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Establishing the NCO Tradition

By Di. Robert H. Bouilly

'./'] £ I, he American Noncommissioned officer tradi-
= tion began with the creation of the Continental
CAmyin 1775 41 the beginning of Uie-American

— = Revolution. Before 1773 there was nio permancnt
slanding Army that eould be called American. The colonics
had developed militias in the face of military emergencies.
Howeyer, their ¢ ffeetiveness was so limited that Great Brit-
ain had 1o import British regular troops to fight the French
from 1754 to 1763 in what has often been called the French
and Indian War,

The militias provided rudimentary military training for
the colonists. Nomaich for trained Europeanregular iroops,
the militias fared betler as they provided a defense apainst
Indians on the frontier. They depended heavily on Noncom-
missioned officers; as did contemporary Eurapegnstanding

armies, but the role of a militia NCO in the eolonies was.

broader than in Burope,

The hupe social distance between the arislocratic officer
corps and NCOS strictly limited the lives and prerogatives of
a Furppean NCO, The NCO's primary respoasibility wasto
maintain the linear fighting lines of the day in the face of ap-
palling casualtics.

I the colonics, an-entire town furmed a militia company.
The company broke down into-squads—each headad-hy an
NCO who wasolten elected to his post. Because of the fluid
nature of Tndian fighting, colpnial militia KCOs-had more
opportunity Lo exercise initiative than did their European
counterparts. So, the disfinctive Américan dependence on
small unit leadership by NCOs had its toots in these colonial
militiag,

| A7 Iy | hrounghout the Revolufionary War, short enlist-
" | “ ment periods saddied the Contincntal Army
’ with a tenuous existence. The strength of George
== Whashington’s army rose and fell in wide fluctua-
ations,virtually by the season. Washington had little faith that
his army could directly confront British regular troops alone
and soupht instead to mainiain his army intsct through an
gvoidance of battles with major elements of the British
forces. His victories at Princeton and Trenton, for example,
came against only portions of the British foree. Even at the
devisive campaign at Yorktown, he successfully confronted
the main British force only when he had substantial French
hadp.
He understood that a major weaknessof his army was its
leadership both commissioned and - noncommissioned.
Many of Washinglon's probiems were solved with the arrival

it 1'.-".-‘8 of Baron Frederick von Steube, who hadbecn hired:

1o help train the Continental Army [sce “Continental Army,”
pages I0-11}
Vaon Steuben standardized theduties and responsibilities

of NCOs in his Regulations for the Onderand Discipline of the

Troops of the United States, published in 1779, The regula-
tions, also known as the Blue Book, aided the NCO's

srowth as an instructorof soldiers. listressed NCO responsi-
hilities of the men m panison and in the lichl. The Biue Rook
also directed the company’s senior or first sergéant tnkeepa
company deseriplive book that listed the pame, age, height,
place of birth and prior occapation of every enlisfed man in
the unit Suchbooks, inonc furm or another, were used into
the early 19005,

In battle, NCOs were responsible for closing the gaps in
the baltlc lines caused by casualties, They were to ®enconr-
age men Lo silence and 1o fire rapidly and truc™ Thisempha-
sis-on accurate fire may scem-common today, but inthe Rev-
olutiwnary War, it marked a néw emphasis on the NCO's
battlclicld role.

Consequently, American NCOs became responsible for
aimed volley fire, while the British vollevs remained-untar-
oeted. This emphasis on aiming by the whole force, rather
than — -merely
pointing -~ the
musket in the
peneral direc-
tion of the en-
emy; - maile
Americans the
unique infag-
trymen of the
day.- Tiv help
Americais en-
gate the Brir
ish soldiers, Stevhen also emphasized bayonet training. Un-
der his tutelape, the Continental” Army learned precision,
high-speed maneuvering and flexibility on the hattlefield.

e = & COS also were trained to proleet officers. On

[\ \J [ the battlefied, the sergeant became the “cover-

ing sergeant” who stood in the second rank im-

e \\u mediately behind (he company officer and

was responsible for protecting him. He did not fire in velleys
hut regerved his fire to defend his captain or lieutcnant,

A corporal assumed a similar goard function & protect
the ensign who carried the colors: Tn Hime, the color sergeant
assumed that position with an cxpanded guard of corporals.
Euch of these eovering NCOs could take over for ling officers
in combat if the need arose. ,

The Blue Book established the principle that the NCO
was selected by, and respensiblc to, the company commander
upon approval of the battalion or regiment;] coinmander.
This provision locked an NCO Into one rngm:.nl for his &n-
tire carcer, Transfer in prade from one regiment to another
was virtually impossible, Thestripes remained with the regi-
ment at the expense of NCO professions! development.

Despite itswarts, a distinctive American traditionof NCO
leadership had been cstablished and was in place for the

~Army of a new nation. il

Bowillyis the NCO historian for the U.S. Army Sergeants Major
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