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NCO Responsibilities Grow as.

U.S. Emerges As World Power

By Douglas V. Meed

1 the-final décade of the19th century the Linited

States was poised o dake itz Tonpadelayed place on

the world stage asa power b be reckoned wath, But

ifthe countrywas ready; the diminutive Army ol the
republic was not,

Little more than a constabulary, the Army was spread
mastly thraughout the Western states in - company-sized
forts. In a world of rapidly growing armies franucally study-
ing revolutions inweaponty such as machine guns, magazine
riflus, long-range, breech-loading artiflerypieces and smoke-

fess powder, a congressional hudget held the Army to 26,000

men, mostly infantry, cavalry and an emaciated artillery.

The major tactical dilcmma American officers faced with
the advent of these new weapons was how to advance across
open ground spainst the massive fircpower that a defensive
torce, well dug in. could bring against attackers. Well aware
of the slaughters of Cold Harbor, the Wilderness, Fredrick-
sburg and Pickett’s gallant charge al Geltysburg, officers stu-
died new tactics and formations.

Handicapped by garrison duties and administrabive de-
tails that had Noncommissioned officers acting as straw
bosses for everything from growing vegetables to building
aud rebuilding harracks and stables, there was little timetor
military training, Becanse units were scattered miles apast,
large-scale mancuyers were impossible even if funds were
available forsuch grandiose ideas,

The lack of large-unit fickl cxereises caused the Army in
FBY1 to scrap itstight regimental formalions where soldiers
marched shoulder-to-shoulder apainsl defensive works,
Instead, it favored more innevativie formations using an ex-
tended order where troops deploved in loose formations—
spreading ot to make more difficult fargetsinthe face of the
massive firepower of brecch-loading magazine rifles.

The Army recognized thal these new tactics placed a
greaterburden of command ard coniroton company officers
and especially on squad and platoon NCOs. As historian Ter-
ry D). Jamison wrote in his book, Crossing the Deadly Ground:
United States Aremiy Thactics, T503-1899, some theorists fore-
saw NCUswould have greater influenee overthe onlcome of
future battles.

ut the Army was well supplied for its small size,

with long-service NCOs who in carlier cam-

paigns against hostile Indian tribes fearmed (o

use more individual tactics against their wily
foes. ‘These cavalry sergeants had gained a toughness and a
wealth of experience riding 40 miles a day on beans and hay
against the Comanches and Apaches, while the: infantry
learned to survive and win battles apainst the Sioux and
Cheyenne dog soldiers during the hitter winters on the
MNorthwestern plains.

Thecombat arms also ecmphasized marksmanship. Amer-
ica beganrasa nation of marksmen whose prowess with the
longrifle had put meat on the table andkept invaders at hay.
This emphasis.on individual marksmanship also used the ex-
perience of company NCOs whose training of reeruits was
based on combat firing atlive, fleeting targets during the final
days of the Indian Wars.

When the TLS. Battleship Maine was blown upin Havana
Haibor on Feb. 15, %8, amd the country went to war with
Spain, the American-Army wasn'l large, but what there was
atit was tough.

istorian Jamison wrole: “The Spanish War

also seemed to boar oul the expectation that

NCOs, aswell as junior officers, would have to
assume greater iniliative,”

Thisexpectation proved to betruc according to official re-
ports. BG Arthur MacArthar, fatherof the celebrated Doug-
las, gave generous praise to-SGT Dennis Mahoney whotook
a squad out on along and

dangerous - scout - of the
Spamnish - defensive -posi-
tions — around — Manila,
bringing back — vital in-
farmation.

Serpeants Andeew - T
Oayghron, Winfield Harp-
eI, Lindzy- E.- Cheatham
and David 1. Sullivan re-
celvedpraise by one officer
for commanding platoons.
of- 4k -men during _the
course of eombat opera-
tions. - -Giher- scrgeants
were commended in dis-
patches for conducting re-
connaissance patrols and
mapping the rugged ter-
rain, - while ~their- fellow
NCOs supervised  work
parties that carved trails
and built bridges, enabling
field guns to be brought
into-action during the ad-
vance on Manila.

Although - victorious,
the Army learned some
hard lessons in the Cuban
and Philippine campaigns.
Losing more  casualties
from typhoid, malaria, yel-
low fever and other dis-
eases than from combaf,
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the Army initiated research into the causes of tropical fevers.
It also improved field hypiene and sanittion for both the
Army and the occupied territories. The responsibility for en-
forcing the new regulations fell upon the hard-working
NCOs.

The Army went further and added a cookwith the rank of
corporal to the roll of cach company,

From then on, a more healthy 11.5: Aamy was never again
b suffer massive casualtiesfrom disease and improperly pre-
pared meals;

The fight against Philippine guerrillas [rom JTR93-1902,
and in 190 the expedition against the Boxer insurgents in
China, were mostlv small-unil acions thatagain tested the
mettle of small unit commanders, During those deadlbylittle
hattles and skirmishes, it was the war-hardened NCOs who
formed the military backbone around which the inexperi-
enced troops could rally andadcleal their opponents.

As thefighting cascd, shortly after the turn of the century,
the Army faccd new challenges from a rapidly -evolving
technolopy. The development of telephones, electrical in-
nevalions and the internal contbustion engine meant that
many new skills had to-be taught and & cadee of specialists
hail 1o be develpped to keep the Army up to-date.

Keeping those new NCO specialists withtheir highly mar-

ketable skills needed in a fast industrializing and urbanizing
societybecame increasingly difficult. Industrial wapeshad in-
creased while Army pay had remained onchanped since
1870, The Army saw too many of its highly trained and disci-
plined NCOs lured away from the service by high-paying ci-
vilian jobs,

he situation became so grave that in 1907 Secre-

tary of War, later to be president, William How-

word Taft reported to Congress:“Once competent

NCOs are secured—their retention as long as

plvsically-fit for their duties works for efficicney, provided

that-a reasonable flow of promotions be maintained. Justas

in‘the-old Army no cause contributed more to the standard

reached than the high class 6f NCOs developed, so now no

caust has contriluited-more toward demoralization than the

inability under existing conditions tosecure qualified menfor
these rrwdes, ar 1oretain them when secured.

“The Noncommissioned officers are men who in civilian
life wonldbeskilled workmen, foremen, chief clerks and suh-
ordinate officers. If the Armycannot offer them inducement
cqualtiorthose that civil institutions are glad to offer it cannot
hope 1o sccure or retain them.”

Recognizing the absoluts necessity for keeping experi-

enced NCOs in the ranks,

the Congress set Arovy pay

with the Appropriations
Eill of 1908 While it stifl
didn't bring Army pay up
to civilian standards, the
increases — were  large
enough to satisfy most of
the hard-core NCOs. And
it was these hardensd, cx-
perienced men whiy, lwo
decades Tater, wauld mold
a mass of untraincd civil-
fans into an Army that
would go into combat in
I'rance in 1917 and 1918
and- defeat the Kaiser's
army.

Meed, who senved av an
NCO in WL holds &
master’s degree in hisiory.
The El Paso-based free-
tance writer is the author of
a number of history hooks
on the Southwest,
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