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M History of the NCO Corps

The American Revolution
and the NCO Tradition

By Dr. Robert HL Bouilly

The American noneommtissioned
olficer lradition began with creation of
the Continental Ammy in 1775 at the
beginning of the American Revolution.
Belara 1775 there wag no permancent
standing Army which could be called
American. The colonies had developad
militias inthe face of military emergen-
cies. Howewver, their effectiveness was
so limited that Great Britain had o
imporn British regular troops to fight the
French from 1754 ta 1763 in what has
olten been called the French and Indian
War.

The militias provided madimentary
military training for the colonists, Mo
match for tramed European regular
troops, the militias fared better in pro-
viding a defense against Indians on the
frontier. They depended heavily on non-
commissionad officers, as did contem-
porary Buropean standing armies, but
the rale of a militia noncommissioned
officer in the colonies was breader than
in Europe.

The huge social distance between the
arislocratic officer corps and the NCOs
strictly limited the lives and preroga-
tives of a European NOO), The NC(OFs
primary tesponsibility was to maintain
the linear fighting lines of the day in the
face of appalling casualties.

Inthe colonies, an entire town Forme:d
amilitia company. The company broke
down into squads — each headed by an
NOO. Many NCOs were elected to their
posts. Because of the fluid nature of

Indian fighting, colonial militia NCOs
had more opportunity to exercise initia-
tive than did thair European eounter-
parts. 5o, the distinetive American de-
pendence on small unil leaderstup by
N had its roots in these colonial
rilitia,

Throughout the Revolutionary War,
chort enlistment periods saddled the
Conrinental Army with a tenuous &xis-
tence. The strength of George Washing-
tom’s ammy rose and fell in wide fluctua-
tions, virtwally by the season. Washing-
ton had little faith that his army could
ditect]ly canfrom British regular lreops
alone and soupht instead to maintain his
army intact through an avaidance of
battles with major elements of the Brit-
1sh forces. His victories at Princeton and
Trenton, for example, came against only
portions of the British Foree. Even at the
decisive campaign at Y orktown, he suc-
cessfully confronted the mamm Brtish
Farce only when he had substantal
French help.

Washington firmly knew that his army
lacked the military skill and toughness
ot his British regular anmy cpponent, He
understood thal a major weakness of the
Continental Army was its leadership —
both commissioned and noncommis-
sioned, Anexceplion e |his rather dour
assessment was the appearance of Daron
Frederick William von Steuben at Wal-
ley Forpe inthe winterof L1778, Steuben
was a Prussian volunteer of shadowy
backgroumnd. His claim to the title Baron
and tothe aristecratic “von™ in his name
cannot be substantiated. He possibly

made it up. Despite theze pretensions,
he possessed considerable military skill
gained through serviee in Frederick the
Great’s premier Burepean Army during
the Seven Years War, Steuben became
Glenaral Washington's best disciplinar-
it and frainer of troops,

Washington badly needed more offi
cers like Steuben but had to settle for
less talented leadership in most cases.

Baron von Steuben’s legacy is two-
fold. He had a direct impact on the
fighting efficiency of Washington's
army during the American Revolution-
ary War, Stueben was sensitive to the
problem of adjusting European disci-
pline and training to American condi-
tions, When he began to train the Conli-
nental Army_ he did not translate Pros
sian discipline and tactics literally. He
attemnjpted fo incorpotate American (ac-
tical experience into his system. The
Baron himself often worked as a drill
sergeant as he introduced his svstein of
minor tactics to a model company of of
ficers. Then he dispatched the company
to tranamil his lessons throush widen-
ing circles of the Army. It was Steuben
who developed standardized training
battalions separate from the regiments
and it waz the training battalions which
allowed the Continental Army to ma
neuver with caleulable results. Steuben
alzo increased the arny’s ability to
deploy by chanping the practice of
marching single file to marching in
columns of four.

Baron von Steuben's influence also
extended heyond the war throngh his

10

THE MO [RRAL ¢ SPRING 1991



Eepulotions for the Order
and Discipline of the
Troops of the United States,
publizhed in 1779, General
Washington directed that the
book be adoptad as the basie
training puicde for his Army.
Thia little Hlue Book
standardized HCO duties and
reepongibilicies and became
the primary regulation for the
Army for 33 vears. The Blue
Bk set down the duties and
responsibilities for corporals,
gergeants, firet SETEea nts,
quartermaster sergeants, and
sefgeants majer which were
the 2C0 ranks at that time. It
emphasized the need to se-
lect quality saldiars for NOO
pesitions,

The Blue Book aided the
NCO's growth as an instiue-
ter of soldiaras. [t caverad all
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papeets of infanbty service
and stressed NCO responsi-
bilities for the care, discipline and train-
g of the men m garmsen and in the
ficld, Steuben stressed these responsi-
bilities becase he considered their gen

eral absence inthe Continental Army to
bz weakness, The Blue Rook also di-
rectad the eompany's senior, or first
serpeant to keep a company descriptive
ook, The descriptive book listed the
name, age, height, place of birth, and
prior occupation of every enlisted man
i the unit. Such books, inone form or
ancther, were used inlo the early 1900s.

The duties of other NCOs were alsa
catablished. Sergeants and corporals
were expected to mspect recruits in all
matters of military training, including
neatness and santation. A listing of the
sick was to be forwarded to the first
sergeant and those responsible for dis-
lurbances were 1o be punished.

The duly af the quarlennaster ser-
geant was to assist the regimental quar-
termaster and ta assume his duries when
e regimetilal guarlenmaster was gone,
The quartermaster sergeant also super-
viged the proper loading and tranaport
of regimental baggage when in march.
The sergeant major served as the assis
tant to the regimental adjutant. He
Formed details, kepl rosters, and handled
matters concerning the “incerior man-
agement and dizeipline of the regirmen.”

In battle, MCOs were responsible for

More accurate weapons made NOOs responsible for aire

closing the gaps in the bartle lines caused
by casualties, They were 1o Vencourpe
men 1o silence and lo fire rapidly and
true.” This emphasis on aceurate fire
may seem commnon today, but i the
Revolutionary War, it marked a new
emphasizen the noncominissicned offi-
cer's battlefizld role.

Consequently, Amnerican NCOs be-
came responsible for aimed volley fire,
wlile the Erbsh volleys remainad un
targerad. This emphasis on aiming by
the whole foree, mther than merely
pointing the musket in the general direc-
bon of the encmy, made Americans
unique among the infantrymen of the
day. To help Americans engage British
soldizrs, Steuben alse emphasized bayo-
net training, Lnder his tutelage, the
Contimental Army learned precisicn,
high-speed mansuvering and Nexibilily
on the kattlafield,

NCDs= also were frained as leaders.
On the battlefield, the sargeanr became
the “covering sergeant™ whe stood in
the second rank immedistely behind the
campany officer and was responsible
[or protecting him. He did net [re in
volleys bt reserved his fre 1o defend
his captain or lisutenant,

A corporal assumed & similar guard
function to protect the ensign who car-
rizd the colers. In time, the color ser-
peant assumed that position with an
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expanded suard ol corporals. Each of
theze covering NCOs could take aver
for line officera in combat if the need
I8,

The Blue Book established the prin-
ciple that the nancorumizsioned officer
was selected by, and responsible 1o, the
canpany commander upon appraval of
the battalion or regimental commander.
This provision locked a noncomimis-
sioned officer into one regiment for his
entite carerr. Transler in grade from one
ragiment to another was virtually im-
possible. The stripes remained with the
regiment ot the expense of NCO profes-
sional development.

Degpite jts warts, the Continental
Army, with the help af the French, pre-
vailed aver the Britizh at Yorklown and
the colenies pained their independence.
Witheut an eremy to fight, the Conti-
nertal Armoy beean to rapidly dissalve,
By 1784, the Army consisted of just 70
men. Even go, a distinctive Amearican
tradition of NOO leadership had been
eatablished. Bepun in the colonial mili-
tia, developed during the Revolutionory
War, ond coedified in Baren wvon
Steuben’s Blue Book, the distinetive
MCO tradition was in place for the Army
of 2 new nation, M
Dr. Bowifly is the NOO Fhsioran for the
Sergaeanty Mopor Academy.
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