By Col. John M. Collins
U.8. Army retired

The Trials & Tribulations
Of Korean War NCOs

We was rotten “fore we started—we was never disciplined;

We made it out a favor if an order was obeyed.
Yes, every little drummer “ad “is rights an” wrongs to mind,
So we ‘ad to pay for teachin—an" we paid.
Rudyard Kipling
“That Day”

Noncommissioned officers really are the
backbone of the U.5. Army. Baron Friedrich
Wilhelm von Steuben, who whipped Gen.
George Washington’s rag-tag mob into shape
at Valley Forge in 1778, got it right when he
wrote Regulations for the Order and Discipling
of the Troops of the United States: “The choice
of noncommissioned officers is the object of
greatest importance.” Superlative plans and
technological superiority indeed confer scant
advantage unless competent NCOs ensure
smooth performance by every rank and file
soldiers in units of every kind.

Personnel policy makers who ignored von
Steuben’s wise words before the Korean War
and shaped the noncommissioned officer
corps for more than a decade thereafter did griev-
ous damage when they junked strait-laced Articles of War

in favor of a less stringent Uniform Code of Military Justice,
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sheared unit commanders of Prismo-
tion and reduction authorities, turned
enlisted grade struclures inside oul,
and dulled distinctions between en-
listed leaders and their subordinates.
Professional slandards and combal ca-
pahilities predictably H1ippt-.:']. Com-
manders, who lost faith and trust in
confused NCOs, assumed responsibil-
ihes and authomnities that noncoms
righthully enjoyved, “50 we "ad to pay tor
teachin'—an” we paid” until shrewder
policies righted most wrongs.

Recnlistment rates sank oul of sight
after citizen soldiers shed military
uniforms en masse in the autumn of
1945, Many of thuse who joined the
Kecular Army did so reluctantly and
picked cushy spols, Well over a quar
ter of them signed up for one year,
half of them for no more than two,
Something like 92,000 joined lhe
Army Air Forees, whereas infantry, armor and artillery
zained 39,000 combined. |hree-fourths were privates and
PFCs, which was nol surprising because thal was where a
pﬂ-‘-ﬁ.‘-ﬁt‘:1 of temporary master sergeants and other senior
MO landed when they reverted to permanent grades,
Those hard core soldiers nevertheless comprised a solid
pmf:—!hﬂi:ma] base with a wealth of practical experience.

Those who left in a rush were a difterent ilk. A vocal mi-
norily of former enlisted men with real or imagined griev-
ances and distaste for military discpline almost immedi-
ately engaged in emotional enemas. Banner headlines and
nationwide radio broadeasts blared:

“PUTTING UP WITH OFFICERS WAS THE WORST

THING IN THE WAR”™
“Gls SKIP CHURCH TO AVOID BRASS”
“NYLOMN SALES TO OFFICERS ONLY"
“MILITARY CASTE SYSTEM DIVIDES OFFICERS
AMNDGIs EVEMN IN DEATH

Secretary of Yar Robert IY Fatlerson, beset by news me-
dia condemnation, congressional complaints, and attacks
by other powerful critics, convened two investigative baod-
ies in March 1946, One explored oilicer-cnlisted relalion
ships, while the other examined military justice. Army reg-
ulations stripped promotion and reduction authorities
[rom unil commanders belore cither board compleled its
tasks, Outcomes inadvertently undermined the ability of
noncoms ta control troops and the ability of unit comman-

COL JORN M.COFLING, [T5A Ret., fidned the Aray as a pri-
vate in 1942 and retived az a colonel in 1972 after warkine ser-
vice in Ewrope, Kovea and Vietnam., He was sendor specinlis!
in nativnal defense at the Congressional Research Seviiee friom
IH72 untdl 1990 and has been a Diskinguished Visiting Re-
search Fellow at Nativnal Defense University eoer since, He
hirs wiriften 12 books about militany matters,
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ders to reward or punish their oan NCOs,

Hetired Gen, Jimmy Doolittle, whose audacious air raid
on Tolevo in April 1942 relnvigorated the United States and
its allies, chaired the much maligmed, vet little understood
board that bore his name. live of its six members had im-
peccable combat records. Two, nduding Doolittle himsel,
wore the Medal of Honor. Four were, or had heen, enlisted
mern.

Doelittle’s group interviewed 41 witnesses, studied
maore than 1,0 letters and pubhished its final report in
two months, Most recommmendations based on that slender
sample were unassailable, like Deing for motherheod and
against sin. The crushest reachionaries approved steps to
"improve leadership in the officer corps.” They turther
agreed that “the higher the rank, the more severe be the
punishment,” thal commissioned ollicers and enlisted men
should receive awards and decorations “on the basis of
merit” rather than rank, that official publications should
climinate discriminatory reterences, such as “otticers and
their ladies; enlisted men and their wives,” and that the
LIS, Army should establish and maintain “close contact
and association will civilians...since a mulual exchange of
infermation will enhance the military organization.” Few
foot draggers resisted the right of enlisted personnel to sit
on mililary courts, although Gl scoundrels belatedly dis-
covered how pitiless their peers can be,

Traditionalists nevertheless foamed at the mouth over
several seemingly innocuous, but explosively controversial
recommendations that they believed would unjustifiably
lower “old Army” standards:

m Allow all military persennel, “when off duty, to pursue
social patterns :?nmpamhb to onr demacratic way of Tife.”

B Erase “all statutes, regulations, customs and traditions
which discourage or forbid social associstivon of suldiers of
similar likes and tastes because of military rank.”
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m Abandon the hand salute “off Army installations and
off duty, except in occupied territories and under condi-
tions ... necessary to properly convey military dignity to
local populations.”

m Transmit Inspector General findings “to the War De-
partment outside regular command channcls in addition
to normal procedures in order to eliminate political aspects
of control.”

Most fears about those Doolittle Board findings proved
ill-founded, but a few were valid. Noncoms whao fraternize
with subardinates, for example, still Hind it difficult to
chew oul close friends for substandard performance dur-
ing duty hours, Additional dilemmas currently arise in
units where women and men work side-by-side, a compli-
cation that Doolittle Board members never contemplated
in 1944,

The Advisory Committee on Mililary Justice, appalled
that sentences imposed during World War 1T “were fre-
quently excessively severe, and sometimes fantastically
s0," recommended reforms that have fundamentally influ-
enced military law and order ever since, Secretary of De-
fense James [orrestal, as a direct resull, in Fobruary 1944
replaced the time-tested Articles of War with the Uniform
Code of Military Tustice (TCM]).

hanges that diluted company punishment affected
noncoms moere than any other emendation. Article
of War 14, in effect since 1920, gave unil comman-
ders authority to slap transgressors with loss of
privileges, extra fatigue, including kitchen police,
restriction and hard labor without confinement for periods
not to exceed one week (many hours a day, if commanding
officers and accusing noncoms wished), That practice de-
terred all but the densest observers and discouraged repeat
offenders,

UCHK] Article 15, in contrast, permitted nonjudicial pun-
ishment for two weeks in lien of one but, excepl lor admao-
nitions and reprimands,
allowed one penalty in-
stead of a string and for-
bade extra duty beyond
two hours per day. Legal
beagles who framed the
UCM] slipped in the right
to bust wrong-doers “to
the next inferior grade, if
the grade from which de-
moted was established
by the command [con-
corned] or an equivalent
ur lower command.” That
stipulation, however, was
meaningless because by
1949, unit commanders
could neither promote
nor pull stripes from
NCOs,
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Sacretary of Defansae James Forresial meets with Gen. of the
Artmy Dwight D Eisenhower. Forrasial raplaced the Articles of
Kiar with the Linform Code of Milltary Justice,

Company, battery and cavalry troup commanders wha
wanted lo unscat noncoms for misconduct or inefficiency
in the “old Army" had perfunctory chats with appointing
authorities. Those dignitaries almost always gave permis-
sion because, as former Army Chief of Staff Gen. Matthew
. Ridgway tersely pointed out, "If an otficer is fit to lead
men in combat, he surely must be assumed to have the
character and judgment to discipline them in time of
peace,”

Post-World War 11 reforms revoked that privilege on
hdarch 22, 1946, A minimum of three disinterested officers
thereafter reviewed such requests. Army Regulation 615-5
initially decreed that either the requesting commander or
the offensive NCO had o transter to another unit if inves-
tigators disallowed reduction. An amendment bwo months
later more sensibly unloaded miscreant noncoms, but lel
commanders stay.

Reduction in any case was extremely painful after local
commissioned leaders lost control because noncoms were
excessively overstrength. Centrally controlled promotion
ceilings and minimum time-in-grade restrictions froze E-4s
through E-fs in place like mammoths in glacial ice (E-7
was then the pinnacle). Tt took & Solomon’s judgment to
make punishments fit the crime when first three graders
substantially putnumbered privates. Borderline offenders
otten got off scot-free because the loss of even one chevron
enceuraged unpayable debts, moonlighting to defray them
and absences without leave. The pecuniary equivalent of
massive retaliation in short was an unsatisfactory subst-
tute for flexible response.

Readers nevertheless should lay to rest the myth that the
Doolittle Board report, Uniform Code of Mililary Justice,
and centralized promotion/reduction regulations unduly
degraded discipline, It was not so much what those docu-
ments said as the way browbeaten recipients viewed them
Commanders, fearful of unfavorable repercussions from
the I'entagon and Congress, constantly walked on eggs.

- Leerv noncoms, the back-
bone of the U5 Army,
suffered [rom slipped
dises.

Gooty pay grades,
which elevated E-6 ritle
squad leaders to the
same gloritied level that
“old Army” [irst ser-
geants enjoved in the
peacetime Army before
World War 11, insligated
the enlisted logjam. Every
enlisted man above PFC
was a bona fide NCO af-
ter technicians disap-
- peared in 1948, but no

pride accompanied pro-

motion to corporal F-d be-
cause those once cocky
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noncoms became riflemen, gunnerh and second cooks with
no authoritative position in the chain of command. Repula-
tions introduced dime-store geegaws Lo differentiate lead-
ers from the led: NCOs in tactical organizations sported lit-
tle green tabs on epaulets; those in combat career fields
everywhere wore blue on gold chevrons; all others wore
gold on blue for three vears, until Department of the Army
rescinded those rules.

Worse yet, personnel policy makers with good inlen
tions but had judgment introduced warrant officers as
“unil administrators” to relieve company commanders of
omerous paperwork, That act, which imposed a barrier be
tween the old man and his top kick, pummed troop-level
gears through the mid-1950s,

Laxity invaded troop units in the late 1940s, parlly be-
cause most "new Army” noncoms were family men who
no longer lived in barracks, Early rerement was the main
aim of many, who looked on military service as little more
than a meal lickel. Hardly any were in tor the tall 3i-vear
ride. Sergeants, omee chosen to sit at the right hand of God
because of singular abilities to make bone-headed privates
see things the Army way, shrank [rom shouting at psy-
choneurotic yardbirds because doing so might get them in
deep trouble. Weak NCUOs who hoped to wheedle coopera-
tion by winning popularity contests fell in al the tail end of
chow lines, hustled for seats in mess halls, hobnobbed
with the boys, and turned the other cheek when hotheaded
subordinates told them to “stick their ceders where the sun
don't shine.”

ampany-level and battalion Lraining became per
functory after the hudget-starved Army lost more

than 15 percent of its enlisted men in fiscal year

1948, Revolving door personnel policies [urther re

duced opportunities to develop close-knit teams,

Brig. Gen. 5.L.A, Marshall, an experienced combat histo-
rian, summed up results with these
words: “[Instrucltion] was not in the
main calculated to grive the soldier o
better chance for survival and fighting
efficiency on the batlleficld.” Non-
coms forped in the crucible of World
War 1l lost competence and confidence,
“Mothing's too good for the roops,”
and next to nothing is what the troops
gol in the late 1940s becatse poten-
tates in the Pentagon remained far re-
moved from reality. Secretary of the
Army Kenneth C. Rovall, in a supple-
ment ti the annual report he issued
just one year hefore war erupted in
Korea, piclured “quite possibly the
best peacetime Army ever seen in his-
tory.” Louis Johnson, the economy-
minded Secrelary of Defense at de-
rade’s end, accordingly believed he
could safely pare “fat” from the Ar-
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my's already austere budget, and thereby save $1.7 billion.

“Wew Army” legions still bore “old Army®™ names and
displayed long-revered colors on the eve of the first full-
scale combal any of them had experienced since World
War T Proud mottos boasted “Always Forward” and “Can
Do, but first contact with tough Morth Korean assault
forces exposed the poorly armed, cgalilarian U5, Army as
a hollow shell with gaping holes in understrength combat
regiments and battalions.

Gen. Douglas MacArthur deployed liny Task Force (TF)
Smith as “an arrogant display of strength” that he and his
commanders believed would make contemptible peasant
invaders turn tail as soon as they faced American military
might on July 5, 1950, They were wrong. Two shorthanded
rifle companics, a batlery of 105 mum howilzers, and a cou-
ple of weapon platoons that totaled 540 men (mostly un-
motivated teenagers) scarcely slowed Kim 11 Sung's ar-
mared columns, which continued south at a rapid clip
after a seven-hour delay. Senior noncoms with TF Smith
did the best they could under desperate conditions bult,
when the going got tough, many apprentices melted away
with their panicky men, who abandoned dead comrades,
nonwalling wounded, crew served weapons, even rithes
in the scramble for safety. Company A, 34th [Infantry fared
less well the following day. 1ts soldiers bore Kegular Army
serial numbers, but lacked old Army slyvle. Only platoon
serpeants and squad leaders pulled triggers when the first
collision ocourred. Fewer than half of their subordinates
subsequently squeezed off rounds, “Bug ouls” (double
speak for unruly retreats) became commaon before long,
“Chaite possibly the best peacetime Army ever seen in his-
tery” fell far short of that madk.

The legacy of permissiveness was hard to shed, but top
noncoms, repressed for half a decade, soon bounced back.
Mearly all were mature combat veterans who, like their
torehears in Gen, John (Blackjack) Pershing's American Ex-

Secralary of Delansa Lowis Jolnson
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peditionary Forces during World War I developed close
personal relationships with company officers—nol palsy-
walsy, buddy stuff, but camaraderic based on mmutual re-
specl. Dour 1st Sgt, Roberts, for example, disapproved of unit
commanding olficers who did not wear captain’s bars until
he met hard-nosed Lt Rudolph M. Tamez, holder of a Distin-
guished Service Cross, “Toommand this company,” snapped
the newcomer the dov he took charge, “but 1 damn well ex
poct you to run 18" Less than a month later, Koberts pub-
licly told close friends that if he had to choose between
Rudy and hix loving bride he'd take the “Toot” every tme,
“You can always pet another woman,” he quipped, "but a
good company commander is hard to find.”

iscipline improved as the war wore on Junior en-
listed men sharpened skills under the tatelage of
seasoned noncoms, until the Army's rapid expan-
sien prompted Pentagon personnel managers to
authorize temporary promotions “without regard
to local grade vacancies or major command promotion
cailings,” provided aspirants met minimum lme-in-grade
or in-service restrictions, They also encouraged infantry
regiments and separate battalions to [ill NCO vacancies af-
ter & days “regardless of major command ceilings or ma-
jor unit tables of organization and equipment [TO&EL"
Prestol The Peter 'rinciple, which postulales that "employ-
ees in any erganization tend to reach their level of incom-
petence, then remain there,” predictably took effect. Soft
shoe dancers who cauld not tell an aiming stake trom a
rusty field range soon sported stripes. Professionalism
plainly faded after many sly dogs pulled that shint twice,
The Juint Chiets of Staff, belatedly aware of those dis-
turbing trends, began to worry about “the prowing lack of
confidence ... m military service as a worthwhile and re-
spected carcer.”” Newly elected President Eisenhower ex-
pressed similar concerns on April 30, 1933, shortly belore
armedd conflict in Korea wound dovwn., Consternation at
such lafty levels spon thereatter spawned the se-called
Womble Committes, chaired by o retived U5 Navy admiral.
The Womble Committee findings on Oclober 30, 1953,
isolated causes of disconient that centered on unsatisfac
Lory leadership, Its recommendations Lo the Assistant Sec-
retary of Delfense for Manpower made solid sense:
m Kestore the authority of commissioned and noncem-
misioned troop leaders.
] Fmplmbizc command and contral, as opposed Lo tech-
nical skills.
®m Eliminate oversupervision.
m Revise the Uniform Code of Military Justice,
m lighten discipling,
m Drastically reduce the number of military specialties,
Responses within the Pentagon, which were rapid and
precise, caused at least as many problems as they cor-
rected. The poorly canceived separation of noncoms from
enlisted specialists and the large-scale infusion of un-
frocked commissioned officers into the NCO corps had de-
hilitating effects,
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The main mission was to separate sheep foin goals, not
just in the ground-gaining arms but Arty-wide Personnel
managers i 1954 therefore reincarnaled and recast four
technical grades that previous palicy makers discarded &
tew years earlier. Kickers of nssos and takers of names wien
coveled noncormmissioned officer Insignia, while special-
ists prot the bird:

Noncommissioned

Dfficer Rank Pay Grade Gpecialist Equivalent
Master Sergeant E-7 Master Specialist
13t Sergeant
Sergeant First Class E-6 Specialist First Class
Sergeant E-5 Specialist Sccond Class
Corporal E-4 Specialist Third Class

Architecls of the renovated system screencd Lables of or-
ranization and equipment to determine which billets de
served the axe, an excruciating process becaise noncoms
were to outrank all other enlisted men, regardless of pay
grade, Regulations exempted masler specialists and spe-
cialists first class from guard duty and fatigue “except in
unusual circamstances.” but that loophole raised the
specter of senior specialisty policing up cigarette butts un-
der the baleful cye of some corporal with less lime in chow
lines than they had in pay lines. Much jostling for position
ensted when former noncoms trapped in specialist slots
sereamed for reconsideration,

Diecision makers, whoe incorrectly concluded that the top
two cnlisted grades requite noncomns regardless of respon-
sibilities, made [ow master speciahsts and specialisls [rst
clage, but corporals nearly cvaporated. Rifle company
TO&Es lost all but three machine gunners, who doubled as
assistant squad leaders in each of the weapons squads.
Lhat thoughtless action stunted the development of junior
enlisted leaders because it lopped ofl the lowest rung on
the promotion ladder where apprentice NCOs [ormerly ac-
quired fundamental skills.

Reduction in force programs in fiscal yoar 1935 alane re-
leased more than 5000 Reserve officers on extended active
duty after they were passed over a second lime for lempo-
FATY privmotion Lo captain, major or leutenant colonel.
Compassionate policy makers offered automatic appoint-
ments as master sergeants to those whose service began
before Warch 22, 1948, and as sergeants first class 0 re
jecls with less active duty, Riffees who hoped to protect re-
tiremenl oquities thereupon infiltrated Lop slots in the
NCO corps until April 1957, after which ousted ufficers
wore lucky to retread as F-3s. Many remained for several
VEars,

Improvements pricecded slowly for more than a decade
alter shooting stopped in Korea, Personnel policy makers
in the Pentagon took two steps forward, then one back
(sometimes more than one) before they finally got their act
togelher. Progress started to accelerale in the mid-1970s
with regard Lo Lhe selection, development and retention of
high-caliber enlisted leaders, Seven league shndes followed
until NCO responsibilities and authorily now match beau-
fufully, o
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