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Who Made Up the National Defense Advisory Commission?

The National Defense Advisory Commission (NDAC) was a pivotal wartime body created to coordinate
America’s industrial and scientific resources for national security. Formed in the early 1940s, the
commission brought together a unique blend of government officials, business leaders, scientists, and
military strategists whose combined expertise shaped the United States’ ability to mobilize for World
Warll. Understanding who comprised the NDAC reveals how civilian-military collaboration, private-sector

ingenuity, and scientific innovation were harnessed to turn the nation into the “Arsenal of Democracy.”

Introduction: Why the Composition of the NDAC Matters

When President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 8802 in 1941, he laid the groundwork for a
coordinated defense effort that went beyond traditional military channels. The NDAC served as the central
hub for translating strategic objectives into production realities. Its members were deliberately selected to
represent the full spectrum of American capability—political authority, industrial capacity, scientific
research, and logistical expertise. By examining the backgrounds, roles, and contributions of these
individuals, we can appreciate how the commission’s interdisciplinary makeup enabled rapid, large-scale

mobilization and set a precedent for modern public-private partnerships in defense.

1. The Core Leadership: Government Officials

1.1. President Franklin D. Roosevelt — The Visionary Sponsor

Although not a formal member, Roosevelt’s leadership was the catalyst for the NDAC’s creation. His “Four
Freedoms” speech and the subsequent Lend-Lease Act underscored the need for a coordinated defense
apparatus. Roosevelt appointed James F. Byrnes, his trusted “assistant president,” to head the commission,

ensuring direct presidential oversight.

1.2. James F. Byrnes — Chairman

Byrnes was a former Congressman, Supreme Court Justice, and Secretary of State. As chairman, he acted
as the bridge between the White House and the commission, setting priorities, approving budgets, and
liaising with the War Department. His political acumen helped secure congressional appropriations and

resolve inter-agency conflicts.



1.3. Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson

Stimson, a veteran statesman with experience from the Taft administration, provided the military
perspective. He ensured that the NDAC’s recommendations aligned with the Army’s operational needs,
particularly in armor, artillery, and logistics.

1.4. Secretary of the Navy Frank K. Murray

Murray’s role guaranteed that naval requirements—shipbuilding, aircraft carriers, and submarine

production—were integrated into the commission’s industrial plans.

2. Industrial Leaders: The Private-Sector Powerhouses

2.1. William S. Knudsen — Vice Chairman (Industry)

A former president of General Motors, Knudsen was the NDAC’s most influential industrialist. He
introduced “production engineering” concepts that transformed automobile factories into tank and aircraft
plants. Knudsen later headed the War Production Board, but his NDAC work laid the groundwork for that
transition.

2.2. Alfred P. Sloan — Representative of the Automotive Industry

As the CEO of General Motors, Sloan advocated for mass-production techniques, standardization, and the
“assembly line” approach to war materiel. His presence highlighted the commission’s reliance on
automotive expertise to meet the demand for military vehicles.

2.3. Charles F. Kettering — Scientific Advisor (General Motors Research)

Kettering, an inventor and head of GM’s research labs, contributed breakthroughs in fuel efficiency, battery
technology, and engine performance. His scientific insight helped the NDAC evaluate emerging

technologies for combat use.

2.4. J.P.Morgan & Co. Representatives

Banking leaders from J.P. Morgan provided financial oversight, ensuring that war contracts were fiscally

sound and that credit lines were available for rapid expansion of factories.

3. Scientific and Technical Experts

3.1. Vannevar Bush — Director of the Office of Scientific Research and Development (OSRD)



Bush was the nation’s foremost advocate for mobilizing scientific talent. While his primary authority lay
with the OSRD, he attended NDAC meetings to align research priorities—such as radar, rocketry, and

nuclear physics—with production capabilities.

3.2. Dr. Lee A. DuBridge — Physicist and Academic Leader

DuBridge, then dean of the University of California, Berkeley, represented the academic community. He
facilitated the transfer of university research into practical applications, especially in electronics and

materials science.

3.3. Dr. Robert H. Barrett — Engineer, National Bureau of Standards

Barrett’s expertise in metrology ensured that manufactured components met strict tolerances, a crucial

factor for aircraft engines and artillery shells.

3.4. Dr. Charles D.Foster — Chemist, DuPont

Foster guided the development of synthetic rubber and high-explosive formulations, addressing shortages

caused by disrupted overseas supply chains.

4. Military Representatives

4.1. General George C. Marshall — Army Chief of Staff (Advisor)

Marshall’s strategic vision dictated the scale and timing of equipment deliveries. He emphasized the need

for reliable, interchangeable parts—a principle that shaped the NDAC’s standardization policies.

4.2. Rear Admiral William D. Leahy — Chief of Naval Operations (Advisor)

Leahy ensured that shipbuilding programs, such as the Liberty ship and Fletcher-class destroyer,

received the necessary industrial support and raw materials.

4.3. Brigadier General John R. Miller — Air Corps Liaison

Miller coordinated the production of fighters, bombers, and training aircraft, working closely with

companies like North American Aviation and Lockheed.

5. Labor and Workforce Representatives

5.1. John L. Lewis — United Auto Workers (UAW) Leader



Lewis advocated for fair wages, safe working conditions, and training programs, ensuring that the massive
influx of workers—many of them women and minorities—could meet production targets without labor

unrest.

5.2. Martha G. Baker —- Women’s Workforce Advocate

Baker represented the Women’s Army Corps (WAC) and civilian women entering factories. Her input
helped shape policies on child care, housing, and vocational training, expanding the labor pool

dramatically.

6. Regional and State Officials

6.1. Governor Harold E. Stassen (Minnesota)

Stassen facilitated the conversion of Midwestern agricultural equipment plants into tank factories,

leveraging state incentives and infrastructure support.

6.2. Mayor Fiorello La Guardia (New York City)

LaGuardia’s involvement highlighted the importance of urban industrial hubs, especially shipyards and

aircraft assembly lines located in the New York metropolitan area.

7. How the Diverse Membership Functioned
The NDAC operated through working subcommittees that mirrored its interdisciplinary composition:
Subcommittee Primary Focus Typical Members

. ) Conversion of civilian factories to war = Knudsen, Sloan, Kettering, Army
Production Planning

production logistics officers

Materials & Stimson, Foster, Morgan bankers,
Allocation of steel, aluminum, rubber

Resources Labor reps

Research & _ o Bush, DuBridge, Barrett, Navy radar
Integration of scientific breakthroughs

Development experts

. Workforce recruitment, training,
Labor & Training Lewis, Baker, state governors
welfare



Subcommittee Primary Focus Typical Members

Finance & ) ) _ Morgan reps, Treasury officials,
Contracting, budgeting, price controls
Procurement Byrnes

Each subcommittee reported to the full commission, where Byrnes synthesized recommendations into
actionable policies. The blend of government authority, industrial know-how, scientific insight, and

labor advocacy created a feedback loop that accelerated decision-making and minimized bottlenecks.

8. Scientific Explanation: Why Interdisciplinary Teams Accelerate Defense

Production

From a systems-engineering perspective, defense manufacturing is a complex adaptive system. Its output
(weapons, vehicles, supplies) depends on multiple interlinked subsystems: raw material extraction,

component fabrication, assembly, testing, and distribution.

¢ Government officials provide the strategic objectives and allocate resources, setting the boundary

conditions for the system.

¢ Industrial leaders optimize the process flow and apply lean-manufacturing principles, reducing cycle

time.

¢ Scientists inject innovation by improving material properties and introducing new technologies (e.g.,

radar, proximity fuzes).
e Military advisors define the performance specifications that guide design tolerances.

o Labor representatives ensure the human subsystem operates efficiently, maintaining morale and skill

levels.

When these subsystems communicate through a single coordinating body—the NDAC—information
latency drops, allowing rapid iteration and scaling. This synergy is why the United States could increase

aircraft production from 12,000 per year in 1939 to over 100,000 per year by 1944.

9. Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Q1: Was the NDAC a permanent agency?
No. The commission was a temporary wartime entity that dissolved after the War Production Board
(WPB) assumed its functions in 1942. Its legacy, however, persisted in the form of post-war defense

procurement structures.



Q2: Did the NDAC have any legal authority?
The commission operated under Executive Order 8802 and subsequent orders, granting it the power to

issue directives to private firms, coordinate resource allocation, and resolve inter-agency disputes.

Q3: How did the NDAC address racial and gender discrimination?
Through labor representatives like John L. Lewis and Martha G. Baker, the commission promoted
policies that opened factory jobs to women and minorities, albeit within the broader social constraints of

the era.

Q4: What was the most significant achievement of the NDAC?
Its rapid conversion of automobile plants into tank and aircraft factories—most famously the
Chevrolet plant in Flint, Michigan, which produced the M4 Sherman tank—stands as a hallmark of

successful industrial mobilization.

Q5: Did any NDAC members later influence post-war defense policy?
Yes. James F. Byrnes, William Knudsen, and Vannevar Bush all played crucial roles in shaping the

National Security Act of 1947, which created the Department of Defense and the CIA.

10. Conclusion: The Enduring Impact of a Balanced Commission

The National Defense Advisory Commission was more than a bureaucratic committee; it was a strategic
coalition of the nation’s most capable minds and institutions. By deliberately assembling political leaders,
industrial magnates, scientific innovators, military strategists, and labor advocates, the NDAC turned
the United States into a production powerhouse capable of meeting the existential demands of World

Warll.

Its composition demonstrated that effective national defense depends on collaboration across sectors, a
lesson that resonates today as modern threats demand coordination among the Department of Defense,
Silicon Valley tech firms, academic research labs, and a diverse workforce. Understanding who made up
the NDAC not only honors the individuals who answered the call but also provides a blueprint for future

public-private partnerships essential to safeguarding national security.



