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George C. Marshall: The Genius of Organization

In this discussion, we explore the profound contributions of George C. Marshall, a
key figure in World War II and the post-war period. Winston Churchill once called
Marshall "the modern Carnot," a reference to Lazare Carnot, the famed organizer
during the French Revolution. This comparison provides a glimpse into the scale of
Marshall's impact. Here, we delve into Marshall's strategic brilliance, his role in
organizing the U.S. military, and his post-war influence.

Who Was Lazare Carnot?

Churchill’s reference to Marshall as “the modern Carnot” is a nod to the French
Minister of War during the French Revolution. Carnot was known for his ability to
mobilize an entire nation through mass conscription and efficient organization. His
efforts helped repel the Austrians and Prussians in the 1790s. Like Carnot,
Marshall’s genius lay in his ability to organize and scale the U.S. military into a
global force.

Marshall's Transformation of the U.S. Military

When Marshall became the U.S. Army Chief of Staff on September 1, 1939, the U.S.
Army had only 200,000 men, making it the 14th largest in the world—comparable
to that of Romania. By the end of the war:

The U.S. Army had grown to over 8 million soldiers.
16 million Americans were under arms in total, spanning various branches.

This transformation from a modest force to a global powerhouse required a level of
logistical and strategic planning that only a few could master.
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Key Quote:

"An armored division in the Second World War required 1,600 tons of stuff per
day... Imagine the sheer organizational capacity necessary."

The Importance of Logistics in Warfare

A key lesson from Marshall’s leadership is the emphasis on logistics over tactics:

"Amateurs talk about tactics, but professionals talk about logistics."
Marshall’s task was not just to train and equip millions of men but to ensure they
had what they needed to sustain combat operations abroad.
He recognized the importance of harnessing the economic power of a country
to support a large-scale war effort.

Logistics in Action: D-Day
91 divisions under Eisenhower’s command during D-Day required extensive
supplies.
Complete air domination on D-Day, with Allied forces flying 13,688 sorties
over Normandy, compared to the 318 sorties by the Luftwaffe.

Marshall's Role in Allied Grand Strategy

Marshall’s role in the Allied grand strategy was pivotal, even though many of his
ideas were not always adopted:

Marshall advocated for an early cross-Channel invasion in 1942, but this was
postponed to June 6, 1944 (D-Day).
The delay allowed the Allies to build up resources and ensure victory in the
Battle of the Atlantic, which was essential for a successful landing in France.
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The strategic decision to prioritize Germany over Japan—known as the
“Germany First” policy—was one of the most significant acts of statesmanship,
ensuring a focused effort on defeating Nazi Germany before turning full
attention to the Pacific.

Key Quote:

"The Germany First policy was pretty much the greatest act of statesmanship
of that part of the 20th century."

Leadership Style and Hard Work

Marshall’s work ethic and leadership were central to his success:

He worked 16 hours a day during the war, embodying a relentless drive.
Marshall believed in never appearing tired—a principle he adopted from his
mentor, Black Jack Pershing.
His ability to delegate was crucial. He knew when to trust generals like Dwight
D. Eisenhower with independent planning while keeping others like General
Wedemeyer under closer supervision.

Key Quotes:

"I must never appear tired."

"It's very important to choose good people, but that's not enough. You have to
know how much leeway to give them."
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Marshall and His Relationship with FDR

Marshall’s relationship with President Franklin D. Roosevelt (FDR) was marked by
professionalism and mutual respect:

Unlike many of FDR’s inner circle, Marshall refused to become a crony. He
maintained a distance to ensure objective counsel.
When FDR appointed Marshall as Army Chief of Staff, despite Marshall being
low in seniority, it showed FDR’s trust in Marshall’s capabilities.
Marshall’s ability to remain firm with FDR, as seen in his insistence on being
addressed as “General” rather than “George,” set clear boundaries between
personal and professional roles.

Sacrificing Personal Glory

Marshall’s humility and focus on the greater good set him apart:

He turned down the role of Allied Supreme Commander in favor of remaining
in Washington to coordinate the broader war effort.
This decision allowed Eisenhower to take the role, leading to his later fame as
President.
Despite his enormous contributions, Marshall was not obsessed with fame.
His goal was the successful prosecution of the war, not personal recognition.

Key Quote:

"He didn’t really care about whether or not he was ultimately going to be
famous. What he cared about was winning the war."



5

•

•

Post-War Contributions: The Marshall Plan

In the post-war period, Marshall's influence continued with the Marshall Plan:

He became Secretary of State and launched the Marshall Plan in 1948,
providing $15.5 billion (about $173 billion today) to rebuild Western Europe.
This plan was critical in preventing the spread of communism in countries like
Italy and France, and in laying the foundations for European economic recovery.

Key Quote:

"It takes a particular type of greatness not to worry about fame, but to
concentrate entirely on the job in hand."

Lessons from George C. Marshall's Leadership

1. Logistics Are Key: Marshall’s focus on logistics over tactics was fundamental to
the Allied victory.

2. Delegate Wisely: Effective leadership involves trusting the right people with the
right tasks.

3. Sacrifice for the Greater Good: Marshall’s decision to stay in Washington
instead of seeking a more glamorous role reflects his selflessness.

4. Leadership Requires Hard Work: From Caesar to Napoleon, Marshall
recognized that great leaders are never lazy.

Final Thought:

"Marshall was the organizer of victory, and he definitely earned his place
amongst the great leaders."


