 

In theoretical terms, the Danish government and the United States were primary 
stakeholders. They were directly involved in the mission and were present when the 
decisions were being made. The ROK can be described as a secondary stakeholder. 
The mission directly affected Korean society, and there were tangible positive con-
sequences for the relationship between Denmark and South Korea. However, South 
Korea did not play any role in the decision to initiate the mission. 

The USSR and the Danish population can be described as tertiary stakeholders. 
They did not have direct influence on the decision-making process, nor were they 
directly affected by Jutlandia’s work in Korea, but the USSR and the Danish 
population were still undeniably important target audiences for the diplomatic 
messaging. This shows that the grouping of stakeholders does not say much 
about their relative importance for shaping the mission. It would also be fair to 
describe the UN as a tertiary stakeholder. Officially the UN was the organising 
body of the mission, and the requests for Danish assistance came from the UN. 
However, the negotiations over a Danish contribution circumvented the UN and 
happened directly between Copenhagen and Washington. 

Conclusion 

The chapter has shown that sending a hospital ship to the Korean War solved many 
problems for Denmark. It allowed the Danish government to balance the need 
for delivering a militarily relevant contribution to the American war effort with a 
desire to look disengaged and non-aggressive to the USSR. It also demonstrated 
the symbolic power of ships, and in that context, the Jutlandia expedition man-
aged to make a lasting impression that outweighed its relatively small costs. This 
way the chapter demonstrated the relevance of discussing naval diplomacy as a 
phenomenon. 

By leveraging the flexibility of Rowlands’ model, the chapter reveals some-
thing that can be seen as a potential weakness in the theoretical framework: There 
is inherently nothing in the stakeholder model that requires a naval element at 
all. It is rather a useful model for diplomatic messaging in general, and therefore 
it doesn’t necessarily contribute to an understanding of the specificities of naval 
diplomacy. 

In fact, it is debatable whether the Jutlandia mission was technically speaking 
an expression of naval diplomacy. Jutlandia wasn’t a naval ship, and the Danish 
politicians had deliberately placed the operation outside the defence ministry. 
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The mission was therefore specifically designed not to appear naval, but because 
of the flexibility of the analytical model, the perspective of naval diplomacy was 
still applicable. It was a maritime operation within a military framework, and the 
civilian appearance was a design choice to achieve a specific diplomatic message. 
The same mission could have been conducted with a military posture by applying 
a different paint colour and organising the crew in the defence ministry instead of 
the Red Cross. 

The chapter therefore also illustrates why ships are particularly suitable as 
tools for diplomatic messaging. The Danish deployment of a hospital ship in the 
Korean War shows how finely the appearance of a ship can be adjusted to send a 
particular message, and that ships have a unique symbolic significance that can 
create large and lasting effects in the minds of decision-makers and the public 
information space. 
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