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hroughout American history, military leaders
have vicwed the first sergeant asthekey tothe
development of a pood company. The order and

By L. R, Arms

and discipline of the troops, their carsand well-be-
ing, have always been the focal point of the first sergcant’s
joby.

During the American Revolution in 1779, Inspector Gen-
cral Frederich Von Steuben set forth the duties of the first
sergeant in his Regufations for the Onder and Discipline of
Troops of the United States, - Von Steuben instructed all first
yergeantsto © . be intimately acquainted with the characterof
every soldier of the company” and w0 “impress upon their
minds the indispensable recessity ol -the serictost obedi-
e

Hefurther instructéd fiest sergeanta to maintainu compa-
ny bonk, The company boolecontained the “name and de-
seriplion-of every non-commissioned officer and soldier; his
tracle and occupation, the place of his birth and usnal sesi-
denee; where, when and forwhat term he was inlisted (sicy;
the bounty paid hiny, the arms, ammunilion, accoutrements,
clathing and nceessaries delivered him, with their marks and
numbers, and-the times when delivercd; also copics of ré-
lurns, furlonghs, discharpes, and every easualty that happens
in the eompany.” ‘'the company book was the precarsor of
our modern records syslem.

VonSteubenviewed the ficst sergeant’s dutyinacompany
of soldiers as similar [o the role of the adjutant at the repi-
mental level.

The first sergeant was the senior NCO at the companylev-
el. The company conimander chose the first sergeant and
eopll dismiss him atwill

In tactical-formations, the first sergeani stood directly be-
hinl the company commansdér: This hekd true for-the better
part of a century while companies foughl in lines.

There are few clues as to changes jnthe duties of first ser
geanis after the Revolution. The 1830 Abstrect of Infaniny
Tacties, forexamplo, stated Little about what the first serpcant
should do. 1 did pointout that “when promotions take place
amaong the noneommissionad officers, the lrst serpeant will
be-reguired to instruct the new sergeants and corporals.”

During the tate I¥0Us and early 1900s the numberof KCQ
ranks gresw as techpical innovations led to a proliferation of
NCF ranks at the regimentul level.-The first sergeant Te-
tained his position, just above the serpeant, buta preat num-
her of NCO ranks were pluced above himk This diminished
the prestige of the first sergeant. Still, the first scrgeant re-
mained the senior NCO of a company.

Mass® Noaconuissioned Officer’s Manual of 1909, re-
flected the beginning of a revival in prestige for first ser-
geants, Moss devoted an entire chapterto the first sergeant’s
duties, listing records, reports, files and booksfobe kept—14
in all The chapter beging with-the statement: “1t-has been
said that the Captain isthe proprictor of the company and the
First Serguant is the foreman,”

Muoss" smapshot of a first sergeant’s day included: “Taking
reveille roll call; entering the names of sick on the Sick Re-

port, and sending the report and the sick to the hospital by a
noncommissioned officer (generally the Noncomrmissioned
Officer in Charge of QOuarters); making out the morming re-
port and the passes, petting the Company Commander 1o
sign them and then taking them to post headquarters, form-
ing and inspeeting the guard detail und then marching it to
euard meount; repairing 1o post headguarters at First Ser-
geants Call toreceive the Morning Report, the puard and fa-
tigue dotuils for the next day and such orders and commu-
nications us {here may Ve for the Compuany Commander;
making nut details for the next day and making the properen-
tricwin the Duty Roster; publishing 1o the company af retreat
the-guard and{atipne details for the following day and post-
ing same onthe companybulletin board; forming the compa-
ny and calling the reil for all drills, ceremonies and other
formations; exercising supervision aver the official corre-
spandence of the company, and preparing for the signature
of the Company Commander all the reports and returns thal
are ta be rendered the next day, anid the discharpes and final
stafements of men to he discharged the following day.” This
busy day was average for a first scrgeant,

12 1920, after the First World War, NCO ranks undenwent
a dramatic restructuring. The Army discontinued all ranks
indicating position, except that of the (irst sergcant. It
introduced the rank of staff sergeant as an intermediate rank
between the sergeant and the first sergeant. “This restructur-
ing increascd the prestige of the first scrgeant and placed him
near the top of all NCO ranks. Now, the first sergeant
equaled a lechnical serpeant in rank, Ooly the master ser-
peant oufranked him.

On 16 June 1942, the Pay Readjustment Act cstahlished «
new enlisted grade system, making the first sergeant equal te
the mastér sergeant, ‘The first sergeant and master scrgeant
shared honors as the senior NCOs of their day. Company
commanders still appuinted and dismissed first sergeants
but first serecants now equaled a batialion or regimental ser
geant major in rank. In addition, the gréater number o
NCOsinthecompany also added to the first serpeant’s pres
lige. The new regulations stated that the fivst sergeant was
be chosen from first line sergeants, not the supply, mess, o
motor serpeants. The regulations made it clear that the firs
sergeant would be chosen for his ability to lead men.

This emphasis on leadership in subsequent regalation
confinued inArmy Regulation 800-201, dated 20 June 195¢
which established the NCO as an enlisted commander ¢
troops. It set principles and criteria for the identification, de
velopment and recognition of the prerogatives and privilege
to heaccorded NCOs. A soliicr’s promation was now recog
nized Army-wide, not just in his regiment. The custom the
the “stripes staved with the unit” passed infoublivion, For th
first time, the company commander lost his ability to appoir
and dismiss first sergeants on his or her own inikative.
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The 1950 NCO handbook described the first sergeant’s
rle a5 the maintainer of continuily. The fiTsl serpeant was
expected to remain with the unit-while officers came and
went with regularity. He was also the company’s “First Sol-
dier” and one of the men.

A decade later on the eve of Vietnam, the NCO puide-
book stated that the first sergeant “issues his orders through
the platoon sergeants and others in the chain of command.
He does not deal directly with the men in platoons except in
emergencies.” Thiswas a change for first sergeants.

There were several reasons for distancing the first ser-
geant from his men. While the basic nature of the first ser-
geant's duties changed little with-time; the structure of the
company and the requirements to administer the company
vrew. The first sergeant became further removed from his
men by the introduction of the new ranks of sergeant first
class and staff sergeant, Until the late 1950s the first sefgeant
trained new corporals andssresnnts. With the creation of the
new staff sergeant and sergeant first¢lass ranks NCOs hold-
ing these new ranks could conduct the training,

The first sergeant no longer had the-time 1o train jonior
NCOs, There were so many more of them than there used to
be. From 1812 to 1939, the NCO-Corps never comprised
more than 23 percent of enlisted men. From 1939 to 1966,
the percentage of NCOs grew until itwas nearly 75 percent,

greatly increasing the number of NCOs in a company.

Seeing the need to formalize instruction for first ser-
geants, the Training and Doctrine Command {TRADOC)
opened the U.S. Army First Sergeant Course at the Ser-
geants Major Academy in 1981, In 1983, a second First Ser-
peant- Course opened in Europe, though it eventually closcd
in 1989 as part of the drawdown. The First Sergeant Course
is designed to train sergeants first class and masier sergeants
in the duties of the first sergeant position. The course of
instruction brought a heiphtened degree of professionalism
tos first sergeant dutics nol previously available.

The first sergeant position, although constant in nature,
has grown consistentlyin prestige since the days of Von Steu-
hen.

Always, the first sergeant lvas been the kevto a good com-
pany. Yon Steuben expressed that importance when he
instructed the company firstsergeant to “consider the impor-
tanceofhis oftice; that the discipline of the company, the con-
duct of the men, their exactness in obeying orders, and the
regularity of their manners, will in great measure depend on
hiz vigilance.” H
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ow do vou tell who's-a first sergeant? Lasy. Look for

the soldierwitha chevron that has a hollow diamond
in the center. These days the hollow yellowdiamond is sur-
mounted by three stripes above and three rockers below. Tis
pretoy much the same-in the Marine Corps except that the
diamend is a solid olive drabon ared backgréund:

Where did the diamond come from? Tough question: The
1847 Armyuniform regulation decreed for the first time that
first sergeants would be identified through the wearing of a
hollow diamend along with rank chevrons. Eversince, the
hoilow diamond has been the mark of the Army first ser-
geant. In times past the diamond has been different colory
depending on the branch of the wearer. Sometimes the dia-
mond has been bigs sometimes rathersmall, but always hiol-
loww. The only cxeeption has come with the adoption of sub-
dued pin-ons beginning in 1981, These metal insignia are'so
small that the diamond is selid and, of course, black as is the
whole pin=on,

We don’tknowwhy the Armyuniform designers chose the
hollow diamond in 1847, No one sat down and wrote out a
memo saving ‘we chose the hollow diamond beeaose.,.." We
cun omly puess now and your guess will be as goodas the next
QLTS s,

We do know that American uniform desigoers tended to
copy current European military fashiondn the firsthalfof the
19th century—particularly the English. By the time of the
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Napoleonic Wars (1800-1815) some British units had taken
to: showing rank designation through the useof chevrons.

"This still doesn’t explain the diamond. Perhaps the dia-
mond came from the waisteoat of previous uniforms. In the
Revolutionary War the long coats had a tichack system near
the knee which allowed the wearcr 1o pull back the front of
the coat and fasten it Lo the back so marching would be easi-
er, General Washington decreed that the reinforcements for
this hook and cye system would be a red heart. (They really
did pay this kind of attenlion to cach litde detail ) The British
uniform was similar, and some diamond-shaped reinforce-
ments are known.

Anvway, styleschangedand the long coat of the Army uni-
form-became more abbrovialed so that there was no real
need fora ie-back system for marching, Sl the aniformre-
ined psiylized representation of the tieback on what would
he ealled today the tail of the coat. The patch now appeared
1 pull up-the bottom of the tail. Captain John Wool's 1813
uniform has survived and it has a diamond patch on each tail,

Styles chanped again and the Armyuniform did away with
tails altogether in 1833, There were no diamonds anywhere
on the uniform. However, in 1847 the designers brought back
the diamond as the device indicating the first sergeant. Why?
We don't know. Why a hollow diamond? Again we don’t
know. Perhaps the uniform designers were nostalgic about
the diamond from the uniforms they had worn in their youn-
ger days. Whatever the reason, the hollow diamond has been
around a long tine now and has served the NCO Corps well.
Chancesare that it will remain for some time to come. ll

Bewilly is the hisiorian for USASMA, Fr. Bliss, TX.
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