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Lessons from An Earlier  
‘Golden Age’: 1900-1922

America’s victory over Spain in 1898 had two significant 
impacts on American politics and foreign policy. First, 
it ushered in a new era of American hegemony in 
the Western Hemisphere, which neatly aligned with 
America’s isolationist tendencies and the pivotal 
1823 U.S. policy known as the Monroe Doctrine. 
This doctrine, which remained influential throughout 
the 20th century, warned European powers against 
further colonization or interference in the Americas 
and threatened U.S. intervention if they did not 
adhere.1 Second, the Spanish-American War victory 
propelled the U.S. into world politics with its new insular 
possessions, including the far eastern territories of 
Guam, the Philippines, and Samoa. More than 120 
years later, there is growing consensus that the U.S, 
under a second Trump administration, is returning 
to strategies from the early 1900s including a new 
era of grand strategy that prioritizes the Homeland 
and the Pacific.2 In the first half of the twentieth 
century, U.S. Naval leaders routinely used the Monroe 
Doctrine and the Open Door to China policies as 
justifications for an expanded Naval fleet and rationale 
for advanced bases across the Pacific.3 The Navy 
acknowledged these were American policies that 
carried no international legal basis. Still, Navy leaders 
thought integrating the Monroe Doctrine and the 
Open Door to China policy into naval strategy could 
further America’s foreign policy, defend its interests, 
and in doing so, expand the U.S. Naval fleet. 

This article draws from larger historical research 
concerning inter-service rivalries over Guam and 
the Philippines in the early 1900s in which the U.S. 
Navy’s thoughts about advanced basing and the U.S. 
Army’s lessons from the 1904 Russo-Japanese War 
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strongly influenced each services’ concerns over land 
and coastal defense.4 Together, both services, while 
entrenched in their doctrines, struggled to reach a 
joint solution to advanced basing in the Pacific before 
the 1922 Washington Conference treaties redirected 
naval investment and innovation elsewhere. The 
repercussions left both the Philippines and Guam 
vulnerable. Today, as current military leaders pivot their 
services to align with President Donald Trump and 
Secretary of Defense Pete Hegseth’s visions focused 
on the Homeland and the Pacific, the inter-service 
rivalries, poor civil-military relations, and fiscal 
constraints of the early 1900s may provide a window 
into hard lessons about readiness and lethality and 
the services’ alignment with the Executive Branch. 

The U.S. Navy’s endorsing of an American-focused 
doctrine and advocating for an expanded fleet 
through the first two decades of the twentieth century 
did not translate to support for advanced basing 
options, resources, or fortifications abroad. Although 
policymakers supported acquisition of the Philippines 
and Guam and viewed the expansion as a gateway 
to China, many leaders did not desire to advance the 
military’s role in the Pacific nor establish European-
style imperialism.5 Furthermore, policymakers did 
not see an international or political policy role for 
the military and viewed statecraft and diplomacy as 
civilian matters. The work of various historians such 
as William R. Braisted and Richard D. Challener 
showcased inefficiencies with civilian oversight of the 
Navy’s proposals.6 This was especially evident during 
the Woodrow Wilson Administration, with Secretary 
Josephus Daniels heading the Navy. For example, in 
1913 when heightened tensions between Japan and 
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U.S. led the General Board and the Army Navy Joint 
Board to urge the Wilson Administration to mobilize 
the fleet and begin war preparations in the pacific, 
Secretary Daniels failed to support the military recom-
mendations.7 Many critics, including then Vice Admiral 
Williams Sims also cited Daniels’ aggressive preoccu-
pation with corporate profiteering, including his brazen 
seizure of oil reserves and refusal to pay oil companies 
during World War I, as an example of how his tenure 
created civilian-military friction and failed to prepare the 
Navy with the needed modernization and investment.8 
Nevertheless, research does not specify if the Navy 
understood the complexities of their civil-military 
interactions and that military decisions and rivalries with 
the U.S. Army could have unintended consequences on 
subjects, such as resource allocation and investment.

The General and Joint Boards

To forge naval consensus, the Secretary of the 
Navy John D. Long established the General Board 
in 1900 with the purpose of preparing the Navy fleet 
for war and for naval defense of the coast. In 1903, 
the Secretaries of War and the Navy established 
a Joint Board comprised of Army and Navy board 
members with a charter that required members 
reach “common conclusions for all matters calling 
for the cooperation” between the Army and Navy.9

Although the Navy’s General Board had free reign 
to determine probable enemies, committees worked 
independently versus collaboratively in the early 
years.10 The Army and Navy Joint Board’s work 
also did not seek guidance or consult with the State 
Department, the executive branch (aside from the 
service secretaries or occasional engagement with 
the president), or the legislative branch. Instead, 
officers from both boards drew their understanding 
of foreign affairs from observation. For example, the 
General Board argued for a strong fleet and naval 
capability. General Board members viewed conflict 
as inevitable due to trade rivalries among great 
powers, and, guided by the Mahanian philosophy, 
believed that “nations must expand if they are to 
achieve greatness.”11 Furthermore, many officers 
who served on the General Board from 1900-1917 
were veterans of or knew shipmates who served 
in Manila Bay during the Spanish-American War. 
Therefore, a “decisive battle” at sea and the need for 
a powerful battle fleet shaped much of the veterans’ 
early recommendations.12 Recommendations were 
often incompatible with U.S. Army priorities and 

offered legislators insufficient appropriation options 
which ultimately sidelined Far East basing decisions. 

Two trends became apparent in the early days of the 
General Board and the Army and Navy Joint Board. 
First, Guam was of secondary importance and primarily 
considered a coal depot. Second, no consensus 
existed where to install a fortified fleet base in the 
Philippines although board members agreed on the 
need for one and that both Guam and the Philippines 
required defense. From the onset, Admiral George 
Dewey, a hero of the Spanish-American War who was 
responsible for the victory at Manila Bay and headed 
the Navy’s General Board, favored the Philippines 
and specifically Subic Bay.13 The Army’s defense 
assessments favored the larger area of Manila Bay. 
In 1906 the Taft Board recommended additional 
build-up of the insular possessions. Dewey actively 
endorsed its findings by arguing that the territories 
“cannot be held unless the principal ports, naval 
bases, and coaling stations are fortified before the 
outbreak of war.”14 In 1907, the General Board directed 
the Naval War College to study air-raid defenses 
needed for Guam. This study resulted in defense 
proposals; however, in the same year, the Army and 
Navy Joint Board concluded it was not practical to 
assemble sufficient defense forces in Guam.15 

Perhaps more importantly, despite military experts’ 
conversations regarding the need to protect the new 
American Far East territories, lawmakers, prioritized 
domestic needs and declined defense spending 
elsewhere. For example, Congress’ Naval Committee 
cut the Department’s recommendation from 16 
ships (consisting of destroyers, submarines, colliers, 
mine layers, and repair support) in half, suggesting 
it unlikely advanced basing anywhere would have 
been approved.16 Meanwhile, the General Board 
and the Army and Navy Joint Board’s conflicting 
recommendations over location continued, weakening 
their analytical credibility. The disagreements proved 
particularly damaging given the impact of reduced 
budget proposals created by marred joint service 
work and minimal congressional support overall. 
Together, these factors resulted in stagnation 
regarding Far East advanced basing initiatives. 

Entrenched Doctrines

The services continued asking for military spending 
often using narrow and service-specific justifications. 
One of the main catalysts for this wrangling occurred 
because of lessons from the Russo-Japanese War. 
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In 1908, Major General Lenard Wood successfully 
encouraged President Theodore Roosevelt to halt 
build-up plans for Subic Bay. Major General Wood 
presented analysis that compared the geography 
between the Philippines’ Subic Bay and Port Arthur 
where the Russian Navy was decimated in 1904. Major 
General Wood convinced the President of Subic Bay’s 
“utterly indefensible” geography that provided for a 
barrage of gunfire from the mountains and rear. He 
added that Subic Bay’s natural geographic structure 
provided operational advantages for executing an 
amphibious assault and could result in the adversary’s 
defeat similar to the slaughter of the Russian Navy 
in 1904.17 Wood’s persuasion worked, but Roosevelt 
was furious about spending the political capital on 
Subic Bay and chastised the Joint Board for the lack 
of coordination on a joint matter, for which he had 
spent years advocating.18 Admirals and Generals of 
the period frequently sacrificed civil-military credibility 
for an inter-service victory, which ultimately paid zero 
long-term dividends. In this case, the president put his 
political efforts toward Pearl Harbor, Hawai’i instead. 

The Russian defeat at Port Arthur revealed a crucial 
difference in how the Army and Navy thought about 
advanced bases, coastal defenses, and naval stations. 
The Army viewed these through the lens of defensibility. 
Leaders focused and based decisions on the cost of 
mortars, direct gun fires, and men to defend a harbor, 
port facility, or advanced base and these views remain 
fundamental in current Army doctrine.19 On the contrary, 
several of Mahan’s writings stressed the subordinate 
nature of defensive operations to naval offensive 
capabilities. “The offensive element in warfare is the 
superstructure, the end aim for which the defensive 
exists.”20 Mahan later wrote that the main military 
requirement of a naval station should be that its “useful 
in war.”21 Port Arthur’s attack presented a significant 
problem for Navy and Army strategists. Each service 
saw the front, aligned its forces, supplies, and offensive 
and defensive positions differently in times of war.22 
This dilemma eventually led to a stagnant, inter-service 
rivalry over the future of Subic and Manila Bays. The 
discord also unconsciously extended to Guam with 
the General Board and the Joint Board’s inability to 
select an advanced base that excluded the Philippines. 
Between 1907 and 1909, President Roosevelt directed 
the Joint Board to re-evaluate Subic Bay, Manila, and 
Cavite, a province of the Philippines located in the 
Calabarzon region (see Figure 1). Serious consideration 
of Guam as a permanent Far East fleet base option 
may have generated a definitive solution between 
those options, but board members did not consider 
Guam. Efforts were instead narrowly and consistently 

focused on the Philippines and arguments about the 
two services’ doctrinal strengths. To be sure, building 
and fortifying Guam would have been expensive.23 
Still, San Luis D’Apra was the only location possible 
for a fleet base in the region, and board members did 
primarily agree upon Navy and Army requirements 
in board meetings. However, the General Board and 
Joint Board leadership did not consider Guam a viable 
option until 1913. Those studies became overshadowed 
by a world war and resulted in inaction. Finally, the 
1922 Washington Conference article XIX expressly 
prohibited the build-up of any Far East location west of 
Pearl Harbor, Hawai’i. This permanently eliminated the 
opportunity to invest in the Philippines or Guam entirely. 
Therefore, the broad indecisiveness and arguments 
over the location of any Far East bases crippled naval 
progress and led to conflicting recommendations from 
the General Board and Joint Board. As a result, policy-
makers abandoned all future build-up opportunities. 

The Navy experienced some successes in their 
civil-military interactions. Pearl Harbor, Hawai’i was a 
popularly supported naval project, well-funded, and 
able to be built in a relatively short time.24 Additionally, 
World War I pressed President Woodrow Wilson to 
order service Secretaries to develop a comprehensive 
plan for national defense. However, military planners 
turned their focus to threats in the Western Hemisphere 
with Germany’s potential attack of the Caribbean. 
Nonetheless, the General Board responded with a 
five-year, $100 million shipbuilding proposal.25 Congress 
approved the Naval Appropriations Bill in 1916, which 
consisted of ten battleships, six battle cruisers, and 
fifty destroyers. Still, passing the legislation required 
considerable pressure from Secretary of the Navy 
Daniels and General Board President Dewey.26 The 
difficulty in which the Navy had to shore up support 
and budgetary spending for the U.S. despite a world 
war affecting its interests showcased the broader 
struggles of the General Board in convincing lawmakers 
that the U.S. Navy needed real investment. Far 
East basing priorities, therefore, took a backseat.

Conclusion

By the turn of the century, with new territories in 
America’s possession and Admiral Mahan’s ideas about 
sea power taking hold, the U.S. Navy had a formidable 
fleet from which to project its influence. However, 
America also found itself politically naïve to the 
challenges before it. From 1900 onward, the General 
Board made consistent recommendations to undertake 
a major shipbuilding program and build critical 
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defense, fortifications, and fleet 
infrastructure. The Navy argued 
this would enable a two-ocean 
Navy, which was necessary to 
protect the U.S. and adequately 
project its influence abroad. 
Unfortunately, the Navy 
was less than effective in its 
advocacy for naval investment, 
especially in the newly acquired 
territories of the pacific despite 
integrating executive branch 
policies. Board recommenda-
tions indicate the debate over 
suitable Far East locations for 
fleet bases was further exacer-
bated by an Army-Navy rivalry, 
which undercut the military’s 
position during interactions 
with the president, Congress, 
and other civilian policymakers. 
Furthermore, the independent 
Navy Bureaus, who reported 
directly to the Secretary of the 
Navy, were often resistant to 
General Board recommenda-
tions.27 These factors delayed 
or sometimes ended Far East 
naval expansion as initially 
envisioned and routinely 
resulted in Guam being consid-
ered of nominal importance.

Likewise, the contemporary military struggles with 
a unified focus on integrating its main mission 
and operations into the pacific theater, which is 
naval and airpower dominant. Yet, the U.S. Army’s 
current voice and advocacy, especially with a prior 
Army officer as Secretary of Defense, is strong and 
forceful. Given the U.S. defense priorities are once 
again returning to Monroe Doctrine isolationism, 
the services would do well spending their energy on 
developing true joint objectives and proposals that 
align directly with current Department of Defense 
and Presidential priorities, rather than on those that 
support their unique doctrines. Joint initiatives and 
cost-saving proposals that support and defend the 
Homeland and the first island chain in the pacific 
are likely the only way for the services to collectively 
preserve and garner investment and financial support 
from a Congress and President focused on severe 
federal budget cuts and governmental reforms. ■
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FIGURE 1: Map of Philippines.28
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