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    At its core, The Crisis of the Naval War wrestles with the unforgiving calculus of maritime survival, tracing how a global empire and its allies fought to keep lifelines open while navigating the perilous straits between decisive action and prudent restraint, the relentless attrition of unrestricted submarine warfare and the political, industrial, and operational constraints of coalition command, the need to innovate quickly and the risk of wasting scarce resources, and the constant pressure to reassure a nation under strain while refusing easy answers, all under the shadow of a war whose outcome turned on ships that had to arrive on time.

John Rushworth Jellicoe’s work is a primary-source contribution to naval history and strategic analysis, written by a senior practitioner of the First World War. Set largely in the North Sea, the Atlantic approaches, and the administrative corridors of the British Admiralty, it examines the maritime dimension of a global conflict from the vantage of high command. Published shortly after the war, it belongs to an era when participants sought to document decisions while memories and records were fresh. Its perspective is shaped by official responsibility, institutional constraints, and the realities of wartime governance in an island nation dependent on seaborne trade.

The book offers a focused account of the naval emergency created by intensified submarine warfare, presenting the practical problems of protecting commerce, organizing fleets, and aligning policy with strategy. Jellicoe writes in an authoritative, measured voice, attentive to procedure, risk, and evidence. The narrative favors clarity over flourish, explaining the considerations behind choices without dramatizing events beyond what the stakes warrant. Readers encounter a record of deliberation rather than a tale of derring-do, with technical points introduced to illuminate, not overwhelm. The result is an informed, spoiler-safe orientation to the pressures and judgments that defined one of the war’s most consequential theatres.

Central themes emerge from the tension between offense and defense, speed and deliberation, and tactical novelty and strategic endurance. The book examines how merchant shipping protection became a grand-strategic priority, how personnel and material had to be allocated amid competing demands, and how interdepartmental and inter-Allied cooperation shaped outcomes. It considers the challenge of assessing information in real time, the discipline of adapting methods without abandoning prudence, and the ethical weight of decisions measured in lives, tonnage, and time. In each case, Jellicoe emphasizes responsibility: decisions must be explainable, repeatable, and grounded in what the situation will bear.

For contemporary readers, its relevance lies in the anatomy of crisis leadership under uncertainty. The narrative shows how infrastructure, logistics, and industrial capacity underpin operational success; how public expectations and political oversight influence military tempo; and how coordination across services and nations can determine whether ideas become effective systems. In an age preoccupied with supply chains, alliance management, and technological disruption, the book’s lessons about resilience, prioritization, and risk communication remain instructive. It reminds us that strategy is not merely a plan but a process, sustained by patience, experimentation, and the steady conversion of problems into workable routines.

The reading experience rewards attention to tone and method. Jellicoe neither indulges in recrimination nor retreats into abstraction; he explains contested decisions without sensationalism or retrospective certainty. Statistics and administrative detail serve as scaffolding for argument, not as ends in themselves. The style is formal yet accessible, designed to convey how choices were made with the information then available. Readers looking for a map of strategic logic will find consistency and candor; those seeking personalities will find them present but subordinated to institutional function, as the narrative privileges systems, constraints, and outcomes over individual drama.

Approached as a study in applied strategy, The Crisis of the Naval War invites readers to consider how organizations learn, how doctrine evolves under pressure, and how leaders balance innovation with accountability. It can be read as a companion to accounts of generalship on land, highlighting the distinctiveness of maritime warfare where attrition can be invisible yet decisive. By the end, what lingers is less a catalog of events than a framework for thinking: that security rests on integration—of policy with operations, of data with judgment, and of national endurance with the sea’s uncompromising demands.
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    The Crisis of the Naval War is Admiral John Rushworth Jellicoe’s analytical account of the most acute phase of Britain’s maritime struggle in the First World War. Writing from the rare vantage of a fleet commander turned First Sea Lord, he traces how a localized contest for sea control became an existential battle over shipping, supply, and national endurance. The narrative joins the Admiralty at a moment when naval strategy had to reconcile deterrence against the German High Seas Fleet with the urgent defense of ocean trade. Jellicoe situates operational decisions within administrative realities, explaining how policy, materiel, and time framed every choice.

Jellicoe opens by diagnosing the German submarine campaign as the central strategic crisis. He describes how unrestricted attacks on merchant shipping threatened Britain’s food, munitions, and the Allied war economy, while legal and diplomatic constraints complicated immediate responses. The Royal Navy, he argues, needed simultaneously to maintain the Grand Fleet’s readiness, sustain the distant blockade, and protect thousands of scattered merchant sailings. The book maps this triad of demands onto the realities of ship numbers, trained crews, and yard capacity. Throughout, the author underscores the tension between offensive aspirations and the defensive imperative to keep critical sea lanes functioning.

Much of the work examines organization: how the Admiralty collected information, set priorities, and translated policy into daily sailings, escorts, and repairs. Jellicoe details the shortage of destroyers and other escorts, the challenge of allocating them among home waters, the Atlantic, and the Mediterranean, and the pressure on dockyards to turn around damaged vessels. He shows how shipping control, routing, and scheduling became a central wartime art, demanding collaboration among naval staff, transport ministries, and industry. The text emphasizes method, not memoir, illustrating how procedures, committees, and reporting systems evolved to manage risk while preserving strategic flexibility.

Against the submarine threat, Jellicoe surveys the spectrum of measures then available: mine barrages, depth charges, decoys, patrol craft, and aerial reconnaissance, each limited yet cumulative in effect. He explains why early preferences for dispersed sailings and patrol sweeps ceded to the disciplined concentration of convoys, with escorts, routing intelligence, and standardized drills. The practical burdens are prominent—training merchant masters, coordinating assembly ports, and sustaining adequate destroyer cover. Without dramatics, the book traces how incremental improvements in tactics, signaling, and weapons meshed with convoy organization to reduce losses and increase throughput, while reserving resources to deter surface sorties.

The narrative widens to inter-Allied cooperation as new partners expanded the available means. Jellicoe outlines how the entry of the United States and the coordination of associated navies added escorts, bases, and technical exchange, enabling broader convoy coverage and shared patrol zones. He also treats the interplay between sea and air, describing the contributions and limits of aircraft, airships, and coastal stations to reconnaissance and deterrence. Coordination problems—differing doctrines, communications, and priorities—receive sustained attention, not as disputes but as practical frictions to be solved through staff talks, standardized procedures, and reciprocal support arrangements.

Parallel to convoy and escort work, Jellicoe revisits the blockade and its administrative extensions. He links sea denial to economic pressure, import control, and neutral shipping policy, showing how measures intended for strategic effect shaped daily life in Britain and beyond. Shipping conservation, cargo priorities, and tonnage replacement emerge as decisive variables, managed through a growing architecture of boards and cross-government committees. The author’s analysis is clinical rather than celebratory, highlighting the trade-offs between military risk, industrial output, and public sustenance. In this framing, the naval war becomes a problem of sustained capacity as much as tactical encounter.

Jellicoe closes by weighing results against costs, arguing that administrative adaptation and coalition methods were as vital as matériel innovations in overcoming the crisis. He refrains from triumphalism, instead extracting lessons about preparedness, data-driven decision-making, and the indivisibility of strategy and logistics. The book’s lasting value lies in its inside view of how a maritime power confronts systemic attack on commerce and supply. Without relying on anecdote or rhetoric, it documents a shift in naval thought toward protection of trade as a strategic end, offering guidance that resonates wherever national security depends on uninterrupted sea traffic.
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    John Rushworth Jellicoe’s The Crisis of the Naval War arises from the final years of the First World War, when sea power determined the fate of industrial nations. The British Admiralty in London directed the Royal Navy, whose Grand Fleet based at Scapa Flow secured the North Sea. Jellicoe, commander of that fleet until late 1916 and First Sea Lord thereafter, wrote from inside this institutional core. His analysis addresses the Atlantic approaches to Britain, the Channel, and the North Sea, the lifelines of an island economy reliant on imported food, fuel, and materiel, and the maritime strategies shaping Allied survival.

At the outset, Britain imposed a distant blockade on Germany, interdicting trade through the North Sea while convoys fed the armies in France. The High Seas Fleet challenged this posture in 1916 at the Battle of Jutland, after which the German surface fleet remained largely in harbor, leaving the Royal Navy’s strategic control intact. British codebreakers in the Admiralty’s Room 40 supported operations by reading German naval signals. This environment—command of the North Sea without a decisive annihilation—pushed Germany toward asymmetric methods. Submarines, rather than battlecruisers, became Berlin’s main instrument to break the blockade and threaten Britain’s economic base.

Germany’s U-boat war had earlier surged in 1915, provoking international outrage after sinkings such as Lusitania, and was then constrained by diplomatic pledges to the United States in 1916. Facing shortages and stalemate ashore, Berlin proclaimed unrestricted submarine warfare from 1 February 1917, seeking to sink shipping without warning in declared zones. The aim was to force Britain into submission by starving industry and population. Sinkings sharply increased; losses of nearly 900,000 gross tons in April 1917 marked the peak of the crisis. British, Allied, and neutral merchant marines—and their ports and coastal routes—became the central battlefield.

Jellicoe assumed office as First Sea Lord in December 1916, just as the new War Cabinet demanded urgent remedies. The Admiralty reorganized its Naval Staff and established specialized sections, including an Anti-Submarine Division in 1917, to coordinate tactics and technology. Measures multiplied: depth charges were produced in quantity, hydrophones improved detection, and mine barrages in the Dover Strait were reinforced. Decoy Q-ships continued limited operations, while the Royal Naval Air Service expanded coastal airship and seaplane patrols. These efforts aimed to harden approaches to the British Isles and to integrate intelligence, research, and fleet units against a dispersed undersea threat.

Debate over convoys—complex to schedule and escort—gave way to trials in spring 1917 and broad implementation for ocean-going trade from May. Losses fell as escorts concentrated protection and routing became systematic. The United States entered the war in April 1917; destroyers began arriving at Queenstown in May under Admiral William S. Sims, strengthening the Western Approaches. French and Italian forces expanded anti-submarine work, and Japanese destroyers operated in the Mediterranean from 1917 to escort Allied shipping. Coordination across ports, wireless reporting, and standard zigzagging procedures embedded convoying at the heart of maritime strategy for the remainder of the war.

Britain coupled tactical change with industrial organization. The Ministry of Shipping, led by Shipping Controller Sir Joseph Maclay from late 1916, prioritized cargoes, standardized hulls, and managed routing to conserve tonnage. Merchantmen were increasingly armed as Defensively Equipped Merchant Ships, while new escorts—sloops, trawlers, and motor launches—augmented scarce destroyers. Scientific work sponsored by the Admiralty’s Board of Invention and Research accelerated hydrophone design and depth-charge fuzes. Plans for a Northern Mine Barrage across the North Sea matured in 1917, later executed with large numbers of American Mark VI mines, aiming to constrain U-boat transit routes between Germany and the Atlantic.

Political oversight intensified as losses mounted. David Lloyd George’s War Cabinet pressed the Admiralty for measurable results, while newspapers and parliamentary critics questioned delays in adopting full convoying and the adequacy of escort numbers. Administrative coordination across the Admiralty, the War Office, and civilian ministries strained under wartime pressures. Jellicoe’s tenure as First Sea Lord ended in December 1917, after which Admiral Sir Rosslyn Wemyss succeeded him. These circumstances inform the book’s attention to process: the constraints of ship availability, port congestion, and interdepartmental decision-making that shaped how quickly anti-submarine measures could be organized and sustained at scale.

Published in 1920, Jellicoe’s account situates the naval crisis within a wider transformation of warfare—toward protection of sea communications, coalition logistics, and applied science. It emphasizes staff work, inter-Allied cooperation with the United States and others, and the measured use of capital ships alongside escorts, aircraft, and mines. Drawing on official records and statistical returns, it explains how strategy, production, and administration intersected during 1917. The work both reflects and critiques its era: asserting the efficacy of convoying and organized research, defending contested Admiralty choices, and underscoring that modern naval power hinged less on decisive battle than on sustained, coordinated economic warfare.
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Owing to the peculiar nature and demands of naval warfare, but few dispatches, corresponding to those describing the work and achievements of our great armies, were issued during the progress of the war. In a former volume I attempted to supply this defect in the historical records, which will be available for future generations, so far as the Grand Fleet[1] was concerned, during my period as its Commander-in-Chief. The present volume, which was commenced and nearly completed in 1918, was to have been published at the same time. My departure on a Naval mission early in 1919 prevented me, however, from putting the finishing touches to the manuscript until my return this spring.

I hesitated as to the publication of this portion of what is in effect one complete narrative, but eventually decided not to depart from my original purpose. There is some reason to believe that the account of the work of the Grand Fleet gave the nation a fuller conception of the services which the officers and men of that force rendered in circumstances which were necessarily not easily appreciated by landsmen.

This second volume, dealing with the defeat of the enemy's submarine campaign, the gravest peril which ever threatened the population of this country, as well as of the whole Empire, may not be unwelcome as a statement of facts. They have been set down in order that the sequence and significance of events may be understood, and that the nation may appreciate the debt which it owes, in particular, to the seamen of the Royal Navy and the Mercantile Marine, who kept the seas during the unforgettable days of the intensive campaign.

This book, therefore, gives the outline of the work accomplished by the Navy in combating the unrestricted submarine warfare instituted by the Central Powers in February, 1917. It would have been a labour of love to tell at greater length and in more detail how the menace was gradually overcome by the gallantry, endurance and strenuous work of those serving afloat in ships flying the White or the Red Ensigns, but I had not the necessary materials at my disposal for such an exhaustive record.

The volume is consequently largely concerned with the successive steps taken at the Admiralty to deal with a situation which was always serious, and which at times assumed a very grave aspect. The ultimate result of all Naval warfare must naturally rest with those who are serving afloat, but it is only just to the Naval officers and others who did such fine work at the Admiralty in preparing for the sea effort, that their share in the Navy's final triumph should be known. The writing of this book appeared also to be the only way in which I could show my keen appreciation of the loyalty and devotion to duty of the Naval Staff, of the many clever, ingenious and audacious schemes developed and carried through for the destruction of submarines and the safeguarding of ocean-borne trade, and of the skilful organization which brought into being, and managed with such success, that great network of convoys by which the sea communications of the Allies were kept open. The volume shows how the officers who accompanied me to the Admiralty from the Grand Fleet at the end of 1916, in association with those already serving in Whitehall and others who joined in 1917, with the necessary and valuable assistance of our comrades of the Mercantile Marine, gradually produced the measures by which the Sea Service conquered the gravest danger which has ever faced the Empire.

There were at times inevitable set-backs as the enemy gained experience of our methods, and new ones had then to be devised, and we were always most seriously handicapped by the strain imposed upon the Fleet by our numerous military and other commitments overseas, and by the difficulty of obtaining supplies of material, owing to the pre-occupation of our industries in meeting the needs of our Armies in equipment and munitions; but, generally speaking, it may be said that in April, 1917, the losses reached their maximum, and that from the following month and onwards the battle was being slowly but gradually won. By the end of the year it was becoming apparent that success was assured.

The volume describes the changes carried out in the Admiralty Staff organization; the position of affairs in regard to submarine warfare in the early part of 1917; and the numerous anti-submarine measures which were devised and brought into operation during the year. The introduction and working of the convoy system is also dealt with. The entry of the United States of America into the war marked the opening of a new phase of the operations by sea, and it has been a pleasure to give particulars of our cordial co-operation with the United States Navy. The splendid work of the patrol craft and minesweepers is described all too briefly, and I have had to be content to give only a brief summary of the great services of the Dover and Harwich forces.

Finally, an effort has been made to suggest the range and character of the work of the Production Departments at the Admiralty. It is impossible to tell this part of the story without conveying some suggestion of criticism since the output never satisfied our requirements. I have endeavoured also to indicate where it seemed to me that changes in organization were not justified by results, so that in future years we may benefit by the experience gained. But I would not like it to be thought that I did not, and do not, realize the difficulties which handicapped production, or that I did not appreciate to the full the work done by all concerned.

It is unfortunate that attempts to draw attention to the lessons taught us by the war are regarded by many people either as complaints of lack of devotion to the country's interests on the part of some, or as criticisms of others who, in the years before the war or during the war, were responsible for the administration of the Navy. In anticipation of such an attitude, I wish to state emphatically that, where mention is made of apparent shortcomings or of action which, judged by results, did not seem, to meet a particular situation, this is done solely in order that on any future occasion of a similar character—and may the day be long postponed—the nation may profit by experience.

Those who are inclined to indulge in criticism should ever bear in mind that the Navy was faced with problems which were never foreseen, and could not have been foreseen, by anyone in this country. Who, for instance, would have ever had the temerity to predict that the Navy, confronted by the second greatest Naval Power in the world, would be called upon to maintain free communications across the Channel for many months until the months became years, in face of the naval forces of the enemy established on the Belgian coast, passing millions of men across in safety, as well as vast quantities of stores and munitions? Who would have prophesied that the Navy would have to safeguard the passage of hundreds of thousands of troops from the Dominions to Europe, as well as the movement of tens of thousands of labourers from China and elsewhere? Or who, moreover, would have been believed had he stated that the Navy would be required to keep open the sea communications of huge armies in Macedonia, Egypt, Palestine, Mesopotamia and East Africa, against attack by surface vessels, submarines and mines, whilst at the same time protecting the merchant shipping of ourselves, our Allies, and neutral Powers against similar perils, and assisting to ensure the safety of the troops of the United States when they, in due course, were brought across the Atlantic? Compare those varied tasks with the comparatively modest duties which in pre-war days were generally assigned to the Navy, and it will be seen how much there may be to learn of the lessons of experience, and how sparing we should be of criticism. Wisdom distilled from events which were unforeseeable should find expression not in criticisms of those who did their duty to the best of their ability, but in the taking of wise precautions for the future.

Little mention is made in this volume of the work of the Grand Fleet during the year 1917, but, although that Fleet had no opportunity of showing its fighting power, it must never be forgotten that without the Grand Fleet, under the distinguished officer who succeeded me as Commander-in-Chief at the end of 1916, all effort would have been of no avail, since every operation by sea, as well as by land, was carried out under the sure protecting shield of that Fleet, which the enemy could not face.

I am conscious of many shortcomings in the book, but it may prove of interest to those who desire to know something of the measures which gradually wore down the German submarine effort, and, at any rate, it is the only record likely to be available in the near future of the work of fighting the submarines in 1917.

June, 1920.
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It is perhaps as well that the nation generally remained to a great extent unconscious of the extreme gravity of the situation which developed during the Great War, when the Germans were sinking an increasing volume of merchant tonnage week by week. The people of this country as a whole rose superior to many disheartening events and never lost their sure belief in final victory, but full knowledge of the supreme crisis in our history might have tended to undermine in some quarters that confidence in victory which it was essential should be maintained, and, in any event, the facts could not be disclosed without benefiting the enemy. But the position at times was undoubtedly extremely serious[1q].

At the opening of the war we possessed approximately half the merchant tonnage of the world, but experience during the early part of the struggle revealed that we had not a single ship too many for the great and increasing oversea military liabilities which we were steadily incurring, over and above the responsibility of bringing to these shores the greater part of the food for a population of forty-five million people, as well as nearly all the raw materials which were essential for the manufacture of munitions. The whole of our war efforts, ashore as well as afloat, depended first and last on an adequate volume of merchant shipping.

It is small wonder, therefore, that those who watched from day to day the increasing toll which the enemy took of the country's sea-carrying power, were sometimes filled with deep concern for the future. Particularly was this the case during the early months of unrestricted submarine warfare[3] in 1917. For if the menace had not been mastered to a considerable extent, and that speedily, not only would the victory of the Allies have been imperilled, but this country would have been brought face to face with conditions approaching starvation. In pre-war days the possibility of these islands being blockaded was frequently discussed; but during the dark days of the unrestricted submarine campaign there was ample excuse for those with imagination to picture the implication of events which were happening from week to week. The memories of those days are already becoming somewhat dim, and as a matter of history and a guide to the future, it is perhaps well that some account should be given, however inadequate, of the dangers which confronted the country and of the means which were adopted to avert the worst consequences of the enemy's campaign without ceasing to exert the increasing pressure of our sea power upon his fighting efficiency, and without diminishing our military efforts overseas.

The latter points were of great importance. It was always necessary to keep the Grand Fleet at a strength that would ensure its instant readiness to move in waters which might be infested by submarines in large numbers should the Germans decide upon some operation by the High Sea Fleet[2]. The possibility of action between the fleets necessitated the maintenance of very strong destroyer forces with the Grand Fleet.

Similarly our oversea military expeditions, with the consequent large number of merchant ships in use as transports or supply ships, required a considerable force of destroyers and other small craft. These commitments greatly reduced the means at our disposal for dealing with the hostile submarines that were attempting to prevent the import of food and raw materials into the country.

Readers of books, and particularly books dealing with war, show a natural avidity for what may be described as the human side of a contest as well as for the dramatic events. But, whether it be prosecuted by sea or by land, war is largely a matter of efficient and adequate organization. It is a common saying that we muddle through our wars, but we could not afford to muddle in face of the threat which the enemy's unrestricted submarine campaign represented. It is impossible, therefore, to approach the history of the successful efforts made by sea to overcome this menace without describing in some detail the work of organization which was carried out at the Admiralty in order to enable the Fleet to fulfil its new mission. In effect those responsible for the naval policy of the country conducted two wars simultaneously, the one on the surface, and the other under the surface. The strategy, tactics and weapons which were appropriate to the former, were to a large extent useless in the contest against mines and submarines which the enemy employed with the utmost persistency and no little ingenuity. Even in the Russo-Japanese war, where the mine was little used, it exerted a marked influence on the course of the war; the Germans based their hopes of victory in the early days of the struggle entirely on a war of attrition, waged against men-of-war, as well as merchant ships. The submarine, which was thrown into the struggle in increasing numbers, represented an entirely new development, for the submarine is a vessel which can travel unseen beneath the water and, while still unseen, except for a possible momentary glimpse of a few inches of periscope, can launch a torpedo at long or short range and with deadly accuracy. In these circumstances it became imperative to organize the Admiralty administration to meet new needs, and to press into the service of the central administration a large number of officers charged with the sole duty of studying the new forms of warfare which the enemy had adopted and of evolving with scientific assistance novel methods of defeating his tactics.

Whilst the enemy's campaign against merchant shipping always gave rise to anxiety, there were certain periods of greatly increased activity. During the summer months of 1916 the losses from submarine attack and from submarine-laid mines were comparatively slight, and, in fact, less than during the latter half of 1915, but in the autumn of 1916 they assumed very serious proportions. This will be seen by reference to the following table, which gives the monthly losses in British, neutral and Allied mercantile gross tonnage from submarine and mine attack alone for the months of May to November inclusive:

May 122,793

  June 111,719

  July 110,757

  August 160,077

  September 229,687

  October 352,902

  November 327,245


Another disturbing feature was the knowledge that we were not sinking enemy submarines at any appreciable rate, whilst we knew that the Germans had under construction a very large number of these vessels, and that they were thus rapidly adding to their fleet. It was a matter also of common knowledge that our output of new merchant ships was exceedingly small, and I, in common with others, had urged a policy of greatly increased mercantile ship construction. These facts, combined with the knowledge that our reserves of food and essential raw materials for war purposes were very low, led me, when commanding the Grand Fleet, to the inevitable conclusion that it was essential to concentrate all our naval efforts so far as possible on the submarine menace, and to adopt the most energetic measures for the protection of our sea communications and the destruction of the enemy's submarines. Although it was not easy to see the exact means by which this could be achieved, it appeared necessary as a first step to form an organization having as its sole duty the study of the question, comprising such officers as would be most likely to deal effectively with the problem, supported by the necessary authority to push forward their ideas. Another necessity was the rapid production of such material as was found to be required for anti-submarine measures.
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