
269

Hon. John Holcomb*

Review of The Restless Wave, by James Stavridis. 
Penguin Press, 2024. 400 pp.

In The Restless Wave, Admiral James 
Stavridis offers a work of historical fiction that 
is as much a meditation on institutional ser-
vice as it is a narrative of World War II in the 
Pacific. While the novel follows the wartime 
career of a young naval officer, Scott Bradley 
James, its deeper ambition lies in examining 
how large, tradition-bound institutions shape 
individual moral judgment during periods 
of existential national crisis. In this respect, 

Stavridis’s novel speaks not only to the past, but also to the present, 
engaging issues that resonate sharply amid today’s geopolitical insta-
bility, renewed great-power competition, and debates over military 
professionalism and democratic accountability. It is with true antic-
ipation that the sequel to the Admiral’s novel, entitled “The Turning 
Tide,” is forthcoming through Penguin Press this November. 

Stavridis’s authority as a storyteller derives in no small part 
from his professional biography. A graduate of the U.S. Naval Acad-
emy and a retired four-star admiral who served as both Commander 
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of U.S. European Command and NATO Supreme Allied Commander in 
Europe, he writes with intimate familiarity with naval culture, hierar-
chy, and operational reality.1 That experience informs The Restless Wave at 
every level. The novel is not content merely to dramatize naval combat; 
it seeks to explain how navies think, adapt, and endure under pressure. 
As a result, the Navy itself emerges as the book’s central character, an 
institution whose norms and expectations exert constant gravitational 
pull on the individuals who serve within it.

The narrative centers on Scott Bradley James, whose early life in 
Key West, education at Annapolis, and wartime service place him at 
many of the Pacific theater’s pivotal moments. Scott’s repeated prox-
imity to historical figures such as Ernest Hemingway, Doris Miller, Joe 
Taussig, Bull Halsey, Raymond Spruance, Arleigh Burke, and Chester 
Nimitz, occasionally harkens back to story lines in films such as Zelig 
or Forest Gump, but this narrative device allows Stavridis to weave 
together disparate strands of naval history into a coherent and mag-
nificent whole. Scott becomes a kind of composite officer, a vessel 
through which the reader experiences the Navy’s institutional learning 
curve from Pearl Harbor through Guadalcanal and beyond.

What distinguishes The Restless Wave from more conventional his-
torical novels is its sustained attention to professional development 
rather than battlefield spectacle. The Admiral devotes considerable 
space to the emergence of new command concepts—particularly 
the development of the Combat Information Center (CIC) aboard sur-
face ships. This emphasis reflects a central theme of the book: wars 
are won not solely through courage or firepower, but by organizations 
that can absorb information, learn from failure, and adapt faster than 
their adversaries. That insight, grounded in hard-earned World War II 
experience, has obvious relevance in an era defined by cyber warfare, 
autonomous systems, and information dominance.

Equally important is Stavridis’s refusal to portray his protagonist 
as morally uncomplicated. Scott is diligent, intelligent, and commit-
ted, but he is also vulnerable to jealousy, ethical compromise, and 
emotional conflict. His struggles at Annapolis, his uneasy reactions 

	 1.	 Retired four-star U.S. Navy Admiral James Stavridis (b. 1955) is a dis-
tinguished naval officer, author, and diplomat who served as the 16th Supreme 
Allied Commander at NATO (2009–2013) and commander of U.S. Southern 
Command. A 1976 US Naval Academy graduate with a PhD in international 
relations, he commanded forces in combat and led The Fletcher School of 
Law and Diplomacy before becoming an executive at The Carlyle Group. In 
May 2021 he was named Chair of the Board of Trustees of the Rockefeller 
Foundation on which he had served since 2017.
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to the success of his peers, and his fraught romantic relationship with 
Kai Wallace, prevent the novel from sliding into institutional nostalgia. 
Stavridis makes clear that devotion to service carries costs, particularly 
for personal relationships, and that loyalty to an institution can col-
lide with loyalty to individuals. These tensions give the novel its moral 
weight.

The parallel treatment of friendship and rivalry among Scott and 
his classmates, most notably Joe Taussig and Sean Kelley, under-
scores another central theme: military professionalism is inherently 
collective. Individual achievement matters, but it is always embedded 
in a network of shared sacrifice and mutual dependence. Stavridis’s 
portrayal of Taussig’s grievous wounds at Pearl Harbor, and Taussig’s 
subsequent insistence on continued active service despite cata-
strophic injury, serves as a powerful reminder of the Navy’s culture of 
endurance and obligation. The institution rewards such sacrifice, but 
it also demands it.

The symbolic role of the sea further reinforces the book’s the-
matic ambitions. Ernest Hemingway’s recurring presence is not inci-
dental. As in The Old Man and the Sea, the ocean in The Restless Wave is 
not merely a setting but an active force that shapes character, humility, 
and resolve. Stavridis uses the sea to emphasize uncertainty and scale, 
reminding the reader that human plans and hierarchies operate within 
an environment that resists control. This sensibility stands in contrast 
to the illusion of mastery that sometimes accompanies modern tech-
nological warfare.

It is precisely here that the novel’s relevance to contemporary 
world events becomes most apparent. In an era marked by renewed 
naval competition in the South China Sea, Russia’s maritime posture 
in the Black Sea, and persistent instability in the Red Sea and East-
ern Mediterranean, The Restless Wave offers a timely reminder of how 
quickly maritime order can fracture. The Pacific War began not with 
a formal declaration but with a sudden, shocking strike that exposed 
institutional complacency and strategic miscalculation. The lesson 
is uncomfortable but enduring: large organizations often fail at the 
moment they most believe themselves prepared. Readers desiring 
more of Stavridis’s expert understanding of these matters should 
follow-up by reading his earlier titles, including the U.S. Navy’s defin-
itive handbook, Command at Sea, several volumes on leadership and 
diplomacy and recently 2034—A Novel of the Next World War and its 
aftermath in the novel 2054.

Moreover, Stavridis’s emphasis on institutional learning speaks 
directly to current debates about military readiness in democratic 
societies. Today’s armed forces operate under intense political scrutiny, 
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constrained budgets, and rapidly evolving threat environments. The 
novel’s depiction of early wartime adaptation, learning to fight carrier 
battles, integrating intelligence more effectively, and decentralizing 
command authority, mirrors contemporary challenges faced by mod-
ern navies confronting hypersonic weapons, space-based surveillance, 
and artificial intelligence-driven decision systems. Stavridis suggests, 
implicitly, that adaptability is not merely a technical problem but a 
cultural one.

The book also resonates with current concerns about civil- 
military relations. Scott’s near-total identification with the Navy, with 
his sense that his service defines his moral worth, raises questions 
about the proper balance between institutional loyalty and personal 
autonomy. In democratic systems, armed forces must remain apolit-
ical while still cultivating deep professional identity. The Restless Wave 
portrays this tension without resolving it, acknowledging both the 
necessity and the danger of institutional devotion. In a moment when 
military leaders are increasingly visible in public discourse, this ambiv-
alence feels particularly apt.

Ultimately, The Restless Wave succeeds as a serious work of historical 
fiction that bridges past and present. Its appeal to naval officers, vet-
erans, and students of World War II is obvious, but its broader insights 
into leadership, institutional ethics, and adaptation under pressure 
extend well beyond that audience, including national policy makers 
within the federal government and those interested in the direction of 
our military and diplomatic presence. Stavridis does not romanticize 
war, nor does he indulge in cynicism. Instead, he offers a sober account 
of service as a moral practice, shaped by history, constrained by insti-
tutions, and tested most severely when certainty disappears.

As contemporary geopolitics once again turn toward the sea, The 
Restless Wave reads less like an exercise in nostalgia than a cautionary 
reflection. The restless seas of the twenty-first century, like those of the 
twentieth, will reward preparedness, humility, and learning, and will 
punish complacency. Stavridis’s novel reminds us that these lessons 
are written not only in strategy documents and after-action reports, 
but in the lived experience of those who serve.


