
In Memoriam A Per sonal Trib ute from Greg ory R. Cop ley

Ko Tun-hwa
passes the Two Chinas, and a New Era of
Mar i time Strat egy, into the Care of Mazu

Vice-Admiral Ko Tun-hwa, ROCN: -.

A -     into the
care of Mazu, the God dess of the Sea. Ko Tun-
hwa, ad mi ral, sailor, strat e gist, and phi los o pher,
be comes the prop erty and in spi ra tion of gen er a -

tions of think ers yet to come. He was an other of
China’s great gifts to the world, in a warm and real in -
car na tion of the iconic gifts of Sun-tzu and Ad mi ral
Zheng He.

Vice-Ad mi ral Ko Tun-hwa —
Tony Ko to his West ern friends
— passed away peace fully, at the
age of 89, and with a full cog ni -
zance of his tran si tion, on June
12, 2010, in Tai pei, while talk ing
with his daugh ter, Ming. I had
seen him still in the prime of his
life; that is to say just a few days
be fore he passed away, in the
com pany of sail ors at the Na val
Com mand and Staff Col lege and
the Na tional De fense Uni ver sity,
and at the Fleet Head quar ters of
the Re pub lic of China Navy
(ROCN), at Tsoying (Zuoying),
part of Kaohsiung City. The Tso-
ying base, the larg est na val fa cil -
ity on Tai wan, was a site of his
choos ing for the ROCN — and
the Kuomintang lead er ship to
with draw to, be cause of its nat u -
ral har bor — six de cades be fore. 

Vice Ad mi ral Ko was clearly happy to
be back at the sprawl ing na val fa cil ity.
He had the scent of the sea, and he was
at home. And al though I had known

him for more than three de cades — our
mu tual friend, the great stra te gic phi -
los o pher, Stefan Possony, had in tro -
duced us — he had, in that last week we
shared to gether told me more about his
per sonal his tory than ever be fore. I be -
lieve that I had per suaded him that he
must now agree to have his mem oirs
writ ten. The ROC Navy also agreed, and 
the Na val Com mand and Staff Col lege
Com man dant, Rear Ad mi ral Chou
Mei-wu, who was with us, put steps in
mo tion to as sign some one to work with
Vice Ad mi ral Ko to be gin the pro cess.
[VADM Ko Tun-hwa (his trans lit er a -
tion, also trans lit er ated as Ge Dun-
Hua) had served as the ninth Com man -
dant of the Na val Com mand and Staff
Col lege from 1970 to 1973.]

The of fi cers of the ROCN, and par -
tic u larly those of 256 Sub ma rine
Squad ron who pre sented Tony and me
with mod els of one of their boats, all
knew and re vered Ad mi ral Ko as an au -
then tic hero of na val com bat — from
China’s war against Ja pan, through
World War II in the At lan tic and Med i -
ter ra nean with the Royal Navy, to the
Chi nese Civil War, and the Cold War
which fol lowed — and one of the great

ar chi tects of the Re pub lic of China
Navy. But he was much more than that.
Of fi cially, he re mained Na tional Pol icy
Ad vi sor to the Pres i dent of the Re pub lic 
of China un til his death. But, as I said,
he was more than that. 

I swear that he was happy in the days
un til his pass ing. He had an other voy -
age in mind, and he had tasked the ship -
mates he left be hind with chal lenges
which he im plic itly de manded they ad -
dress.

He was a man whose ac tions as a
fight ing sailor were greatly re spected
across the Tai wan Strait. The Peo ple’s
Re pub lic of China’s Peo ple’s Lib er a tion
Army-Navy (PLAN) had even erected
plaques to com mem o rate his achieve -
ments in the war against the Jap a nese
and in the Chi nese Civil War in which
he fought for the Na tion al ist cause. He
led the ROCN fleet out of the main land
ports when it be came clear that the Na -
tion al ists would re tire to Tai wan as the
com mu nists over ran the main land. But, 
in var i ous ca pac i ties — both in tel lec -
tual and in terms of lead er ship — he
helped shape the trans for ma tion of the
ROC Navy, the ROC Armed Forces and
Min is try of Na tional De fense, and the
stra te gic phi los o phies of the ROC it self.
In so do ing, he also for mu lated new ap -
proaches to the study of the se cu rity of
sea lanes and chokepoints. The talk we
hear, even to day, on sea lane se cu rity has 
a lot of Tony Ko em bed ded in it.

But he was more than the nat u ral
suc ces sor, in think ing, to writ ers such as 
Al fred Thayer Mahan. He was a grand
strat e gist of the mold of Stefan Possony; 
a geostrategist. He was of the sea, but
not con strained to it. Still, he was loyal
to Mazu, tell ing me, on our last so journ
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to gether, that this God dess bound to -
gether the sail ors and fish er men on
both sides of the Tai wan Strait. And
when we parted, for the last time, on
June 11, 2010, Rear Ad mi ral Chou took
me to the Na val Base at Su’ao, in the
north-east of Tai wan, to the only Mazu
Tem ple on a mil i tary fa cil ity. There we
said prayers for the good keep ing of Ko
Tun-hwa, who was al ready frus trated by 
the cane he had re cently been forced to
use.

There is no doubt that we were com -
mend ing him to the care of Mazu, af ter
he had given his last sail ing or ders to us
all.

Ko Tun-hwa said, when asked, that he 
came from Fukien, al though the name
is now an tique in pro nun ci a tion and
spell ing, and even as a geo graphic
descriptor. Now it is “Fujien” or “Fu-
chou” or “Fouzhou”. Any way, he was

born there on Au gust 
13, 1921, so he was
just short of 90 years
old when he passed
away, sud denly and
un ex pect edly. Yet he
must have been pre -
pared, and sat is fied
that his sail ing or ders 
were in safe hands.
He told Ming: “I
think I will just slip
away while no-one is
look ing.” And then
took his leave.

He was al ready

em broiled in the war against the Jap a -
nese as a young mid ship man, en gaged
on oc ca sion in gue rilla op er a tions be -
hind the shift ing Jap a nese lines. It was
then that he met Gen er a lis simo Chiang
Kai-shek. He and other mid ship men in
the tur moil of their train ing and fight -
ing had been or dered to a the ater in
Nanjing, where Chiang Kai-shek was to
treat the US Am bas sa dor to China to a
night of Pe king Op era. Ko, mean while,

had fallen asleep in the back of the the -
ater, and was awak ened by a fel low mid -
ship man, point ing to him and say ing:
“He’s the one” to a gen eral in full dress
uni form. The gen eral beck oned Ko to
fol low him to the front row of the the -
ater where he was thrust in front of the
Gen er a lis simo. “He’s the one,” the gen -
eral said. Mid ship man Ko, think ing that 
he must have un wit tingly done some -
thing wrong, for which he would now
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Vice-Ad mi ral Ko Tun-hwa gives his char ac ter is tic V for Vic tory sign aboard the high-speed train from
Tai pei to Tsoying on June 10, 2010, as his daugh ter and con stant sup port, Ming, smiles on. Tony Ko

was go ing back to visit the fleet, and par tic u larly, his sub ma rines, two days be fore he passed away. He
was con stantly en gaged in stra te gic af fairs un til his death. — Pho to graph by the au thor.

Commitment

The Ear of the President: Ko Tun-hwa interprets for Pres. Chiang Kai-shek in a meeting with a US Navy officer in Taipei in 1969 or 1970.



be shot, trem bled. Chiang smiled, and
said: “Good.” 

Tony, in 2010, also smiled in the re-
tell ing, and said: “I didn’t know if I had
done some thing wrong, but I cer tainly
didn’t think I had done any thing good,
ei ther.” But then the ROC Pres i dent
said: “We have the Amer i can Am bas sa -
dor here, and he has never seen Pe king
Op era be fore. I was told that you spoke
Eng lish. You will trans late for him.” As
he set tled next to the Am bas sa dor, Ko
turned to the gen eral who had brought
him for ward, and asked: “What is hap -
pen ing?” The gen eral de scribed the
scene, which was, typ i cally, highly al le -
gor i cal, and Ko re counted the de scrip -
tion of the pag eant to the am bas sa dor.
This pro cess re peated it self a few times
un til the Am bas sa dor said: “Do you
have to get per mis sion from that gen -
eral for ev ery thing you say?” 

Ko said: “No, Ex cel lency; I am from
Fukien. I have never seen Pe king Op era
be fore; I have no idea what’s go ing on,
and I can not even un der stand what
they are say ing.” The Am bas sa dor
smiled, and said: “Son, just say what ever 
you like; it doesn’t mat ter to me; don’t
worry.”

Ko was, af ter a tu mul tu ous and ad -
ven tur ous war, to be come Chiang Kai-
shek’s trans la tor, and clearly forged a
great re la tion ship with him, to the point 
where he be came close to both Chiang’s
mu tu ally an tag o nis tic sons (by dif fer ent 
moth ers), Chiang Ching-kuo (later
Pres i dent of the ROC) and Chiang
Wei-kuo (later a gen eral). But the brief
in ter lude in Nanjing, and in the fight ing 

against the Jap a nese, was fol lowed
by a di ver sion which was to be come 
a piv otal point in Ko’s ed u ca tion.
He was sent, in 1942, to Lon don, as
a sub-lieu ten ant, for more ad -
vanced na val ed u ca tion at the
Royal Na val Col lege, Green wich. 

This was the height of World
War II, and the RN ca dets, and their 
for eign stu dents, were posted fre -
quently for prac ti cal train ing
aboard Brit ish war ships, to learn
about com bat first-hand. As a re -
sult, Sub.-Lt. Ko was to see ac tion at 
the am phib i ous op er a tions of
D-Day in Nor mandy — in Op er a -
tion Over lord — aboard a Royal
Navy war ship, and at the “Sec ond
D-Day” in the South of France,
aboard a Royal Navy es cort car rier
sup port ing the land ings of Op er a -
tion Dra goon at St. Tropez. That
was on Au gust 15, 1944, two days
af ter Ko’s 23rd birth day.

I was obliv i ous to this part of his
his tory, when, in the Sum mer of 1986,
Tony Ko was in France, and I in vited
him to my yacht, then an chored off
Cannes. I went ashore in the ten der,
with a cou ple of crew, to col lect Vice
Ad mi ral Ko from the pier in front of the
Ho tel Carlton. My cap tain (for mer
Royal Navy), aboard the yacht, was ner -
vous about hav ing an ad mi ral aboard,
but re laxed as the ten der drew along -
side, and VADM Ko asked: “Per mis sion
to come aboard, cap tain?” And, then,
climb ing the steps to board, sa luted the
quar ter-deck and asked if he could join
the cap tain on the bridge. Af ter din ner,
with the lights of Cannes spar kling, we
weighed an chor and set off at a lei surely
pace to the West. Tony Ko spent the
night on the bridge.

At dawn, when I joined them, light
was just un veil ing the beauty of the Gulf 
of St. Tropez. I re marked: “Not of ten
you see a sight like this.” Tony re plied:
“Not of ten. Last time for me was 42
years ago, when I was a gun nery of fi cer
on a Brit ish war ship, right here.”

Ko de voured the les sons of am phib i -
ous war fare, hav ing wit nessed first
hand the two D-Day land ings un der
very dif fer ent con di tions. This ex pe ri -
ence, and in tense study on am phib i ous
op er a tions, were to be of par a mount
im por tance to the ROCN’s fight ing in
the brown-wa ter war against the com -
mu nists, and then in the Kuomintang’s
with drawal from the main land,
achieved through the ef fi ciency of the
fleet, a few years later; and to the ROC’s
de fen sive strat e gies against the PLAN
there af ter. He re turned to China, via de -

ploy ment to the Royal Navy’s Far East
Fleet, but he also went through the
Royal Navy’s sub ma rine train ing
school. Still un aware of the ex tent of his
in volve ment with the ROCN’s sub ma -
rine ca pa bil i ties, I was sur prised to hear
an other ep i thet ap plied to him at the
Sub ma rine Squad ron HQ on June 11,
2010, when he was called “Fa ther of the
ROCN Sub ma rine Ser vice”.

Ko went home af ter World War II to
the com mand of ships (in clud ing the
de stroyer Nanchang) and squad rons,
fight ing with his fleet and mov ing its
car goes — which in cluded the em bodi -
ment of the ROC Com mand and the
na tional trea sures — out of the main -
land ports to the safety of their new base 
on Tai wan. He was called “hero” then,
of fi cially and un of fi cially, at a time
when the word meant some thing.

Tony Ko re turned to the United
King dom for ad di tional mil i tary train -
ing, and to the US Na val War Col lege, in 
New port, Rhode Is land, where he grad -
u ated in 1957 with the first class of the
Na val Com mand Course, the first
course for in ter na tional of fi cers at that
in sti tu tion. It was there, I be lieve, that
he met Stefan Possony.

K     climb in au -
thor ity and in flu ence, and, I
learned over the years, be came

one of the quiet pow ers be hind the
Kuomintang (KMT: Na tion al ist Party)
lead er ship of the coun try, and ar gu ably
the only one who sought nei ther pres -
tige nor wealth. 

He be came head of the War Col lege;
was Vice-Min is ter of De fense; Sec re tary 
of the Min is try of Na tional De fense;
and held a num ber of other key ap -
point ments, which will be out lined later 
as we be gin to write his full story. He
pur sued, out side the War Col lege, other
in tel lec tual ac tiv i ties, help ing to found
the So ci ety for Stra te gic Stud ies, ROC;
act ing as Vice-Chair man to the tit u lar
chair man ship of Gen. Chiang Wei-kuo
(who I was also to meet, as with Chiang
Ching-kuo and other ROC lead ers,
through Tony); and start ing the Sea
Lanes of Com mu ni ca tion (SLOC) or -
ga ni za tion, which con tin ues as an in ter -
na tional work ing group to day.

He par tic i pated in many of the con -
fer ences of the In ter na tional Stra te gic
Stud ies As so ci a tion (ISSA), in clud ing
some held in Tai pei. At ISSA’s De -
fense’83 gath er ing in Las Ve gas in 1983,
he sur prised del e gates from the Peo ple’s 
Re pub lic of China — who were clearly
aware of who he was — when he chal -
lenged their ra tio nale be hind the PRC’s
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Re pub lic of China Na tional Pol icy Ad vi sor Vice-Ad mi ral
Ko Tun-hwa (left) and for mer US Sec re tary of De fense

Caspar Weinberger at Strategy2000 in Washington, DC, 
where both were hon ored for “Out stand ing

Con tri bu tions to Stra te gic Prog ress” with the ISSA Star.



then-re cent in va sion of Viet nam. He
par tic i pated, too, with great en thu si -
asm, in the ISSA/De fense & For eign Af -
fairs con fer ence in Lon don in 1984: Les -
sons of the South At lan tic War. That con -
flict had too many les sons for the ROC
— and for the PRC — for him to ig nore.

In 2000, when he was named Na -
tional Pol icy Ad vi sor to the then-Pres i -
dent of the ROC (who was not from the
KMT), he was also given the high est
awards which we at the In ter na tional
Stra te gic Stud ies As so ci a tion could give
him: The Stefan Possony Prize, and the
Sil ver Star for Out stand ing Con tri bu -
tions to Stra te gic Prog ress. His fel low
re cip i ent of the Star, at Strategy2000 in
Wash ing ton, DC, that year was for mer
US Sec re tary of De fense Caspar Wein-
berger.

Much of what Tony Ko has writ ten
has not been trans lated from the Chi -
nese, but he also gave many talks
around the world in Eng lish. He had
just fin ished trans lat ing my book, The
Art of Vic tory, into Chi nese, and dur ing
the week we were to gether in Tai pei in
June 2010, the ROC Na val Com mand
and Staff Col lege un der took to pub lish
his trans la tion later this year. One of his
last of fi cial acts was to in tro duce me at
my own lec ture to the Na val Com mand
and Staff Col lege, and to then at tend, as
one of the hon ored guests, my lec ture to 
the Na tional De fense Uni ver sity (NDU) 

at Taoyuan, near
Tai pei. He was, as
ever, el o quent and
his voice still vi -
brant, as he des-
cribed us as col -
leagues of the ge -
nius, Stefan Pos-
sony.

I de scribed, in
those fora, Vice Ad -
mi ral Ko, and Pos-
sony, as my teach ers. 
In re al ity, Tony Ko
and Stefan Possony
were guides; never
lec tur ing or di dac -
tic. They both then
left so that the true study of their les -
sons could be gin.

Tony Ko, at age 89, was not lost in the
past; he had al ways seemed an noyed
when asked to re count mem o ries of the
past. He had his spy glass on a fu ture ho -
ri zon. He was in cred i bly good-hu -
mored and friendly. “Call me Tony,” he
said, when Possony first in tro duced us,
and yet I found it hard 35 or so years
later, to call him that in front of a gen er -
a tion of ad mi rals and cap tains who
were de mon stra bly so full of re spect for
him that I, too, in their pres ence, could
only re fer to him as “Ad mi ral Ko”. As we
sat down on the high-speed train from
Tai pei to the south, to visit Fleet HQ

and the Sub ma rine Squad ron,
Tony — with Ming be side him as 
his guard ian — flashed me a V
for Vic tory sign. 

As the mes sage had gone
round the Brit ish fleet when
Chur chill was brought in from
the cold to re sume his rôle as
First Lord of the Ad mi ralty, in
1939: “Winston is back”, so there
was a clear mes sage: “Ko is back.” 
Even briefly.

He did not, as I said, live in the
past. It was clear from our last
dis cus sions all that week that he
saw a new mis sion to re it er ate
the stra te gic pos ture of the Re -
pub lic of China, not a vi sion
which was pre oc cu pied with the
ROC re sum ing dom i nance of
the en tire geo graphic en tity of
China, but one in which the Re -
pub lic of China could have its
sov er eign iden tity alongside that
of the Peo ple’s Re pub lic of
China. That meant a fi nal break
in the pro cess which has dom i -
nated the ROC’s rai son d’ être
since 1950. 

The ROC was now, in the eyes

of Vice Ad mi ral Ko, an is land mar i time
na tion, and must com port it self thus.
The Army, orig i nally trans ported to
Tai wan as a great con ti nen tal army, with 
the vi sion of even tu ally roll ing back to
the main land to re move the com mu -
nists, could now only be an army of is -
land de fense, and the bulk of the mis -
sion of pro ject ing the ROC’s in ter ests as 
that sov er eign, is land, mar i time na tion,
would have to be in the hands of the
Navy and the ROC Air Force. Given that 
the ROC im ports close to 100 per cent of 
its nat u ral re sources by sea, the con clu -
sion was ob vi ous to all but those who
dwelt in the past. To ig nore that would
be to con tinue to sub or di nate the
ROC’s sov er eignty to ei ther its ally, the
United States, or to its pu ta tive ad ver -
sary, the PRC.

In all of this evolv ing con text for
ROC de fense and stra te gic plan ning, Ko 
Tun-hwa saw a path of sov er eignty for
the ROC which would ul ti mately fit
hon or ably and strongly be tween the
PRC and the US, po ten tially ben e fit ting
both, along with Ja pan and the Re pub -
lic of Ko rea, and all those who trade
with them, and with the PRC and ROC.

Both Chinas are en ter ing a new
world in which mar i time reach is crit i -
cal, and, if some what com pet i tive, is not 
mu tu ally ex clu sive. As the PLA Navy ex -
tends its reach, and the PRC be comes
equally a re sur gent heart land power
link ing across Cen tral Asia to the In dian 
Ocean (via Pa ki stan and, ar gu ably,
Iran), as well as a na scent sea power, the
ROC equally must con sider it self now
an is land na tion, and a mar i time power, 
with the 25th larg est GDP in the world,
and with sea lanes vi tal to its sur vival.

Thus the two Chinas face a mar i time
fu ture which is very dif fer ent from that
of the past half-cen tury, and truly in the
hands of Mazu, as is my ship mate and
soulmate, Tony Ko.   H
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Rear Ad mi ral Chou Mei-wu, Com man dant of the ROC
Na val Com mand and Staff Col lege (left), Vice Ad mi ral Ko,

and the au thor, Greg ory Cop ley, at Anping Fort, Tainan
City, Tai wan, June 10, 2010.

Vice-Admiral Ko (right), and Copley on the stern of the MY Moonmaiden
of Perth, off Cannes, in the Summer of 1986: On a yacht, or in a military

transport flying into Kinmen, Tony Ko ate, drank, and dreamt strategy.
“You can never know too many smart people,” he said.


