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The Continental Army

The choice of Noncommissioned officers s
also an object of the greatest importance. The
order and discipline of 3 regiment depends so
much upon their behavior, that foo much care
cannot be taken in preferring none to that frust
but those who by their merit and good conduct

are entifled to ji. - —Peguldions for the Order ard Disclpline
of the-Tracpeaf tha Linited States (1 7H2)

By 855G Duvid Ahrams

romthe beginning, all was notwell with the-Conri-
nentdl Army. Repiments were plagued bysupply
shortages and soldiers constantly complained about
prahlems with pay and uniforms. When the Army was
formed: in 1775, most soldicrs were clothed in backskin,
homespun or British uniforms left over from the earlicreolo-
nial wars. As late as-July of thatyear, there was no standard
Army-wide uniform, making it ditficult to distinguishofficers
from NCOsand privates. /As a temporary solution, Washing-
tom decreed that a serip of red cloth be sewn on the right
shindders of serceants’ uniforms. Corporals were fo wear
preensirips of cloth onthe left shoulder: Itwasn't until 1782
that NCO uniforms chisnpodio cpaolets sewnon each shoul-
derfor serpeantsand on the rght showlder for corporals.

I Octaber 17735, Washinglon establishedmilitary pay for
NCOs, Sergeants received 48 shillings permaonth; corporals;
44, and privates, 40. Though it's difficult fo pet a precige
modern comparison due to the fluctuating inflation of the
Revolutionary period, this equates-to-about eight dollars a
monthfor the Continental NCOs. Sergeantsmajorand quat-
lerniaster sergeants réceived anextra dollar as compersation
for their added responsibilities. Out of this paltry salary, sel-
diers were also expected to purchase their own clothing and
WeApOons.

Although the goal of Congress was to raise a foree of more
than 70,000 men, the peak strength of the Continental Army
was 34,0000 1777, By 1753, an estimated 232,000:soldiers
had served inthe Armiy at one timie or another. Though the
tables of organizations fluctuated depending on the availabil-
ity of personnél, Washington nonetheless managed toestab-
lish a core of NCO leadership-among the ranks.

Washington started with the raw material he inherited
from the state militias. The militias had-been in-place in
American colonies for manyyears, formed primarily for miil-
ibary emerpencies,

he militias offered rinlimentany militine training

for the colonists and depended on NCOs (o pro-

vide small_unit leadership. In the colonies, entire

1w formued militia companiéswhichwere broken

down inlo sipds; cuch headed by an NCO-who was usually
elected to the position. 1t was common practice for sonte regj-

mental and company officers (o practice nepotism by giving
their sons oryounger brothers NCO rank inn the mililia ags a
steppingstone to conunissioned status. NCCO grades in the
militia varied in number from unit tounitand from region to
region. In addition, there was no provision for NCOs on
Battalion or regimental staffs,

When Washington ook command of the Continental
Army-ine 1775, he tried to reform the militia onits by stan-
dardizing their organization throughont the Army and im-
posing what he saw as the steieter standards of the British
military system. Washington's standardized military unils
cawsed a significant increase In NCOs, whose role was to
instill the stricter standards of conduet. Dhuring the remain-
der of the Revolutionary War's [irst vear, Washington and his
staff developed a standard table of organization, adding a
nonconunissioned element to each battalion and regimental
staff, including a sergeantmajor, a quartermasierserpeant, 8
drum-major and a fife major. By war's end, the following
NCO ranks were in-place; sergeant major, quartermaster
sergeant, first sergeant, sergeant and corporal. Washington
pavie cach regiment a headquarters staff and eight compa-
ies. In turn, each company had eight NCOs—four ser-
geants and Tour corporalias wellas two musicians and 76 pri-
vates.

The conmmander-in-chief hield high standards- for his
NCOs. He expected then to be diligent in their duty. He
wrote, " Fhose who are found to be the least remiss will be
punished. They are-also 1o answer for the misbehavior of the
men under their command ™

ashington demanded the same strictdisciplin-
ary measurcs he'td observed among the Brit-
ish regulars. Consider the caze of SCGT James
Finley, who was found guilty by court-martial
for speaking disrespectfully of the Continental Army and
drinking [to] GEN Gage's [a British commander] health.
Finley was sentenced to be deprived of his arms and accou-
lerments, putina horse cart, with atope around his neck and
drummed outof the Army—just for raising a plass to the en-
emy,

It wasn't long before Washington realized he had larger
problems than ill-phrased toasts to deal with among the
NCO Corps: In the winter of 1777-78, his army faced its
darkest hours, “These are the times that try men’s souls”
wroe Thomas Paine affer paving a visit to the Continental
Army cneampmentat Valley Forge, A, where both enlisted
soldiers amd offieers-often went for days withoot food and
marched through-the snow in shoes {if they were loeky
enough to have shoes) with paper-thin soles. Morale hitrock-
bottorn-among the troops who had joined to fight for inde-
pendence from Great Britain. Until then, the Continental
Army’s main strategy was to aveid conflicts with the British
redcoats, rather than actively engape thecncmy,

In his book The Winter Soldiers, Richard M, Ketchimede-
scribes the Continental Army as a far remove from the leg-
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end it would become. 1t was tired and hungry and ragged, Disorder ran rampant among the ranks of freedom fight-
fearful pot about the distant future but about what the next ers as officers regularly fraternized with privates. Problems
24 hours mightproduce. The armywas sullen with the knowl- with enlistments alstabounded, Most soldiers who'd signed
edge that it had been badly beaten every time it had gone up on shori-term enlistments of three to six months were
into battle and forced 1o retreat after every engagement. ready to quit the Army and go back o the Tarms they'd eome
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from. Amnrunition was running low and the sﬁl&&ﬂmuoth-

bore muskets performed arralu:ﬂily because of poor mainfe-

nance. They had-a maximum: cffective range of about 90
vards.On the average, infantrymenwere ableé toload and firc
only threerounds perminute. Lead and powderwere in such
short supply thad in 1776 Benjamin Franklin d{:l‘uaﬂv advo-
cated the use of bivws and arrows by the Army.

However, perhaps Washington'® sgreatm-a[ CONCCE was lh&
state of haltle readiness.

uring the winter of I?.?T-Tﬁ;trnin'ing in combat

arms —which-had peverbeen more than hap-

hazard—continucd. to lan gulsh Continental

soldiers may -have beep united by the cause for

independence, but their manual of arms couldn’t have been

more diverse. Most were used Lo the rustie ’l:ramIng of the mi-

litia's once—a—week drill on the village green. Each handled

his weapon in a differentway and there was little uniformity
or discipline while marching in formation.

Help came from a most improbable source in theform of
Baron Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben. The adjutant in the
Prussian Army came to Valley Forge as the newly-appointed
inspector general of the Army on Washington's staff. Wash-
ington suon gave him the thankless fask of 1eaching leader-
ship to his dispirited men, The choleric: foreigner who spoke
little English brought with him an infimate knowledge of
Prussian army regulations and traditions which he. merged
with the British military’s way of thinking and then combined
that with the tactical experience of the Continental soId:ars.

In camp, Steuben emphasized maintenance of weapuna,
Onthe bartlefield, NCOs were responsible for closing gapsin

~tion of the backbone of the Army, The months of drill at

Valley Forge under Steuben'’s-close supervision gave Wash-

- ington anewly disciplined force. Throughout the ages, Steu-

ben has won the admiration of historians. In from Lexington
to Liberty, Bruce Lancaster writes, "A new American Army
was borm-on the hicak plateau of Valley Forge.”

The War for Indcpendence ended with the signing of the
Treaty of Paris on Sept. 20, 1783, Most members of the Con-
tinental Congress believed the Army had been created only

- tu fight thewar and, now that theconflict was over, a standing

mﬂ:ww force was no longer necded. On Oct, 18, 1784, Con-

- DTLRY disbanded the Continental Army. Lessoﬂs learned in

shaping the NCO Corps—as raw and rough asitwas initsin-
fancy-—remained on the hooks, especially in the pages of
Steuben’s Blue Book. In the coming years, military com-
manders would come to. depend on the NCO Corps to pro-
vide solid leadership, horn on the parade fields of Valley

~Forge and the battle lines of Monmouth Court House. I

the bartle lincs LHuSEd by-casualties. Officors maneuw:red- -

the tinils, hakitwas up to the NCOs (o mantuver the men,
When cnemy fire, usually at ranges of Tess than 200 yards,
tore holes in the ranks, it was the NCOs who plﬁ'-’bl]t&lﬁ the
miliary formations from deteriorating into mobs of confu-

sion. ﬂﬂmrdmg to- Steuben, sergeants were to- kuep the
greatest SFILI'ILL i the rmﬂcs sée that the me.n load welland

quick, and take good aint. This emphasis on accurate fire
marked a tirning poiat in the NCOs' battlefick! role. While
Brihsh volleys remained untargetae-d Americanswere unique
in aiming their muskets, conserving bﬂth ammunition and
Hies, :

he result, in the words of an-officer abserving

drilland ceremony at Valley Forge in the Spring -~

of 1778, was...“an army which grows stronger every

daf,r There is a spirit_of discipline ‘among- the -
troops that is bétter than numhers..[There is al r@gulanry :

and exactness with wl:uch ﬂ:ezf mﬂrnh anid pelfm'm their ma-
negvers:”
I June 1778 the Cunnm,nml Ay demamtrated its

Lattle readiness at %bﬂ Battie of Monmouth Court House
whew the rank and fﬂE‘- stood toe totoe with th-:ur_ Bnt;s-h =5

counterparts. This was the new American Army.

Steuben’s tr:msfunmimn of a tnodel company at Vaﬂw -'

Forge from ragtag farm buys and frontier sharpshooters to a

sirietly regimented un[itan' fo rcewm the basisTor the forma-

Abrans if senior journalist for The NCO Journal,
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