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Prologue

Early Days and West Point

Military life came naturally to Donn Starry. His father had fought in the fledgling tank corps
during World War I, then served long years in the National Guard. At age four, something of
a mascot to his father’s outfit, Starry was made a brevet first lieutenant in the Kansas National
Guard by Governor Clyde Reed. He still has the “commission” to prove it. He grew up riding
horses and reading books. Year after year he accompanied his father to summer training at Fort
Riley, Kansas.

In August 1943 Starry enlisted at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, as a private in the US Army. Before
long he was assigned to a service unit at Lafayette College preparing soldiers for admission
to West Point. The following June he was discharged for the purpose of entering the Military
Academy with the wartime class of 1947. (When the war ended that class was split, some
graduating in the originally intended three years and others, including Starry, reverting to the
traditional four-year curriculum and graduating as the Class of 1948.)

Starry was motivated to opt for the four-year curriculum in part because that would enable him to
take flight training and qualify for commissioning in the Army Air Corps. In anticipation of that
development, Starry put only Air Corps on his branch preference sheet and, when that did not
come through, found himself arbitrarily assigned to, and commissioned in, the Transportation
Corps (which was, to him, a revolting development). Fortunately that also involved a two-
year detail to Cavalry (Armor) which, after some further adventures (see below), became his
permanent branch.

During cadet days Starry dated his long-time sweetheart, Leatrice Hope Gibbs, known as Letty,
of Kansas City. In 1947, as Starry began his final year as a cadet, she moved to Highland
Falls, just outside the gates of the Military Academy, and took a job with the Army Athletic
Association and then later as a secretary at Holy Trinity Catholic Church at West Point. They
were married in Kansas City a week after graduation and so began a life together that spanned
60 years in total, 35 of them at a succession of way stations all across the Army. Four children
made their entrances during assignments at various posts—Mike, Paul, Melissa, and Melanie—
Fort Knox, Heidelberg, Fort Leavenworth, and Fort Holabird.

First Tour in Europe: 63d Tank Battalion

Following the usual schooling at Fort Riley (Ground General School) and Fort Knox (Armor
Officer Basic Course), in the summer of 1949 the Starrys arrived in Mannheim, Germany, for
assignment to the 63d Heavy Tank Battalion, 1st Infantry Division, at that time the only tank
battalion in US forces in postwar Europe. It proved to be a fortuitous assignment. The battalion
was commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Creighton Abrams, one of the best-known young armor
leaders of the day after his brilliant command of the 37th Tank Battalion, 4th Armored Division,
throughout World War II. There Lieutenant Starry worked for several company commanders,
one of them First Lieutenant George S. Patton.

As with every successful officer, Starry received a lot of help and encouragement along the way.
Unlike some, he remembered and was grateful for it. In later years he often found occasion to
recall Sergeant First Class Willard Lucas, his first platoon sergeant when Starry reported to the
3d Platoon, C Company, of the 63d Tank. Lucas had served in a tank battalion of the 5th Armored
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Division throughout the war as a tank commander, platoon sergeant, and acting platoon leader.
Lucas was old school, asking Starry such things as, “Would the lieutenant care to inspect the
platoon now?” The lieutenant would, and did, looking for things on which Sergeant Lucas had
previously coached him. Over time, as they looked at first one thing and then another, Lucas
turned Starry into a very knowledgeable young officer, at the same time demonstrating to him
the value of listening to and learning from his soldiers. Those were lessons Starry never forgot
and continued to put to good use all the way up the ladder of command, and he almost always
took time to relate with gratitude the story of how Sergeant Lucas had taken him in hand.

After he had been in the 63d Tank for about a year, Starry was nearing the end of his detail
to Cavalry and faced the prospect of reverting, permanently, to the Transportation Corps. A
series of increasingly frantic letters and applications seeking to escape that fate was having
no discernible effect, and only a wonderfully serendipitous friendship saved the day. Beatrice
Patton, widow of the late General George S. Patton, frequently came to visit her son George.
That led to her meeting Donn and Letty Starry and to their becoming friends. When Mrs.
Patton learned of the branch assignment difficulty, she worked some magic and, after Senator
Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. expressed an interest, Starry was allowed to stay with Cavalry. Wrote
the colonel in Washington who was then Chief of the Cavalry Section, employing considerable
tact and understatement, “it was possible for certain reasons to obtain an exception and he
[Starry] will be transferred to Cavalry by Department of the Army orders in the near future.”
It was a narrow escape. Lieutenant Starry had at the time been on orders for assignment to a
truck battalion.

The 63d Tank developed, under the tutelage of Lieutenant Colonel Abrams, quite a lot of talent
for subsequent leadership of the Army at much higher levels. Abrams and Starry both attained
four-star rank, of course, while George Patton and Ennis Whitehead each attained two stars and
Don Packard became a brigadier. Evaluating Starry’s performance, Colonel Abrams put a firm
dark “x” in the block that read “the most outstanding officer I know.”

Approval by Abrams continued, even after Abrams had departed this life, to be a touchstone
for Starry (as it was for others who had worked closely with Abrams). Many years later,
complimenting Bill Livsey (once executive officer to Chief of Staff Abrams and later a four-
star in his own right) for his service in command of Fort Benning and the Infantry Center and
School, Starry wrote, “I guess the best thing I can say to you is that I know Abe would have
been damned pleased and proud. You know that nothing I can think of would be any higher
praise.”

Starry proved to be a very consistent man, certain and settled in his values and commitment to
his profession and the soldiers entrusted to his care. In this he reflected decisively important
early influences, beginning with his father and then the experience of West Point and that early
service under the incomparable Creighton Abrams.

Fort Knox and Korea

After three years in Germany Starry was in the summer of 1952 reassigned to Fort Knox and
the 3d Armored Division, then training tankers for assignment worldwide. As aide-de-camp to
Brigadier General John Tupper Cole, the Assistant Division Commander, Starry accompanied
him to the Nevada Test Site for one of the earliest troop tests of nuclear weapons. An airburst
collapsed the trench in which Cole had been positioned to watch the shot, so Starry dug his
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general out, then (asking and receiving permission to do so) got into and drove an M4A3ES8
tank, which had been positioned on the test site, to demonstrate that it was undamaged by the
detonation. This feat was noted with considerable approval by other tankers present, since at
that time nuclear weapons were viewed in some quarters as constituting the end of the line for
armored vehicles.

After a year in the 3d Armored Starry, newly promoted to captain, went across post to attend
the Armor Officers Advanced Course at Knox, then in August 1954 was sent to Korea and an
assignment in the G2 section of Eighth Army Forward, where—Starry recalled—he replaced
five lieutenant colonels. His job was coordinator of covert and clandestine collection activities
in North Korea, China, and Manchuria. Next was a three-and-a-half-year tour, extending to
July 1959, as a combat arms and nuclear weapons instructor at the US Army Intelligence
School at Fort Holabird, Maryland, including below-the-zone promotion to major in June
1958. Then it was back to school for Starry himself, the US Army Command and General Staff
College at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, graduating in June 1960. During that year he and others
organized a mission church (Mission of the Centurion), which eventually became an Episcopal
congregation at Fort Leavenworth.

Second Tour in Europe: Command of 1st Battalion, 32d Armor

Returning to Germany in August 1960, Starry served as a combat command (later brigade)
S3 in the 3d Armored Division, then executive officer and (following promotion to lieutenant
colonel) commander of the 1st Medium Tank Battalion, 32d Armor, in that division. This was,
of course, a critical time in the Cold War, with the Berlin Wall having gone up in August 1961
and extensive fortifications (barbed wire fences, minefields, watch towers, plowed strips) built
by the Communists along the inter-German border over the next few years.

Here Starry, in addition to innovative maintenance arrangements and top-scoring gunnery
seasons, developed and implemented what came to be known as the Battalion Training
Management System. It was in its essence an attempt to overcome the highly negative impact
on training of a nearly 30-percent turbulence rate in units (in turn the result of the individual
replacement system and specified three-year tours in Germany). Those skills necessary to
achieve and sustain combat capability were grouped. Newly assigned soldiers were tested on
those skills and then, based on cumulative test data, the battalion training program was designed
around an evaluation of how frequently those skills needed to be practiced in order to maintain
individual and unit proficiency. Later a version of this system was adopted for use Armywide.

Battalion Commander Starry was serious about combat readiness, also adopting what was
called the “Who Fights With Me Tonight?”” system to ensure that there would be a soldier to fill
every fighting seat in combat and combat support vehicles (to include fuel, ammo, and mess).
Thus every day at the time of evening retreat the unit would conduct a stand-to, constructing
a battle roster of crews to serve should the battalion be alerted during the night. Any roster
shortages in regularly assigned crews were filled as necessary by clerks, mechanics, and others
normally assigned noncombat duties. Not surprisingly, his division commander rated Starry as
the best tank battalion commander in the 3d Armored Division.

In August 1964 the Starrys returned from Germany, headed for Norfolk, where Lieutenant
Colonel Starry would attend the Armed Forces Staff College (a five-month course) and stay
on as an Army faculty advisor (for another six months), gaining valuable joint knowledge and
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experience during the latter period as co-author of an updated version of AFSC Publication
1, The Joint Staff Officer’s Guide. Then it was on to the US Army War College at Carlisle
Barracks, Pennsylvania, as a member of the Class of 1966. Studying and writing about
counterinsurgency, Starry concluded that in counterinsurgency operations it was quite likely
that military forces could be expected to cope with only a part of the totality constituting war
and that successful counterinsurgency operations would require a wider spectrum of skills and
training—economic, political, and social as well as military—and would require new doctrine
(tactics, techniques, and procedures at both the tactical and operational levels of war) and
new and different weapons, organization, and other relevant skills. During his student year
Starry also earned a Master of Science degree in political science from the George Washington
University.

First Vietnam Tour: USARV Staff and MACOV Study

In August 1966 Starry departed for the first of two assignments to Vietnam, a tour of duty
during which he was assigned as Chief of the Plans Branch, Plans and Operations Division,
on the G3 Staff of US Army, Vietnam (USARV). As things worked out, however, Starry spent
much of this assignment traveling across the entirety of South Vietnam as an operations analyst
for the Mechanized and Armor Combat Operations (MACOV) Study Group headed by Major
General Arthur L. West Jr. This group was charged with evaluating the operating environment
and making appropriate recommendations for improvements in organization and equipment of
mechanized and armor units operating in a mixed counterinsurgency and conventional combat
environment.

Starry also, he proudly recalls, led a successful USARYV staff effort to prevent issue of the M551
Sheridan airborne armored reconnaissance assault vehicle (AARAV) to armored cavalry units
in Vietnam. The Sheridan’s primary weapon system was the Shillelagh, a beam-rider antitank
guided missile launched through a 152mm gun barrel. There were at that time in Vietnam, noted
Starry, no targets requiring an antitank guided missile. But there were many targets requiring
conventional ammunition such as high-explosive and antipersonnel rounds—types that had
not yet been developed for the Sheridan. Under those circumstances, thought Starry, “Sheridan
was no more than a very expensive, and quite vulnerable, machinegun platform.” Nor had the
system been adequately tested for employment in a Vietnam-like environment. The Starry-led
articulation of these realities staved off deployment of Sheridan to Vietnam for two years (see
below).

Following this very busy year in Vietnam Starry drew Pentagon duty, assigned initially as an
operations research analyst in the office of the Army’s Assistant Vice Chief of Staff. At the end
of 1967 he was promoted below the zone to full colonel and, the following March, became
military assistant to Dr. Solis Horowitz, a senior civilian official in the Office of the Secretary
of Defense.

Second Vietnam Tour:
Redeployment Planner and Commanding Officer, 11th Armored Cavalry

Back in Vietnam early in 1969, Starry was assigned to MACV headquarters and worked directly
with and for General Abrams in writing plans to Vietnamize the war and redeploy US forces.
In this close-hold and highly sensitive job, he was responsible for determining how to structure
and sequence a series of redeployment (withdrawal) increments of US forces as ordered by
the Nixon administration. Included in this work was preparation of detailed plans for the first
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three redeployment increments (beginning in July—August 1969 with withdrawal of the first
25,000 troops). Starry remembers clearly the instructions from General Abrams: “We have
been directed to do this. We must do it. But we should do our best to do it in such a way as to
leave South Vietnamese forces the maximum opportunity to successfully defend themselves
against attack from the North.” Some of the back-channel messages containing proposed troop
lists, said Starry, were 80 to 90 pages long.

The redeployment effort well underway, Starry was given command of the celebrated 11th
Armored Cavalry Regiment by General Abrams. Starry headed the regiment from December
1969 through July 1970, a tenure that enabled him to lead the “Blackhorse” during the 1970
Cambodian incursion. Starry proved himself an authentic warrior-hero, and these credentials
lent important weight to his later credibility on a wide range of topics, from combat vehicle
characteristics and development, weaponry, and ammunition to leadership, training,
maintenance, and field logistics. At one point, rushing to shove another officer away from an
enemy grenade, thereby undoubtedly saving that man’s life, Starry himself suffered extensive
wounds. Soon, though, he had talked his way out of a field hospital (where he learned he’d
been nominated for promotion to brigadier general) and resumed his command. Along with the
Purple Heart and the Soldier’s Medal, his decorations from this combat tour included the Silver
Star, the Distinguished Flying Cross, the Bronze Star Medal for Valor, and nine Air Medals.

Sheridan, the flawed armored reconnaissance vehicle whose deployment to Vietnam Starry
had successfully opposed during his first tour, now arrived to plague him on his second. In the
intervening two years high-explosive and antipersonnel rounds had been developed for the
152mm gun, but both rounds featured caseless ammunition and were found to be not crew safe.
When it came to enemy action even a mine blast, if it vented the hull, inevitably resulted in a
catastrophic explosion in the crew compartment, as did an RPG (rocket-propelled grenade) round
venting the armor anywhere. Observed Starry, “The whole system was in no way crew safe.”

Starry brought away from this command assignment even more intense concern for the soldier
and his well-being. This outlook manifested itself in passionate efforts to improve battle dress
(protective field clothing) for armor crewmen and other lifesaving innovations in equipment,
along with his customary stress on effective training and leadership as the primary determinants
of success in battle and saving the lives of soldiers.

Nearly three years of Pentagon duty after the second Vietnam tour gave Starry valuable experience
in resource management and force structuring, challenging tasks as during 1970—1973 support
for the war in Vietnam was ebbing and the resource stream was drying up, even as redeploying
units had to be accommodated or, very often, disbanded and their assets redisposed.

Command of Fort Knox and the Armor Center and School

At the beginning of May 1973 Starry received a second star. Soon Army Chief of Staff General
Abrams sent him off to command Fort Knox and the Armor Center and School, in the process
providing him with some succinct guidance: “Don’t screw up the tank program. Just start with
the doctrine, describe the equipment requirements, reshape organization. And get the Army off
its ass!”

Knox proved to be an ideal assignment for Starry. There he devoted himself to developing
armor tactics and doctrine, applied television training simulators and training devices to the
resolution of training problems, and implemented master gunnery courses.

X
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As commanding general he became deeply involved in the formulation of doctrine, including
personally drafting parts of Field Manual 100-5, the capstone manual on the operations of the
Army in the field, at the famous conference of senior officers convened by General William
E. DePuy at Camp A. P. Hill in the autumn of 1974. Starry began doctrine development with a
series of concept papers. The first, titled “Modern Armor Battle,” he wrote himself. It focused
on what had been learned in recent war games about current Soviet tactical schemes and from
monitoring Soviet maneuver activity, analyzing the new Soviet doctrine of mass, momentum,
and continuous land combat, all this preparatory to describing a concept of how to meet and
defeat Soviet forces so deployed.

And at Knox Starry was able to give full force to his concern for soldiers’ families. With
important input from his wife Letty—whose concern for soldiers and their families her
husband describes as tenacious—he established what came to be known as a Community Life
Program. Occupants of various family housing areas were invited to elect “mayors” for their
areas, then the mayors would appoint small staffs and develop statements of the most needed
improvements in their areas and present those to General Starry as the installation commander.
Available funds would then be allocated to deal with the most pressing needs. In the course of
about two and a half years the unfunded real property maintenance backlog, which had been
estimated at nearly $40 million, was reduced to near zero.

The new mayors took their responsibilities seriously. Contractors working in family housing
areas soon found themselves being bird-dogged and evaluated by a phalanx of well-informed
wives, resulting in standards of performance unlike any they had previously been held to.
Starry observed that these residents were only asking for what the contract specified, and that
all the contractor had to do to get the wives off his back was live up to his commitments. Starry
gives a great deal of the credit for these effective innovations to his wife Letty, and deservedly
so. “Honest and sincere,” the Fort Knox command sergeant major called the “team” of Donn
and Letty Starry, traits that, he added, “are found in so very few of today.”

In January 1974 General Abrams sent Starry and Brigadier General Bob Baer to Israel to study
the recently completed Yom Kippur War. The results of this mission had far-reaching eftects,
both for the American Army and for Starry personally. General Abrams had asked that the
two officers return and tell him what he personally as Chief of Staff needed to know about
the war, and that they also determine what analysis of that war implied for the new tank under
development in the United States (a tank that eventually became the “Abrams™). Starry and
Baer, close personal and professional friends for many years, were in full accord as to what
they saw in Israel, where they had visited the battlefields and talked at length with senior Israeli
commanders, especially General Musa Peled, Commander of the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF)
Armored Corps, and General Israel Tal, who was in the process of developing for Israel what
became the Merkava tank.

Starry and Baer walked the battlefields with commanders who had fought there, both on the
Golan Heights and in the Sinai, and were briefed on the Israeli analysis of the war, battle by
battle. They examined the hulks of destroyed armored vehicles, looking at armor protection

and armor penetration, devoting particular attention to what had been wrought by Soviet T-62
tanks.

Starry was gratified to find that what had transpired in the Yom Kippur War fairly closely
resembled what he had described in “Modern Armor Battle.” Thus “powerful new antitank

X



Prologue

weapons, swift-moving formations slashing across the battlefield, and interaction between
ground formations and the air arm showed how much the world around our Army had changed
as we focused on Vietnam,” later said General Scott Wallace in describing the Starry-Baer
findings. The greatly increased lethality of the battlefield, the high density of armored vehicles
arrayed against one another, and a much accelerated tempo of operations called for new
thinking, new materiel, and above all new doctrine.

The visit to Israel was, for Starry, the first of dozens, as over succeeding years he developed
close relationships with many of the senior Israeli officers and took from their experiences
lessons he sought to apply in his own successively more senior assignments.

When Starry left Fort Knox after a command tour lasting some two and a half years, General
DePuy was quite direct in evaluating his performance. “General Starry was the best school
commandant in TRADOC,” he wrote. “He has been the strongest commandant on the tactical
side and on the technical side and throughout the scope of combat development activities.
. .. He dominated the Armor School with his strong, brilliant mind and a very practical yet
technical bent.”

Command of V Corps

Command of V Corps in Germany, beginning in February 1976, was for Starry perhaps his
happiest assignment. He was back on familiar ground (so familiar, he told a correspondent,
that from the air he could identify the various small towns by the shapes and locations of their
church steeples) where, as a young officer, he had first begun learning his profession, but now
he was in command of an outfit where he could put into practice the views on doctrine and
maneuver developed while leading the Armor School at Knox. “War hasn’t changed all that
much,” Starry wrote at this time to a veteran of the World War I tank corps. “The machines
have, but mobility is really a state of mind.” Now he set about developing that state of mind in
subordinate leaders throughout the corps.

His principal technique was the terrain walk, but with an examinatory aspect. The maneuver
and combat support battalions in V Corps each had a designated role and sector to be occupied
in time of war. Starry soon determined that virtually none of his subordinate commanders
had ever gone out to see where they might have to fight and to calculate the best tactical- and
operational-level schemes for defending in their assigned sector. Starry set about systematically
meeting each of these commanders on their designated piece of ground, there to question them
about their planned dispositions of troops and weaponry and how they saw the battle unfolding.
This proved to be highly instructive for both parties, Starry imparting key elements of the new
doctrine being developed in the Training and Doctrine Command while learning the capabilities
(or lack thereof) of these key troop leaders.

Such a vehicle for training and testing was essential, thought Starry, given the realities of the
day. The Army in Europe was then, he estimated, about where it had been in 1960 “when
we started building after the doldrums of the late 1950s.” But, he wrote to a fellow soldier,
“tactically we’re pretty weak—ammo downloaded and not much emphasis on readiness.” Now
he set about trying to deal with those deficiencies.

Those were tactical, while at the operational level there were matters of doctrine also requiring
urgent attention. Starry’s conceptual approach there was to think in terms of what he called the
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Corps Battle, then work on elements of that in a systematic way. He brought in some experts to
model aspects of the anticipated battle based on, as he put it, “the target servicing capabilities of
the forces involved,” beginning with consideration of the defensive battle. They had a current
threat estimate that scoped the magnitude of the task.

Starry also, with the approval of USAREUR Commander General George Blanchard, arranged
to obtain for issue down to battalion level throughout US Army, Europe, some 700 copies of
the draft version of a revised Field Manual 100-5, Operations, then under development by
TRADOC. The new publication embodied the concepts of “Active Defense,” and Starry set
about testing the new doctrine throughout V Corps, a task he continued throughout his 16
months in command.

Later Starry recalled that the Active Defense doctrine had not been well received in commands
other than V Corps. He thought that was largely because there had been no learning experience
like the V Corps terrain walks to help those responsible convince themselves that the new
doctrine was reasonable and could in fact be successfully employed. Meanwhile the concept
paper “Modern Armor Battle” evolved into “The Corps Battle,” one in what became a succession
of doctrinal expositions conceived and articulated by Starry (“The Central Duel,” “The Central
Battle,” and others followed in the evolutionary chain).

Training and Doctrine Command

When, in the spring of 1977, Starry was named to be the next TRADOC Commander,
USAREUR Commander General George Blanchard sent him a very fine note. “I’d like to
thank and commend you for the magnificent job you’ve done commanding V Corps,” he said.
“In a little over a year you have completely revitalized it and now have it ‘leaning forward in
the saddle.””

As TRADOC’s second commander Starry followed the famous General William E. DePuy in
that post, each of them holding it for a full four years. Starry often commented on how fortuitous
that had been, for he viewed himself as in substantial agreement with DePuy on a wide range of
matters, thus ensuring that there would be consistency of outlook and direction during the new
command’s crucial formative years. General DePuy, Starry told historian Brooks Kleber, “had
the greatest influence of any Army man of his era.” What Starry admired most about DePuy
was that he was always “looking over the hill,” always trying to discern where the Army should
be going.

Dr. Richard M. Swain, editor of a comparable collection of General DePuy’s papers published
a number of years ago, wrote therein that “with the able assistance of the commandant of
the Armor Center, General Donn Starry, General DePuy wrenched the Army from self-pity
and recrimination about its defeat in Vietnam into a bruising doctrinal debate that focused the
Army’s intellectual energies on mechanized warfare against a first-class opponent.”

By the time he himself succeeded to the TRADOC post, then, Starry had already been working
closely with DePuy for an extended period, beginning with his command of Fort Knox. When
Starry went to Europe to command V Corps, he maintained an extensive correspondence with
DePuy and, as noted, secured early copies of key doctrinal materials emanating from TRADOC
for distribution and implementation in the corps.

While he was proud of the continuity of outlook and effort represented by his service as
successor to General DePuy, Starry proved to have qualities and inclinations that in some
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respects made him more successful in both the formulation and implementation of policy and
doctrine. A senior officer who worked closely with both DePuy and Starry later recalled how
DePuy had become impatient with working new doctrine through “the system,” and how he
had decided “it must be a swift coup, executed personally by the CG TRADOC and CSA,”
meaning himself and the Army Chief of Staff. “Needless to say,” observed his former associate,
“DePuy was wrong on that count.”

When the 1976 version of FM 100-5 was published under DePuy’s stewardship, recalled General
Scott Wallace, “a firestorm of controversy surrounded that manual” and led to widespread
debate. All this served to underscore the importance of doctrine, which was a good thing, but it
also demonstrated the difficulty of gaining agreement regarding what that doctrine should be.
Starry’s approach was, in contrast and perhaps most important, that of an effective consensus
builder.

The “Starry” version of FM 100-5, Operations, was ready for print when General Starry
departed to head the US Readiness Command and was subsequently formally published in
September 1982. That manual, observed Lieutenant Colonel (later Lieutenant General) Leonard
D. Holder Jr., laid out the principles of AirLand Battle doctrine. In it “the use of the indirect
approach, maintenance of the initiative through speed and violence, flexibility and reliance
on the initiative of junior leaders, attack of the enemy in depth, and synchronization of all
assets, while not revolutionary, are stressed as key to the AirLand Battle.” Lieutenant Colonel
Holder assessed the tone of the new manual as positive, “win-oriented,” and featuring “close
integration of operations, intelligence, and logistics planning.” The new manual also looked
ahead, addressing not only what the Army was then capable of doing but also what it would be
able to do when the family of Army 86 systems came on line.

“What came to be called AirLand Battle,” Starry later recalled, “was driven both by an
understanding of expanded battlespace at tactical level and . . . by longstanding concerns of
Generals Abrams, Starry, and many others concerning how best to cope with the follow-on
forces problem with Soviet echelons facing the NATO front, all made more acute by more
recent developments in Soviet operational-level doctrine—mass, momentum, and continuous
land combat with conventional weapons at the outset, but with tactical/theater-level nuclear
weapons should the conventional initiative fail.” Dr. Roger Spiller has described AirLand
Battle in elegant terms: “It is an artistic doctrine; a modern doctrine which capitalizes upon
professional and technical knowledge above all; a doctrine which is informed by its professional
past even as it anticipates the future.”

AirLand Battle doctrine as laid out in the new manual viewed battles as nonlinear, added Holder,
enlarging “the geographical area of conflict and stressing unified air and ground operations
throughout a theater.” At the same time it established “an operational art—the conduct of
campaigns and large unit operations—as a discrete level of war separate from strategy and
tactics.” That level recognized “the nonquantifiable elements of combat power, especially
maneuver, which is considered equal and complementary to firepower.” The importance of
electronic warfare, and of nuclear and chemical weapons, was acknowledged and their effects
on operations were articulated. “Most important,” concluded Lieutenant Colonel Holder, “the
new manual keeps the human element prominently in the foreground.”

All these had to be viewed as significant improvements in this capstone doctrinal document.
Assessing the earlier (1976) version of 100-5, Colonel (later Brigadier General) Huba Wass de
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Czege, while acknowledging many strengths, also noted that it “underrated the key elements
of depth, maneuver, and initiative; ignored the operational level of war; and paid insufficient
attention to the human element in battle.” These key problems had now been addressed. Thus,
concluded Colonel Wass de Czege, the new manual presented “a comprehensive view of modern
warfare which accommodates our newest technical capabilities and worldwide commitments.”
It represented “an innovative general approach to fighting at both the tactical and operational
levels which provide[s] for the coordinated employment of all arms, all services, and all means
of support.”

General Starry later told Army historians that in his view the three most important differences
between the 1976 and 1982 versions of FM 100-5 were that the later version included a set of
operational concepts that put us back on the nuclear and chemical battlefield, thus ensuring that
an enemy’s surprise or first use of such weaponry would not enable him to win the war thereby;
that it recognized and addressed the importance of attacking the enemy’s second and following
echelons; and that it dealt with the balance between firepower and maneuver.

Another important attribute of the new FM 100-5 was that ithad been written at Fort Leavenworth
(not, as had the 1976 version, at Fort Monroe or in off-site drafting sessions that more or less
rejected or excluded Leavenworth input). This gave the new manual, right from the start, a
degree of acceptability that the previous manual never really achieved and made it far easier to
develop a consensus in support of the new doctrine. Likewise TRADOC and Starry personally
had worked closely with the Germans in developing the new manual, an essential element in
ensuring the viability of allied implementation of the new doctrine in the defense of Europe.

If, as Starry believed and insisted, doctrine rules, its effective implementation depends on good
people, well led, in well-trained units equipped with good equipment. Starry became concerned
with the delta—the gap—between what the best new equipment was capable of doing and
what soldiers—such as tank crews—were capable of getting it to do. Turbulence of assignment
and the resulting degradation of training were basic causes of the problem, and these became
issues to which Starry devoted intense effort in his most influential years, particularly the
potential advantages of unit replacement as compared to the Army’s longstanding reliance on
an individual replacement system.

During the months in Vietnam when he served as close-hold redeployment planner for General
Abrams, Starry had witnessed a dramatic exchange between Abrams and the Army Chief of
Staff, then General William C. Westmoreland. The issue was whether the elements redeploying
from Vietnam should consist of intact units or, alternatively, aggregations of individuals who
had accrued the longest service in Vietnam. General Abrams pressed for redeployment by unit.
Westmoreland wanted to bring out, in the interests of “fairness” as he viewed it, those who had
been in Vietnam the longest. After a long night of messages sent back and forth (Saigon time
was offset from Washington by 13 hours) Westmoreland insisted on his solution and the issue
was closed.

Abrams turned to Starry: “I probably won’t live to see the end of this, but the rest of your career
will be dedicated to straightening out the mess this is going to create.” Said Starry later, “How
right he was.” Pulling all the longest-serving troops out of units all across Vietnam so as to
aggregate them under the flag of some outfit being redeployed, then replacing them in all those
other units with different people who had been in Vietnam for shorter times, guaranteed constant
turbulence, destroyed unit cohesion, and contributed greatly to later widespread problems of
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indiscipline and destruction of morale. After this dramatic episode Starry developed a permanent
and intense interest in developing a unit rather than individual replacement system, something
he fought for during the entire remainder of his active service.

The major reorganization of the Army’s command structure resulting in the creation of the
Training and Doctrine Command also, besides establishing Forces Command, disestablished
what had been known as the Combat Developments Command, with responsibility for combat
developments taken up by TRADOC. Starry was one of those critical of the former CDC
approach in that it relied on such long-range forecasts to shape combat developments that the
postulated future combat environment was fuzzy and indistinct, and in consequence of little
practical value. Starry went to the intelligence community for an agreed threat forecast, one he
could rely on to shape combat developments. What he was told was that such a forecast could
be projected out about eight years, a judgment rendered in about 1978, thus yielding in turn the
time horizon for Division 86 (1986) and the whole family of related studies conducted under
Starry’s supervision.

By late summer of 1979, two years into his assignment at TRADOC, Starry was ready to initiate
a study known as Corps 86, a companion to the Division 86 study. Describing the problem the
study was to address, the implementing directive said this:

The Army is planning to meet the numerically superior and increasingly
sophisticated threat of the next decade through improved tactical concepts and
the introduction of advanced materiel systems. An almost complete replacement
of the Army’s major systems, as well as the introduction of system capabilities
not now present, is envisioned by 1986. Speed and continuity of combat will
put individuals under stress not previously experienced in warfare. Complexity
of new systems will require new training strategies. The magnitude of the
changes caused by incorporating these systems into the Army requires that
an evaluation and modification of the battlefield organization be conducted
to provide a basis for orderly transition from today’s units to those of the
mid-1980s.

The new organization, it was stressed, would have to be developed within the limits of “real
world resource constraints,” and since the most dangerous threat was in Europe, the first such
organization developed must be the heavy force that would constitute the main US contribution
to the NATO Alliance.

If Starry had one immutable principle (and he did), it was that doctrine rules. All else—combat
development, organizational structure, training, every key element of the military profession—
must derive from and be driven by doctrine. Not everyone liked this, especially those in
the various laboratories and in many quarters of the defense industry, where scientists and
engineers preferred to pursue their own interests rather than being dictated to on the basis of
some doctrinal concept. But Starry was relentless.

At Fort Monroe he continued the technique, utilized earlier at Fort Knox and in V Corps, of
drafting concept papers on various key aspects of doctrine and related matters. At the beginning
of 1980, for example, he sent two such documents—one addressing Tactical Command-Control
and another on Tactical Intelligence—to the Chief of Staff. They were, explained Starry,
designed to describe how we must operate on the battlefield of the future and to provide the
basis for doctrinal, materiel, organizational, and training developments. Developing a common
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understanding of key doctrinal concepts throughout the Army proved to be hard work and
a never-ending task. As late as the summer of 1980, for example, while visiting US Army,
Europe, training facilities in Germany, Starry told his hosts, per a memorandum for record
describing the visit, that he “does not believe that all people understand the active defense, [and]
is afraid that many believe the active defense is conducted by all units moving continuously. He
emphasized that somebody must hold something.”

Earlier in the year Starry had commented unfavorably on a set of films the Pentagon proposed
to distribute as a means of portraying the Army’s family of modernized equipment. They were
not doctrinally sound, Starry observed, and would do more harm than good:

Overall, they fail to explain the operational concepts of how and why we
fight as we do. They portray a linear-oriented, attrition-based fighting scheme
that is heavily focused on the ability to kill tanks by every weapon on the
battlefield. The important concepts of a battle in depth, based on maneuver
and force disruption, are never mentioned. If we fight as these films depict, the
Lanchester Law will surely apply and we will just as surely lose.

Clearly there was yet more missionary work to be done on behalf of the new doctrine.

Deep battle became a central concern, perhaps the central concern, of the new doctrine. And then,
because in order to fight deep it was necessary to see deep and to shoot deep, complementary
materiel development requirements were derived. And, since the deep battle tasks were so
numerous and so challenging that no one system, and indeed no one service, could handle them
by itself, greatly increased Army-Air Force cooperation, based on a shared understanding of
battlefield realities, became essential. Starry and an Air Force counterpart, General William
Creech at the Tactical Air Command, worked hard to resolve the issues, a task made more
difficult by the Air Staff’s tendency to view all such cooperative planning as threatening the
roles and missions balance. But together Starry and Creech laid out requirements for deep
surveillance and target acquisition capabilities for the deployed force commander. This work
led to development of JSTARS, an airborne system with attendant ground station that made its
debut (with spectacular success) during the first Gulf War in 1991.

During these years, too, Starry’s close relations and repeated interactions with Israeli leaders,
beginning with his 1973 mission to Israel, were replicated in his most senior assignments by
close personal and professional relations with the Germans, British, Canadians, and a range of
others.

Another of Starry’s distinguishing characteristics was that he was, and is, a voracious reader.
His close friends can expect to hear from him frequently about books he has discovered and
wants them to know about and then discuss with him.

Starry values the role of storytellers, recognizing that it is their version of what happened that is
recorded as history. He is himself a gifted storyteller, able to inform and inspire even when he
is the bearer of bad news. A famous example took place at an Armor Conference at Fort Knox
where Starry was the featured speaker. Starry delivered an impassioned charge to cast aside
complacency and get on with reform. He administered what amounted to a thoroughgoing
rebuke with such charm and persuasiveness that his audience, having just been informed of
their individual and collective shortcomings, got up and cheered. That speech was known
forever after as “Kick in the Grill Doors.”
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Starry also has a passion for military history, not only for its own sake but because of his
conviction that knowledge of military history is essential to an officer’s professional
development and competence. During his tenure as TRADOC Commander Starry caused there
to be established at Fort Leavenworth an entity known as the Combat Studies Institute (CSI).
Its mission was to coordinate historical analysis within TRADOC and to study military history
and produce publications that would make its findings readily available to officers throughout
the Army. Colonel Trevor Dupuy, a noted military historian and analyst in his own right, visited
CSl early in its existence and wrote approvingly to Starry. “I consider this to be a truly historical
development,” he said, “since it is the first time—to the best of my knowledge—that the US
armed forces have consciously and systematically moved to realization of the old saying (which
I believe) that ‘military history is the laboratory of the soldier.”” For his part, General Starry
told Army historians as he handed over TRADOC, he considered the Combat Studies Institute
“a roaring success.” Historian Roger Spiller gave Starry much of the credit for that, recalling
that “his support did not extend only to the promotion of military history; it reached far beyond,
and aimed at nothing less than intellectual rejuvenation of the entire Army through many other
avenues as well.”

Starry seldom gave a speech in which he did not include historical references and examples.
Likewise his correspondence is filled with such material (in which he took an obvious delight).
While Starry was always careful to characterize himself as an amateur historian, his views
were sophisticated and interesting enough that he was often invited to speak to gatherings of
professional historians and was invariably warmly received by them. On his staff at TRADOC,
and later likewise at the Readiness Command, Starry established positions for staff historians,
then recruited highly qualified professionals as the first incumbents.

Religious convictions were a major influence on Starry throughout his life and career, although
unlike some senior officers he did not force these views on his associates. He served for many
years as a lay minister of the Episcopal Church, and military chaplains awarded him the Order of
Aaron and Hur in recognition of long and faithful service. That service ranged from frequently,
as a lay reader, standing in on short notice for the TRADOC chaplain to fashioning with his
own hands a prie dieu, or kneeler, for the historic Fort Monroe Chapel.

No assessment of Starry and his influence could fail to mention his personal style. “Starry
likes to operate where the problems are,” recalled his former chief of staff at TRADOC. “He
conducts most of his business elsewhere, and operates outside the staff.” Not that the staff did
not have plenty to do, and high standards to be met in evaluating what they accomplished,
but General Starry also maintained a vast external network of professional associations and
communications, ranging from scientists and defense industry leaders through sergeants with
whom he had served, current and former Army and Defense Department civilian officials, and
public servants in the Congress and elsewhere. Another senior associate recalled Starry’s mode
of command as “always on the road and dealing directly.” Added his former chief, “Starry liked
trends, thrusts, and bar graphs.” He also liked people, in or out of TRADOC, who could help
make those graphic elements move legitimately in the right direction—and do so right now.

Near the end of his TRADOC tenure General Starry staged the first commanders conference
conducted as a teleconference. Broadcast to 26 viewing locations across the country, it
highlighted new technologies for improving training. These included things that are now
commonplace but that were, at that time, cutting edge and highly innovative, such as interactive
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videodisc, video arcade gaming, voice technology, robotics, fiber optics, microcomputers,
two-dimensional simulation, and satellite communications. In the course of the presentation
various technologies were combined to demonstrate how soldiers could be trained in near-real
conditions for a fraction of the cost of then-current training systems. Starry highlighted the
currency of the materials demonstrated by beginning the conference, which originated at Fort
Eustis, Virginia, from a commercial video game arcade.

Looking back at what had been accomplished during the Starry years at TRADOC, Lieutenant
General John W. Woodmansee Jr., who had been an important part of the Starry team, noted a
unique achievement: “TRADOC harnessed creativity, focused it on the out years, and then built
a bridge into the program and the budget.”

When his four years were up at TRADOC, Starry thanked all who had been part of what had been
accomplished and, in saying goodbye, returned to a familiar theme. “I am convinced,” he told
his friends and associates, “that on that complex, most dangerous, and difficult battlefield of the
next war the determined, prompt, correct, and calculated battle actions of trained commanders,
soldiers, and units is all that will win.”

Readiness Command

During 19811983, in his final active duty assignment, General Starry filled a joint billet as
Commander of the US Readiness Command with headquarters at MacDill Air Force Base
in Florida. As he cabled a friend: “We’re still pushing ‘Starry on War,” but with a new hat.”
The Readiness Command was the successor headquarters to what had been known as Strike
Command, whose primary responsibility had been deployment planning. Accomplishment of
that mission was inhibited by lack of centralized control over transportation assets needed
to achieve rapid deployment. When the Readiness Command was created it included a Joint
Deployment Agency under the same commander. (Later that agency became the Transportation
Command, and at the Readiness Command there was also created a Rapid Deployment Joint
Task Force.) Now Starry sponsored development of an intracommand planning process
to provide unified and specified commands a common planning system with the Readiness
Command, using the best available technology to enable contingency planning involving
forces to be deployed.

Also at the Readiness Command Starry again partnered with General Bill Creech at the Tactical
Air Command, now adding to the mix his successor as TRADOC Commander, General Glenn
Otis, to reach and publish a joint agreement on Joint Attack of the Second Echelon. Working
around Joint Staff concerns that militated against anyone else becoming involved in formulating
joint doctrine, Starry described these necessary efforts as exercises in developing joint tactics,
techniques, and procedures. Another important product they developed was a concept for joint
suppression of enemy air defenses.

General Donn A. Starry had begun by enlisting as a private soldier, then after graduation from
West Point served for 35 years as a commissioned officer, commanding at platoon, company,
battalion, and regimental level, the last in combat in Vietnam. Paralleling the successive
commands of this early service, when he retired from active duty in June 1983 Starry had spent
the last 10 years of his service in continuous command, having led in succession the Armor
School at Fort Knox, V Corps in Germany, TRADOC at Fort Monroe, and finally the Readiness
Command at MacDill Air Force Base. Late in this sequence a very influential member of the
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House of Representatives wrote to tell Starry that it had been “refreshing to meet an intellectual,
anti-bureaucratic, fighting general.” That pretty much summed him up.

In “retirement” Starry continued working many of the same problems that had concerned him
during his Army days, now operating from a series of highly placed executive positions in the
defense industry, and as a long-term member of the Defense Science Board. He also served on
the boards of the Eisenhower Foundation, the Army Historical Foundation, and the Washington
Institute of Foreign Affairs and was for a decade Chairman of the Board of the US Cavalry
Association. In perhaps his favorite role he served for many years as Honorary Colonel of the
11th Armored Cavalry Regiment and mentor to a succession of its regimental commanders.

The Selected Works

Publication of selected works of General Donn A. Starry has been undertaken on the premise
that they would constitute a rich source of inspiration and intellectual stimulation of great
potential value to current and future Army leaders. These materials in my judgment establish
conclusively Starry’s stature as an officer of powerful intellect, boundless energy, an impressive
range of professional interests, absolute integrity and selflessness, and exceptional ability to
motivate and communicate.

The materials chosen for inclusion in the selected works involve not only many of General
Starry’s major speeches and published works but also an extensive sampling of his letters and
messages, for he was a prolific, candid, and often passionate correspondent. The collection has
been presented topically and, within topics, chronologically, thus depicting both his very wide
range of professional interests and his evolving views on some of the most complex, notably
those relating to doctrine.

Atechnique often employed by Starry was to make a presentation to an audience, often working
from a stack of slides or viewgraphs, with his aide or another staff officer sitting in the back
taking notes of what questions were asked and what issues were raised for discussion. Then,
literally on the fly en route to the next presentation, they would make changes and adjustments
in the presentation and try that version on the new audience. Thus many of Starry’s key
speeches, especially those on AirLand Battle and its antecedents, were and remained works
in progress. Starry’s late wife Letty maintained that her husband really had only one talk, a
signature presentation she called “Starry on War,” and that she had heard it so many times she
herself could have rendered a credible version without benefit of notes.

General Starry for the most part wrote his own speeches and lectures—assisted in his most
senior posts by able research assistants—which rendered them far more vivid and authentic
than the usual run of staff-produced texts. These materials thus have an unusual freshness,
immediacy, and impact. The same was true for much of the correspondence, often written
longhand in Starry’s distinctive penmanship (an example of which has been included). His
authorship is also extensively represented in some of the key doctrinal materials produced
under his supervision. For example, Starry told historian Brooks Kleber that the publication of
several manuals had been held up because “I rewrite the drafts to ensure conceptual correctness
and uniformity of style.” Starry also revealed in an oral history that he had personally drafted
certain chapters of Field Manual 100-5, Operations, and in correspondence told a friend that he
had personally taken on the editorial and leadership task for the field manual on leadership.
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Two compact disks are included in this collection. One contains the full text of the book-length
monograph Mounted Combat in Vietnam, written by Starry with staff assistance at Fort Knox
and completed in 1978. This constitutes one of a series of some 20 such volumes various senior
officers were tasked to produce during the latter years of the Vietnam War. Fortunately General
Starry inherited the task from another officer who had not been able to get to it, thus delaying its
preparation and rendering it the only one in the collection that covers the entire war, the others
being truncated accounts completed before the war ended and thus of significantly less value.

The second compact disk shows Starry in action as a speaker and briefer and includes some of his
best-known presentations, including “Sergeants’ Business,” “Tanks Forever,” “Tanks Forever
and Ever,” and a classic version of “AirLand Battle.” The text of versions of most of these talks
is also included in print form in the selected works. General Starry was particularly proud of the
first TRADOC commanders conference to be conducted by means of video teleconferencing,
and his introduction to that conference (also included) was as previously noted by his design
broadcast from a commercial video arcade to dramatize the currency of the new approach.

Dr. William G. Robertson, Director of the Combat Studies Institute at Fort Leavenworth, where
this volume was produced, suggested Press On! as the collection’s apt title. That admonition
appears repeatedly—in General Starry’s own hand in his correspondence, and in the message
traffic he generated, perfectly representing the energy and élan with which he went about his
own duties and encouraged others in theirs.

The context in which these materials, both written and verbal, were produced by General Starry
was of course the post-Vietnam War era, a time when the Army needed to turn its attention to
long-neglected matters of doctrine, training, and materiel development, as well as adaptation
to the newly mandated all-volunteer composition of the force. Starry was deeply involved in
all these aspects and many more. Whatever his duties of the moment, however, his enduring
concerns showed through—the soldier, the unit, and how both were trained and led.

In commissioning the project to collect and publish selected works of General Donn A. Starry,
the Army reflected a conviction that these materials would, for current and future soldiers, offer
much that is both instructive and inspiring. Here’s hoping that will indeed prove to be the case.

As General Starry would say: “Press On!”
L)E

Lewis Sorley
Potomac, Maryland
31 May 2009
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A Note on Reading the Text

General Starry’s range of interests, as will be apparent to all who come to this collection,
was extraordinarily broad. Many topics he addressed repeatedly over long periods of time, his
views—and his articulation of those views—evolving over the years. That is particularly the
case with respect to doctrinal matters, the tank-antitank calculus, and the preeminent importance
of the individual soldier.

Materials chosen for inclusion in this collection accordingly reflect some repetition, especially
in matters of long-term interest to General Starry, illustrating how his thinking developed.
Starry himself often made intentional use of repetition, as for example in his well-known
speech “Tanks Forever and Ever,” in which he recapitulated virtually his entire argument from
the earlier “Tanks Forever.”

To provide some structure to this wide range of material, it was decided to present items in
categories and then, within those categories, chronologically. As will be apparent, quite a
number of the pieces could just as well have been inserted in other categories, so where to
place them was simply a matter of editorial judgment. The real impact of this material is, in any
event, in its cumulative depth and range, so it is hoped that many readers will make their way
through the entirety of the collection. For those primarily concerned with particular aspects
of General Starry’s eclectic interests, in addition to categorizing the materials under topical
headings, an extensive index has been provided.

Avrticles and speeches are, for the most part, rendered in their entirety. Where exceptions have
been made, those are indicated in the usual manner by