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First To Fight Krulak

The Marine Who Redefined a Corps:
Understanding the Legacy of First to Fight
Krulak

Few names in American military history carry the weight and reverence of Victor
H. Krulak. Known affectionately and respectfully as "The Brute" for his assertive
leadership  style  and  relentless  advocacy  for  the  Marine  Corps,  Lieutenant
General Victor H. Krulak is a towering figure whose influence is still felt in every
Marine barracks and on every amphibious assault ship today. His seminal work,
First to Fight Krulak—often referenced simply as First to Fight—is more than
just a memoir or a historical recounting. It is a deeply personal, fiercely argued
manifesto  on the unique role  of  the United States  Marine Corps within  the



American defense establishment. To understand the modern Marine Corps, one
must first understand the man and the message behind First to Fight Krulak.

The Early Years: Forging a Warrior-Scholar

Victor H. Krulak was born in 1913 in Phoenix, Arizona, a place far removed from
the salt  spray and coral  beaches where he would later make his name. He
graduated from the United States Naval Academy in 1934, but his heart was
never  with  the  surface  fleet.  He  immediately  accepted  a  commission  in  the
Marine Corps, drawn to its ethos of discipline, versatility,  and, above all,  its
reputation as a force that thrived on being first to fight.  This early decision set
the stage for a career that would span the most tumultuous decades of the 20th
century.

Krulak’s  early  assignments  took  him to  China,  where  he  served in  the  4th
Marines in Shanghai, observing the geopolitical tensions that would eventually
erupt into World War II. These formative years taught him the value of small-unit
leadership and the importance of understanding the human terrain of conflict—a
lesson he would later codify in his writings.  His sharp intellect and physical
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courage did not go unnoticed; he was a man constantly seeking to improve the
institution he loved.

The Guadalcanal Crucible and the Birth of Innovation

World War II was the forge in which Krulak’s legacy was hardened. During the
Guadalcanal campaign, he served as a battalion commander and learned the
brutal realities of jungle warfare. It was here that the seeds of the First to Fight
Krulak philosophy were planted. He witnessed the importance of amphibious
doctrine and saw, firsthand, that the Marine Corps’ ability to project power from
the sea was not just a tactical advantage but a national strategic necessity.

However, it was his post-war assignment that truly solidified his visionary status.
Krulak was at the forefront of developing helicopter-borne assault tactics. He
understood that the era of conventional beach landings, like those at Tarawa,
could become obsolete if the Corps failed to adapt. He championed the concept
of "vertical envelopment"—using helicopters to leapfrog enemy defenses and
strike from unexpected directions. This innovation was not without its critics, but
Krulak’s unwavering belief  in the Marine Corps’  ability  to adapt and remain



relevant is a central theme of First to Fight Krulak. He saw the helicopter not
as a simple transport  vehicle,  but  as a revolutionary instrument that  would
define the future of expeditionary warfare.

The Book That Shook the Pentagon: "First to Fight"

Published in 1984, First to Fight: An Inside View of the U.S. Marine Corps was
Krulak’s magnum opus. It is not a dry, academic tome. Rather, it is a passionate,
often  polemical,  defense  of  the  Marine  Corps  against  what  Krulak  saw  as
existential  threats  from  within  the  U.S.  military  bureaucracy.  The  central
argument  of  First  to  Fight  Krulak  is  deceptively  simple  but  profoundly
important: the Marine Corps does not exist because it is a lesser version of the
Army or Navy. It exists because it fills a unique, irreplaceable strategic niche—a
force-in-readiness, designed to be the country’s 911 force.

Krulak  argued  that  powerful  forces  within  the  Department  of  Defense,
particularly within the Army, had consistently tried to absorb or dismantle the
Marine  Corps,  relegating  it  to  a  secondary  role.  He  detailed  with  alarming
specificity the bureaucratic battles he fought throughout his career to preserve
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the Corps’ independence, its unique identity, and its ability to be first to fight in
any  crisis.  The  book  is  filled  with  colorful  anecdotes,  sharp  critiques  of  senior
military leaders, and a deep reverence for the individual Marine.

A key concept introduced in First to Fight Krulak is the "Strategic Corporal"—a
term later expanded upon by his son, Commandant Charles C. Krulak. However,
the  father  laid  the  groundwork  by  emphasizing  that  in  the  modern  world,
decisions  made  by  junior  Marines  in  the  field  could  have  strategic,  and  even
geopolitical, consequences. He understood that the days of monolithic, division-
sized battles were giving way to complex, small-scale conflicts where judgment,
initiative, and moral courage at the lowest levels were paramount.

Leadership Principles from a Legend

What makes the First to Fight Krulak narrative so compelling is that it is not
just a history lesson; it is a leadership manual. Krulak’s principles are timeless
and applicable well beyond the military:

Uncompromising Standards: He argued that the Marine Corps’ strict



discipline and high physical standards were not cruel or arbitrary. They
were the foundation of unit cohesion and battlefield performance. He was
a firm believer that "the more you sweat in peace, the less you bleed in
war."
Advocacy for the Institution: Krulak taught that one of the most
important duties of a leader is to defend and strengthen the institution
they serve. He fought tirelessly, often at great personal cost to his own
career, to protect the Marine Corps from what he perceived as existential
threats.
Adaptability and Innovation: He was not a blind traditionalist. His
championing of helicopter doctrine proved that he was willing to discard
old methods if new ones would make the Corps more lethal and relevant.
He demanded that leaders think critically and avoid the "not invented
here" syndrome.
Focus on the Individual: While he was a tough leader, First to Fight
Krulak reveals a deep, abiding respect for the individual Marine. He
believed that the Corps was its people, not its equipment or its budget.
The welfare, training, and morale of the Marine in the foxhole was the
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ultimate priority.

To read First to Fight Krulak is to understand that leadership is not about
popularity; it is about effectiveness, integrity, and a clear sense of purpose.

The Krulak Doctrine: More Relevant Than Ever

In the decades since its publication, the central thesis of First to Fight Krulak
has proven remarkably prescient. The post-9/11 wars in Iraq and Afghanistan,
with  their  counterinsurgency  operations  and  complex  urban  environments,
validated his belief in the importance of small-unit leadership and the "Strategic
Corporal." The Marine Corps has consistently been the service called upon first in
times  of  crisis,  from evacuating  embassies  to  humanitarian  assistance  and
disaster relief.

Krulak’s warnings about bureaucratic overreach and the dangers of joint-service
homogenization are also more relevant today than ever. As the Department of
Defense pushes for greater "jointness,"  there is  a constant tension between
efficiency and the preservation of unique service cultures. First to Fight Krulak



serves as a cautionary tale, reminding policymakers that forcing every service
into the same mold can strip away the very strengths that make each one
valuable. The Marine Corps’ ability to conduct forced-entry operations from the
sea, to live close to the land, and to operate with minimal logistical support is a
capability no other service can truly replicate.

Critique and Context: Not Without Controversy

It is important to approach First to Fight Krulak with a critical eye. The book is
undeniably  partisan.  Krulak  was a  fierce defender  of  the  Marine Corps,  and his
portrayal  of  other  services,  particularly  the  Army,  is  sometimes  harsh  and
arguably  unfair.  Critics  have noted that  he tended to  downplay the Army’s
contributions to amphibious warfare and overstate the threat of disestablishment
that  the Marine Corps faced.  Furthermore,  his  views were shaped by a specific
time period—the Cold  War—and some of  his  specific  tactical  prescriptions  may
no longer apply directly to the age of drones and cyber warfare.

However,  the  enduring  value  of  First  to  Fight  Krulak  lies  not  in  the  specific
details of his bureaucratic battles but in the larger principles he defended: the
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importance of a unique, expeditionary culture, the value of readiness, and the
absolute  necessity  of  a  force  that  can  deploy  rapidly  without  reliance  on
elaborate  infrastructure.  Even  if  one  disagrees  with  his  conclusions,  his
arguments force readers to think deeply about what a military service is for and
how it should be structured.

A Lasting Legacy on the Pages of History

Victor H. Krulak passed away in 2008, but his voice echoes clearly through the
pages of his classic work. Every Marine officer who reads First to Fight Krulak
learns that their service is not an entitlement but a trust. They learn that the
Marine  Corps  must  constantly  fight  to  remain  relevant,  both  on  the  battlefield
and  in  the  halls  of  power.  They  learn  that  being  "first  to  fight"  is  not  just  a
slogan—it is a burden, a responsibility, and a sacred covenant with the American
people.

The book remains required reading at the Marine Corps War College and in
professional military education programs across the globe. It is a primary source
document  for  historians  studying  the  modern  military.  But  for  the  average



reader, it is simply a gripping story of one man’s love for his country and his
Corps. It is a testament to the power of conviction and the enduring importance
of institutional memory.

To pick up First to Fight Krulak is to sit down with a master strategist, a tough
mentor, and a deeply patriotic American. It is to understand that the price of
freedom is  not  just  paid  by those who carry  rifles,  but  also  by those who have
the courage to fight for the integrity of the institutions that defend that freedom.

Conclusion: The Eternal Relevance of Being First

The legacy of First to Fight Krulak extends far beyond the library shelf. It is a
battle cry for a service that refuses to be obsolete. As the nature of warfare
continues to evolve, with potential near-peer adversaries like China and Russia
challenging American naval dominance, the principles Krulak laid out are more
critical  than ever.  The need for  a  highly adaptable,  rapidly  deployable,  and
resilient expeditionary force is  not a relic  of  the 20th century;  it  is  the defining
requirement of the 21st.
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Victor H. Krulak did not just write a book. He provided a blueprint for the survival
of a unique American institution. He argued that while the Army and Air Force
are  essential  for  sustained,  large-scale  conflict,  the  Marine  Corps  exists  to  be
exactly what its title implies: the nation's shock troops, ready to respond at a
moment's notice. That core idea, that the United States must always have a
force that is first to fight, remains the most powerful and enduring element of
Krulak's extraordinary legacy. For anyone seeking to understand the soul of the
U.S.  Marine  Corps,  there  is  no  better  starting  point  than  the  passionate,
insightful, and fiercely patriotic words found within the covers of First to Fight by
Victor H. Krulak.


