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ABSTRACT

This study attempts to fill a significant gap in the
history of military education for the period between the
Rebellion and Great War. The education of commissioned
officers and common soldiers has been researched by modern
scholarship to the exclusion of that of noncommissioned
officers. Quite unlike their European contemporaries,
these men were held in low esteem by superiors and
subordinates alike, and given neither adequate prestige,
privilege, pay nor pension by the War Department.

Yet their increasing utility to the army made itself
felt. Officer absenteeism due to resignation, leave,
detached service, and careerism, left a leadership
shortfall at each company, battery and troop that would be
compensated for by long-service sergeants. Scattered
frontier commands and new small unit tactics expanded
their leadership role. Improved technology led to the
creation of such new specialists as electricians and
mechanics. The rudiments of a common school education
would not only be necessary to the efficient service of a
noncommissioned officer of the line of the army, but a
precondition to his professional instruction, while a
thorough common school education became requisite to the
advanced technical education for the specialists of the

artillery, engineers and signal corps.



The initiative for this education rested with reform-
minded officers and the commandants of the service
schools. Products of the civilian common schools
themselves, these men were atypical officers; often
evangelical in their religion, republican in their social
outlook, Republican in their politics, sober in
temperament, and always, paternalistic, they attempted to
reform the army by providing it with a better class of
noncommissioned officer. Along with libraries and reading
rooms, they organized classes in general and professional
subjects at the post schools. Their demands of the War
Department for professional instruction lead to the
establishment of the so-called ’captains’ schools’ after
1888. The preeminent schools for specialists of coast
defense were found at Fort Monroe, Virginia, and Willets
Point, New York Harbor.

The degree to which, and the speed at which the army
modernized, can be measured by the progress in the
professional and technical education of its noncommissioned
officers, that group of men upon whom fell the duties as
foremen and supervisors, small unit leaders, and technical
specialists in an institution made complex by change in

human and technological dimensions.
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INTRODUCTION

From its inception until the Great War, the history of the
noncommissioned officer corps of the United States Army was
quite unlike that experienced by the noncommissioned
officer corps of European armies. Not only was its
development dissimilar, but the usage of noncommissioned
officers in the United States Army provides an interesting
contrast with those of European armies, especially England,
France, and Germany.

The importance of the British noncommissioned officer
to his voluntarily recruited force was in his role as
trainer. He was, in fact, a surrogate officer who imitated
the elite manners of his aristocratic officers. The French
noncommissioned officer had a more limited role in his
conscript army, himself often a substitute for other
conscripts. He was a member of a pool from which junior
conmissioned offiicers were chosen, and only on being
commissioned did his role and authority become similar to
that of the British noncommissioned officer. A desire for
social mobility was his great incentive. The German
noncommissioned officer was a professionally trained cadre
in peace time, and the basis upon which the universally
conscripted army was expanded when mobilized. One function
common to all of these noncommissioned officers was that of

foreman and supervisor in establishments made complex by




change in both human and technological dimensions. They
were all expected to be literate and to possess at least
the rudiments of a common school education.

The noncommissioned officer of the United States Army
was not relied upon as a trainer to the same degree. He
was voluntarily recruited, often an immigrant, and found
it virtually impossible to gain a commission by merit
alone. Prior to 1888, the average noncommissioned officer
of the line, staff or post, could never expect to attend a
professional course of instruction. A noncommissioned
officer of the line might even be functionally illiterate.
Far from being a foreman or supervisor, he was relied more
upon for his ability to physically coerce subordinates
rather than for his powers of versuasion. Little respect
was received from those subordinates, some of whom earned
more money than their noncommissioned officers by
performing extra duty. Under pressures to modernize the
army into a professional force, and using the armies of
Europe as models of professional success, reform-minded
officers and civilians set themselves the goal of changing
this situation.

Indeed, the nineteenth century saw a revolution in the
thinking of progressive officers in all modern armies.
Over the course of the century, autocracy on the part of
the officer caste, often through methods of brutal

coercion, was replaced by an attitude of paternalism and




xi
the use of incentive. It is a curiosity that in the army
of the United States this growing concern for the morale of
the enlisted soldiers on the part of a paternalistic
officer corps rarely included that of the noncommissioned
officers. Their inclusion came only after the belief
became common among the members of that fraternal group
that noncommissioned officers were key elements in the
functioning of a paternalistic system, assessors of the
soldiers’ morale and, by virtue of their closeness to the
common soldiers, the primary instruments for their
motivation and control. Until this consensus came about,
the noncommissioned officers of the United States Army
found at least one undisputed function during the
nineteenth century; unplanned for and unprovided for, they
became a stabilizing influence in each regiment, company,
battery and troop, their long service and familiarity with
the common soldiers filling the void resultant from
officer absenteeism caused by leave, resignation, detached
service, rotation and careerism.

As such, noncommissioned officers became the ’middle
managers’ in the complex organization of the army. This
role was compounded by the effects of technology and
tactics in the late nineteenth century which forced the
army to operate in smaller tactical units under the command
of junior noncommissioned officers. Finally, by the turn

of the century, technology had developed to such a degree




xii
that the military technician and specialist had come into
his own. An ever-increasing variety of military
specialties required not only trained soldiers, but
educated soldiers. A common school education became the
prerequisite for advanced technical instruction in the
operation of new weapons and equipment especially in coast
defense.

Lenore 0’‘Boyle has aptly characterized the study of
education in the United States as being "centered on the
development of the school system as such, and on the way
in which the system had expressed American political and
religious values."l The temptation to see the development
of education in the army in such terms if compelling. 1In
his comprehensive study of the post schools for enlisted
men, Bruce White analyzed the motives of the army
educationists in terms similar to those of the civilian
educationists: idealism, professionalism, and moral
utility.2 Robert D. Miewald has interpreted the
development of the post schools in terms of organizational
dynamics.3

This study reaffirms the conclusions of White and
Miewald, yet attempts to go a step beyond. O0’Boyle has
suggested an alternative methodology for the analysis of
nineteenth-century education, one utilizing ’common units
of analysis,’ in this instance, occupational groups.4 In

choosing a group of professional soldiers within the rank




xiii
and file, i.e. the noncommissioned officers and privates
selected for advancement to the noncommissioned grades,
education given in the army may be studied in terms of the
occupations of these men and the material circumstances
attending those occupations.

This cannot be done to the exclusion of a more
traditional examination of system, politics and religion,
however. Indeed, they are crucial to the interpretation.
Yet by keeping central to the methodology of the study an
analysis of occupations, a more balanced syntheses emerges.
Lastly, O’Boyle identifies a problem in such an analysis;
"to determine the precise fashion in which school and
society interact."3 Only the reader may judge whether or

not this question had been adequately resolved.



NONCOMMISSIONED OFFICERS AND REFORM

When enlisted men absent themselves from their units they
risk the military crime of desertion. Desertion ran high
in the nineteenth century; averaged between war and
peacetime, a quarter of the Regular Army deserted. When
an amnesty was proclaimed in 1873 it was discovered that
about one-third of the army were deserters. The reform
movement was motivated in large part by the desire to stem
this tide of desertion.l

The commissioned officer, on the other hand, may
return to civil life at will through the instrument of
resignation, the traditional privilege of the gentleman.
Resignations tended to rise sharply in times of danger or
financial deprivation. In the crisis year of 1778 at
Valley Forge, so many officers resigned that it was
reported of Washington "that his Excellency expressed fears
of being left alone with the soldiers."2

Into this void stepped the noncommissioned officer as
the authority of the officer devolved, of necessity, upon

him. Not being able to resign, the noncommissioned officer




had either to desert or take charge. How he used that
authority might depend upon the needs of his soldiers. It
was a Sergeant Williams, a propertied Pennsylvanian and
British army deserter, who, along with a board of eleven
other sergeants, led a mutiny of the Pennsylvania line in
1781 and marched his men along with six pieces of artillery
from Morristown and Princeton to negotiate with Governor
Reed and the Committee of Congress for the soldiers’ pay.3
Mature leadership was required on such occasions as was
attested by a corporal during the Civil War:

To add to our physical miseries, the morale

of our company was lowered by the

resignations of two of our officers,

leaving us under a rough, inconsiderate

lieutenant, who treated us as he had

treated men before the mast when he had

been the mate of a ship. Our orderly (top)

sergeant, Frank Osborn, an uneducated man

of high character, stood between us and

conditions almost approaching mutiny.

Officers might also apply to the War Department for
leave, usually from one to eight months in length, with the
possibility of extension upon further application. Sick
leave offered easy opportunity for abuse of this privilege
and an officer might use his ostensible illness to visit
family during a harsh frontier winter. Leave could also be
used to size-up employment opportunities in the civilian

community while he considered the merits of tendering his

resignation or returning to active duty.5




1. Detached Service

The greatest cause of officer absenteeism prior to the
Great War was the system of detached service. Since the
establishment of the Regular Army in 1775, the Congress was
unwilling to provide for any but fighting men to fill the
three arms of the service; infantry, mounted, and
artillery. Each appropriation act set forth in detail
tables of organization for each regiment of the line, units
often officered only on paper, many of the assigned
officers to be found on detached service to the numerous
duty positions with the staff necessary to the functioning
of the army, yet not funded or provided for by Congress, to
include the Departments of Adjutant General, Inspector
General, Judge Advocate General and the Quartermaster
General, the Subsistence, Pay, Medical and Ordnance
Departments, and Engineer Corps. Thus only the line was
funded and the staff was filled by officers of the line
detached to the staff for several years each, while their
positions in the line were vacant. In the absence of these
officers, it became the burden of the noncommissioned
officers to maintain stability and provide leadership.

Over the course of the nineteenth century, detachment
to the staff at the expense of the line increased.
Particularly draining on the company grade officers were

assignments to the lower level staffs such as regimental







