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(This article was developed by the USAF First Sergeant Academy and provides an overview of the evolution of the First Sergeant.)


The First Sergeant has always held a highly visible, distinctive, and sometimes notorious position in the military unit. While there is little written history and many obscure gaps, we are able to follow some of the evolution of the First Sergeant.


The 17th century Prussian Army appears to have been the starting point for what was later called the First Sergeant in the American Army. The Prussian Army Feldwebel, or Company Sergeant, by today’s practice seems to have combined the duties of not only the First Sergeant, but of the Sergeant Major as well. Standing at the top of the noncommissioned hierarchy of rank, they were the “Overseers” of the company’s enlisted personnel.   To this end, they kept the Hauptman, or Company Commander, informed of everything that went on in the company; whether NCOs were performing their duties in a satisfactory manner, that training was properly accomplished, and finally, that at the end of a busy day, all soldiers were accounted for in their quarters. They were the only noncommissioned officers allowed to strike a soldier.  An especially disorderly soldier could be given three or four blows, with the Feldwebel’s cane. They were forbidden to flog a soldier, and the Feldwebel who overstepped his authority in this manner would themselves be pilloried. Moreover, they were to see that none of the NCOs beat their soldiers.


In setting up the American Army, General Washington relied heavily on the talents of General Baron Von Steuben. During this time, Von Steuben wrote what is referred to as the “Blue Book of Regulations”. This “Blue Book” covered most of the organizational, administrative, and disciplinary details necessary to operate the Continental Army.  


While Von Steuben outlined the duties of such NCOs as the Sergeant Major, Quartermaster Sergeant and other key NCO’s, it was to the Company First Sergeant, the American equivalent of the Prussian Feldwebel, that he directed most of his attention. This noncommissioned officer, chosen by the officers of the company, was the linchpin of the company and the discipline of the unit. The conduct of the troops, their exactness in obeying orders and the regularity of their manners, would “in large measure, depend upon the First Sergeant’s vigilance.” The First Sergeant therefore must be “intimately acquainted with the character of every soldier in the company and should take great pains to impress upon their minds the indispensable necessity of the strictest obedience as the foundation of order and regularity.” Their tasks of maintaining the duty roster in an equitable manner, taking “the daily orders in a book and showing them to their officers, making the morning report to the captain of the state of the company in the form prescribed, and at the same time, acquainting them with anything material that may have happened in the company since the preceding report,” all closely resembled the duties of the 17th century company sergeant.  


The First Sergeant also kept a company descriptive book under the captain’s supervision. These descriptive books listed the names, ages, heights, places of birth, and prior occupations of all enlisted in the company. The Army maintained the books until about the first decade of the 20th century when they were finally replaced by the “Morning Report”.  


Since the First Sergeant was responsible for the entire company, he was, in Von Steuben’s words, “not to go on duty, unless with the whole company, but is to be in camp quarters to answer any call that may be made”. On the march or on the battlefield, they were “Never to lead a platoon or section, but always to be a file-closer in the formation of the company, their duty being in the company like the adjutant’s in the regiment”.



For any First Sergeant who has received a telephone call at 0230 from the Security Police or marched at the rear of the Squadron Mass, there may be reason to believe that little has changed since Von Steuben. To a large extent that is true, but there have been some changes over the years.



It wasn’t until the early 1830’s period that any significant changes came about. NCOs were already distinguished by various colored epaulettes and other distinctive trappings, but now the First Sergeant was distinguished from fellow NCO’s by a red sash around his waist.

Another development of that period was formal recognition, in the form of increased pay for the Company First Sergeant. A new pay scale enacted by Congress in 1833 established the rates as follows: Sergeant Major, Quartermaster Sergeant, and Chief Musician - $16.00 per month; First Sergeant of a Company - $15.00 per month; all other Sergeants - $12.00 per month; corporal - $8.00 per month; musicians and private soldiers, - $6.00 per month. Compare that to the First Sergeant’s pay in 1944 of $185.00 per month and today’s pay of just under 2,000.00 dollars.



The regulations for the uniform of the Army of the United States in 1847, authorized the wear of chevrons on the fatigue jacket for noncommissioned officers. It also authorized the lozenge (or French diamond) to designate the First Sergeant. Indications are that this was the first appearance of the diamonds as insignia devices.

As the years went by, little had changed in the life of First Sergeants.  Perhaps the most significant and enduring aspect of the position is recognition of the importance of the First Sergeant. The following is a quote from an article by Colonel Charles A. Romeyn, printed in The Calvary Journal, July 1925:  “After many years effort, we at last got our First Sergeants a big increase in pay. Yet, I believe we have not gone far enough. They are the most important enlisted person in the Army, give them the most pay and I almost feel like making all Second Lieutenants salute them. The ones I have worked with in the past and many others, I would gladly give the first salute. The First Sergeant is the Captain’s Chief of Staff. A poor one will ruin a good troop no matter what kind of Captain they have. And many a poor Captain has had his reputation saved and his troop kept, or made good, by a fine First Sergeant. Am I right?”



In 1947, when the Air Force became a separate service, the First Sergeant faced some changes too. The Air Force First Sergeant became a position rather than a rank and position. The AFSCs for First Sergeant began as 731X0s with ranks of E-6 or higher. In the late sixties, the AFSC changed to 10070 and 10090 and at the same time allowed new First Sergeants from any career field. April 1971 saw the deletion of Technical Sergeants (E-6) as First Sergeants except those who had been selected for E-7. Recently our AFSC changed to 8F000.



Yes, many years have passed from the caning of disorderly soldiers by the Feldwebel , to the inspector and records keeper of Fredrick Von Steuben’s “Blue Book”, to the sash wearing, sword toting soldiers of the 1830s, all the way to today’s First Sergeant who exercises general supervision over assigned enlisted personnel. Yet, one theme remains clear. The First Sergeant is now, and always has been, in the business of helping people.

(The following articles provide additional history regarding the first sergeant position within the American military.  The reader should note that the majority of the information is focused primarily on the early development of the position within the United States Army.
____________________________________________________________________________________________
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Instructions for the First Sergeant of a Company

(This article provides the earliest known reference to the First Sergeant within the American military and is widely referenced in other articles that address first sergeant history.)


The soldier having acquired that degree of confidence of his officers as to be appointed first sergeant of the company, should consider the importance of his office; that the discipline of the company, the conduct of the men, their exactness in obeying orders, and the regularity of their manners, will in great measure depend on his vigilance.


He should be intimately acquainted with the character of every soldier of the company, and should take great pains to impress upon their minds the indispensable necessity of the strictest obedience, as the foundation of order and regularity.


He will keep the details of the company, and never warn a man out of his turn, unless particularly ordered so to do.


 He must take the daily orders in a book kept by him for that purpose, and show them to his officers.


He must every morning make a report to the captain of the state of the company, in the form prescribed; and at the same time acquaint him with anything material that may have happened in the company since the preceding report.



He must parade all guards and detachments furnished by his company, examine their arms, ammunition, accoutrements and dress, before he carries them to the parade; and if any man appears unfit, he must supply his place with another, and have a defaulter punished.  For this purpose he must always warn a man or two more than ordered, to serve as a reserve, who, if not wanted, will return to their companies.



He will keep the company book (under the inspection of the captain) in which he will enter the name and description of every non-commissioned officer and soldier; his trade and occupation; the place of his birth and usual residence; where when and for what term he enlisted; the bounty paid him; the arms, ammunition, accouterments, clothing and necessaries delivered him, with their marks and numbers, and the times when delivered; also copies of all returns, furloughs, discharges, and every casualty that happens in the company.



When each soldier shall be provided with a small book, the first sergeant is to enter therein the soldier’s name, a copy of his enlistment, the bounty paid him, the arms, accouterments, clothing and necessaries delivered him, with their marks and numbers:  For this purpose he must be present at all distributions in his company; and as often as arms, clothing &c, are delivered, he must enter them in the soldiers as well as the company’s book.



The first sergeant is not to go on any duty unless with the whole company; but is to be always in camp or quarters, to answer any call that may be made.



He is never to lead a platoon or section, but is always to be a file-closer in the formation of the company, his duty being in the company like the adjutant’s in the regiment.
 

____________________________________________________________________________________________
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A Handbook for the Rank and File of the Army

The First Sergeant

(This article provides a view of the duties and responsibilities of the US Army First Sergeant in 1865.  Compare and contrast these duties with the present day duties and responsibilities of a USAF First Sergeant.  Certain items are omitted due to the length of the article)

The duties of first sergeant are peculiar to his position, and require capacity and knowledge superior to those of other sergeants.  Whilst he does not rank as high as some others, nor receive as much pay, his position is one of the most responsible and most honorable that non-commissioned officers can occupy.  

The first sergeant is selected by the captain of the company from the other first sergeants, without regard to rank, and commissioned by the commanding officer of the regiment.  He may be reduced, like other non-commissioned officers, by the commanding officer on the recommendation of the company commander, or by sentence of court martial.  The pay of first sergeants of artillery, cavalry, and infantry is twenty-four dollars per month, with one ration and an allowance of clothing.

He has the immediate supervision of the company.  He gets his orders from the captain or officer commanding the company, and sees that they are performed in the company.  He is, in fact, the foreman; the men are the artisans.  He lays out and superintends the details of the work which the captain has directed to be executed.  

Orders received from the commanding officer or other officer by the first sergeant should be communicated to the company commander at once, before being obeyed, if there is time.  Under any circumstances, they should be reported to him as soon as possible.  Whenever the orderly call sounds, the first sergeant repairs to regimental or post headquarters to receive the orders or instructions, and, if they are at all unusual, they should be communicated to the company commander without delay.

An hour is generally established for assembling the orderlies or first sergeants, usually at noon, for the distribution of orders and announcement of details, and for communicating any alteration in the ordinary routine.  The published orders should be copied in the company order book; and it is best, also, to make memorandums of any other orders or instructions received.

He keeps the rosters, and makes all the details; he superintends the company clerk, and assists him in making out all the required papers.  These duties are fully explained in “The Company Clerk” and therefore omitted here,  

He should memorize the roster of the company in alphabetical order, so that he can at all hours form the company and call the roll, day or night.  Much natural shrewdness is required in this duty, to associate in the memory the name, face, and voice of the soldier and his proper position in the ranks; for the men are frequently in the habit of answering for absentees, and if they find out that the sergeant can be deceived in this respect they are very likely to practice it on him.  

There should be a uniform method of forming the company; and there is no reason why there should be a difference in the different corps or in different regiments.  At all roll calls the first sergeant takes his place six or eight paces, according as the company is small or large, in front of and opposite the centre of his company, facing towards it.  The roll is then called, commencing with “Sergeants” Adams, Smith &c, in the order of rank until all are called; then “Corporals” Brown, Jones &c, and finally “Privates” Ames, Brown Cox, &c, in alphabetical order.  As each name is called they answer “Here” and if with arms at a support they come to “shoulder” and finally to “order arms,” immediately on answering to their names; if with sabers or pistols drawn, they return them to their scabbards.

After the roll has been called, the first sergeant turns to the officer superintending the roll call, and reports the absentee by name.  If none are absent without proper authority, he reports “All present or accounted for.”  If the officer should then take command of the company, the first sergeant takes his post on the right of the company and acts as the right guide.

The first sergeant makes out the morning report and signs it, and then submits it to the commanding officer of the company for his signature, after which it is handed in to the regimental or post commander.  To make it correctly the first sergeant should be constantly posted on the changes in the company, as the report is valuable only in proportion to its correctness.  It should be a correct statement of the company, in order that the commanding officer may each day be able to know the condition of his command.  

The sick report must always be made up in the morning before the morning report, in order that the report may be accurate as to the number of men for duty.  For duty means all the men available for the legitimate duties of the soldier; and the column “for duty” should show the effective strength for actual service of the company for each day.  

The first sergeant should be quartered with the men, and, when possible, has a separate room.  He has general supervision over all company property, -the quartermaster and commissary sergeant assisting in the details.  He keeps rosters of all the property issued to the men and non-commissioned officers, and sees that the surplus property is cared for and properly stored.

He sees that all other non-commissioned officers do their duty; he holds the chiefs of squads responsible for the condition of their respective squads, and reports to the captain when any one neglects his duty in any respect.

He is usually empowered by the captain to confine soldiers and arrest non-commissioned officers for offenses.   In these cases he always reports the confinement and arrest to be by order of the captain or company commander at once, in order that he may be prepared to sustain him in the act, or correct it if he does not approve of his action.

He makes all the details from the company, and sees that a record is kept on the roster.  He parades the details, inspects them, and sees that they are properly equipped for the duty they are to perform, and then turns them over to a non-commissioned officer to be marched to their posts, or marches them there himself.  He generally marches the guard detail himself.

“The First Sergeant” by Colonel Charles A. Romeyn



Cavalry Journal, July 1925

Have  you ever known your ideal of a First Sergeant? Do you know what you want in a First Sergeant?

In my opinion the First Sergeant is the most important enlisted man in the Army; the perfect one is most hard to find.  .In talking to a Reserve officer today I grew reminiscent on the subject and he told me he had never known what a perfect First Sergeant should be.  


Our ideals do not all correspond and it sometimes happens that in certain companies certain characteristics in a First Sergeant must be more evident than in another company.


World War literature has given many people in and out of the Army the idea that a First Sergeant, “the top kick” is a hard boiled, hard fisted, hard hearted boss like the bucko mate of the sailing ship of a past generation.  I

have seen such First Sergeants, and the only time I found one of va1ue was in a troop which, recruited in the spring of 1899 had the toughest enlisted personnel I ever saw and which had practically mutinied under a former, weak First Sergeant.  In other cases I have found such First Sergeants usually caused dissatis​faction, disloyalty and desertions.


We cannot always find a perfect First Sergeant in a company—sometimes he isn’t there. I had “H” Troop of the 2nd Cavalry from March, 1906 to May, 1917, (less two years, July, 1912, to May, 1914, when I was at Leaven​worth) and commanded troops of the 10th Cavalry and 13th Cavalry, most of the time I was a Second and First Lieutenant. Since those days I have been Lieutenant Colonel of a National Army, Infantry regiment and was, in com​mand of the 2nd Cavalry for two years. In all that time I have known but two for my ideal First Sergeants. I have known about a dozen other First Sergeants that nearly met my ideals—perhaps I am unduly prejudiced in favor of my first and last as a troop commander—and I believe it due these men to name them—the finest soldiers I have known. They are Saint Foster, 10th Cavalry; Herbert and Mee, 13th Cavalry; Doyle, Hooper, Rybacki, Aydelot, Washburn, Burnett, Beck, Hiller, 2nd Cavalry.

I am glad to give my two ideals credit by naming them—First Sergeant Barnes (I regret that I have forgotten his first name), Troop “F”, 10th Cav​alry, and 1st Sergeant Charles Craig, Troop “H”, 2nd Cavalry.

These two men, one colored, one white, were sober (absolutely teetotal​ers); loyal, on the job at all times; knew their paper-work thoroughly and knew also the paper-work and responsibilities of the Supply Sergeant, Stable Sergeant and Mess Sergeant; physically active; fine rifle and pistol shots and horsemen; able to man-handle a drunk when necessary, but never using need​less violence; sympathetic, and tactful with recruits (and recruit officers!), called by their first names on the ball field, but “Sergeant Barnes” and “Sergeant Craig” in the orderly room ---- leaders of men! 

These men either reformed or drove out the drunkards in their troops (reformed a good many).  Studied their officers, so as to foresee their wishes.  Studied their men, so as to be able to recommend the best for promotion; studied the horses of their troop, (although not stable sergeants) so as to know the habits and qualities of them; absolutely fair and square to enlisted men or officers.

Probably many officers will not agree with me on all of my requirements, but let us consider them a little more in detail.

Sobriety: A First Sergeant should be a model for recruits. He must be ready for duty at any moment. One drink when tired or hungry may intoxi​cate a man. I know of nothing more aggravating than a drunken non-com​missioned officer in an emergency.

Loyalty: The Captain must be sure that his wishes and ideas are carried out.  Only deep loyalty will ensure this.  This loyalty includes the right of the First Sergeant to disagree with the Captain, argue a point, and then, even if not convinced, loyally carry out the wishes of the Captain. 

On the job:  The First Sergeant Must know what is going on.  Pay days he must be around the barracks for twenty-four hours or more.  He must always be where he can be found without much searching.  He must, if mar​ried, make occasional night inspections.

Knowledge of paper work:  He is the man to break in a new troop clerk (or be able to do the work himself), help out a new Supply Sergeant or Stable Sergeant or Mess Sergeant and should be able to check them up.

Physically active:  A First Sergeant does not often have to manhandle enlisted men, but should be able to. With the enormous amount of work he has to supervise he should be physically quick and tireless.

Sympathetic and tactful:  When I find a troop having many desertions when other troops at the same station are not, I suspect a tyrannical Captain or First Sergeant.  He must be loyal to his Captain’s policies. He can do a lot in advising recruits and preventing their being hazed.  A tactful First Sergeant will also be a great help to a shavetail lieutenant!  I learned a lot from Barnes and other old First Sergeants of the 10th.

Marksmanship and Horsemanship:  A First Sergeant must have the respect,— yes, admiration,—of the men.  If he is a dub shot and in the mounted service, a dub horseman, he will be ridiculed rather than admired.  He must be human rather than a martinet.  I would not recommend that a recruit call any First Ser​geant by his first name anywhere—but the First Sergeant who insists on all formal​ities at all times will be sneered at and obeyed only through fear.

After many years effort we at last got our First Sergeants a big increase in pay.  Yet I believe we have not gone far enough.  He is the most impor​tant enlisted man in the Army.   Give him the most pay and I almost feel like making all Second Lieutenants salute him.  The ones I have named and many others I would gladly give the first salute.  The First Sergeant is the Captain’s Chief of Staff.  A poor one will ruin a good troop no matter what kind of a Captain he has.  And many a poor Captain has had his reputation saved and his troop kept, or made, a good troop by a fine First Sergeant.  Am I right?

____________________________________________________________________________________________
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By L. R. Arms 



Throughout American history military leaders have viewed the first sergeant as the key to the development of a good company.  The order and discipline of the troops, their care and well being, have always been the focal points of the first sergeant’s job.


During the American Revolution in 1779, Inspector General Frederich Von Steuben set forth the duties of the first sergeant in his Regulations for the Order and Discipline of Troops of the United States.  Von Steuben instructed all first sergeants to…”be intimately acquainted with the character of every soldier of the company,” and to “impress upon their minds the indispensable necessity of the strictest obedience….”


He further instructed the first sergeants to maintain a company book.  The company book contained the name and  description of every non-commissioned officer and soldier; his trade and occupation, the place of his birth and usual residence; where, when and for what term he was enlisted (sic); the bounty paid him, the arms, ammunition, accouterments, clothing and necessaries delivered him, with their marks and numbers, and the time when delivered; also copies of returns, furloughs, discharges, and every casualty that happens in the company.  The company book was the precursor of the modern records system.


Von Steuben viewed the first sergeant’s duty in a company of soldiers as similar to the role of the adjutant at the regimental level.  The first sergeant was the senior NCO at the company level.  The company commander chose the first sergeant and could dismiss him at will.  In tactical formation, the first sergeant stood directly behind the company commander.  This held true for the better part of a century while companies fought in lines. 


There are few clues as to changes in the duties of first sergeants after the Revolution.  The 1830 Abstract of Infantry Tactics, for example, stated little about what the first sergeant should do.  It did point out that “when promotions take place among the non-commissioned officer, the first sergeant will be required to instruct the new sergeant and corporals.”


During the late 1800s and early 1900s the number of NCO ranks grew as technical innovations led to a proliferation of NCO ranks at the regimental level.  The first sergeant retained his position, just above the sergeant, but a great number of NCO ranks were placed above him.  This diminished the prestige of the first sergeant.  Still, the first sergeant remained the senior NCO of a company.  Moss’ Noncommissioned Officer’s Manual of 1909, reflected the beginning of a revival in prestige for first sergeants.  Moss devoted an entire chapter to the first sergeant’s duties, listing records, reports, files and books to be kept – 14 in all.  The chapter begins with the statement:  “It has been said that the Captain is the proprietor of the company and the First Sergeant is the foreman.”

Moss’ snapshot of a first sergeant’s day included:  “Taking reveille roll call; entering the names of sick on the Sick Report, and sending the report and the sick to the hospital by a non-commissioned officer (generally the Non-commissioned Officer in Charge of Quarters); making out the morning report and the passes; getting the Company Commander to sign them and then taking them to post headquarters at First Sergeants’ Call to receive the Morning Report, the guard and fatigue details for the following day and posting same on the company bulletin board; forming the company and calling the roll for all drills, ceremonies and other formations; exercising supervision over the official correspondence of the company, and preparing for the signature of the Company Commander all the reports and returns that are to be rendered the next day, and the discharges and final statements of men to be discharged the following day.”  This busy day was average for a first sergeant.  


In 1920, after the First World War, NCO ranks underwent a dramatic restructuring.  The Army discontinued all ranks indicating position, except the first sergeant.  It introduced the rank of staff sergeant  as an intermediate rank between the sergeant and the first sergeant.  This restructuring increased the prestige of the first sergeant and placed him near the top of all NCO ranks.  Now, the first sergeant equaled a technical sergeant in rank.  Only the master sergeant outranked him.


On 16 June 1942, the Pay Readjustment Act established a new enlisted grade system, making the first sergeant equal to a master sergeant.  The first sergeant and master sergeant shared honors as the senior NCOs of their day.  Company commanders still appointed and dismissed first sergeants, but first sergeants now equaled a battalion or regimental sergeant major in rank.  In addition, the greater number of NCOs in the company also added the first sergeant’s prestige.  The new regulations stated that the first sergeant was to be chosen from the first line sergeants, not supply, mess, or motor sergeants.  The regulations made it clear that the first sergeant would be chosen for his ability to lead men.  This emphasis on leadership in subsequent regulations continued in Army Regulation 600-201, dated 20 June 1956, which established the NCO as an enlisted commander of troops.  It set principles and criteria for the identification, development and recognition of the prerogative and privileges to be accorded NCOs.  A soldier’s promotion was now recognized Army-wide, not just in his regiment.  The custom that the “stripes stayed with the unit” passed into oblivion.  For the first time, the company commander lost his ability to appoint and dismiss first sergeants on his or her own initiative.  The 1950a NCO handbook described the first sergeant’s role as the maintainer of the continuity.  The first sergeant was expected to remain with the unit while officers came and went regularly.  He was also the company’s “First Soldier” and one of the men. 

A decade later on the eve of Vietnam, the NCO guidebook 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.”  This was a change for first sergeants.

There were several reasons for distancing the first sergeant from his men.  While the basic nature of the first sergeant’s duties changed little with time, the structure of the company and the requirements to administer the company grew.  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 sergeant trained new corporals and sergeants.  With the creation of the new staff sergeant and sergeant first class ranks, NCOs holding these new ranks could conduct the training.  


The first sergeant no longer had time to train junior 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 it was nearly 78 percent, greatly increasing the number of NCOs in a company.  

Seeing the need to formalize instruction for first sergeants, the Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) opened the U.S, Army First Sergeant Course at the Sergeants Major Academy in 1981.  In 1983, a second First Sergeant Course opened in Europe, though it eventually closed in 1989 as part of a drawdown.  The First Sergeant Course is designed to train sergeants first class and master sergeants in the duties of the first sergeant position.  The course of instruction brought a heightened degree of professionalism to first sergeant duties not previously available.

The first sergeant position, although constant in nature, has grown consistently in prestige since the days of Von Steuben.

Always, the first sergeant has been the key to a good company.  Von Steuben expressed that importance when he instructed the company first sergeant to “consider the importance of his office; that the discipline of the company, the conduct of the men, their exactness in obeying orders, and the regularity of their manners, will in great measure depend on his vigilance.”

Arms is the curator of the Museum of the Noncommissioned Officer, Ft. Bliss, TX   
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By Dr. Robert Bouilly


How do you tell who’s a first sergeant? Easy.  Look for the soldier chevron that has a hollow diamond in the center.  These days the hollow yellow diamond is surmounted by these three stripes above the three rockers below.  It’s pretty much the same in the Marine Corps except that the diamond is a solid olive drab on a red background.


Where did the diamond come from?  Tough question.  The 1847 Army uniform regulation decreed for the first time that first sergeants would be identified through the wearing of a hollow diamond along the rank chevrons.  Ever since, the hollow diamond has been the mark of the Army first sergeant.  In times past, the diamond has been different colors depending on the branch of the wearer/  Sometimes the diamond has been big, sometimes rather small, but always hollow.  The only exception has come with the adoption of subdued pin-ons beginning in 1981.  These metal insignia are so small that the diamond is solid and, of course, black, as is the whole pin-on.


We don’t know why the Army uniform designers tended to copy current European military fashion in the first half of the nineteenth century – particularly the English.  By the time of the Napoleanic Wars (1800 – 1815) some British units had taken to showing rank designation through the use of chevrons.  


This still doesn’t explain the diamond.  Perhaps the diamond came from the waistcoat of previous uniforms.  In the Revolutionary War, the long coats had a tieback system near the knee which allowed the wearer to pull back the front of the coat and fasten it to the back, so marching would be easier.  General Washington decreed that the reinforcements  for this hook and eye system would be a red heart.  (They really did pay this kind of attention to little detail).  The British uniform was similar, and some diamond-shaped reinforcements are known.


Anyway, styles changed and the long coat of the Army uniform became more abbreviated so that there was no real need for a tieback system for marching.  Still, the uniform retained a stylized representation of the tieback on what would be called today the tail of the coat.  The patch now appeared to 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 changed again, and the Army uniform 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 a 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 younger days.  Whatever the reason, the hollow diamond has been around a long time now, and has served the NCO Corps well.  Chances are that it will remain for some time to come.  

Bouilly is the historian for USAMA Ft Bliss, TX

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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By CSM John S. Acock



Prior to Roman times the military world of the private was plunged in darkness.  First sergeants  didn’t exist and chaos and discipline ruled.  However, by 16 B.C. the Roman Army under Emperor Augustus created the logical position, the right arm of the centurion or company commander.  They called the soldier who held this position the signifier or standard bearer.  He was responsible not only for guarding and caring for the Verillium or guidon, but also for the administration of the company.  



The signifier wore lion or bearskins over their armor, to highlight the importance of their position.  Thanks to the signifier, the Roman Army moved from success to success until, like all empires, the Romans grew lazy and were conquered by their neighbors.



Once again, the world of the private soldier grew shadowy as the dark ages rolled over the known world and the first sergeant was forgotten.  Then, in 1630, Gustavus Adolphus became King of Sweden and joined the 30-year War raging in Central Europe.  He swiftly reorganized his army and gave authority and responsibility back to the NCO, especially to the senior NCO in each company.  He also introduced standard uniforms and badges of rank that allowed the senior sergeant or first sergeant to stand out as he had done in Roman times.  Seeing how good the Swedish army was, others rushed to copy it and to the great joy of privates in all successful armies the position of first sergeant endures to this day.



Yes, every successful army had them—the Prussians and later the Germans call them Hauptfeldwebel, the French called them sergeant major, the British called them company sergeant major, and the U.S. Army called them first sergeant.  Their duties in every army were almost identical—administrators, trainers, enforcers of standards and discipline.  But what do we know about these vital soldiers of earlier times?


Libraries are full of the memoirs of generals, colonels and occasionally captains.  But first sergeants served and faded away—no one thinking that what they had done was worth writing about.  They’d just done their duty, so, to understand more we must turn to the works of fiction, which, after all, are generally anchored in reality.


In German military novels the Feldwebel is again and again referred to as the father or mother of the company—the provider, disciplinarian, counselor and example setter.  And perhaps nowhere is this better illustrated than in the character of Feldwebel Steiner in Willi Heinrich’s novel, “Cross of Iron” where Steiner repeatedly leads his soldiers through the horrors of the eastern front with wisdom, courage and rough, yet caring, discipline.  His professional skills coupled with his ability to set the example are the keys to his success. 



For the French view we turn to the immortal novel of the Foreign Legion, Beau Geste,” by P.C. Wren.  The subject here is Sergeant Major LeJaune, described as “A fierce looking thick-set dark man, with the face and figure of a prize fighter—glaring of eye and immaculately uniformed.”  Though feared by his soldiers, he quickly earns their confidence and respect when he takes command of the company upon the commanding officer’s death and subsequent attack by hostile arms.  The main character says of LeJaune:  “There was no doubt that he knew his job.  I admired his military skill and ability as a commander and I began to understand how soldiers love a good leader.”  



For the British viewpoint, the novels of George MacDonald Fraser describe life in a Highland Regiment during WWII.  The author repeatedly shows his respect for the Company Sergeant Major MacKintosh, who he describes as “six and a quarter feet of kilted, polished splendor whose long experience and depth of character made him a subject of admiration for all ranks.  CSM MacKintosh was the guardian of company tradition, the organizer of all ceremonies who was sought after by all those needing advice in matters of drill or military custom.  He was chiefly, a father-figure, calm yet at times frightening when driven to anger by the failings of a subordinate or senior.”


Last, but not least, the American view of the first sergeant may be seen in the novel “From Here to Eternity,” by James Jones.  He writes:  “First Sergeant Milton Anthony Warden came out from the orderly room of G company to watch the company line up for drill.  He stood erect.  In his tight shirt the round bunches of muscle bulged at the tips of his shoulders, his uniform was neatly pressed despite the heat and his boots glistened.  Milton Anthony Warden was 34 years old.  In the eight months he’d been a topkicker of G company he’d wrapped that outfit around his waist like a money belt and buttoned his shirt over it.  He had pulled this slovenly organization out of the pitfalls of lax administration.  In fact, he was amazed at how adept he was at anything he put his hand to.  He was proud of himself and knew that the men both feared and respected him.”



After examining these famous first sergeants of fiction, I’ve now extracted what I consider the major common traits and abilities evident in all of them:

· They were all highly competent in their profession and therefore able to care for their soldiers by helping them survive even the worst situations.

· They all had superb bearing and the ability to set the example for their soldiers to emulate.

· They all had displayed courage, either in combat or in the daily standing up for what is right in the Army life.

· They each had the ability if and when needed, to instill fear, thereby enforcing discipline in their soldiers.

· The sum of these qualities resulted in their being deeply respected by subordinates and superiors alike.

Every first sergeant and first sergeant-to-be should think of these qualities as they join that long line that leads back to the Roman Signifier and make that line proud.

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

Origin of the Term “First Shirt” or “Shirt”

(The following information was taken from an unofficial first sergeant web site)

1. I was told many years ago by my dad (Army FSgt), its an old cavalry name, circa 1850-1860s, the young troops called the First Sergeant the First Shirt because when forts received the shipments of uniforms the “top” had the honor of getting first dibbs.  Hence, he became known as the “First Shirt” and has over the years been shortened to “Shirt”

2. Back in the days of yore, when first sergeants had the responsibility for latrines and camp sanitation, it was not uncommon to see a group of enlisted troops digging ditches.  Of course they were supervised by the First Sergeant.

It was a hot and dirty job so the First Sergeant gave his troops permission to remove their shirts while performing details.

An officer came by and asked some of the troops who was in charge.  Their response was the First Sergeant.  The officer asked who that might be.  He was directed to walk down the line of ditch diggers and speak to the man who was still wearing the shirt (First sergeants never remove their shirts, nor do they use umbrellas) Yeah…they told him to talk to the first shirt he sees.

3. Up until the first couple of years of the 1940’s the pay scale was inverted.  In other words you entered the Air Corps as an E-7 and worked your way up to E-1.  The E-1 in the unit was referred to as the First Sergeant, hence the E-1 of the unit.


