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Admiral Elmo R. ("Bud") Zumwalt, Jr., USN (1920-2000) 
19th Chief of Naval Operations, 1 July 1970 - 1 July 1974

As Chief of Naval Operations in the early 1970’s, Admiral Elmo R. Zumwalt Jr., ordered the Navy to end racial discrimination and demeaning restrictions on sailors.  In July 1970, when Admiral Zumwalt, at age 49, became the youngest man to serve as the Navy's top-ranking officer, re-enlistments were plunging in the face of the war in Vietnam.  Hoping to again make naval service an appealing career, Admiral Zumwalt issued 121 directives over the next four years known as Z-Grams, which sought to change the way the Navy had done things for almost two centuries.


Critics, including many retired admirals, asserted that Admiral Zumwalt had created a permissive atmosphere endangering discipline, accusations that were fueled by racial incidents on the aircraft carriers Kitty Hawk and Constellation in 1972.  Admiral Zumwalt believed that the antipathy toward his changes reflected racial prejudice, and in November 1972 he accused senior officers of ignoring his directives.  Despite resistance, he made progress as chief of naval operations: re-enlistments by first-term sailors rose, the number of black personnel increased, and Samuel L. Gravely Jr., became the first black appointed an admiral.


Elmo Russell Zumwalt Jr. was born in San Francisco on Nov. 29, 1920, the son of doctors, and was reared in Tulare, California.  He graduated from the Naval Academy in 1942, won a Bronze Star serving on a destroyer in the Battle of Leyte Gulf in 1944 and served on the battleship Wisconsin in the Korean War.  In the early 1960's, he came to the attention of Paul H. Nitze, a foreign policy adviser in the Kennedy administration, after writing a paper on Soviet politics at the National War College. During the Cuban missile crisis he was an aide to Mr. Nitze, who was assistant secretary of defense for international security affairs, and when Mr. Nitze became secretary of the Navy in 1963, he was his executive assistant. On Mr. Nitze's recommendation, he was named a rear admiral in 1965, at age 44 the youngest officer ever to attain the rank.  In 1968 he was promoted to vice admiral, ahead of 130 other officers, and was named the commander of naval forces in Vietnam.  

Returning to Washington, Admiral Zumwalt took on another task -- remaking the Navy.  "When I became chief of naval operations, racism and sexism were still an integral part of the Navy tradition," he recalled. There had never been a black admiral, black officers had few prospects for advancement, and women were not permitted to serve on ships.”  In 1970, Admiral Zumwalt issued what he would call his most important directive, "Equal Opportunity in the Navy." It required commanders of ships, bases and aircraft squadrons to appoint a minority member as a special assistant for minority affairs, demanded that the Navy fight housing discrimination against African-American sailors in cities where they were based and required that books by and about African-Americans be made available in Navy libraries.  
"There is no black Navy, no white Navy -- just one Navy -- the United States Navy," Admiral Zumwalt declared. Another Z-Gram permitted women to serve on ships. Because women were barred by law from ships that could be engaged in combat, a hospital ship, the Sanctuary, was designated in 1972 to break tradition, but not without protests from the wives of some enlisted men.  While his changes gained wide attention, Admiral Zumwalt spent most of his time as chief of naval operations and a member of the Joint Chiefs of Staff dealing with matters related to the cold war.
