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INTRODUCTION  

In the modern history of joint expeditionary 

operations, the amphibious invasion of the Republic of 

Korea (ROK) / South Korea during the Korean War, 

under Operation CHROMITE, stands out as one boldly 

conceived, swiftly planned and thereafter impeccably 

executed.1 It reversed the hitherto gains of the North 

Korean People’s Army (NKPA), relieved the pressure on 

United Nations (UN) coalition forces at the Pusan 

Perimeter, and provided the momentum of the 

subsequent counterattack across the 38th Parallel and 

towards the Yalu River. 

The author examines the operational insights 

from Operation CHROMITE, focussing in particular on 

the factors of success. He argues that while ostensibly, 

much of Operation CHROMITE’s success was personality

-driven—General Douglas MacArthur’s operational 

leadership in particular was essential, it was the non-

personality related reasons manifesting in how the Joint 

Force was applied to execute MacArthur’s operational 

vision that made it a reality. It is only by distilling the 

personality from the non-personality related reasons of 

success behind Operation CHROMITE that the correct 

operational lessons can be best learnt. By applying these 

to any future joint expeditionary operations that any 

force may find itself embarking on in the 21st Century, 

they may then be better positioned to reap operational 

success. 

APPROACH 

In the first part of the essay, the author provides a 

brief background on Operation CHROMITE. In the 

second part of the essay, the author continues to 

explain the importance of learning from Operation 

CHROMITE, especially in the era of great power 

competition against a rising China, and the prevalent 

threat of a rogue North Korea. The third part examines a 

prevalent argument that personality reasons were the 

key drivers of Operation CHROMITE’s success, in 

particular MacArthur’s operational leadership and 

vision. In the fourth part, the author offers a rebuttal to 

the third, by examining non-personality reasons in 

exercising the operational functions through the Joint 

Force—namely intelligence, information, manoeuvre 

and fires—and show how these were essential in 

providing MacArthur with the platform for success, 

without which the latter could not happen. The fifth part 

projects these lessons on to the 21st century and 

suggests how countries may prepare their forces  to 

succeed in future joint expeditionary operations, if 

necessary, on the East Asian mainland. 
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BACKGROUND OF OPERATION 
CHROMITE 

On 25th June, 1950, upon orders from the 

Democratic People’s Republic of Korea (DPRK) / North 

Korean leadership, the NKPA crossed the 38th Parallel 

and invaded the South, thereby starting the Korean 

War. United States (US) forces in South Korea, 

weakened by drastic cutbacks in defence spending after 

World War Two (WWII), could not muster a sufficient 

response to stop and push back the NKPA onslaught.2 

By early August 1950, the NKPA had advanced and 

pushed the US Eighth Army and ROK troops into the 

Pusan Perimeter, a shrinking area at the south-eastern 

tip of South Korea, thereby threatening to evict 

coalition forces out of the Korean Peninsula. In response 

to this, MacArthur, the US Commander-in-Chief, Far 

East and Commander-in-Chief, United Nations 

Command (UNC), conceived of Operation CHROMITE, a 

joint expeditionary operation consisting of: (1) a 

surprise amphibious assault at Inchon, a major port 177 

km behind enemy lines of South Korea’s west coast; (2) 

the subsequent advance of ground forces from Inchon 

to capture the nearby key air base of Kimpo; and (3) the 

attack and capture of Seoul, the capital of South Korea. 

The successful conclusion of the operation was 

envisaged to relieve the pressure on the coalition forces 

at the Pusan Perimeter, and enable the latter to push 

back the NKPA. By subjecting the NKPA to an 

encirclement attack, the intended outcome was the 

complete destruction of the NKPA and the liberation of 

South Korea.3 As intended, the amphibious assault 

caught North Korea by surprise. The subsequent march 

onto Seoul was accompanied by the counterattack of 

coalition forces from Pusan. The operation had swiftly 

changed the tide of the war with coalition forces 

assuming the offensive after months of being on the 

defensive since the Korean War broke out. Even though 

Operation CHROMITE subsequently led to coalition 

forces advancing onto the Yalu River and triggering the 

intervention of the Chinese, leading to unintended 

General of the Army Douglas MacArthur (centre) grasps General J. Lawton Collins (the Army Chief of Staff, left) 
and Admiral Forrest Sherman (the Chief of Naval Operations, right) upon their arrival in Tokyo, Japan.  
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strategic implications, the operation itself was a success 

with all operational objectives achieved. It is the 

operational nature of Operation CHROMITE—not its 

strategic outcomes—that the author examines. 

The desired end state for the US 

and coalition forces was to signal 

that Communist aggression would 

not be rewarded and that the tide 

of Communist expansion would 

be checked on the Korean 

Peninsula.  

IMPORTANCE OF LEARNING FROM 
OPERATION CHROMITE 

In his 2019 Posture Statement before the Senate 

Armed Services Committee, Commander US Indo-Pacific 

Command Admiral Philip S. Davidson, in outlining his 

‘five key challenges [to US]… vital national interest in 

ensuring a Free and Open Indo-Pacific’, classifies North 

Korea as ‘the most immediate challenge’ and China as 

‘the greatest long-term strategic threat.’4 These coupled 

with the fact that two of the US’ closest and most 

important allies, Japan and South Korea, lie in close 

proximity, make it clear that the East Asian mainland is 

a region of great importance to US security interests. 

The immutable characteristics of theatre geometry 

mandate that any conventional operations in the area 

will have to be conducted using a combination of air, 

land and sea assets. This in turn means that any 

operation would definitely be of a joint and 

expeditionary nature. It is therefore natural that 

Operation CHROMITE—a successful joint expeditionary 

operation conducted with modern combined arms in a 

conventional war on the East Asian mainland, despite 

being conducted more than half a century ago, would 

have important operational lessons for a joint force 

today. 

THE PERSONALITY REASONS: 
OPERATIONAL VISION AND LEADERSHIP 
OF THE COMMANDER 

In analysing the success of Operation CHROMITE, 

the role MacArthur played as the operational 

Four tank landing ships unload men and equipment on Red Beach one day after the amphibious landings on Incheon. 
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commander inevitably comes to the fore. MacArthur’s 

operational vision and leadership were critical factors. 

MacArthur: (1) set clear operational objectives that 

were well-nested within the higher-level objectives; (2) 

conceived an operational idea that successfully attacked 

the enemy’s centre of gravity; and (3) had the 

personality and reputation to push through his ideas 

despite scepticism from his superiors and subordinates.  

By planning in accordance with 

the sound practice of operational 

art, MacArthur’s operational idea 

was well-conceived and therefore 

set up for subsequent success in-

theatre.  

Operation CHROMITE had well-nested objectives 

across the different levels of war. The desired end state 

for the US and coalition forces was to signal that 

Communist aggression would not be rewarded and that 

the tide of Communist expansion would be checked on 

the Korean Peninsula. The theatre-strategic objective of 

Operation CHROMITE was the liberation of South Korea 

from North Korean control. The operational objectives 

of Operation CHROMITE were the cutting of supply lines 

to the NKPA, and the subsequent destruction of the 

latter. Operation CHROMITE was successful because the 

attainment of operational objectives, as formulated by 

MacArthur himself when he decided on the operation, 

would lead to the successful attainment of the larger 

theatre-strategic objective and in turn the desired end 

state. Once the NKPA was destroyed, there would be no 

remaining North Korean forces to occupy South Korea, 

which would lead to the latter’s liberation. Once South 

Korea was liberated, North Korea would then have 

failed to achieve its aims of conquest through 

aggression. This clear setting of operational objectives, 

and the sound choice to choose objectives that nested 

properly within higher-level objectives, contributed to 

the subsequent success of MacArthur’s operational idea 

behind Operation CHROMITE. 

From the beginning of the Korean War, 

MacArthur had personally conceived of an amphibious 

assault in the rear of the NKPA supply lines. His 

operational idea was to use the inherent advantages of 

the joint force (its amphibious capability) to hit the 

lengthening North Korean supply lines where it was 

vulnerable and encircle the NKPA. This would enable the 

coalition forces to destroy the NKPA and liberate South 

Korea.5 MacArthur’s operational idea successfully 

attacked the enemy’s operational centre of gravity. The 

North Korean centre of gravity was the NKPA. This was 

because of the NKPA’s critical capability, namely its 

ability to invade the South, seize decisive points and 

destroy coalition forces on the ground. North Korea’s 

desired end state was to unify the entire Korean 

peninsula under North Korean rule. This led to the 

theatre-strategic objective of conquering South Korea 

by force and in turn an operational objective of 

destroying or evicting South Korea and coalition forces 

out from South Korea. Clearly then, the NKPA was 

central to achieving the various objectives, thereby 

making the NKPA the operational centre of gravity. The 

critical requirements of the NKPA were its supply lines 

on land to sustain itself at the front. Given the critical 

weaknesses of the North Korean air and naval forces, 

the associated critical vulnerabilities of the NKPA were 

its susceptibility to: (1) air attack; and (2) envelopment 

by amphibious forces landing from the sea. Therefore, 

Operation CHROMITE succeeded because it attacked the 

NKPA indirectly by targeting its critical requirements 

and exploiting its critical vulnerabilities, and thereafter 

attacking the NKPA directly and destroying it on land. By 

planning in accordance with the sound practice of 

operational art, MacArthur’s operational idea was well-

conceived and therefore set up for subsequent success 

in-theater. 

MacArthur’s operational idea was nonetheless 

insufficient to make Operation CHROMITE a reality on 

its own. Indeed, the operation was met with scepticism 

by the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), and MacArthur’s own 

subordinate generals and admirals.6 The tactical 

difficulties of Inchon had convinced the naysayers that 

Operation CHROMITE would be an enormous risk, and 

that there were other landing areas which posed less 

dangers of failure.7 Operation CHROMITE might not 

have materialised if MacArthur’s superiors refused to 

support him, or if his subordinates failed to put their all 

into executing his plan. However, MacArthur prevailed 

by sheer force of will, and managed to convince his 

superiors to go along with his operational idea and 



 20 

Operation Chromite—Insights for Joint Expeditionary Operations in the 21st Century 

supply him with the necessary forces he needed for the 

campaign.8 Similarly, his insistence on Inchon over all 

other possible landing sites also focused his 

subordinates on the task, and after the decision was 

taken, they subsequently went about their duties with a 

single-minded determination to make Operation 

CHROMITE a success.9 Much of MacArthur’s ability to 

push his ideas across stemmed from the immense 

reputation he enjoyed—in both the military and on the 

domestic front back home. His reputation was built on 

the back of his successes in WWII, and the Allied 

occupation of Japan. By 1950, MacArthur had become 

virtually immune to criticism, with the JCS keen to give 

him the free rein he needed—within acceptable political 

boundaries—to determine and achieve his own 

operational objectives. Even President Harry S. Truman 

himself was reluctant to challenge MacArthur to avoid 

the political fallout and loss of public support from 

doing so.10 MacArthur’s dominant personality and 

unique background, therefore, ensured that there were 

no obstacles to stop Operation CHROMITE from being 

tested against the enemy on the battlefield. 

Personality reasons had therefore driven the 

success of Operation CHROMITE. Led by an able 

operational commander, who set clear operational 

objectives that were well-nested across the different 

levels of war, conceived of an operational idea that 

successfully attacked the enemy’s operational centre of 

gravity, and who had the personality and reputation to 

enforce his will despite the naysayers, Operation 

CHROMITE therefore possessed important ingredients 

for success. In order for it to actually succeed however, 

the Joint Force had to execute MacArthur’s plan in-

theatre which, due to the inherent tactical difficulties of 

the plan, was not in itself a forgone conclusion.  

THE NON-PERSONALITY REASONS: 
EXERCISING OPERATION FUNCTIONS 
THROUGH THE JOINT FORCE 

While MacArthur played a critical role in the 

success of Operation CHROMITE, it was not true that 

personality reasons were the only ones at play. Even 

though MacArthur had the operational vision to 

conceive of a sound operational idea and the 

operational leadership to push for its execution in-

theatre, the plan would still not have succeeded unless 

the Joint Force was well trained to execute it. As it was, 

three non-personality reasons pertaining to how the 

Joint Force was applied with aplomb—on both the 

operational and high-tactical level—were instrumental 

in the success of Operation CHROMITE. These 

corresponded to the operational functions of: (1) 

information; (2) intelligence; and (3) manoeuvre and 

fires. It was the proficiency of the Joint Force in 

executing these operational functions that contributed 

to the success of Operation CHROMITE. 

In order for MacArthur to 

successfully execute Operation 

CHROMITE, the different services 

in the Joint Force needed to be 

highly tactically proficient to 

overcome the significant 

challenges posed at Inchon.  

The first reason was because information 

operations, in particular military deception, were 

executed well. Operation CHROMITE caught the North 

Korean leadership by surprise. There were two reasons 

why surprise—a principle of war—was achieved. The 

first stemmed from the choice of landing at Inchon. This 

had severe tactical difficulties, thereby convincing the 

North Korean leadership that the coalition forces would 

not attempt to mount an operation there. Indeed, 

Inchon was noted by Lieutenant General Edward 

Almond, Commander of X Corps as ‘the worse possible 

place where we could bring in an amphibious assault.’11 

Against the recommendations of US doctrine, Inchon 

had strong currents, mineable waters, no landing 

beaches, few docks and piers, extreme tidal ranges, 

presence of mudflats and harsh weather during the 

intended duration of Operation CHROMITE.12 All of 

these combined to make amphibious operations at 

Inchon an extremely hazardous undertaking with a high 

chance of failure. Rear Admiral James Doyle, 

Commander of the Amphibious Force expressed his 

reservation to MacArthur, ‘The best I can say is that 

Inchon is not impossible.’13 Yet, it was the tactical 

difficulties of landing at Inchon which gave it the 

element of surprise, precisely the very trait that 

MacArthur was going for. MacArthur himself suggested 

that ‘The very arguments you have made as to the 
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impracticabilities involved will tend to ensure for me the 

element of surprise.’14 The second reason why surprise 

was achieved was because of peripheral operations 

taken to deceive the NKPA. An elaborate deception 

operation was taken to fool the latter that the landing 

would occur at Kunsan, 170 km south of Inchon.15 In 

comparison to Inchon, Kunsan had more suitable 

conditions for an amphibious landing and was actually 

one of the landing spots preferred by the JCS.16 The 

deception operations included diversionary strikes by 

aircraft and warships in the lead-up to the Inchon 

landing, and the deployment of disinformation 

techniques to spread rumours and false news.17 As a 

result of both the tactical difficulties of landing at 

Inchon and deception operations to fool the enemy, the 

North Koreans were caught completely by surprise. The 

North Korean leader Kim Il-sung himself said, ‘A US 

counterattack is not possible… a landing to our rear 

ports would be difficult.’18 As it was, after the Inchon 

landing, only about 16,000 NKPA troops were available 

to counter the nearly 70,000-strong US forces, which led 

to weak resistance as the latter marched on Seoul.19 

Information operations had successfully delivered an 

element of surprise. 

The second reason was because intelligence-

gathering operations were executed well in preparation 

for Operation CHROMITE. Given the tactical difficulties, 

the coalition forces needed accurate intelligence of 

Inchon and its water approaches. In particular, 

intelligence was needed on the local tides, the 

waterways leading to the port and enemy defences at 

Inchon. To obtain these, a reconnaissance team under 

Lieutenant Eugene Clark, was sent ashore at Yonghung 

Do, an island only 22.5 km from Inchon. Clark and his 

team obtained useful intelligence—they found out that 

Japanese-prepared tide tables were accurate, that the 

mud flats fronting Inchon would support no weight, that 

the harbour’s sea walls were higher than estimated, 

that Wolmi Do (an island off Inchon) was heavily 

fortified with artillery, and that the North Koreans had 

not systemically mined the approaches to Inchon.20 

These pieces of intelligence were incorporated by the 

planners of Operation CHROMITE and enabled the 

Wolmido under bombardment on 13th September, 1950, two days before the landings, seen from the US 
Navy destroyer USS Lyman K. Swenson. 
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invading forces to significantly mitigate the tactical risks 

of the plan. As it was, by utilising the intelligence 

gathered, the invading forces landed successfully on 

Inchon. 

The third reason why Operation CHROMITE 

succeeded was because the Joint Force had the tactical 

proficiency to conduct its manoeuvre and fires well. The 

entire operational idea of Operation CHROMITE—an 

amphibious landing in the rear of the enemy supply 

lines—was an operation in manoeuvre and fires. In 

order for MacArthur to execute his operational idea 

however, he needed his Joint Force to be highly 

competent, especially given the tactical difficulties of 

operating at Inchon.21  He needed the US Navy to be 

able to overcome the hazardous waterways, land 

Marines, and conduct naval gunfire support. He needed 

the US Marine Corps to scale the sea walls at Inchon, 

seize territory and destroy the enemy forces. He needed 

the US Air Force to launch air sorties for bombings on 

defensive fortifications and installations on the Korean 

coast, for both deception purposes (such as attacks by 

the Far East Air Forces at Kunsan) and landing 

preparatory purposes (such as dropping napalm on 

Wolmi-do to clear the way for troop landings). He 

needed the US Army to continue the fight against the 

enemy forces on land as the coalition forces marched 

on to capture Kimpo airfield, and subsequently seize 

Seoul. In order for MacArthur to successfully execute 

Operation CHROMITE, the different services in the Joint 

Force needed to be highly tactically proficient to 

overcome the significant challenges posed at Inchon. As 

it was, luckily for MacArthur, he had forces which lived 

up to the demands of his operational idea.22 

Non-personality reasons, therefore, manifesting 

in the successful ways the Joint Force could be applied, 

made operationalising MacArthur’s operational vision a 

reality. It was due to the tactical proficiency of the Joint 

Force in successfully executing the operational functions 

of intelligence, information, manoeuvre and fires, at 

Inchon that paved the way for the amphibious landings 

and subsequent march on Seoul.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR THE 21ST CENTURY 

Among modern joint expeditionary operations, 

Operation CHROMITE stands out for its audacity and 

success despite significant odds. In analysing how 

success was achieved, the author has distilled the role 

of both personality and non-personality reasons. He 

argues that operational success in Operation CHROMITE 

was built on more than just the back of its commander. 

While MacArthur’s operational vision and leadership 

was instrumental in leading to the birth of Operation 

CHROMITE, it was the tactical proficiency of the Joint 

Force in executing operational functions that made 

accomplishing MacArthur’s plans possible.  

In any future conflict in the Asia Pacific region, a 

country should be ready to conduct joint expeditionary 

operations across the large expanse of the Pacific. As 

Operation CHROMITE has shown, tactical proficiency in: 

(1) intelligence; (2) information; and (3) manoeuvre and 

fires was important in giving MacArthur options to 

deliver decisive operational outcomes on the Korean 

Peninsula. It is therefore critical that a country 

continues to be equally, if not more intensively trained 

for these operations during peacetime, so as to ensure 

its readiness to be deployed in war. 

Nonetheless, MacArthur’s example also illustrates 

important learning points for the operational 

commanders of today. The need to set clear operational 

objectives in line with higher-level strategic objectives 

and desired end state, the need to attack the enemy 

centre of gravity in one’s own operational idea, and 

lastly the temperament, determination and force of will 

to push through one’s own ideas despite the scepticism 

from top and above—Clausewitz’s coup d’oeil—are all 

critical ingredients the operational commander must 

possess to mount a successful joint operation. While the 

first two might be more easily taught and trained in 

schools, significant creativity may be required to set 

conditions for the last and allow commanders of similar 

quality to develop. 
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