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Leading the Way… 

 “…my pack is on my back, my gun is oiled and loaded as I walk into the shadow 

of death, I fear no son-of-a-bitch.”1 The statement jumped off the page of the hastily 

scribbled page. As Major John M. Jones peered through the letters of his men, acting as 

censor for the United States Army, the young private’s words stood out. Writing to his 

family one last time before the unit stepped off, maybe the young man was reassuring 

himself more than anything of his fortitude for the coming operation. Volunteering for 

“…a dangerous and hazardous operation – somewhere”2, the private and the rest of the 

5307th Composite Unit (provisional) found themselves in Ningbyen, Burma about to 

embark towards China. Over three thousand American soldiers answered the president’s 

cryptic call in the late summer of 1943. Men volunteered from the Caribbean, the Pacific 

and all over the United States without knowing anything about their mission or 

destination. That letter and others like it represents the last opportunity for many of the 

men in the unit to write to their loved ones, as nothing but five months of non-stop 

combat in some of the most difficult terrain in the world lay ahead of them. Fighting the 

battle hardened Japanese 18th Division through thick jungle and over razor sharp 

mountain ridges, the unit pushed ever closer to China as the vital Ledo road was hastily 

constructed in their wake. By August of 1944, only two hundred of the original three 

thousand Americans were still standing as death, injury, and disease had taken an 

unprecedented toll on the unit.3 Captain Fred Lyons remarked in an interview years later, 

that by the end of their journey “…All I wanted was unconsciousness.”4  

 Better known as Merrill’s Marauder, for their commander Frank Merrill, the unit 

was disbanded shortly after their final action that August. Reorganized into the 475th 

Infantry for the remainder of the war, the unit’s heritage lived on. In 1954 the unit 

became the 75th Infantry regiment, which in Vietnam would become the 75th Ranger 

Regiment. The legacy of Merrill and his Marauders are carried forward and today 

                                                 
1 Jones, Major John M. “War Diary of 5307th Composite Unit (Provisional) – Beginning 15 January 1944.” 

Donovan Research Library, Ft. Benning, Georgia. D787.25 .J 718.. 30. 
2 Ibid, 1. 
3 Charles Hunter served as a colonel within the 5307th and his personal account based off of his wartime 

journals claims that only two of the units’ members were never injured/hospitalized. Hunter, Charles N. 

Galahad. San Antonio: Nayler Co, 1963. 215. 
4 Lyons, Fred O. (Capt) Merrill’s Marauders in Burma, Interview with Paul Wilder, 1945. 
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represented on the U.S. Army Ranger’s beret patch, one color for each of the Marauder 

combat teams and the symbolic sun image of the C-B-I Theater.5 This link represents but 

a small portion of the long standing and interconnected history of the Ranger in American 

history. A fluid and evolving concept and identity, the American Ranger can be traced 

back to 1607 at Jamestown through to modern day. As one of the oldest American6 

military traditions, the evolving Ranger represents one of the fundamental symbols and 

markers of an American martial culture.  

The American Ranger represents the original American martial identity and the 

marker of an American martial culture.  As the Ranger developed and evolved, an 

American martial culture evolved alongside it. The American Ranger demonstrates the 

deeply interconnected relationship between the American martial culture and modes of 

irregular warfare. As the American military and its culture grew and evolved with the 

nation as a whole, the position of irregular warfare transitioned greatly. Originating in 

colonial times, the American martial culture embodied an irregular and extirpatively 

violent Ranger. Colonial rangers first distinguished themselves from their British heritage 

through an acceptance of irregular warfare. Growing from these beginnings the 19th 

century brought on the opening moments of modernization, the original irregular way of 

war was deemed outside the newly formulated ‘laws of war’. Deemed ‘uncivilized’ and 

‘savage’ the original American Ranger faded away as an unacceptable mode of warfare. 

As America entered into the Imperial age and began growing its influence on the global 

scale, the United States military increasingly became a force of occupation and 

pacification against indigenous partisan and irregular forces. Original rangers and their 

warfare represented the exact type of force that the American military increasingly was 

designed to fight as the 20th century opened. Following a period of ‘Ranger Amnesia’ in 

which no American rangers existed, the advent of the Second World War re-introduced 

irregular warfare to the American culture through the burgeoning realm of ‘special 

                                                 
5 75th Ranger Regiment Heritage. GoArmy.com. < http://www.goarmy.com/ranger/heritage.html>. 

Accessed October, 2015. 
6 The term American needs further qualification, and will henceforth be used to refer to the people and 

culture belonging to the United States. This project examines this population and its culture before the 

nation itself is created and continues to observe that culture as it develops into the late-20th century. This 

stance mandates that an American people and culture existed prior to the existence of the United States of 

America. 
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warfare’. Over the remainder of the century, through the Cold War and Korean and 

Vietnam conflicts, the American military continued to develop and accept special warfare 

as a fundamental piece of its martial culture. Currently, these special warfare forces 

represent some of the most potent and symbolic elements of American martial prowess. 

The prevailing American martial culture, at any chronological point, is informed by the 

role of the Ranger and his relationship with the American people and irregular warfare. 

As the American Ranger evolved as a concept, term, and identity over the course of 

American history, so did the American martial culture. 

The topic of a prevailing American military culture is continuously discussed 

within the historical discipline and is tackled by all levels of military historians. Their 

approaches vary from different periods and frameworks in assessing the development and 

evolution of a martial culture. The nature of the topic makes it difficult to obtain the total 

picture. Each successive work retains some shortfall; some angle unattainable through 

it’s’ processes. Even the seminal works dedicated to this enterprise contain unanswered 

questions. Russell Weigley, one of the pre-eminent voices on the issue, attempted to 

answer the question in The American Way of War. This pillar of the field argues that a 

singular military tradition can be traced through American history, with all conflicts 

fitting neatly within a selection of categories. American wars were either fought with a 

strategy of annihilation, where a nation seeks the complete destruction of their enemy’s 

military power, or attrition, in which the exhaustion and over-extension of ones’ enemies 

is the goal. Weigley continues to argue that America’s wars are fought toward limited or 

unlimited goals, the former seeking only specific gains while the latter only satisfied with 

the complete destruction of ones’ enemy. Weigley argues that the majority of American 

war making pursued unlimited goals via means of annihilation. He labels this the 

American Way of War. The only deviations from this mode occur during the War of 

Independence when the United States did not possess the material and manpower to 

prosecute a war in this manner.7 Weigley offers the discipline the first notion of a 

singular military identity, and with that a foundation for an entirely new field of debate.  

                                                 
7 Weigley, Russell Frank. The American Way of War; A History of United States Military Strategy and 

Policy. New York: Macmillan, 1973. p.xviii-xxiii 
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Following Weigley sits an entire discipline dedicated to understanding the issue 

of an American Way of war. Adrian Lewis’ The American Culture of War picks up where 

Weigley drops off. Targeting the period from the Second World War forward, Lewis 

argues that culture influences the way nations fight. Through a number of changes 

occurring over the course of the twentieth century involving the advent of the nuclear 

weapon and the emergence of a new American militarism, Lewis argues that the United 

States now practices a privatized way of war that has eliminated the American people 

from its conduct.8 Contrary to both Weigley and Grenier sits John Grenier’s The First 

Way of War which argues for a complete revision of early American warfare. Inserting a 

new host of actors from the colonial period Grenier argues that the original American 

way of war was built on irregular warfare targeted at the destruction of non-combatants 

and their property.9 This line of argument sits directly in the face of works like Lewis and 

Weigley as both a new origin point and a new perspective on American warfare is 

introduced. Grenier uses an examination of colonial militia, minutemen, and rangers to 

argue that American’s first way of war was created well before the United States.  

The three of these seminal texts together offer a solid foundation for the 

examination of an American way of war; or an American martial culture. These works 

function well together in a broader debate, but individually each of them contain 

limitations. First, all three works are constructed around limited scopes. Weigley ignores 

the colonial period and is unable to comment past the opening stages of Vietnam.10 

Grenier only attempts to discuss through the 1790s and Lewis begins his study with the 

Second World War. All leave considerable chronological gaps that demand investigation 

and connection. Second, while Lewis touches on a larger American cultural 

understanding in his work, both Grenier and Weigley leave their studies content at 

analyzing strictly the American way of War. This leaves a gap in understanding how the 

prosecution of warfare translates into the larger culture. Finally, the subjects of each 

                                                 
8 Lewis, Adrian R. The American Culture of War: The History of U.S. Military Force from World War II to 

Operation Iraqi Freedom. New York: Routledge, 2007. p.1-2. 
9 Grenier, John. The First Way of War: American War Making on the Frontier, 1607-1814. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2008. p.23. 
10 Weigley’s original work was published in 1973, leaving no real opportunity to effectively engage the 

American conflict in Vietnam. His treatment of this conflict is more of an epilogue than anything as he 

postulates a number of hypotheses on the future trajectory of American warfare. 
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analysis are lacking, as each work ignores some of the most crucial actors in American 

military history. Weigley and Lewis both tend to focus on institutionalized bodies of the 

US military (The Army, Navy and Marines) and tend to ignore smaller groups outside or 

on the fringe of the establishment. Each of these three works delivers insightful and 

agreeable arguments that help to define the field. In their wake there still remains 

opportunity to create a total picture of the American Way of War. 

An immense field such as this, with the quality and depth of work that exists, 

induced the initial question that spurred this project: Is it possible to examine the entirety 

of American military history whilst gaining an understanding of this prevailing martial 

culture and its’ effects on a broader American culture and identity? The answer to that 

question is yes. An examination of the American Ranger from its colonial origins to 

modern times can speak to each of these issues and attempt to fill all of the previously 

mentioned gaps. The American Ranger tradition can be traced back to 1607 at 

Jamestown. As the oldest American11 military tradition, the Ranger embodies one of the 

original identities that can be viewed as American. The Ranger persists in one form or 

another, through the entire American experience.  

This project will examine the American Ranger tradition from 1607 to modern 

day, in an attempt to address a number of questions. First and foremost, how did the 

American Ranger influence and inform an American martial culture as it developed and 

evolved throughout American history? Second, how did modes of irregular warfare factor 

into the formation of the American martial culture? Continuing a number of broader 

issues will be addressed, in what way does a society’s martial culture influence its larger 

culture? Culture can influence warfare, but in what capacity can warfare in turn then 

influence culture? 

Without proper foundation, discussion of terms like culture, martial culture, 

identity and even ranger can quickly lead into ambiguity. Regarding culture a firm 

                                                 
11 The term American needs further qualification, and will henceforth be used to refer to the people and 

culture belonging to the United States. This project examines this population and its culture before the 

nation itself is created and continues to observe that culture as it develops into the late-20th century. This 

stance mandates that an American people and culture existed prior to the existence of the United States of 

America. 
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definition is likely impossible and more than likely unusable, therefore a loose reference 

is more applicable. Culture can be defined as an inherited set of ideas and beliefs, shared 

by any size community, which influence the individual and collective decisions of that 

group.12 Cultures are inherently malleable, and evolve alongside the society and 

community from which they are manifested. As the ‘collective property’ of its people, a 

culture is best represented by the core elements and symbols of its people.13 Cultures 

center and develop around a number of subsets of these behaviors. Of prime example and 

importance to this study is the development of a community’s martial culture. As 

militaries and soldier exist as a subset of their parent society, they develop and pass on a 

subset of their culture that influences and outlines how that community relates to and 

prosecutes warfare. This martial culture is by definition a part of that society’s larger 

culture and is therefore influenced by that culture.14 This project substantiates that 

relationship works in reverse as well, arguing that a society’s overall culture can be 

influenced and observed through its martial culture.  

What is a Ranger?15 The American Ranger exists in a variety of forms and 

functions over the course of its existence, making a singular definition difficult to obtain. 

Historically Rangers are light infantry units that operate either separately from or in 

conjunction with conventional forces; undertaking unique tasks not assigned to traditional 

infantry units. The identity of the Ranger can be broken down into its most basic 

                                                 
12 This definition exists as simplified version of a definition offered by Wayne Lee in Warfare and Culture 

in World History. Lee defines culture as the ‘habitual practices, default programs, hidden assumptions and 

un-reflected cognitive frames’ developed by any group of people living and working together over a period 

of time. He continues, that these developments inform the choices and create a repertoire of ‘habits, skills 

& styles’. This culture is then transmitted through generations through teaching, imitation and social 

transmission. Lee, Wayne E. Warfare and Culture in World History. New York: NYU Press, 2011. p. 3. 
13 According to Clifford Geertz’s understanding of culture as ‘semiotic’, it is impossible to understand and 

categorize a community’s culture without first understanding the core elements of the society. It is these 

structures that are given meaning by a particular people, therefore informing and shaping the overall 

culture. Geertz, Clifford. The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays. New York: Basic Books, 1973.  
14 Both Wayne Lee and Adrian Lewis argue that a society’s military and its martial culture are subsets of its 

overall culture, and therefore are greatly influenced by that cultural tradition. Neither take that link and turn 

it around to argue that a society’s culture could be influenced, or even defined by its martial endeavors and 

the culture that develops there within. Lee. Warfare and Culture. Lewis, Adrian. The American Culture of 

War. 
15 The first English use of the term Ranger probably marks back to the early fourteenth century, as ‘range’ 

was a common verb to describe patrolling, scouting and other similar military maneuvers conducted by a 

wide variety of groups and individuals. This accounts for the almost immediate application of the term to 

the earliest colonists. See A Dictionary of Americanisms on Historical Principles, 1951 ed., s.v. ‘Ranger.’ 
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analytical characteristics. The Ranger is a highly adaptable and violent volunteer whose 

nature is both provisional and evolutionary. Rangers are adaptable in function and 

purpose, fulfilling a wide variety of roles throughout history, normally multiple such 

roles at once. Specifically directed levels violence against their adversaries is a defining 

characteristic at multiple points for the Ranger, as differing levels of employed violence 

work to distinguish them from their contemporaries. Each Ranger, regardless of role and 

relationship within its society is a volunteer, actively deciding to partake as a member of 

each unit. The concept of a Ranger is highly provisional, ebbing and flowing in design, 

purpose and even title. Ranger units are activated and disbanded on numerous occasions, 

and many groups that fit under this description and play a role in the Ranger narrative 

were never officially named Rangers. Finally Rangers are evolutionary groups within the 

American military, both personally as soldiers and as entire units; the Ranger routinely 

exists at the forefront of changes and shifts within military thinking and strategy. These 

five characteristics are shared in each consecutive iteration of the Ranger throughout 

American history. A simple definition allows for a complicated story to be navigated with 

comparable ease, as the Rangers of the seventeenth century are not comparable to those 

of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. While a large gap exists between these 

different incarnations, every Ranger embodies the same five core characteristics 

throughout American history. 

This work seeks to trace the Ranger throughout American history, from colonial 

origins to near present day. Each of its five chapters addresses a different period and 

addresses a key characteristic of both the Ranger tradition and identity but also a moment 

of transition within the American martial culture. Each covers a large swath of history 

and delivers its own central argument; all could and should be developed into standalone 

projects. As a whole, this project delivers one of the only narratives concerning the 

totality of American military history. It is this component of the project that allows both a 

broad American culture and a corresponding martial culture to be investigated. To that 

end, this work will address two ongoing issues that parallel this narrative. 

First, and foremost, this study highlights the ever changing role of the military in 

American society/culture. This project demonstrates that as a broader American culture 
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developed and evolved so too did the role of that society’s military arm. As the nation’s 

goals and needs adjusted to American growth and change, so did the capabilities needed 

from its military. The ranger exhibits this changing relationship in all examples; from a 

colonial frontier defense force of the seventeenth century, a home guard unit in the Civil 

War to the Special Forces oriented realm of the Cold War and beyond. Examining the 

actions and experiences of these groups in each period demonstrates in great detail these 

ongoing shifts.16 As the military evolved to fit a constantly changing slate of American 

needs the ranger persisted at the forefront of that evolution. 

Secondly, it looks to comment on the changing relationship between the 

American population and the soldiers that fight. The American soldiers’ relationship to 

the larger society shifted greatly over the course of the American history. Which groups 

of Americans were looked to for defense changed significantly, and was highly 

influenced by the changing nature of America’s wars. Central to this thread is the 

relationship between American soldiers and irregular warfare. Many historians examine 

this changing phenomenon, as the dueling ideas of citizenship and professionalism work 

to alter the position of the soldier both within the military and society.17 Although the 

perception of an American volunteer has shifted greatly from century to century, it 

remains a central fixture in the structure of the American military; and the Ranger is the 

original American volunteer. Tracing the Ranger and his place within society and the 

military will display the shifting nature of the volunteer in the American way of war. 

The first chapter begins in 1607 at the Jamestown colony and traces the American 

experience from colony to nation. Discussing the origins of the Ranger and an Anglo-

American martial culture and how that combined process helped to create a more broad 

                                                 
16 John Keegan’s The Face of Battle pushed the discipline of military history forward with the inclusion of 

ordinary soldiers’ perspectives and experiences in combat. The combination of the traditional ‘battle piece’ 

history with these new additions created an entirely new understanding of warfare and worked to stem the 

beginning of the ‘New Military History’, which included social and cultural elements and discussions. 

Keegan, John. The Face of Battle. New York: Viking Press, 1976. 
17 Ricardo Herrera argues that from the Revolution through the Civil War, Americans and their society 

equated military service with the rights of citizenship in the republic. They feared a standing professional 

army and its threat to that same republic. This society romanticized the idea of the ‘volunteer’ rising to 

meet America’s military needs. Juxtapose that with Adrian Lewis’ argument that by the end of the 

twentieth century the American people were completely removed from the military as a professional army 

of volunteers was put in its place. Herrera, Ricardo A. For Liberty and the Republic: The American Citizen 

As Soldier, 1775-1861. NY: New York University Press, 2015. pg.1-5. Lewis. pg. 1-4. 
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American culture; the first section lays the foundation for all three of these. Central to 

this foundation is a trend that overtook the colonies in which men began to adopt the 

fighting techniques of their Native American allies and adversaries. An extirpative and 

irregular style of warfare developed amongst these first groups of Rangers. Extending 

warfare to include an adversaries’ non-combatant population and their physical property 

became principal tactics of the colonials, and a default method of war. The application of 

violence was one of the first avenues in which the Ranger began to distinguish and 

identify himself, simultaneously assisting in the creation of a separate colonial culture 

and identity. Well-known figures like Benjamin Church, Robert Rogers, Francis Marion 

and Anthony Wayne are imperative to understanding this narrative. Of almost more 

importance are the men that followed them and made the ranger idea into a tradition; like 

John Gorham who was the first of five consecutive generations of men to serve in and 

lead colonial Ranger units. This chapter argues that by 1790’s the Ranger tradition was a 

central structure within both the martial and broader culture of American society.  

As the United States entered the 19th century and the Civil War the Ranger 

remained a central figure. Both Union and Confederate armies created Ranger units, 

employing them in a wide variety of roles. From sharpshooters to cavalry, the Ranger 

experienced the gambit of warfare during the Civil War. All Rangers are volunteers, and 

the issues raised during the Civil War highlight that characteristic. Whether it is regular 

units like the Union’s Berdan’s Sharpshooters or creations of the Confederate’s Partisan 

Ranger Act like Mosby’s Rangers, these groups exist at the mesh point between a society 

and its professional militaries when this issue was in flux. As competing ideas concerning 

the limits and extent of warfare’s reach swirled between Confederate and Union 

leadership, the Ranger’s role and targets exists as symbol of the evolving argument. The 

Civil War balanced the dueling ideas of conscription and volunteerism, raising questions 

about the application of irregular modes of warfare and its inherent cultural acceptance. 

As the American martial culture evolved through one of the first modern wars, the 

rangers as volunteers exist as an identifier as to how the broader culture viewed the 

implementation of irregular warfare and the soldiers that gravitated towards it. 
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As the United States military transitioned through the aftermath of the Civil War 

and into the early decades of the twentieth century, it experiences a tragedy of identity. 

With the closing of the frontier and the beginnings of American Imperialism, the place 

and role of the American military undergoes a massive upheaval. After establishing a 

permanent military institution, and evolving into a modern nation, the United States’ 

original marital culture, its ideals and its rangers are nowhere to be found. The 

provisional nature of the Ranger and the American military are highlighted in this 

period, creating a ‘Ranger Amnesia’. This highly transitional moment in American 

history mandates the departure of the original Ranger as the United States re-orients itself 

from an inclusive nation focused on and within its own borders to a global power that 

begins to act on the world stage. This section argues that during this period both the 

United States and its martial culture venture towards Imperialism. American military 

forces transition towards a mode of conquest, occupation, and pacification. While there 

are no named ranger units, this chapter demonstrates that American military forces and 

their martial culture throughout the period, from the frontier to the Caribbean, and the 

Philippines, evolve away from their origins and ultimately deem the original American 

way of war uncivilized. 

Adaptability remains an inherent characteristic to both the broader American 

culture and its way of war. The Second World War demonstrates the arrival of the United 

States as the world’s preeminent superpower, both culturally and militarily, and there is 

no better example of that adaptable nature than the ranger’s re-emergence into the 

modern American military. As the American military surged forward into the 1940’s to 

meet a momentously complex and difficult task, the ranger re-emerged to ‘lead the way’. 

Every theater saw a different iteration of the ranger tradition. In Europe ranger units 

conducted raids and spearheaded amphibious assaults while rangers in the Pacific and 

Asia conducted rescue missions and long range penetration operations. This wide 

application of the ranger met with success, failure and termination as the American 

military struggled to understand its new modern role and identity. The issue of 

conventional versus irregular would come into full view in this conflict and beyond.  
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The ensuing Cold War demonstrates a continued shift in the American martial 

culture as limited warfare and special operations became American buzzwords. The 

development of a new American warfare centered on strategic bombing and Special 

Forces created an impetus for Evolution within the entire US military and its culture. The 

ranger exists at a mesh point between established conventional warfare ideas and the 

special operations realm being forged in the 1950s and 60s. The experience of the ranger 

in the Vietnam conflict accurately portrays a military wide struggle to evolve to fight 

these new wars as the rangers themselves serve at the evolutionary vessel. These Rangers 

existed in both realms simultaneously, being employed in both conventional and special 

warfare situations while not being designed for either. The American martial culture 

evolved alongside the Rangers in these conflicts and struggled to secure its identity. This 

coincides with a dilemma within the larger American culture and its connection to 

warfare. As the Cold War conflicts were smaller and more ambiguous in nature, the 

American people became less supportive. This gap in understanding and support would 

eventually lead to a break in the relationship. As the United States created and embraced 

a professional all volunteer military in the mid-1970s, the ranger stood as the standard 

bearer of a force eager to re-define itself.18   

The epilogue takes this narrative into present day where the ranger serves as a 

prominent symbol of the American military and its culture. The closing decades of the 

twentieth century witnessed a number of conflicts for the new American military to 

define itself in. As these conflicts are discussed alongside the most current wars, the 

current state of the American martial culture will be defined as well as the place of the 

Ranger in that culture and where both are poised to move in the future.19 The ranger and 

                                                 
18 General Kenneth Leuer is viewed by many as the father of the modern Rangers as he orchestrated the 

organization and creation of the original 75th Ranger regiment in 1974. Leuer stated that on multiple 

occasions in the early 1970’s that then Creighton Abrams desired the newly organized military to be built 

upon the Ranger standard. A soldier that was adaptable to any environment and situation, Abrams viewed 

the all-volunteer Rangers as the perfect foundation to build the new military on. Leuer, Kenneth. 

Interviewed by James Sandy, 25 October, 2010. 
19 Bacevish argues that America’s national strength and well-being was increasingly linked to its military 

prowess over the latter half of the twentieth century, resulting in a situation of utopian expectations among 

the American people. The Ranger, as one of the most visible symbols of the American military, echoes this 

sentiment as it is included in some of the more high profile discussions concerning the future of the 

American military. Bacevich, Andrew J. The New American Militarism: How Americans Are Seduced by 

War. New York: Oxford University Press, 2005 
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the American way of war are a representation of the American culture, and how that 

culture goes to war in the future will determine and be determined by the ranger’s future. 

A tradition and institution like the American ranger draws focus on a number of 

individuals that are key to the narrative, some more famous than others. This project will 

utilize these men as a vehicle to analyze distinct groups and periods, but in order to 

navigate this lengthy chronology effectively; many of these individuals will need to be 

looked at only at a glance. Men like Robert Rogers and John Mosby have numerous 

volumes published concerning their lives and exploits. This work is concerned with the 

total ranger narrative that these men form but a part of, therefore certain high-profile 

individuals may receive less focus compared to others. Many of the individuals in this 

work have not previously received the attention given here, and many if not most deserve 

even more. The constraints of this project’s objective dictate momentum is conserved as 

each period is addressed. A great number of men partake in the ranger narrative, with 

some eras seeing a much larger volume than others. The colonial and Civil War era 

rangers saw much larger percentages of fighting men act as rangers when compared to 

the twentieth century. This is a result of overall population, types of conflicts and the 

evolving nature of the American military and its relationship with the American 

population. Each one of these eras demands the attention of a project of this depth, and it 

will be up to future historians to fully investigate each and every one of these men and 

their eras.  

 In addition to prominent individuals, this project will frequently make use of 

military manuals as a consistent source. These come in all shapes and sizes from Robert 

Rogers’ journal entries on ranging to the official field manuals released by the US Army. 

Certain periods have no manuals, but other documents stand in their place, like the 

Partisan Ranger Act and all of its corresponding documents. These sources are invaluable 

in understanding the identity and role of each successive ranger as the project’s narrative 

surges forward. Within these sources lies an expression of contemporary military 

ideology and the perceived place of the Rangers within. This project relies heavily upon 

placing the rangers accurately within the larger American military and that would be 

impossible without these manuals. 
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 The American Ranger Tradition is a direct representation of the American 

military and the culture that defines it. It worked to create and develop a unique 

American identity, and then foster the continued evolution of an American martial culture 

through periods of success and failure. Serving as both a standard bearer and 

experimental guinea-pig, the Ranger effected each major transitional moment in 

American military history. The men that led these units were sometimes ignored and 

ridiculed during their service, but their ideas were taken and built upon by the next 

generation. The ranger reflects the American Way of War, which in turn reflects a 

broader American culture inherently connected to warfare and conflict. 
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Chapter I 

Violent Origins 

A cool morning fog hung low over a small sleepy village. The festivities of the 

previous evening and the soothing sounds of the adjacent river kept all of the inhabitants 

sound asleep. There was no reason to rise early; all of the men were gone, off fighting in 

another great war. All was peaceful in the little village. Well before the sun started to 

rise, a group of weary and restless warriors stirred some 500 yards down the river. These 

men had not slept well. After travelling through the Northeastern wilderness for nearly a 

month, first by boat and eventually by foot through some of the most unforgiving 

marshland in the region, these warriors could sense their prize. Slowly but surely these 

men, directed by their fearsome leader, crept into position all around the village. The 

villages’ boats were put under guard as was the main entrance; there would be no escape. 

In a silent fury the men launched their assault as they sprinted into the village. The first 

victims had no clue what was transpiring. The assailants kicked in doors and shot, 

bayoneted, and tomahawked the unsuspecting villagers in their sleep. As the inhabitants 

awoke to the horrors of the attack, they could do little to mount any defense. No one was 

safe from the slaughter. Women, children and the elderly were fair targets, and as the 

most numerous in a village devoid of men they suffered the worst. Those lucky enough to 

be awoken by screams and not the attackers themselves attempted to flee but were cut 

down as they fled on foot or by boat. As the melee quieted the sun began its march into 

the sky. Illuminated by those first rays was “…the bloodiest scene in all America…” as it 

was described by one of the witnesses.20  

Following the successful raid, the leader of this attack ordered the entire town 

burned to the ground. The small native village of St. Francis in French Canada served as 

a retaliatory target for these British colonists, following repeated raids upon British 

villages in the 1750s.  As this was put into motion, it became apparent that some hapless 

souls had attempted to hide in their attics. Their fiery screams were met with chuckles 

from the victorious men. The laughter would stop as the group was now faced with a 

                                                 
20 Rogers, Robert, Timothy J. Todish, and Robert Rogers. The Annotated and Illustrated Journals of Major 

Robert Rogers. Fleischmanns, N.Y.: Purple Mountain Press, 2002. 83-84. 
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nearly two hundred mile journey through harsh wilderness and enemy patrols to the 

safety of their home. With minimal provisions the men set off on the return trek that 

would claim many of their lives. The month long retreat would subject the men to 

starvation, enemy attack and even force them to resort to cannibalism. At the end Robert 

Rogers, their revered leader, would lead only two-thirds of them safely back to British 

lines.21 

 Grizzled men like Robert Rogers and their brutal acts like the raid on St Francis 

demonstrate the harsh realities of warfare along the colonial frontier. These men, these 

rangers, born and raised within these circumstances developed a unique identity around 

this kind of warfare. The American Ranger tradition developed over the course of 

American colonial history. Along the frontier colonial rangers developed a martial 

identity constructed upon irregular warfare, which emphasized the use of small bands of 

warriors undertaking retaliatory raids, utilizing loose order tactics, and enacting 

extirpative violence. 17th and 18th century notions of irregular warfare earned their name 

from the Spanish guerrillas of the peninsular wars, when small non-uniformed bands 

fought back against Napoleon’s superior and organized forces.22 Accepting and utilizing 

this form of warfare distinguished colonial rangers from their British heritage, placing a 

central importance upon shifting relationships and the acceptance of irregular warfare. 

After first relying on Native Americans as soldiers, scouts, and teachers; subsequent 

generations of colonial born men adopted the ranger tradition and its martial identity as 

their own. These men forged a martial culture built around the rapidly establishing ranger 

identity, which stressed the formation of organic and volunteer frontier defense groups, 

who solely practiced irregular warfare along the frontier. The continued relationship with 

irregular warfare would define American military thinking and its martial culture in 

                                                 
21 The raid on the Abenaki village of St Francis in 1759 is one of Robert Rogers’ most famous and 

controversial feats. The long distance raid was taken as part of the French and Indian War and was largely 

held as a success for Rogers and his Rangers. His journal and English reports claim to have killed as many 

as 300 Abenaki. This is in stark contrast to the 30 killed as reported by the Abenaki and their French Allies. 

The raid remains as a hallmark example of the kinds of things Rogers and his men were doing in the 

backwoods. Brumwell, Stephen. White Devil: A True Story of War, Savagery, and Vengeance in Colonial 

America. Cambridge, MA: Da Capo Press, 2005.; Fowler, William M. Empires at War: The French and 

Indian War and the Struggle for North America, 1754-1763. New York: Walker & Co, 2005. 
22 Boot, Max. Invisible Armies: An Epic History of Guerrilla Warfare from Ancient Times to the Present. New York: 

Liveright Pub. Corp, 2013. 10-11. 
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perpetuity. Passed down as tradition on the colonial frontier, this culture defined itself as 

an integral part of a burgeoning American way of war during the American Revolution. 

As the United States emerged victorious, its citizens had developed and embraced the 

Ranger identity and its acceptance of irregular modes of warfare as their own. 

A ‘Wild and Surly’ Way of War 

Ultimately the impetus for a new style of warfare and the resulting culture that 

would form around it came from the often tumultuous relationship between the first 

English colonists and their Native American neighbors. Immediately upon founding their 

colony at Jamestown in 1607, the settlers were forced to interact with the adjacent tribes. 

At first this relationship was the only support keeping the colony alive as native 

foodstuffs were exchanged for European tools and goods. Central to this early trade 

dialogue was Captain John Smith, who created these precious trading avenues in the early 

days of the colony; ensuring its survival. Smith fostered a close relationship with 

Powhatan and other native groups in the area and learned much. Realizing at an early 

moment that the native mode of warfare poised a serious threat to the colony, he took it 

upon himself to understand it. Using his relationships, he recruited native assistance in 

raids against groups who he viewed as a threat.23 Smith constantly relied on native guides 

and spies on his expeditions. As relations soured between a resurgent Jamestown and the 

Powhatan nation, Smith recognized the danger facing his colony and attempted to 

embrace change. Captain Smith attempted the first military training in the colonies based 

off of native warfare principles when in 1608 he spent a week ‘…trayning our men to 

march, fight, and scirmish in the woods.’ Smith and his men took to the exercise so well 

that he believed they were better suited to fight the Powhatan amongst the trees then their 

fort.24 Smith embodied the original iteration of ‘ranging’ as he continually patrolled and 

explored their new territory. 

                                                 
23 John Smith. “A True Relation of Such Occurances and Accidents of Note, as Hath Happened in 

Virginia,” The Complete Works of Captain John Smith (1580-1631. ed. Philip L. Barbour. Chapel Hill: 

Published for the Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Va. by the University of 

North Carolina Press, 1986. Vol 1, 80. 
24 Ibid, 85. 
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 Smith quickly abandoned attempts to train his men as the First Anglo-Powhatan 

war began. Instead a brand of war was executed by Smith and the leadership of 

Jamestown that would set a precedent in Anglo-Native warfare as well as set a foundation 

for a new martial culture to develop. At the behest of colonial leaders like Governor 

Thomas Gates, the Jamestown militia began conducting extremely violent and destructive 

raids against native villages and populations as early as 1611. Instead of engaging the 

natives in battle, the colonists focused on destroying crops, property, housing and the 

native populations themselves in an attempt to force the hostile native groups to back 

down.25 During the first Powhatan war, settlers form Jamestown executed brutally violent 

raids against native villages that included the burning of homes with inhabitants still 

inside, murdering of small children and the beheading of central tribal leaders.26 These 

tactics were quite effective in deterring native hostility as it was in direct opposition to a 

native warfare that did not focus on large scale loss of property and life.  

Native warfare presented a dramatic comparison to European notions of war and 

violence. Prioritizing life instead of seeking to destroy it, warring tribes would engage in 

raids on enemy villages and set ambushes in the wilderness. These actions would rarely 

result in a great loss of life; more often war parties would prioritize the taking of 

prisoners. Much of native warfare was spurred by insults of pride and honor or other 

grievances that mandated a response. Once that response was given in the form of one 

raid, or the capture of a number of enemy civilians the original grievance was forgotten. 

Completely destroying an enemy was not an option to these groups. Natives groups 

practiced a very limited form of warfare aimed at answering to a specific cause and then 

moving on. Ultimately important to this warfare is superior tactical mobility; which aims 

at guaranteeing the element of surprise and maintaining superior position over one’s 

                                                 
25 The central argument to John Grenier’s First War of War contends that this extirpative form of warfare 

developed by the colonists at Jamestown and beyond would serve as the first mode of warfare that was 

distinctly American. He argues that a combination of extirpative and irregular warfare was embraced 

through early American history, thus creating the original American way of war. Grenier, John. The First 

Way of War. 
26 No more detailed account of these actions exists than George Percy’s ‘A Trewe Relacyon: Virginia from 

1609 to 1612’. George Percy was a veteran of multiple English wars on the continent. Capturing Percy’s 

actions in his own words, this work describes in full the barbarous acts pressed upon the surrounding native 

tribes. An affection of this style of warfare is noticeably visible from Percy and his men. George Percy's 

"Trewe Relacyon: Virginia from 1609 to 1612," Tyler’s Quarterly Historical and Genealogical Magazine 3 

(1922): 271-273. 
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enemies. Once a battle was won, the natives saw no reason to press on and decimate their 

enemy. The justifications of this style of warfare were lost on the newly arrived colonists 

who were accustomed to the brutally cruel wars of Europe.27 From the Chesapeake to 

New England colonists jumped to implement an extirpative war against their native 

adversaries. While the settlers of Jamestown were burning the villages of the Powhatan, 

New Englanders were enacting similar brutalities against the Pequot people.28 

Adapting violence on such a large and rapid scale against their native foes, the 

early colonists of the Chesapeake and New England established a foundation for future 

warfare on the North American continent. An emphasis on violence and destruction of 

property and population became a central fixture in how the earliest colonists prosecuted 

warfare. The complete destruction of ones’ enemy and their property became the defacto 

measure of victory. Actions of the colonists in these early wars had an unforeseeable 

consequence that would create the original American military tradition. Following 

multiple peaceful decades between the two sides, a new generation of Native Americans 

that were accustomed to European technology and custom came into positions of power. 

Natives of this generation had endured severe population decrease due to European 

expansion and disease and were now more desperate in their attempt to stave off the 

encroaching colonists. Embracing both the technology and customs of the colonists, 

Native Americans began employing the same violence and destruction against the Anglo-

settlements and their populations. This new mindset when combined with the superior 

tactical ability of native warriors created a terrifyingly destructive threat to colonists.29 

King Philip’s War in the 1670s presented this new threat to colonial New England, and 

their eventual response created the original American military tradition: the Ranger. 

                                                 
27 For a detailed look at aboriginal warfare amongst Native tribes see Patrick Malone’s The Skulking War of 

War: Technology and Tactics among the New England Indians. 7-12. 
28The Pequot War is very similar to the early Powhatan wars in Virginia, and thus is normally discussed 

alongside. New Englanders were quick to adopt a brutal and violent campaign against the Pequot.  For 

causes and narratives of the Pequot War see: Cave, Alfred A. The Pequot War. Amherst, Mass: University 

of Massachusetts Press, 1996. ; Mason, John, and Thomas Prince. A Brief History of the Pequot War. Ann 

Arbor, MI: University Microfilms, 1966.; Orr, Charles. The Pequot War. New York: AMS Press, 1980. ; 

Karr, Ronald Dale. 2010. "Why Should You Be so Furious?: The Violence of the Pequot War". Genocide: 

Critical Concepts in Historical Studies. 3: 81-117 
29 Malone argues that natives, especially in New England, created a new ‘skulking way of war’ that 

combined native stealth and mobility with the technology and unlimited warfare philosophy of the English 

colonists. 100. 
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In a reaction to the violence of past conflicts like the Pequot War of the 1630’s 

and the subsequent destruction of the Pequot as a viable group, native groups in New 

England became increasingly destructive in their efforts to stem European expansion. 

Metacom, Metacomet, or Philip. All names of an incendiary sachem of the Naragansett 

people of New England. The second son of Massassoit, Philip grew up as the first 

generation of Native Americans to experience Anglo-intrusion for his entire life. The 

extirpative violence experienced by the Pequots and others changed his view on warfare. 

Upon his ascension into authority, it became obvious that his people would have to 

assume the same levels of destruction and violence to compete with their Anglo 

neighbors.30 Native raids at the outset of King Philips War shocked the civilians that were 

now being targeted. Isolated farmsteads were easy targets for these raids. Families were 

found brutally murdered in and around their homes; their livestock taken or killed, their 

fields burned and their bodies mangled, dismembered and beheaded.31 Those colonists 

who settled far from central settlements were forced to abandon their homesteads and 

rely on garrisons and blockhouses for safety. Colonists in the Massachusetts Bay colony 

and Rhode Island were forced to watch as the Naragansetts and other native groups under 

‘King Philip’ grew even bolder. Along with the level of violence, native warriors raised 

the scale of their warfare as entire towns were no longer safe. The town of Springfield, 

Massachusetts was famously set ablaze and completely destroyed. With forty families 

homeless and devoid of their winter crop, Major Joh Pynchon of the town militia wrote, 

“I see not how it is Possible for us to live here this winter…”32 The small village of 

Deerfield in Western Massachusetts saw half of the male population killed in native 

raids.33 

                                                 
30 For further examination of the transformation in native warfare see: Malone Skulking Way of War; 

Grenier, First Way of War ; Starkey, Armstrong. European and Native American Warfare, 1675-1815. 

Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998. ; Hirsch, Adam J. 1988. "The Collision of Military Cultures 

in Seventeenth-Century New England". The Journal of American History. 74, no. 4: 1187-1212. 
31 Church, Benjamin. Diary of King Philip’s War 1675-1676. Chester, Conn: Published for the Little 

Compton Historical Society: Pequot Press, 1975. 32. Virginia Anderson argues that colonial livestock, both 

English and native, served as important symbols of success and wealth while also providing potent targets 

for raids by both camps. Anderson, Virginia DeJohn. Creatures of Empire: How Domestic Animals 

Transformed Early America. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004. 
32 Quoted in Grenier, The First Way of War, 30-31. 
33 Jameson, J. Franklin. Original Narratives of Early American History. New York: C. Scribner's Sons, 

1906. 42-47. 
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Colonial leaders saw minimal success in their early attempts to deal with their 

emboldened adversaries. Successful leaders would not emerge until multiple generations 

of colonial men had lived through and experienced warfare on the frontier. Central to the 

English strategy of defense was the blockhouse; a network of garrisoned strongpoint used 

to collect and safeguard settlers. Earlier conflicts saw this strategy as quite effective 

against native raids. The new brand of native warfare forced the colonists to come out 

and fight, or see their farms, towns and homes burned. Initial efforts at raising militia 

armies proved fruitful, but these ‘armies’ were clumsy and timid in their task of chasing 

down the enemy. Old habits die hard as the impetus to construct forts and defensive 

fortifications slowed all progress to a halt. Militia Captains demanded that new forts be 

built near isolated farmsteads and the locations of native raids.34 Some colonists stressed 

action, and many early attempts to meet the natives in battle proved disastrous for the 

militia. Tactically the native warriors were just superior. Colonial militia marched in rank 

and file while the natives ‘skulked’ in the shadows and fired from cover. The ambush 

claimed many unsuspecting colonists who might have never even seen their assailants. 

Colonists had no answer for the combination of native mobility and European violence.35 

This demonstrates a fundamental lacking in the colonial martial culture’s ability to adapt 

warfare in North America.  

Benjamin Church was born in the Massachusetts Bay Colony in 1639, in the small 

settlement of Duxbury. Church was a strong young man and spent his adolescence 

working and exploring the wilderness surrounding the colony. A man of deep religious 

conviction and principle, Church was well respected by his colonial peers, governmental 

authorities and the local native groups.36 His relationship with this last group is most 

significant, as he always carried a respect for native peoples and their way of life. Church 

developed relationships with a number of native peoples in the areas surrounding his 

homestead which, at the outbreak of the war, was considerably isolated from other 

colonists. Church’s relationship with natives and his understanding and respect of their 

way of life provided the spark for the creation of the Ranger tradition. 

                                                 
34 Church, Diary of King Philip’s War 35, 52. 
35 Ibid, 32, 38. 
36 Ibid. 26-27. 
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As a man of stature within the colonial community, Church was selected as a 

captain of the militia and eager to assist in the growing conflict between the colonists and 

the tribes united behind King Philip. Church represents a stark contrast from other militia 

leaders as he had a great disdain for the strategy of erecting blockhouses and other 

defensive fortifications. Instead he advocated for chasing their enemies down and forcing 

a battle. On numerous occasions Captain Church rushed to engage native warriors always 

asking for volunteers to join him. Early attempts met with disaster as Church and his men 

stumbled into ambushes and failed at defeating their adversaries. One particular event 

highlights the inability of Church and the colonists to effectively wage war equally 

against native warriors in the wilderness and backcountry. Church and a small group of 

volunteers ventured out “…in quest of the enemy.” This small group was slow to move 

and quickly trapped and pinned down by volley after volley of native fire. Church and his 

company were trapped for nearly six hours, and were only able to escape their 

predicament by using a canoe two at a time.37 Church would again fail at bring the war to 

his enemies during an ill-fated raid into a Naragansett held Swamp. He and his men 

would be cut off and injured after the Great Swamp massacre, and had to resort to eating 

their horses to survive.38 It is obvious that these men, even those like Church who had 

grown up in the colonial backcountry, could not equal the martial skill of their native 

adversaries. Church understood this dilemma and offers the solution: work with native 

guides and warriors and learn the ‘skulking’ way of war.  

Benjamin Church advocated for the use of native scouts and warriors to bolster 

the abilities of the colonials. Church had utilized native scouts before and had always 

proven more successful. On multiple occasions Captain Church, a handful of volunteers 

and some friendly native had struck away from the conventional militia armies and 

carried out effective raids that procured prisoners. Such a reputation was built upon these 

exploits that eventually the governor of the Plymouth colony, Edward Winslow, 

commissioned Benjamin Church to create an independent company. This is the first 

American Ranger force. Created along Church’s principle that native guides and warriors 

                                                 
37Church and his men were lucky to escape the ambush as they were caught completely by surprise. 

Captain Church was standing upright at the front of a column when the first shots barely missed him. Ibid. 

39-45. 
38 Ibid. 83-90. 
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were essential to success, this company was constituted of sixty colonial volunteers 

selected by Church and one hundred and forty friendly natives. Winslow charged this 

new unit “…to discover, pursue, fight, surprise, destroy and subdue our Indian 

enemies.”39 Church’s company sought to combine native tactical and intelligence 

superiority with colonial firepower and extirpative warfare, creating a unique and 

altogether new form of warfare. 

Church’s company saw immediate success. Trusting in native scouts and guides, 

Church and his men regularly ambushed enemy warriors and took them prisoner. Many 

of these prisoners were convinced to join Church and provide useful information for 

future raids. Church respected the native abilities and their way of life, which in turn saw 

many natives grow very fond of the captain. Church regularly put trust in his native 

soldiers and elevated several key men into positions of power within the company. 

Multiple raids saw Church split his force into two or three groups, and regularly a native 

soldier would lead the secondary forces.40 The formation of Church’s company was one 

of many factors in the outcome of the conflict, but Church and his men played a highly 

visible part.41 As the company continued to execute effective raids against native warriors 

and villages, the power base behind Philip began to crumble. Eventually his wife and 

family were taken, and Philip was left to himself.42 The climactic event of the war takes 

place at the Great Swamp Fight in 1676, during which one of Church’s native warriors 

kills King Philip, thus ending the war and returning peace to the colonies.43 

A new colonial approach to warfare was born during King Philip’s War. As 

Benjamin Church and his men crept through swamps and tracked enemy soldiers they 

were developing a martial culture for colonists to learn and hone. Church and his 

generation of men, the first to be born in North America, accepted the ‘skulking’ way of 

                                                 
39 Ibid. 93. 
40 Ibid. 111. 
41 A number of factors contributed to the colonial victory in King Philip’s War, and Church’s company was 

only a small piece of the outcome .The Naragensetts and Wampanoags were greatly outnumbered by the 

natives who enlisted on the side of the colonies; namely the Iroquois League. See: Richter, Daniel K. The 

Ordeal of the Longhouse: The Peoples of the Iroquois League in the Era of European Colonization. Chapel 

Hill: Published for the Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Virginia, by the 

University of North Carolina Press, 1992. 
42 Lepore. The Name of War. 150. 
43 Church. 123-4. 
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war.44 Tactical superiority, mobility, and information were key tenants to fighting and 

winning a war in the backcountry. Church was one of the first to recognize that in order 

to learn this way of war; colonists had to turn to their native neighbors. He and his men 

would take this style and make it their own. Utilizing native guides and scouts, Church 

and his men learned how to track their enemies. They learned how to set an effective 

ambush and how to avoid detection. Colonists learned how to fight in the forests and 

swamps of the backcountry, and they brought their violence with them. These men set 

themselves apart from their inherited martial culture and started something new. 

Benjamin Church was a revered man and colonials flocked to fight alongside him, as he 

and his men had made the frontier tamable. Men were unafraid to venture into the 

unknown with Church and his native guides.45 As groups like Church’s began 

experimenting with the art of ‘ranging’, they started a tradition rooted within this new 

form of warfare.46 

 

The Gorham Family Tradition 

 Several months after the Great Swamp Fight that ended both Metacomet and his 

war, an aging man finally gave into the fever and fatigue that he contracted on that cold 

December evening. Captain John Gorham fought off a debilitating cold and fever for 

nearly two full months before he passed away. Gorham had been with Church from the 

beginning, fighting in the first swamp fight as well as many other engagements and raids. 

During the climactic fight to end Philip, John served as the captain of his own company 

of colonists and natives. The company fought in the center of the melee, alongside 

Church’s men and other colonial units. John, fifty-six years old at the time of the battle, 

was accompanied by his twenty-five year old son, John II. While Benjamin Church 

                                                 
44 Best defined by Patrick Malone, the ‘skulking’ way of war description demonstrates the interesting mix 

of attitudes concerning irregular warfare. The connection to Native American culture is st ill inherently 

involved as ‘skulking’ certainly carries somewhat of a negative connotation with it. Malone, The Skulking 

Way of War, 7-12. 
45 ‘Sir, I am never afraid of going anywhere when you are with me’. A proclamation by one of Church’s 

colonial soldiers prior to a raid. Ibid. 135. 
46 Church and his company of early Rangers were one of many groups stepping outside traditional 

European martial thought. The southern colonies developed a Ranger tradition of their own that utilized 

mounted units to patrol their own frontier. Grenier, 35-36. 
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fathered the American Ranger, it was John Gorham and his family that exemplifies how 

the Ranger became a tradition.47  

 John Gorham I was born in 1620 in Benefield, England and immigrated to the 

colonies in 1635. John was a vibrant young man and became a prominent member of the 

Plymouth colony. Owning a large property granted to him by the colony and his father, 

John was instrumental in the founding of the town of Barnstable, Massachusetts where he 

served as a lieutenant in the militia and ultimately a selectman on the town council. John 

and his wife Desire Howland, a member of one of the original mayflower families, had 

eleven children. Those that survived into adulthood went on to be prominent members of 

the Plymouth and Massachusetts Bay colonies.48 Nowhere was that more visible than in 

the military ranks. John Gorham is the head of one of the original American military 

families. The Gorham family fought in every colonial conflict in New England and Nova 

Scotia after 1675. Five consecutive generations of Gorham men either served in or 

commanded Ranger companies over the course of nearly one hundred years. Successive 

Gorham men embodied the new style of warfare adopted by Church and John I. 

Embracing native assistance, irregular tactics and extirpative levels of violence, the 

Gorham family established a martial tradition based on a style of warfare unique to the 

North American continent. Tracing the Gorham family lineage and their endeavors 

demonstrates the steady and constant evolution of this warfare within the colonial culture 

developing on the North American continent.  

 Slightly more than a decade after the death of King Philip, the next colonial war 

erupted. King William’s War was different than previous colonial conflicts as it was an 

extension of European affairs. New England and New France fought six wars for empire 

in North America, commonly referred to as the French and Indian Wars. English 

colonials now fought French citizens as well as their native allies. The Wars for Empire 

provided a perfect testing ground for the new brand of warfare adopted by Church and 

the Gorhams. European models of warfare like the protracted siege met with the raiding 

                                                 
47 Austin, John Osborne. “Gorhams: Incidents of the Family History, 1-4.” One Hundred and Sixty Allied 

Families. Baltimore: Genealogical Pub. Co, 1977. 
48 Roser, Susan E., and George Ernest Bowman. Mayflower Births & Deaths: From the Files of George 

Ernest Bowman at the Massachusetts Society of Mayflower Descendants. Baltimore: Genealogical Pub. Co, 

1992. 108. 
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mentality of the colonial born Rangers. The French and Indian Wars are punctuated by 

large battles concerning strongpoints and capitols at the same time as long range raids are 

being carried out against smaller villages and towns in a brutally violent manner.49  

 1688 saw the start of King William’s War and the continuation of Benjamin 

Church leading the colonial rangers, and their frontier oriented warfare. As New England 

and New France fought over control of the Great Lakes, Acadia, and other border regions 

Church and his men were looked at as a powerful tool by the colonial authorities, 

ordering the colonists to assist Church in any way possible. Governor Thomas Danforth 

mandated that any vessel, carriage, horse or other necessity be given to Church and his 

men ‘…speedily and effectually’ claiming that any hesitation equaled ‘neglect and 

contempt of their majesties’ authority.’50 Over the course of the conflict Church mounts 

four separate expeditions into the contested border territory between French Acadia and 

modern day Maine.51 Church’s raiding parties were once again made up of colonials and 

natives, but were much larger than the companies of King Philip’s war.52 Each party was 

made up of over two hundred and fifty men, while the third expedition involved well over 

four hundred members. The expeditions’ tasks varied greatly from specific to general, 

with the first three focusing on the Casco Bay region. Church set off under Governor 

                                                 
49For Further scholarship on the Wars for Empire see: Grenier, First Way of War; Starkey, European 

Warfare; Chet, Guy. Conquering the American Wilderness: The Triumph of European Warfare in the 

Colonial Northeast. Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003. ; Drake, Samuel Adams. The 

Border Wars of New England. Scituate, MA: Digital Scanning, 2001. Drake’s narrative of the first two 

wars for Empire, King William’s and Queen Anne’s. 
50 Governor Thomas Danforth, “To all Sheriffs, Marshalls, Constables, and other officers, military and 

civil, in their Majesties province of Maine, September 16th, 1689.”Church, History of King Philip’s War. 

155-156. 
51 The New French colony of Acadia existed in parts of modern day Quebec, the Maritime Provinces and 

parts of modern day Maine. The Acadian population was largely of mixed heritage between the original 

French colonists and members of the Wabanaki Confederacy, creating a large metis or mixed-race 

population. 
52 King William’s War saw an alliance between the English colonists and their Iroquois neighbors in 

opposition to the French and the Wabanaki alliance. The native relationships were fundamental in the 

outcomes of this war. For more on the Iroquois Nation and its role in this and subsequent conflicts, see: 

Aquila, Richard. The Iroquois Restoration: Iroquois Diplomacy on the Colonial Frontier, 1701-1754. 

Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1983.; Fenton, William N. The Great Law and the Longhouse: A 

Political History of the Iroquois Confederacy. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2010. 
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Danforth’s orders to protect English settlements in the area while searching out and 

destroying their French and Native American enemies.53  

 Church’s first three expeditions produced mitigated results. During the first raid 

Church’s men proved victorious in defeating native and French adversaries at the Battle 

of Deering Oaks, an outcome that secured the safety of the English settlers of Casco Bay. 

Unfortunately for the settlers, the following spring the French and Wabanaki returned and 

destroyed the British Fort Loyal near present day Portland, Maine and murdered over one 

hundred civilians in the process. Church returned to find nothing but desolation and 

death; he could only see that the bodies were given proper burial.54 The second and third 

expeditions were similar in purpose and design. Both expeditions included raids against 

French and native forts, but more importantly focused on raiding civilian villages. 

Rangers and natives under Church’s command burned crop stores, houses and wigwams 

and murdered some of their prisoners on these raids. Mainly dealing with civilians, 

Church and his men ‘set an example’ through brutal executions of civilians on a number 

of occasions. Still these raids were only partially successful, as clumsy colonials lapsed 

their guard and were sometimes harassed by hostile native warriors in their weakest 

moments. Church and his men still greatly relied on friendly natives for scouting and 

other intelligence work.55 

 Captain John Gorham II was named second in command of Church’s fourth and 

fifth expeditions, and acting commander in Church’s absence or injury.56The second 

Gorham followed in his father’s footsteps, both militarily and as a successful member of 

the community. Inheriting his father’s lands and businesses upon his death, John II 

cultivated a stellar reputation within the colony. Managing his father’s mill and tannery, 

                                                 
53 Church, History of King Philip’s War. 155-156. In addendum to Church’s personal narrative of King 

Philip’s War are his notes on his five expeditions against the French. 
54 Church, 174-176. Church pleaded with the colonial authorities to assist the civilians in Casco Bay, but to 

no avail. 
55 Colonial men famously left only a few native women alive after a raid in September of 1690. These 

women were left to tell the tale of Church and his men. Drake, 67-70. Church’s coastal camp was savagely 

attacked in the early morning by a group of Wabanaki that had been unknowingly following them for days. 

Church’s colonial volunteers had gotten lazy in their vigilance and were nearly forced back into the water 

by the assault. Church, 212-214. 
56 Church, 219. Lt Governor William Stoughton’s orders to Maj. Church. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

27 

 

John became second only to his brother James in town wealth.57 Gorham had not served 

with Church since King Philip’s War, but had been elsewhere in the fighting. Taking part 

in both of the colony’s 1690 expeditions as a Captain in the militia, John led men in the 

successful siege and capitulation of Port Royal and the not so successful assault on 

Quebec later that same year.58 Gorham was reunited with Church for his fourth and final 

raid of the war in 1696. Gorham’s high ranking assignment was largely due to his 

command of the whaling boat fleet charged with transporting the raid northward to 

Acadia. 

 Church, Gorham and their force of nearly four hundred men raided the settlement 

at Chignecto. Only one hundred of the men involved were natives on this raid, evidence 

of a changing trend for American ranging companies. The motivation behind the raid 

itself was different as well, as Governor William Stoughton demanded that Church and 

his men seek out revenge for the recent French victory at Fort William Henry during their 

1696 raid of Maine. Church himself had assisted in the construction of the fort, which 

was designed to act as a fortress to defend the northern boundary of New England. 

Constructed of stone and mortar, the fort cost a third of the Massachusetts government’s 

budget to complete.59 The raid lasted nine days, as the men ‘ranged’ the Chignecto 

isthmus in eastern Nova Scotia. Church and Gorham led their men on a brutal path of 

intimidation, violence and destruction. Houses, farmland, and livestock were all 

destroyed if they were not consumed by the rangers. Native warriors were scalped and 

civilians were threatened with mutilation and decapitation. Church talked of French and 

native atrocities against British civilians and threatened to ‘permit’ his native soldiers to 

serve these civilians in a similar fashion.60 The raiding party survived for the entire raid 

off of the supplies of the isthmus, never once pulling supply from their off shore fleet. 

When the English left, not a house stood and no livestock remained alive. A number of 

                                                 
57 McLellan, Hugh D., and Katherine B. Lewis. History of Gorham, Me. Portland: Smith & Sale, printers, 

1903. 518-519. 
58 Watkins, Walter Kendall. Soldiers in the Expedition to Canada in 1690 And Grantees of the Canada 

Townships. Boston: Printed for the author, 1898. 28. 
59 Webster, John Clarence, and Joseph Robineau Villebon. Acadia at the End of the Seventeenth Century; 

Letters, Journals and Memoirs of Joseph Robineau De Villebon, Commandant in Acadia, 1690-1700, and 

Other Contemporary Documents. Saint John, N.B.: New Brunswick Museum, 1934. 68.Drake, 85.  
60 Church, 232. 
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inhabitants were brutally murdered and many others left injured. While Church, Gorham 

and their men did not eradicate the entire population of Chignecto, they did enact a 

terrible violence upon the place. Through their ranging, the force was able to scour the 

entire are quickly and effectively. Many prisoners were taken and interrogated, and vital 

supplies were gathered and utilized. For the first time, this had been done with a majority 

of colonial volunteers. However Church’s fourth expedition netted minimal real success 

in the prosecution of the war, as they failed to capture a key fort at Nashwaak prior to 

their arrival at Chignecto.   

 John II would join Church one more time at the outset of Queen Anne’s War 

during Church’s fifth and final expedition. An aging Church witnessed the aftermath of a 

1704 French and native raid on the town of Deerfield and mandated that the atrocities be 

answered for in full.61 Submitting a large request to the governor, Church outlined what 

he deemed to be imperative for a successful expedition. Asking for 1200 men, 300 

friendly natives, 50 whaling boats, 400 pairs of 'indian shoes good for skulking’ and 

enough hatchets and ammunition for every man; Church imagined a furious and full 

response against his enemies. Church demanded that the now Lt. Colonel Gorham serve 

as his second in command while also managing the fleet of whaling boats. Governor 

Dudley ordered Church and his men to ‘range’ the countryside at a number of 

destinations; to burn homes, destroy crops and affect the enemy at will.62 The final 

expedition by Benjamin Church saw little real action. Church and his men ‘ranged’ 

around a number of Acadian settlements, taking prisoners and burning homes. During 

their raid on the settlement at Grand Pré, Church’s men broke down the dykes and dams 

protecting the lowland crop fields. Church and Gorham returned to Boston touting that 

they had left ‘but five houses standing in all of Acadia’.63 

                                                 
61 Church explains brutalities suffered by the population of Deerfield, especially a mother who was struck 

down whilst feeding her child. The child was left to die suckling her dead mother. Church, 234-235. For a 

further examination of the 1704 raid on Deerfield and a number of other attacks on the western settlement 

see: Haefeli, Evan, and Kevin Sweeney. Captors and Captives: The 1704 French and Indian Raid on 

Deerfield. Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003. ; Melvoin, Richard I. New England Outpost: 

War and Society in Colonial Frontier, Deerfield, Massachusetts. Ann Arbor, MI: University Microfilms 

International, 1993. 
62Gov Dudley’s message to Church is highly detailed in its instructions, but leaves Church a great deal of 

autonomy in how the raid is to proceed. Church, 245-250.  
63 Drake, 200-204. 
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 Benjamin Church and John Gorham II’s raids into Acadia during King William’s 

and Queen Anne’s Wars were seldom successful at their primary objective of hunting 

down and destroying their French and native adversaries. Much of these expeditions 

consisted of chasing cold trails and assaulting towns that were long since deserted. 

Church and his men were simply not skilled enough at the ‘skulking way of war’ to effect 

real damage on their enemies. What damage these raids did produce was material in 

nature. Villages burned, crops and livestock were destroyed, and civilians were 

threatened, taken prisoner and often times murdered. While Benjamin Church and John 

Gorham II’s raids were not of major impact in the outcome of these wars, their dedication 

to the long range raid and expedition confirms that the colonial adaption of the ‘skulking 

way of war’ was being further cemented within the colonial culture and population. 

Benjamin Church died in Little Compton, Rhode Island in 1718, leaving behind a legacy 

as the father of the American Ranger. He also left behind numerous volumes detailing his 

experiences as well as his thoughts on tactics and the skulking way of war. Church’s 

Entertaining Passages Relating to Philip’s War was originally published in 1716 and 

outlined the formation of Church’s original ranger company.64  

 John Gorham II was a man made by two fathers; his father John Gorham and 

Benjamin Church. John II took all he learned about business, faith and military matters 

and passed it on to the next generation. Of the nine children that John and his wife Mary 

Otis had, Shubael Gorham best followed his father in life. Born in 1686 Shubael quickly 

matured into an enterprising young man. He applied for and won a number of land grants 

awarded for his father and grandfather’s service in King Philip’s War, becoming a 

powerful land owner in the new settlement of Naragansett # 7, which would eventually 

form the township of Gorham, Maine.65 An enterprising man in business, Shubael 

continued the Gorham family tradition of serving in the military with distinction. During 

the closing days of Queen Anne’s War Shubael served as an officer in the colonial 

militia, and made a name for himself along with his sons in King George’s War.    

                                                 
64 Church, Benjamin, and Thomas Church. The History of King Philip's War. ... With an Introduction and 

Notes by Henry Martyn Dexter. Boston: John Kimball Wiggin, 1865.  
65 McClellan History of Gorham, ME. 518-519. 
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 At the siege of Louisbourg, one of the climactic colonial victories of King 

George’s War, Colonel Shubael Gorham led the 7th Massachusetts’s Regiment as well as 

serving as captain to its first company. Serving as his second in command was his son, 

John Gorham III, who also served as captain of the regiment’s second company. Along 

with John were two more of Shubael’s sons: David and Joseph.66 Under Shubael’s 

leadership, the 7th Mass proved quite resourceful in silencing a number of French 

batteries during the siege, after earlier attempts had been unable to.67 While Colonel 

Shubael and his regiment had an impact on the siege of Louisbourg, it was his sons who 

took up the Ranger tradition from their grandfather. 

 Prior to their father’s accomplishments at Louisbourg, Shubael’s sons were 

already hard to work at the family business: Ranging. Three of his sons made names for 

themselves ranging the country sides. David, Joseph and John Gorham III68 all served 

with their father at Louisbourg, but more importantly all served in or led the newest 

American Ranger group: Gorham’s Rangers. Created in 1744 at the behest of 

Massachusetts’s governor William Shirley, John Gorham III’s Gorham’s Rangers stand 

as the next link in the American Ranger Tradition. This group takes what Benjamin 

Church, and the John Gorham’s before it did and further develop and entrench irregular 

warfare led by native warriors as a key component of the colonial martial culture. 

 Formed under the direction of Massachusetts’ governor William Shirley, 

Gorham’s Rangers original task was to assist the ailing British garrison at Annapolis 

Royal in 1744.69 The British garrison was in dire need of assistance, as it faced 

                                                 
66 Ibid, 520.  
67 Col. Gorham’s regiment was able to neutralize the ‘light house’ and ‘island’ batteries during the siege. 

An earlier attempt led by Lt Col. Gorham to dislodge the lighthouse guns proved disastrous when a 

drunken soldier alerted the French to their presence. Wolcott, Roger. 1860. "Journal of Roger Wolcott at 

the Siege of Louisbourg, 1745".Collections of the Connecticut Historical Society. 132, 152-53. Accessed at 

Archive.org 8/27/2015. De Forest, Louis Effingham. Louisbourg Journals, 1745. New York: [s.n.], 1932. 

22. 
68 John Gorham (b. 1709-d.1751) was the son of Shubael Gorham (b. 1686 – d. 1745) was not truly John 

Gorham III, but for the purposes of this study will be referred to as such to maintain an easy distinction. 
69 The British conquest of Acadia was a tumultuous event that took half a century to finally stabilize. See: 

Faragher, John Mack. A Great and Noble Scheme: The Tragic Story of the Expulsion of the French 

Acadians from Their American Homeland. New York: W.W Norton & Co, 2005. ; Grenier, John. The Far 

Reaches of Empire: War in Nova Scotia, 1710-1760. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2008. ; 

Plank, Geoffrey Gilbert. An Unsettled Conquest: The British Campaign against the Peoples of Acadia. 

Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001. 
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manpower shortage and a ruthless enemy in the French and their Mi’kmaq allies.70 

Gorham had never served in a Ranger unit before, but understanding the ideas of his 

grandfather and Colonel Church he looked to the New England natives for assistance. 

Gorham’s original force consisted of 22 handpicked native warriors and scouts, mainly 

Wampanoag, Nauset and Pigwacket. The company would be led by John, his son John IV 

and other colonial volunteers as officers.71 Formed as a provincial auxiliary company, the 

group would act independently and be paid differently than conventional militia units. 

The company’s native members’ pay was augmented with a system designed around 

scalps, prisoners and other bounty items.  

 Gorham’s arrival in Nova Scotia was immediately felt by both his British allies 

and French adversaries. During their first week at Annapolis Royal, Gorham’s Rangers 

helped to turn the tide acting as the first British offensive piece in the field. The French 

and their native allies were quickly disillusioned when their siege turned to a pitched 

battle. Gorham and his men were instrumental in breaking the siege and forcing a French 

retreat. To consolidate British control over the area, Gorham and his men ranged the 

surrounding areas inflicting whatever damage and fear they could. One such raid saw 

multiple Mi’kmaq warriors massacred, as well as their women and children. Gorham’s 

men proudly displayed their fresh scalps to the Acadian and native populations as a 

warning of their abilities. A similar raid saw the Rangers return a live native baby along 

with their prize of scalps.72 John quickly realized the power of this form of warfare as did 

those above him. Mascarene, Shirley and Gorham all viewed this new company as a 

powerful tool in the quelling of Nova Scotia.  

                                                 
70 Shirley was extremely concerned that the Lt. Governor of Nova Scotia, Paul Mascarene, would be unable 

to hold onto the strategically important fort at Annapolis Royal after a number of alarming events and 

messages. In a May 1744 message to the General Court of Massachusetts, Shirley exclaims that “A 

Company of Rangers would be of great Service” to the Lt Gov and his forces. Shirley, William, and 

Charles Henry Lincoln. Correspondence of William Shirley, Governor of Massachusetts and Military 

Commander in America, 1731-1760. New York: Macmillan Co, 1912. I, 122-23. Hereafter referred to as 

The Shirley Papers. 
71 Muster Roll for Gorham’s Rangers, n.d., Gorham Papers, William L. Clements Library, Ann Arbor, MI. 

Referred to as the Gorham papers from here on. 
72 Dunn, Brenda. A History of Port-Royal/Annapolis Royal, 1605-1800. Halifax, NS: Nimbus Pub. and the 

Historical Association of Annapolis Royal, 2009. 156-7. ; Whitehead, Ruth Holmes. The Old Man Told Us: 

Excerpts from Micmac History, 1500-1950. Halifax, N.S.: Nimbus Pub, 1991. 102-103; Grenier, Reaches 

of Empire, 118. 
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 Following a brief delay while he served with his father at the siege of Louisburg 

in 1745, John and his company prepared for an expedition towards the native sanctuaries 

at Chignecto and Minas in eastern Nova Scotia. The purpose of the raid was to quell 

native raids into the Annapolis Royal area. Gorham wanted to take the fight to the home 

of his native enemies, with the hope of …’distressing the Indian enemy.”73 The Rangers 

did just that, as they pillaged, murdered and burned their way through Mi’kmaq villages 

and other native settlements. As the war progressed John Gorham and his Rangers 

continued to prove effective against England’s enemies in Nova Scotia, whether they 

were French, Acadian or native. One particularly successful moment came when Gorham 

and his men disguised themselves as French officers to gain the trust of the Acadians 

before taking prisoners. The rangers forced sensitive information from the prisoners that 

very nearly proved disastrous for an approaching French army.74 Throughout King 

George’s War John Gorham’s Rangers proved themselves a uniquely effective force, as 

Israel Williams wrote to Governor William Shirley, “These scouts thus performed will 

cross all the roads the Enemy ever travel…” Arguing for further use of such units, 

Williams applauded Gorham’s harassing of both French conventional and native forces 

and civilian populations.75  

 On expedition, in garrison, and at home in New England news of Gorham’s 

Rangers and their exploits were already setting these men apart. Their use of violence 

against all members of the enemy’s population, combatant or civilian, added drama to 

their already fantastic stories of victory and destruction. Their long range expeditions into 

the backcountry created ample opportunity for distinction. Among their allies and 

enemies, Gorham’s Rangers stood out. Governor William Shirley’s son in law, the 

honorable William Bollan, exemplifies the difference as he aptly tells the Duke of 

Newcastle that Gorham and his men had immediately built a reputation “far more terrible 

                                                 
73 Copy of Minutes of Council, December 6, 1744. Nova Scotia, and Charles Bruce Fergusson. Minutes of 

His Majesty's Council at Annapolis Royal, 1736-1749. Halifax: Public Archives of Nova Scotia, 1967. Vol. 

11, doc. 16. 
74 The information almost allowed Gorham and his men to descend on an extremely vulnerable French 

garrison, but they retreated at the last moment. Gorham to Shirley, October 4, 1746, Gorham Papers. 
75 Israel Williams to William Shirley, 12th September, 1754. The Shirley Papers. 
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than European soldiers.”76 Those on the ground on the colonies recognized the value of 

such units. The English military took convincing. The same year Bollan wrote to the 

Duke of Newcastle about the ‘terrible’ reputation earned by Gorham, Shirley wrote to the 

Duke on the unit’s behalf. Facing a financial crisis, and possible loss of pay for the 

auxiliary group, the governor believed “…the great service which Lieutenant-Colonel 

Gorham’s Rangers has been to the garrison at Annapolis Royal is a demonstration of the 

usefulness of such a corps.”77 Gorham accompanied that letter to England to present his 

case for further financial backing, but did not return successful.78 The Rangers had been 

successful on the ground, effecting real change in Nova Scotia. However they did not fit 

the traditional mold in the eyes of the English military. This highlights a trend that will 

follow the American Ranger tradition in its entirety, conventional military authorities 

unaccustomed to the way of war practiced by these men.  

Despite continued financial struggles, John Gorham and his rangers served in and 

played a large role in the following Father LeLoutre’s War. Again in Nova Scotia the 

Rangers participated in offensive raids and expeditions. They again came to the aid of the 

garrison at Annapolis Royal when needed. Taking on a new role, John became a chief 

diplomat and negotiator for the English presence in Nova Scotia. Fighting to suppress the 

native and Acadian insurgency that was Father LeLoutre’s War, while simultaneously 

negotiating with hostile leaders placed John Gorham at the heart of this conflict. Father 

LeLoutre’s War represents a crossroads for the colonial rangers. There is no doubt that 

this style of warfare was effective, and it was most certainly seen that way by many of the 

British military authorities. At least six more Ranger companies had been commissioned 

to follow in the mold of Gorham’s Rangers. Newly appointed Governor of Nova Scotia 

Edward Cornwallis believed in the power of Ranger style warfare, as he desired to apply 

as much violence as possible onto the Mik’maq and Acadian populations.79 Muster rolls 

                                                 
76 William Bollan to Duke of Newcastle, August 17, 1747. Baxter, James Phinney. The Baxter 

Manuscripts. Portland, Maine: Maine Historical Society, 1889. Vol 11: 387-388. 
77Shirley to Duke of Newcastle, Feb 17, 1747. Quoted in Bates, George T. John Gorham, 1709-1751: An 

Outline of His Activities in Nova Scotia, 1744-1751. Nova Scotia Historical Society Collections. 1954. 42. 
78 Gorham to ?, March 1747. Gorham Papers. 
79 General Edward Cornwallis, uncle to the infamous General Charles Cornwallis of the American War for 

Independence, placed a great amount of faith in the Ranger concept. He authorized the raising of a number 

of English Ranger companies for action in Halifax, all modelled on Gorham’s unit. He stressed an 

application of violence onto the Mik.maq people, but more so onto the Acadian population. Agreeing to 
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indicate that these units, along with Gorham’s, increasingly were Anglo in their makeup. 

Successive generations of colonists were embracing the style of warfare practiced by 

Gorham and his Rangers.80 While the Gorham’s story and these trends indicate a 

cementing of the American Ranger tradition upon the colonial population and its culture, 

a small divide becomes visible when the relationship between the British military 

establishment and the Ranger tradition.  It is this divide that cements the Ranger tradition 

as uniquely American. 

While Governor Cornwallis offered a heavy bounty for French and native scalps 

to Gorham and his Rangers, the British royal government and parliament was less than 

enthusiastic about paying for such a unit. John Gorham himself paid for the vast majority 

of the unit’s supplies and transportation costs while its individuals provided their own 

weapons and clothing. Throughout Father LeLoutre’s War, Gorham and his men 

struggled to secure adequate funding for their operations, as do other Ranger units being 

raised. The whaling boats and armed vessels the Rangers used to quickly move up the 

coast and around Nova Scotia present the heaviest costs of the campaign, and more often 

were paid for by Gorham himself. Gorham stressed the cost of this transportation as 

essential to their mission.81 Ample evidence also exists that points to the Rangers lacking 

basic supplies for ‘subsistanc’, Gorham and his men supplied their own food, water and 

other necessities.82 Cornwallis, Shirley and other colonial officials were held in check by 

their superiors in London when it came to properly paying and equipping these units, 

even though their services were highly praised and requested. John Gorham III left Nova 

Scotia and North America to plead his case for further funding in London. He never 

returned as he contracted and succumbed to Smallpox in the closing days of 1751. His 

wife, Mary Thatcher, wrote of the tragic loss of her husband in a letter to Governor 

                                                 
pay a high price for enemy scalps, Cornwallis demonstrates a commitment to the Ranger tradition on the 

part of the British colonial government. See: Tattrie, Jon. Cornwallis: The Violent Birth of Halifax. East 

Lawrencetown, NS: Pottersfield Press, 2013. 
80“Names offcers & men on Comd when took 3 French man” John Gorham, 1749, January 1. Gorham 

Papers. 
81 John Gorham discusses at length the financial difficulty facing him concerning the functioning of his 

company. He expresses at one point that he may be forced from military service if no money arises in 

support. Gorham to [Sir], 1749, November, Gorham Papers. 
82 Gorham to William Shirley, 1749, November ; Gorham to [Charles] Lawrence, 1750, November, 

Gorham Papers. 
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Cornwallis: ‘My dearly beloved husband in his loyal service to the King, has expended 

his entire fortune.’83 

The Gorham family ranger tradition did not die with John III, as his brother 

Joseph took command. Serving as one of his brother’s lieutenants from the inception of 

the company, it was a natural progression for Joseph to take over. Although funding 

would continue to be an issue, the Rangers and their unique style of warfare were called 

on again during the ensuing French and Indian War. Now almost entirely consisting of 

Anglo members, Joseph led the unit in a number of tasks. Continuing their work in Nova 

Scotia, the rangers played a central role in the subduing of the Acadian resistance 

movements through violence.84 Raids took place in the familiar regions of Chignecto and 

Minas, places visited by Joseph’s brother, their father and grandfather. The tradition of 

violence and irregular tactics continued, and was legitimized by British commanders 

authorizing this kind of warfare. The continuing acceptance of Ranger warfare by the 

British military saw Joseph and his men tasked with increasingly important military 

objectives within the major campaigns of the war. 

Intelligence gathered by a Ranger raid around the French stronghold at 

Louisbourg in 1757 prevented a British campaign that might have ended in decisive 

defeat. Governor General and commander-in-chief of British action in the colonies Lord 

John Campbell of Loudoun witnessed firsthand the effectiveness of such a corp. when it 

came to intelligence gathering. Joseph and his men disguised themselves as Acadian 

fishermen and were able to penetrate the harbor of the fortress before being found. Their 

information concerning French reinforcements combined with other factors convinced 

Lord Loudoun to delay the campaign a full year to ensure its success.85 The following 

year Gorham’s men would take part in the successful amphibious assault along with 

members of other colonial Ranger units. In 1759 when the British army broke the French 

                                                 
83 Gorham, John, Frank William Sprague, and John Gorham. Col. John Gorham's "Wast Book.": Fac-

Similes. Boston [Mass.]: David Clapp & Son, printers, 1898. 187. 
84 The Expulsion of the Acadians of the 1750s and 60s saw the forced removal of over 10,000 Acadian 

civiliasn from the British Maritime Provinces in present day Canada. Joseph Gorham and other colonial 

Ranger units played a key role in this action. Rangers were tasked with subduing resistant populations and 

raiding hostile areas. See: Faragher, A Great and Noble Scheme. 
85 Wood, William. The Great Fortress: A Chronicle of Louisbourg, 1720-1760. Toronto: Glasgow, Brook 

& Co, 1915. 98-99. 
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back at Quebec, General James Wolfe ordered the Ranger units to ‘burn and lay waste the 

country…” surrounding the siege. Wolfe authorized anyone in the Ranger’s way as 

targets, emphasizing the scalping of natives and any French dressed like Indians.86 

Colonial Rangers, led by Gorham’s example, executed a brutal campaign of death and 

destruction against the countryside. Farms were burned, villages destroyed and a great 

number of scalps were taken. Rangers looted and pillaged the landscape to such a degree 

that the British army faced difficulty in supplying its garrison at Quebec over the ensuing 

winter.87 

One of the most telling indicators that the British viewed Rangers as a legitimate 

tool along the frontier was the creation of the Nova Scotia Ranging Corps in 1761. 

Gorham’s Rangers along with a sister unit led by Captain Benoni Danks were taken into 

the conventional British Army establishment and combined to create this unit. Led by Lt. 

Col Gorham, the Nova Scotia Ranging Corps represents one of the largest colonial 

Ranger forces, numbering close to three hundred men at its largest. Made up of almost 

entirely colonial borne individuals; this unit was now fully within the structure of the 

British military. This moment ultimately signifies the end of the Gorham Ranger 

tradition. Shortly after the creation of his new unit, the colonials joined in on the British 

Expedition to Cuba and took part in the Battle for Havana. Fighting as regular soldiers 

coupled with their new environment proved disastrous for Gorham, as nearly half of the 

entire unit would be killed in the battle.88 Among the dead were Charles and Christopher 

Gorham, sons of John III, and their cousin David Gorham who had joined up to serve 

under their uncle. The Ranger Corps disbanded early the next year, thus ending nearly 

one hundred continuous years in which one or more Gorham men served in colonial 

Ranger units. 

                                                 
86 Knox, John, Arthur G. Doughty, Jeffery Amherst Amherst, William Amherst, William Johnson, and 

James Murray. An Historical Journal of the Campaigns in North America For the Years 1757, 1758, 1759, 

and 1760. Toronto: The Champlain society, 1914. Vol I, 438. 
87 Knox, August 11, 1759, Historical Journal, Vol 2, 26; August 30, 1759, ibid, Vol 2, pg 54. For the 

destruction of the crops and its effects on the British garrison see, Jennings, Francis. Empire of Fortune: 

Crowns, Colonies, and Tribes in the Seven Years War in America. New York: Norton, 1988. 424. 
88Quoted from an account of William Sprague, noted biographer of the Gorham clan, Joseph and his 

Rangers served as regular soldiers during the campaign and experienced extremely heavy casualties. 122 of 

the listed 253 men of the company perished during the campaign. Walter Kendall Watkins, ed., "The 

Capture of Havana in 1762," Year-Book of the Society of Colonial Wars in the Commonwealth of 

Massachusetts for 1899 (Boston, 1899), pp. 125-168. 156-157. 
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Joseph Gorham returned to Nova Scotia, serving in public office and defense for 

the remainder of his life.89 Joseph represents the end of a century of his family fighting in 

ranger units. Taken up alongside Benjamin Church and carried through the wars for 

Empire, the Gorham family experienced and worked to solidify a tradition of warfare 

amongst the New England colonial population. The American Rangers were a known 

commodity to the British government, the British military and the colonial civilian 

population. Ranger warfare cemented itself into the cultural makeup of the colonies, and 

although not the totality of American military thought, it certainly represented a powerful 

piece of a developing American Martial Culture. Warfare was carried out on the frontier, 

and it was carried out violently against any target. Certainly the Gorhams were not the 

only colonial men taking part in this kind of activity. By the time Joseph Gorham 

returned from Cuba in the early 1760’s, the Ranger concept was entrenched within the 

American colonies. Ranger units were created and used on the frontier from Nova Scotia 

to the Carolinas throughout the 18th century, and within them a unique American martial 

identity was being forged.  

An Unmistakable Identity 

 Among all the men that fought as Rangers on the Colonial frontier, there is no 

name more infamous than Rogers. When examining the early colonial Rangers, there is 

no individual that embodies and expressed the Ranger identity more so than Rogers. 

While Benjamin Church and the Gorhams were certainly notable for their actions, they 

pale in comparison to the notoriety gained by Rogers and his men. Their exploits during 

the French and Indian War and the writings left behind by Rogers leave a legacy 

fundamental in understanding the formation of the American Ranger as a unique martial 

Identity. Next to Rogers sits Israel Putnam. “Old Put” is well known for his service in the 

Revolution, but his frontier service during the French and Indian War alongside and in 

                                                 
89 Joseph Gorham served as the Lt Governor of Placentia, New Found land as well as serving on the Nova 

Scotia Council. He remained active in negotiating and handling the British relationship with the Mik’Maq 

natives in the area. He sided with the loyalists during the American Revolution, even commanding a 

successful infantry battalion: The Royal Fencible Americans. Their only actions aw the defense of Fort 

Cumberland, which prevented the spread of the American Revolution further North in Nova Scotia. 

Gorham, Wast-Book ; Gorham, Joseph. Dictionary of Canadian Biography. Accessed 9/16/0215. 
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tandem with Rogers is equally important. These two men experienced remarkably similar 

origins along the colonial frontier. They both fought as Rangers and embraced a new 

style of warfare. While Rogers’ early exploits are better known, Putnams’ adventures 

demand examination as well. These two men together worked to shape and solidify a 

unique American Ranger identity in the years leading up to the American War for 

Independence.  

 A famous story revolves around the adolescence of Robert Rogers. Born in 

northeastern Massachusetts in 1731, the frontier played a defining role in the formation of 

Rogers’ as a man. A story, perpetuated by no one more so than Rogers’ himself, 

describes the hardships and struggles faced by those living on the frontier. The Rogers 

family moved from Methuen, the small town where Robert was born, into the frontiers of 

colonial New Hampshire. Mountalona, as Rogers refers to it, was the family farm and 

orchard that he called home from the age of eight. A settlement on the very edge of 

colonial advancement in New Hampshire, the Rogers’ family were forced to work very 

hard simply to survive. The situation was made worse when a family friend in the area 

mistook Robert’s father, James Rogers, for an approaching bear in the woods. The 

patriarch of the Rogers’ household was shot and killed where he stood, immediately 

placing the eldest son Robert to the head of the house.90 All of these factors combined to 

create a unique bond between Rogers and the frontier. His youth and adolescence was 

spent ranging the New Hampshire backcountry. Facing his first conflict with natives 

before his fifteenth birthday, he successfully defended his home against a raid.91 Being 

born and raised on and by the frontier, Robert Rogers was molded differently than his 

British countrymen along the coasts and across the Atlantic.  

                                                 
90The story of Roberts’ father’s death is commonly used to describe his early childhood and describe his 

unique relationship with the frontier. Rogers, Robert. Journals of Major Robert Rogers. Ann Arbor 

[Mich.]: University Microfilms, 1980. 6.  A second story revolves around the incident. Rogers supposedly 

would use the story in taverns and military camps to win bets and gain another advantages of reputation 

amongst his men and other soldiers. Ross, John F. War on the Run: The Epic Story of Robert Rogers and 

the Conquest of America's First Frontier. New York: Bantam Books, 2009. 1-4. 
91Rogers’ childhood crafted him into a true outdoorsman, and form a young age he demonstrated an affinity 

for athletic activity, hunting and ‘ranging’ of the surrounding country. Stark, Caleb, and John 

Stark. Memoir and Official Correspondence of Gen. John Stark, With Notices of Several Other Officers of 

the Revolution. Also a Biography of Capt. Phine[H]As Stevens and of Col. Robert Rogers, with an Account 

of His Services in America During the "Seven Years' War.". Boston: Gregg Press, 1972. 387. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

39 

 

Israel Putnam saw a similar beginning to his life. Born in Salem, Massachusetts to 

wealthier family than Rogers, Putnam’s earliest days were spent on the family farm lands 

near the village. Hunting, fishing and other outdoor adventures dominated the life of 

Israel and his brothers.92 Being the eleventh child, Israel left the safe confines of town for 

the Connecticut frontier in his early twenties. He was well suited for frontier life, and 

immediately made a name for himself. In an infamous and disputed event, Israel 

supposedly killed the last wolf in Connecticut. As a young man, Israel crawled into the 

den of the last she-wolf in the area with a torch and musket. Secured by a rope so that he 

could be pulled out at a moment’s notice, Putnam accomplished his grizzly task and 

survived.93 The young Putnam made a successful life for himself and his growing family 

as a farmer on the Connecticut frontier.94 Like Rogers and many other colonial borne 

farmers, Israel Putnam’s early experiences and life on the edge of society went a long 

way in defining his character. 

 

Following Rogers’ first hostile encounter with the surrounding natives following a 

raid at his home, he shortly volunteered to join the New Hampshire militia. King 

George’s War brought the near continual threat of native and French raids into the 

English frontier. Robert joined a scouting company headed by Captain Daniel Ladd, as a 

replacement to the unit following a brutal native ambush that saw colonial men murdered, 

scalped, disemboweled and taken away to torture and certain death.95 This company of 

well intentioned, but poorly trained men proved inept at tracking and pinning down their 

elusive foes. Similar efforts were raised following the harvest, under the command of 

                                                 
92A number of biographies exist concerning Israel Putnam’s life, as his Revolutionary war exploits made 

him quite famous among a famous generation. For further examination of his early days see: Hill, George 

Canning, and Henry Ketchum. The Life of Israel Putnam. New York: A.L. Burt Company, 1903. 8-10. ; 

Humphreys, David, and Samuel Swett. The Life and Heroic Exploits of Israel Putnam. Hartford: S. Andrus, 

1853. ; Putnam, Israel. Memoirs of the Life, Adventures, and Military Exploits of Israel Putnam Senior 

Major-General in the Revolutionary Army of the United States, and Next in Rank to George Washington. 

Ithaca: Mack & Andrus, 1834. ; Tarbox, Increase N. Life of Israel Putnam ("Old Put"), Major-General in 

the Continental Army. Port Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat Press, 1970. 
93The problem with wolves was common along the Connecticut frontier and Putnam took it upon himself 

along with his fellow farmhands to rid themselves of the animals. The story of Putnam entering the Wolf’s 

den is perhaps the most iconic moment of his early life. Ketcham. The Life of Israel Putnam. 15-17. 
94 Tarbox, The Life of Israel Putnam. 48-49. 
95 Cuneo, John Robert. Robert Rogers of the Rangers: John R. Cuneo. New York: Oxford University press, 

1959.  7-8. 
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Ebenezer Eastman’s command, again reaching no success. Eventually the Rogers’ family 

estate at Mountalona was raided and destroyed; cattle butchered, orchard uprooted and 

houses burned. Ten long years of the Rogers family’s labor lay in ruin.96 Robert Rogers’ 

relationship with the French and surrounding natives was cemented during these early 

years. Rogers’ journal refers to all natives solely as ‘savage’, evidence of his disdain and 

hatred of these people.97 Several listless and undefined years later after being embroiled 

in a counterfeiting scandal, Robert Rogers would turn to military service once again to 

direct his life.  

 

These two men demonstrate two similar yet different paths towards their service 

as Rangers. Both raised and matured on the frontier, one through constant struggle and 

the other through relative calm. Robert Rogers and Israel Putnam represent the 

solidification of a distinct American martial identity that prioritized the implementation 

of irregular warfare. One that saw the frontier and its own brand of warfare as necessity. 

The tactics, strategy and application of violence demonstrated by these two men during 

the French and Indian War distinguish them and their fellow colonials from their 

conventional British counterparts. Each man came to this path from a different origin, 

and they will endure drastically different fates later in their lives. Their confluence in the 

1750’s demonstrates that the brand of warfare practiced on the colonial frontiers, made 

tradition by those before them represented a unique martial identity within the colonial 

population; not English but American. Centered on irregular warfare, the American 

martial culture accepted non-uniformed military groups that conducted violent raids 

along the frontier. 

 

As the French and Indian War broke out across the colonial frontiers with France 

and her native allies both Rogers and Putnam saw service very early.98 Recruited into 

                                                 
96 Ibid. pg. 9. Ross. War on the Run. 44-46. 
97 The first reference to the native populations of colonial North America occurs almost immediately within 

Rogers’ own introduction to his journals. Rogers. Journals, 23. 
98 For detailed accounts on the French and Indian War see: Anderson, Fred. Crucible of War: The Seven 

Years' War and the Fate of Empire in British North America, 1754-1766. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 

2000. ; Anderson, Fred. A People's Army: Massachusetts Soldiers and Society in the Seven Years' War. 

Chapel Hill: Published for the Institute of Early American History and Culture, Williamsburg, Va., by the 

University of North Carolina Press, 1984. ; Jennings, Empire of Fortune.  
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General William Johnson’s army at Lake George, the two frontiersman were put into a 

scouting company. Rogers reputation preceded him and with a letter of introduction from 

Governor Benning Wentworth of New Hampshire and a personal recommendation from 

Roger’s previous superior Colonel Joseph Blanchard.99 Selecting Rogers for command of 

the new company, General Johnson had immediate use for the men. Israel Putnam, 

although older than Rogers, also joined the company. Following the tenuous British 

victory at the Battle of Lake George in early September, General Johnson remained 

cautious and defensive.100 The scouting company offered an opportunity to better 

understand their enemy’s various positions in the area. Rogers’ first task was to scout and 

reconnoiter the French strength at Crown Point. Rogers and a small selection of his party 

travelled twenty-five miles by canoe to an area near the French strongpoint. After 

sneaking quite close to the French garrison, Rogers and another man supposedly were 

able to make it inside the fort. Observing enemy numbers, supplies and activities, Rogers 

and his men gathered extremely valuable information. After spending an evening either 

within or very near to the enemy fortifications, the men silently eluded capture and made 

their way home. Stories pervaded the British encampment of the audacity of Rogers and 

his men spending the night so near the French garrison undetected. Johnson saw the 

usefulness of such a unit and immediately set them out again.101  

The small scouting company made a name for itself and its commander over those 

first few months; for its intelligence gathering and its penchant for violence. Many of 

Rogers’ scouts ended quietly, without detection like his first scout. Others did not. One 

notable scout saw Rogers and Putnam set out to gather intelligence and perhaps take a 

                                                 
99Rogers’ owes more than his first command to these two men. Each one of them, in combination with 

Rogers’ frontier expertise, were influential in releasing Rogers from a near certain counterfeiting 

conviction. Most agree that it was Rogers’ superb knack for recruiting volunteers to fill militia quotas that 

persuaded Governor Wentworth to dismiss the charges and Col Blanchard to recommend Rogers to 

General Johnson. Loescher, Burt Garfield. The History of Rogers' Rangers. Bowie, Md: Heritage Books, 

2001. Vol I, 21-24. 
100The Battle of Lake George was tactically inconclusive, but yielded the ground to the English. In 

establishing their encampment and the ill-fortuned Fort William Henry nearby, the English ‘victory’ 

allowed for continued English presence on the southern end of Lake George. Hall, Dennis Jay. The 

Journals of Sir William Johnson's Scouts, 1755 & 1756: The Early Scouts of Robert Rogers & Co. Along 

the Shores of Lake George & Lake Champlain. Jericho, VT: Essence of Vermont, 1999. xix-xx. 
101 Numerous accounts confirm the success of this early scout, each offering a slightly different answer as 

to whether the men stayed within the walls of the French encampment. Hall The Journals of Sir Johnson, 

34-36. Rogers, Journals, 28-29. Loescher The History of Rogers’ Rangers, 28-29. 
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prisoner. The duo approached a French position near Crown Point and prepared an 

ambush. When a lone French soldier appeared in their trap, Rogers flung himself toward 

the hulking man. With Rogers unable to subdue him in short order and the other guards 

nearby, Putnam had no choice but to dispatch the man where he stood. The struggle had 

alerted the other Frenchmen, but before they could make their escape Rogers quickly 

unsheathed his knife and scalped the ruined prisoner.102 The gruesome trophy was a 

symbol to both the French and those back at the English camp. The taking of scalps was 

convention to the Rangers, and had been since the days of Benjamin Church and the 

Gorhams. Traditions like this proved to be a major point of contention between the 

Rangers and their English military leaders. Rogers, Putnam and his men continued to 

scout in small groups, observing French and Native positions at Crown Point and Fort 

Ticonderoga for the remainder of the fall. 

The following spring in 1756, Rogers was approached with a letter from the 

acting commander-in-chief of British forces in the colonies William Shirley.103 General 

Shirley, who had previous experience with Gorham’s Ranger companies in Nova Scotia, 

was impressed by Rogers and what he had already accomplished. Offering Rogers an 

officers’ commission and his own independent company, Shirley once again legitimized 

the English need for Ranger warfare along the frontier. Rogers’ unit was independent, not 

provincial or regular. Although paid, fed and armed by the crown, the only one who 

command the unit was the freshly commissioned Captain Rogers. Consisting of sixty 

privates and a small officer group, His Majesty’s Independent company of American 

Rangers represents the deepest commitment and acknowledgement of Ranger warfare as 

a vital element to war on the frontier. Rogers’ task was to “…distress the French and 

allies…in any part of the country, where [he] could find them.” The Rangers were to 

sack, burn and destroy houses, cattle, barracks, and convoys of provisions.104 

Over the next year, Rogers and his new company set to work. Ranger activities 

included nearly constant scouting of French positions. Depending on the target, some of 

                                                 
102 Israel Putnam’s report to General Johnson, Oct 14-21st 1755. Hall, Journals of Sir William Johnson. 46-

47. 
103 Shirley assumed the role upon the death of General Edward Braddock during the failed expedition 

against the French Fort Duquesne. He was soon replaced by Lord Loudoun. 
104 Rogers, Journals, 46-47. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

43 

 

these ‘scouts’ involved as few as two men and sometimes more than twenty. Many of 

these expeditions included setting up ambushes for French and native adversaries. 

Seemingly the majority of the Rangers’ actions involved some type of action whether it 

be on foot while being pursued or via canoe skirmishes on the lakes’ surfaces. Native and 

French prisoners represented a high value to Rogers and his superiors for intelligence 

purposes, therefore ambushes usually aimed at that end. Small native villages discovered 

were the greatest prize for these men. Rogers and his men delighted in the pillaging and 

destruction of such settlements. Anything they could not take with them was destroyed, 

thus denying it to their enemies. Each expedition seemed more daring than the last, and 

Rogers’ men gained a serious reputation amongst both their friends and their enemies. 

That story grew even more popular in the winter months as Rogers grew emboldened 

when most soldiers were settling in to wait out the frigid cold. Utilizing the frozen lake 

and snowshoes the Rangers executed a raid against French forces at Fort Carillon. As per 

usual the colonials started a skirmish and were forced to retreat after grabbing several 

prisoners. The Rangers use of snowshoes proved to be the defining factor as their escape 

was greatly aided by their equipment. The Battle on Snowshoes was a meddling success 

with a large number of Ranger casualties and a possible seven prisoners executed during 

the escape.105 It remains an achievement for Rogers and his company, a representation of 

the versatility of the Ranger way of war. 

Rogers’ Company made an impression. Perhaps on no one more so than Lord 

John Campbell, fourth earl of Loudon, the acting commander-in-chief and governor 

General of Virginia.106 Seemingly enamored with the Ranger concept, Loudoun fully 

embraced the necessity of American Ranger units within the North American theater. 

Recognizing the Rangers as ‘more proper’ than British regulars for warfare in the 

colonial frontier, Loudoun sometimes believed that the entire force should be comprised 

                                                 
105 The 1st Battle on Snowshoes represents one of Rogers’ most infamous moments during his service. 

Rogers. Journals. 66-72. Many historians blame the loss of the prisoners and the need for the escape 

squarely on Rogers himself. The party returned to camp along the same path as they had come. This was 

not their custom and a direct violation of one of Robert’s own rules that would be put down that coming 

summer. Grenier The First Way of War, 129. 
106 Lord John Campbell, Fourth Earl of Loudoun, took over as commander-in-chief of the English military 

action in the Americas from William Shirley in 1756. For more on Lord Loudoun, see: Pargellis, Stanley 

McCrory. Lord Loudoun in North America. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1933. 
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of colonial borne Rangers.107 The abilities demonstrated by Rogers’ company around 

lakes George and Champlain convinced British military authorities in the colonies that 

‘…no Army can subsist in the Country without rangers.”108  

This acceptance also demonstrates the growing divide between the British and 

Colonial martial identities. While the need for Rangers was more evident than ever, the 

English authorities viewed these men and their abilities as a somewhat ‘necessary evil’. 

Visibly separating these two identities is the application of violence. The Ranger’s pre-

disposition to enact violence in any and all scenarios did not match up with English 

notions of proper soldierly conduct. Lord Loudoun provides example of this. As a 

proponent of Rogers and others Rangers, even seeing to the formation of further 

companies in Rogers’ form, Loudoun had a serious issue with the tradition for scalp-

taking. He famously stopped paying the Rangers bounties for enemy scalps. The 

‘barbarous custom’ disgusted him, seeing it as a waste of life and potential prisoners.109 

Loudoun also disliked the targeting of French Canadian villages and settlements. Rogers 

greatly desired to replicate the expeditions of Church and the Gorhams, requesting to be 

‘let loose’ so he and his men could ‘plunder Canada’.110 The possibility of scalping and 

destruction upon a European village was against Loudoun’s vision of acceptable conduct. 

In addition to view on violence and acceptable targets, English military opinion of 

colonial military was very poor, seeing colonial military standards of discipline and 

ability as vastly inferior to their own. English generals like Loudoun and James Wolfe 

viewed the Americans as unruly and uncivilized in their approach to warfare. Many 

English authorities wanted more direct control over Rangers units, demanding that 

                                                 
107 Lord Loudoun to Daniel Webb, August 20, 1756. Location 1808. Loudoun papers, Henry E. Huntington 

Library, San Marino, CA. From here on referred to Loudoun Papers. 
108 Loudoun to Fox, November 22, 1756, Loudoun Papers, 2263. 
109 Loudoun to James Abercromby, November 11, 1756. Loudoun Papers 2196. Scalping was not a new 

custom, especially amongst English colonials. Each and every iteration of colonial ranger company from 

Church to Gorham to Rogers utilized and legitimized the taking of scalps. Each of these companies were 

paid bounties for their prizes. For a detailed look into the practice of scalping within colonial units, see: 

John Grenier, The First Way of War. Grenier argues that scalping was a fundamental part of the first 

American way of war, as both a symbol of extirpative war and a point of division between the colonials and 

the English authorities. 
110 Rogers to Loudoun, August 11, 1756, Loudoun Papers 1467. 
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English officers be put in command.111 An identity was being defined within these 

Ranger units, and it was starkly different than the English origin from which it came. 

As the war progressed the English suffered defeat after defeat. Following the 

disastrous massacre at Fort William Henry112, Rogers and his company moved to a small 

island on the Hudson River near Fort Edward. The British surrender of the fort and the 

subsequent massacre of their withdrawing army triggered the removal of several high-

ranking British officers.  During the summer of 1757 Rogers trained his men and codified 

what he thought were the most important tenants of Ranger warfare. Rogers’ journals 

contain his rule of ranging, 28 tactical maxims that represent the first American military 

manual. Each rule discusses a tactical situation that could arise during a scout, and how to 

best prepare for and deal with a variety of circumstances. From marching in small to 

large groups, posting sentries at camp, and pursuing enemy forces, this set of rules 

outlines the ranger style of warfare. The vast majority of the rules discuss how to best 

move in the wilderness and effect the most damage on ones’ enemies. Rogers describes a 

very open and fluid form of combat, in which fire discipline is and ambushes are 

prioritized.113 A premium is put upon the abilities and decision making capabilities of the 

individual ranger. Rogers ends his manual with the caveat that there are “…a thousand 

occurrences and circumstances which may happen, that will make it necessary…to depart 

[the rules]…” and “…in which case every man’s reason and judgment must be his 

guide.”114 The open order warfare described in Rogers’ rules is fundamentally opposite to 

the English close order drill style of combat that mandated strict discipline and officer 

control. This falls in line with the English attitude toward foot soldiers, that alone they 

were ineffective and undisciplined. Only under the strict guide of the officer corps could 

the lowly soldier achieve victory.115 Rogers’ Rule of Ranging is the first distinctly 

                                                 
111 General James Wolfe is quoted calling American soldiers “…the dirtiest, the most contemptible 

cowardly dogs you can conceive.” Cuneo, Robert Rogers 69.  
112 For the Massacre at Fort William Henry See: Steele, Ian K. Betrayals: Fort William Henry and the 

"Massacre". New York: Oxford University Press, 1993 ; Starbuck, David R. Massacre at Fort William 

Henry. Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 2002. 
113 Rule Seven describes Fire Discipline, under which soldiers are instructed to take cover behind trees, 

rocks, etc and only fire when their enemies are reloading. Rule Thirteen argues for holding fire in an 

ambush until the greatest proximity can be achieved to maximize results. Rogers, Journals 83-84. 
114 Ibid 86. 
115 For a contemporary English viewpoint on the value of discipline and regular vs irregular forces see: 

Anonymous, ‘Essay on Regular and Irregular Forces,’ Gentleman’s Magazine 16 (1746):30-32. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

46 

 

American manual of Arms and a clear division from the English mode of thinking. The 

collection of rules codified and embodied the new martial identity of Rogers, Putnam and 

the other colonial Rangers. 

 Israel Putnam served alongside Robert Rogers as a ranger in 1755 and 1756. As 

the ranger became more popular through their exploits, a swell of volunteers approached 

them to join in. A total of twelve Ranger companies formed under the direction of 

Rogers. Putnam received command of one of the companies and spent time training 

alongside Rogers at his island. Putnam’s company conducted countless raids and scouts 

against French targets in the area, all the while embodying the same martial character of 

Rogers and the other rangers.116 Under the direction of General Abercrombie, Putnam’s 

men played a decisive role in the 1758 British campaign against the French fort at 

Ticonderoga, continually providing information and dueling with French allied native 

scouts. Despite the failure of Abercrombie and the campaign and falling into French 

captivity, Putnam made a name for himself and after securing his release was promoted 

to the rank of Lieutenant Colonel.117 Putnam led a ranger company on the English march 

to Montreal and served in the deadly campaign against Cuba. In Each campaign he took 

part in, each English general that he served under took notice of Putnam, his men, and 

their abilities in the field. 

Perhaps the most visible moment for the American rangers during the French and 

Indian War occurred when Robert Rogers and his rangers raided the Abenaki village at 

St. Francis in 1759. Controversial in contemporary times for its effects and results, 

Rogers’ raid on the small native village remains a hallmark moment for him and the 

tradition of ranging. Ordered by General Jeffery Amherst, Rogers and 140-plus men 

marched nearly a month to reach the village. The dawn attack, recounted at the outset of 

this chapter, proved to be terribly violent. Rangers attacked the sleeping Abenaki in their 

beds. Mainly women, children and the elderly occupied the village that day. Amherst 

ordered Rogers to spare non-combatants, but Rogers gave no such provision to his 

                                                 
116 Putnam’s men set ambushes along Lake George, reconnoitered French Garrisons and played an 

unfortunate role in the massacre at Fort William Henry. Hill. The Life of Israel Putnam, 50-66. 
117Putnam’s life was nearly forfeit during his tenure as a prisoner. Facing execution at the stake he was only 

spared first by a rain storm and then when a French officer stepped in. Ibid, 90-93. 
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men.118 Even though the total number of casualties is contested, Rogers claims over 300 

while the Abenaki argue for less than 30, the raid on St. Francis demonstrated the 

embodiment of the ranger style of warfare. Rogers and his men traveled nearly 150 miles 

through the frontier to reach the village. The attack was launched as a surprise and solely 

targeted noncombatants.119 This is antithetical to the English notion of civilized 

combat.120 The raid, when combined with Roger’s manual of war and the English view of 

the American Rangers demonstrates that a distinct American martial identity had 

developed within the colonial population. The Ranger identity emphasized loose order 

tactics and the impact of the individual within combat. Unrestricted violence lay at the 

heart of this martial culture.121 Raised on the frontier, these men knew no mercy or 

‘civilized warfare’ and therefore brought none to their adversaries. As the decade of 

America’s independence approached, a uniquely American martial identity had been 

cemented by men like Rogers, Putnam, the Gorhams and countless other colonial born 

soldiers. As the struggle for independence ignited in the 1770’s that martial culture and 

the ranger identity would be put on display. 

  

Branding the Ranger American 

 ‘Don’t Fire until you see the whites of their eyes!’ The famous rallying call to the 

American militia at the Battle of Bunker Hill remains the earliest moment of triumph for 

the patriot cause. Although attributed to a number of individuals, this command was most 

likely first given by the then Major General Israel Putnam.122 As the War for 

                                                 
118 Amherst ordered that ‘no women or children are killed or hurt’ in his letter to Rogers outlining the 

attack. Rogers Journals 145. 
119 Ibid 145-150. 
120 For further information on English military history, its tactics and strategies see: Wanklyn, Malcolm, 

and Frank Jones. A Military History of the English Civil War, 1642-1646: Strategy and Tactics. Harlow, 

England: Longman/Pearson Education, 2005. ; Starkey, Armstrong. European and Native American 

Warfare, 1675-1815. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998 ; Cole, D. H., and Edgar Charles 

Priestley. An Outline of British Military History, 1660-1936. London: Sifton, Praed & Co, 1936. ; Fuller, J. 

F. C. A Military History of the Western World. Vol 2, Vol 2. New York, N.Y.: Da Capo Press, 1987. 
121 John Grenier argues that the original American Way of War was defined by extirpative violence and 

petit guerre or irregular warfare. The First Way of War, 10. 
122 Hill The Life of Israel Putnam, 145. Hill argues that the entire plan to conserve gunpowder and 

ammunition was created by General Putnam. There is quite a debate concerning this phrase, with the other 

serious possibility being Colonel William Prescott. Other works pointing towards ‘Old Put’ issuing this 

famous command are Weems, M. L., and Mark Van Doren. A History of the Life and Death, Virtues & 
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Independence exploded into reality in 1775, colonial officials scrambled to form an army. 

First the Army of Observation and then the Continental Army, the colonists attempted to 

create a modern military force capable of standing up to their English adversaries. In 

command of this new force, any and all well-known colonial military men answered the 

call. Effective command was a continual issue for the Americans during the war. 

Colonial born men, regardless of their previous military experience, were largely 

unequipped to effectively command large armies in the field. The American martial 

culture that developed around the colonial ranger units was not immediately applicable to 

large-scale European style warfare.123 Further evolution as necessary within the 

American military mindset, and some of the original rangers would not keep up. 

Israel Putnam answered the call and was named Major General, serving as one of 

the commanding officers at Bunker Hill. Unfortunately for ‘Old Put’, following the 

heroics at Bunker Hill his military career would prove unsuccessful. The old ranger 

exhibited a mastery small-scale tactics, but the daunting task of commanding an army 

overwhelmed him.124 Tenacious in a firefight, the task of planning and strategizing for 

large scale maneuvers proved unwieldy to the old ranger. During the near disaster at 

Long Island, Putnam’s forces were forced into a hasty retreat along with the other 

patriots.125 Some in the Continental Congress blamed Putnam, and although General 

Washington was not among them, Putnam was reassigned to lesser posts where he would 

only see further failures through the end of the war.126 Putnam was not the only ranger 

that would not further his success through the Revolution. 

                                                 
Exploits of General George Washington. [New York]: Macy-Massius, 1927. ; Humphreys, David, and 

Samuel Swett. The Life and Heroic Exploits of Israel Putnam, Major-General in the Revolutionary War. 

Hartford: S. Andrus, 1847. 
123 Russel Weigley’s argues that the patriots fought using a strategy of attrition during the Revolution. Due 

to an insufficient supply of materiel, well disciplined and trained soldiers, and effective command, the 

American cause could not hope to effectively stand up the British in the field. Therefore they adopted a 

strategy that relied on prolonging the war as long as possible in order to weaken British resolve. Weigley 

The American Way of War, 3-5 
124Middlekauf argues that there was no one better in leading an assault than Putnam, but it quickly became 

apparent that Putnam’s command abilities were severely limited. Middlekauff, Robert. The Glorious 

Cause: The American Revolution, 1763-1789. New York: Oxford University Press, 1982. 290-291. 
125 Ibid,  355-356. 
126 Putnam served in the recruiting service after Long Island, and received one more military command, 

once again seeing defeat at the Battle of the Hudson Highlands in 1777. Following a paralyzing stroke in 

1779, Putnam’s adventurous life had come to an end. ‘Old Put’ died in 1790 and was buried in a tomb 
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 Robert Rogers saw a different kind of disappointment in the revolution. Following 

his service in the French and Indian war and Pontiac’s Rebellion, Rogers experienced a 

riptide of happenings: jailed for his wartime debts, authoring his manuscripts and a 

successful play in England, becoming Royal Governor of Michilimackinac, and being 

charged with treason.127 This whirlwind saw him in England at the start of the 

Revolution, and a shadow of his former self. Deeply troubled by debt and alcoholism, 

Rogers sought to reclaim his once famous stature through ranger service in the war. 

Initially declining a commission in the Continental army because he was a British officer, 

Rogers eventually wrote George Washington asking for a command of rangers. His poor 

conduct and seemingly unbalanced allegiance saw Roger arrested and jailed by the 

continentals.128 Pushed away by his fellow Americans, Rogers accepted an offer to lead a 

loyalist unit of rangers, appropriately named the Queen’s Rangers. Rogers past 

experiences on the frontier and his current state as a drunk made him an ill fit to 

command a conventional force. The Queen’s Rangers only mark of success under 

Rogers’ command was the apprehension of patriot spy Nathan Hale. The spy’s cover 

story did not fool Rogers, always the keenest deceiver in the room, and Hale was lured 

into capture by Rogers’ own deception.129 Rogers’ was forcibly retired from his 

command, ending his military service. Rogers’ long military career on the frontier led 

him to heavily abuse alcohol, which in the end cost him his career, his family, his wealth 

and ultimately his life.130 Rogers embodied the colonial borne martial identity and culture 

                                                 
bearing his likeness. For the Battle of Hudson Highlands see: Johnson, James M., Christopher Pryslopski, 

and Andrew Villani. Key to the Northern Country The Hudson River Valley in the American Revolution. 

Albany, N.Y.: State University of New York Press, 2013. ; Mark, Steven Paul. “Too Little Too Late: Battle 

of the Hudson Highlands” Journal of the American Revolution. Accessed 10/1/2015. 
127 For a more detailed account of Rogers’ service in Pontiac’s Rebellion and his troubles in between the 

wars see: Ross War on the Run, 369-411. ; Rogers, Robert, and William L. Clements. Rogers, 

Michillimackinac Journal. 1919. ; Rogers, Robert, John Bradstreet, and Franklin B. Hough. Diary of the 

Siege of Detroit in the War with Pontiac: Also a Narrative of the Principal Events of the Siege. Charleston, 

SC: BiblioLife, 2009. For Rogers’ play see: Rogers, Robert, and Montrose Jonas Moses. Ponteach The 

Savages of America. Project Gutenberg, 2009. <http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/29223>. 
128 Letter from the President of the Continental Congress to General Washington, July 1776. Rogers, 

Journals, 273-274. 
129 Hutson, James. ‘Nathan Hale Revisited: A Tory’s Account of the Arrest of the First American Spy.’ 

Library of Congress, www.loc.gov/loc/lcib/0307-8/hale.html. Accessed 10/1/2015. 
130 Following his retirement, Rogers returned to London where he would die penniless and alone on the 

streets. Ross, War on the Run, 442-450. 
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surrounding the American ranger more so than any other man, but his personal struggles 

ravaged the end of his life. 

 The American ranger tradition entered a period of transition during the war for 

Independence. While the skulking way of war, embodied by brutally violent raids and 

loose order tactics, had proven successful for colonial borne men in the wars for empire, 

the colonies were now faced with a much different task at hand. The ranger concept had 

been both American and English in some ways. Both sides would experiment with its 

usefulness during the conflict. English and loyalist units would assume the Ranger name, 

and attempt to effect this kind of warfare to their advantage. Perhaps the most famous, 

after Robert Rogers’ ill-fated attempt, is the loyalist Thomas Brown. Migrating to 

Georgia in 1775, Brown quickly took up the Loyalist cause after a tar and feathering 

incident at the hands of the Sons of Liberty.131 Brown took up arms and created a 

mounted loyalist company dubbed the ‘King’s Rangers’. Gaining considerable influence 

with the Creek and Cherokee natives along the Georgia and Carolina frontiers, Brown 

and his unit executed a strategy of guerilla warfare along the Southern frontier. Utilizing 

a mixture of the ranger ‘skulking way of war’ and more conventional tactics, Brown’s 

unit and his native allies proved successful on a number of occasions. The King’s 

Rangers took part in raids on patriot settlements alongside their native allies. Embodying 

the violent aspect of frontier warfare, Brown famously hung thirteen patriots at a house 

on Broad Street in Augusta.132 Brown was just one of a several loyalists that undertook 

the ranger war up in the name of England and the king. 

 A second King’s Rangers formed in Nova Scotia under the command of James’ 

Rogers once his brother Robert fully descended into ruin. The Nova Scotia ranger 

tradition saw sure that this unit filled immediately. Colonial, English and Irish born men 

                                                 
131 Following multiple altercations in which Brown confirmed his loyalties to England, he was violently 

beaten and tied to a nearby tree. He was then ceremoniously tarred and feathered among other brutalities. 

Brown lost two toes in the incident and suffer debilitating headaches for the remainder of his life. Cashin, 

Edward J. The King's Ranger: Thomas Brown and the American Revolution on the Southern Frontier. New 

York: Fordham University Press, 1999. 27-28. 
132 The famous story behind Brown’s execution of 13 patriots by hanging is often debated. Edward Cashin 

offers perhaps the best examination of the event. While little evidence corroborates surrounding the event, 

it is certain that Brown was a hated and vilified individual. This image most likely grew the myths 

surrounding this event. Ibid. 220-223. 
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swelled the ranks to well over one thousand men divided into twenty separate companies. 

The unit played a pivotal part in the war along the Canadian border, as the rangers 

executed scouting missions, assisted in assaults and acted as civilians in an espionage 

role.133 Alongside the younger Rogers was another loyalist unit under the command of 

John Butler. Butler’s Rangers was a mixed forced of colonials, natives and former slaves. 

Perhaps the most effective of the English Ranger forces, Butler and his men wreaked 

havoc in Pennsylvania and the Susquehanna Valley. Destroying grain, butchering 

livestock and defeating continental regulars, Butler’s Rangers efficiently and violently 

carried out the ranger war against the Patriots.134 The English Rangers raise an interesting 

question concerning the ranger identity and its impact on an American martial culture. 

The fact remains that nearly all of these men leading and serving these units were 

colonial borne. They were raised along the frontiers and backcountries, where they 

learned this kind of warfare. Confirming that, regardless of loyalty, the ranger identity in 

a fundamental part of an emergent American martial identity. The English rangers, 

although effective at moments, would not sway the outcome of the war. Brown’s Rangers 

in the south cultivated a vile reputation with their actions and coordination with the 

frontier natives. Neutral and patriot civilians increasingly proved hostile toward him and 

his men, diminishing his power and influence as the war progressed.135 

Ranger warfare was inherent within the colonial population and its martial 

culture, regardless of loyalty, but it could not singlehandedly secure a victory in the 

progressing revolution. A successful combination of irregular and conventional tactics 

would ultimately prove victorious. Therefore only a full integration of ranger warfare and 

its tactics by the patriot cause, alongside a simultaneous commitment to maintaining the 

conventional war would prove decisive. Much is written on George Washington and 

                                                 
133Fryer, Mary Beacock. King's Men The Soldier Founders of Ontario. Toronto: Dundurn Press, 1980. 237. 

Rogers, Robert J. Rising Above Circumstances: The Rogers Family in Colonial America. Bedford, Quebec, 

Canada: Sheltus & Picard, 1998. 
134Cruikshank, E. A. The Story of Butler's Rangers and the Settlement of Niagra. Welland, Ontario: Tribune 

printing House, 1893. 26-27 , 37-38. See also: Smy, William A. An Annotated Nominal Roll of Butler's 

Rangers 1777-1784: With Documentary Sources. Welland, Ont.: Friends of the Loyalist Collection at 

Brock University, 2004. 
135 Starkey argues that patriot leaders like Francis Marion and Thomas Sumter’s acceptance of native 

warfare, without the warriors proved to be the difference. Brown’s close connection with the frontier tribes 

that had been such a hostile force to the population only damaged his cause in the end. Starkey, European 

and Native American Warfare.135. 
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Nathanael Greene’s leadership and their ability to prolong the conventional war against 

the British Army.136 The adoption of Fabian Warfare and the strategic retreat by 

Washington and Greene was fundamental to their ability to prolong the war.137 Nathanael 

Greene’s execution of this strategy within the southern theater of the war is seen as one of 

the defining acts leading to the colonial victory. As Greene’s conventional forces 

executed strategic retreat after retreat, complimentary groups of partisans, guerrillas, 

patriots; all rangers, executed ambushes, raids and other menacing acts against the 

pursuing English regulars.138  

 Of the rangers operating alongside Greene in the south, two men stand above the 

rest: Thomas Sumter and Francis Marion. These men never operated under the moniker 

of ranger, but their affinity for and employment irregular warfare during the revolution is 

further representation of its centrality in the American experience. Each man was born 

along the southern frontier, with considerable experience in colonial militias fighting 

against local native nations. Francis Marion was born on a South Carolina plantation in 

1732, the same year as George Washington. In his early twenties, Marion fought in the 

Cherokee wars along the Carolina frontier. Under the command of Captain William 

Moultrie, the Carolinians executed an extirpative campaign against the Cherokee. 

Villages were destroyed, crops and livestock were burned and butchered, and any 

Cherokee caught in their path saw the hatchet.139 Thomas Sumter was born two years 

later in Virginia, with little record of his early life. Sumter took an early fascination to the 

                                                 
136 See Middelkauf, The Glorious Cause ; Millett, Allan Reed, and Peter Maslowski. For the Common 

Defense: A Military History of the United States of America. New York: Free Press, 1984. ; Weigley, The 

American Way of War.  
137 Fabian, Periclean or Maoist warfare all encompass the same principles. A strategy calling for 

advantageous disengagement, avoidance of battle on your enemy’s terms, and the prolonged delay of 

action. Utilized by the weaker side this strategy effectively works to prolong conflicts, conserve limited 

military strength and over-exhaust a superior adversary in their pursuit. For a concise summation of 

Military Strategic thought on the issue see Handel, Michael I. Masters of War: Classical Strategic Thought. 

London: Routledge, 2009. 50, 409n19. 
138 For a detailed account of Greene’s command and success in the Southern theater see Massey, Gregory 

D., and Jim Piecuch. General Nathanael Greene and the American Revolution in the South. 2012. 
139Marion offers a thoughtful reflection on him and his fellow rangers’ actions. While he sees the purpose 

and necessity in the extirpative action, he is simultaneously saddened at the thought of a similar action put 

upon his people. Weems, Mason Locke, and Peter Horry. The Life of Gen. Francis Marion: A Celebrated 

Partisan Officer in the Revolutionary War, against the British and Tories in South Carolina and Georgia. 

New York: W. Applegate, 1835. 18-20. Also see: Bass, Robert D. Swamp Fox; The Life and Campaigns of 

General Francis Marion. New York: Holt, 1959. 
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frontier and its lifestyle. In the French and Indian War he served in a Virginia Ranger unit 

accompanying General Braddock’s doomed army towards Fort Duquesne.140 Amongst 

the chaos of the British defeat the Virginia volunteer companies reacted with aggression 

and precision, unlike their counterparts. Rangers like Sumter assisted with the retreat 

organized and executed by Washington himself.141 Both men embodied the Ranger 

identity through their frontier upbringing and early military service. 

Thomas Sumter continued his service on the frontier, as one of the key colonials 

involved with the native peace relations. Taking part in the 1761 expedition led by Henry 

Timberlake and Colonel Adam Stephen aimed at ensuring a lasting peace between colony 

and Cherokee, Sumter increased his knowledge of the frontier and its nuances. Sumter 

was at home on the frontier, much like rangers that had preceded him, once swimming a 

half mile through icy waters to retrieve the group’s wayward canoe.142 His adventures on 

the frontier and his successful dealings with the Cherokee made Sumter a well-known 

and respected member of his community. Upon the opening of hostilities of the 

revolution, this notoriety no doubt played a role in Sumter being elected Lt. Colonel in 

the South Carolina arm of the Continental Army.143 His experiences early in the war were 

somewhat limited, seeing action in the British invasion of Georgia and subsequent 

capture of Savannah.  

The British southern campaign that began in 1778 created the opportunity for both 

Marion and Sumter make names for themselves, and they literally would. Dubbed the 

‘Swamp Fox’ and the ‘Carolina Gamecock’ respectively, Marion and Sumter executed 

their own partisan, irregular wars against General Cornwallis within the southern 

                                                 
140 Hartley, Cecil B., and George G. White. Life of Major General Henry Lee: Commander of Lee's Legion 

in the Revolutionary War, and Subsequently Governor of Virginia : to Which Is Added the Life of General 

Thomas Sumter of South Carolina. Eastbourne, East Sussex, U.K.: Ramsay Press, 2008. 305-307. 
141 Washington to Governor Dinwiddie, July 18, 1755. Washington, George, John Clement Fitzpatrick, and 

David Maydole Matteson. The Writings of George Washington from the Original Manuscript Sources, 

1745-1799. Washington: U.S. Govt. Print. Off, 1931. Vol I, 173. From here on referred to as the 

Washington Papers. 
142Sumter gained a great deal of knowledge from this expedition, spending time with the Cherokee Satchem 

and even accompanying him on a trip to England. Timberlake, Henry, and Duane H. King. The Memoirs of 

Lt. Henry Timberlake: The Story of a Soldier, Adventurer, and Emissary to the Cherokees, 1756-1765. 

Cherokee, N.C.: Museum of the Cherokee Indian Press, 2007. 41-48. 
143Hartley, Life of Henry Lee/Thomas Sumter. 307. 
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theater.144 Embodying the ranger identity, these men and their companies of volunteers 

conducted raids, set up ambushes, rescued prisoners, and suppressed loyalist sentiments. 

In combination with the campaign conducted by Nathanael Greene’s regular forces, 

Sumter and Marion assisted in over extending and damaging the British forces in the 

South. These men were not without their differences, a sharp reminder of their origins.  

No better example of the different contributions of these two men than the events 

following the American defeat at Camden.145 Following Gates’ defeat at Camden, 

General Nathanael Greene assumed command of the beleaguered continental force, 

facing issues of supply, low morale and desertion.146 The following months, both Marion 

and Sumter continued to conduct their partisan wars against the British in South Carolina. 

Each recruiting volunteers that fought without pay, food or supply from the Continental 

government, these men and their forces accomplished a great deal to distract and suppress 

British influence across the backcountry while Greene readied another Continental Army. 

Within the Pee Dee region, Francis Marion and his men worked to suppress loyalist 

support in scattered settlements. Marion and his men ambushed British supply trains and 

columns of soldiers and their loyalist cadre. Always attacking in surprise, Marion seldom 

exposed his men to the full effect of British fire. Operating under loose order tactics, the 

Marion’s rangers were able to open fire and effectively retreat before the British or 

Loyalists could mount any sort of counter. In September of 1780, Marion secured his 

most prominent partisan victory at the Battle of Black Mingo. Surprising a much larger 

                                                 
144 The Southern Theater of the American Revolution enjoys a thorough and insightful historiography. 

Much debated and discussed, this theater and the actions of 1778-1780 proved to be the pivotal moments 

that decided the fate of the conflict. For a broad look at the Southern campaign, its movements see: Wilson, 

David K. The Southern Strategy: Britain's Conquest of South Carolina and Georgia, 1775-1780. 

Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2005. ; Lumpkin, Henry. From Savannah to Yorktown: The 

American Revolution in the South. Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina Press, 1981. ; Crow, 

Jeffrey J., and Larry E. Tise. The Southern Experience in the American Revolution. Chapel Hill: University 

of North Carolina Press, 1978. 
145 The Battle of Camden witnessed a numerically superior Continental Army defeated soundly by Lord 

Cornwallis and the ‘Butcher’ Banastre Tarleton. A massive blow in morale and loss of men and supply, 

Camden could have meant total defeat in the Southern theater. General Nathanael Greene assumed direct 

command over the southern theater from this point forward. For further discussion of the Battle of Camden 

see: Buchanan, John. The Road to Guilford Courthouse: The American Revolution in the Carolinas. New 

York: Wiley, 1997. ; Piecuch, Jim. The Battle of Camden: A Documentary History. Charleston, SC: History 

Press, 2006. 
146 Washington to the Continental Congress, October 22, 1780. Washington to General Greene, October 22, 

1780. Washington Papers, Vol II. 
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contingent of loyalist militia than his own force, Marion’s force routed the encamped 

militia and scattered them into the surrounding swamp.147 The effectiveness of Marion’s 

presence and raids like Black Mingo as summed up by Lord Cornwallis: “Colonel 

Marion had so wrought the minds of the people, partly by the terror of his threats and 

cruelty of his punishments, and partly by the promise of plunder, that there was scarcely 

an inhabitant between the Santee and the Pee Dee that was not in arms against us."148 

Thomas Sumter was simultaneously suppressing loyalist support along the 

sparsely populated Carolina frontier. Utilizing similar tactics as Marion, Sumter’s 

volunteers conducted rapid and violent ambushes on British and loyalist forces in the 

area. At the Battle of Blackstock’s farm, Sumter defeated a British contingent led by Lt. 

Colonel Banastre Tarleton.149 The work of these two men and their volunteer forces was 

vital in the campaign for the southern theater. Operating independently of main forces, 

supplying themselves and conducting irregular warfare places them within the ranger 

tradition. Neither is ever referred to as a ranger, but they fit the definition perfectly and 

demonstrate the necessity of maintaining that kind of warfare to the success of the 

revolution. Their importance was not lost on General Greene as he took over command of 

the Southern theater. Very impressed with Marion, Greene envisioned partisan forces of 

the like as vital in his coming campaign in 1781.150 

                                                 
147 The Battle of Black Mingo is recounted by Parson Weems as a ‘tragicomedy’ as he witnessed the 

lightning-quick strike and victory of Marion and his men at Black Mingo Creek. The Life of Gen Francis 

Marion, 111-113. 
148 Stevens, Benjamin Franklin, Henry Clinton, and Charles Cornwallis Cornwallis. The Campaign in 
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Laid Before the House and a Catalogue of the Additional Correspondence of Clinton and of Cornwallis, 

1780-81, About 3456 Papers Relating to the Controversy or Bearing on Affairs in America, with 

Biographical Notices in a Copious Index. London: Stevens, 1888. 188. 
149 Sir Banastre ‘The Butcher’ Tarleton served as a close subordinate to Lord Cornwallis throughout the 

southern campaign. Commanding a British cavalry unit, known as dragoons, Tarleton quickly created a 

nasty reputation for himself as he attempted to crush any patriot support within the southern backcountry. 

Much of Tarleton’s time in the south would be spent chasing Marion and Sumter. See: Bass, Robert D. The 

Green Dragoon; The Lives of Banastre Tarleton and Mary Robinson. New York: Holt, 1957. ; Scotti, 

Anthony J. Brutal Virtue: The Myth and Reality of Banastre Tarleton. Bowie, Md: Heritage Books, 2002. 
150Gen Greene commends Marion for his work within the backcountry and requests that he keep up the 

pressure as he readies the Continental force. He goes on to request Marion attempt to start regularly 

supplying as much intelligence on the British positions and locations. Greene to Marion, [No Date], 1780. 

The Life of Nathanael Greene, Vol III, 80. 
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 Nathanael Greene and his subordinate Daniel Morgan launched a new campaign 

in 1781 predicated on Fabian strategy aimed at using attrition to wear down the British in 

the southern states. This coupled with the constant harassment of partisan leaders like 

Marion, Sumter and Henry Lee proved ultimately successful against Cornwallis, Tarleton 

and the British. The martial identity embodied by these partisan leaders proved to be a 

crucial piece in the American victory. But this style of warfare and the identity of those 

embodied it, did not always mesh well with the addition of the Continental Army’s more 

conventional style of warfare, discipline and hierarchy. As Green and the continentals 

marched toward Georgetown in the summer of 1781, he pulled Marion, Sumter and Lee 

into his command and used them as a flanking force. Lee and Marion were ordered to 

take Fort Watson, a crucial link in the British supply and communication chain.151 Sumter 

refused to join the conventional force. Too accustomed to acting independently and tied 

to the task of securing patriot support in the backcountry, Sumter and his men would not 

subordinate himself to Greene.152 This displays a fundamental dilemma within the ranger 

identity, as the independence and freedom offered by this kind of service is diametrically 

opposed to the rigors and discipline of serving in a more conventional force. Greene goes 

on to accuse Sumter and his men of being more inclined to plunder loyalists’ stores and 

homes than to assist in the securing of their independence.153 Sumter continued his 

frontier war against loyalists on his own terms and the British army until the end of the 

war.  

 The inclusion and acceptance of rangers and irregular warfare within conventional 

armies proves to be a difficult and telling process within American history. Each case is 

different, as represented by Marion and Sumter. Freshly promoted General Marion and 

Henry Lee followed their orders and approached and forced the British garrison at Fort 

Watson to capitulate. Using slightly nontraditional methods, an advantage was gained 

over the defenders by erecting a large shooting tower for Marion’s rangers to provide 

suppressing fore against the garrison. Superior marksmanship was a common trend 

among rangers, as most grew up on the frontier hunting, and the cover from the accurate 

                                                 
151 Ibid, 242. 
152 Sumter sent supplies and intelligence to Greene, but outright refused to join under Greene’s command.  
153 Greene to President Reed, 4 May, 1781. Ibid, 265. 
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tower fire allowed a successful assault.154 Marion and Lee continued under Greene’s 

command for the remainder of the war, operating under conventional means but routinely 

utilizing irregular tactics to their advantage. 

 The combination of Marion and Lee’s mixed support of Greene and Morgan’s 

Fabian campaign against Cornwallis and Clinton in the south proved effective, seeing the 

British surrender at Yorktown in October of 1781. The successful American military 

effort was predicated upon a mixture of conventional military maxims and strategies with 

an influx of irregular warfare concepts inherent within the ranger identity. Raids, 

ambushes, strategic retreats and extirpative violence were foundational to the success of 

the American Revolution. Yet, a singular reliance upon the ranger and irregular warfare 

most likely would not have yielded the final victory. Only through a combination of these 

two means was success achievable. A struggle between conventional and irregular 

warfare will develop as the United States’ embarks on future martial endeavors: a nation 

attempting to enact a conventional mode of warfare that is unable to fully accept its 

original martial culture of irregular warfare. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
154The topography surrounding Fort Watson resembled an open table-top, allowing zero cover for an 

assaulting force. The construction of the tower came from within Marion’s unit, formulated by Major 

Hezikiah Mahem. Ibid, 235-238. 
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CH II  

A Civility Savaged…. 

 “Very well, let it be so, we will destroy them in detail!” The words of General 

J.E.B. Stuart echoed through the mind of the partisan commander as he prepared to 

spring his latest trap.155 A small detachment of fifteen men operated separately from the 

main force with the task of ‘annoying’ the Union lines. Peering through the pine at the 

Old Chantilly Church in Fauquier County Virginia, the group viewed a Union picket 

post. Positioning his men ever so carefully, John Mosby launched the assault himself. 

Quickly securing the two mounted sentries at gunpoint, Mosby signaled for the rest of his 

men to attack. Brandishing U.S. Army issued pistols, the Confederate victory was 

secured in mere minutes. Young Benjamin Hatton proved to be the only casualty of the 

encounter when he was accidently shot by a one of his fellow guards, a frightened 

misunderstanding not all too uncommon during such tense situations.156 Mosby and his 

Partisan Rangers made off with nine prisoners and their spoils: saddles, weapons, food, 

and most importantly a number of horses. 

 Several days later Colonel Percy Wyndham of the 1st New Jersey Cavalry arrived 

in Middleburg, Virginia with 200 mounted men in pursuit of the partisans. Mosby and his 

gang rode to meet this challenge and over the next several days the two groups engaged 

one another again and again. Mosby and his small gang inadvertently attacked a resting 

group of Union cavalry when his horse refused to relinquish its stampede. A daytime 

Union ambush proved fruitless as the partisans caught the would-be assailants by 

surprise, capturing twelve Union soldiers, four of their horses, and a rightly earned 

lunch.157 Wyndham captured a number of Mosby’s men over the course of his time in 

Middelburg, but so frustrated by the continuing annoyances that he threatened to burn 

down the town and ravage the countryside if the partisan attacks on his pickets did not 

                                                 
155 J.E.B. Stuart approved of Mosby’s initial scouting and raiding activities only a few weeks prior to this 

event. Scott, John. Partisan Life with Col. John S. Mosby. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1867. 25. 
156 Mosby, John Singleton, and Charles Wells Russell. The Memoirs of Colonel John S. Mosby. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1959. 71. 
157Mosby’s reputation was raised considerably from this one encounter. Charging a Union picket in broad 

daylight helped to create the image of him as a hero among the Confederate population. Unknown to most 

is the fact that it was more Mosby’s horse’s doing than the Colonel’s.  Ibid. 73-76. 
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cease.158 Seemingly amused by the Union threat, Mosby offered only his ‘unhesitating 

refusal to comply’, justifying that his actions were sanctioned not only by the custom of 

war but also through the actions of the Union soldiers themselves. Closing his message to 

the people, and ultimately Col. Wyndham, Mosby declared that ‘…no such clamor shall 

deter me from employing whatever legitimate weapon I can most efficiently use for their 

annoyance.”159 

 This exchange between Captain Mosby, Col. Wyndham and the citizens of 

Fauquier County highlights a divisive issue playing out during the American Civil War. 

The American martial culture was shifting away from its origins. Hit and run attacks, 

ambushes, and other irregular tactics employed by the Confederate partisans were 

deemed savage and uncivilized in part by their Union counterparts. Additionally, these 

groups were not necessarily linked to the conventional Confederate military, but more so 

with the civilian populations from which they came. Colonel Wyndham’s link of the 

civilians to Mosby’s actions highlights the fact that nineteenth century Americans 

experienced a crisis of identity when it came to warfare. The American population had 

difficulty reconciling their original martial identity, the Ranger, with the conventional 

warfare needs of a modern nation.  

The United States engaged in a number of highly varied conflicts in the 

nineteenth century, which upon examination highlight a shift in the prevailing attitude 

towards American volunteers, Rangers and acceptable forms of warfare. Early struggles 

against Native American adversaries and the familiar British saw the young United States 

mimic it’s recent past, utilizing militia systems and calling up Ranger-like units for 

defense and expeditions. The small professional army and its officers served as the 

sometimes ineffectual core, but not the main body. As the century progressed forward 

and the United States was forced to fight itself in the Civil War, the professional army 

and its educational and intellectual framework had more fully developed. 

                                                 
158John S. Mosby report to Maj Gen. J.E.B. Stuart, 4 February 1863, Virginia Cavalry, War of Rebellion: A 

Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies, ser. 1, vol. 25, pt. 1, 5. 

(Hereafter cited as Official Records). Scott. Partisan Life with Mosby. 27. 
159 Mosby letter to citizens of Fauquier County, February 4th, 1863. Scott, Partisan Life with Mosby. 27. 
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 The development of the nation and its military impacted the prevailing American 

martial culture, and the American Ranger at its core began to shift. The core concept and 

role of the Ranger within American society and the burgeoning military institution 

transformed. As the century progressed, the American military became a more 

established institution alongside the United States’ maturation as a nation. An established 

peacetime military contends directly with the prevailing American martial culture that is 

heavily influenced by the Ranger and his irregular warfare. The organically manifested 

Ranger began to take a back seat to the American military, and thus the perception of its 

warfare began to change. 

 The definition of Ranger shifts greatly from the beginning of the nineteenth 

century to the end of the Civil War. At the outset, the American Ranger is an irregular 

warrior raised organically for frontier defense, who operates independently of any main 

army. In the tradition of ancestors like Francis Marion, Robert Rogers, and the Gorham 

family; serving as a Ranger was a glorified and noble act that represented the freedom 

and individuality of the United States itself. As the American military evolved, the 

Ranger and his place within the martial culture changed and ultimately evaporated as 

ideas concerning civilized and uncivilized warfare became cemented in the intellectual 

core of the American military. Irregular warfare conducted outside the control and 

discipline of the professional army was deemed savage, uncivilized and ultimately 

criminal by the American government. A wide variety of groups fall under the Ranger 

umbrella during the 19th century, from the sanctioned frontier Rangers of the War of 1812 

to the completely organic guerrilla bands operating across the Confederate south. By the 

end of the century, the only groups that were deemed civilized were those under the 

direct control and direction of the American Army and all other groups taking up arms 

organically were unacceptable. 

 Extirpative warfare utilized against ‘savage’ Native adversaries’ populations and 

property in the past was replaced with a new iteration. The killing of enemy non-

combatants was deemed wholly uncivilized and savage, and the Union army entered the 

Civil War practicing restraint against Confederate civilians. By the end of the war the 

Union Army practiced an updated extirpative warfare against the Confederate population 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

61 

 

and its property because of its link to and support of Confederate Ranger groups. Union 

officers then allowed themselves to practice an uncivilized form of warfare upon their 

newly ‘savage’ adversary.160 By the latter half of the century the United States and its 

martial culture had shifted its view of the ranger into a realm of uncivilized inferiority 

which justified savage treatment that only a half century before had been reserved for 

Native Americans. The original American Ranger and its martial culture evaporated over 

the course of the nineteenth century.  

War as an Art? 

 “It ought…to be a principal care of every government, however pacific its general 

policy, to preserve and cultivate—indeed, in proportion as the policy of a country is 

pacific, and is little liable to be called to practice the rules of the military art, does it 

become the duty of the government to take care, by proper institutions, that is be not 

lost.”161 The late George Washington’s words echoed across the hall of the United States 

Military Academy at West Point. Superintendent Colonel Albert Leopold Mills recalled 

Washington’s thoughts as he opened the academy’s centennial celebrations on June 11, 

1902. To a crowded hall that included the President and various military personnel and 

alumni, Col. Mills reiterated the importance and purpose of a military academy to any 

nation as the United States prepared to celebrate the heritage of its military institution’s 

oldest structures. Washington’s words convey a compelling justification for the 

establishment of an American military academy. He argues that such an academy 

represents a nation’s commitment to the preservation, cultivation, and even practice of 

the military arts. Washington contends this should be done as a nation rightfully attempts 

to exist peacefully, lest that knowledge be lost for future generations and emergencies. 

When Congress and President Jefferson created the academy in 1802 with the Military 

                                                 
160 Wayne Lee’s Barbarians and Brothers highlights the issue of othering well in warfare. Arguing that 

limit and restraint in warfare can be attributed to culture similarity between adversaries, Lee argues that a 

nation is more likely to deal with an ‘othered’ enemy more brutally and harshly than a culturally similar 

opponent. Lee, Wayne E. Barbarians and Brothers: Anglo-American Warfare, 1500-1865. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2011. 
161 President George Washington’s final address to congress. Quoted in United States Military Academy, 

Edward S. Holden, and W. L. Ostrander. The Centennial of the United States Military Academy at West 

Point, New York. 1802-1902. Washington D.C.: Govt. Print. Off, 1904. 16. 
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Peace Establishment Act, it signaled the origin of a permanent American military.162163 

Restructuring the institutions to guide and organize the burgeoning American peacetime 

military, this act and its most symbolic element in West Point ushered in a new era in 

American military history. 

 After the War for Independence, the fledgling United States had maintained a 

standing army in some form or another. Fluctuating a great deal in size, purpose and 

structure, these ‘old’ armies lacked any kind of stability or continuity. As the Federalist 

and Anti-federalist arguments concerning a standing army played out over the first 

decades of American history, the size and makeup of the American regular army 

fluctuated mightily.164 From 1783 to 1788, the standing army numbered only 700 strong. 

State militias filled the ranks of this light frontier defense force, and only when the 

individual states saw fit to contribute.165 As the Federalist arguments continued and 

threats arose and fell, the peacetime American military fluctuated. The short-lived Legion 

of the United States, an early high mark, achieved victory in the Northwest Indian War 

with a victory at the Battle of Fallen Timbers. Let by General Anthony Wayne and a 

number of other high profile revolutionary veterans, the Legion combined conventional 

military discipline and structure with an understanding of the ‘Ranger’ way of war. 

Utilizing smaller units focused on mobility and massed applications of violence, the 

Legion combined with a cadre of frontiersmen trained in the ‘skulking’ way of war.166 

                                                 
162 For The Military Peace Establishment Act of 1802 see: Annals of Congress, Seventh Congress, First 

Session. United States. Annals of Congress. Washington, D.C.: Library of Congress, 1990.  

lcweb2.loc.gov/ammem/amlaw/lwac.html. Accessed October, 2015. 
163 For an in-depth discussion of the creation of the early American military, see: Crackel, Theodore J. Mr. 

Jefferson's Army: Political and Social Reform of the Military Establishment, 1801-1809. New York: New 

York University Press, 1987. ; McDonald, Robert M. S. Thomas Jefferson's Military Academy: Founding 

West Point. Charlottesville, Va: University of Virginia Press, 2004. ; Coffman, Edward M. The Old Army: 

A Portrait of the American Army in Peacetime, 1784-1898. New York: Oxford University Press, 1986. ; 

Kohn, Richard H. Eagle and Sword: The Federalists and the Creation of the Military Establishment in 

America, 1783-1802. New York: Free Press, 1975. 
164 See Richard Kohn’s The Eagle and the Sword. 
165 This original standing army consisted of only men called up from Pennsylvania as states like New York 

refused to contribute their own men. Coffman, The Old Army. 3. 
166 The Legion of the United States was structured quite differently than conventional militaries of the 

period. Composed of four sub-legions each with their own seasoned commander, the Legion was a highly 

mobile and adaptable force. Each sub-legion was a self-contained unit of two infantry battalions, a cavalry 

(dragoons) troop, artillery battery and a rifle battalion of frontiersmen to act as scouts and skirmishers. This 

early concept of ‘combined arms’ allowed the Legion to act quickly and decisively within the frontier 

environment. For further examination of the Legion of the United States see: Gaff, Alan D. Bayonets in the 

Wilderness: Anthony Wayne's Legion in the Old Northwest. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2004. 
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Using carefully gathered intelligence the Legion adapted to the frontier environment and 

successfully defeated the Native confederacy. Disbanded after its’ success, the Legion 

represents the first effective military force fielded by the young United States after the 

revolution. More concerned with only maintaining a small and inexpensive standing 

army, the states and federal government were more than happy to rely on the state militia 

system for defense.167  

 The early days of West Point demonstrate the inconsistency and lack of structure 

of the early American military. Established first as an engineering and mathematics 

institution, the academy didn’t begin offering a rigid academic and military curriculum 

until after the War of 1812. The first class, consisting of only eleven cadets, attended an 

irregular and unorganized curriculum. Lacking discipline and rigor, the original class at 

West Point more than likely appeared very un-military in their appearance and action.168 

Joseph Gardner Swift, the academy’s first ever graduate, and his time at West Point are a 

testament to this early period. Most famously, Swift chased one of his professors across a 

field and over a fence to the professor’s home after a shouting match. Calling Swift ‘…a 

mutinous young rascal’ the professor, George Baron, out ran the young man to his home. 

After exchanging obscenities through the barred door, the incident came to an end. Baron 

was eventually dismissed from the academy while Swift was only lightly punished after 

the ensuing court-martial.169 The first decade of West Point’s operations did little to 

improve the preparedness and abilities of the young U.S. Army. When the United States’ 

next conflict rose into actuality in 1812, the professional army was ill prepared and 

structured to fight an international war against a modern European nation.170 

                                                 
167 Anti-Federalist Thomas Jefferson took considerable pride in maintaining a small and inexpensive 

military, represented by the fact that in1802 each military expenditure of more than $50 had to be 

personally approved by the Secretary of War Henry Dearborn. Erney, Richard Alton. The Public Life of 

Henry Dearborn. New York: Arno Press, 1979. 61-68. Coffman, The Old Army, 8. 
168 “The Academic History of the Military Academy” The Centennial of the United States Military 

Academy at West Point, 374. 
169 Swift, J. G., and Harrison Ellery. The Memoirs of Gen. Joseph Gardner Swift, First Graduate of the 

United States Military Academy, West Point, Chief Engineer U.S.A. from 1812 to 1818, 1800-1865.: To 

Which Is Added a Genealogy of the Family of Thomas Swift of Dorchester, Mass., 1634 by Harrison Ellery. 

Worcester, Mass: F.S. Blanchard & Co, 1890. 19-28. Coffman, The Old Army, 11. 
170Edward Coffman argues that prior to the outbreak of the War of 1812 the US army was ‘A frontier 

constabulary without the means or planning or preparing for an international conflict. Coffman, 4. 
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 In 1812, as the United States entered its second war with Great Britain, the U.S. 

Army contained an estimated 6,700 officers and enlisted personnel. Eighty-nine men 

represented the entire alumni of West Point, many of them no longer in the service. Well 

over 500,000 volunteers, militia and ‘regular’ soldiers would serve for some period of 

time during the conflict.171 The prosecution of the War of 1812 demonstrates the state of 

the fledgling American Army and its approach to warfare, further representing a debate 

within the American martial culture concerning how wars should be fought and by who. 

Centralizing around who should fight, the debate pitted the ideas of a professional army 

versus the militia system. American fears stemming from the colonial period heavily 

favored the militia system in the place of a standing army, and was reinforced by 

Jeffersonian politics focusing on predominantly defensive military capabilities.172 These 

notions of warfare are directly in line with the original American martial culture 

represented by the Ranger. Traditionally predicated on a provisional basis, Rangers and 

militia volunteered to serve in times of need in order to defend their homes. Conversely, 

the discipline, commitment, and hierarchy of standard military service was antithetical to 

both the Republican values of the young United States and its established martial 

culture.173 

 The opening salvoes of the War of 1812 demonstrate that the U.S. army did 

indeed lack the ability to prosecute an effective conventional war against a modern 

adversary.174 American armies comprising of ill-educated officers leading hastily 

                                                 
171 Kreidberg, Marvin A., and Merton G. Henry. History of Military Mobilization in the United States 

Army, 1775-1945. Washington: Dept. of the Army, 1955. 46, 50. Huston, James A. The Sinews of War: 

Army Logistics, 1775-1953. Washington: Office of the Chief of Military History, United States Army, 

1966. 102. 
172 Weigley argues that the American military lacked any real offensive capability throughout the conflict. 

He argues that the military leadership lacked any knowledge of effective offensive strategy, and that the 

established officer corps was so under-prepared and uninformed that the United States was incapable of 

mounting any successful offensive operations for the duration of the conflict. Weigley, The American Way 

of War, 47-48, 55. 
173 Ricardo Herrerra discusses the implicit division between Republican ideals and ‘subaltern’ military 

service in a professional military. Herrera, Ricardo A. For Liberty and the Republic: The American Citizen 

As Soldier, 1775-1861. 2015. 
174 For volumes dedicated to the narrative of the conflict see: Coles, Harry Lewis. The War of 1812. 

Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965. ; Benn, Carl. The War of 1812. New York: Routledge, 2003. ; 

Latimer, Jon. 1812: War with America. Cambridge, Mass: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 

2007. ; Millett, Allan Reed, and Peter Maslowski. For the Common Defense: A Military History of the 

United States of America. New York: Free Press, 1984. ; Elting, John Robert. Amateurs, to Arms!: A 

Military History of the War of 1812. Chapel Hill, N.C.: Algonquin Books of Chapel Hill, 1991. 
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assembled and ill-trained men met with disaster in their initial forays against the British 

regulars along the Canadian border. Hardly “…a mere matter of marching”, as Thomas 

Jefferson and many Americans had believed, the American invasions of Canada failed 

miserably from East to West.175 General William Hull, also serving as the governor of the 

Michigan territory, set upon the most western portion of the American attack with the 

goal of invading Canada from Detroit in July of 1812. His army was composed almost 

entirely of militia and volunteers from the surrounding states and territories, like General 

Robert Lucas’s militia force of the Ohio militia. Called upon in May to join the army in 

Detroit, Lucas and his men normally spent their time along the Ohio frontier dealing with 

Native Americans. Referring to themselves as rangers throughout their journals, these 

men exemplify the original American martial culture. Focused on the defense of their 

homes from Native threats, these men conducted irregular warfare along the frontier. 

Along their march to Detroit, they were invariably sidetracked to assist a settlement in 

constructing their blockhouse and to investigate the murder of an American settler.176 

Lucas’ time with General Hull is chaotic and he and his men are continually misinformed 

on their numerous scouting and screening missions. One such occasion sees Hull order 

his troop to fire on a returning party of Rangers, only Lucas’ quickness to respond saved 

the men’s’ lives.177 

Under Hull, Lucas and the army invaded Canada in July only to be immediately 

harassed into retreating by British-allied native raids against his already poorly supported 

logistics and communication lines. Ill-trained, ill-informed, and poorly supported Hull 

and the American offensive in the Northwest ultimately ended with retreat and the 

surrender of Detroit to a numerically inferior force of British regulars, militia and native 

warriors. Similar defeats echoed across the United States’ northern border, with 

offensives aimed at Montreal and Niagara failing. Poorly planned offensives, and ill-

trained officers leading ill-disciplined men led to countless American defeats. The very 

                                                 
175 This sentiment is highly representative of an American public and political sentiment that the United 

States could easily invade and secure Canada as their own. Thomas Jefferson to William Duane, 4 August 

1812. Dale, Ronald J. The Invasion of Canada: Battles of the War of 1812. Toronto: J. Lorimer, 2001. 17. 
176 Lucas, Robert, and John Carl Parish. The Robert Lucas Journal of the War of 1812 During the 

Campaign Under General William Hull. Iowa City, Ia: State historical Society of Iowa, 1906. 6. 
177 Ibid, 21. 
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fabric of these armies was unstable as General Henry Dearborn’s militia forces refused to 

enter Canada at the border on the way to Montreal.178 Hull’s experiences near Detroit 

echo the similar American campaigns stretching across the Canadian border region.  

 While the conventional American army struggled with issues of leadership, 

organization, and effective training, the American frontiers saw rapid formations of 

militia, volunteer and mounted ranger companies for purposes of defense against native 

threats. The native aspect of the War of 1812 is sometimes downplayed, but the forces of 

Tecumseh and other native nations played heavily on leaders of both the United States 

and Great Britain. The American Indian Confederacy led by the Shawnee warrior 

Tecumseh reignited pan-Indian resistance to American expansion efforts in the Indiana 

territory. Erupting into an open war in 1811, Tecumseh’s uprising is both a continuation 

of the Northwest Indian War ended by the American legion and Anthony Wayne, and a 

vital aspect of the Western theater of the War of 1812.179 Militia and volunteer units 

formed organically in frontier states and territories to deal with this issue, manifesting yet 

another example of the original American martial culture. The American military 

recognized both the severity of this problem as well as the accepted response; when in 

January of 1812 Congress authorized the formation of six companies of mounted Ranger 

companies to defend the frontier. Following the early American defeats along the 

Canadian border in the fall of 1812, Congress raised its commitment to the frontier 

Ranger forces in January of 1813 asking for a total of 12 companies to be put into the 

field. The main purpose behind the congressional commitment to the ranger companies 

was indeed the threat of native attack, seeking a force to “…range the woods and prevent 

the unapprised attack of the savage upon the helpless women and children.”180 The 

American government and its military legitimized the ranger and the necessity of his 

warfare in this action, recognizing a clear deficiency in the army and the militia’s ability 

to defend the frontier. Setting the Ranger further apart, these new companies and their all-

                                                 
178 Millett, Allan Reed, and Peter Maslowski. For the Common Defense: A Military History of the United 

States of America. New York: Free Press, 1984. 110-112. 
179 For further examination of Pan-Indian Resistance in the American Northwest and Tecumseh’s Uprising 

see: Dowd, Gregory Evans. A Spirited Resistance: The North American Indian Struggle for Unity, 1745-

1815. Baltimore, Md: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1992.  
180 Annals of Congress, House of Representatives, 12th Congress, 2nd Session, January 1813. 647-649. 
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volunteer recruits received a special bounty of land for their service in the Ranger 

companies.181 

 “Part Regulars and Part Woodsmen,” the Rangers demonstrate an early example 

of conflict within the American martial culture.182 Distinguished from both militia and 

regular soldiers, these mounted companies sat alone. Ranger companies were created in 

frontier states and territories, from Louisiana and Missouri in the south to Indiana and 

Illinois in the north. The majority of these units served on horseback, although several 

remained on foot. Frontiers men flocked to volunteer to serve in the unique units. Daniel 

Morgan Boone, son of the infamous Kentucky woodsman Daniel Boone, commanded his 

own company within the Missouri territory.183 Ranger units served in a number of 

capacities, while chiefly dealing with Native threats the Ranger units were also asked to 

fall in line with militia and regular units in the war against the British. When General 

William Henry Harrison and the Kentucky militia marched on and destroyed the native 

Prophetstown at the Battle of Tippecanoe, it was Kentucky and Indiana Rangers scouting 

ahead and providing intelligence. These Rangers went ahead of the main force and 

scouted and destroyed multiple surrounding native villages.184 General Hopkins, in 

remarks concerning his successful expedition on the Wabash, mentioned the efforts of 

Rangers on numerous occasions in his reports, citing the ‘essential’ value of their 

screening and scouting tasks.185 These Rangers, like their colonial predecessors, excelled 

at the skulking way of war applied against native adversaries.  

                                                 
181 Ibid.  
182 “Part regulars and part woodsmen…[the Rangers were] supposed to patrol between blcokhouses erected 

by the state and territorial governors, and cooperate with the local militia in punitive strikes against 

marauding[native] bands.” The dueling nature of the Ranger’s formation is quite accurately captured by 

Urwin, as these Rangers were the first of many to exist in between the realms of the militia and regular 

professional soldiers. Urwin, Gregory J. W. The United States Cavalry: An Illustrated History. Poole, 

Dorset: Blandford Press, 1983. 40. 
183 Daniel Morgan Boone accepted a commission as a Captain to command a Range Company. Daniel 

Boone to Office of the Adjutant General, Sept 9, 1813. NARA M566. Letters received by the Adjutant 

General's Office during the period 1805-21, including many relating to the War of 1812. Record Group 94, 

Catalogue Number 300368. 
184 McAfee, Robert B. History of the Late War in the Western Country. Ann Arbor, Mich.: University 

Microfilms, 1966. 178-182. 
185 General Samuel Hopkins’ letter to General Alex Smyth, November 27, 1812. Brannan, John. Official 

Letters of the Military and Naval Officers of the United States, During the War with Great Britain in the 

Years 1812, 13, 14 & 15. Washington: Way & Gideon, 1823. 95-97. 
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 The inclusion of these Ranger units within more conventional American military 

campaigns proved to be less successful. Accustomed to acting independently, and 

normally serving in the defense of their homes, Rangers and frontier militia forces often 

times refused to follow orders. In the fall of 1812 as General James Winchester’s Army 

of the Northwest marched on hostile native forces in the Ohio country, one such ugly 

incident occurred. General Edward Tupper, one of Winchester’s subordinates, 

commanded the central column of the army and was pressing forward. Made up of Ohio 

militia, some regulars, and several Ranger companies, Tupper’s command proved wholly 

ineffective. Charged with reaching and securing the Maumee rapids near present day 

Toledo, General Tupper’s army quickly dissolved into uncooperative factions. The 

Rangers under Captain James Manary and many of the militia companies refused to 

follow orders, effectively neutralizing the effectiveness of the force.186 When only 200 

men out of the original force acknowledged Tupper’s command, he discharged the force. 

Tupper himself was removed, the entire incident again acting as example of the difficulty 

of merging the established militia system and Ranger identity with the burgeoning 

command structure of the American military.187 

 These early struggles characterized the American efforts in the conflict, with 

consistent failures in leadership, preparation, training, and cohesion between the militia 

and the developing American military. Outside of the naval arena, the American military 

saw minimal success due to these compounding issues.188 The original American martial 

culture at its core clashed with an established professional military, as throngs of poorly 

trained and disciplined militia men, volunteers and regular soldiers failed to produce 

successful results in combat. Compounded with poorly chosen and un-educated 

                                                 
186 General Edward Tupper to General James Winchester [No Date]. Official letters. 71-73. 
187 Mahon, John K. The War of 1812. Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1972. 71-73. 
188 The fledgling American navy saw some early success in the war, particularly on the Great Lakes with 

the American victory at the Battle of Lake Erie. Securing control of the lake allowed the American 

recapture of Detroit and the eventual breaking of Tecumseh’s confederacy. A British blockade limited any 

large American action in the Atlantic, instead the Americans turned to privateering to harass the British 

navy. For further reading on the Naval War of 1812 see: Skaggs, David Curtis, and Gerard T. Altoff. A 

Signal Victory: The Lake Erie Campaign, 1812-1813. Annapolis, Md: Naval Institute Press, 1997. ; 

Symonds, Craig L. Decision at Sea: Five Naval Battles That Shaped American History. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2005. ; Roosevelt, Theodore. The Naval War of 1812, or, The History of the United States 

Navy During the Last War with Great Britain: To Which Is Appended an Account of the Battle of New 

Orleans. Annapolis, Md: Naval Institute Press, 1987. 
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leadership, change was necessary for American success. One of the first incidents to hint 

at progress witnesses a young Winfield Scott begin his legacy. In order to better prepare 

the American forces for yet another invasion into Canada, United States’ Secretary of 

War John Armstrong directed the construction and implementation of several ‘Camps of 

Instruction’. Designed to enhance the discipline and standards of the United States 

regular units in the face of the coming invasion, Brigadier General Winfield Scott was 

given command of one such camp near Buffalo, New York.189 Focusing on two core 

elements, Scott devised and instituted a rigorous program. First, Scott removed any 

officers appointed solely by political influence in favor of an officer corps based on 

experience and merit. Focusing on discipline and sanitation, Scott and his officers created 

a much more rigid military atmosphere for his soldiers. Secondly, Scott sought to 

conquer what he called “The art of war without a master”, or the general lack of tactical 

and strategic education of the American military.190 The General initiated a strict drill 

program for his men. Utilizing the 1791 French Revolutionary Army’s manual of arms, 

1791 Reglement, Scott for the first time instilled a universal standard of directives, 

regulations and instruction on soldiering.191 With properly selected officers and a 

modicum of discipline and training, Winfield Scott’s soldiers performed amicably in the 

coming campaign, most iconic at the Battle of Chippewa. The shift from disorganized 

militia and volunteers towards disciplined regulars famously stirred one British officer to 

exclaim that “Those are regulars, by god!” in reaction to the American force and its 

capabilities.192 United States regulars and militia, under the leadership of Scott and Major 

General Jacob Brown, stood toe-to-toe with British Regulars and through discipline and 

sound tactical execution secured a resounding American victory.193 A similar affirmation 

of the importance of leadership to the young American army is demonstrated at the Battle 

of Baltimore. Major General Samuel Smith of the Maryland militia prepared and 

commanded the American defensive lines at Hampstead’s Hill. Manned by a large 
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mixture of militia, volunteers and regulars, the American force repelled the invading 

British force that had just set Washington ablaze in September of 1814.194 

The War of 1812 demonstrates a young American military attempting to find its 

way. The establishment of a permanent military was in direct competition with the 

prevailing American martial culture that emerged from the revolutionary and colonial 

periods. Strict military discipline and tactics were un-American at the outset. Rigid 

military hierarchy, enlistments, and campaigns of invasion were contrary to the 

volunteer-oriented ranger and militia systems inherent to the early 19th century 

Americans. Large mixed forces of poorly trained U.S. regulars, poorly disciplined militia 

and volunteers, led by ineffective leadership created a recipe for failure. It is only near 

the end of the war that these issues start becoming resolved, and it is heavily reliant on 

the strong leadership of individuals like Winfield Scott and Samuel Smith. America’s 

most notable and final success, at the Battle of New Orleans, is a testament to this 

progress. General Andrew Jackson’s command constituted overwhelmingly of militia and 

volunteer units, with a supporting contingent of U.S. regulars.195 The majority of this 

force was woefully unequipped for such an encounter, with Jackson himself remarking 

himself that "Not one man in ten was well armed, and only one man in three had any 

arms at all…" in reference to a Kentucky militia regiment upon their arrival.196 Armed 

and supported by the local population, Jackson and his force established a healthy 

defensive line around the city. Well entrenched and led, the Americans repulsed a much 

larger British force while sustaining minimal casualties.197 Jackson’s triumph at New 

                                                 
194 Brig. General John Stricker Letter to General Smith, September 15, 1814. 420-424. General Samuel 
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197British casualties following the principal encounter on January 8th numbered 700 KIA, 1400 wounded 

and 500 prisoners. The American casualties numbered under 100 killed and wounded. For further reading 

on the Battle of New Orleans see: Patterson, Benton Rain. The Generals: Andrew Jackson, Sir Edward 

Pakenham, and the Road to the Battle of New Orleans. New York: New York University Press, 2005. ; 

Brooks, Charles B. The Siege of New Orleans. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1961. ; Owsley, 

Frank Lawrence. Struggle for the Gulf Borderlands: The Creek War and the Battle of New Orleans, 1812-

1815. Gainesville: University Presses of Florida, 1981. 
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Orleans, the defense of Baltimore, and the U.S. Rangers on the Ohio, Illinois, and 

Missouri frontiers demonstrate an American martial culture prioritizing the defense of 

ones’ home. Falling in line with the colonial and revolutionary Rangers that acted 

principally along this objective, American volunteers were more than willing to fall in 

and defend the United States. Early failures along the Canadian border demonstrate that 

the American martial culture, among the general population and those on the frontier, 

was less dedicated to the rigid, strict and hierarchical atmosphere of the military 

offensive. In a conventional war against a European nation, the young American military 

had proven largely ineffectual. Charles Sumner accurately captured the struggles of the 

original American marital culture’s reluctance to fall in line with the burgeoning 

American conventional military; when in December of 1820, he addressed the U.S. 

House of Representatives concerning the reduction of the army: “War is an art, to attain 

perfection in which, much time and experience, particularly for the officers, are 

necessary.”198 

As the War of 1812 developed along the Atlantic coast and Canadian borders, 

another war tested the American martial culture along its southern frontiers. A different 

kind of conflict against a completely different, yet well-known adversary. “We are about 

to furnish these savages a lesson of admonition…” boomed General Andrew Jackson of 

the Tennessee militia prior to their October 1813 campaign against the Creek Natives. 

Once again, in the shadow of countless Indian fighters before them, an American 

expedition was mounted to pacify an aggressive and hostile native nation along their 

frontiers. Mindful of the past and the original way of war against Natives, Jackson made 

sure to address the manner in which this war would progress. The entire campaign 

existed in the name of retribution for the atrocities committed at the Fort Mimm’s 

massacre, where an extirpative Creek assault ended with over four hundred white settlers 

and militia slain.199 Jackson asked his men “Shall we imitate the example of our 

enemies…the savageness of their dispositions? Is it worthy the character American 

soldiers…to assume no better models than those furnished them by barbarians?” In this 

                                                 
198 Calhoun, John C., and Richard K. Crallé. Reports and Public Letters of John C. Calhoun. New York: D. 

Appleton, 1856. Vol 5, 80-93. 
199 Owsley, Frank L. “The Fort Mims Massacre,” Alabama Review. Alabama Historical Association, 1971. 
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Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

72 

 

new century and age, how would the modern American nation deal with a Native war? 

Traditionally a counter war of extirpative violence had been waged by the colonial 

Rangers of the past. Jackson sought an end to that tradition, announcing that “We will 

commence the campaign by an inviolable attention to discipline and subordination.”200 

 Americans fought two smaller wars along the southern frontier in the 1810’s, 

against the Creek and Seminole nations. Like the War of 1812 these conflicts were fought 

utilizing a mixture of forces; a majority of militia supported by Army regulars. These 

conflicts, like the War of 1812, demonstrate a difficult transition within the American 

martial experience. As the American people attempt to prosecute warfare through a more 

conventional approach, old habits prove difficult to leave behind as American volunteers 

and militia men struggle to avoid the traditional strategies and tactics against their 

traditional native enemies. These conflicts represent the inner struggle between utilizing 

irregular and extirpative warfare, the original American martial culture, and more 

conventional military doctrine, discipline and organization. The experiences of 

commanders like General Andrew Jackson and Colonel John Coffee demonstrate these 

difficulties. 

Beginning as a civil war between the Upper and Lower Creek people in modern 

day Alabama and Georgia, the Creek War followed the well-known path of many 

American-native wars from the past. The Lower Creek adjusted to American expansion 

quite well, becoming integral trading partners along the southern frontier. The upper or 

Red Stick Creek did not follow suit, becoming increasingly more hostile as more land 

and culture was lost to the encroaching Americans.201 American settlers became involved 

in August of 1813, when a band of Red Stick Creeks successfully assaulted Fort Mims. 

The garrison of the fort was accompanied by over two hundred American and lower 

                                                 
200 Quotes taken from General Andrew Jackson’s October 12th address to the East Tennessee militia army 

prior to their departure for Alabama and Georgia. Jenkins, John S. The Life of General Andrew Jackson: 

With an Appendix, Containing the Most Important of His State Papers. Auburn, N.Y.: J.C. Derby & Co, 
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201 For further reading on the background and underlying causes of the Creek War see: Blackmon, Richard. 

The Creek War, 1813-1814. Washington, D.C.: Center of Military History, United States Army, 2014. ; 

Braund, Kathryn E. Holland. Deerskins and Duffels: The Creek Indian Trade with Anglo-America, 1685-

1815. Lincoln, Neb: University of Nebraska Press, 2009. ; Saunt, Claudio. A New Order of Things: 

Property, Power, and the Transformation of the Creek Indians, 1733-1816. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge 
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Creek settlers seeking refuge from the increasingly hostile Red Stick warriors. Following 

the defeat of the garrison’s militia and volunteer defenders, the Red Stick warriors killed 

and scalped 247 American and Creek settlers. The fort was burned and those that 

survived were taken captive.202 Frightened by the horrific news, Americans in the 

southeastern states clamored for action. With federal forces occupied by the ongoing war 

with Britain, the state militias of Tennessee, Georgia and Mississippi answered the call. 

Leading the Eastern Tennessee militia, General Andrew Jackson demonstrates an ardent 

desire for his men to not reciprocate the extirpative violence of Fort Mims. Equating a 

strict military discipline and rigor as the only path to suitable victory, Jackson represents 

the growing shift away from the original martial culture. In previous generations, 

American Ranger leaders seemingly salivated with the thought of leading a reciprocal 

extirpative raid against a native foe. In his pre campaign address Jackson blames the 

entirety of the early American blunders in the war with Britain on a lack of order and 

subordination. “How glorious would it be to remove the blots which have tarnished the 

fair character bequeathed us by the fathers of our revolution!” closed Jackson as he 

challenges the ill trained and undisciplined militia force before him to subscribe to a rigid 

subscription to his command.203 Unfortunately for Jackson his campaign against the 

Creek is plagued by a lack of discipline, logistical failures and extirpative lapses by his 

men, demonstrating that the original American martial culture is still entrenched within 

the militia and volunteer forces of the United States. 

As Jackson gathered and readied the sizable militia forces from Tennessee, 

Colonel John Coffee rode ahead to the frontier. Leading a mounted force of volunteers, 

Coffee and his men’s objective was to harass and distress the Creek forces until Jackson 

and the militia could arrive in force.204 Coffee’s force numbered six hundred strong and 

had an immediate impact upon their arrival. The presence of this force dispersed any 

                                                 
202 The Siege and Massacre of Fort Mims occurred over the course of an afternoon, with Captain Dixon 

Bailey commanding the garrison’s defense. Unprepared for the assault, the defenders of the fort held the 
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Massacre see: Owsley, Frank. “The Fort Mims Massacre.” ; Waselkov, Gregory A. A Conquering Spirit 
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smaller force of Creek warriors, witnessed by Coffee’s inability to locate and engage his 

enemy. Each successive native village was deserted upon their arrival, and was left looted 

and in ashes following their departure.205 Coffee’s unit itself represents an interesting 

mixture of identity. Acting independently of the main force, exercising extirpative action 

in the destruction of native property, and left largely on their own for provisions, Coffee’s 

volunteers embodied many characteristics of the original martial culture and can easily be 

labelled Rangers. Among Coffee’s ranks sat a number of experienced Indian fighters and 

frontiersmen, most prominently Captain Eli Hammond who would command his own 

Ranger Company in the War of 1812.206 The pinnacle of Colonel Coffee’s independent 

action along the frontier came at the Battle of Tallushatchee; when utilizing a baited 

ambush the mounted unit secured a resounding victory over the Red Stick Creeks. 

Extirpative measures were taken as well over two hundred Creek warriors and civilians 

were killed. Many Creek were killed when their buildings were burned down around 

them. Coffee himself did not approve of such outcomes, but did not punish or reprimand 

his men.207 Jackson and the rest of the Tennessee militia army soon joined Coffee’s unit 

along the frontier, and Jackson’s desire to command an efficient, disciplined and 

subordinate army failed to manifest. Jackson and the army secured another strong victory 

at Talladega on November 9th, but logistical, disciplinary, and lapses into the original 

way of war plagued the campaign to its end. Jackson’s attempt to command a 

conventional disciplined force was heavily hampered by a continued lack of adequate 

provisions. Food was in such short supply, that by the middle of November Jackson was 

forced to turn back towards Tennessee and his staging area at Fort Deposit.208 Even when 

                                                 
205 John Coffee to Mary Coffee (wife), October 24th, 1813. “Letters of General John Coffee to his Wife, 

1813-1815.” Tennessee Historical Magazine. Tennessee Historical Society: Nashville, TN. 1915-1927. Vol 
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commanding officer of an independent Ranger company. Oct 24, 1813. Coffee Letters. Eli Hammond 

Letter to Adjutant General concerning commission of Ranger Company, September 6th, 1814. M566, 
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supplies were finally secured, Jackson fought a disciplinary issues when many of the 

militia men attempted to head home, which Jackson himself labelled “a turbulent and 

mutinous disposition”.209 On multiple occasions Jackson would be forced to resort to 

force to keep his militia from deserting. Perhaps the most vexing issue to Jackson were 

the various lapses into ‘savagery’ and ‘barbarity’ towards the natives. The grizzliest 

example occurred when General White of the Tennessee militia attacked the Creek towns 

in the Hillabee region. These natives were friendly to Jackson and the United States, and 

greeted the attacking militiamen. Warriors were slaughtered, and women and children 

taken prisoner. The Hillabee Creeks switched sides following the attacks and pledged 

further war against Jackson and the United States.210 All of these issues and the resulting 

frustration and inefficiency combined to force Jackson’s campaign to dissolve and saw 

only a handful of soldiers stay at his side. Jackson’s 1813 Creek campaign is further 

evidence that the original American martial culture blended poorly with the emerging 

American conventional military and its ethos. 

Similar issues plagued American military commanders in the Creek War as 

militia armies assembled from Georgia and Mississippi. Short enlistment periods of to 

two to six months enticed men to serve, but these individuals routinely sought early exits 

through desertion or mutiny to rid themselves of the rigid demands of army life. 

Discipline and motivation problems were usually exacerbated by the limit of adequate 

supply. Mississippi militia General Ferdinand Claiborne experienced both of these issues 

as he pressed towards the Creek ‘holy ground’ at Eccanachaca in the winter of 1813. 

Lacking food, proper clothing, and active enlistments the army produced a petition to 

cease the advance.211 Despite all of these issues, the American militia forces secured a 

sound victory over the Red Stick Creeks in the conflict. With a final victory in March of 

1814 at the Battle of Horseshoe Bend, Jackson’s second campaign from Tennessee 

signaled the end of Creek resistance.212 The American forces secured their victory not 
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through tremendous military efficiency or superior tactical prowess, but instead in sheer 

force. American militia, regulars and allied natives outnumbered the Red Stick at every 

encounter. The Red Stick Creeks lacked equal numbers of firearms regularly, creating a 

greater advantage on the side of the Americans.213 The American military experience in 

the Creek War demonstrates that even in a more familiar war against natives along the 

frontier, the American population refused to give up their original martial culture. 

American frontiersmen disliked the discipline and rigors of army life and preferred the 

independence offered through Ranger service. American militia exercised extirpative 

warfare upon their Creek enemies by burning their villages at any opportunity and on 

multiple occasions killing non-combatants.  

As the 19th century rolled onward, the American military continued to struggle 

with the character of its martial culture. The United States approached each conflict 

differently and its military personnel behaved according to who they fought. Andrew 

Jackson led a number of campaigns into Florida during the Seminole Wars, in reaction to 

hostile native nations and violence against white settlers.214 Much like the Creek War, the 

Seminole Wars were fought largely by militia and volunteer forces supported by small 

numbers of American regular soldiers. Campaigns mounted in reaction to violent events 

similar to Fort Mims.215 Villages burned as American armies marched through native 

territory, and multiple occasions saw leaders executed by Jackson and his men. 

Extirpative violence continued to characterize American warfare when it pertained to 

‘savage’ Native American adversaries. When faced with an opposing nation, the United 

States again acted according to its adversary. Established racial and nationalistic 

superiority complexes influenced the conduct of American soldiers in the Mexican –

                                                 
further examination of the Treaty of Fort Jackson and its implications see: Green, Michael D. The Politics 

of Indian Removal Creek Government and Society in Crisis. Lincoln: University of Nebraska press, 1985. 

43. 
213 At both the battles of Tallushatchee and Talladega the Red Stick Creek ran out of gunpowder and were 

forced to resort to more primitive weaponry. Blackmon. The Creek War. 27. 
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2nd from 1835-1842, and the 3rd from 1855-1858. The second war proved to be most costly and deadly 

native war in American history as a mixed force of 40,000 American regulars and militia attempted to 

remove an entrenched population. For further reading on the Seminole conflicts see: Missall, John, and 
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American war.216 American volunteer and militia units, most prominently from Texas 

and the southern states, quickly made a name for themselves with the looting, raping and 

pillaging of the Mexican countryside. Volunteer units were purposefully stationed away 

from villages for this very reason, while the more disciplined and ordered Regulars took 

up positions near Mexican civilians.217 This divide demonstrates the gap establishing 

itself within the American martial culture. The American volunteer espoused a different 

view of warfare than that of the regular soldier. Volunteers acted independently and 

towards their own self-interests, as the colonial Rangers had when they defended their 

own frontiers. The discipline and order of the regular army was in direct opposition to 

this identity. As the United States entered into its Civil War in 1860, this divide existed in 

full between the established American military and the American population. The place 

and nature of the Ranger and the corresponding martial culture played out on the 

battlefields and backwoods of the Civil War and within the minds of it’s’ soldiers and 

civilians. 

 

Savaged Civility? 

“It is to be observed that the first great law of nature, the right of self-defense, is 

inherent in communities as well as individuals.” Union General Benjamin F. Butler 

pondered the words of the letter as he pushed on, “…no just law can condemn a 

community for using all its power to resist the invader and drive him from their soil.” 

Each successive sentence seemed further enraged. Confederate General Daniel Ruggles’ 

letter to Butler concerned two Louisiana privates being held as captives. As members of a 

Louisiana Partisan Ranger unit, rumor and hear-say had begun to spread word that these 

two men were to be summarily executed without trial for their Partisan service. As a 

warfare seemingly deemed un-civilized by the Union military, Ruggles spends three 

                                                 
216 Paul Foos argues in A Short, Offhand, Killing Affair that the Mexican-American war demonstrates an 
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4-5. 
217 Ibid. 119-121. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

78 

 

pages discussing the tradition of irregular warfare in the United States while chastising 

and deriding the use of standing militaries in Europe. Partisans, Guerrillas, or whatever 

the name or nature given to a military organization should not and cannot deem one 

soldier uncivilized next to another argues Ruggles. To Ruggles and the Confederate point 

of view in 1862, these boys were simply defending their homes and hearths, while the 

Union waged an uncivilized war of occupation and atrocity. He and the Confederate 

government “…will not hesitate, I feel constrained to declare, to resort to retaliation, even 

to the extent sanctioned by the Jewish law, ‘an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth, and life 

for life.’”218 

In a one sentence reply General Butler states that privates Henry Castle and 

Thomas Pennington were released within a week of their capture, before Ruggles’ letter 

was ever received.219 The Confederate general’s tirade over differing ideas of civility in 

warfare and the corresponding treatments of soldiers highlights a powerful division 

within the Civil War generation and the two competing nations. Over the preceding 

decades and conflicts, as the United States increasingly developed as a nation, notions of 

civility, warfare, and their intersection became points of discussion and debate. 

Nineteenth century Americans and Europeans alike began debating the proper 

justifications and morality of warfare itself. Increasing efforts to codify the laws and 

regulations of nations naturally began discussing the place of warfare within the modern 

world. Emer de Vattel’s The Law of Nations provided the western world its first legal 

structure for political philosophy and diplomatic interaction. Focusing on the endowed 

rights and responsibilities of modern states and their citizens, Vattel’s late eighteenth 

century work inspired future generations to further debate and codify international law.220 

Of central interest to these works lay the act of warfare and its place within the 

international society: what constituted civilized warfare and what did not? Where did the 

American Ranger fit in the rapidly modernizing world? The American Civil War 

demonstrates a dramatic rejection of many of the defining characteristics of the original 
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American martial culture. The American Ranger and its mode of warfare are labelled 

wholly uncivilized by the American military and its intellectual and educational 

structures. While initially supported by the fledgling Confederate government, reaching 

to traditional American values concerning warfare and self-defense, the original 

American Ranger and its martial identity evaporated during the Civil War as battlefield 

complications and Union military institutionalization made the Ranger unnecessary and 

unacceptable. 

 As the Civil War approached, several American legal experts and military officers 

began codifying and defining the art of war itself. Chief among these is Henry Wager 

Halleck. A graduate of the ever growing U.S. Military Academy and its program, Halleck 

demonstrated a keen mind for military affairs. Very close to Dennis Hart Mahan, perhaps 

the United States’ first military theorist, Halleck quickly rose to prominence within the 

emerging military education realm.221 In 1846 on the eve of the Mexican-American War, 

a series of Halleck’s lectures were published as Elements of Military Art and Science. 

Perhaps the first American treatise on military professionalism and ethics, Halleck laid 

out the contemporary thoughts on strategy, tactics and the essential form and function of 

every component of a modern military. Grounded in American and European history, 

Elements discussed a number of contemporary topics concerning warfare. Halleck argued 

that the only true justification for war was in the case of self-defense.222 Going forward, 

Halleck argued that with this in mind a nation should always be prepared to defend itself. 

Halleck represented a new way of thinking in the U.S. military that stressed education 

and preparation for future warfare. He universally dismissed the existing militia system, 

outside the strategic defensive, and advocated for a stronger and prepared military.223 

                                                 
221 Henry Halleck was the son of a War of 1812 veteran from New York. Graduating 3rd in his class of 31 

from West Point in 1839, Halleck distinguished himself from his classmates by teaching several courses 
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Elements pays little attention to irregular and partisan forces, with no mention of colonial 

Rangers or their service. The only remark towards these non-conventional forces 

separates them distinctly, referring to the ‘horrors’ of partisan service and warfare.224 

Halleck offers the first American codification and regulation pertaining military affairs 

and warfare, and his major recommendation is that the nation needs more. Applying a 

logical approach, Halleck argues that all professionals within American society be 

properly educated in their field, so why shouldn’t military men? A harsh recommendation 

is made to increase military education and reform efforts towards securing a more 

efficient and effective military.225 Halleck’s work, while in no way universally read and 

accepted, sets a solid benchmark for understanding the mindset and positioning of 

American martial thought on the eve of the Civil War.226 

 Henry Halleck played a major part in the Union war effort, both as a commander 

and as a policy maker. Halleck’s second contribution to the shifting American martial 

culture, International Law, or, Rules regulating the intercourse of states in peace and 

war, was a step forward from his earlier work. Published in 1861, Halleck’s crowning 

publication described in detail the contemporary legal and political dispositions towards 

international relations, in both peace and war.227 When combined with Vattel’s work, it 

becomes obvious that a shift in perspective occurred pertaining to extirpative warfare. 

The destruction of an enemy’s property and non-combatant population shifted into the 

realm of uncivilized behavior in warfare. Vattel, published in the late eighteenth century, 

argues for restraint towards an enemy civilian population and urges a utilitarian approach 

to enemy property. Pillaging for sustenance was one thing, but those who “…tear up the 

                                                 
McHenry and a few other events that demonstrated American militia’s ability on the defensive. He argues 
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224 Ibid. 65. 
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vines and cut down the fruit trees, are looked upon as savage and barbarian.”228 Utilizing 

historical evidence, like Vattel, Halleck argues that a well-behaving enemy civilian 

population should be respected, as should their property. The looting, pillaging and 

destruction of non-combatants property and livelihoods to Halleck “…is both impolitic 

and unjust, and is coming into general disuse among the most civilized nations.”229 Both 

men argue against extirpative behavior that was central to the early American marital 

culture, citing the increasing hostility of civilian populations exposed to such actions. The 

only excuse for the ravaging of an enemy population, according to both Halleck and 

Vattel, is the presence of a barbarous people.230 

 As these texts increasingly define the actions of a civilized nation, the new 

definition of uncivilized comes into view. The American Ranger and his way of war was 

slowly pushed into the realm of uncivilized by these men, their texts and the American 

military developing alongside. American’s concept of the Ranger began to change as 

words like guerrilla, partisan, brigand, and others became synonymous and ultimately 

negative in the eyes of these authors and their subjects. The term Ranger becomes 

increasingly ambiguous over the course of the nineteenth century as the American 

military evolves along so-called civilized lines. Multiplying definitions and harsh lines 

are drawn between acceptable behavior and uncivilized action. Halleck argues that 

‘insurgent militia’ raised by an enemy government be given all the rights of soldiers in 

warfare, but any self-constituted band be treated as barbarous criminals.231 Warfare that 

had once defined frontier America was now viewed as increasingly unacceptable for 

those in the Union. 

 As the country threw itself into open civil war in the spring of 1861, every 

possible division of society and culture was laid bare. Chief among these was the 
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competing approaches to warfare. As the Union digested and accepted the ideas of 

Halleck, Vattel and others, the Confederate government and its population demonstrated 

that the original American martial culture was still viable and acceptable. Fitting to the 

Confederate mentality of capturing the original American identity, the principles of self-

defense and individual service resonated within the Confederate population. With the 

threat of an invading Union military; the government, military, and people of the 

Confederacy looked to traditional means of self-defense. Across the Confederacy a large 

scale guerrilla war emerged in the face of Union invasion. The usage and acceptance of 

irregular Ranger warfare is best demonstrated by the Partisan Ranger Act of 1862. While 

not universally accepted, especially within high-ranking military circles, there were major 

concerns with controlling this kind of warfare and the soldiers it attracted.232 The usage, 

acceptance, and the corresponding concerns of irregular Ranger warfare is best 

demonstrated through an examination of the Confederacy’s peculiar obsession for and 

ultimately failed attempt with guerrilla warfare.  

 Ranger, Partisan, Guerilla, and other irregular brands held an idyllic position in 

southern society. Tales of Francis Marion, Thomas Sumter, and other southern 

revolutionary heroes sat prominently within southerners minds in 1861 as secession and 

war unfolded. Envisioning their society akin to the revolutionary colonies, fighting like 

partisans as these men did held great appeal. Cultural signifiers support this idea, none 

other than Nathaniel Tucker’s The Partisan Leader, published in 1836.233 Outside the 

work’s prophetic vision of a seceded Southern Confederacy, it spoke in volumes to the 

glorified and heroic image of the partisan soldier. Following the tales of a ranger leader in 

Virginia, Tucker’s novel captures a romantic vision of southern men rising up to defend 

their homes, families, and their way of life from an invading Union army. Many 

southerners viewed the modes of partisan and guerilla warfare as imperative to”…the 

success of our revolution.”234 A simple approach to warfare is presented and, as Daniel 

                                                 
232 Sutherland, Daniel E. Savage Conflict: The Decisive Role of Guerrillas in the American Civil War. 

Chapel Hill, NC: University Of North Carolina Press, 2013. 9-10. 
233 Tucker, Nathaniel Beverley. The Partisan Leader A Tale of the Future. Washington: D. Green, 1836.  
234 Colonel Angus McDonald to L.P. Walker, Secretary of War, C.S.A. June 1861. Official Records. Series 

I, Vol 2. 952-954. 
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Sutherland argues in A Savage Conflict, was a natural response to outside threats.235 As 

the fighting began in earnest, guerrilla bands sprung up across the Confederacy. In 

Missouri both pro-slavery and pro-Union bands led irregular violent raids against one 

another. Missouri home guard unites clashed with federal forces while more independent 

groups lashed out against Union supply lines.236 Similar to Missouri, irregular groups of 

all shapes, sizes, and motivations were born across the south to meet the Union threat. 

“I have with me volunteers from the states of Alabama, Kentucky, and Maryland, 

as well as from Hardy County, [Virginia]…” explained Colonel Angus McDonald, as he 

described the partisan force he was busy recruiting in Virginia, continuing that “Among 

these men are some of the very best for the peculiar services of partisan and border war.” 

In his June 1861 letter to the Confederate Secretary of War, Leroy Walker, Col 

McDonald outlines the formation of his partisan unit in Hardy County, present-day West 

Virginia. Well before the Partisan Ranger act was made official, southerners organized 

and created partisan, guerrilla and ranger units of all shapes and sizes. McDonald 

requests a number of commissions for his officers as well as a great deal of supplies, 

remarking the popular nature of the service bringing in a high number of recruits. 

McDonald’s letter represents the Confederate enthusiasm for partisan service, even 

before the attempted institutionalization. It also highlights the inevitable difficulties for a 

unit such as his; fighting a war of the people, the partisans drew many supplies from the 

surrounding communities only able to issue receipts for their value. Most interestingly 

McDonald’s final request appears to be most dear to him: He asks for the commission of 

James Averitt to be the acting chaplain of the regiment. Aside the spiritual wellbeing of 

his men, McDonald is extremely concerned with securing the chaplain to meet and refute 

the “…charges of land pirates and other unenviable sobriquets already preferred against 

                                                 
235 Sutherland. Savage Conflict. 10-11. 
236 Irregular warfare had been ongoing between the pro-slavery Missourians and the free-soiler Jayhawkers 

of Kansas since 1855. Extirpative raids against civilian populations regularly ended in bloodshed and the 

destruction of property. These groups were organically raised out of a perceived necessity. This intensified 

in the late days of 1860 prior to Lincoln’s election. For more on this irregular/guerrilla war better known as 

Bleeding Kansas and the opening days of the Civil War see: Earle, Jonathan Halperin, and Diane Mutti 

Burke. Bleeding Kansas, Bleeding Missouri: The Long Civil War on the Border. Lawrence, Kansas: 

University of Kansas Press. 2013. ; Sutherland, A Savage Conflict. 10-25. ; Hess, Earl J. Civil War in the 

West: Victory and Defeat from the Appalachians to the Mississippi. Chapel Hill: University Of North 

Carolina Press, 2015. 
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us as parties to this partisan warfare.”237 Regardless of the success of his recruitment and 

the promise his new unit offered, McDonald was obviously already concerned about the 

behavior of his men and their reputation amongst the general population. 

 The Confederacy’s attempt to harness irregular warfare is best demonstrated by 

the Partisan Ranger Act of 1862. Signed into law by the Confederate congress in April 

1862, the act sought to stimulate Confederate recruitment through the all too familiar 

avenue. Following the early success of securing volunteer enlistments in 1861, President 

Jefferson Davis and the Confederate military were forced to begin conscription in the 

spring of 1862.238 Passed alongside this initial draft was the Partisan Ranger Act; an 

interesting notion aimed at capitalizing on the entrenched partisan and guerilla attitudes 

of the population. Under the act President Jefferson was authorized to commission 

officers to form partisan ranger units of varying sizes. Partisan Rangers units were 

entitled to the same pay, rations and quarters as regular soldiers, while under the same 

regulations. Partisan units enjoyed a pseudo-looting system that rewarded the men the 

full value of any arms, ammunition, and other articles of war captured and returned to 

Confederate quartermasters.239 Envisioned as an organic home guard and irregular 

raiding force against invading Union armies, these units enjoyed a greater deal of 

freedom from the discipline and rigor of conventional military service all while ideally 

receiving the same pay, support, and more. This service most closely resembles the 

original American Ranger and his warfare. An independent unit of frontiersmen gathered 

for defense and irregular warfare needs. These units would be fully recognized by the 

Confederate government, but mostly free to operate as they saw fit. At its core the act 

was an attempt to regulate and harness the guerrilla warfare so popular among the 

southern population, and use it to bolster the Confederate military’s ability to defend 

itself. In reality the Partisan Ranger act highlighted a shift in the acceptance and 

                                                 
237 McDonald to Walker, June 25, 1861. Official Records. Series I, Vol II, 952-954. 
238 The Confederate Conscription Act of 1862 was the first of five such acts drafting men for conventional 

military service. Each successive act broadened the acceptable age of enlistment as manpower concerns 

grew increasingly over the course of the war. This was also the first time the Confederate national 

government was calling for soldiers, and not the individual states  
239 The Partisan Ranger Act of 1862 is quite simple, with three major provisions. Jomini, Antoine 

Henri. The art of war. Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 1971. Appendix A. 
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effectiveness of irregular warfare within the American martial culture, as battlefield and 

leadership experiences demonstrate the overall negative consequences of the experiment. 

 The Partisan Ranger Act was well received in its opening months as commanders 

across the Confederacy flocked to take advantage of the program. General John S. Roane 

received a letter in May of 1862 that placed him in command of the defense of the state 

of Arkansas. In addition to the defense of the ultimately important border state, Roane 

was also ordered to reinforce General Earl Van Dorn’s Trans-Mississippi District forces 

operating against the Union’s General Samuel Curtis’s forces in the area. The dueling 

tasks perplexed General Roane: how to properly defend a state while simultaneously 

reinforcing an army on campaign? General Roane received his answer from a member of 

Van Dorn’s staff: Partisan Rangers. Authorizing the appointment of Partisan officers and 

the raising of ranger forces, Roane is cautioned to only select men of “respectable 

character”. Roane was to call upon the state’s population for troops to defend against the 

encroaching Union forces. These partisan forces were tasked with a number of irregular 

methods in enacting their defense: harass the Union flanks and rear and cut off and 

destroy supply trains. Roane’s primary objective was defending any and all of the 

Arkansas River crossings.240 Initially, as in Roane’s case, the Partisan service was looked 

to as a heavy contributor to the war effort. Robert E. Lee, often referenced as an opponent 

to both guerrilla warfare and the Partisan Ranger Act, expressed his initial faith in the 

ability of these units to bolster the conventional armies in the field. In letters to field 

commanders and the Confederate War department, Lee explained that the Partisan 

Ranger forces were valuable assets to an army in the field. Lee and other commanders 

initially saw the Partisan Ranger Act as a boon to recruitment and a quick avenue to 

reinforcing a force in need.241 As guerrilla warfare became common practice across the 

Confederacy by 1862, especially in the Border States, Confederate generals and their 

                                                 
240 Dabney Maury, Asst-Adjutant General, to General J.S. Roane. May 19, 1862. Official Records.Series I, 

Vol 13. 827-828. General Roane’s task was tall. Arkansas’ defensive position was increasingly less tenable 

as General Van Dorn’s forces failed to secure victory at Pea Ridge and the Union capture of New Orleans. 
241 Lee’s staff to General W.W. Loring, May 24, 1862. Official Records. Series I, Vol 12, Section III. 899. 

Lee’s suggestion to Loring was to offset the inability of immediate reinforcement through conscription. The 

letter included a copy of the Partisan Ranger Act and further instructions concerning the selection of 

officers and their character. Lee to L.P. Walker, Secretary of War, June 8, 1862. Official Records. Series I, 

Vol 11. 581. 
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staffs immediately looked to the Partisan Ranger Act as an institutionalized answer to 

manpower shortages and recruitment concerns.242  

 The process of harnessing organic guerrilla warfare for the conventional 

Confederate war effort through the Partisan Ranger Act quickly became an issue. 

President Jefferson Davis received a letter in the summer of 1862 detailing the early 

impressions of the Partisan Rangers in Missouri. “I did not find one man in a thousand fit 

to conduct such a force…not one soldier in a hundred who could be trusted.” Brigadier 

General Jeffrey Thompson of the Missouri State Guard lambasted the character, action 

and selection of those operating under the mantle of partisan ranger. Thompson refers to 

the rangers as ‘free lances’ and berates their lack of discipline, honor and dedication to 

the cause. “They steal, murder and generally act on their own accord…” Pleading to 

Jefferson that these rangers “…will do us more harm than good if they are not set 

right.”243 Similar accusations began to come into Richmond from all over the 

Confederacy, as guerrilla and home guard units began clamoring for independent service 

under the new act. As early as June of 1862 these new units began to get in the way of 

conventional Confederate armies.244 The service was incredibly desirable to the southern 

population; the freedom of a detached service combined with the pay and rations of a 

regular soldier created an incredible interest across the confederacy. Shortly following the 

Partisan Ranger Act’s introduction, soldiers in North Carolina flocked to serve under its 

favorable conditions. Henry Clark of the state government asked for clarification 

concerning the simple and decidedly vague tenets of the act itself. The premise of 

outfitting and paying all of the volunteering Rangers in mounted units would seriously 

impact the ability of the state to outfit and support its regular troops.245 Across the 

                                                 
242 Daniel Sutherland’s A Savage Conflict depicts the early guerrilla warfare adopted by southern and 

Border States as an essential structure to the narrative and outcome of the war itself. Sutherland describes 

in detail the outbreak of irregular war from Missouri to Virginia throughout the early months of the Civil 

War. 50-51. 
243 Brig. Gen. Jeffrey Thompson, Missouri State Guard, to President Jefferson Davis, June 30, 1862. 

Official Records. Series I, Vol 5 (Part II), 354-326. 
244 In a letter to the Adjutant-General in June of 1862, Maj-General T.C. Hindman of the Trans-Mississippi 

District complains about the presence of such units, and argues that they will most definitely impede his 

efforts halting the Union advance in Arkansas. Hindman to Cooper, June 19, 1862. Official Records, Series 

I, Vol 13, 836-837. 
245 Henry Clark, N.C. Executive Dept., to G. W. Randolph, Secretary of War, July 31, 1862. Official 

Records. Series 4, Vol 2, 31. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

87 

 

Confederacy the ranger recruits and their units sometimes proved to be major 

distractions, and not just in recruiting and logistics. In the West, where the guerrilla war 

was seemingly the most popular and desired in the face of the mounting Union threat, the 

Rangers’ lack of discipline served as major distraction to commanders. General Orders 

No. 2 authored by the Southern Mississippi and Eastern Louisiana Headquarters served 

as a response to such distractions. General Ruggles announced that all units existing 

under the Partisan Ranger Act be of battalion size or larger. No independent companies 

were allowed to operate, in order to better supervise and discipline all Confederate units. 

Extra affirmation is placed upon commanders to keep their soldiers in line. All pillaging, 

looting, burning and destruction of property were expressly forbidden. Appealing to 

common honesty, the orders reference multiple incidents more damaging to the 

community than the enemy.246 Increasingly strict regulations were needed in the face of 

the ranger’s conduct. Confederate commanders were forced to disband the most 

undisciplined units and punish their commanding officers. Shortly after General Orders 

No. 2 were published, all partisan rangers in Louisiana were ordered to stand down and 

cease operations. Two companies of rangers, under Captains Ashe and McWaters, were 

the stimulus for such action. The independent action of these units, while not destructive 

to their community, was not in line with the District’s commanding officer Brig. General 

R.C. Martin. In his General Orders No. 8, he shut down any partisan activity in the state 

and demanded all ranger units to lay down their arms and report to the nearest militia or 

conventional unit.247 Both men were arrested and their commands stripped. Shortly after 

their arrival, Partisan Rangers were looked upon as a distraction, an inefficient use of 

material and manpower, and largely undisciplined and of poor character. The entrenched 

mythology around irregular warfare and the actions of a number of prominent individuals 

made this issue even more convoluted. 

 

                                                 
246 General Orders # 2, HQ Dept, S Miss & E. Louisiana. Official Records. Series I, Vol 15, 768. 
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Thunderbolt, the Black Knight and a Gray Ghost 

A young Union cavalry soldier rode out of his Shenandoah Valley camp one night 

to secure some extra food. Arriving at a solitary house he interrogated the ‘negro’ woman 

that answered the door. For his own safety, the young man wanted to know who was all 

in the house. The young woman replied “Nobody but Mosby.” The soldier stammered in 

reply, “Is MOSBY here?” After her confirmation the man stormed back to camp and 

rallied his unit. The house quickly surrounded, a Union Colonel demanded to the young 

woman to deliver Mosby. “There he is…” as she pointed toward her infant son in his 

cradle.248 John Singleton Mosby. Just the name aroused the full range of emotions in both 

Union soldiers and Confederate civilians. Perhaps the most infamous Confederate 

partisan leader of the war, John Mosby was but one of a number of enigmatic guerrilla 

commanders fighting for the south. Men like Turner Ashby, John Hunt Morgan, and 

others added fire to the partisan war with their successes while simultaneously muddling 

the effectiveness of irregular groups in the minds of both Confederate citizens and 

military leaders. 

 In similar fashion to the original American Rangers, Confederate partisans and 

guerrillas rallied around their leaders. Colorful characters completing daring acts, 

achieving near mythological status amongst the Union and Confederate populations; the 

most infamous partisan leaders work to accurately demonstrate the peculiar obsession 

with irregular warfare gripping the southern population. Like Marion and Sumter before 

them, these men embodied the original American martial culture’s core tenets; fighting to 

defend their homes as volunteers, operating independently of conventional armies, and 

partaking in sometimes brutally violent raids against their invading foes. The ‘Black 

Knight’ of the Confederacy, Colonel Turner Ashby, was one of the first partisan leaders 

to achieve widespread fame amongst Confederate soldiers and civilians while securing 

the corresponding ire of Union forces. As the perfect combination of an educated 

Virginia gentlemen and outdoorsman, Ashby’s actions and character flamed the image of 

glory and chivalry surrounding the southern partisan cause. Coming from a family of 
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military tradition, Ashby created his first partisan unit, the ‘Mountain Rangers’, in the 

late 1850’s which was absorbed into the Virginia militia following the Harper’s Ferry 

Raid.249 Once the Civil War began in earnest, Ashby entered the cavalry service under 

General Joseph Johnston eventually coming to the command of the 7th Virginia Cavalry. 

While not a commissioned partisan unit, Ashby and his men operated largely 

independently form the conventional force undertaking irregular warfare tactics such as 

raids, ambushes, etc. Famously arming themselves with bowie knives and revolvers, 

Ashby’s men embodied a ‘savage civility’ that greatly appealed to the southern 

population.250 The mix of the chivalrous nature of their cause with their violent means 

exemplified the mythic southern partisan, and ode to the revolutionary generation of 

Marion and Sumter. Acting as a screening force for Johnston’s main force, Ashby’s 

cavalry assisted Johnston at the First Battle of Manassas, but did not directly take part.251 

With no formal military training and his own agenda, Ashby clashed with Confederate 

leadership on numerous occasions. His partisan nature drew the ire of many commanders, 

like Stonewall Jackson at the First Battle of Winchester, when Ashby’s men failed to 

destroy a retreating Union force because they were too busy plundering captured Union 

supply trains.252 Shortly after Winchester, Ashby was killed in action at Good’s Farm, 

near Harrisonburg. Ashby’s command was highly successful, but his lack of discipline 

and refusal to follow orders on numerous occasions puts him in the partisan camp. 

 In similar company to Turner Ashby sits the ‘Thunderbolt’, John Hunt Morgan. 

Born in Alabama, Morgan was a descendant of the revolutionary partisan Daniel Morgan. 

                                                 
249 Born in Fauquier County, Virginia in 1838, Ashby enjoyed a private education as well as ample 

exposure to the physical countryside. Both his father and grandfather served as officers in wartime, making 

the military a natural environment for Ashby. For further reading on Ashby’s formative years see: Ashby, 

Thomas A. Life of Turner Ashby. New York: Neale Pub. Co, 1914. ; Avirett, James B., R. T. Barton, and 

William Naylor McDonald. The Memoirs of General Turner Ashby and His Compeers. Baltimore: Selby & 

Dulany, 1867. ; Anderson, Paul Christopher. Blood Image Turner Ashby in the Civil War and the Southern 

Mind. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2002. 
250Sutherland’s arguments concerning a ‘savaged civility’ joins the chivalrous defense of one’s home and 

community with the often violent destructive warfare of the ‘savage’. Sutherland, Savage Conflict, 28-29. 
251 Ashby’s unit served in a number of complimentary roles to the conventional Confederate armies in the 

field. Acting as a screening force and long-range scouts, Ashby was vital in a number of early Confederate 

victories across the Shenandoah.  
252 Ashby’s command played a vital role in the intelligence gathering and approach to the battle, also 
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The young Morgan grew up along the Kentucky frontier, gaining a hardness only 

reserved for the outdoorsmen. After volunteer service in the Mexican American war, 

Morgan started a number of militia units in his community, with the ‘Lexington Rifles’ 

lasting until the beginning of the war. While not originally an ardent secessionist, 

Morgan’s unit joined the Confederate military and began operating in Tennessee in the 

early months of 1862.253 Morgan’s unit operated completely independently, and was 

made up of a stark contrast of individuals. Southern gentlemen of Morgan’s standing 

served alongside poor farmers and one English cavalry officer in George St. Leger 

Grenfell.254 Morgan’s unit practiced a highly irregular brand of warfare along the 

Kentucky Tennessee border, setting ambushes, conducting raids on Union pickets and 

supply depots, and burning bridges at important river crossings. Morgan routinely pushed 

the envelope of acceptable warfare, by both sides’ standards, as he dressed his men in 

federal uniforms to conduct reconnaissance and pillaging missions.255 The nature of 

Morgan’s war netted him and his men a great number of victories, but most held little 

tactical or strategic value to the Confederate cause. Often compared to Francis Marion, 

Morgan and his men were immensely popular with the population adding to the idea that 

guerrilla warfare could help defend the Confederacy.256 While popular, Morgan’s units 

was like Ashby’s in its lack of a rigid military discipline. Morgan’s hallmark achievement 

during the war demonstrates both the lack of discipline and military effectiveness at the 

                                                 
253 The Morgan family was well established in the United States by the 1860’s, and when John’s father 

married into the Hunt family in 1823, the Morgan family was joined to one of the wealthiest families in 

America. John Hunt Morgan, like Ashby, embodied the southern gentility mixed with a love of the 

outdoors. Plantations living, private education and duels of honor characterized Morgan’s youth. Upon the 

secession crisis, Morgan wrote to his brother “Our state will not I hope secede…” and praised the abilities 

of Lincoln. Less than a year later both John and his father Tom were openly supporting the Confederacy. 

For further reading on John Hunt Morgan and his family see: Ramage, James A. Rebel Raider: The Life of 

General John Hunt Morgan. Lexington, Ky: University Press of Kentucky, 1986. ; Brown, Dee. The Bold 

Cavaliers; Morgan's 2nd Kentucky Cavalry Raiders. Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1959.  
254 Grenfell was born in England and fought all over the globe, in the Crimean War, against the Barbary 
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such men as his would regain us Kentucky and Tennessee.” Noe, Kenneth W. Perryville: This Grand 

Havoc of Battle. Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2011. 31.  
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core of Morgan’s irregular warfare. Known simply as ‘Morgan’s Raid’, during the 

summer of 1863 John Morgan set off with his group of rangers and crossed into the 

Union. The farthest Confederate penetration of the entire war, Morgan and his men 

raided across southern Ohio and Indiana. Through multiple skirmishes the raiders 

captured and paroled several hundred Union soldiers. A heavy Union militia presence in 

the region doomed the raid from the start, as Morgan and all of his men were eventually 

defeated or captured. Morgan escaped his imprisonment but the vast majority of his men 

were less fortunate, spending the rest of the war in prisoner of war camps like Camp 

Douglas in Chicago. Morgan’s raid was a massive blow to the Confederacy and of zero 

real detriment to the Union war effort.257 In direct disobedience of General Braxton 

Bragg’s orders not to cross the Ohio River, Morgan’s action lost him and the 

Confederacy an irreplaceable and experienced group of raiders.258  Morgan returned to 

active duty following his escape, but could never field as effective of a unit again. His 

new recruits were substantially more undisciplined and uncontrollable. Pillaging and 

looting of Confederate property became an unfortunate norm for an area they operated 

within. Morgan was killed in action in August, 1864 during an unsuccessful raid on 

Greenville, Tennessee. John Hunt Morgan and Turner Ashby both inflated the prestige 

and image of the Southern partisan during the early years of the war, but their actions and 

eventualities point to the rapidly coalescing negative opinion by Confederate military, 

civilian, and governmental individuals. 

 Each partisan leader, both within the Partisan Ranger Act and outside of it, 

seemingly has a detrimental side. Perhaps the only exception is John Mosby. Operating in 

Loudoun County Virginia, Mosby’s raiders proved to be an extremely effective and 

                                                 
257 The true damage of the raid was up for debate. Confederate newspapers raved about the impact and 

damage done to the Union, while Federal numbers tell a different story. Scholarship on the issues tends to 

uphold the Federal view point. According to Paul Scarborough, the final cost to the Union was at maximum 

$1.5 million. This number is highly distorted, argues Scarborough, as many of the Union farmers used the 

raid as excuse to report other non-associated losses. Factor in the pay of the militia and other skewing costs, 

the raid left much smaller a mark than the Confederate press claimed. Scarborough, Paul Gerard. The 

Impact of the John Morgan Raid in Indiana and Ohio. Thesis, Miami University,1955. 218-220. See Also: 

Vore, Robert S. Morgan's Raid Losers: Including an Abridged Reprint of the Report of the Commissioners 

of Morgan Raid Claims. Lima, Ohio: R. Vore, 1977. 
258 For further reading on Morgan’s Raid see: Mowery, David L. Morgan’s Great Raid: The Remarkable 

Expedition from Kentucky to Ohio. Charleston, SC: History Press, 2013. ; Mackey, The Uncivil War, 179-
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tactically advantageous military force. Born in 1833 in Virginia, John Singleton Mosby 

was the product of an old Virginia family tracing back into the early seventeenth century. 

Leading a somewhat troubled youth, Mosby joined the Confederate Army at the outbreak 

of hostilities.259 Initially serving in William Jones’ ‘Virginia Volunteers’, Mosby 

eventually found himself serving in General J.E.B. Stuart’s cavalry scouts.260 Mosby’s 

knack for intelligence gathering and scouting was noticed immediately, and General 

Stuart ordered Mosby and his group of cavalry to begin operating independently of the 

conventional army. Following Mosby’s infamous November 1862 action with the 

Union’s Colonel Wyndham in Middelburg, discussed at the outset of this chapter, he was 

assigned to permanent independent duty. January of 1863 saw the formation of the 43rd 

Battalion Virginia Cavalry, a regimental sized corps of Partisan Rangers under Mosby’s 

command. Men serving under Mosby enjoyed a very contrasting service to those in the 

Army of Northern Virginia, of which they were nominally attached. Most men lived 

among the civilian population, avoided all regular camp duties, and shared in the spoils of 

their raids. Mosby and his men conducted countless raids, intelligence and sabotage 

missions across an area that would become known as ‘Mosby’s Confederacy’ by 

Confederate and Union individuals. Mosby’s mark was immediately felt by the Union 

forces in the region surrounding Loudoun County. Shortly after the official creation of his 

unit, Mosby mounted his infamous Fairfax raid. Striking deep behind Union lines, Mosby 

and a small contingent of men successfully captured a Union general, three officers, 

thirty enlisted men and fifty plus horses without firing a shot.261 

 Mosby’s Rangers stand out among other Confederate guerrilla and partisan 

groups. While executing an irregular war against the Union forces in the area, Mosby and 

                                                 
259 John Singleton Mosby’s youth consisted of scuffle after scuffle. His small frame and frail health led to 

continual bullying, as such Mosby was no stranger to a fight as he entered college at the University of 

Virginia in 1850. Perhaps the most defining event of his youth saw him shoot one of his many adversaries 

in the middle of their brawl. Charged with Malicious shooting, Mosby was imprisoned, expelled from 

university and eventually pardoned. Mosby declines to discuss this event in his memoirs, but his path was 

fundamentally altered due to this event. For Mosby’s early life see: Mosby, John Singleton, and Charles 

Wells Russell. The Memoirs of Colonel John S. Mosby. Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1959. For a 

detailed narrative of Mosby’s early legal troubles and their impact on his life see: Ramage, Rebel Raider, 

20-24. 
260 Mosby, Memoirs of John Mosby, 14-17. 
261 Mosby’s raid on the Fairfax County courthouse greatly increased Mosby’s image and influence. Mosby 

claims in his memoirs that he woke up Union General Edwin Stoughton from his bunk to inform him that 

he was captured. Ibid.79. 
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his officers were keenly aware of the repercussions of their actions. Mosby’s raids 

focused on uniformed Union soldiers and official federal supply depots. Mosby forbid the 

looting of civilians, both Confederate and Union, and focused his men only on the spoils 

gained from capturing Union soldiers. By executing small scale actions under these 

premises, Mosby and his men were remarkably effective at agitating the Union forces 

while maintaining a support base among the population surrounding them.262 Mosby and 

his commander J.E.B. Stuart recognized the difficulties arising from the Confederate 

guerrilla war: the lack of discipline, commitment to the cause, and outright damage being 

done to the Confederate people. Upon receiving his commission and command of the 43rd 

Virginia, Mosby was sternly warned by Stuart as to the actions and titles taken by him 

and his men. Told “…by all means ignore the term ‘Partisan Ranger.’ It is in bad repute.” 

Stuart urged Mosby to take on a ‘regular’ title and avoid monikers of Ranger, Raider, 

Marauder and the like. Mosby was encouraged to craft the image as a ‘fearless band of 

heroes’ with pride and respect from both friend and foe. The character of each man was 

to be subjected to every scrutiny, and any and all deserters were to be reported and 

disbarred from joining.263 Mosby’s Rangers served through to the end of the war, and 

increasingly exemplified themselves as an outlier against the rising tide of Confederate 

guerrilla bands.264 

By November of 1862, the Confederate Congress counted a total of ninety-six 

partisan companies raised from eight different states. This is impossibly low as no border 

states outside Virginia are shown on the count, where the most intense guerrilla 

operations were taking place.265 Gathering an accurate picture of the Confederate 

                                                 
262 Historians debate the underlying structures informing Mosby’s guerrilla command ideas. Robert 

Mackey’s The Uncivil War takes this issue on in stride. Mosby was a commissioned officer in the 

Confederate Army and a well-trained legal mind. The combination of these with his background in 

Virginia’s upper class work to describe Mosby’s well-adjusted approach to guerrilla warfare. Mackey, The 

Uncivil War, 73-75, n.225-226. 
263 J.E.B. Stuart to John Mosby, March 25, 1863. Official Records, Series I, Vol 25, Pt II, 857-858. 
264 No Confederate Ranger enjoys the volume of scholarly attention than that of John Singleton Mosby. The 

innumerable accounts of his actions in Virginia have fascinated both historians and citizens for well over a 

century. He is a central figure in the Civil War in Virginia, the study of irregular warfare, and numerous 

other fields. For further scholarship on Mosby’s life, service and legacy see: Mosby, The Memoirs of John 

S. Mosby. ; Jones, Virgil Carrington. Ranger Mosby. Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 

1944. ; Siepel, The Life and Times of John Singleton Mosby. ; Ramage, James A. Gray Ghost: The Life of 

Col. John Singleton Mosby. Lexington, Ky: University Press of Kentucky, 1999. 
265 Sutherland, A Savage Conflict, 163-164. 
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guerrilla war was and remains exceedingly difficult. Within the first year of the Partisan 

Ranger Act, an untold number of units sprang up across the Confederacy. The varying 

geographies, military situations, motivations, and populations created a vast array of 

different groups. The success of Mosby and others within Virginia was juxtaposed to 

harmful guerrilla actions across the Western states and other border regions. In Memphis 

Partisan Rangers publicly sold cotton and other goods stolen from Confederate citizens 

for both arms and personnel profits.266 The appeal of service under the Partisan Ranger 

Act and in similar guerrilla bands was highly appealing to Confederate civilians, 

especially in frontier and border regions. The ability to volunteer and choose where and 

how to fight was coupled with greater daily autonomy and the prospect of profiting from 

plunder; created an extremely popular alternative to service within the conventional 

Confederate military for some. In his request to raise his own partisan ranger force, Major 

V. A. Witcher of the Virginia Mounted Rifles promised “…implicit and faithful 

obedience to orders, a thorough knowledge of the geography…and 1250 gallant 

spirits.”267 

 As the war progressed, the Union military and civilian leadership continually 

adjusted its approach. This was especially true in regards towards Confederate civilians 

and their property. By the end of 1862 the guerrilla problem was indeed a very real 

concern for Union commanders, and uniformity on the treatment of such actions was 

necessary. General Henry Halleck was named General-in-chief of Union forces in July of 

1862 and drawing from his legal background set upon a solution. In addition to the 

treatment of non-uniformed personnel, spies and other non-traditional parties, Halleck 

was also intent on addressing the treatment of Confederate property, and chief among it 

the slaves. January of 1863 saw President Lincoln issue the Emancipation proclamation, 

officially the undoing of slavery and forcing the Union army to take an active role in the 

destruction of the ‘peculiar institution.’268 Previous to this announcement, Union military 

                                                 
266 Report of Brig. Gen. Mason Brayman, U.S. Army, of operations November 3 – December 31, 1862. 

Official Records, Series I, Vol 17, Pt I, 481-483. 
267 V.A. Witcher to Gen. W.W. Loring, August 17, 1862. Official Records, Series I, Vol 12, Pt III, 939-940. 
268 The role of the Emancipation Proclamation within Union political and military policy has been heavily 

examined by historians, see: McPherson, James M. Tried by War: Abraham Lincoln As Commander in 

Chief. New York: Penguin Press, 2008. ; Foner, Eric. The Fiery Trial: Abraham Lincoln and American 

Slavery. New York: W. W. Norton & Co, 2010. ; Jones, Howard. Abraham Lincoln and a New Birth of 
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personnel had left Confederate civilians and their property alone.269 The combination of 

intensified Guerrilla warfare across the Confederacy and the changes ushered in by the 

Emancipation Proclamation necessitated the re-examination of Union military policy 

across the board. Halleck and Lincoln looked to German-American soldier, professor and 

legal mind Francis Lieber.270  

 Franz Lieber’s first contribution to the American culture of war come in the form 

of an 1862 report entitled ‘Guerrilla Parties Considered With Reference to the Laws and 

Usage of War’. Solicited by General Halleck, Lieber’s initial work is one of the first 

modern attempts to define and characterize the ‘guerrillas’ and ‘partisans’ of the 

nineteenth century.271 Lieber provides both the Union military leadership, and perhaps 

the American population, its first definition of the nineteenth century ‘guerrilla’ and his 

qualities. An irregular band of men incapable of carrying on a ‘regular’ war, because they 

were constituted outside standard procedures and are totally disconnected form the 

conventional army through pay, rations and movements. Lieber argues that culturally 

these groups are interconnected with pillaging, intentional destruction, necessitated 

murder, and general criminality. The power behind Guerrilla Parties Considered lays in 

                                                 
Freedom: The Union and Slavery in the Diplomacy of the Civil War. Lincoln: University of Nebraska 

Press, 1999. ; Masur, Louis P. Lincoln's Hundred Days: The Emancipation Proclamation and the War for 

the Union. Cambridge, Mass.: The Belknap Press, 2012. 
269 The relationship between Union military personnel and the civilian personnel they came into contact had 

been used as a metric for understanding and labelling the ‘hardness’ of the Civil War. Mark Grimsely’s The 

Hard Hand of War leads this area of the scholarship and traces the development of Union military policy as 

it regarded to Civilians over the course of the war. Grimsely argues that as the war progressed the Union 

adopted increasingly ‘harder’ policies concerning the appropriation and destruction of civilian property. 

Grimsley uses his narrative progression towards a ‘Hard War’ to argue that the Civil War was not a Total 

War as some historians had been arguing. Instead he argues that destruction came with discrimination 

against disloyal and uncooperative Confederate populations. Grimsley, The Hard Hand of War, 2-3. 
270 Francis Lieber was born in Prussia sometime around 1800 and served in the Napoleonic Wars as a 

young man. He immigrated to the United States in 1827, and over thirty years served as a professor of 

history, political science and legal thought at a number of universities including the University of South 

Carolina and Columbia. For further reading on Francis Lieber’s life see: Freidel, Frank. Francis Lieber, 

Nineteenth-Century Liberal. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1948. ; Harley, Lewis R. Francis 

Lieber; His Life and Political Philosophy. New York: Columbia University Press, 1899. 
271 Lieber’s account begins with a historical breakdown of guerrilla definitions and actions from nineteenth 

century European contexts. Specifically Lieber looks at the self-constituted Spanish bands fighting the 

French in the Peninsular war. He discusses the titles of both the leaders and their groups, and the differing 

manner in which they behaved and were consequently treated. Lieber, Francis. Guerrilla Parties 

Considered with Reference to the Laws and Usages of War Written at the Request of Major-Gen. Henry W. 

Halleck. New York: D. Van Nostrand, 1862. 5-7. 
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its categorization of irregular bands; from Guerrilla to Brigand to spy. 272 By 

differentiating one group from another, Lieber outlines how each group should be treated 

if captured based on their behavior. In a process that will be finished by Halleck and 

Lieber shortly after, this document began the process that labelled some modes of 

irregular warfare illegal, immoral and ultimately uncivilized.273 

 Lieber and Halleck joined a number of other military and legal minds in 

Washington, D.C. in the winter of 1863 to revise the existing American Articles of 

War.274 With the subjects of civilian property and irregular warfare of chief concern, 

Lieber primarily drafted the document with Halleck serving as its primary editor. The 

‘Lieber Code’ was issued to the Union Army as General Orders No. 100 in April of 1863 

and concentrated on three principal areas: Martial Law, military necessity and the 

treatment of prisoners, civilians and irregular parties. Focusing on the prosecution of 

‘civilized warfare by modern nations’, the Lieber Code created a modern legal 

framework for occupying a hostile nation and dealing with the various situations arising 

alongside that task. Lieber outlines the modern construct of Martial Law, or ‘temporary 

military absolutism’, and argues that military commanders acting in the stead of civilian 

governments should be strictly guided by ‘the principles of justice, honor, and humanity’. 

This authority is to be extended over all property and persons within the hostile nation 

being occupied.275 The entire document stresses the civility of the American war effort. 

                                                 
272 Lieber ties each of these characteristics and cultural leanings to real-world contemporary examples in 

both Europe and the Confederate south. He outlines a wide reaching structure of irregular warfare linked to 

illegal actions and uncivilized behavior. He goes on to link the terms Guerrilla and Partisan with criminal 

titles like Brigand, Robber, Conspirator, Marauder, Spy and others. Lieber begins a categorization process 

in which he breaks down all irregular bands under these different titles. Lieber, Guerrilla Parties 

Considered, 7-10. 
273 The impact of Lieber and his work on the martial and legal landscape of modern warfare enjoys a full 

scholarship, with a consensus that Lieber’s work laid the groundwork for the first international ‘Laws of 

War’. For further scholarship on Lieber and his impact see: Mack, Charles R., and Henry H. 

Lesesne. Francis Lieber and the Culture of the Mind: Fifteen Papers Devoted to the Life, Times, and 

Contributions of the Nineteenth-Century German-American Scholar, with an Excursus on Francis Lieber's 

Grave : Presented at the University of South Carolina's Bicentennial Year Symposium Held in Columbia, 

South Carolina, November 9-10, 2001. Columbia, S.C.: University of South Carolina Press, 2005. ; Witt, 

John Fabian. Lincoln's Code: The Laws of War in American History. New York: Free Press, 2013. 
274 The first legal ‘Articles of War’ passed by the American Congress occurred in April 1806, and enacted 

101 specific directives for the American Army and Navy to conduct themselves by. Judge Advocate 

General's School (United States. Army). The Background of the Uniform Code of Military Justice. 

Charlottesville, Va: Judge Advocate General's School (U.S.), 1960. 2-3. 
275 Articles #4 and #7. Official Records. “The Lieber Code of 1863” Series III, Vol. 3, 124. 
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While Martial Law and military necessity justify the cessation of civilian government and 

place military commanders in charge of hostile populations, each article in the code 

discusses the modern and civil manner in which warfare is to be carried out. A stark 

distinction is drawn between civilized behavior and that of the ‘savage’. Retaliatory raids, 

plunder, looting, incessant destruction of property, and murder of civilians are all 

admonished as savage and uncivilized. Such actions are punishable by immediate 

execution within the Lieber Code.276 Actions once utilized and endorsed within the 

American martial culture were now deemed completely illegal, immoral and resulted in a 

death sentence. 

 Of chief concern to the guerrilla issue ongoing within the Confederacy, Lieber 

went to great lengths to quantify and categorize the varying irregular groups. In line with 

his previous work, any and all irregular forces are deemed uncivilized. Lieber offers a 

wide array of categories: the military insurgent or war rebel, the brigand, Guerrilla 

proper, partisan, scout, spy, and traitor. Each title describe a certain group, and all but the 

partisans were prescribed executed. The Partisan is defined as a body ‘detached from the 

main army’ that ‘acts chiefly upon the enemy’s lines of communications and supply…in 

the rear and on the flanks of the enemy.’ These groups are only to be shown mercy if 

properly uniformed, equipped and organized as traditional soldiers, otherwise they are 

guerrillas. Lieber argued that the ‘Guerrilla Proper’ did not belong to a regular army, and 

consisted strictly of volunteers. Peculiarly dangerous, adds Lieber, the guerrilla easily 

evades pursuit as he lays down his arms and “…almost always degenerate into simple 

robbers or brigands.”277 According to Lieber and his code, men like Mosby, Ashby, and 

others would only be treated with mercy if they were captured in Confederate uniforms 

and found to be in good order and organization. Some of the Partisan Ranger units would 

no doubt fall under this definition, but the vast majority of guerrilla units operating within 

                                                 
276 Article #6 discusses the disposition of ‘Modern’ nations. Article #7 discusses the limit of Military 

Necessity pertaining to uncivilized acts of aggression and destruction. Article #13 forbids Retaliation as 

such an uncivilized action only leads people towards the ‘internecine wars of savages’. Article #24 dictates 

that all such uncivilized action taken by US soldiers be met with an immediate penalty of death. Ibid. 
277 Lieber makes a stark distinction between ‘partisans’ and other irregular groups. His definition of 

Partisan describes a conventional unit detached to conduct irregular operations, and is rather inapplicable to 

the Partisan Ranger units operating for the Confederacy and other organic irregular groups. Article #81, 

Ibid. and Lieber, Guerrilla Parties Considered, 14. 
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the Confederacy would not. Organically raised guerrilla units defending their 

communities by harassing occupying Union forces firmly fell within Lieber’s ‘Guerrilla 

Proper’ category, which is labelled as the most dangerous group. 

Union commanders received General Orders No 100 and set to enact the new 

guidelines. Colonel James Montgomery received the new orders in June, and told to lean 

on them in every case. The letter instructed Montgomery and his men to take full 

advantage of certain supplies from the Confederate population but to surely ‘Hold your 

troops under command to the very strictest interpretation of the laws and usages of 

civilized warfare’.278 The code was disseminated across Union held territories and made 

the legal framework behind the imposed martial law. In Missouri, the orders were 

released in parcel form to each judge-advocate and district commander. General Orders 

No. 30 contained a slimmed down version of Lieber containing only his irregular 

categories and the prescribed action to be taken against each.279 General Orders No. 100 

dictated a re-branded civility to warfare, while pursuing a savaged response to anything 

newly deemed uncivil. The Lieber Code now legally allowed the war effort to bear down 

upon the Confederate civilians and their guerrilla defenders. While the code stressed that 

quarter be given to all cooperative prisoners of war, any southerner taking up arms 

without a uniform was branded a ‘savage’ and summarily sentenced to death. Lieber’s 

new laws of war condemned the original American martial culture’s acceptance of 

irregular tactics, raids and extirpative violence as uncivilized and savage. The old way 

was to be snuffed out by a new conventional military authorized to pillage, loot and kill 

any Confederate citizen it deemed in support of guerrilla warfare. General Orders No. 

100 dictates that “The more vigorously wars are pursued, the better it is for humanity. 

Sharp wars are brief.”280 Union officers took an increasingly more aggressive stance 

against any guerrilla or partisan force. Many commanding officers began issuing 

ultimatums to the Confederate populations concerning the guerrilla problem, like the one 
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466-467. 
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issued by General Butler in December of 1863. Titled a ‘Timely Warning’ Butler’s 

message condemned all guerrillas “on par with pirates…to be treated as such.” The title 

of “…Partisan Ranger does not help the matter” as “Neither the Governor of the State nor 

Jefferson Davis can legalize such a style of warfare.” Butler issues a harsh warning to the 

populations of numerous North Carolina counties, threatening loss of property and 

destruction of much of the county if the guerrilla bands are not given up.281 As the Union 

embraced a ‘harder’ war against the Confederate people and their property, they did so in 

the name of a re-branded civility that sought to cleanse the country of its original martial 

culture. 

“…a band of thieves, stealing, pillaging, plundering and doing every manner of 

mischief and crime. They are a terror to the citizens and an injury to the cause.” Brigadier 

General Thomas Rosser’s words rang out amongst a chorus of likeminded criticisms. The 

January 1864 letter to Robert E Lee was not the first, but perhaps the loudest damnation 

of the Partisan Ranger Act and all those groups operating under its’ guise. The critiques 

echoed so true that along with J.E.B. Stuart, Lee endorsed Rosser’s letter and forwarded 

it to the Confederate War Department in Richmond.282 Partisan Ranger units, both 

sanctioned and unsanctioned, were a source of contention among the Confederate 

military leadership from their inception. As the war progressed through 1863 into 1864, 

the guerrilla and partisan elements of the Confederate effort were turning in increasingly 

negative returns. Outside of a few exceptions, the Partisan Ranger units and other 

guerrilla bands were causing more distraction and damage to the Confederate military 

and population than to the invading Union forces.283 This combination of physical 

evidence and command recommendation saw the Confederate Congress debate and 

                                                 
281 ‘A Timely Warning’ December 28, 1863. Official Records, Series I, Vol 29, Pt I, 917. 
282 Rosser to Lee, January 11, 1864. Stuart and Lee Endorsements. Official Records, Series I, Vol 33, 1081-

82. 
283 Sutherland and Mackey both argue that the failure of a directed and disciplined irregular campaign 
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112. Hess, Earl J. Civil War in the West: Victory and Defeat from the Appalachians to the Mississippi. 
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decide on the repeal of the Partisan Ranger Act in the spring of 1864. Any further 

evidence for repeal was provided to the Congress, as they debated the issue a partisan 

group from Maryland robbed a train of Confederate civilians. The public display of 

criminality and selfishness in the midst of the debate put the last nail in the coffin of the 

Partisan Ranger Act.284 All existing partisan bands were to be either disbanded or 

transferred into regular army service. The only exceptions were the commands of John 

Mosby and John McNeill, both serving in the Western counties of Virginia. Both men 

received glowing recommendations from those high in the Confederate ranks, 

particularly Robert E Lee and J.E.B. Stuart, who each wrote on their behalf. Both men 

received praise as running disciplined and military effective units. All other partisan units 

in Virginia, Lee mentions five separate commands, were to be immediately brought into 

the regular service.285 The end of the Partisan Ranger program signified, along with 

Union action and intellectual thought that legitimate irregular warfare efforts supported 

by American governments was now a vestige of the past. Guerrilla warfare and its’ 

colonial and revolutionary image of noble and glorious struggle by the people had been 

replaced with an ‘uncivilized savagery’. For every example of a partisan or guerrilla 

conducting an effective raid there were two competing reports of pillage, plunder and 

undisciplined criminality. Both the Confederate and Union militaries and their 

governments now equated guerrilla warfare as savage, uncivilized and completely 

illegitimate. While the repeal of the Partisan Ranger Act signified the Confederate 

military and government’s end to the support of an irregular and guerrilla war against the 

Union, it in no way ended the existing guerrilla war still ongoing across the Confederacy.  

Union Irregulars and the End of an Era 

 “The regiment commanders of this division will select one man from each 

company…to be organized into a body of scouts…select such persons only as are 

possessed of strong moral courage, personal bravery, and particularly adept for this kind 

of service…” General George Crook’s orders spread through his command the same 
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month in 1864 that the Confederate Congress repealed the Partisan Ranger Act.286 

Crook’s 3rd Division of the VIII Army Corps had operated scout units in the past, and 

always with the same goal: hunting down and eliminating Confederate guerrilla groups. 

These mounted units spent extended periods of time detached from their conventional 

forces, operating independently as they chased Confederate irregular groups. Lieutenant 

Richard Blazer became the commanding officer of Crook’s latest scouting effort aimed at 

securing intelligence and quelling guerrilla resistance in the area.287 The group is better 

known as ‘Blazer’s Rangers’ and was only one of many Union Ranger units. 

 Despite the Union military leadership’s view of Confederate guerrillas and 

partisan rangers, similar groups had been serving for the Union since the outbreak of the 

war. The Independent Loudoun Rangers were formed in the spring of 1862 by local 

Unionist Samuel Means. ‘Mean’s Rangers’ was recruited from the surrounding 

community and acted independently of the main forces serving in their area.288 

Sanctioned by U.S. secretary of War Edwin Stanton as an independent command, Mean 

and his men spent the war fighting their confederate counterparts in northern and western 

Virginia and Maryland. In addition to Mean’s force, Cole’s Maryland Cavalry and a 

number of other partisan units were raised and fought for the Union for the duration of 

the war. How was this possible? The martial culture of the Union developed rules of war 

that labelled all guerrilla service and partisan action uncivilized and illegitimate. The 

difference was objective, discipline, and connection to the conventional army. The Union 

Ranger units shared the same purposes: reconnaissance and intelligence gathering, but 

principally counter-guerrilla activities. The Confederate and Union Rangers were in most 

regards completely different in objective, structure, hierarchy and experience. One of 

Mosby’s men highlighted the stark differences between the two groups as they squared 

off against each other in Loudoun County; The Union Rangers enjoyed the protection of 

army camps and the ability to reinforce from a large body of men whenever necessary. 
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The Confederate Rangers suffered through sleep as they were always wary of Union 

attack and had trouble replacing their losses with competent fighting men.289 Union 

partisan groups were all paid, equipped and uniformed by the Army because they were 

part of it, unlike their Confederate counterparts who lived off the community and their 

plunder. Confederate Rangers exhibited a fierce loyalty to their homes and often refused 

to fight away from their home states and regions, while this occasionally occurred with 

Union forces the vast majority of them regularly became attached to armies and went on 

campaign.290 The Union partisan forces accurately represent the shift occurring in the 

American martial culture. Irregular warfare could only be deemed civilized and moral if 

sanctioned with the specific purpose of eliminating a ‘savage’ and ‘uncivilized’ threat. As 

the war drew nearer to closure, the Union guerrilla hunting intensified, especially in 

‘Mosby’s Confederacy’. 

 Generals Crook and Sheridan endorsed and dispatched a request to Washington 

on August 20th, 1864. Penned and signed by Sheridan, it simply said “I have one hundred 

picked men whole will take the contract to clean out Mosby’s gang. I want one hundred 

Spencer rifles for them…” Captain Blazer and his independent Scout unit were tasked by 

Sheridan to hunt down and eliminate the ‘Gray Ghost’ of Loudoun County.291The fall of 

1864 saw the climactic campaigns of the war come into form as Sherman marched to the 

sea, Grant embarked on the Overland campaign and Sheridan was tasked with finally 

securing the Shenandoah Valley.292 Blazer’s scouts proved worthy of sustaining an 

irregular war against Mosby, surprising him and his Rangers shortly after Sheridan’s 
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announcement. Their first engagement at Myer’s Ford saw Blazer’s scouts force a retreat 

from Mosby. Over the first several months of the campaign Blazer continued to 

effectively engage Mosby and other guerrillas and secure victories.293 Following these 

early Union victories, Mosby took a personnel interest in defeating Captain Blazer and 

his Scouts. During the middle of November, Blazer and his men entered into a 

Confederate ambush where they were heavily outnumbered. The unit was completely 

destroyed and Captain Blazer and the remainder of his men were taken captive.294 The 

‘Gray Ghost’ showed nothing but respect for his Union adversary, claiming his victory 

over Blazer ‘passed anything that had been done in the Shenandoah campaign.” Along 

with Mosby himself, a number of his subordinate officers and Rangers wrote about the 

challenge that was fighting Blazer’s Scouts that fall.295 In addition to Blazer’s infamous 

duel with Mosby, several other Union Ranger units clashed with Confederate partisans 

across Virginia and the Shenandoah as the war pushed closer to finality. The Loudoun 

Rangers under Captain Samuel Means chased Lt. Colonel Elijah White’s 35th Battalion of 

Virginia Cavalry, who became better known as ‘White’s Comanche’s’ for the better part 

of the war.296 White’s partisan band included John Mobberly, who sits as a keen example 

of Confederate guerrilla leaders and their mixed images. Serving alongside Mosby, White 

and other well-known individuals, Mobberly exists as one of the most notorious brigands 

ever chased by the Union.297 John Mobberly and the Loudoun Rangers repeated clashed 

                                                 
293 At Myer’s Ford, Blazer and his men surprised Mosby and two hundred Confederate Rangers. After a 
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across Loudoun County until January 1865 when Mobberly was finally surrounded and 

killed by a contingent of the Union Rangers. From Henry Cole’s 1st Volunteer Cavalry in 

Maryland to the Pro-Union ‘Swamp Dragons’ and other home guard units across the 

south, Union ranger and partisan units were very common in border regions.298 Unlike 

their Confederate counterparts, the vast majority of these groups exhibited higher levels 

of discipline and existed with the singular purpose of combatting Confederate guerrillas 

and partisans. Union Rangers conducted a sanctioned irregular warfare to eliminate the 

uncivil and savage warfare perpetrated by men like Mosby, McNeill, Mobberly and 

others. 

 “…if the guerrilla warfare is to be maintained in that section of the country, it 

must be desolated…”299 The Union’s martial culture increasingly viewed guerrilla 

warfare as savage and uncivilized as the war progressed to its conclusion, and Union 

military policy evolved to match that savagery. The Union military policy of ‘hard war’ 

looked to take the war to the civilians of the Confederacy and their property.300 This 

included sending a destructive message to confederate guerrilla groups that any area 

supporting such activity would pay heavily. In an attempt to crush the guerrilla and 

ranger groups operating within communities, Union generals like David Hunter, issued 

warnings and began targeting civilian property to crush any popular and material support 

for irregular bands. In May 1864 Hunter issued warnings to Confederate towns and 

settlements within the Shenandoah Valley. Hunter lambasted the guerrilla actions of 

plundering civilians, attacking supply lines, assassinating soldiers in exposed positions, 

and infesting the local woods and mountains, arguing such “…practices are not 

recognized by the laws of war of any civilized nation.” Such individuals are subject to the 

                                                 
Loudoun's Own Civil War Guerrilla Hero. Arlington, Va: Elden Editions, 1994. 32-45. For the Union 

Uniform see: C. Crownshield to Capt A.E. Dana, November 11, 1864. Official Records. Series I, Vol 43, Pt 

II, 604. 
298 For a further examination of Pro-Union irregular partisan bands see: Myers, Barton A. Rebels against 

the Confederacy: North Carolina's Unionists. New York, NY: Cambridge University Press, 2014. ; 

Sutherland, A Savage Conflict, 87-89, 237-245.  
299 Maj. Gen. Sheridan to Brig. Gen Devin, February 2, 1865. Official Records, Series I, Vol 46. Pt II, 357. 
300 Grimsley’s ‘Hard War’ is his third iteration of Union military policy toward Confederate civilians and 

their property. Grimsley argues that public property, economic infrastructure and private property of 

Confederate supporters was fair game for Union armies as they marched throught he South. The ‘Hard 

War’ policy took effect from February 1864 through to the end of the war and is witnessed by Sherman’s 

‘March to the Sea’, Sheridan’s drive through the Shenandoah Valley and Grant’s Overland Campaign. 

Grimsley, Hard Hand of War, 4-5, 214-219. 
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same treatment as “…pirates, murderers, and other outlaws.” The people of the 

communities are blamed for supporting these groups, and threatened with extirpative 

punishments for each and every guerrilla attack. Guerrillas, partisans and bushwhackers 

are warned to join the Confederate regular service less their community be subjected to 

extreme misfortune.301 The Union military has firmly placed guerrilla warfare and its 

participants in the realm of savage, uncivilized and criminal. June 1864 saw the U.S. 

congress pass a bill allowing the immediate execution against all sentences of 

“…Guerrillas, and for robbery, arson, burglary, rape, assault with intent to commit rape, 

and for violations of the laws and customs of war as well as…spies, mutineers, deserters, 

and murderers.”302 As the year progressed Hunter followed through with his threats and 

cause considerable destruction until he was replaced by General P. Sheridan, who carried 

a direct message from Ulysses S. Grant: “If the war is to last another year, we want the 

Shenandoah Valley to remain a barren waste.” Grant urged Sheridan to”Do all the 

damage to railroads and crops you can. Carry off stock of all descriptions, and negroes, 

so as to prevent further planting.”303 Through the destruction of property and economic 

infrastructure the Union military sought to cause as much physical and emotional damage 

to the Confederacy and its citizens as possible. While the civilians themselves were left 

unharmed, unless a known guerrilla or otherwise, Union armies executed a devastating 

extirpative assault on the property and livelihood of the Confederate population. This less 

than civil action was sanctioned by the Union military in light of the guerrilla warfare 

being perpetrated against them. The ‘Scorched Earth’ policies of Sheridan, Sherman, and 

other Union generals were in part a direct response to the Confederate guerrilla war.304 

Nowhere was this more apparent than the onslaught launched against Mosby’s own 

                                                 
301 Hunter demands that for every Guerrilla attack perpetrated, every “secessionist sympathizer’s” property 

within a five mile radius will be torched and destroyed. “Secessionsts of West Virginia: Major-General 

Hunter’s Orders” May 24, 1864. United States, Robert N. Scott, H. M. Lazelle, George B. Davis, Leslie J. 

Perry, Joseph W. Kirkley, Fred C. Ainsworth, John S. Moodey, and Calvin D. Cowles. The War of the 

Rebellion: A Compilation of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies. Washington, D.C.: 

Govt. Print. Off, 1880. Vol 10, 172. Hereafter referred to as Record of Rebellion.  
302 Moore, Record of Rebellion. “No. LXX – The Bill to provide for the more speedy Punishment of 

Guerrilla Marauders, and for other purposes.” Vol 10, 68-69. 
303 Grant to Sheridan, August 26, 1864. Official Records, Series I, Vol 43, Pt I, 916-917. 
304 A chorus of new scholarship endorses the role of guerrilla warfare in the implementation of the Union’s 

“Hard War’ and ‘Scorched Earth’ policies towards the Confederacy and its population. Sutherland, 243-

245. Mackey, 200-206. Grimsley, 18-19,111-112. 
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Loudoun County by the forces under General Sheridan. To finally take down Mosby, 

Sheridan took aim at the people of the County where he would, as he wrote to General 

Halleck, “…let them know there is a God in Israel.” His army descended upon the 

property and comforts of the civilians to sever their positive connection to Mosby305. The 

destruction was to no avail, as the support for Mosby continued until the end of the war 

when he voluntarily disbanded his unit following the Confederate surrender at 

Appomattox. 

“We are soldiers, not highwaymen.”306 John Singleton Mosby refused to allow 

men under his command to continue to conduct guerrilla warfare after the end of the war. 

Even Mosby, one of the most famous and successful Ranger commanders in American 

history, now deemed partisan service without the discipline of a conventional military a 

criminal affair. The American Ranger and its warfare had become what it originally was 

created to defeat: Savage. The intellectual development within the American military by 

minds like Halleck and Lieber coupled with the harsh nature and consequences of the 

extended guerrilla action during the Civil War firmly denounced the Ranger’s irregular 

warfare as uncivilized. Going forward the United States’ military would have to find 

acceptable ways to fulfill the roles and tasks once completed by Rangers. In 1865 the 

original American Ranger evaporated, and would not re-surface for nearly a century.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
305 Sheridan to Grant, November 26, 1864. Official Records. Series I, Vol 43, Pt II, 671-672. 
306 Several of Mosby’s men desired to keep fighting following their disbandment, but Mosby adamantly 

refused to allow it. He claimed that any such continued warfare would be “…murder and Highway robbery 

now.” Mosby, John Singleton. The Memoirs of Colonel John S. Mosby. Nashville: J.S. Sanders & Co, 1997. 

272-273. Wert, Jeffry D. Mosby's Rangers. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1990. 259-264. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

107 

 

CH III 

 Ranger Amnesia 

 A dark night in April of 1899 saw four American soldiers separated from their 

unit near Manila in the Philippines. Serving in the 2nd Oregon Volunteer Infantry 

regiment, the men eagerly attempted to rejoin the rest of their unit. While serving as 

advanced guards some three quarters of a mile away from their camp, these men could do 

nothing but remain still and silent as they were immediately enveloped and passed by an 

extremely large group of Filipino partisans. Completely surrounded yet undetected, the 

men watched in silence as the Filipino weapons opened up on the sleeping camp and the 

American defenses rose to meet them. Well after midnight, and unsure of the outcome of 

the firefight, four of the men attempted to return to camp in the inky darkness. Meeting 

two other stragglers along the way that informed them of the American defeat, the small 

group now attempted to move as far away as possible. While moving through the jungle, 

a Filipino ambush caught the men in a brutal assault from both sides of the trail. R.B. 

Hoffman and Henry Payne were killed immediately. Joseph Berry and Everett Millard 

were wounded and left as the two other men escaped with their lives. Berry and Millard 

were found the next day still alive, but barely recognizable as their faces and bodies were 

brutally mutilated by the victorious Filipino partisans. Joseph Berry would not survive 

the day.307 

The year 1899 saw the United States wrapping up one war against Spain while a 

new and darker conflict unfolded in its wake in the Philippines. The U.S. Army’s new 

task was exceedingly difficult. In addition to creating and implementing an effective 

strategy to defeat the growing guerrilla and partisan warfare being employed against 

them, the army was assigned to prepare the Philippines and its population for a peaceful 

transition into its new colonial government under the United States. President William 

McKinley’s message to his commander in the Philippines was explicit in that the task of 

                                                 
307 The four men from Company M were no the only ones to suffer such a fate that evening. Most of the 

advanced guards, placed an extreme distance from the camp, suffered through a similar helpless 

experience. Oregon Adjutant Generals Office, and Calvin U. Gantenbein. The Official Records of the 

Oregon Volunteers in the Spanish War and Philippine Insurrection. Salem, OR: W.H. Leeds, State printer, 
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the military was to “…win the confidence, respect, and admiration of the inhabitants of 

the Philippines by assuring them…full measure of individual rights and liberties which is 

the heritage of free peoples.” He concluded that the “mission of the United States is one 

of benevolent assimilation, substituting the mild sway of justice and right for arbitrary 

rule.”308 The U.S. Army was charged with not only defeating a rapidly increasing 

insurgency but also with securing the loyalty and cooperation of the partisans and their 

supporting population for the eventual colonial rule by the United States. The Philippine 

American war is just one example of the new roles forced upon the American military in 

the latter half of the nineteenth century and opening decades of the twentieth. 

 The United States military and its martial culture adopted an entirely new role in 

the decades following the end of the Civil War. As the frontier closed in the latter half of 

the nineteenth century, the United States adopted a more imperialistic relationship with 

the world and its military evolved to fill the associated needs. The traditional Ranger task 

of self-defense along American frontiers dissolved following the Civil War, as the 

American pacification of Native Americans became fully realized. The U.S. Army 

assumed the role of pacifier and occupier immediately following the Confederate 

surrender, during the process of Reconstruction and the final Native American conflicts 

across the closing frontier. The United States and its military had not previously been 

involved in a lengthy occupation, and a dramatic shift was necessary to effectively 

accomplish this new task. Through Reconstruction, the Indian Wars, the Filipino 

Insurrection and various Caribbean occupations; the United States military and its martial 

culture evolved past its colonial origins. 

The original American Ranger and its martial culture was replaced with the 

increasingly institutionalized Army and the Marine Corp. Organically manifested self-

defense forces that conducted irregular warfare, raids, and extirpative violence became 

the enemy of the United States as it developed into a global power. The American 

                                                 
308 McKinley to the Secretary of War, 21 December 1898. United States. Correspondence Relating to War 
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military’s negative relationship with and attitudes towards guerrilla warfare reach its’ 

apex during this period, as the original American Ranger and his warfare was deemed 

uncivilized and savage by the American military of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

The United States undergoes a ‘Ranger Amnesia’ from the end of the Civil War until 

1940, in which no American Ranger forces are raised or utilized in warfare. Instead the 

United States army adapts to its new role as occupation and pacification force. Fighting 

largely irregular and guerrilla forces in its occupation duties, the American martial 

culture moves increasingly further from its Ranger origins. 

Reconstruction and the Close of the Frontier 

 “I would not again go through with a job of this kind even if it would make me a 

Marshal of France.” General Alfred Terry’s opinion of his Reconstruction era service in 

the post war south was an opinion held by many officers serving similarly. General 

George Meade relented to a subordinate that he was asked in addition to being a soldier, 

one also “…must play the politician…” which was to him “...not only difficult but 

disagreeable.”309 Union officers and their men’s task proved difficult, cumbersome and as 

General Philip Sheridan put it: “Unenviable.”310 Following the Confederate surrender at 

Appomattox, the U.S. army assumed a new role in the reconstitution of the Union as the 

occupier, playing both peacekeeper and governor to the southern states and their 

population. The long term occupation and rebuilding of a war ruined nation was 

something the U.S. military had never attempted. The stress and chaotic nature of 

Reconstruction thrust an immense amount of responsibility upon army officers and their 

men to accomplish tasks they were not trained or designed to complete.  

 The process of bringing the rebellious Confederate states back into the fold would 

not be simple, and factored largely into the policy making throughout the war. President 

Lincoln and Generals like Henry Halleck and Ulysses S. Grant were highly cognizant of 

wartime issues playing out after an eventual Union victory. General Orders No. 100, the 

Emancipation Proclamation, and other wartime Union policies directed at southern 
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civilians were all crafted with post-war effects in mind.311 The assassination of President 

Lincoln and subsequent disagreements concerning the approach to Reconstruction in the 

opening days of peace thrust the entirety of the responsibility upon the Union armies 

occupying the southern states. While a radical congress debated Lincoln’s moderate 

successor in Andrew Johnson, military commanders on the ground were forced to act in 

whatever way they saw fit. In North Carolina General John Schofield could not wait for 

detailed policy and instruction from Washington. Taking matters upon himself, Schofield 

distributed rations and necessary supplies to Confederate civilians and paroled soldiers. 

Local police companies were formed along with a bureau to handle the recently freed 

slaves, and essential infrastructure repair commenced. Schofield’s men actively engaged 

in necessary civil affairs tasks, working alongside southern civilians to begin rebuilding 

North Carolina. Juxtaposed to Schofield’s example was General George Thomas in the 

department of the Cumberland. In areas of Tennessee, Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi 

Thomas’ command allowed southern civil structures to operate as they had prior to 

secession. Local populations organized elections for necessary vacancies, further 

reinforcing the pre-war status-quo.312 Without any proper direction, Union commanders 

were left to their own prerogatives in the early days of Reconstruction. 

 The loss of Lincoln and the rise of his unsuccessful successor Andrew Johnson 

ushered in the congressionally controlled era of Radical Reconstruction starting in early 

1867. Following the impeachment proceedings of the moderate Johnson, the republican 

majority congress instituted a number of ‘radical’ approaches to the southern states.313 

                                                 
311 For the impact of Union military and governmental policies towards Confederate civilians both during 

and after the war see Grimsley, The Hard Hand of War. ; Coffman, The Old Army. ; Sefton, The United 

States Army and Reconstruction. ; Bradley, Mark L. The Army and Reconstruction, 1865-1877. 
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312 Bradley, The United States Army and Reconstruction.11-14. ; Schofield, John McAllister. Forty-Six 

Years in the Army. Norman, Okla: University of Oklahoma Press, 1998. ; McDonough, James L. 1969. 
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One of the first policies congress enacted was establishing the ‘Reconstruction Acts’. 

Issued as a series of statutes, these acts outlined the implementation of complete martial 

law within the ex-confederacy. Ten southern states were divided into five military 

districts and placed under the sole authority of the appointed Brigadier General in charge. 

Intended as a show of strength to enforce ‘black suffrage’, this martial law encapsulated a 

great deal of responsibility to the district commanders. Their principal duties included the 

protection of rights of person and property, registration of all qualified voters, the 

supervision of fair elections and the administration of all civil duties. In addition to those 

civil affairs tasks, the military was also obviously responsible for suppressing any 

insurrection, disorder and violence while punishing any and all criminals.314 Military 

commanders put in charge of these districts, like General John Schofield’s command of 

the 1st District, possessed immense authority. In military matters they were subject to the 

General of the Army and the Secretary of War, but in civil affairs they were the sole 

authority.315 20,000 soldiers were authorized for duty within these districts, which paled 

in comparison to the size and population they were meant to govern: roughly eight 

million civilians across an area the size of Western Europe.  

 Despite the momentous task, limited manpower, and vague policies the military 

district commanders were able to maintain peace over the general southern population. 

There were minimal insurrection or guerrilla movements during the period. Cities and 

towns received the majority of military attention as the major population centers of the 

south. This allowed relative peace, outside a number of exceptions. One such example of 

violence occurred in Mobile, Alabama in May of 1867. During a political speech, 

Representative William Kelley of Pennsylvania incited a riot among the mixed crowd. 

Discussing a civil affairs decision that implored blacks not to ride streetcars, Kelley 
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implored the freedmen to ignore the districts suggestion. Arguing against the 

infringement of any civil rights, Kelley continually enraged the crowd as he boasted 

about his right to free speech to hecklers. Chaos eventually ensued with a number of 

shots being fired by both whites and blacks in the crowd. Federal troops were called in 

from their posts on the outskirts of town to quell the developing riot. Two men were 

killed in the melee, one white and one black, and a number of others injured.316 In 

addition to the Mobile riot, the south endured a total of thirty-three riots during the 

Reconstruction era. The vast majority of these incidents occurred on or around election 

days and around newly freedmen political organization and gatherings.317 As 

reconstruction became more radical, southern civilians became more emboldened to fight 

back. 

The rural areas were largely left to their own by the U.S. army, and therefore 

experienced an increased frequency of violence. Most high profile were the activities of 

the Ku Klux Klan. An armed ‘guerrilla’ group formed in Tennessee by confederate 

veterans, the KKK used violence and destruction intimidation against social change and 

civil progress for the newly freed black population. Donning their iconic white hoods, 

Klan riders led the charge against black suffrage, especially in the Deep South states of 

Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama.318 Difficult to track down by U.S. soldiers and 

commanders, especially due to their geographic isolation, the KKK was responsible for 

the largest scale of violence enacted during Reconstruction. During the presidential 

election of 1868, Klan violence reached its crescendo. Louisiana saw several thousand 

Klan related and inspired killings in the months leading up to the election. Freedmen 

were chased from their homes, removed from jail and killed, and sometimes buried in 
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shallow incomplete graves.319 The Freedman Bureau reported Klan violence at high 

levels across the rural south, as the organization could do little in rural areas.320  

The U.S. army had been severely decreased in manpower by the time the Klan 

reached its apex. By 1869, the original allotment of occupation troops had been lowered 

to only eleven thousand. Furthermore, the occupying forces had little cavalry to pursue 

the Klan raids, making them ill prepared to deal with the elusive threat.321 As the 1870’s 

arrived the radical nature of Reconstruction increased with the passing of the 

Enforcement Acts. These further impressed the acceptance of black suffrage and equality 

upon former Confederate states. Included in the acts was the ability to physically enforce 

these new rights. It became a felony for two or more individuals grouping together ‘in 

disguise’ with criminal intent. Directly targeting the Klan, the act allowed army regulars, 

law enforcement and state militia to arrest suspected Klan members. By this point in the 

war, the Klan was becoming a problem to the general population of southern states as 

every Klan attack pushed the end of Reconstruction further away. Every southern state 

was re-admitted to the Union officially by 1870, but Federal troops remained. The 

Enforcement acts allowed the U.S. army, under President Grant’s authority, to re-

implement martial law in any area found to be harboring Klan or other insurgent activity. 

The acts suspended the writ of habeas corpus and allowed the state militia and federal 

troops to step in and pressure the Klan and the surrounding communities.322 South 

Carolina provided the proving ground for this new act and its effect. October 1870 saw 

two high profile and violent incidents: a violent riot in Laurens that killed thirteen people 

and the lynching of eight black militia men in Unionville. Martial law was reinstituted 
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and 1000 federal soldiers and investigators descended on multiple counties under the 

command of Major Lewis Merrill. An experienced guerrilla fighter in the Civil War, 

Merrill proved adept at directing the investigation of individuals and their subsequent 

prosecution. Highly successful by the early months of 1872, Merrill and his men cleared 

much of the state through the enforcement acts, leaving South Carolina free of future 

Klan impression.323 While Merrill and his men were successful in quelling the Klan and 

their influence, the group was effectively destroyed by a combination of U.S. military and 

judicial efforts and the growth of other southern paramilitary groups. 

 The 1870’s saw a southern population increasingly tired of a federal presence and 

unrest grew in the face of the Reconstruction process. Many state governments that had 

gone republican after the war and the enfranchisement of the newly freed black 

population lost ground over the course of Reconstruction. The white southern population 

worked to re-instate the Democratic Party in state after state. Paramilitary groups rose to 

publicly fill the shoes of the dissipated KKK. Organizations like the White League, the 

Red Shirts, local gun clubs and others emerged across the south to intimidate and 

brutalize black populations away from the ballot box.324 Violence increased in the final 

years of Reconstruction between the white and black populations of the south, each 

arming itself against the other. The Colfax Massacre in New Orleans and Hamburg 

Massacre in South Carolina represent two of the bloodiest days of the entire era. Both 

events saw white armed paramilitary groups attacking black political gatherings and state 

militia units.325 Federal intervention was slow to mobilize as the troop presence was 

increasingly lowered across the south during the closing years of the period. Federal 

soldiers were met with good behavior and obedience in their confrontations with these 
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groups. A former Confederate officer, Wade Hampton, instructed the people near 

Hamburg to treat any incoming federal troops as”…the best friends we have in the 

North.” The violence was orchestrated only at the freedmen populations for the purpose 

of rescinding their enfranchisement and cementing the pro-white southern Democratic 

Party.326 Reconstruction officially ended in 1877 with Rutherford B Hayes’ compromise 

in securing the presidency for the removal of federal troops from the south.327 While the 

ex-Confederate states were returned to the Union under the watchful eye of the U.S. 

Army in its first long term occupation, racially motivated violence perpetrated by locally 

grown paramilitary groups worked to undo the vast majority of social and cultural 

progression behind Reconstruction. The U.S. army was ill-prepared, untrained and 

insufficiently manned to successfully act as both military and civilian occupiers. Martial 

law successfully kept the Union together and rejoined the southern states, but social 

control was seldom achieved during the period. With the occupation of the south, the 

U.S. martial culture moved further from its roots as the U.S. Army and the remaining 

state militias increasingly labelled guerrilla warfare as criminal and unacceptable 

behavior. 

 As the United States brought the ex-confederate states back into the fold, America 

experienced its final wars against Native Americans across the rapidly closing frontier. 

Increasingly as the century began to close, the strongest of the remaining native nations 

collapsed in the wake of American expansion. The American martial culture was born in 

warfare against Native Americans, making it only fitting that the final vestiges of that 

original culture die out with the last of the frontier threats. As the U.S. army took control 

of pacifying and securing the frontier from organically manifested Ranger type units, the 

extirpative irregular solution long practiced by American Rangers fell by the wayside. 

Such warfare was deemed uncivilized both in the Civil War and along the frontier, 

                                                 
326 Wade Hampton’s 1872 gubernatorial campaign in South Carolina was the underlying motivation for the 

organization of over 13000 armed men into saber and rifle clubs. Their presence and influence sparked the 

final federal troop intervention in the state in October of 1872. Bradley, 70-71. 
327 The nature of the ‘Compromise of 1877’ is a heavily examined event by historians. For further detail 

see: Woodward, C. Vann. Reunion and Reaction: The Compromise of 1877 and the End of Reconstruction. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 1991. ; Clendenen, Clarence . "President Hayes' "Withdrawal" of the 

Troops: An Enduring Myth". The South Carolina Historical Magazine. 70, no. 4: 240-250. ; Polakoff, 

Keith Ian. The Politics of Inertia; The Election of 1876 and the End of Reconstruction. Baton Rouge: 

Louisiana State University Press, 1973. 
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becoming replaced with a legal framework for diminishing and removing the native 

presence. The U.S. army increasingly became a peacekeeper between white settlers and 

native nations following American victories in the final Native conflicts. By far the most 

powerful native power confronted on the frontier by the U.S. army and American settlers 

was the Comanche Empire.  

 “Was it a dream? Was it a real shriek that rang out upon the air?” Texas Ranger 

Lee Nelson asked himself, as he attempted to shake the haze of a deep sleep interrupted. 

After his turn on watch, Nelson had settled down outside his tent to sleep beneath the 

stars. With his rifle carefully at his side, Nelson eventually drifted off into sleep under a 

particularly cold and foggy April night in 1855. Nelson and his fellow Rangers were 

riding through west Texas with a train of pack and ranch animals. The shriek had been 

real. Nelson awoke to his camp inundated with Comanche warriors. “…painted and 

yelling savages…” surrounded him, assaulting his fellow men and their camp. Before 

Nelson could begin his ‘desperate resistance’ a lasso thrown over his head jerked him to 

the ground where he was restrained by a half dozen warriors. Within five minutes the 

assault was over and Nelson’s hands were bound behind his back with such force that he 

was in severe pain from the position. Nelson was an experienced frontiersmen, and thus 

knew that only a few of his men would be spared from the initial attack. Nelson lay in the 

dirt as all but four of his companions were massacred by the Comanche war band. Lee 

Nelson spent the next three years as a captive of the Comanche, and the only one to 

survive to freedom.328 

 The Comanche people of the Great Plains were the most powerful plains tribe in 

the entire American west. Their area of control, known as the Comancheria, stretched 

                                                 
328 Lee Nelson escaped three years after his capture and made it safely to El Paso where he delivered his 

account. His personal account is the only record of his service and experience as a captive of the 

Comanche, and has been scrutinized by several historians for its accuracy concerning the behavior of the 

Comanche that he witnessed while a prisoner. Regardless of this dispute, Nelson’s account does provide 

ample evidence of the power and reach of the Comanche people and their empire well into the late 1850’s. 

Lee, Nelson. Three Years Among the Comanches: The Narrative of Nelson Lee, the Texas Ranger : 

Containing a Detailed Account of His Captivity Among the Indians, His Singular Escape Through the 

Instrumentality of His Watch, and Fully Illustrating Indian Life As It Is on the War Path and in the Camp. 

Guilford, Conn: TwoDot, 2004. The capture is discussed from 109-112. Further information on Nelson and 

the impact of his account see: “Lee, Nelson” Texas State Historical Association. 

<https://tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/fle17> 
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across parts of New Mexico, Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma and much of northwest Texas. 

An offshoot of the Shoshone people in the late seventeenth century, the Comanche were 

perhaps the first native people to fully incorporate the horse into their distinct culture. 

Historians argue that the Comancheria was indeed an empire in the American southwest, 

well into the mid-nineteenth century.329 As an aggressive and large nation, the Comanche 

were commonly conducting warfare against other natives for territory, resources and 

human prisoners. The Comanche were such a force that they successfully raided and held 

back settlement by the Spanish, French, Mexican, Texan and American populations in 

their vicinity. Unfortunately, like most native peoples interacting with Anglo-populations 

the Comanche endured a number of extremely deadly outbreaks of cholera and smallpox 

in the 1840s. The Comanche population dropped from its estimated mid-century level 

around 20,000 to just a few thousand by the end of 1860’s. The combination of settler 

growth with the cholera epidemic if 1848 was disastrous to the power and influence of 

the Comanche.330 By the 1860’s when American settlement began to seriously interact 

with the Comanche, they were a shadow of their former strength. 

 When Lee Nelson was the prisoner of the Comanche in Texas, he witnessed the 

torture of two of companions that had also been captured. Strung up, the two men were 

scalped and slowly and methodically cut by Comanche warriors all over their bodies as a 

ritual ceremony was performed. Eventually the two men were killed and their bodies 

strewn aside. Nelson was forced to watch from a very close distance, believing the same 

fate awaited him. The ex-Texas Ranger survived, and in 1858 he escaped form the 

                                                 
329 Pekka Hämäläinen’s Comanche Empire takes a revisionist approach to the Comanche people and the 

part they played in the settlement of the American west. Natives are given the agency they deserve, 

especially the Comanche who were at one point the most powerful entity in the southwest region. 

Comanche Empire looks to reverse the orthodox view that native people were simply in the way of white 

settlement by arguing that the Comanche nation be described with the normally euro-centric title of 

Empire. The levels in which the Comanche interacted with and influenced their surrounding area and 

neighboring groups most certainly qualifies them as an empire. Hämäläinen, Pekka. The Comanche 

Empire. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008. 2-5, 9. For further examination of the Comanche and 

their past/influence see: Kavanagh, Thomas W. The Comanches: A History, 1706-1875. Lincoln: 

University of Nebraska Press in cooperation with the American Indian Studies Research Institute, Indiana 

University, Bloomington, 1999. ; Kavanagh, Thomas W. Comanche Ethnography: Field Notes of E. 

Adamson Hoebel, Waldo R. Wedel, Gustav G. Carlson, and Robert H. Lowie. Lincoln: University of 

Nebraska press, 2008. 
330Gwynne, S.C., Empire of the Summer Moon. New York: Scribner, 2012. 112. Hämäläinen, Comanche 

Empire. 179. 
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Comanche.331 That same year saw the first true clashes between the American forces and 

the Comanche in Texas and Oklahoma. As white settlement continued to encroach on the 

dwindling Comancheria, violence ensued between both groups. A number of Texas 

Rangers and militia men launched an expedition in January of 1858 under the guidance of 

Texas governor Hardin Runnels. Texas Rangers were first constituted in 1835, and served 

as a paramilitary frontier defense force and police force. Much like the original American 

rangers, the Texas Rangers’ ranks were full of frontiersmen who volunteered to serve in 

irregular units. Their primary task had been dealing with the Comanche and other native 

groups across west Texas. Serving as cavalry, the rangers famously employed Colt 

revolvers and were extremely efficient in their use. Rangers since their inception, the 

Texas Rangers raided native villages, acted as scouts for federal and state militia units 

during the Mexican-American and Civil Wars, and conducted an extirpative warfare 

against any group that threatened Anglo-settlement in the state.332 Ranger companies 

served in Texas until the 1890’s when they transitioned into more of a law enforcement 

group than their irregular warfare beginnings. Although more sanctioned and regulated 

by the state, the Texas Rangers were perhaps the final remaining vestige of the original 

ranger martial culture in the United States. The Antelope Hills Expedition was the first of 

an increasing number of campaigns and conflicts between Americans and the Comanche. 

The rangers and militia men chased a group of Comanche into southern Oklahoma before 

conducting an extirpative raid against several small villages in the area. Burning homes 

                                                 
331 Nelson, Three Years among the Comanche. 135-139.  
332 The reputation of the Texas Rangers has shifted over the 20th century as historians have altered the 

orthodox understanding. Walter Prescott Webb’s The Texas Rangers: A Century of Frontier Defense was 

the field’s standard since its release in 1935. This volume depicts the Rangers in an overwhelmingly 

positive light. Definitely entering the realm of hagiography, Webb’s account paints an idolized and Anglo-

centric version of the men of the Texas Rangers. Two revisionist historians have worked to change the 

scholarly landscape since the middle of the 20th century. Americo Paredes’ With A Pistol in his Hands and 

Julian Samora’s Gunpowder Justice combine to create a more complete image of the Rangers themselves. 

Both men enter a new viewpoint to the scholarship, the story of Texas Rangers as experienced by Mexican 

and native individuals. The Rangers are depicted as racially violent and corrupt on frequent occasions. This 

new approach has been seized, and perhaps the definitive literature on the Rangers is Robert Utley’s two 

volume approach: Lone Star Justice and Lone Star Lawmen tell the most objective and justifiable story yet. 

Webb, Walter Prescott. The Texas Rangers; A Century of Frontier Defense. Austin: University of Texas 

Press, 1965. ; Paredes, Américo. With His Pistol in His Hand: A Border Ballad and Its Hero. Austin, Tex: 

University of Texas Press, 1958. ; Samora, Julian, Joe Bernal, and Albert Peña. Gunpowder Justice: A 

Reassessment of the Texas Rangers. Notre Dame, Ind: University of Notre Dame Press, 1979. ; Utley, 

Robert M. Lone Star Justice: The First Century of the Texas Rangers. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2002. ; Utley, Robert M. Lone Star Lawmen The Second Century of the Texas Rangers. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2007.  
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and cutting down civilians and warriors alike, the force’s commander John ‘Rip’ Ford 

was the first American to take the fight into the Comancheria itself. Suffering only four 

losses to his own unit, Ford’s Rangers killed 76 Comanche, took 16 prisoners and made 

off with 300 horses.333 This feat was quickly reproduced by other Ranger groups as well 

as U.S. 2nd Cavalry under Major Earl Van Dorn. Dorn’s September 1858 raid had similar 

results to Ford’s, destruction of property and indiscriminate killing both warriors and 

non-combatants.334 Like their colonial predecessors, state militia and ranger forces 

operated largely irregularly along the Texas frontier against Comanche and other native 

adversaries until the outbreak of the Civil War. 

 Frontier defense was still an issue during the Civil War, and increasingly fell to 

the U.S. Army and the army looked to frontiersmen like Kit Carson to lead the way. Born 

in 1809 on the Kentucky frontier, Carson inherited a family tradition of ranging and 

military service. His father served in both the American War for Independence and the 

War of 1812 as well as multiple Indian conflicts, supposedly losing two fingers in a battle 

with the Sauk natives in Kentucky. Like many American rangers Kit Carson had the 

frontier life and the practice of ranging passed down to him.335 Settling in New Mexico, 

Carson spent his young adult life as a mountain man in the American southwest. Picking 

up odd jobs along the frontier, Carson quickly gained a reputation as a qualified hunter, 

woodsmen and celebrated Indian fighter. In his mid-twenties Carson routinely engaged 

with the Crow and Blackfeet people in the southern Rocky Mountains, surviving grizzly 

fights while inflicting heinous acts upon his victims. After one such occasion where 

Carson and his men chased and killed several native horse thieves, he remarked that after 

                                                 
333 The Ranger invasion of the Oklahoma territory was in violation of federal law and multiple treaties, and 

John Ford was well aware. He famously remarked that his job was to “find and fight Indians, not to learn 

geography”. Ford to Runnels, May 22, 1858. U.S. Congress. House of Representatives. 35th Congress, 2nd 

Session. H. Ex. Doc. 27, 17-20. 
334 Earl Van Dorn, Report, Oct 5, 1858. 35th Congress, 2nd Sess. S. Ex. Doc. 1, 272-74. 
335Utilizing past biographies and Carson’s limited memoir material, Guild and Harvey have created the best 

and most complete picture of Kit’s life. Guild, Thelma S., and Harvey L. Carter. Kit Carson: A Pattern for 

Heroes. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1988. 3-6. Other biography and memoir collections 

concerning the life of Kit Carson are as follows: Carter, Harvey L., and Kit Carson. "Dear Old Kit": The 

Historical Christopher Carson, with a New Edition of the Carson Memoirs. Norman: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 1990. ; Dunlay, Thomas W. Kit Carson & the Indians. Lincoln: University of Nebraska 

Press, 2000.  
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“…sending so many a redskin to his long home, our sufferings were soon forgotten.”336 

Carson served in the Mexican-American war with John C. Fremont’s now famous 

expeditions to the west coast and into Spanish California. Acting as Fremont’s 

independent guide, Carson led several army expeditions along the Oregon Trail and took 

part in Fremont’s Bear Flag Revolt in 1846 at the outbreak of the war.337 The news of his 

exploits alongside Fremont greatly increased the scope and reach of Carson’s legend 

across the United States. Kit Carson became a popular subject in American dime novels, 

before ever serving in the U.S. army.338 

 By the outbreak of the Civil War, Kit Carson was already an extremely well 

known man and his recruitment into the U.S. Army in 1861 opened yet another chapter in 

his story. Volunteering for service in the 1st New Mexico Volunteer Infantry, Carson 

quickly made colonel of the state unit and worked in training the men. Following the 

battle of Glorietta Pass in 1862, the Confederate presence in the territory diminished, and 

the forces there were left to deal with the remaining native threats.339 Under the command 

of Major James Carleton, Carson and the New Mexico volunteer forces engaged in a 

campaign of pacification against the natives in the area, principally the Comanche, 

                                                 
336 Carson and his men suffered mightily while pursuing the Crow warriors, as the climate and topography 

were grueling, but the satisfaction of catching and killing his adversaries seemingly made it all worth it to 

the young Carson. Carson’s Memoirs in Carter’s Dear Old Kit. 55. This volume is divided into two 

sections: the first consisting of a transcription of Kit Carson’s memoirs stretching to 1856. The second half 

deals with the remaining years of Kit’s life viewed through a collection of documents including further 

Carson correspondence, etc. 
337 Carson and Fremont’s work along the Oregon Trail helped to open the Oregon Territory for settlement 

in the 1840’s and 50’s. Fremont’s report depicts the five month journey in detail: Frémont, John Charles, 

John Torrey, James Hall, and Charles Preuss. Report of the Exploring Expedition to the Rocky Mountains in 

the Year 1842, and to Oregon and North California in the Years 1843-'44. Washington: Gales and Seaton, 

printers, 1845. For a detailed look into Fremont’s expeditions into California see: T.S. Martin, “Narrative 

of John C. Fremont’s Expedition to California in 1845-46,” Dictated in 1878. Bancroft Library, Berkeley, 

California. 
338The first publication concerning Kit Carson was released in 1847, and was entitled An Adventure of Kit 

Carson: A Tale of Sacramento. Writers greatly exaggerated Caron’s exploits, crafting the image of the 

perfect frontiersmen. Carson’s image and legend are discussed in detail in: Robert, David. A Newer World: 

Kit Carson, John C. Fremont and the claiming of the American West. New York, NY: Touchstone Press, 

2001.52-79. 
339 The Battle of Glorietta Pass witnessed Colorado home guard, New Mexico militia and U.S. regulars 

defeated by the Confederate forces, but due to logistical issues the Confederate army was forced to retreat 

back into Confederate Arizona. One of the most important strategic victories for the Union in the western 

theater, Glorietta Pass has been dubbed by some historians as the ‘Gettysburg of the West’. For further 

reading on the battle see: Alberts, Dons. The Battle of Glorietta: Union Victory in the West. Texas A&M 

Press, 1996. 
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Navajo and Apache. Unlike past generations’ campaigns and expeditions against native 

peoples, Carson, Carleton and the U.S. army did not conduct long range extirpative raids. 

Instead the focus was removing native peoples from viable settlement land and placing 

them onto reservations. The Apache and Navajo were originally re-settled by force at a 

site called Bosque Redondo. American soldiers acted more like prison guards and 

peacekeepers than the Rangers of the past. Carson and his men were sent to round up all 

Navajo not on the reservation and ordered to shoot any that resisted. The winter of 1863-

64 witnessed one of Carson’s most impactful campaigns. The Canyon de Chelly in 

modern day Arizona served as a traditional Navajo homeland and sanctuary. There was 

little actual combat between the two sides during the expedition, as the Navajo hid and 

watched. Uniformed American soldiers riding through the Navajo fortress and burning all 

crops and buildings in sight served as the final moment of surrender.340 Knowing they 

could not safely avoid Carson, the vast remainder of the Navajo people surrendered and 

were forced on the ‘Long Walk’ to Bosque Redondo. The treatment of the Navajo during 

their relocation was harsh by the army, with one young woman reportedly being shot 

because she was giving birth and therefore could not keep up with the rest of the 

group.341 Conditions at the reservation were horrid; minimal clean water, no firewood, 

inadequate food supply and two competing nations thrust into living together combined 

to make Bosque Redondo a miserable failure and the site of many native deaths. The 

camp was closed in 1868 by the U.S. government after sufficient news of its conditions 

reached Congress. 

 As the Civil War dragged on, Comanche, Kiowa and Apache natives were 

increasingly stripped of territory and vital resources to the way of life. Increased white 

settlement brought further clashes between the two. Kit Carson’s final action in the 

region took place in 1865 at the first Battle of Adobe Hills. Another campaign launched 

by Carleton, Kit Carson led a force of cavalry, infantry and artillery into the modern day 

                                                 
340 Carson’s campaign through the canyon exhibited a powerful image of the reach of the U.S. army to the 

Navajo and other natives. And while Carson himself was fair to the natives, his fellow soldiers and officers 

were increasingly aggressive and hostile. Roberts, 265-269, Guild, 240-245. 
341 Roessel, Ruth. Navajo Stories of the Long Walk Period. Tsaile, Arizona: Navajo Community College 

Press, 1973. 168-169. This is in direct opposition to the narrative of the passage as presented by Carson in 

his memoirs, who claims the natives were quite cooperative and in good spirits. Carson, Memoirs 244-246. 
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Texas panhandle. 330 soldiers under Carson’s command approached and attacked a 

Kiowa village on a November morning. Following a successful raid, Carson and his men 

retreated to an abandoned adobe building several miles from the village. Carson soon 

realized that a great number of Comanche and Kiowa were organizing together to mount 

a counter attack. A native force numbering around 1500 attacked the entrenched 

Americans, only to be repulsed by well-coordinated fire from Carson’s two howitzers. 

The Americans retreated down the path they had come, burning Kiowa lodges and 

desecrating bodies on their way. Knowing better than to press his luck with another battle 

against a swelling enemy force, Carson and his men turned back towards New Mexico.342 

Neither a true victory nor defeat, the battle did not fully settle the remaining issues 

between the Comanche, Kiowa and American military in the region. Following Adobe 

Hills, Carson was promoted and appointed to the command of Fort Garland in Colorado. 

Carson would lead no further expeditions or raids, and instead settled into an amicable 

relationship with the Ute natives in the area. America’s last great Ranger leader died in 

1868, finally ending the original American martial culture and the original Ranger. The 

ultimate fate of the Comanche and their empire in the American southwest was decided 

over the next decade, as the U.S. army replaced raiding expeditions with pacification and 

occupation. 

 Increasing white settlement and the advent of mass scale buffalo hunting 

ultimately doomed the Comanche. With the buffalo as the core of their society, both 

materially and culturally, the Comanche and their allied peoples began a sharp collapse. 

Assisted and protected by army outposts in Oklahoma, Buffalo hunters decimated the 

population, forcing the remaining Comanche to choose between an increasingly desperate 

fight against the white encroachment or acceptance of their new reservation homeland 

and governmental assistance.343 The mid 1870’s saw the final violence between the 

                                                 
342  Lt. George Pettis served as one of Carson’s cavalry officers and recorded the most complete report on 

the expedition and battle. Pettis, George H. "Kit Carson's Fight with the Comanche and Kiowa Indians.” 

Personal Narrative No. 12, Battles of the War of the Rebellion. Historical Society of New Mexico. Santa 

Fe: New Mexican Printing, Co. 1908. 9-13, 20, 28-29.  
343 19th century bison hunting nearly wiped out the entire species. The practice was profitable while 

simultaneously weakening the main threat to American expansion: the native tribes who relied on the bison 

populations for survival. Hämäläinen, Comanche Empire, 294-299. For further reading on the impact see: 

Branch, Edward Douglas. The Hunting of the Buffalo. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1962. ; 
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Comanche and the U.S. Army. Small groups of Comanche decided to fight back, most 

notably behind the young medicine man Isatai and began gathering strength. While some 

700 warriors came together, their desires were split. Some wanted to attack the buffalo 

hunters, others the nearby white settlers, and finally the other native nations that had 

allied with the army and American settlers in past campaigns.344 Gathered at the Elk 

Creek camp in modern day Oklahoma, the natives were unable to agree and launched 

multiple attacks. The largest band, numbering over 250, attacked a buffalo hunting group 

near the Adobe Wall’s ruin. Twenty-eight hunters held off the assaulting natives with 

their long range hunting rifles. Billy Dixon supposedly killed a riding Comanche from 

one mile away. Isatai was wounded and lost credibility after the inability of the party to 

defeat only 28 civilian hunters.345 The native defeat at Adobe Hills was coupled by a 

renewed effort by the U.S. army in face of the multiple invasions over the 1874. Unlike 

previous generations, the Army issued warnings that all Comanche not within the 

boundaries of the reservation by August 3rd, 1874 would be considered hostile and hunted 

down. Most listened to the warning, except one group of warriors in the Texas panhandle. 

Surprised by a unit of U.S. cavalry at Palo Duro Canyon, the remaining band was driven 

off and their village and possessions were destroyed in a large bonfire signifying the end 

of Comanche and other native resistance in the American southwest.346 The Comancheria 

and its people could no longer pose a real threat to American expansion in the region, and 

the remaining Comanche returned to the reservation under the watch of the army at Fort 

Sill, Oklahoma. 

  Much like the Comanche, other native nations along the expanding frontier rose 

up in defiance only to be defeated and placed onto remote reservations. Across the 

northern planes in modern day Minnesota and the Dakotas, the Sioux fought a number of 

                                                 
Isenberg, Andrew. The Destruction of the Bison: An Environmental History, 1750-1920. Cambridge, Mass: 

Cambridge University Press, 2000. 
344Kavanagh, Thomas W. The Comanche’s: A History, 1706-1875. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 

1996. 445-447.Hämäläinen. Comanche Empire. 337-339. 
345 For an in-depth examination of the 2nd Battle of Adobe Walls see: West, Derek G. “The Battle of Adobe 

Walls.” Panhandle Plains Historical Review 36. (1936). 16-29. 
346 Reginald McKenzie’s 4th U.S. Cavalry spotted the village and its inhabitants from the edge of the 

canyon. Forming three columns, the Americans attacked and caught the Comanche completely off guard. 

Few natives were killed as the chaos forced an immediate evacuation, but over 2000 horses were captured 

along with all of the Comanche’s remaining winter supplies. Carter, Robert G. On the Border with 

McKenzie. Washington, D.C: Eynon Printing Co., 1935. 492-493. 
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wars against American settlers and the U.S. army. Early manifestations of these wars 

embodied original American martial values, witnessing organic volunteer units and 

militia forming and counter attacking after native raids into white settlements. The 

Dakota War of 1862 was the first major incident.347 The Sioux nation began assaulting 

American settlements following a lapse in food and provisions being delivered to their 

reservation. Extirpative raids against civilians in both towns and remote areas saw nearly 

800 Americans killed. The Sioux, led by Chief Little Crow, were brutal in their assaults, 

murdering and beheading civilians and on more than one account removing a child from 

a pregnant woman’s body.348 With the Civil War still ongoing and manpower tight, the 

people of Minnesota were left to their own until President Lincoln could create the 

Department of the Northwest in September of 1862. Career army officers like General 

John Pope led a small regular contingent alongside Colonel Henry Sibley and a much 

larger volunteer and militia force. Together the mixed force of regulars and volunteers 

systematically approached and cleared every known pocket of Sioux aggression. The 

final fight occurred in late September at the Battle of Wood Lake, where a larger U.S. 

force defeated the Sioux and Chief Little Crow. A devastating moral defeat to the natives, 

the majority surrendered to the U.S. at Camp Release.349 Following the end of hostilities, 

the U.S. army charged with murder and sentenced over 300 Sioux to death for their part 

in the assaults and raids against civilians. Convicted by military tribunal, the Sioux were 

not given even a proper explanation of what was occurring to them. President Lincoln 

reviewed the cases and commuted nearly all of the sentences of execution. Minnesotans 

had mixed feelings on the decision: Silbey, the governor, and those affected by the native 

                                                 
347 The Dakota nation was also known as the Eastern Sioux and historically has been discussed as one large 

nation, especially in the context of the 19th century Indian wars. For a full description of the Dakota War of 

1862 see: Carley, Kenneth. The Sioux Uprising of 1862. Minnesota Historical Society, 1976. 
348 Mrs. Justina Krieger’s interview by Charles Bryant depicts some of the most heinous behavior by the 

Sioux warriors. She describes a young woman being beheaded and the severed head hung from a nail on 

the outer wall of their home, among other increasingly burtalities. Bryant, Charles S. A History of the Great 

Massacre by the Sioux Indians in Minnesota: Including the personal narratives of many who escaped. 

Chicago: O.S. Gibbs, 1864. 141, 300-301. 
349 Little Crow and his group of Sioux warriors planned on ambushing the marching U.S. force as they 

snaked around the lake, hoping to catch them off guard and stretched out. The ambush was triggered early, 

and a combination of militia men and regulars recently returned home from the Confederacy fought back 

and eventually pushed through the native force. Casualties were light, only 15 natives were killed of the 

estimated 1200 strong force, but the loss of several high profile warriors like Chief Mankato proved too 

demoralizing for the Sioux to continue with the war effort. Buck, Daniel. Indian Outbreaks. Minneapolis: 

Ross & Haines, 1965. 164-174. 
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raids stressed the desire for revenge among the people. Governor Alexander Ramsey 

warned that unless all of the Sioux were executed, “…private revenge would on all this 

border take the place of official judgment on these Indians.”350 Other voices urged mercy, 

like Episcopal bishop Henry Whipple, whose open letter to Lincoln condemned the 

inadequacy of the reservation system and explained the underlying causes and blame for 

the conflict itself. Whipple asked “…only justice for a wronged and neglected race…” 

Referring to the Sioux as his ‘heathen wards’, he argued the native situation needed 

honesty and proper instructions for bringing the Indian properly in as a ward of the 

government.351 The changing character of the American people and its government is 

represented by Lincoln’s decision to commute all but 38 of the sentences. The Mankato 

execution is the largest mass execution in American history, but its relative leniency 

demonstrates the shift occurring within the American-Native relationship.352 

The role of the United States Army changed over the course of the 1860s and 70s. 

Early conflicts like the Sand Creek Massacre demonstrated elements of the original 

martial culture: racially motivated extirpative violence prosecuted via irregular means. 

Colonel John Chivington and a force of Colorado militia launched an early morning raid 

against a peaceful village of Cheyenne and Arapaho natives.353 Chivington and his men 

slaughtered over 100 men women and children in brutal fashion. Claiming that “…I have 

come to kill Indians, and believe it is right and honorable to use any means under God’s 

heaven to kill Indians…Kill and scalp all, big and little…” Chivington represents an 

                                                 
350 Governor Alexander Ramsey to President Abraham Lincoln, November, 1862. Lincoln, Abraham, and 

Roy P. Basler. The Collected Works of Abraham Lincoln. New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers University Press, 

1953. 493. 
351 Whipple’s letter was sent in March, but a fall visit to Washington, D.C. by the bishop resulted in a 

private meeting between he and the President to discuss the commuting of the sentences and the issues with 

the reservation system. Henry Whipple to Abraham Lincoln, March 6, 1862. Collected Works of Lincoln, 

490. Whipple, Henry Benjamin. Lights and Shadows of a Long Episcopate; Being Reminiscences and 

Recollections of the Right Reverend Henry Benjamin Whipple, D.D., LL. D., Bishop of Minnesota. New 

York: Macmillan Co, 1899. 510-514. 
352 Schulz, Duane. Over the Earth I come: The Great Sioux Uprising of 1862. New York: St Martin’s Press, 

1992. 252-259. 
353 The Sand Creek Massacre occurred in November of 1864 as part of the Colorado War. The native 

village was actually acting according to ongoing peace negotiations, and had relocated near Fort Lyon to be 

given provisions and protection by U.S. troops. Jackson, Helen Hunt. A Century of Dishonor: The Early 

Crusade for Indian Reform. New York: Harper & Row, 1965. 343-358. For further scholarship on the 

massacre and the surrounding events see: Hoig, Stan. The Sand Creek Massacre. Norman: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 1961. ; Greene, Jerome A. Washita: The U.S. Army and the Southern Cheyennes, 1867-

1869. Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2004. 
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extreme form of the original American martial culture.354 The response to the Sand Creek 

Massacre demonstrates the shift occurring, as the act was universally condemned by 

officers in the military, members of Congress and even frontiersmen like Kit Carson. 

Referring to Chivington as a ‘dog’ and his men the ‘dirty hounds’, Carson lambasts the 

action at Sand Creek, claiming that even though “I don’t like a hostile red skin any more 

than you do…I never yet drew a bead on a squaw or papoose, and I despite the man who 

would.”355 The U.S. army conducted two individual investigations into the matter as well 

as one initiated by congress. A number of witnesses were interviewed and their 

comments made public. Several of the soldiers under Chivington’s command testified 

against the action, most famously Captain Silas Soule who had received death threats 

warning him to keep quiet.356 The act and those that took part were judged as disgraceful, 

brutal and cowardly. The congressional committee’s report called for the removal of 

Chivington and further punishment to those involved.357 There were no formal charges 

ever placed against Chivington or any of the men, but the reaction for the military and 

American public signifies a shift in perception. Extirpative violence was no longer an 

acceptable form of warfare, even against native adversaries that had been subjected to 

similar action for over a century. 

As the frontier closed, the U.S. army continued to move into more of an 

occupation role concerning the Native American populations across the Great Plains. One 

of the final wars between the two sides occurred in the Black Hills of modern day South 

Dakota, when the army attempted to keep a diverse group of Native peoples within the 

boundaries of their shrinking reservations. A band of Dakota, Lakota, Cheyenne and 

Arapaho became the army’s target following their refusal to return to the reservation.358 

                                                 
354 Brown, Dee. War comes to the Cheyenne.” Bury my Heart at Wounded Knee. New York: Holt, Rinehart 

& Winston, 1971. 86-87. 
355 Carson argues that “when [natives] are hostile, I’ve fought ’em, hard as any man.” Sides, Blood and 

Thunder, 379. 
356 Silas Soule was murdered several weeks after his damning testimony of Chivington and the actions at 

Sand Creek. He had ordered his men not to fire their weapons during the attack, protesting the brutalities 

taking place. 
357 38th U.S. Congress. Report of the Joint Committee on the Conduct of the War. Washington: Govt. 

Printing Office, 1865. 5. University of Michigan Digital Library Production Service. 
358 Gold was discovered in the Black Hills in the early 1870’s, and American settlers began to venture into 

native land in search of it. Conflicts began when miners refused to leave the land previously granted to the 

Lakota and other tribes. Diplomatic solutions failed to convince the native to accept new treaties with 

different reservation boundaries, and multiple Lakota bands joined together and formed war bands to 
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A number of campaigns were launched from a system of army forts in the surrounding 

areas built to supervise and contain the natives within the reservation.359 One campaign 

included Lt. Col George Custer and the U.S. 7th Cavalry, who famously were defeated by 

a native war band at battle of Little Bighorn. Led by the native warrior Crazy Horse, 

Custer and over 250 of his men were killed.360 The largest and most high profile 

American defeat to Natives in many years forced the army to alter its strategy and 

increase the pressure on the tribes. Martial law was established as weapons and horses 

were confiscated across the reservation and increased military and diplomatic pressure 

was applied to the tribes to force an end to the ‘Great Sioux War’. As the army 

campaigned against native war bands, simultaneous diplomatic missions were sent across 

the region to convince the natives to lay down their warms. In the spring of 1877 the vast 

majority of the ‘hostile’ groups had surrendered and returned to the reservation. Utilizing 

aggressive diplomacy and its military as an occupier the United States quelled the ‘Great 

Sioux Uprising’. 

 Over the next 15 years, the natives in the Dakotas lived relatively peacefully with 

the increasing American presence there. As time passed, the condition of the reservations 

and their inhabitants grew worse. Limited hunting space and the near extinction of the 

bison had made the tribes heavily dependent on the U.S. government for food and other 

essential supplies. The Lakota people turned to a rapidly growing religious movement 

created around a ritual known as the ‘Ghost Dance’. A dancing ceremony thought to end 

the white man’s presence and return the plentiful bison herd, the Ghost Dance sored in 

popularity among the desperate population. American settlers, soldiers, and government 

officials grew wary of the wild and provocative ceremony, and many began to view at as 

                                                 
remove the settlers themselves. See: Calloway, Collin. First People: A Documentary Survey of American 

Indian History. New York: St Martin’s Press, 2012.  
359 For a full breakdown of the campaigns, the forces, and their commanders see: Gray, John S. Centennial 

Campaign: The Sioux War of 1876. Ft. Collins, Colo: Old Army Press, 1976. 
360 The Battle of Little Bighorn is the subject of a diverse scholarship, focusing on a number of viewpoints 

of the battle. For an examination of the American view point see: Elliott, Michael A. Custerology: The 

Enduring Legacy of the Indian Wars and George Armstrong Custer. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 

2008. ; Sklenar, Larry. To Hell with Honor: Custer and the Litte Bighorn. Norman: Univ Of Oklahoma 

Press, 2003. For a complete look into the Native perspective see: Miller, David Humphreys. Custer's Fall: 

The Indian Side of the Story. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1985. ; Vestal, Stanley. Warpath: The 

True Story of the Fighting Sioux Told in a Biography of Chief White Bull. Lincoln: University of Nebraska 

Press, 1984.  
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war dance.361 Calls came to disarm the natives within the reservation as fears of native 

raids grew in American minds. Many officers with knowledge of the native situation 

disagreed and instead pushed for the United States to honor the terms of the treaties and 

provide the full supplement of rations to the reservations. General Nelson Miles, a 

veteran of the Civil War and numerous Indian Wars, was most outspoken about the issue 

and placed the blame fully on the U.S. government’s inability to honor their own treaties. 

Panic prevailed, and the U.S. Army began disarming the Lakota people, normally at 

gunpoint. In December of 1890 the reconstituted U.S. 7th Cavalry moved in to disarm a 

group of natives near the Wounded Knee creek. A scuffle ensued between one young 

deaf warrior and an unknown shot rang out. A chaotic melee exploded within the small 

camp with the soldiers firing into the crowds of natives. A massacre rather than a battle, 

over 150 Lakota men, women and children were killed by the American soldiers. After 

the initial onslaught killed the majority of the fighting men, the soldiers systematically 

chasing down and killing any native left. American Horse, a Lakota elder that survived 

the ordeal, claimed that after the majority of the men were killed, soldiers began calling 

out to those that had hidden, and that when the young children “…came out of their 

places of refuge, and as soon as they came in sight a number of soldiers surrounded them 

and butchered them there.”362  

The Massacre at Wounded Knee was the explosive end to the Indian Wars, and 

coincided with the close of the frontier. American expansion had come to dominate the 

territory from the Atlantic to the Pacific, with little to no large unsettled areas remaining. 

The U.S. census of 1890 declared that the frontier was no more, as there was no clear line 

of advancing settlement and civilization measurable. Frederick Jackson Turner 

characterized what this meant for the United States and its population, arguing that the 

process of interacting with and conquering the frontier had defined the United States and 

its culture. With the close of the frontier, Turner forecasted what lay ahead for the nation 

                                                 
361 The Ghost Dance movement was spurred by the teachings of a Paiute spiritual leader named Wovoka, 

who resided in modern day Nevada. The movement spread across native tribes in along across the United 

States, and was especially popular among the Lakota in the Black Hills. See: Hittman, Micheal. Wovoka 

and the Ghost Dance. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1990.  
362 Smithsonian Institution, John Wesley Powell, Walter James Hoffman, George Parker Winship, James 

Mooney, and James Mooney. Fourteenth Annual Report of the Bureau of Ethnology: To the Secretary of 

the Smithsonian Institution, 1892-93. Washington, D.C.: U.S. G.P.O., 1896. 
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and its people. The American martial culture was born on the American frontier, and was 

intertwined with warfare versus Native Americans. With both of these arenas now retired, 

the American military and its culture truly left behind its roots and the original warrior in 

the Ranger. A new role awaited the American military as the United States entered the 

world stage at the turn of the century. 

A ‘Great Insurrection’ 

 “…I am dead stuck on the place. A peach of a climate…There are going to some 

great chances for American capital here and if I could get a good job I would stay…” 

Walter Arnold’s mother read the exuberant letter from her son aloud to the family in the 

Charleston, South Carolina. Private Walter Arnold described his initial impression of the 

territory that he and the rest of the U.S. volunteers were experiencing following their 

successful invasion a few days earlier. Arnold viewed the natives as “…the best class of 

poor people I ever saw…” and that “…they are glad to see the Stars and Stripes over this 

land.” Describing a serene and beautiful place stuck in the past. “All work is done the 

same as 1000 years ago, what a chance for manufacturing!”363 Talking about Puerto Rico, 

Arnold’s words accurately capture an American mindset rapidly gaining popularity in the 

late 19th century. Walter viewed the territory in front of him not only as a battleground 

where he might be killed, but as an opportunity for him and other Americans to better 

themselves in the future. The U.S. army went on to easily subdue Spanish resistance on 

the island, securing victory in less than three months with almost no American 

casualties.364 As a part of the Spanish American War, the Puerto Rican campaign is a 

perfect example of American Imperialism at work. Seized as part of the larger war with 

Spain in Cuba, Puerto Rico had long been the target of American presidents and military 

commanders searching for colonies on the Caribbean for defensive positions and naval 

                                                 
363 Walter Arnold to Mrs. Arnold, August 2, 1898. Spanish American War Document Collection, State 

Volunteer Units, Box 3, Folder 1: 1st Sgt. Walter G. Arnold. U.S. Army Heritage and Education Center, 

Carlisle Barracks, PA. Hereafter referred to as USAHEC. 
364The action in Puerto Rico was made up of a number of short intense firefights that either saw the Spanish 

quickly retreat or surrender to superior American firepower and numerical advantage. Total American 

casualties in the Puerto Rican land campaign totaled 48, with only five men killed in action. Corresponding 

Spanish casualties number 17 killed with another 88 wounded in action. Much of the scholarship 

concerning the Puerto Rican campaign is Spanish language material, with the two seminal works being: 

Negroni, Héctor Andrés. Historia militar de Puerto Rico. Madrid: Siruela, 1992. And Rivero, 

Angel. Crónica de la guerra hispanoamericana en Puerto Rico. Rió Piedras: Editorial Edil, 1972. 
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coaling stations. As the 19th century closed, the United States began looking at the world 

stage and how it could better its global position, both economically and strategically. 

With this new set of goals, the U.S. military adopted a new role of pacification and 

occupation of America’s new colonial and imperial possessions. 

 America’s first global Imperial venture was the Spanish-American War, which 

began with the formal declaration of war in April of 1898. The path to war was long and 

stretched back to America’s initial interest in securing the Western Hemisphere as its 

sphere of influence in the 1920’s and 30s. Over the course of the century America 

steadily increased its vested interest in Spanish Cuba, and by the 1890’s the American 

government, business and people were quite concerned with the fate of Cuba.365 As the 

United States took an interest in its position on the global stage, American military 

theorist Alfred Thayer Mahan’s ideas about naval power assisted in a massive American 

investment towards a powerful navy and the acquisition of strategically advantageous 

naval stations. American military leaders and politicians, like Theodore Roosevelt, began 

pressing towards these goals. In the Caribbean, a canal connecting the Pacific and 

Atlantic oceans became a top priority as well a location for an Atlantic naval coaling 

station. Panama became the perfect location for a canal at the turn of the century and 

Cuba and Puerto Rico appeared as perfect Caribbean strategic locations.366 These ideas 

                                                 
365 Starting with the Monroe Doctrine, the United States first established its desires for influence on the 

World Stage. Claiming the Western Hemisphere as its sphere of influence, America set its course opposite 

of any remaining European colonies in South and North America. Spain would become the obvious central 

target of this as the 19th century saw a near constant flow of Spanish colonies revolting against and securing 

their independence form the flailing European power. Cuba would be one of the last colonial possession 

remaining in the West, and American southern businessmen attempted to wrest control away by purchasing 

Cuba a number of times prior to the Civil War. Following the war American economic investment in 

Cuban sugar production increased rapidly as well as the percentage of Cuban importation of American 

made goods. By 1890 over 90% of Cuban exports went to the United States and 40% of Cuban goods came 

from America. Perez, Jose. Cuba: Between Reform and Revolution. New York: Oxford University Press, 

1995. 195. For further scholarship on America’s Monroe Doctrine and its growing relationship with Cuba 

in the 19th century, see: Murphy, Gretchen. Hemispheric Imaginings: The Monroe Doctrine and Narratives 

of U.S. Empire. Durham: Duke University Press, 2005. ; Perez, Louise. Cuba and the United States: Ties of 

Singular Intimacy. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2003. 
366 Alfred Thayer Mahan’s examination of 17th, 18th, and 19th century naval conflicts across a number of 

seminal texts offered the strategic maxim that powerful nations employed powerful navies to control sea 

lanes and project their power on a global scale. Centering on the collection of a large number of effective 

capital ships with well-trained crews, Mahan argued that navies could secure sea lines of communication 

and commerce while simultaneously denying such access to rival nations. As for strictly military terms, 

Mahan argued for the principle of an aggressive offense creates a nation’s best defensive posture. Perhaps 

the most important promoter of Mahan and his ideas was Theodore Roosevelt, who position as Assistant 

Secretary of the Navy in the late 1890’s played a major role in the buildup of American naval forces and 
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combined to press the concept of Manifest Destiny past the closed western frontier of the 

United States and created the American Imperialistic actions of the late 19th and early 20th 

century. Cuba struggled for its independence from Spain starting in the late 1860’s going 

forward, and the proximity of the conflict coupled with business and strategic 

implications made American interest grow as the turn of the century approached. 

Viewing Cuba as a province rather than a colony due to its long status as a Spanish 

possession, the Spanish response to the growing guerrilla resistance movement within 

Cuba was harsh and unrelenting. To deny the irregular fighters in the Cuban countryside 

weapons and supplies, Spanish General Valeriano ‘The Butcher’ Weyler ordered the 

relocation and quarantine of mass numbers of Cuban civilians from rural areas to more 

centrally located camps. Harsh treatment, limited supply and rampant disease in these 

camps was reported on viciously in the United States, only increasing American interest 

in the conflict. Following the infamous explosion of the U.S.S. Maine in Havana harbor, 

which was present to safeguard American interests and civilians living in Cuba, pressure 

from American industries and civilians to intervene exploded. The U.S. congress, after 

request from President William McKinley, declared war on Spain on April 25, 1898.367  

 America’s war against Spain was short, lasting only three months into August 

before the Spanish surrender. Fighting in the Caribbean was lopsided in America’s quick 

victories in Cuba and Puerto Rico. American regular and volunteer regiments utilized 

superior weapons, training, leadership, and logistical and naval support to secure a quick 

victory against the Spanish forces. More Americans were killed due to disease than by 

                                                 
the navy’s expressed goals of the era. Mahan published multiple volumes during his career, with the first in 

1890 and second in 1892 publications being the most influential: Mahan, A. T. The Influence of Sea Power 

Upon History, 1660-1783. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010. And Mahan, A. T. The Influence 

of Sea Power Upon the French Revolution and Empire, 1793-1812. New York: Greenwood Press, 1968. 
367 The lead up to American involvement in the Cuban conflict was influenced by a number of individuals, 

chiefly journalism magnates William Randolph Hearst and Joseph Pultizer. Dubbed ‘Yellow Journalism’ 

by historians the practice of publishing somewhat exaggerated and incendiary headlines concerning the 

plight of the Cuban civilians under Spanish control was utilized by Hearst and Pulitzer to drum up support 

for war as well as to sell newspapers. The incident of the Maine’s destruction only worked to inflame the 

headlines and their call for further intervention, as Spain was unanimously blamed for the deaths of the 266 

U.S. sailors aboard. For further background on the events leading up to the war see: Offner, John. An 

Unwanted War: The Diplomacy of the United States and Spain over Cuba, 1895-1898. Chapel Hill: 

University of North Carolina Press, 1992.   
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the enemy forces.368 On the other side of globe, the American navy under Commodore 

George Dewey secured a resounding victory over the Spanish fleet near Manila, in the 

Philippines. Long a colonial possession of Spain, the Philippines and the exquisite harbor 

at Manila were a highly sought after prize in the global positioning of the Imperial age. A 

number of nations naval forces were present, especially Germany, in case an opportunity 

presented itself to secure the pricelessly strategic position. The United States fleet laid 

claim to the harbor, and threatened aggression if not allowed to secure their prize. The 

United States and Filipino resistance leader Emilio Aguinaldo worked together to defeat 

the remaining Spanish forces at Manila. Aguinaldo was a political and military leader that 

started the first Philippine Revolution against the Spanish in 1896. After reaching an 

agreement with the Spanish government, Aguinaldo voluntarily went into exile in Hong 

Kong where he reorganized a revolutionary government and waited. Aguinaldo declared 

the Philippines free after a join American and Filipino force took the capital from the 

remaining Spanish forces.369 While the Filipinos believed they were independent, an 

American commission of political, military and scholarly leaders convened and came to 

the conclusion that the United States would maintain control over the Philippines for the 

time being. The commission aimed for the United States to “…establish in the 

Philippines Islands an enlightened system of government under which the Philippine 

people may enjoy the largest measure of home rule and the amplest liberty.”370 In June of 

1898 the United States forces under General Elwell Otis barred entry to Manila by the 

                                                 
368 The United States only suffered 345 casualties in combat and 1500 wounded, while suffering over 2500 

dead from disease. The Spanish losses were much higher, totaling over 10000 killed in combat. For 

scholarship concerning the operations of the war itself, see: Trask, David. The War with Spain in 1898. 

Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1996.  
369 For a more detailed look into the experience of Emilio Aguinaldo and the part he played in the early 

period of the war see: Linn, Brian McAllister. The Philippine War, 1899-1902. Lawrence: University Press 

of Kansas, 2000. ; Zaide, Sonia. The Philippines: A Unique Nation. Quezon City, Philippines: All-Nations 

Publications, 1999. 
370 Consisting of George Dewey, Elwell Otis and other leading figures in the Philippines case, the 

commission surveyed the islands and the revolutionary government attempting to wrest control of the 

country. Their eventual findings stated that the Philippines and its people was not yet ready for self-

governance, and that the United States would maintain control until the people could enjoy a modern 

functional government. Commission report quoted from: Conant, Dean. “Chapter 9: The First Philippine 

Commission.” The Philippines: Past and Present. New York: MacMillan, 1930. Vol 1. For further 

scholarship on American-Philippine relations during the conflict see: Golay, Frank. Face of Empire: United 

States-Philippine Relations, 1898-1946. Manila: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1997. 
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Filipino forces that had recently help them take it from the Spanish, thus beginning the 

Philippine-American war began. 

 The U.S. Army was immediately engaged in a war against the Republican army 

of the newly declared Philippine Republic led by Emilio Aguinaldo. An intermission 

between the defeat of the Spanish and the start of the new conflict forced the United 

States to re-mobilize an army as much of the Spanish American War volunteer regiments 

had been sent home. Congress authorized the creation of a 100,000 strong force for the 

conflict, with two thirds being made up of regulars and the rest volunteer regiments. The 

new force was created quickly, but implemented strict standards on those joining up. The 

vast majority of the regulars serving were veterans of the Spanish war, as were the 

officers.371 Once in the field, the ‘new’ American army performed quite well against the 

Filipino forces. Manila and the surrounding area was secured easily and the Americans 

began pushing outward towards the outer extremities and communities of the island of 

Luzon. The U.S. Army proved to be a well-disciplined conventional force, breaking up 

the Republican Army by December of 1899.372 Retreating to the mountains in north 

Luzon, Aguinaldo decided to embrace an opportunity and switched his strategy towards 

guerrilla warfare, converting the remnants of his army and any other willing civilian into 

irregular fighters. Guerrilla tactics had been in place to some degree for several months 

before Aguinaldo and Filipinos fully committed to that brand of warfare. Near Manila in 

September, an unknown number of ‘insurgents’ successfully attacked a train depot and 

derailed a portion of a U.S. supply train. Several U.S. soldiers were killed and wounded, 

as were multiple Filipino civilians, and a great hassle was placed on the American 

logistics network in lost time and supply.373 American units reported guerrilla tactics 

even earlier than that, with members of the Oregon Volunteer Infantry reporting sporadic 

                                                 
371 Army Bill of 2 March, 1899. United States. Five Years of the War Department Following the War with 

Spain, 1899-1903, As Shown in the Annual Reports of the Secretary of War. Washington, D.C.: The 

Department of War, 1904. 1900, 1:2:63. (Hereafter referred to as War Department Reports) 
372Brian Linn has provided the Philippine War scholarship with the two seminal works. Both focus on the 

American strategy towards counterinsurgency warfare in the conflict, and how the U.S. Army was able to 

effectively defeat the insurgent movement through population control, location diverse tactics and media 

censorship. Linn, Brian McAllister. The U.S. Army and Counterinsurgency in the Philippine War, 1899-

1902. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1989. 14-15. 
373General Elwell Otis to Adjutant General, War Department (AGWAR), September 23, 1899. CWS, 

2:1073. 
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sniper fire on their camp and supply lines as early as February. Soldiers spent hours 

clearing huts and burning potential hiding places near their encampments and travel 

routes.374 The dissolving of the conventional war into a guerrilla conflict made everything 

more difficult, and was an alternative the U.S. army hoped to avoid. As the insurgency 

erupted, General Otis and his staff in Manila understood that more forces would be 

necessary to properly secure their control over Manila and the central region surrounding 

it. Filipino civilians were already clamoring for help in August of 1899, claiming that 

once American troops left an area the insurgents would return and harass them for 

support and material. Otis asked the War department for an additional 15 volunteer 

regiments be raised just for garrison duty in the population centers around Manila.375 An 

insurgency meant the United States forces would not simply be responsible for fighting 

their military adversaries in the guerrillas, but a more difficult task became necessary in 

the protection of the Filipino civilian population. Rampant reports of violence and 

coercion against the civilians poured into Manila, where small bands of insurgents 

routinely robbed and even murdered rural Filipinos that refused to willingly assist.376 A 

developing insurgency in the Philippines forced the United States army into a previously 

unknown role, mandating the creation of new strategy, tactics, and culture. 

 The United States attempt and eventual defeat of the Filipino Insurrection 

demonstrates further evolution within the American martial culture. Outside of incidents 

involving Native Americans within the continental United States, the Philippines 

represented the first large-scale American opportunity occupy a foreign country and bring 

it into the nation.377 Following the successful defeat of the Spanish and the rise of the 

Filipino insurgency, the United States military faced a completely new set of problems. 

Never before had the U.S. Army been tasked with defeating a guerrilla war and 

instituting martial law to safe guard civilians, all the while preparing the same foreign 

                                                 
374 Oregon Adjutant General’s Office, History of the Oregon Volunteers. 478-479. 
375 Otis to AGWAR, August 14, 1899. CWS, 2:1052-53. 
376 Otis to AGWAR, December 7, 1899. CWS, 2:1115. 
377 Many historians argue that the Native American experience represents America’s first foray into 

counterinsurgency, with the systematic conquest and occupation of the American frontier. The complex and 

long standing relationship between the United States and the Native Americans of North America 

differentiates those struggles from more modern examples like the Philippines, which represents the first 

pure example of American Imperial conquest and occupation. Territorial and racial stratifications along 

with other factors caused Americans to view the two forms of conflict differently. 
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and hostile population for long term colonial rule under the United States government.378 

The closest example to this experience was Union occupation during Reconstruction and 

the aftermath of the Civil War, but the fact that the southern states were returning to their 

former nation greatly altered the circumstances. The Filipino situation involved a foreign 

nation and a population with zero cultural and social ties to the United States and its 

people. Insurgency is best defined as a political and military struggle undertaken by an 

organized movement aimed at the overthrow of a constituted government or occupying 

power through subversion and armed conflict.379 Militarily the Filipino insurrection was 

very similar to the guerrilla warfare perpetrated by Native Americans, Confederate 

Partisans, and the original colonial rangers. Irregular tactics like raids and ambushes were 

not new to the American military. The political addition of a subversive revolutionary 

government behind such action was the defining new piece to the Philippine War.380 

Combining the American martial culture that viewed guerrilla action as increasingly 

savage, uncivilized, criminal, and unacceptable with the political demands of pacifying a 

population for governance created a very new and difficult task that required the 

formation of completely new strategy, tactics and responsibilities for the U.S. military. 

 In addition to the new task of subduing a politically aligned and supported 

insurgency, the U.S. Army’s top commander in the Philippines repeatedly refused to 

acknowledge the guerrilla war’s true viability as a threat. General Elwell Otis was a 

veteran of the American Civil War and multiple Indian wars along the frontier, and in 

                                                 
378 Brian Linn argues the Philippines presented a new and unique military situation to American 

commanders in 1899. President McKinley’s insistence on a docile and pacified population accepting 

colonial rule was like nothing the Army had ever been asked to do before, and Linn argues that they were 

totally unprepared to handle such a request without the creation of a brand new counterinsurgency strategy. 

Linn. The U.S. Army and Counterinsurgency. 20-22. 
379 This definition is taken from the contemporary U.S. Army and Marine Corp field manual on 

counterinsurgency: FM 3-24. Published as a monograph, this volume contains the useful and functional 

insurgency related definitions and concepts. United States. The U.S. Army/Marine Corps 

Counterinsurgency Field Manual: U.S. Army Field Manual No. 3-24 : Marine Corps Warfighting 

Publication No. 3-33.5. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007. 
380Representing the lack of preparation for a conflict like this, the US Military at West Point had zero 

instruction centered on insurgency during the period. The closest topic covered was a review of the Articles 

of War based on the 1863 Liber Code which basically outlawed such warfare, labelling it uncivilized and 

prescribing execution as the proper punishment. United States Military Academy, Edward S. Holden, and 

W. L. Ostrander. The Centennial of the United States Military Academy at West Point, New York. 1802-

1902. Washington, D.C.: Govt. Print. Off, 1904. “Department of Tactics” 374-376. Hereafter referred to as 

USMA Centennial. 
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August of 1899 was appointed the military governor of the Philippines while maintaining 

his command of the Eight Army Corps in the field. Following the capture of Manila and 

the outbreak of the Philippine War, Otis’ defeat of the Republican Army signaled the end 

of substantial hostilities in his mind, reporting “…war in its proper meaning had ceased 

to exist.” Claiming that most partisan leaders had already surrendered, and all that 

remained was isolated pockets resembling brigandage over anything organized.381 

General Otis has overseen the division of the main Filipino island of Luzon into four 

military districts in March of 1900 to better oversee the civil affairs mission of 

constructing functional local, and regional governments as well as securing each region’s 

unique military situation. In the year since the outbreak of hostilities, American 

commanders in the filed had gained considerable knowledge concerning their specific 

region, its geography, population and unique needs.382 The insurgency was in fact not a 

trivial matter in 1900, and presented a diverse and complex problem for the United 

States. Guerrilla fighters held deep connections to the villages and communities being 

‘pacified’ by the U.S. Army and each civil or military action taken had an equal 

consequence returned by the insurgents. Filipino civilians who assisted the United States 

were correspondingly punished by partisan leaders. Evidence of the insurgency’s reach 

was constantly on display throughout 1900, especially in the fall months as “considerable 

activity throughout Luzon” and numerous high-profile attacks de-legitimized Otis’ 

claims. In September, Captain Devereux Shield’s entire company from the 29th Infantry 

was ambushed and either killed or taken prisoner on the southern island of Marinduque in 

the 3rd District. An American assault on an insurgent position was repulsed in the 

Bulacan province, directly north of Manila, with devastating losses.383 Replacing General 

                                                 
381 Report of Maj General Elwell Otis, War Department Reports, 1900. 1:4:448. For Brigandage and 

surrender reports see: Otis to AGWAR, April 10, 1900. CWS, 2:1159. 
382 The Four Military districts divided the upper and lower extremities of the island of Luzon, with the 

central plains region of Manila and other population centers under its own authority. The 1st and 4th 

Districts constituted the mountainous northern region, while the 2nd and 3rd districts split up the southern 

extremities. Each district presented its own unique conditions requiring a correspondingly unique approach 

in its pacification. For division of Luzon see: Otis to AGWAR, March 27, 1900. CWS,  2:1154. For 

discussion of individual commands and their locational specific knowledge and experience see: Linn, The 

U.S. Army and Counterinsurgency, 22. 
383 For Captain Shields surrender see McArthur to AGWAR, Sept 28, 1900. CWS, 2:1214. For increased 

activity and the failed American assault in Bulacan see: McArthur to AGWAR, Sept 19, 1900. CWS, 

2:1211. 
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Otis in May of 1900 was Brigadier General Arthur MacArthur, Jr., who had been serving 

as the commanding officer of the 1st military district in northern Luzon. 

 The increased activity and guerrilla victories of the fall of 1900 pushed 

MacArthur to institute a ‘new campaign’. Citing slow progress with the pacification 

efforts, and the fear of chronic insurgent problems continuing to develop, McArthur 

issued a proclamation in December declaring a renewed and much stricter adherence to 

the laws of war. Referring to General Orders No. 100 of 1863, or the Lieber Code, 

McArthur reinstated martial law bringing all inhabitants of the Philippines under the 

protection and governance of the United States Army. All those reacting in violence to 

this, the insurgents, were labelled war rebels and traitors and unworthy of the status of 

prisoner of war and subject to immediate trial and punishment by military tribunal. “War 

in its earliest form was an act of violence which…knew no bounds.” Claimed McArthur’s 

proclamation, pressing forward he stated the above mentioned articles of war “…have 

been adopted by all civilized nations.”384 Equating the insurgent behavior and all those 

supporting it to the actions of an uncivilized nation, and imparting harsh punishment 

McArthur opened a new chapter in the American occupation and prosecution of the 

insurgency. What followed was a combined military and civil affairs campaign aimed at 

separating the insurgents from the civilian population through military, economic, and 

social pressure. Veteran regular and volunteer army units garrisoned within their districts 

population centers and began building both physical and governmental infrastructure. 

Local commands organized municipal police and security forces, and other civil 

organizations that rewarded Filipinos that supported the American cause. Those that 

actively fought the American occupation or supported those that did were stripped of 

their property, had their buildings and crops destroyed. Local leaders involved with the 

insurgency were deported to American military bases outside the Philippines, particularly 

in Guam.385 Each district experienced a varying level of the insurgency, requiring the 

district commanders to institute unique policies regarding the severity of the threat and 

                                                 
384 Proclamation, December 20, 1900. Office of U.S. Military Governor, Div, of the Philippines. War 

Department Reports, 1900. 1:4:91-92. For discussion of ongoing situation in Philippines at time of 

proclamation see: McArthur to AGWAR, Dec 25, 1900. CWS, 2:1237-1238. 
385 For discussion of Guam deportations see: Maj General Henry Corbin to McArthur, December 26, 1900. 

CWS, 2:1237-1238. Linn, 25. 
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the connection between the guerrillas and the civilian population. The American military 

culture evolved rapidly in the Philippines as soldiers utilized conventional military 

organizations and tactics against insurgent violence while simultaneously conducting the 

appropriate level of civil affairs work to secure the support of the population. 

 The Southern military districts represent two completely different experiences for 

the American commanders there. Brigadier General James Franklin Bell was in charge of 

pacifying the 3rd district, which consisted of the southeastern section of Luzon. A rural 

and simple place, the Filipinos in the region were very connected with the guerrilla 

movement and massive numbers evacuated to the mountains upon the arrival of 

American soldiers in 1899. The army used civil affairs to bring the civilians back into the 

garrisoned towns and sway their loyalty while pressuring the guerrillas in the mountains. 

Through the establishment of schools, religious sites, and other infrastructure Bell and his 

men were able to entice much of the population back into the towns, where they were 

hastily included into the new structures of local and regional governments. Of particular 

importance to Bell himself was the creation of an education system, paying personal 

attention to the procurement of schoolhouses and books. “The Schools proved to be the 

key” argued Captain Arlington Betts, one of Bell’s subordinates who worked closely with 

the education operation.386 Using small patrols and extirpative measures, the army 

harassed the guerrillas in the mountains and denied their supply of food and other 

essentials. The 3rd district was pacified by the middle of 1901.387 On the Contrary, the 2nd 

district in southwestern Luzon harbored perhaps the most entrenched, well supported, and 

better organized insurgent operations in the entire conflict. Wealthy and powerful 

provincial elites supported the insurgent fighters while maintaining control over many of 

the towns and villages. Native ‘pangolos’ collected tax among the civilian populations to 

support the insurrection, even in towns under U.S. military garrison. Guerrilla attacks 

upon the small American garrison never occurred in the open, and were only taken from a 

strategically advantageous position. American efforts in the district had produced little 

results by 1901, witness such brazen acts as a Filipino translator being murdered in an 

                                                 
386 Betts, Arlington U. “The Memoirs of Arlington Betts.” In Arlington Betts, Elmer Madsen, and Victor 

Buencamino. Recollections of the American Regime. Manila: Historical Conservation Society, 1973.18-19, 

38-41. 
387 For a detailed look at the American experience in the 3rd district see: Linn, 95-118, 164. 
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open market in Batangas.388 Bringing the successful General Bell from the 3rd district, the 

U.S. army attempted to bear down a harsh punishment upon the guerrillas. 

 Bell and the 2nd district instituted a system of population relocation to wrest 

control of the population way from the insurgents. Relocation camps were setup to 

“…exercise supervision over and furnish protection to inhabitants (who desire to be 

peaceful) against depredations of armed insurgents.”389 As army units created these 

camps, escorted work parties were sent out to gather and retrieve all of the available food 

stuffs in rural areas. Brought back to the guarded camps, the supplies were meant to be 

denied to the insurgents and simultaneously feed and win the loyalty of the civilians 

under the army’s protection. “Starving of unarmed hostile belligerents, as well as armed 

ones…” was authorized in section 17, of General Orders No. 100, and General Bell 

intended to use every measure possible to break the insurgent network in the region.390 

The camps oriented the civilians with American soldiers and hospitality and quickly 

broke down any ill-will instilled by the insurgents. This was coupled with harsh military 

campaigns targeting any and all support structures of the insurgents and the fighters 

themselves. Most ironically on the island of Samar in the southern corner of the district, 

American soldiers practiced extremely extirpative against Filipino insurgents and the 

civilian population they were among. Brigadier General Jacob Smith famously told his 

men, “I want no prisoners, I wish you to kill and burn…I want all persons killed who are 

capable of bearing arms…” When prompted for clarification on what age limit should be 

applied, Smith replied “Ten.” The American campaign on Samar was harsh and 

unforgiving.391 Facing an evaporation of support and brutal American campaigns, the last 

guerrilla leader in the province surrendered in April of 1902, and Bell instituted similar 

                                                 
388“The Pacification of Batangas” outlines the districts’ various conditions throughout the war, and 

highlight a number particularly troubling incidents. USMA Centennial, 785-788. 
389 “Telegraphic Circular No. 2” Batangas, December 8, 1901. Ibid, 791. 
390 “Telegraphic Circular No. 7” Batangas, December 15, 1901. Ibid, 792. 
391 General Smith’s words are infamous, describing one of the many actions taken in the Philippines by 

American officers to quell the insurrection. Total killed in the Samar campaign is difficult to gauge, with 

British estimates at 2500 and Filipino estimates exponentially higher. Smith’s subordinate who received the 

orders was court martialed, which eventually included General Smith himself. Never investigated for 

murder or war crimes, Smith was forcibly retired following a guilty verdict on a conduct related charge. For 

Smith’s orders see: Senate Doc 213, 57th Congress, 2nd Sess. 3, 6-7, 9-17. For a full description of the 

campaign and Smith’s involvement see: Miller, Stuart Creighton. "Benevolent Assimilation": The American 

Conquest of the Philippines, 1899-1903. New Haven: Yale University Press, 1982. 220, 226-232. ; Schott, 

Joseph L. The Ordeal of Samar. Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1965. 186-190. 
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civil affairs missions undertaken in the 3rd district. Crops were planted, schools and 

hospitals were built, and local governments and constabulary forces were established. 

Reinforcing the American presence as a positive change worked to secure longtime 

loyalty and prevent any further guerrilla activity in the area.392 

 General Orders No. 66 was issued on July 4th, 1902 by the Secretary of War. 

After thanking the U.S. Army and its soldiers for their service in Cuba, the message from 

the President of the United States turned towards the Philippines. Commending the spirit 

and devotion used to defeat the ‘great insurrection’, the passage described their Filipino 

enemies. “The enemies by whom they were surrounded were regardless of all obligations 

of good faith and of all the limitations which humanity has imposed upon civilized 

warfare.” Going on to describe the ‘unscrupulous treachery’ and ‘barbarous cruelties’ of 

the enemy, the message commended the soldiers who ‘bound themselves by the laws of 

war.’393 The war in the Philippines officially ended in July of 1902, and with it the United 

States army had successfully completed its first imperial war of conquest, pacification, 

and occupation. A conventional American army made up of regular and volunteer forces 

defeated an insurgent guerrilla campaign looking to undermine its newly established 

authority. Utilizing harsh military tactics simultaneously while building a new civil 

infrastructure, the U.S. Army created new counterinsurgency doctrine and strategy. The 

American marital culture evolved to fill its new role as authority and occupier, 

completely removed from its colonial origins. The American soldier’s relationship to the 

government, the population and his enemy had been drastically altered. 

‘Routine and Indiscriminate Killings’ 

 “Join the Marines and See the World!” The recruiting poster for the United 

States’ Marine Corps seemed to reach out and grab the young boy. Only eleven years old 

in 1907, the poster and its message fueled the thoughts of escaping his small coal-mining 

town in eastern Pennsylvania. Working in the mines from that early age, the boy always 

made a point to walk by that poster on his way home. On his seventeenth birthday, 

Faustin Wirkus made his way down to the recruiting center where he had longingly 
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loitered throughout his youth. Three weeks later the jubilant young man left his family 

home in the early morning, not to disturb his unsuspecting parents and hopped on a train. 

Joining the Marines in 1914, Wirkus trained in Norfolk, Virginia and upon graduation 

was assigned to the League Island Navy Yard in Philadelphia. Less than a year later, the 

Marines found themselves on their way to the mysterious land of Haiti, as a crumbling 

political situation called for ‘The Marines to land, and take the situation in hand.” Wirkus 

and his fellow Americans would spend the next two decades in an often violent and 

volatile occupation of the Caribbean nation. Wirkus, in a truly odd adventure was named 

a native king on a small Haitian island, ruling the people until his return home in 1929. 

The American occupation of Haiti from 1915 to 1934 was but one of several early 

twentieth century occupations carried out by the U.S. military in the name of democracy 

and American interests. The majority of the interactions between American Marines and 

native populations did not go as well as Wirkus’s experience as ‘The White King of La 

Gonave’.394 As one of several thousand American marines that served in the Caribbean in 

the early 20th century, Wirkus and his fellow marines experienced American Imperialism 

first hand.  

 As the United States was wrapping up its war in the Philippines in 1902, the next 

arena of imperial influence was already quite active: Central America. Pursuant with the 

Monroe Doctrine, the United States had increasingly become interested and involved in 

the affairs of the Western Hemisphere. Outside of Cuba, other revolutions and wars of 

independence became of high interest to the United States and it pushed to secure itself as 

the dominant power of the hemisphere. At the center of these plans lay the Panama 

Canal. The ultimate strategic possession in the region was a passage from the Atlantic to 

Pacific, both economically and militarily. Following a number of earlier suitors, 

including a heavily expensive effort by France, the United States was able to secure the 

territory for the canal in 1904. Assisting with the Panamanian revolution, the United 

                                                 
394Wirkus’ auto-biography of his time in Haiti is one of the seminal works concerning the American 

occupation, and perhaps the greatest folk story of the events that transpired. While working with the native 

Haitians on the smaller island of La Gonave, Wirkus unknowingly saved an ethnic minority’s matriarchal 

ruler. Oddly sharing their past ruler’s name coupled with the act of saving their queen, the young American 

was named King and assisted the queen in ruling and governing the small society on the island. Wirkus, 

Faustin, and Taney Dudley. The White King of La Gonave. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, Doran & 

Company, Inc, 1931. 
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States used the presence of the USS Nashville to ensure there was no interference from 

the former owner, Colombia. The implementation of ‘Gunboat Diplomacy’ was yet 

another step in American Imperial intervention in the world, and would spawn even 

further action in the region.395 The American military’s role in the period increasingly 

became focused on occupying and securing key strategic positions in the hemisphere. 

The utilization of small garrison forces spread across the region demonstrates this new 

role in action, and represents the adapted American martial culture in action. 

 Following the victory over the Filipino insurgency the vast majority if American 

fighting forces returned home and were disbanded, leaving only a garrison force in the 

Philippines and other newly secured overseas possessions. The performance of the Army 

was reviewed, and even though victorious, was found to be lacking by a federal 

commission.396 The Army underwent serious reorganization efforts in the first two 

decades of the twentieth century, in an attempt to bring the force more in line with its 

new set of tasks: defending the United States while managing and safeguarding new 

overseas possessions. Leading the charge on the Army’s facelift was Secretary of War 

Elihu Root who was appointed in 1899 by President McKinley. Utilizing Colonel Emory 

Upton’s previously unpublished manuscript as a framework, Root and Upton pushed 

forward the 1904 Military Policy of the United States. This document served as the basis 

for American military policy for decades to come, and suggested a great deal of changes 

that formed the modern American military structure. Root and Upton’s primary and 

initial motivation was to change the organization of the military and its upper echelon of 

                                                 
395 The gunboat USS Nashville was used as insurance as the United States assisted the Panamanians in 

declaring and securing their freedom from Colombia. The struggle for Panamanian independence began in 

the late 1890’s, with much violence and brutalities inflicted by each side. During the entire process, the 

United States attempted to secure the territory and unfinished French canal. Supported by the Panamanians 

but not the Colombian government, the United States sent the armored Nashville to support the separation 

of Panama from Colombia. Gunboat Diplomacy was defined by historian James Cable in the late 20th 

century as “the use or threat of limited naval force, other than a direct act of war, in order to secure 

advantage or to avert loss in the furtherance of an international dispute or against foreign nationals within 

the territory or the jurisdiction of their own state.” See: Cable, James. Gunboat Diplomacy, 1919-1991: 

Political Applications of Limited Naval Force. New York: The Institute for Strategic Studies, 1971. For 

further scholarship on the US intervention and acquisition of the Panama Canal see: Collin, Richard. 

Theodores Roosevelt’s Caribbean: The Panama Canal, the Monroe Doctrine & the Latin American 

Context. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1990. ; Major, John. Prize Possession: The United 

States and the Panama Canal, 1903-1979. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1993. 
396 Stewart, Richard W. American Military History. Vol. 1. Washington, DC: Center of Military History, 

United States Army, 2005. 369. 
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command. In an attempt to consolidate command hierarchy, the U.S. War department 

adopted a General Staff dedicated to a more efficient and effective military. Combining 

channels of command and creating a full-time staff for planning and reform, Root’s 

General Staff would hopefully create a better prepared American army. Central to the 

reform was an emphasis on broadening the Army’s educational system. The formation of 

the Army War College in 1903, the re-organization of the Command and General Staff 

College in 1907, and the formation of multiple officer and specialty schools across the 

United States combined to create an Army capable of effectively training a more modern 

and diverse force. The creation of artillery, signal corps, and musketry schools 

demonstrated a commitment to a better educated and prepared army. Harkening to the 

military’s origins, Emory and Root’s manifesto quoted George Washington following the 

disastrous American defeat at Camden “What we need is a good army, not a large one.” 

Upton argues that for civilized nations, success in warfare depends on proper and 

efficient organization and application of military resources.397 Reorganizing the Army’s 

structure and the relationship between the separate pieces was of primary concern to 

Root, and out of that concern came the foundation of the modern American Division. 

Created as the largest single Army unit, the original division was formed in 1911 along 

the U.S.-Mexican border as a show of force and test of Army readiness.398 The U.S. 

underwent a great deal of change in the first 15 years of the twentieth century, with all of 

it aimed at creating a more readily available and effective fighting force. 

 Along with the Army, the United States growing empire and its needs turned to a 

secondary force for pacification and occupation needs: The Marine Corps originally 

formed in 1775, with the Marines served primarily as ship guards for the U.S. Navy for 

the majority of their history. As a secondary task, American Marines had been tasked 

with shore duty across a wide variety of incidents. From Tripoli to the War of 1812 and 

the American Civil War, the Marine Corp has served in small numbers in both 

conventional soldiering roles as well as peace keepers during various domestic 
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disturbances.399 The Marines emerged in the early decades of the twentieth century as a 

key piece in the American Imperial endeavor. Uniquely tied to the U.S. Navy, the 

Marines presented a rapidly available and deployable force in an emergency situation. 

Even though the Marines would never serve in large numbers whilst securing American 

interests abroad, like the Army would time and time again, many historians argue that the 

Marine Corps represented the perfect tool of American Imperialism.400 During the final 

moments of the Spanish-American War, the Marines got their first experience as 

‘colonial infantry’ as they worked to secure a valuable port in the Philippines at Cavite. 

Following reinforcements, the garrison eventually numbered over three hundred Marines, 

a size which had previously not been utilized in combat. Working with an Army 

detachment, the Marines at Cavite cleared the surrounding area of insurgent threats and 

instituted civil affairs tasks to secure and build the civilian infrastructure, economy and 

political structure.401 Further expansion of the Marine Corp over the following decade 

positioned them perfectly to serve as the United States’ colonial infantry force at the 

ready. 

 Following the acquisition of the Panama Canal, the United States strategic 

interests in the Caribbean only intensified. In the years leading up to the First World War, 

the United States Army and Marine Corp were used to intervene on a number of 

occasions to secure American interests and block potential foreign adversaries from 

gaining advantages in the region. As these tasks began to populate the American 

military’s view, further shifts were occurring in the development of doctrine to go along 

                                                 
399 The late nineteenth century Marine Corp experienced a moment of possible extinction, as naval 

reformers looked to remove vessel guards and discussed the integration of the entire corps into the army. 

The Marines would emerge unscathed and due to an affection by President Woodrow Wilson would 

emerge as one of the pre-eminent tools of American Imperialism. For the seminal history of the Marine 

Corp from inception to the 1980s see: Millett, Allan Reed. Semper Fidelis: The History of the United States 

Marine Corps. New York: Macmillan Pub. Co, 1980. 
400 Mary Lou Renda’s Taking Haiti: Military Occupation and the Culture of U.S. Imperialism, 1915-1940 

argues for the centrality of the Marine Corps in Woodrow Wilson’s activity in the Caribbean in the 1910’s. 

Renda argues that the unique experience of the Marine’s dual functionality as soldiers and peacekeepers 

coupled with their naval attachments and commitment to a rigid discipline made them the perfect force to 

safeguard American interests, both economic and military in nature. Renda, Mary A. Taking Haiti: Military 

Occupation and the Culture of U.S. Imperialism, 1915-1940. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 

Press, 2001. 96-98. 
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with the military’s new role as occupier and pacification force. Of chief example is the 

work of Lt. Colonel Robert Bullard. A veteran of Cuba, the Philippines and other foreign 

engagements, Bullard’s writing worked to define this new role. Entitled ‘Military 

Pacification’, Bullard’s most important article accurately captures one of the American 

military’s primary goals of the era. Defining pacification as “all means, short of actual 

war, used by the dominating power in the operation of bringing back to a state of peace 

and order the inhabitants of a district lately in hostilities.” Urging benevolent policies, 

Bullard was keenly aware of the careful task charged to the military in intervening in a 

foreign nation. The United States Army and Marines Corp could not appear overly 

repressive in their affairs, but instead must focus on nation-building and other positive 

elements of a military occupation.402 Evolving into its new role, the U.S. military was 

now equally concerned with pacifying a civilian population while neutralizing any 

potential threats. In the 1910’s, the United States was pushed into action. 

 Multiple nations became the target of American intervention in the period: Haiti, 

Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic stand out from the rest. All valued for their 

strategic location in relation to the Panama Canal, the opportunity for Caribbean naval 

bases, and vested American business interests, these three nations were invaded and 

occupied by the American military in the name of American interests in the mid 1910’s 

as the world braced itself in the opening days of the First World War. Collectively known 

as the Banana Wars, these military occupations were spurned by political instability and 

American fears of European intervention.403 Since the American victory at Manila, the 

threat of German interference in American affairs increased both in real-time and the 

minds of American politicians and military commanders. The early 1900’s saw numerous 

German interventions in the Caribbean, principally on the island of Hispaniola. Increased 

German military and business interest in the island caused concern for the United States. 
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By 1910, the small German population of the island owned and operated nearly 80% of 

Haiti’s international commerce.404 In regards to the Monroe Doctrine, the safety of its 

new canal, and growing tensions in Europe, the United States grew increasingly 

concerned in the region. In order to remove the German influence from the island, a 

group of American investors backed by the state department acquired control of the 

Banque Nationale d’Haiti in 1910, which served as the nation’s only commercial bank 

and treasury for the government.405 Monetary intervention in Haiti was part of an 

American foreign policy dubbed ‘Dollar Diplomacy’. Combined with military 

intervention, this tactic utilized American monetary assistance in securing pro-American 

government and business atmospheres were perpetuated across the region.406 

 The first intervention came on the heels of political instability in Nicaragua in 

1910 and 1912. American Marines under the command of Major Smedley Butler 

intervened in the wake of two separate rebellions following unpopular political victories. 

In 1912, the Marines invaded to quell a rebellion led by Luis Mena, the former Secretary 

of War, who was attempting to overthrow the pro-American government of President 

Adolfo Diaz. Increasing American diplomatic and business influence caused Mena to 

accuse the Diaz government of ‘selling out the nation to New York Bankers.” American 

business interests involved large ownership of railroads and other key industries. Mena’s 

rebellion also threatened rail transport into and across Nicaragua, which proved to be a 

serious threat to the Panama Canal.407 Beginning first as a small 100 man detachment to 

guard the U.S. legation in the capital, eventually three full Marine battalion would be 

deployed to Nicaragua to defend and secure the pro-American government led by Diaz. 

                                                 
404 German business interests operated shipping and receiving outfits, wharf operations, utilities and 

railroad and tramway companies. Plummer, Brenda Gayle. Haiti and the Great Powers, 1902-1915. Baton 

Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1988. ; Renda, Taking Haiti, 30. 
405 For a full examination of the German influence on the Haitian banking industry, and the multiple 

instances of German loans backing various revolutionary governments see: Douglas, Paul. “Occupied 

Haiti” in Drake, Paul W. Money Doctors, Foreign Debts, and Economic Reforms in Latin America from the 

1890s to the Present. Wilmington, Del: SR Books, 1994. 26-42. 
406 The term ‘dollar diplomacy’ is attributed to Teddy Roosevelt, while the period itself is specifically 

centered on President William Howard Taft’s administration. Historians have argued that this was no new 

phenomenon in the early 20th century, but was implemented at a never before seen rate. Bailey, Thomas 

Andrew. A Diplomatic History of the American People. NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1980. 530. Also see: Munro, 

Dana G. Intervention and Dollar Diplomacy in the Caribbean, 1900-1921. N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
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Along with government forces, the Marines began systematically hunting down and 

clearing all insurgent-held territories within the country. The largest scale fighting 

occurred in October at the battle of Coyotepe, where nearly 1000 Marines charged a 

hilltop insurgent stronghold held by 550-plus defenders.408 Following a resounding 

American victory, the remaining small pockets of resistance were cleaned up and the 

Diaz government was firmly secured in place. The majority of the American force was 

withdrawn by November of the same year, but a contingent of one hundred marines 

stayed behind as legation guards and a visible reminder of America’s commitment and 

influence in the nation. A secondary intervention would follow a similar narrative in 

1927, where two thousand plus Marines would once again step in to secure the pro-

American Nicaraguan government against an insurgent threat.409 The United States 

Marine corps held a constant presence in the country from 1912-1933. The Marine 

interventions and prolonged occupation of Nicaragua was proof of the United States’ 

influence in the region, and the fact that it’s military would be used to secure that 

influence if threatened. 

“…and they didn’t particularly fancy our arrival…” remembered Frederick Wise. 

The young Marine private was stationed in the small town of Jeremie in Haiti. Faustine 

Wirkus recalled that “We were not welcome. We could feel it as distinctly as we could 

smell the rot along the gutters.”, as he recalled he and his company’s arrival in Haiti.410 

Three hundred American Marines landed in the Haitain capital of Port-au-Prince in July 

of 1915. The political situation had deteriorated severely over the preceding months. 

Vilbrum Guillaume Sam declared himself president in February, making him the 5th 

president in as many years in the increasingly instable nation. Sam was a friend of the 

United States and immediately worked to increase American influence and commerce on 

the island. Almost immediately a rebellion arose to oust the pro-American leader, 

                                                 
408 American losses at Coyotepe were four killed and fourteen wounded. Lt. Colonel C.G. Long to 

Secretary of the Navy, January 21, 1913. File 27827, Office of the Secretary of the Navy, “General 
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bolstered by the ‘Caco’ militiamen. To hopefully secure his political power Sam had over 

160 political prisoners executed, including the former president. Emboldening the 

resistance against him, this move proved to be Sam’s undoing, and in July of 1915 he was 

brutally beaten and murdered by an angry mob outside the French embassy where he was 

seeking asylum. Haiti descended further into chaos over the ensuing weeks. Reports of 

widespread violence reached the United States and in Washington pressed President 

Woodrow Wilson into action.411 The lead candidate to fill the power vacuum was 

Rasolvo Bobo, a far left leaning leader of the Caco rebels who severely disliked 

American involvement in Haiti. Officially the original Marine detachment’s orders were 

to ‘protect American and foreign interests’, but historians have largely added that further 

diplomatic wants were pressed upon the intervention. The existing Haitian constitution in 

1915 disbarred foreign nationalities form owning land in Haiti, and many governmental 

officials saw this as an opportunity to remove this obstacle to increased American 

influence on the island.412 

 The arrival of the U.S. Marines was met with minimal resistance at first, but 

shortly after the establishment of the new pro-American government the U.S. was forced 

to confront a growing surge of dissent from the Caco of Haiti. A colonial term referring 

rebellious bands of Haitian guerrillas during French control, Caco became the branded 

term of the irregular militia forces raised time and time again in the pursuit of 

revolution.413 Fought across multiple phases, the Caco War forced the United States to 

                                                 
411 Robert Beale Davis was an American diplomat in Port-au-Prince and witnessed the overthrow of 

President Sam and the ensuing catastrophes. Telegram, R. Davis to the Secretary of State, July 27, 1915. 

United States Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States. Washington, D.C.: Government 

Printing Office, 1913-1914. 1915 ed., 474-475. Hereafter referred to as FRUS. For further examination of 

the over throw of President Sam and the American Press’ part, see: Blassingame, John. “The Press and 

American Intervention in Haiti and the Dominican Republic, 1904-1920.” Caribbean Studies 9, No. 2. July 

1969. 27-43. 
412 The American motivation behind intervention in the summer of 1915 is well documents by historians. 

While veiled as the safeguarding of foreign nationals, the American government’s primary focus was to 

further secure influence away from Haiti’s German population by creating a close relationship between the 

new Haitian government and the United States. The creation of a new constitution was paramount in 

American minds. Bailey, Thomas Andrew. A Diplomatic History of the American People. Englewood 

Cliffs NJ: Prentice-Hall, 1980. 64-81. Renda, Taking Haiti, 32-33. 
413 Stemming from the Taco, a small bird native to Hispaniola, the term Caco dates back to the 19th century 

and the Haitian revolution. Serving as guerrillas, Caco militiamen fought against each successive Haitian 

government through the early 20th century. Fighting at night and farming during the day, the warriors 

became well known and feared across Haiti. Nicholls, David. 2012. "Rural Protest and Peasant Revolt, 
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implement counterinsurgency doctrine and tactics to secure peace. As in the Philippines, 

the American military first sought to separate the civilian populations from the Caco 

insurgents. The removal of the Caco support from the population was imperative, as 

many Marine officers viewed the situation similarly to Admiral Andrew Caperton: 

“Stable government not possible in Haiti until Cacos are disbanded and power 

broken.”414 The Marine force divided the island into districts for better management and 

began working on the civilian population. While working to build their trust, Marine 

officers did not hesitate to threaten violence against those found assisting the Caco bands. 

Examples of extirpative violence against Caco sympathizers and their property were 

common occurrence in the early stages of the war. Faustin Wirkus recalled that 

unfortunately, “…a lot of killing was necessary before one could start reasoning with the 

peasant whose hunger and general poverty had made him join the Cacos.”415 The overall 

tone of the American occupation was remarkably positive in the face of the insurgent 

threat. American newspapers and Marines on the ground believed their actions were in 

the best interest of the ‘innocent’ Haitian population. America’s presence in Haiti, and 

other occupations, carried a paternal attitude. American politicians, military leaders, and 

the marines themselves felt it was their duty to 416’civilize’ the island. A harsh line was 

drawn between those who fought with the Caco and those that did not; one group 

deserved protection and American assistance while the other only received the brunt of 

military pacification. The first phase of warfare between the two sides ended in 

November of 1915, proving the U.S. strategy effective. 

 Simultaneously with the Marine efforts to subdue the Caco insurgents, American 

agents quickly inundated the collapsed Haitian government and got to work. First order 

of business was the ratification of the Haiti-American Convention in September of 1915, 

which granted economic and defense stewardship over Haiti to the United States for an 

                                                 
1804-1869.” Sepinwall, Alyssa Goldstein. Haitian History: New Perspectives. New York: Routledge, 

2012. 180-196. 
414 Admiral Caperton to Secretary of the Navy, August 16, 1915. FRUS, 1915. 489. 
415 Wirkus, White King of La Gonave. 87-88. 
416 Mary Reanda’s Taking Haiti tackles the issue of Paternalism within the American occupation of Haiti. 

She argues that the American presence on the island was largely affected either by American cultural 

feelings of paternal duty as well as the marine’s individual urges to act as the Haitian’s well intentioned and 

better educated protectors. Renda, Taking Haiti. 11-13. 
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initial period of ten years. With the Marine Corps serving as regional governments, police 

and defense forces, the United States representatives overhauled the Haitian 

governmental structure. Introducing a pro-American constitution and refinancing all 

foreign debt, the United States attempted to mold Haiti in its image through thinly veiled 

force. 417 Massive infrastructure projects were undertaken to modernize the country. 

Hospitals, schools, roads, bridges, and water wells were built using American dollars and 

Haitian labor. Re-instituting the corveé, a traditional Haitian system of forced labor, the 

United States and the reconstituted Haitian defense force forcibly employed civilians for 

hard labor with little to no compensation. A 1918 report claimed that corveé workers only 

received the equivalent of twenty American cents for a week of work with no other food 

supplements. The benefit of these new infrastructure projects came at the cost of some 

three thousand laborer deaths in the process. Haitian civilians had a long history of slave 

labor and many looked at this system as a return to those chains. One American 

contractor boasted about his own “brutality towards those who worked under him, and 

killed one or two.”418 Rural populations were increasingly dissatisfied with the new 

Haitian government’s near-submissive relationship with the United States and the Caco 

forces started receiving renewed support in the countryside. Caco insurgents also 

received support from the small but powerful German population looking to undermine 

the American presence and its mission. 419  As the United States entered the First World 

War in 1917, the situation in Haiti seriously deteriorated. Experienced marine officers 

                                                 
417 The Haitian-American Convention of 1915 resulted in the signing and ratifying of the treaty in early 

1916. A new constitution was finally ratified in 1918, the prime change being the acceptance of foreign 

land ownership. Massive debt crippled Haiti on the world stage, and the United States quickly sought to 

rectify that forcing up to 40% of the national income to be used in repayment to French and American 

debts. For the Convention, treaty and Constitution see: Schmidt, The United States Occupation of Haiti. 77. 

And Renda, Taking Haiti. 31, 90, 102. For the repayment of debt and fiscal figures see: Weinstein, Brian, 

and Aaron Segal. Haiti: Political Failures, Cultural Successes. New York: Praeger, 1984. 28-30. 
418 First employed under Henri Christophe during the kingdom of Haiti’s struggles against the French in the 

early 1800’s. The treatment, compensation and death rate of corvee workers was heavily recorded. For the 

specific amount of compensation see: “Testimony of L. Ton Evans. United States, Inquiry into Occupation 

and Administration of Haiti and Santo Domingo, Hearings before a Select Committee on Haiti and Santo 

Domingo. 67th Congress, 1st and 2nd session, 1922. 2 Volumes. Washington, D.C.: Government Printing 

Office, 1922. 1:164. hereafter referred to as Senate Hearings. For quote see Ibid, 1:214. Also see: Schmidt, 

100-101.  
419 The German influence in Haiti was one of the driving factors behind American intervention in Haiti, and 

the small population of German elites funneled cash and supplies through Haitian elites to the Caco 

insurgency in order to assist their resistance against the United States mission in Haiti. The outbreak of 

World War I limited the amount of help form the Germans, and while the United States was neutral there 

was little to be done but fight the insurgents. See: Plummer, The Germans in Haiti.  
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were replaced by young and untrained replacements as the seasoned warriors were 

shipped to Europe. Violence between the occupying marines and the Haitian civilians, 

both insurgent and innocent, rose steadily as notions of American paternalism turned to 

outright racism. Prolonged interaction between the multiple groups coupled with the 

superiority of the American position in Haiti led to bar brawls and other outbursts of 

violence. As a new phase of open war broke out in 1917, the American response was 

comparably more violent and had a wider reach than the 1st Caco War. 

 The 2nd Caco War entered new arenas of violence, as civilians and Caco 

insurgents alike entered the realm of ‘uncivilized’ and ‘savage’ for the American Marines 

on the ground. Led by men like Charlemagne Peralte and Benoit Batraville, the Caco 

numbers swelled against the renewed presence of the corvee labor system and increased 

American influence in the government and economy. General Chesty Puller described his 

own feelings toward the corvee system and the marines’ part in supervising the various 

projects, and that after multiple men died under the burden, Puller reportedly admitted 

that “I may go to hell for this…”420 Haitian civilians in the middle were pushed toward 

the insurgency, and in the eyes of the marines became viable targets. Suppressing an 

insurgency centered on distinguishing and separating the actual insurgents from the 

innocent civilian population. These lines became increasingly blurred to American 

marines, and according to historians like Mary Renda, a benevolent paternalism turned 

toward racialized views and indiscriminate killings.421 As the support for the Caco 

swelled, the intensity of the insurgency followed, and the nature of combat became 

heavily irregular in nature. The Caco and their civilian supporters became almost 

impossible to distinguish for the marines in the field. Fulfilling the role of ‘occupier’ and 

‘peacekeeper’ the United States looked to maintain law and order and follow the rules of 

war. When the insurgent adversary made this increasingly difficult, the marines had no 

other option in their mind than to meet this ‘savagery’ with a wider application of 

violence. General Sam Lemuel Shepherd stressed his desire to assist the people of Haiti, 

                                                 
420 Davis, Burke. Marine!: The Life of Lt. Gen. Lewis B. (Chesty) Puller, USMA (Ret.). Boston: Little, 

Brown, 1962. 45. 
421 Renda’s argument shifts as the second Caco War erupts, claiming that a relatively benevolent American 

paternalism was replaced with racialized justification for the ‘indiscriminate killing’ of many Haitians. 

Renda, Taking Haiti, 149-151. 
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but acknowledged that as the warfare came to resemble ‘frontier fighting’ and the ‘Indian 

wars’, the marines only option was to “…fight that kind of war in the way that they’re 

waging it on you.”422 Marines began conducting one to two week patrols in the 

countryside and the mountains, moving at night to better avoid detection. Faustin Wirkus 

attested this behavior to hunting ‘wild animals’ back home, a testament to the marines’ 

view of their enemies, civilian and insurgent alike.423 The process of pacification moved 

towards extermination in some viewpoints, as the American military’s role as Imperial 

occupiers justified violence against the ‘savage’ and uncivilized’. Many marines discuss 

an ‘open season’ in the countryside, as any Haitian civilian could be labelled a Caco and 

shot on site. Accurately capturing the frenzy was General Puller, who on learning he was 

being sent to the capital to receive an award uttered: “…I was relieved when I found out 

that I had been ordered to Port-au-Prince to be awarded for killing Cacos and not to be 

court-martialed for the same.”424 

 American commanders justified their actions in Haiti, arguing that they 

separated the ‘bandits’ from the ‘good civilians’ in an attempt to secure law and order. 

This was categorically untrue as ample evidence suggests that these lines blurred to a 

point in which any Haitian civilian could and was easily targeted and killed. Colonel John 

Russel’s provides one such example as he described the brutality with which the marines 

assaulted Haitian villages, carrying on this ‘open season’ marines did not take care to 

“…determine whether or not the natives encountered are bandits or ‘good citizens’ and 

where houses have been ruthlessly burned merely because they were unoccupied and 

native property otherwise destroyed.”425 Before the final pacification of the Cacos and the 

end of the second war against them, more than three thousand Haitians were killed, with 

some estimates reaching near fifteen thousand.426 American marines accepted the 

                                                 
422 Lemuel C. Shepherd, Oral History Transcript, 197-201,366. United States Marine Corps, History and 

Museum Division, Washington, D.C. Hereafter referred to as HMD. 
423 Wirkus, The White King of La Gonave. 64. 
424 Davis, Burke. Marine!. 43. 
425 Colonel John H. Russell, Confidential Order, October 15, 1919. Senate Hearings. 1:429. 
426 The number of Haitians killed during the American occupation varies widely by those reporting it. The 

USMC reported in the area of 3000 killed, while Haitian accounts add an additional 6000 civilians/peasants 

dying the war and over 5000 dying in the corvee labor camps. For USMC numbers see: Schmidt, The 

United States Occupation of Haiti, 103. For the Haitian estimates see: Trouillot, Michel-Rolph. Haiti, State 

against Nation: The Origins and Legacy of Duvalierism. New York: Monthly Review Press, 1990. 106. 
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‘savage’ nature of the Haitian insurgents and their civilian supporters, which coupled 

with their racialized views and position as occupiers allowed for the idea that: “the 

shooting of natives in Haiti was comparatively ordinary routine.”427 The harsh application 

of violence against the Haitian insurgency was ultimately successful, as the marines 

quelled any widespread resistance by 1920, as all notable guerrilla leaders were killed. 

The American occupation of Haiti continued through the rest of the decade and into the 

early 1930’s, with the marines serving as constabulary and defense forces. Sporadic bouts 

of violence occurred until the end of American occupation in August of 1934. The United 

States imperial mission in Haiti further confirmed the new role for the American military 

as occupiers and pacifiers of foreign populations. A similar occupation took place 

simultaneously in the Dominican Republic from 1916 to 1924, and the marines operating 

there employed similar tactics in subduing a much less hostile and persistent 

resistance.428 

 The United States military undertook a drastically different role during the 

period following the American Civil War. Serving primarily as occupation and 

pacification forces, the U.S. Army and Marine Corps were forced to deal with insurgent 

forces and their complex relationship to general civilian populations. For the first time in 

its history, the American military did not employ ranger units, but instead assumed the 

position opposite of such forces. From the end of the Civil War to the outbreak of World 

War II in 1940, the United States’ military primarily acted against irregular and guerrilla 

forces, solidifying the process started by the Union military in the Civil War. As the 

United States entered the imperial arena, and began securing foreign strategic locations 

like the Philippines, Guam, and various Caribbean positions, the military was tasked with 

occupying and pacifying any hostile indigenous populations. Developing 

counterinsurgency doctrine and tactics to accomplish this new goal, the American martial 

culture shifted dramatically away from its origins, centered on organic irregular defense 

                                                 
427 Testimony of Frederick Wise, Senate Hearings. 1:304. 
428 For an in-depth examination of the American experience in the Dominican Republic see: Atkins, G. 

Pope, and Larman C. Wilson. The Dominican Republic and the United States: From Imperialism to 

Transnationalism. Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1998. ; Calder, Bruce J. The Impact of 

Intervention: The Dominican Republic During the U.S. Occupation of 1916-1924. Austin: University of 

Texas Press, 1984. 
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and extirpative violence, and accepted a more institutionalized and rigid approach to 

warfare. The one remaining element of the original ranger culture was the application of 

extirpative violence upon civilian populations and their property. This was now 

systematically conducted by unformed soldiers and marines, and justified through the 

lens of pacification and American strategic interest. The original American Ranger 

vanished following the American Civil War, and the period of transition and institutional 

growth allowed the American culture to purge itself of the original American marital 

culture. Assuming its developing role on the world stage, the United States would assume 

a new military identity over the course of the 20th century. Beginning in the Second 

World War, the modern American military developed and the creation of the modern 

Ranger would be an instrumental tool in the continued evolution of the American martial 

culture. 
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Chapter IV 

Ranger 2.0: From the Beach and the Jungle to the Classroom 

 “Get the hell outta here! The Yanks have arrived! Make for the main gate and hit 

the ditch!” shouted the young soldier running towards the throng of men looking his 

direction.429 Over five hundred American, British and other allied men stood awkwardly 

near the center of their camp, all exhausted, malnourished, and unsure if they could 

believe their eyes and ears. A few moments ago they heard gunfire outside their camp 

and began congregating together in the central yard. Could this really be it? Were they 

finally being rescued? As more gunfire erupted, the crowd of men leapt into action and 

headed for the gate following their young savior, carrying many of their weaker 

comrades. Five hundred and eleven Allied prisoners of war occupied the Japanese camp 

at Cabanatuan, a small inland town on the island of Luzon in the Philippines. By January 

of 1945 when they were rescued, they were a shadow of their former selves, the ragged 

bunch had endured hellish conditions at that camp with the longest tenured surviving 

through hell for over thirty months. These men survived the surrender of Corregidor, the 

Bataan Death March, and countless other brutalities, and in a little more than five minutes 

they had been set free. One hundred and twenty one men of the U.S. Army’s 6th Ranger 

Battalion and a group of Filipino scouts, led by Colonel Henry Mucci, stormed the camp 

and neutralized the entire guard detail numbering over one hundred in a matter of 

minutes. The combat photographers who accompanied the raid didn’t even have time to 

take any pictures.430 Considered one of the most successful prisoner rescues in American 

history, the raid on Cabanatuan demonstrates just one of a multitude of tasks asked of and 

completed by the re-emergent rangers of the Second World War.431 

                                                 
429“Prison Rescue on Luzon Spanning of Dead Years” Mediterranean/Rome Stars and Stripes, February 3, 

1945. 4. <starsandstripes.newspaperarchive.com> 
430 “Narrative of the Sixth Ranger Infantry BN From January 2, 1945 to July 1, 1945” 5-9. INBN 6.0, Box 

16919. WWII Operations Reports, ’41-48 (Infantry). Record Group 407: Records of the Adjutant General’s 

Office, 1917- (RG 407). National Archives at College Park, MD (NACP).  
431 The Raid on Cabanatuan enjoys a rich and popular scholarship, for further reading see: Hogan, David. 

Raiders or Elite Infantry?: The Changing Role of the U.S. Army Rangers from Dieppe to Grenada. 

Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press, 1992. ; Black, Robert W. Rangers in World War II. New York: Ivy 

Books, 1992. ; King, Michael J. Rangers: Selected Combat Operations in World War II. Fort Leavenworth, 

Kan: Combat Studies Institute, U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, 1985. 
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 Colonel Mucci’s 6th Ranger Battalion was one of seven separate ranger-type units 

created and disbanded during the Second World War by the U.S. Army. While the 6th 

Rangers were conducting precision raids across the Pacific theater, the 1st, 3rd and 4th 

battalions were disbanded from taking too many casualties as they spearheaded 

amphibious assaults and led direct assaults in Africa and Italy. While Major Max 

Shneider’s 5th Rangers stormed up the deadly ground at Omaha Beach in June of 1944, 

Colonel James Rudder’s 2nd Battalion scaled the sheer cliffs at Pointe du Hoc in a 

specialized mission aimed at taking out a German artillery position devastating the 

simultaneous beach landings. In between the European and Pacific rangers sat the 5307th 

Composite Unit, better known as Merrill’s Marauders, who trekked over eight hundred 

miles through the Burmese mountains alone towards China as they battled a much larger 

and better equipped Japanese force. Each of these units and their men experienced a 

vastly different war from the next, and all of their wars combined to come together to 

spark the creation of the modern ranger and ignite the evolution of the modern American 

military and martial culture. 

 America’s involvement in the Second World War ushered in the creation of the 

modern American military. At the closure of the conflict, the United States sat as one of 

the two most powerful nations in the world. The experience of American armed forces 

during that conflict crafted a new and modern military ready to assume a new role. The 

U.S. Army at the outset of the conflict saw an ill-prepared and inadequate force. Lacking 

proper strength in manpower, weaponry, and doctrine, American officers looked at 

multiple avenues to quickly improve the combat readiness and capabilities of the rapidly 

mobilizing force. In the face of battle hardened German and Japanese adversaries, the 

total lack of combat experienced troops was a supreme concern. Out of this desire to 

bolster American combat confidence and capability, the U.S. Army looked both to their 

past and their British allies for inspiration. The creation of the modern Army ranger in the 

summer of 1942 was one solution to the Army’s lack of experience. Emulating the 

training and tactics of the British Commandos, this new iteration of American ranger 

sought to bolster American soldier ability at the small unit scale while providing a needed 

moral boost to the American public. 
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 The rangers of World War II were employed across a wide variety of theaters, 

operations and roles. Being the first officially sanctioned American Ranger units since 

the Civil War, the Army lacked the proper doctrine and understanding of these small 

units for universal employment. High-level American commanders held wildly different 

opinions on the usefulness and purpose of such units, creating equally differing levels of 

effectiveness for the different Ranger units. Extremely popular with the American public 

for their high profile training and operations, American Rangers were frequently deemed 

unnecessary and ineffective by commanders in the field. Perhaps the one consensus 

concerning the American Ranger’s effectiveness amongst commanders, politicians and 

the public laid in their training. This lack of trust and confidence demonstrates America’s 

martial attitudes towards irregular warfare, which during the period increasingly began to 

fall under the umbrella of ‘small wars’. Synonymous with insurgency and other forms of 

non-conventional warfare, America’s understanding and acceptance of ‘small wars’ was 

one-sided. At the outset of the Second World War, there was minimal doctrine and 

experience concerning irregular warfare within any branch of the U.S. military. 

Utilization of irregular warfare techniques by American units had not been endorsed 

wince the Civil War, and only under specific circumstances was it undertaken. The 

United States Army maintained a small conceptual understanding and doctrinal 

foundation concerning the ‘small wars’ of the period. Long on principles and concepts, 

but short on details, the Army’s position towards irregular warfare was largely informed 

by its counterinsurgency, constabulary, and pacification experiences of the preceding five 

decades; in short its only experience was in facing irregular and partisan forces in the 

field.432 The United States Marine Corps possessed the most developed ideas concerning 

‘small wars’ within the American military, evident in the 1940 publication of The Small 

Wars Manual. Defining a ‘small war’ as a combination of military force and diplomatic 

pressure utilized upon the affairs of “…a state whose government is either unstable, 

                                                 
432 Andrew Birtle’s series on the U.S. Army’s counterinsurgency and contingency doctrine set the 

benchmark within the field. As a two volume examination, splitting American military history at 1942, 

Birtle breaks down America’s long standing history with irregular units and the doctrinal and strategic 

relationship the United States military endures with counterinsurgencies and the proceeding contingency 

measures. Birtles’ primary argument when it comes to the pre-World War II era U.S. Army, is that irregular 

and counterinsurgency training and doctrine was only minimally undertaken. Birtle, A. J. U.S. Army 

Counterinsurgency and Contingency Operations Doctrine, 1860-1941. Washington, D.C.: Center of 

Military History, U.S. Army, 1998. 260-261. 
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inadequate or unsatisfactory for the preservation of life and of such interests as are 

determined by the foreign policy of our Nation.”433 Owing largely to the Marine Corps 

experiences in the Caribbean, the manual focuses largely on counterinsurgency and 

contingency operations and strategy. The only reference to American marines 

undertaking irregular action is as a last ditch effort for small units of men separated from 

their larger unit.434  

 As the American military evolved throughout the course of the Second World 

War and the opening days of the Cold War, the concepts concerning specialized units like 

the Rangers evolved similarly. The advent of strategic bombing and nuclear warfare 

threatened the role and purpose of the U.S. Army and other ground forces as the nature of 

war itself shifted. The experiences of the American Ranger in World War II and the 

Korean War display a conflict of identity within the fledgling American irregular forces. 

When used alongside more conventional units in Europe, the Ranger is tasked with a 

duality of roles which ultimately dooms their effectiveness. When utilized solely as 

irregulars in the Pacific, the Rangers experience profound success, but fail to achieve 

permanency. The Korean Rangers represent the ultimate frustration of the American 

experience, as a total lack of understanding and proper doctrine doom the specialized 

troops from the start. The permanent formation of the Army Ranger School in 1950 

remains a momentous point of progress amongst a series of misunderstanding and 

confusion. As the United States military struggled with its relationship with irregular 

warfare, the Rangers and other small specialized units become a central piece in 

discussions concerning the future of American warfare, and at times would struggle to 

maintain their very existence as those concepts and conversations ebbed and flowed. 

An American ‘Butcher and Bolt’ Force  

 “I think I have two, sir.” Captain Max Schneider replied over the radio to his 

commanding officer. Schneider briefly looked back to check on the two Italian soldiers 

he and his men had taken prisoner a few minutes ago. It was dark that night, with the 

moon going into cloud cover shortly after midnight. Schneider had to stress his eyes to 

                                                 
433 Schaffer, Ronald. Small Wars Manual: United States Marine Corps: 1940. Manhattan, Kan: Military 

Affairs/Aerospace Historian Pub, 1977. SWM 1-1, 1. 
434 Ibid. SWM 4-1, 3. 
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take in his immediate surroundings. Half an hour after the darkness fell on the Tunisian 

landscape, the American Rangers launched their assault. The Italian held outpost near 

Sened was caught completely off-guard, with many of the defenders in bed or well on 

their way there. Three companies of ranger executed a well-coordinated and rapid assault 

on the position and its unsuspecting defenders. Within a few minutes the artillery was 

taken out and the camp was enveloped with automatic fire and grenade bursts. Ranger 

mortars added to the cacophony of the clash, as Schneider’s company worked their way 

through the outpost. A loud smack heard behind him, the captain whipped around to see 

his prisoners attempting to wrestle a ranger’s gun away in an attempt to escape. Two 

quick shots from the tall Iowan ended the moment of chaos. Shortly after the scuffle 

Colonel William Darby received a radio message back in the headquarters detachment: 

“Well, sir. I had two prisoners.”435 

 Beginning shortly after 1 am, the entire raid was over and the Rangers were on 

their way back towards American lines by two o’clock. In the flurry of the assault, twenty 

Rangers were wounded while one failed to return. Enemy casualties reached seventy-five 

killed and wounded, and a number of artillery and other weapons were destroyed. Eleven 

Italians were taken prisoner in total, with only ten surviving the nine mile forced march 

back. The men joked that the darkness had made “…a good night for a mass murder.”436 

Darby and the men of the 1st Ranger Battalion had been in Africa since the opening 

moments of Operation Torch in November of 1942, where they played a vital role in 

securing the Algerian port at Arzew. Violence, as much as the Rangers’ adaptability, had 

become synonymous with the Rangers and their actions, a calling card for the American 

‘butcher and bolt’ force. 

 Six months before the allied invasion of Africa, there were no American Ranger 

units. There hadn’t been an officially sanctioned American military unit with the title of 

                                                 
435 Report of Action, 5 March 1943. Headquarters 1st Ranger Battalion. History of Darby’s Rangers – 1st, 

3rd, 4th Battalions. 1942-1944 – Pt I. INBN-1-0. Box 16911. WWII Operations Reports, 1941-1948: 

Infantry. Record Group: 407, Records of the Adjutant General’s Office, 1917- . National Archives at 

College Park, MD. Here after referred to as NACP. Martin, Ralph. “Rangers Smash Italian Outpost” 

Mediterranean Stars and Stripes. February 24, 1943. 8. Accessed at starsandstripes.newspaperarchive.com.  
436 Anonymous Ranger quoted in Atkinson, Rick. An Army at Dawn: The War in North Africa, 1942-1943. 

New York: Henry Holt & Co., 2002. 330-331. 
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ranger since the end of the American Civil War. The United States military moved 

wholesale away from the irregular raiding forces over the course of that span. Creating 

new Rangers in the 1940’s meant a completely new manifestation of that original 

American warrior. Impetus for reviving the term came from an unsuspecting direction: 

the British Army’s Commandoes. April 1942 saw the U.S. Army Chief of Staff, General 

George C. Marshall, arrive in England to discuss the allied nation’s next step in taking on 

Nazi Germany. Debate swirled as the American military favored direct and aggressive 

action against Hitler’s fortress Europe, while memories of earlier defeats and the First 

World War pushed the British towards an attack on the periphery. While Marshall 

supported the American viewpoint of engaging in meaningful action against Europe as 

soon as possible, he held major concerns about the status and ability of the U.S. Army as 

it sat in 1942. Numbering only two hundred thousand strong at the outset of 1940, 

America’s army had been hastily strengthened in the growing shadows of the war in 

Europe. In April of 1942, as Marshall sat in London debating the merits of a cross-

channel invasion into France, the Army numbered near 1.5 million strong. Understanding 

the disposition of this force better than anyone else, Marshall knew that these men had 

been hastily trained using outdated doctrine and aging weaponry. Many soldiers trained 

with mockups of the actual weapons they would use as material shortcomings increased 

the Army’s already hampered level of readiness. Only in April had the Army instituted its 

new training regimen across the country, as many thousands more young American 

draftees and volunteers prepared to enter the great conflict.437 More worrisome to 

Marshall then all of these issues was the complete lack of combat experience within the 

American ranks. Regardless of training, manpower, and equipment, Marshall worried 

about the capability of the inexperienced American soldier in the face of a battle-

hardened German warrior. It is out of this fear that arose the spark for the re-emergence 

of the American Ranger.  

                                                 
437 Russell Weigley’s History of the United States Army sits one of the pre-eminent volumes on the subject, 

and while other works have since been published and bolstered the field utilizing new source bases, 

Weigley’s volume is still a central fixture of the scholarship. Weigley, Russell Frank. History of the United 

States Army. New York: Macmillan, 1967. 429-431. See also: Bluhm, Raymond K. U.S. Army: A Complete 

History. Arlington, Va: Army Historical Foundation, 2004.  
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 During his visit to London, General Marshall took notice of the British 

Commando forces and their high-profile raids against the European coastlines. Following 

the British disasters at Dunkirk and the Battle of France, which forced the British retreat 

from the European mainland, Winston Churchill and the British people needed something 

positive. Wanting to keep up pressure against the German-held European coast, and 

perhaps more importantly Churchill wanted results that could boost British morale. In the 

early summer of 1940, Churchill proposed a ‘raiding force’ to be “…prepared with 

specially trained troops of the hunter-class who can develop a reign of terror down the 

enemy coast.”438 Quickly seized upon by the British military the 1st Commando was 

created in July of 1940, along with eleven other units. Formed completely from 

volunteers, the Commandos immediately began training and conducting raids against the 

coastline.439 Operation Collar represents the first Commando raid, which took place in 

late June and targeted Pas-de-Calais in northern France. Taking place over night, the 

Commandos secretly inserted themselves with assistance of the British navy. Bringing 

back no valuable intelligence or prisoners, the only success of the raid was the confirmed 

killing of two German sentries.440 Over the next two years, the Commando raids 

continued and became very popular with both the British and American publics. The high 

profile operations were exciting, with night-time insertions, sabotage, prisoner snatching 

and other highly dangerous activities. The Commandos themselves lent themselves to 

popularity, with their actions and special training drawing such headlines as ‘Hard-

Hitting Commandos’ and ‘Commando Chief Hails War Spirit’.441 These raids 

                                                 
438 Churchill quoted in Wukovits, John F. American Commando: Evans Carlson, His WWII Marine 

Raiders, and America's First Special Forces Mission. New York: NAL Caliber, 2009. 23.  
439 Officially designated No. 1 Commando on June 14th, 1940, the unit was a combination of multiple 

smaller commando units that had formed during the training phase. Falling under the joint structure of the 

newly formed Special Service Brigade, the 12 Commandoes operated under the Combined Operations 

Headquarters, which was formed in conjunction with the Commando concept. High levels of cooperation 

between the army and navy were imperative in conducting successful raids. “No. 1 Commando” Army 

Commandoes. Includes Special Service Battalion and Commando Depot. Adjutants General’s Office: 

Regimental Records. Series 115. War Office Records, WO 379. The National Archives of the UK, London, 

England. Hereafter TNA: WO 379/115.  
440 The mission was to recon the area for valuable intelligence and secured several prisoners, neither of 

which were accomplished. The raid itself was successful in that the men were secretly placed on shore and 

then retrieved without incident. “Report on operation ‘Collar’; report on a small raid near Boulogne.” TNA: 

WO 106/1740.  
441 Both of these articles were published in the United States prior to the formation of any corresponding 

American units: Locke, Peter. “Hard Hitting Commandos,” New York Times Magazine, 5 April, 1942. 

Section 7, 6. And Stead, Maillard. “Commando Chief Hails War Spirit”. New York Times, 6 June, 1942, 3. 
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experienced a wide variety of success, with actions like operation Chariot proving 

extremely successful compared to operations Musketoon and Aquatint which saw all 

participants fail to return home.442 Regardless of their actual effectiveness, the 

Commandos were popular indeed, providing a much needed moral boost to the 

beleaguered British citizenry as they endured the increasing pressure of the Battle of 

Britain.  

 General Marshall saw the popularity of the Commando raids, and more 

importantly their continued opportunity to engage in combat against the German military. 

Coupled with the rigorous training regimen, Marshall believed an opportunity existed for 

American soldiers to benefit. Suggesting a small American force undergo the Commando 

training program and take part in the ongoing raids, Marshall hoped to increase the ‘battle 

efficiency’ of the American military by dispersing these commando-trained individuals 

throughout conventional American units after a number raids to bolster the units’ 

abilities. Presented to the British during his April visit, the proposal was accepted with 

high levels of enthusiasm.443 Upon his return to the United States, General Marshall 

tasked Colonel Lucian Truscott with the formation of an American ‘Commando’ unit in 

the British image. Marshall was not convinced of the military efficiency of the raids, a 

sentiment quite common across the upper echelons of the American military command. 

While the American public enjoyed the daring tales of the Commandos, the established 

martial culture and doctrine of the U.S. military disapproved of special units and irregular 

warfare, which heralded to persisting cultural views of such units as ‘savage’, 

‘uncivilized’ and outside the acceptable realm of lawful warfare. Outside of the training 

and raids, the permanent future of the formation was left up to Truscott. Chosen to 

                                                 
442 Operation Chariot targeted the docks at St. Nazaire, and has been lauded as one of the greatest raids of 

the 20th century. Even though only a third of the men returned to Britain, the attack was able to procure 

massive German casualties and the ultimate objective of the destruction of the dry docks. Operations 

AQUATINT and MUSKETOON were less than successful, having every member of the raiding party 

killed in action, or captured and executed. For further literature on these raids see: Schofield, Stephen. 

Musketoon: Commando Raid, Glomfjord, 1942. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press, 1964. ; 

Richards, Brooks. Clandestone Sea Operations to Brittany: 1940-1944. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge Press, 

2002. ; Dorrian, James. Storming St. Nazaire: The Gripping Story of the Dock-Busting Raid, March 1942. 

Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1998. 
443 “Documents Relating to Subjects Considered by U.S. – British Representatives in London Conferences, 

April 6-18, 1942.” Tab A: “Memorandum: American Proposal for Operations in Western Europe.” Box 61, 

Folder 49, 1-2. George C. Marshall Papers. George C. Marshall Library, Research Library, Lexington, 

VA. Hereafter referred to as Marshall Papers.   
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command the unit through its training was Col. William O. Darby, who at the time was 

serving as an aide within the 34th division. A graduate of West point and originally an 

artilleryman, Darby had considerable experience with amphibious operations and was 

referred for his penchant at leading men. Like their colonial predecessors, the new 

modern rangers would be led by an outspoken and ambitious commander.444 

 Officially created June 13th of 1942, the new ‘American Commando’ unit 

officially became the 1st Ranger Battalion. The idea to use the term ‘ranger’ is credited to 

General Truscott. Looking to give the unit a distinctly ‘American’ feel and not wanting to 

completely emulate the British, Truscott looked to Robert Rogers and his rangers from 

the Seven Years War. Selecting the term in honor of Rogers and his men’s initiative, 

courage, and fighting abilities, Truscott forged the only real link between the original 

colonial rangers and the new modern rangers forming that summer. The Army’s call for 

volunteers went out to the American forces stationed in Ireland as well as a number of 

units across the United States. Of the 1500 men that volunteered for ranger training and 

service, only six hundred were chosen. Truscott and Darby stressed physical acuity, 

initiative, and those of sharp intellect. Men with mountaineering and ‘scouting’ skills 

were highly sought after, as were those with watercraft experience. 445 Over eighty 

percent of the initial ranger recruits came from the 34th Infantry Regiment: Darby’s 

original unit that was stationed in Northern Ireland at the time. Many of the men who 

volunteered did so due to the popularity of the commandos, like Gino Mercuriali and 

Thomas Holt, both officers who joined the rangers to see the kind of action being 

reported on in the papers.446 Darby and his rangers arrived in July to begin their training 

with the commandos. The Commando Depot and training facility had been established at 

                                                 
444 William Orlando Darby graduated West Point in 1933, served in several artillery units, and attended 

both the Army War College and the Command and General Staff College. Darby’s most important 

experience took was secured during United States amphibious landing exercises in Puerto Rico in 1941. 

Altieri, James. The Spearheaders. Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1960. 31-32. ; King, Michael J. William 

Orlando Darby, a Military Biography. Hamden, Conn: Archon Books, 1981. 10, 16-27. Hogan, Raiders or 

Elite Infantry? 17-18. 
445 Subject: Commando Organization. To: Commanding General, United States Army Northern Ireland 

Forces. 1 June 1942. Headquarters 1st Ranger Battalion. History of Darby’s Rangers – 1st, 3rd, 4th Battalions. 

1942-1944 – Pt I. INBN-1-0. Box 16911.RG:407, NACP. Truscott, Lucian King. Command Missions, A 

Personal Story. New York: Dutton, 1954. 39-41. 
446 “Gino Mercuriali, 1st Lt.” and “Thomas Holt, LTC.” 1st Battalion-Box 1, World War II Veterans Surveys 

– Rangers. United States Army Heritage and Education Center, Carlisle Barracks, PA. Hereafter referred to 

as USAHEC. 
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Achnacarry castle in lower Scotland in March of 1942.447 Met at the train depot by the 

head of the Commando training program Lt. Col Charles Vaughan, the American soldiers 

were introduced to their training with an immediate seven-mile speed march to the depot. 

Over the next several month the rangers were subjected to the most difficult and 

physically taxing training experienced by any American units during the entire war. The 

expressed purpose of commando training was to create a ‘guerrilla force’ capable of 

completing ‘smash and grab’ raids. Essential to these goals was fostering ‘highly 

developed team spirit’ and ‘self-reliance and resourcefulness’ on the individual level.448  

Focused on mental sharpness and initiative, the training stressed individual accountability 

and aggressive reactions to constantly shifting situations. Live ammunition was used 

across all elements of the training, with multiple men being killed and wounded during 

the span. During the amphibious training, live grenades were regularly thrown into boats 

full of Rangers. Officers frequently pressed their non-commissioned subordinates into 

leadership roles to better the reactionary ability of their men and the unit as a whole. 

Physically draining and mentally challenging, the training undertaken at Achnacarry had 

the rangers scaling cliffs, practicing hand-to-hand combat, orienteering with maps and 

compass, and working with the British navy for amphibious operations.449  

 Shortly after the beginning of their training, a small contingent of the rangers put 

their new skills to the test. Operation Jubilee was a large scale raid undertaken against 

German-held Dieppe, France in August of 1942. Fifty American rangers took part as a 

test of their training and as a moral boosting ploy to get American soldiers into combat on 

mainland Europe. The goal of the raid was to seize and hold a major port for a number of 

hours as a training exercise for the Allied militaries. In preparation for an eventual 

invasion of Europe, Africa, or other occupied coastline, the seizure of such objectives 

would be imperative. After holding the port and gathering as much intelligence as 

possible, the major strategic buildings would be destroyed as the allied forces made their 

                                                 
447 Commando Records incl. Commando Depot. TNA: WO 379/115. 
448 Commando Training Instruction No. 1. The War Office, August 15, 1940. 1-3. TNA: WO 33/1668. 
449 Darby to Commanding General, II Corps, 30 November 1942. INBN-1-0. RG: 407, NACP. “Mercuriali 

Survey”, USAHEC. For instances of live ammunition being used see: Altieri, Spearheaders. 22-28, 38-44. ; 

Darby, William Orlando, and William H. Baumer. We Led the Way: Darby's Rangers. San Rafael, Calif: 

Presidio Press, 1980. 27-38. 
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retreat back to the sea.450 The force of fifty rangers was to accompany the No. 4 

Commando in support of the main landing force consisting largely of Canadian infantry. 

Flanking the force assaulting the harbor, the commandos and rangers were tasked with 

overcoming beach defenses and disabling two artillery batteries on either side of the port 

facilities. After a week straight of practice loading into the assault craft in the dark, the 

operation began in the pre-dawn hours of August 19th.451 The entire operation largely 

failed as the Canadian main forces could not secure the port and took massive casualties. 

The rangers and commandos on the flank were able to quickly subdue their objective, 

disable the gun battery, and return to their vessels with minimal casualties. Gino 

Mercuriali and the rest of the rangers could only watch as ‘a pitiful Canadian landing’ 

was forced to retreat from the landing beaches back into the sea.452 Despite the failure of 

the operation as a whole, the American public response to the ranger’s involvement in the 

raid was incredibly positive. Both military and civilian papers carried stories over the 

raid, and many chose to focus on the commandos and rangers’ success on the flanks. 

Headlines ranged from “U.S. and Britain Invade France” to “U.S. troops land with 

Commandos in the Biggest Raid!” Both the New York Times and Newsweek ran lengthy 

accounts of ‘Truscott’s Rangers’ detailing their training and experiences in the raid. 

Corporal Bill Brady’s birthday coincided with the raid, and Stars and Stripes wrote up an 

entire article about his experiences. Brady told the paper that “You just do the things you 

know you have to do, and you don’t have time to think about why or how you’re doing 

                                                 
450 Report by military Force Commander – ‘Operation JUBILEE’. Reports on the Dieppe Raid, 28 October, 

1942. TNA: WO 106/4197. 
451 Report on Dieppe Operations to Commanding Officer, 1st Ranger B. Headquarters 1st Ranger Battalion. 

31 August, 1942. History of Darby’s Rangers – 1st, 3rd, 4th Battalions. 1942-1944 – Pt II. INBN-1-0. Box 

16911.RG: 407, NACP. 
452 Quote from Gino Mercuriali Survey, USAHEC. The Allied forces suffered near 50% casualties at 

Dieppe, with over 3000 killed, wounded or taken prisoner. Historians argue that the Canadian infantry 

entered an unwinnable situation, as air and naval support was far too weak in the face of the German 

defenses. Lord Louis Mountbatten, the chief architect of the raid, and Winston Churchill both spoke to 

lessons learned and their impact in later operations like Overlord. Mountbatten remarked that for every one 

man killed at Dieppe, ten lives were spared on the beaches of Normandy. For Mountbatten and Churchill 

see: Maguire, Eric. “Evaluation.” Dieppe, August 19th. London: J.Cape Press, 1963. 180-182. For further 

scholarship on the impact of the Dieppe operation see: Villa, Brian Loring. Unauthorized Action: 

Mountbatten and the Dieppe Raid. Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1991. 
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it.”453 The 1st Ranger Battalion hadn’t completed its training yet, and it was already 

leading headlines on both sides of the Atlantic.  

 In the eyes of General Marshall, President Roosevelt and other high level 

commanders, the true role of the new ranger unit in the American military was 

undecided. Originally created only to incorporate commando training into American units 

and gain combat experience, no permanent structure was decided upon in the summer of 

1942. Impressed by the training program of the commandos, the popularity of the Dieppe 

raid involvement, and due to manpower restraints, American military commanders 

prepared to test Darby’s 1st Ranger battalion in the first major American offensive of the 

war. Operation TORCH was the allied invasion of North Africa, and set to begin in early 

November of 1943.454 Darby’s Rangers were attached to the 1st U.S. Infantry Division, 

under the command of General Terry Allen and his deputy General Theodore Roosevelt 

Jr. Both men were instrumental in the application of the rangers in Africa.455 Developed 

as a three-pronged invasion of the northern coast of Africa, Torch called for precision and 

                                                 
453 “Ranger Fights on French Soil for his 23rd Birthday” August 29, 1942. London Stars and Stripes. 1-3. 

Above headlines published in New York Times, in the days following the raid. “Truscott’s Rangers” was 

published by Newsweek on August 31st. 
454 In a compromise between the American and British argument for immediate action on the continent of 

Europe, General Eisenhower and President Roosevelt decided to err on the side of caution and endorsed the 

peripheral campaign to Africa. Attempting to secure North Africa, release the Mediterranean from total 

Nazi control, prepare for a future invasion of southern Europe, and most importantly introduce fresh 

American soldiers to combat, TORCH became the correct choice for allied war planners in 1942. 

Historians largely agree that the decision to invade Africa over the main continent of Europe was correct. 

For further examination of the decision to invade Africa see: Funk, Arthur Layton. The Politics of TORCH; 

The Allied Landings and the Algiers Putsch, 1942. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1974. ; Meyer, 

Leo. “The Decision to Invade North Africa(TORCH). In United States, Martin Blumenson, and Kent 

Roberts Greenfield. Command Decisions. Washington, D.C.: Office of the Chief of Military History Dept. 

of the Army, 1960. 173-198. ; O’Hara, Vincent P. Torch: North Africa and the Allied Path to Victory. 

Annapolis, Maryland: Naval Institute Press, 2015. 
455 Generals Allen and Roosevelt each had distinguished careers entering into World War II. Allen was a 

decorated World War I veteran and one of the foremost educated American cavalrymen as the outbreak of 

the war in 1940. Publishing an article on the ability of cavalry and smaller units in the art of 

reconnaissance, Allen was well versed in the art of less than conventional units. Allen, Terry de la Mesa. 

“Reconnaissance by horse cavalry regiments and smaller units” The Military service publishing company, 

1939. Theodore Roosevelt Jr had made a name for himself rivaling that of his presidential father by the 

outbreak of the war. A veteran of World War I and multiple military-political assignments in the interwar 

years, Roosevelt became infamous for his penchant for experiencing combat. Throughout this service in 

World War II he made it a point to lead from the front. Roosevelt developed a good relationship with 

Darby and the Rangers during the African campaign. For corresponding biographies of these individuals 

see: Walker, Robert W. The Namesake: A Biography of Theodore Roosevelt, Jr. New York: Brick Tower 

Press, 2008. And Astor, Gerald. Terrible Terry Allen: Combat General of World War II : the Life of an 

American Soldier. New York: Presidio/Ballantine Books, 2003. 
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coordination between navy and ground forces. The central task-force’s objective was 

securing the Algerian city of Oran and the corresponding port facilities at nearby Arzew. 

Much like at Dieppe, two gun batteries protected the harbor, and the Rangers objective 

would be to secure the fortifications and disable the large guns that could threaten the 

invasion. Slightly after midnight on the morning of the invasion, the entire 1st Ranger 

Battalion was silently lowered into their landing craft from British naval vessels. 

Maintaining their cover, A and C companies worked their way towards Fort de la Pointe, 

the defensive center of the port. Captain Jacob’s A Company ran into a French sentry, but 

using their prepared French were able to avoid the raising of an alarm. Less than twenty 

minutes after they had disembarked, the rangers were all in position near the gun 

Batteries, when the signal rang out in the darkness:” Hiho Silver!” Answered with a 

chorus of “Away!” the rangers sprinted into the emplacements and within minutes all of 

the guns surrounding the harbor were secured without a shot being fired.456 Several miles 

up the coast, Colonel Darby led the rest of the 1st Rangers against a second position. 

During a brief but violent firefight, the rangers dumped more than eighty mortar rounds 

into the French position at Fort du Nord, forcing the hasty surrender of the garrison. 

Darby then forced the French commander to radio a third garrison and order their 

surrender, the Foreign Legionnaires readily agreed in the face of the mounting allied 

invasion.457 The ranger’s successful action assisted in the relatively successful capture of 

Arzew, with the main objective of Oran surrendering within two days. General Allen was 

highly impressed with the ranger’s accomplishments at Arzew, referring to them as “a 

highly train unit of high combat value.”458 

 Despite the success of the rangers in the TORCH invasion and the praise of the 

commanders, their place within the U.S. Army was still less than defined. In the days 

                                                 
456 Captain Jacob’s Report on the action at Fort De La Pointe, Arzew. 1st Platoon, A Company, 1st Ranger 

Battalion. 15th November 15, 1942. History of Darby’s Rangers – 1st, 3rd, 4th Battalions. 1942-1944 – Pt I. 

INBN-1-0. Box 16911.RG: 407, NACP. 
457 Colonel Darby and his executive officer Colonel Hermann Dammer delivered a lecture concerning the 

invasion of Arzew at the Army and Navy Staff College several years later, during which they highlighted 

the cooperation of the rangers and the naval forces as a credit toward their successful operation. “U.S. 

Rangers” by Col. W.O. Darby. Presented at the Army and Navy Staff College, Washington, D.C. 27 

October, 1944. 3-4. Box 201, Entry 315. RG: 334, NACP. For story concerning French Foreign 

Legionnaires see: Altieri, Spearheaders, 122-123.  
458 Allen, Terry. “Combat Operations of the 1st Infantry Division.” 8-9. Terry Allen Papers, USAHEC. 
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following the surrender of Oran, Darby and his men were ordered to serve as line infantry 

on a number of occasions. These incidents of prolonged conventional combat produced 

mitigated results, as the unit suffered higher number of casualties and regularly needed 

the support of conventional units to accomplish their mission. An engagement at St. 

Cloud saw the rangers pinned down by enemy mortar and artillery fire, effectively 

neutralizing the unit.459 The lack of properly defined doctrine and role for the rangers 

demonstrates a number of issues. First, commanders rarely utilized them in a singular 

manner, indicating a lack of understanding of their design and capabilities. Darby’s 

Rangers were designed to complete rapid hit-and-run raids against enemy positions, 

which necessitated a priority on mobility in their organization. The 1st Ranger Battalion 

was originally comprised of five hundred men which was divided into six combat 

companies, a headquarters company and a battalion command section. Each company 

consisted of sixty-six men including officers and a small special weapons section.460 In 

comparison to standard infantry battalions of the same size, which fielded only three rifle 

companies, the ranger companies were much smaller and lacked a comparable amount of 

firepower. Simply put, the ranger companies were too small to endure duty on the line 

among standard American infantry units.461 Secondly, the rangers were initially 

authorized only as a training initiative to better the combat abilities of standard infantry 

units. This notion when combined with the publicity of the commando and ranger 

activities, and the general disdain for irregular warfare within the army command, created 

a scenario in which the rangers were viewed as a form of ‘super-soldier.’ Instead of a 

specially designed raiding force, the ranger was increasingly viewed as a universally 

capable soldier and unit. This misconception led to a serious identity crisis developing 

within the ranger experience of the Second World War. 

 When not conducting a raid or serving on the line, Darby and his rangers sat idle. 

Following the Arzew operations, the rangers were forced to sit for nearly three months as 

no missions fit their purposes. Ranger boredom further signaled the lack of proper 

                                                 
459 Report of Action at Arzew, Colonel Darby. 1 January, 1943. History of Darby’s Rangers – 1st, 3rd, 4th 

Battalions. 1942-1944 – Pt I. INBN-1-0. Box 16911. RG: 407, NACP. 
460 1st Ranger Battalion Diary, Entry on June 24, 1942. . INBN-1-0. Box 16911.RG: 407, NACP. 
461 For the standard layout and organization of American Infantry Battalions of the period see: United 

States. Infantry Field Manual: Rifle Battalion. Washington, D.C.: G.P.O., 1942. 
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doctrine and role within the U.S. army. As the North African campaign pressed forward 

into February of 1943, the angers finally were called into action in a now infamous raid 

on the Italian outpost at the Sened Station in Tunisia.462 Following their successful raid, 

the rangers fell in with the 1st division’s eastern advance. Serving on the line, as rear 

guards, and conducting raids, the rangers were continually asked to fulfill different roles 

in the climactic battle in Northern Africa. As the American II Corps advanced under 

General George Patton’s command, the mountain pass at Djbel Ank became a serious 

obstacle. American units were unable to force their way past the entrenched Italian 

positions. Much like at Sened, Darby’s force marched 12 miles over rough terrain 

through the night on March 20th and arrived only fifty yards from the flanks and rear of 

the Italian position. At dawn Darby yelled ‘Give them Some Steel!’ and the Italian force 

was awoken by the chatter of five hundred ranger guns, most firing fully automatic. The 

ranger attack was in compliment to an all-out frontal assault on the pass by the 26th 

Infantry Regiment. In less than an hour the assault was over and the pass at Djbel Ank 

was open to Patton and the rest of the American forces. The assault had been such a 

surprise that no meaningful resistance could be mounted and the rangers secured over 

two hundred prisoners.463 Darby and the rangers fought on the front lines during the 

ensuing Battle of El Guettar, further proving their worth, while muddling their role in the 

eyes of American commanders. 

 Following the success of the African campaign and the ranger’s activities there, 

American commands pushed for further development of such forces. In further 

demonstration of the army’s lack of doctrine and understanding, the major push for more 

rangers came within preparation for amphibious landings. As the Allies prepared for the 

invasion of Italy in 1943 and the eventual cross-channel attack into France, many 

commanders looked at Darby’s actions in Africa and began envisioning American 

rangers ‘spearheading’ these future landing operations. A memo sent by US Army 

                                                 
462 The raid on the Sened Station was discussed at the outset of this chapter. Following a night march of 9 

miles, the rangers surprised an Italian outpost and within minutes successfully neutralized a garrison of 

over fifty men and took ten prisoners. The raid earned Darby and a select few were awarded Silver Stars for 

the raid, and the rangers earned the nickname o ‘the Black Death’ by their Italian adversaries.  
463 Report of Action at Djbel Ank. Col W.O. Darby, 9 April, 1943. History of Darby’s Rangers – 1st, 3rd, 4th 

Battalions. 1942-1944 – Pt I. INBN-1-0. Box 16911. RG: 407, NACP. Atkinson, An Army at Dawn. 435-
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command for the European Theater (ETOUSA) dating back to December of 1942 depicts 

this misunderstanding as it argues: “Experience as proven that specially trained units of 

this character are invaluable in landing operations, for the reduction of coast defenses and 

similar missions.”464 The rangers were designed for quick raids, not for leading the way 

during large scale landing operations, and the difference between the two would not be 

realized until those landings took place. Two separate efforts were authorized by General 

Marshall for this purpose, but he made sure to include that these were not permanent 

structures within the army, and all ranger units were to be disbanded upon the conclusion 

of their usefulness.465 With those parameters, the American ranger experiment was 

extended along two separate fronts. In Europe William Darby was tasked with creating, 

training and leading two completely new battalions along with the 1st Ranger Battalion. 

Stateside the ETOUSA command was granted authorization to create two more ranger 

battalions, completely separate from Darby and his men. The 1st, 3rd, and 4th Ranger 

Battalions were formed in Africa under the tutelage and command of Darby while the 2nd 

and 5th Rangers were constituted at Camp Forrest in Tennessee.466 From January to May 

of 1943 the U.S. Army went from one experienced unit of rangers to six, and the vastly 

differing experiences and effectiveness of these units demonstrates the struggle of the 

U.S. Army and American martial culture to properly understand and accept both the 

rangers and their warfare.467 

 Following the African campaign, the Allies looked north towards Italy in 1943. 

Operation HUSKY called for a number of amphibious invasions across the coast of Italy 

and the island of Sicily. During the planning, Colonel Darby was consulted about 

utilizing the rangers in the operations. When asked about the capabilities of his unit and 

what would be needed to complete the complex amphibious assault, Darby requested a 

total of fifteen ranger battalions. Logistics and manpower realities made that impossible, 

but Darby was given authorization to create two more battalions in the image of his 

                                                 
464 ETOUSA Memorandum: Major Richard Fisk, Assistant Adjutant General, ETO, to Adjutant General, 2 

December 1942. Perlmutter Collection, Collection No. 63-8, Roll 8. John F. Kennedy Special Warfare 

Center, Fort Bragg, NC. Hereafter referred to as JFKSWC. Hogan, Raiders or Elite Infantry, 36-37. 
465 Marshall to Eisenhower, 19 April, 1943. Ibid. 
466 United States. Rangers Lead the Way: Rudders Rangers. Washington, D.C.: Dept. of the Army, 1987. 
467 The final ranger unit not specifically mentioned above, the 6th Ranger Battalion, will discussed at a later 

moment as its service in the Pacific theater does not compare well with the situation in Europe. 
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own.468 The 3rd and 4th Ranger Battalions were created on a provisional basis, in direct 

opposition to Darby’s recommendations. In the discussions over further ranger units 

Darby presented a proposal that outlined an overarching Ranger Force Headquarters be 

created. This was denied on the grounds that the ranger program as a whole was not and 

could not be permanent.469 A call for volunteers was sent to a number of stateside units, 

and Darby and his staff evaluated all of the applicants. Like the 1st Ranger Battalion, 

many of the volunteers had become enamored with the British commandos’ raiding 

program and then the ranger’s actions in Africa. Others were simply looking to get into 

the war, like Private Ralph Goranson, who’s stateside unit was ‘a mess and was going 

nowhere!” Darby and the original rangers served as the training staff for the new 

volunteers, and attempted to recreate the conditions at the Commando Depot. Gustave 

Schunemann’s only recollection of his training besides the exhaustion was his 

apprehension at the use of ‘Live Ammo!’ 470  

 The 2nd and 5th Ranger Battalions did not receive the benefit of training under 

Darby’s experienced command. Instead the 2nd U.S. Army created its own Ranger School 

at Camp Forrest in Tennessee. The school and its program represent the first purely 

American effort at institutionalizing the ranger as a type of unit and mode of warfare. 

During the school’s opening ceremony in April, a number of key concepts were stressed 

by the school’s commandant. The opening remarks of the ceremony shed a tremendous 

amount of insight into the place of the ranger within the American martial culture. Three 

connected themes run through the address, first that this school projects a new mode of 

warfare designed to meet the ‘instinctive and naturally dirty fight’ of the German and 

Japanese soldiers. Describing America’s enemies as ‘Outlaws, dastards and fanatic 

military maniacs’ the commandant’s words work to differentiate American soldiers from 

their adversaries. Arguing that the Japanese and German peoples ‘violated the laws of 

                                                 
468 For a summary of the planning process and the discussions concerning the number of new ranger units 

see: Algiers to War Department, 18 April 1943, U.S. War Department, Operations Division, War 

Department Message File: Incoming Top Secret, April 1-30, 1943, RG: 165. NACP. 
469 Darby Report: Status of RANGER Battalions. To Commander in Chief, Allied Force Headquarters. 10 

August, 1943. History of Darby’s Rangers – 1st, 3rd, 4th Battalions. 1942-1944 – Pt I. INBN-1-0. Box 

16911.RG: 407, NACP. 
470 “Maj Ralph Goranson” and “Gustave Schunemann” 1st Ranger Battalion, WWII Veterans Surveys 

Collection – Rangers. USAHEC.  
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decency, ruthlessly bullied those weaker than them, and dishonored the international code 

of ethics and sportsmanship’, and such deserve and receive no trust, honor or quarter. 

Like in wars past, the American military sets itself on a higher moral plain than those it 

fights, using modes of warfare as differentiation. Secondly the school stressed that the 

students of this school were infantrymen and nothing more. Trying to break a connection 

between the term ‘Ranger’ and the specialized air around the ‘Commando’, the American 

martial culture and command worked to dispel any notion of elitism within the ranger 

units. Needing no ‘songs of glory, glamour, or special insignia’, the rangers were 

consistently reminded that they were and represented the regular infantrymen: “the troops 

who will, when the smoke of battle has cleared, have won the fight.” Finally, the 

commandant’s speech signified the beginning of a new movement within the military and 

its culture: the elevated perception of the American soldier’s combat ability and the new 

linkage to the doctrine of ‘Rangerism’. As rangers were only originally authorized to 

better the combat abilities of conventional soldiers and their units, the 2nd Army Ranger 

School stressed that its graduates would return to their respective units and spread this 

new doctrine. The doctrine of ‘an ingenious American fight, that was personal, motivated 

through brain and brawn, and ultimately a carefully thought-out dirtier fight’ than their 

enemies. Focusing on the three military virtues of leadership, personal ingenuity, and 

outstanding physical ability; the school’s tenants and its leading officer argue that ranger 

training and its new doctrine represent the very best and most capable conventional 

soldiers in the world.471 Demonstrating the prevailing martial culture’s refusal to accept 

any form of elitism, or specialized forces, this doctrine was only accepted as a training 

tool and temporary troop type. The formation of all of the World War II ranger units 

faced widespread criticism and backlash from officers claiming a number of grievances 

against the ‘elite’ moniker and its manpower requirements.472  

                                                 
471 “Special Text #1 – Orientation and Commemoration”, Office of the Commandant, Headquarters 2nd 

Army Ranger School, Camp Forrest, Tennessee. Records of the Second United States Army HQ, Maneuver 

Director. Records of United States Army Commands, 1942 -, Box 1. RG: 338, NACP. 
472 The U.S. Army and the martial culture largely refused to accept the permanence of specialized units like 

the rangers during World War II, which is supported both in the literature and the source base. Major James 

Tanner, Asst Adjutant General, Army Ground Forces to Asst Chief of Staff, Operations Division, War 

Department, 4 January, 1943; and Asst Chief of Staff, Operations Division, to Adjutant General, 10 

January 1943. AG 320.2 (12-2-1942), Adjutant General Classified File. RG: 407. NACP. Adrian Lewis 

argues that the American military during and at the outset of the Second World War viewed soldering with 
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 Darby’s three battalions took part in operation HUSKY in July and August of 

1943, spearheading the allied landings onto the island of Sicily. Leading the 1st Battalion 

himself, Darby and the rangers were the first men on the beaches near Gela on the 

southern Sicilian coast. The 1st Infantry Division was tasked with securing the area, and 

Darby and the rangers’ mission was spearheading the landings while simultaneously 

landing two companies on the flanks to disable several gun batteries. Following ‘severe-

street fighting’ the town of Gela was secured, largely due to the ranger’s actions in 

securing a path off of the beaches and disabling the gun batteries. Taking on the final 

pocket of German resistance the rangers were only able to secure the high ground around 

Gela after calling in naval fire support on a number of occasions. Both tasks resulted in 

heavy casualties, as did the policing of the town over the following days.473 The 3rd and 

4th Battalions experienced similar action across the advancing front. Darby’s men 

consistently were forced to rely on extra firepower provided by other units and naval 

support in their advance, not possessing the proper equipment or structures themselves. 

When the invasion of the Italian mainland commenced, Darby attempted to remedy the 

deficiency by acquiring several mobile artillery pieces for his unit. Making his force a 

more conventional force in the middle of the campaign, Darby was adjusting the design 

and capabilities to better match their assigned role. All three battalions were brought 

together for the invasion of Salerno on the mainland, where the rangers ended up pinned 

down for more than three weeks by themselves. Heavy German counter-attacks pounded 

the relatively lightly equipped ranger force. Surviving only through continued shelling 

from Darby’s new cannons, naval support, and a series of defendable strong points, the 

rangers were eventually relieved by the 5th Army after heavy casualties.474 The Ranger 

force was continually utilized as line infantry in the Italian campaign until January 1944 

when the entire force was absolutely decimated near Cisterna. During the Anzio 

campaign, an operation called for the 1st and 3rd Battalions to infiltrate the German lines 

under the cover of nightfall in early January 1944. Attempting to replicate the success of 

                                                 
a concept of ‘equality’, which is supported by other historians like Russel Weigley. Lewis, The American 

Culture of War, 29-30. Weigley, The American Way of War, 313-315. Hogan, Raiders or Elite Infantry,51-

53. 
473 Report of Action – 1st Ranger Battalion- July 10-14, 1943. INBN-1-0.3. Box 16911. RG: 407. NACP. 
474 Report on Salerno Actions, November 25, 1943. LTC Darby. INBN-1-0. Box 16911. RG: 407. NACP. 

King, Darby. 106,185.; Darby and Baumer, Darby’s Rangers. 113-122. 
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the Djbel Ank raid in Africa, the rear and flanking attacks would allow the 4th Battalion 

along with elements of the 3rd Infantry Division to break through the German lines.475 

This plan met with disaster as the Germans had redeployed during the night and easily 

encircled the raiding battalions. The next day consisted of the 4th Battalion and 3rd Inf. 

Div. fighting fiercely to relieve the surrounded Americans. By noon of January 30th 

reports came into Darby’s command that the rangers had been broken and men were 

being taken prisoner in small groups. Only eight men from the 1st and 3rd battalions 

escaped back to American lines, while the 4th Battalion suffered over 50 percent 

casualties in a vain rescue effort.476 Attempting to conduct a raid like operation after 

altering the overall design and organization of the unit decreased the abilities of the 

rangers, when coupled with the heavy casualties of the previous campaign resulted a 

force that could excel in neither of its designed tasks. This was the end of Darby’s 

Rangers as a fighting force; the 3rd and 4th Battalions were folded back into the 1st which 

was officially disbanded on August 15, 1944.477 

 When asked to describe his first experience in combat during the war, or his 

‘baptism of fire’ as the interviewer put it, Major Ralph Goranson stated that his first 

moment of combat was the invasion of Normandy on D-Day. He remembered that 

crossing the beach ‘was like a dream’, a hazed moment of chaos as his training kicked in 

and pushed him forward. Only two thirds of his company would survive the assault up 

the beach.478 Following the completion of their training at the 2nd Army School in 

Tennessee, the 2nd and 5th Ranger Battalions were sent to Britain in January of 1944 to 

begin taking part in raids alongside the Commandos. American involvement in the 

raiding program would be short-lived, becoming officially cancelled in February by 

Eisenhower and British General Bernard Montgomery. Both men had come to the 

conclusion that with the forthcoming invasion of France that such raids were an 

unnecessary distraction and risk of men and material. Instead, the rangers would follow 

                                                 
475 Jeffers, Onward We Charge. 196. 
476 Report of Action for Period 22 Jan 1944 – 5 Feb 1944. Ranger Force Headquarters. INBN-1-0.3, Box 
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in Darby’s footsteps and spearhead the amphibious landings at Normandy.479 As 

Operation OVERLORD planning was underway, a unique opportunity revealed itself to 

American personnel. As intelligence reports came in, a new German position was 

discovered overlooking the proposed landing beaches at Pointe du Hoc, a ruggedly steep 

90 foot cliff extending into the ocean. Seemingly impregnable from the landing troops, 

the large gun batteries emplaced upon the cliff posed a great threat to the success of the 

landings. ETOUSA suggested that the rangers attempt a pre-invasion assault up the cliffs 

to disable the emplacement. One British officer exclaimed that “It can’t be done. Three 

old women with brooms could keep the rangers from climbing that cliff.”480 Initially 

stunned at the assignment, Colonel James Rudder of the 2nd Battalion and Major Max 

Schneider of the 5th Battalion shook off their initial thoughts of suicidal tasks and began 

training their men. After training with the commandos at Achnacarry, the three 

companies selected for the cliff assault spent several weeks at the Commando Cliff 

Assault Center near Swanage in Dorset.481 The key element in the assault would be the 

usage of rocket assisted grappling hooks to secure the ropes into the cliffs for ascension. 

The rest of the battalion and the entire 5th battalion began training for the amphibious 

landing on the beaches with the rest of the massed allied forces. 

 The actions of the 2nd and 5th Ranger Battalions during Operation Overlord once 

again demonstrate the dual identities being thrust upon the rangers of the Second World 

War. As Lieutenant Sidney Salomon of the 2nd Ranger Battalion led his men down the 

                                                 
479 The decision to suspend any American involvement in the raiding program was an easy choice for 

American commanders like Marshall and Eisenhower, who from the beginning were skeptical about any 

conclusive value to the raids. “Narrative History of the 2nd Ranger Battalion.” INBN-2-0.3, Box 16914, 

RG: 407. NACP. Hereafter referred to as Narrative – 2nd Ranger Battalion. Hogan, Raider of Elite Infantry. 

68-69.The British Commandos were also shifted in their usage towards D-Day preparation. For the 

documentation concerning these discussions, see: “Minutes, etc. on commandoes for Overlord” G-2 

Records: SHAEF, Intelligence Division: Planning Files. No. SHAEF/376GX/INT. WO 219/1872. TNA.  
480 Officer quoted in Lane, Ronald. Rudder’s Rangers. Longwood, FL: Ranger Associates, 2008. 68. For 

the planning of the raid on Pointe du Hoc see: Staff Study, 21st Army Group, 27 December 1943. 

Headquarters 12th Army Group, Decimal File, 1943-45. Box 32, RG: 331. NACP.  “Normandy Landings, 

2nd and 5th Ranger Battalions, June 6-8, 1944” Perlmutter Collection, Roll 7, JFKSWC. 
481 The Combined Cliff Assault Centre (CCAC) was designed to take commando trained individuals and 

tackle the uniquely difficult issues surrounding a vertical assault onto a enemy occupied cliff. This center 

remained in operation following the war in preparation for further raids into Europe. “Combined Cliff 

Assault Centre (CCAC)” CO-817-48 (Part II). Combined Operations Papers, Combined Operations 

Headquarters. Military Operations Records. Records of the Ministry of Defence (Hereafter referred to as 

DEFE). DEFE 2/1628. 
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ramp of the landing craft onto Omaha beach, and endured his own ‘baptism of fire’ 

against sweeping field of German machine gun fire, men he had trained with at Camp 

Forrest had already been fighting their way up the cliffs at Pointe du Hoc for close to an 

hour.482 Following an initial incorrect landing, Colonel James Rudder and the cliff assault 

team reached the base of the cliffs at 7:05 am on June 6th. The assault quickly turned 

chaotic as the rangers were met with a hail of machine gun fire and a downpour of 

grenades from the German defenders atop the point. Damp conditions caused 

malfunctions within some of the rocket-propelled climbing apparatuses, while those that 

did function either failed to reach the top of the cliff, or their ropes were cut by the 

defenders. The first several men up the cliff did so free climbing with the assistance of 

their knives. Supported by naval gunfire, the entire assault force was on top of the cliff 

within thirty minutes of the initial landing, including the walking wounded. Facing stiff 

opposition the rangers fought through tremendous casualties to secure the point, only to 

discover the majority of the emplaced guns had either been destroyed in the pre-invasion 

bombardments or removed in the weeks before. Of the 255 rangers that made the assault 

up the cliffs, only seventy remained combat capable by the afternoon. One of those men 

was Private Louis Lisko, who remembered that his training and the motivation of Colonel 

Rudder were the only things that forced him up that cliff. 483 Lt. Salomon and the rest of 

the 2nd and 5th rangers linked up with the cliff assault force several days after enduring 

their own ‘walk through hell’ across Omaha Beach. 

 The 2nd and 5th Ranger Battalions were tasked with intensely different objectives. 

While a contingent of Rudder’s unit executed the highly specialized operation against the 

positions at Pointe Du Hoc, Schneider’s 5th and the remaining 2nd Battalion Rangers 

stormed Omaha beach alongside the regular infantrymen of 1st and 29th Infantry 

Divisions. The stingiest stretch of German defense lay across the strip of sand that would 

rightly earn its moniker of ‘Bloody Omaha’. American soldiers poured out of their 

landing crafts into a withering hail of machine gun and small arms fire, as mortar rounds 

burst across the beach. A low sea wall sat some seventy-five yards inland, and the 
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soldiers that survived their first steps into the melee began congregating in its small 

shadow of safety. As the advance began to stagnate, the assistant commander of the 29th, 

Brigadier General Norman Cota, made his way up to the wall. During a conference with 

Major Schneider and in an effort to push the attack onward, Cota yelled out to the med 

huddling under the short wall: “What outfit is this?” A chorus of “The 5th Rangers!” rang 

out. “Well God damn it then, Rangers, lead the way!”484 Using explosives several rangers 

exposed a pathway up the beach, which proved to be the defining action in gaining a 

secured beachhead. Following the breakout at the beach, Schneider and his men pressed 

forward and assaulted and secured the village of Vierville-sur-Mer where they finally had 

a chance to rest. As the first day came to an end, the Ranger units assaulting the beaches 

suffered over two hundred casualties.485 Both the 2nd and 5th Ranger Battalions played 

vital and highly visible roles in the D-Day landings, and the ensuing campaigns through 

France, Belgium and into Germany. Serving mainly as assault troops, both units took part 

in the Battles of Brest and the Hurtgen Forest. The lightly equipped and undermanned 

ranger units had to be routinely assisted with added firepower, a last minute attempt to 

upgrade the ranger’s ability to remain on the line for extended periods of time. Gross 

misuse of the rangers always resulted in heavy casualties for the units, and when coupled 

with the prevailing martial culture within the military worked to create a poor climate for 

the ranger mode of warfare to succeed in. Focused on large-scale maneuver warfare, 

which did end up winning the war, the U.S. Army’s higher commands could simply not 

justify the rangers and the assorted risks of treating them as a specialized group.486 

                                                 
484 This quote is attributed to General Cota in a number of sources, as ‘Lead the Way’ has been inscribed as 

the official motto of the modern 75th Army Ranger Regiment. McManus, John C. The Americans at 

Normandy: The Summer of 1944-- the American War from the Normandy Beaches to Falaise. New York: 

Forge, 2004. 333. ; Glassman, Henry S. "Lead the Way, Rangers": A History of the Fifth Ranger Battalion. 

Manassas, Va: Ranger Associates, 1980. 20-25. 
485 Action Against Enemy, Reports After/After Action Reports. June 6-10, 1944. Headquarters, 5th Ranger 

Infantry Battalion. INBN-5-0.3, Box 16916, Box 16916. RG: 407. NACP ; 2nd Ranger Battalion, “Force B” 

and “Force C” 9-10,11-15. 
486 It is not surprising that the upper level commands in the Army felt this way towards small specialized 
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culture. Weigley, The American Way of War. 212-222. ; Lewis, The American Culture of War. 29-31. ; Van 
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A Dangerous and Hazardous Mission – Somewhere… 

  

 Corporal Werner Katz crouched low on the trail with a clenched fist raised to his 

right. A veteran of Guadalcanal, the young man from New York recognized the 

distinctive footprints in front of him. The patrol stopped dead in its tracks, as the 

commanding officer Lieutenant Logan Weston moved quickly to the front of the line to 

investigate. Leading one of the first patrols of the campaign, Katz and the men of an 

Intelligence and Reconnaissance (I&R) platoon emanated a nervous energy. After 

confirming that the tracks did indeed belong to a standard issue Japanese combat boot, 

Katz cautiously pressed forward. Around the next turn stood a lone unarmed Japanese 

man, standing about thirty yards from Katz and the close behind Weston, who was 

smiling. Bidding the American soldiers forward with his gestures, the sight of the man on 

the trail made Katz uneasy. Crouching low he began to slowly move forward. After a few 

steps the man on the trail dropped his arms completely, which caused a pair of Japanese 

light machine guns on either side of the trail to open fire on the American column. As 

Katz dropped to his belly he fired a few rounds towards the man on the trail, with several 

finding their mark. A firefight erupted on the trail, shattering the morning calm. Corporal 

Katz, wounded in the opening fusillade, quickly made it back to the rest of his unit which 

retreated to report their findings. Werner Katz was luckily only grazed on his nose and 

cheek, becoming the first man wounded and securing the first confirmed kill of a 

Japanese soldier in the unit.487  

Just a few short miles away, Corporal Katz’s counterpart Private Robert Landis 

secured a much less desirable honor. Serving as lead scout near the Burmese village of 

Lanem Gha on February 25th, 1944, the same day of Katz’s close call, Private Landis 

similarly triggered a Japanese ambush. Leading the I & R platoon from the 2nd Battalion 

proved not so lucky, as Japanese machine gun fire killed him instantly. Landis’ body lay 

motionless on a small hill during the firefight between the entrenched Japanese unit and 

                                                 
487 Jones, Major John M. War Diary of the 5307th Composite Unit (Provisional), Beginning 15 January 

1944. Entry for Feb 25, 1944. 30-31. Location: D787.25, J718. Donovan Research Library, Fort Benning, 

GA (DRL). Here after referred to as Jones War Diary. Corporal Katz’s kill was reported on in American 
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the rest of his platoon. Forced into retreat, the Americans could not retrieve the private 

from Ohio until the next day. Private Vincent Melillo and the rest of the unit returned the 

following morning to find Landis’ body stripped of all equipment and clothing, but left to 

peace. Private Landis was the first American soldier to die on the Asian landmass since 

the Boxer Rebellion, and was buried on the small hill where he died.488 Katz’s kill and 

Landis’ death represent the first combat action undertaken by their unit, the 5307th 

Composite Unit (Provisional) as it began its campaign in Burma in the opening months of 

1944. Better known as ‘Merrill’s Marauders’ after their enigmatic commanding officer, 

the 5307th’s experience in Burma along with the 6th Ranger Battalion’s actions in the 

Pacific represent two further manifestations of the ‘ranger’ concept by the American 

military. Both units were constituted through widely different means and for equally 

diverse purposes. The results of their campaigns represent two unique attitudes towards 

ranger units and irregular warfare. 6th Ranger success demonstrates the effectiveness of 

such a unit when properly understood and employed, while the ultimate fate of the 5307th 

shows how misuse and misunderstanding of design and doctrine combine to create 

disaster. 

In similar fashion to the European theater rangers the 5307th’s origins are closely 

tied to British examples. British experiments with long range penetration groups in 

Burma spurned American interest in seeking relatively cheap methods at affecting 

positive results in the lesser known China-Burma-India Theater. Japanese aggression on 

the Asian landmass had not ceased in the opening years of the war. In continued efforts to 

expand their empire, Japanese land forces had captured Burma in the spring of 1943. 

Threatening to advance next into British India, the Japanese forces could possibly expel 

the remaining allied presence from the Asian region.489 Eager to stem Japanese progress, 
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but limited in available manpower, the British turned to General Ordre Wingate and his 

concepts on Long Ranger Penetration Groups. Forming the 77th Indian Infantry Brigade, 

half comprised of commando trained British soldiers and Gurkha soldiers from Nepal, he 

British hoped to utilize a long range campaign and irregular tactics to harass the flanks 

and rear echelons of Japanese forces in Burma while simultaneously raiding logistics and 

supply positions, all with the goal of impeding further Japanese progress. Nicknames the 

‘Chindits’ after a Burmese mythical beast, the force was designed for extended 

campaigning behind enemy lines and only supplied through air-dropped supplies. Their 

three month march into Burma was widely publicized in British and American 

newspapers for their actions, dubbing them the ‘Ghost Army’. Wingate and his unit 

impressed a number of British and American commanders, despite a less than stellar 

result in Burma.490 Following a presentation by Wingate concerning the campaign, 

General George C Marshall became interested in the training and application of the 

Chindits while in attendance at the QUEBEC Conference in August 1943. Despite 

resistance to involve any American ground personnel in the theater, the situation on the 

ground combined with Marshall’s intrigue led him to pledge the immediate formation of 

a similar American unit for service in Burma.491  

                                                 
Victory, 1937-1945. Armonk NY: M.E. Sharpe, 1992. ; Peattie, Mark R., Edward J. Drea, and Hans J. Van 

de Ven. The Battle for China: Essays on the Military History of the Sino-Japanese War of 1937-1945. 

Stanford, Calif: Stanford University Press, 2011. For the British influence in the region and the war see: 

Bayly, C. A., and T. N. Harper. Forgotten Armies: The Fall of British Asia, 1941–1945. Cambridge, MA: 

Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2005. ; Latimer, Jon. Burma: The Forgotten War, London: 
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 “The President of the United States has called for volunteers from experienced 

jungle troops for a dangerous and hazardous operation – somewhere.”492 Both veterans 

and newly trained soldiers were offered the opportunity to volunteer for the new 

American unit. Men from the Pacific, Caribbean garrisons, and stateside bases made up 

the ranks of the 5307th as it was formed in September 1943. Some of them leapt at the 

opportunity to join the war, and others joined their friends like Vincent Melillo, who 

“…didn’t want to be left out.”493 Still others were strongly coerced into joining, as reports 

prove many stateside commanders emptied their unit brigs towards the call. The 5307th 

was known under a number of titles during its existence such as Force GALAHAD and 

Merrill’s Marauders, but upon its formation the gaggle of men assembling for training 

created a distinct felling that the unit was a ‘bastard organization.’ Charlton Ogburn 

further captured the makeup of the units, claiming on the San Francisco dock prior to 

their departure that “We’ve got the misfits of half the divisions in the country!”494 The 

training and design of the 5307th was initially left to General Wingate, who envisioned 

his original LRPG on a much grander scale and being a central actor in the prosecution of 

the upcoming campaign.495 Modelled after the Chindits, the 5307th’s three thousand 

soldiers were divided into three separate battalions, each further split into two color-

coded combat teams. Each team could operate individually, containing an I&R platoon, 

heavy weapons section, medical personnel and a demolition squad. Completely supplied 

through air drops due to the isolated and difficult terrain of Burma, the unit was designed 

to operate completely independent of any other support.496 With the creation of the 5307th 

came a much more defined doctrine and established role for irregular units. Designed to 

act independently of the main force, GALAHAD was organized to be as fluid and mobile 

as possible. Inspired by the well-developed British Special Warfare doctrine in place by 
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the mid-1940’s, the 5307th was created along the most well defined and organized 

concept of any American ranger unit in the war. 

 Trained in Deograh, India over a six week period, the soldiers of GALAHAD 

were exposed to many of the same principles of the British Commandos. Utilizing live 

ammunition and extremely difficult physical tests, Wingate and his American 

counterparts worked to create a well-oiled machine. Focusing on leadership and combat 

ability throughout, the program taught a number of irregular techniques to the men. 

Simulated ambushes, sabotage, and hit-and-run raids dominated the training schedule. 

Working with the re-constituted Chindit force and Wingate, a war game was played that 

pit the two forces against one another. A high level of emphasis was placed on the small-

unit capabilities of the soldiers and those leading them, whether they be captains or 

sergeants.497 It was this element of the training that made the original ranger’s appealing 

to the American commanders in 1942, and would become a major push in the 

development of the early American Special Forces. In 1943 however, this sort of training 

was not deemed as something necessary over the long run. American doctrine was not 

developed sufficiently to create this training program, therefore it was completely created 

and administered by Wingate and his staff. Following specialized work with the air 

dropped supplies and the unit pack-mules, the unit was ready to set off. Wingate was 

replaced by the American general in charge of the theater, General Joseph ‘Vinegar Joe’ 

Stilwell, by an American commander for the actual operation. A cavalry officer with 

health issues and minimal irregular and jungle experience, General Frank D. Merrill was 

selected to lead the 5307th towards China. The objective of the newly dubbed ‘Merrill’s 

Marauders’ was to act in concert with a Chinese offensive launched from India. The goal 

was to link up with the remaining Chinese nationalists in China, forging a land route 

between British India and the forces in western China. Behind the Marauder’s advance, a 

team of engineers would hastily construct the ‘Ledo Road.’498 

                                                 
497 Report of Overseas Observations by Colonel Charles N. Hunter. 17 February 1945. Headquarters Army 

Ground Forces, Army War College, Washington, DC. AGF Spec H26. Box 150. National War College 

Library, 1942-1947. Records of Interservice Agencies, RG: 334. NACP. Jones War Diary, 3-8. 
498 The Chinese forces remaining under the command of Chang Kai Shek had been relying heavily on 

Allied air support for necessary supplies. A land route would allow an exponential increase in the amount 

of material shipped to the beleaguered Chinese. Mark Sherry argues that from February to October of 1944, 
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 The Marauder’s first true test came near the village of Walawbum. As the main 

offensive began with two Chinese divisions under the command of General Stilwell, the 

5307th would act in support. Getting behind the veteran Japanese 18th division, Merrill 

and his men set up a series of ambushes and roadblocks in the path of their retreat. 

Following the Chinese assault the Japanese soldiers were forced into the path of the 

Marauders in their entrenched positions. Hasty Japanese attacks were mounted against 

the American positions, resulting in massive casualties on the part of the Japanese.499 The 

I&R platoon from the Orange Team, under the command of Lt. Weston, was in sustained 

contact for nearly half a day and utilized continuous fire support from his battalions’ 

mortar section to secure their safety and eventual retreat from increasingly Japanese 

pressure. Weston500 Walawbum was a massive success for the Marauders and the allied 

campaign. The Chinese divisions under Stilwell’s command finally relieved the 

Marauder positions after two days of fairly constant contact with the Japanese. This was 

not a problem in this instance, as the Marauders were properly entrenched. Prolonged 

contact was no in the design of the 5307th. The unit did not lack the proper firepower of a 

conventional unit its size, the regimental force lacked the organic artillery and support 

structures of even a standard infantry battalion. The division of the battalions into combat 

teams allowed for greater mobility but dampened the combat capabilities of the unit in 

pitched engagements with more heavily equipped Japanese forces.501 In addition to these 

combat challenges, the minimal supply provided by the air drops combined with the 

Burmese climate and the heavy mileage forced upon the Marauders in their maneuvers 

created a poor health environment for the unit. By the conclusion of the Walawbum 

operations over two hundred Marauders had been incapacitated by malaria, dengue fever, 

                                                 
before the completion of the land route, only 18000 tons of supplies were able to be shipped. Following the 

link-up, nearly 60,000 tons of eupplies could be shipped each month. Sherry, Mark D. China Defensive. 

Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army Center of Military History, 1996. p. 15 
499Estimated casualties at the Battle of Walawbum were 800 Japanese KIA while 45 Marauders became 

casualties, with only 8 KIA. Center of Military History. Merrill's Marauders, February - May 1944. 

Washington, D.C.: Center of Military History, U.S. Army, 1990. 40-43. 
500 Recommended Tactical Formations for Small Units in Jungle Warfare. Lt Logan Weston to Colonel 

Bush, Army War College. 23 October 1944. D 787.25 W52. DRL. 
501 Taylor, Thomas H., and Martin, Robert J., Rangers: Lead the Way Turner Publishing Co, 1997. 6-8. 
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dysentery, and other illnesses. These men were evacuated back to friendly lines, 

foreshadowing of what awaited the rest of the Marauders.502 

 Following the successful action at Walawbum, the Marauders were split in two 

and sent around the flanks of their next objectives, the towns of Shaduzup and 

Inkangahtawng. The 1st Battalion would assault and hold Shaduzup while the 2nd and 3rd 

Battalions would set up roadblocks south of their objective in preparation for the Chinese 

assault following them.503 Upon reaching their objective, the men of the 1st Battalion 

conducted multiple reconnaissance patrols without detection by the large Japanese 

garrison in the village. Several close calls gave the men a good idea of their enemy and 

his position. Major Johnson of the White Combat team planned a pre-dawn raid into the 

Japanese camp.504 Beginning at 3 am, the Marauders began slowly wading across the 

Mogaung River that separated the two forces. In place at dawn, six platoons launched 

their assault on the unsuspecting and largely asleep camp. “Consternation and Confusion” 

do not half way describe the scene” recalls Major Jones, as bayonets, grenades, and 

submachine guns made quick work of the startled Japanese, many without their pants.505 

The melee was over in a matter of minutes and the Marauders began digging in for the 

eventual counterattack they were less than equipped to handle. This operation is widely 

reminiscent of Darby’s Rangers and their raid on the Sened Station, but the Marauders 

were tasked with assaulting and then holding the position until relieved. Holding the 

camp for over 24 hours, the defensive perimeter was tested continuously by Japanese 

counterattacks. The 2nd and 3rd Battalions were not so lucky. Split once again into 

individual battalions, they were tasked with holding new positions near the small village 

Nhpum Ga, these small raiding forces were forced to withstand prolonged Japanese 

pressure for over two weeks before they could be relieved. Surrounded and under 

constant artillery fire, the unit lacked proper food, water and ammunition. Constrained to 

                                                 
502 Hopkins, James (M.D.), Stelling, Henry (M.D.), and Voorhees, Tracy S., “The Marauders And The 

Microbes: A Record of Righteous Indignation”, Infantry Journal 64, March 1949. The medical condition of 

the 5307th would claim the vast majority of its members by the end of the campaign, further damaging the 

unit’s combat abilities. 
503 Jones War Diary, 50-51. 
504 Ibid, 56-7. 
505 Osborne, Lt Colonel William L. “Shaduzup” Infantry Journal. April 1950. Washington, D.C.: United 

States Infantry Association, 1910-1950. Jones War Diary, 57-58. 
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a small perimeter within the village, the only water source available was quickly made 

out of reach by continual Japanese attacks. When the 2nd Battalion was finally relieved by 

members of 1st and 3rd Battalions, nearly one thousand Marauders had become casualties, 

either in combat or through malnourishment and disease.506 By Easter Sunday of 1944, 

the entire strength of the unit had been reduced by a third. Having marched five hundred 

miles, those that were not casualties were exhausted and suffering from deteriorating 

health.507 General Frank Merrill suffered a heart attack during the defense of Nhpum Ga, 

and was forced to retire to the rear of the advance. Beaten, bruised and weakened, the 

Marauders were forced into an extremely disadvantageous position at Nhpum Ga. 

General Stilwell had made the change in objective in reference to the changing 

circumstances of the Chinese advance, not understanding the Marauder’s inability to 

properly complete such a task. Stilwell’s further refusal to properly employ the 

Marauders is demonstrated by their final task. 

 The all-weather air field at Myitkyina represented the ultimate prize for Stilwell 

and the CBI campaign. Situated in a very strategically aligned position, the airfield and 

its position on the Irrawaddy river and Rangoon railroad, Myitkyina was the key to 

retaking Burma from the Japanese. The oncoming fall monsoon season pressed the 

capture of the position towards an immediate priority. The failure to capture that airfield 

would have labelled the rest of the campaign basically useless, as no consolidation over 

the territory could take place during the monsoons.508 Unable to completely rely on his 

Chinese divisions due to political reasons and overall ability, Stilwell was forced to ask 

GALAHAD to take lead on the assault on the most heavily protected Japanese position in 

Burma. The men of the 5307th were dumbfounded. Following continued sickness, only 

1400 of the original 3000 remained in action, and those men still standing were shadows 

of their former selves.509 The trek to Myitkyina was over the steepest mountains in the 

                                                 
506 Report on the Offensive at Nhpum Ga. Logan Weston. April 10 1944. D 787.25 W52. DRL. 
507 Jones War Diary, 126-127. 
508 Stilwell, Joseph Warren, and Theodore H. White. The Stilwell Papers. New York: W. Sloane, 1948. 

287-288. Latimer, Burma, 272-274. 
509 Following the end of the Nhpum Ga operation, Jones provides a complete rundown on the casualties and 

confirmed kills of the unit from February to April, representing his thoughts about the conclusion of the 

campaign. He and other Marauders clearly believed the unit could and should not be employed again in 

their current state. Jones War Diary, 132. 
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country, more than 6000 vertical feet of razor sharp ridges of the Kumon range. Stilwell 

had no choice in his mind, and had to secure the campaign, even “at the expense of the 

one American infantry unit in the theater.”510 Those that survived this moment would 

remember it and Stilwell with a seething anger and utter confusion. Major Ogburn 

recorded his thoughts as the men stepped off for Myitkyina:  

“We set off with that what-the-hell-did-you-expect-anyway spirit that served the 

5307th [GALAHAD] in place of morale, and I dare say served it better. Mere 

morale would never have carried us through the country we now had to cross… 

The saw-toothed ridges would have been difficult enough to traverse when dry. 

Greased with mud, the trail that went over them was all but impossible.”511 

Arriving at the airfield in mid-May, the Marauders launched a successful surprise attack 

from the mountains, and secured the airfield and the nearby vicinity in less than a day. 

Chinese reinforcements began landing at the airfield before nightfall.512 Some 7000 

Japanese defenders still held the town of Myitkyina, threatening the airfield. The fight 

would persist through the summer, with the Marauders assuming a central position in the 

door to door, street to street clearing of the town. When the last pocket of resistance was 

cleared on August 3rd, only two hundred Marauders remained combat effective. Over 

seven hundred men had been killed, wounded or evacuated for disease during the March 

to and fight for the airfield itself.513 The 5307th was officially deactivated on August 10th, 

shortly after receiving the ‘Distinguished Unit Citation’ for their numerous high-priced 

victories. The 5307th was disbanded a broken fragment of their original form.514 They 

travelled over seven hundred miles in four months and fought in five major engagements, 

and over 30 smaller frays. The Marauders were chewed up by disease, the Japanese, and 

misuse. Formulated along the most well defined doctrine and concept of any ranger unit 

                                                 
510 Quoted in Tuchman, Stillwell in China, 445. And Ogburn, Marauders, 226. 
511Ogburn, The Marauders. 229-230. 
512 The nearby village of Pamati was also secured during the first attack, as the site of an all-important ferry 

on the Irrawaddy River. Jones War Diary, 145-147. Stilwell Papers, 295-297. 
513 For Casualty Figures see: Hunter, Galahad, 215. ; Tuchman, Stilwell in China, 449-451. 
514 The 5307th was reorganized into the 475th Infantry shortly after their deactivation and merged with the 

124th Cavalry to form a new long-range penetration group, the Mars Task Force. None of the original 

Marauders were involved in the Mars force, but they provided its blueprint. This new unit continued the 

fight in Burma until January of 1945. The “Marsmen” were then transferred to China where they trained 

Chinese troops until the unit was disbanded in July of 1945. The dormant 475th would later be re-

designated the 75th Infantry, which would eventually form the 75th Ranger Regiment. Adams, Thomas K. , 

US Special Operations Forces in Action: The Challenges of Unconventional Warfare. London: Frank 

Class, 1998. 157. 
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in the war, the Marauders’ experiences in Burma represent that the American military’s 

failure to understand the capabilities and limitations of such specialized units. The abuse 

and misuse of the Marauders demonstrate the lack of a defined role within the American 

martial culture for irregular units and warfare, which would only develop when the U.S. 

military created its own special and irregular warfare doctrine. 

 As Merrill and his Marauders were fighting through their campaign in Burma, a 

different manifestation of the ranger concept was forming in the Pacific. In the hills 

surrounding Port Moresby in New Guinea, a group of soldiers took a totally different 

path towards becoming rangers.  After twelve full months of training, the unit undertook 

and completed a number of successful raids, including the most successful prison rescue 

raid in American military history. The 6th Ranger Battalion represents the only ranger 

unit formed during the war completely free of British input for their training or design. 

Inspired by the 6th Army’s Alamo Scouts and Marine Raider Battalions, the 6th Rangers 

represent an anomaly among the rangers of the Second World War as the only unit to be 

successfully employed in its designed role throughout the war. Unlike the European 

theater Rangers and the 5307th Composite in Burma, the 6th Battalion was never asked or 

forced into a role it was not designed for. 

 The success of the 6th Ranger Battalion can be retraced to the overall commanders 

of the theater they participated in: General Douglass MacArthur, the Supreme 

Commander of the Southwest Pacific Area  and Lt. General Walter Krueger of the U.S. 

6th Army. Both men served extensively in the Philippines and the region prior to the 

outbreak of the war, and therefore recognized the nuances of combat in the theater. Both 

men were also quite open to tactical and strategic flexibility, and it is this characteristic 

that created a favorable environment for the creation of the 6th Rangers.515 General 

Krueger provided the initial inspiration for the unit, in his quest to secure more accurate 

and up to date intelligence for his command. The heavily jungled terrain of the southwest 

Pacific made aerial intelligence gathering less than successful, and the 6th Army 

                                                 
515 Both MacArthur and Krueger were older officers at the outbreak of World War II, having joined the 

Army prior to the First World War. Historians argue that the long careers enjoyed by these men were quite 

influential in their ability to look for, see, and embrace tactical and strategic change during the Second 

World War. Leary, William M. We Shall Return!: MacArthur's Commanders and the Defeat of Japan, 

1942-1945. Lexington, Ky: University Press of Kentucky, 1988. 1-2, 60-71, 186. 
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possessed no organic intelligence gathering capabilities. Conventional infantry units 

lacked the training and doctrine to conduct effective patrols. With this in mind, General 

Krueger authorized the formation of the ‘Alamo Scouts’ in November of 1943. 

Volunteers were hand selected for participation from the men of the 6th Army along with 

a number of Filipino-Americans in anticipation of future activities in the Philippines. 

Following a training regime, the Alamo Scouts were organized into ten combat teams 

which each consisting of an officer and six or seven enlisted men. Beginning in the early 

months of 1944, the teams began conducting intelligence patrols around New Guinea and 

other future areas of operation. The Alamo scouts were highly successful in their 

reconnaissance role, but avoided any combat if possible due to their small size.516 A few 

years prior, the United States Marine Corps had begun experimenting with specialized 

reconnaissance and raiding units as well, the Marine Raider Battalions. In the early days 

of the Pacific war, two battalions of Marines were detached from their parent unit and 

trained to operate independently. Led by Major Evans Carlson and Lt. Colonel Merritt 

Edson, the two groups conducted successful operations on Guadalcanal before and during 

the American invasion and across the following campaigns. Major Carlson brought 

considerable irregular warfare experience to the unit, and was a major influence in their 

creation.517 Unlike the Alamo Scouts, the Marine Raiders largely operated in company 

size and engaged in combat regularly. Like many of the European ranger units, the 

Marines increasingly were utilized as conventional infantry as the war progressed. As 

manpower demands increased for the Marine Corps, the battalions were disbanded and 

reorganized as more conventional units in the opening months of 1944.518 Following 

                                                 
516 The Alamo Scouts proved highly effective, not losing a single man in the first sixty missions conducted. 

The Scouts patrolled possible landing beaches, set up long term observation posts, and worked towards 

rescuing American POWs in Japanese garrisons. U.S War Department, Military Intelligence Service. “The 

Alamo Scouts – 6th Army”. U.S. Army Intelligence, 1941-48. Box 874, RG: 319. NACP.  
517 The Marine Raider program was formed by order of President Roosevelt, after hearing proposals from 

his son,   Major Evans Carlson, and Colonel William Donovan who would go on as one of the progenitors 

of the American Special Forces. Carlson brought a wealth of irregular warfare experience from his time in 

the Punitive Expedition in Mexico, the Occupation of Nicaragua, and his time in China observing 

Communist guerrilla warfare. For biography of Evan Carlson and his experiences prewar, see: Blankfort, 

Micheal. The Big Yankee: The Life of Carlson of the Raiders. Boston, MA: Little, Brown and Company, 

1947.  
518 In total 6 Marine Raider Battalions would be formed. For further discussion of this program and its 

experiences, see: Crowl, Philip. The U.S. Marines and Amphibious War: Its Theory and Practice in the 

Pacific. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1951. 65,154,172. ; Ladd, James D. Commandos and 

Rangers of World War II. New York: St. Martin's Press, 1978. 95-105. ; Millett, Allan Reed. Semper 
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these two examples, MacArthur and Krueger discussed the creation of an Army unit that 

could theoretically fulfill both roles: reconnaissance and irregular raiding missions. In 

December MacArthur authorized the creation of a unit for “employment on amphibious 

raids and diversionary attacks of limited duration.”519 

 Not able to recruit from anywhere but his own command, General Krueger turned 

to an extremely unlikely source for his new unit. The 98th Field Artillery Battalion was a 

pack artillery unit that was designed to utilize 800 mules to transport its weapons and 

supplies in combat. Realizing the unit was incredibly obsolete, Krueger reorganized the 

98th into the 6th Ranger Battalion. Removing the artillery officers, mules, heavy guns, and 

over half of the original men, Krueger set down to transform the unit into a light raiding 

force for service in the coming campaigns. Lt. Colonel Henry Mucci was chosen to train 

and command the unit. A West Point graduate and survivor of Pearl Harbor, Mucci had 

served as a battalion commander in the 24th Infantry Division stationed in Hawaii where 

he worked unofficially with irregular training.520 Mucci and the new rangers spent the 

next six months training in New Guinea. Focusing on infantry tactics, small unit 

maneuvers, and physical fitness. Volunteers undergoing the training remember it as 

incredibly difficult, both mentally and physically. If they weren’t marching, they were 

drilling with their weapons. Sergeant William Vanderson volunteered for Ranger 

training, and after its completion felt that it instilled in him the ability to “save his life, 

while making sure the enemy gave his.”521 Specialized training taught the men 

amphibious landing techniques, with an emphasis on night landings in smaller rubber 

boats. Mucci and Krueger worked on a number of organizational structures for the unit, 

starting first with the European ranger model. A number of changes had to be made in 
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adaption to the nature of warfare in the Pacific, most notably was the removal of all 

heavy weapons including machine guns. Instead the rangers equipped themselves with 

lighter and easier to handle weapons like the Browning Automatic Rifle, affectionately 

known as the B.A.R.522 The 6th Ranger Battalion represents the most organic attempt at 

forming a ranger unit from scratch, there was no foreign influence or guidance just the 

inspiration of the ETO rangers, Alamo Scouts, and Marine Raiders. 

 “Our mission was to land on Dinagat and Homonhon Islands of the Philippine 

Group and secure the entrance to Leyte Gulf.” The 6th Ranger Battalion’s first mission 

proved to be the opening salvo of the American return to the Philippines. Landing ahead 

of the main invasion force, the rangers stepped ashore at 8 am and had secured the 

minimally garrisoned islands by the afternoon. During the operation, a Japanese 

encampment was cleared and a ranger found a carefully folded American flag amongst 

the possessions of an enemy officer. This was the first American flag re-captured from 

the Japanese in the Philippines and was ceremonially presented to General Krueger 

following the success of the operation.523 Continuing through the campaign in the 

Philippines, the 6th Ranger Battalion conducted a number of similar pre-invasion 

operations as well as reconnaissance patrols in the days following a successful 

amphibious invasion. The rangers were again the first ashore during the invasion of the 

main island of Luzon, landing in the Lingayen Gulf in January 1945. Once on Luzon, the 

rangers’ most well-known action took place, with the prison rescue raid at Cabanatuan. 

At the end of January, in a nighttime operation the rangers along with a contingent of 

Alamo Scouts and partisan forces rescued over five hundred Allied prisoners in a rapid 

hit and run raid. Colonel Mucci led the raid himself along 121 rangers from the unit. The 

raid was an incredibly popular moment, with numerous newspapers stories and a national 

press tour for some of the prisoners and their rescuers.524 Following the raid the unit was 

                                                 
522 For training and Organization of 6th Rangers see: “Table of Organization 7-87: Ranger Company, 

Ranger Infantry Battalion” 29 February 1944. Organizational History Collection, USAHEC. ; “History of 

6th Ranger Battalion in KING II Operation” World War II Operations Reports. INBN-6-0.3, Box 16919. 

RG: 407. NACP. 
523 The operations in the gulf islands were relatively quiet, with only sporadic Japanese resistance. “History 

of 6th Ranger Battalion in King II Operation.”; Captain Arthur Simmons, Co. B., 6th Ranger Bn, report to 

Adjutant General. 7 February 1945. INBN-6-0.3. Box 16919, RG: 407. NACP. 
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the Bataan Death march and the defense of Corregidor in 1941. Ten of the rangers involved were flown 
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tasked with a number of reconnaissance patrols behind enemy lines across the island of 

Luzon. On multiple occasions, like a March 1945 patrol in the Baguio Trinidad area north 

of Manila, the rangers were inserted with the Filipino guerrilla forces in the countryside 

to assist in the defeat of remaining Japanese forces. Conducting small patrols in the 

mountains and providing information for air strikes, the rangers acted in concert with 

partisan forces in harassing the Japanese efforts.525 Despite the successes of the 6th 

Rangers, the army made little effort at studying their raids or cooperation with native 

forces. Disbanded at the end of war, the anomaly of the 6th Ranger Battalion’s 

experiences did little to establish functional doctrine within the U.S. Army despite its 

rather successful existence. 

 By the conclusion of the Second World War the United States Army had 

authorized, trained, employed, and disbanded six Ranger Battalions and the 5307th 

Composite Unit. An experiment in the implementation of irregular warfare, these units 

represent the re-manifestation of the modern American Ranger. Borrowing largely from 

the British mold, these units were created and utilized by an American military that 

largely did not properly understand or condone irregular warfare and its applications 

within specialized units. Largely deemed ineffective by their commanders, despite the 

vast misuse of the majority of the units, the American military developed very little 

doctrine concerning the uses of rangers and their warfare. The most positive effect of the 

ranger’s World War II experience lay in the American martial culture. A generation of 

ranger veterans were forged across the multiple theaters, a group that would form the 

very core of the Special Forces revolution of the 1950’s and 60’s. Secondly, the 

American public got its first introduction to the modern American Ranger. Notions of 

‘elite’ and specialized units conducting high-profile raids and missions became very 

                                                 
home and toured the nation to sell war bonds and drum up further support for the ongoing war. The raid 
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popular within the American people, and would feed directly into the evolution of the 

American military as it settled into the Cold War. 

 

‘The Spirit of the Bayonet’ 

 “Sir!” Captain Dorsey Anderson of the 4th Ranger Infantry Company turned to see 

his radio operator extending the handset towards him. On the other end was Anderson’s 

2nd platoon leader, Lieutenant Warren. The roar of small arms fire and machine gun 

bursts were audible where Anderson was standing, but over through the radio he could 

barely hear his Warren as he yelled. “We are pulling back, there’s no going forward from 

here!” A minute later a grenade landed at the young lieutenant’s feet, severely wounding 

him and knocked him out of the fight. Thirty minutes prior to the radio call, the forty men 

of the 2nd platoon had been assaulted by an estimated two hundred Chinese soldiers mass. 

Accurate machine gun fire and close in artillery support kept the assault at bay, but as 

ammunition ran low and casualties mounted Warren made the call to pullback towards 

the ranger’s beachhead behind them. The grenade burst that wounded Warren broke the 

defensive perimeter, and many of the rangers began retreating in small groups. As 

Captain Anderson surveyed the situation and attempted to reinforce the crumbling 

position occupied by the shadow of 2nd platoon, he stopped for a moment and gazed at 

their objective. The Hwachon Dam stood ominously above the scattered firefights 

occurring on its flanks. The Chinese defenders occupying the high ground on its twin 

approaches were heavily entrenched. Anderson and the 4th Ranger Company’s original 

mission was to secretly infiltrate the dam, sabotage its mechanisms with explosive 

charges, and retreat to safety without being noticed. Now Anderson was struggling to reel 

in his beleaguered company as they ran out of ammo and functioning bodies. By four 

o’clock in the afternoon, Anderson received the order to pull his men back across the 

waterway, the captain would not step foot on the safe side of the water until almost nine 

that evening.526 

                                                 
526 After Action Interview: Captain Dorsey Anderson, Commanding Officer, 4th Ranger Infantry Company 
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Blumenson, AGC. 3rd Historical Detachment. DRL. Black, Robert. Rangers in Korea. New York: Ivy 

Books, 1989. 121-124. 
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 Eighteen hours of intense combat had all but consumed the 4th Ranger Company 

on that April day in 1951. The American assault on the Hwachon Dam was a total 

disaster, and the rangers served as the poster child of that failure. The mission to assault 

the dam was only given to Anderson and his men the day before, with the details of the 

plan not being disseminated until 11 o’clock the night before. In his after action report 

Anderson argued that command indecision and lack of proper planning and design 

doomed the mission from the start. “Plans for this type of operation must be very 

detailed, and the troops should be rested and rehearsed beforehand.”527 Like the rangers 

of World War II, Captain Dorsey’s 4th Rangers and the rest of the Korean War rangers 

would consistently be misunderstood or misused in their application. Prevailing opinions 

concerning the ranger concept worked to make this issue even worse. A staff study 

conducted in late 1950 labeled two competing schools of thought when it came to the 

ranger concept. First, a predominant line of thinking visualizes rangers as ‘elite’ or 

‘shock’ troops. Viewing the rangers as tactical linchpins in both offensive and defensive 

combat situations. Adversely, as supported by official Army doctrine, the Korean Ranger 

unit’s mission was to “infiltrate through enemy lines and attack command posts, artillery, 

tank parks, and key communication centers or facilities.”528 These two competing visions 

represent the growing divide within the American military culture. Anderson’s 4th Ranger 

Infantry Company was one of fifteen companies in total raised during the Korean War, 

and as the above official doctrine states their primary focus was centered on irregular 

activities. Further supporting this doctrine was the publication of the U.S. Army’s Field 

Manual 31-21- Organization and Conduct of Guerrilla Warfare in 1951. Still referring to 

the subject as guerrilla warfare, the manual outlined a broad definition that defined 

operations “…with the objective of harassing, delaying, and disrupting military 

operations of the enemy.” Going forward, the manual argues that this form of warfare 

was normally reserved for partisan and irregular forces, but may be utilized by “…regular 

forces which have been cut off behind enemy lines.”529 With a new defined spectrum of 

                                                 
527 Ibid. 7. 
528 Staff Study on Ranger Type Units. By Ranger Training Center, Fort Benning, GA. 26 December 1950. 
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529 The label of ‘first American special warfare’ manual is difficult to apply, as a number of manuals and 

reports were created during this time period. Many historians point to the Marine Corps.’ 1940 Small Wars 

Manual, but for the purposes of this study the original army texts are more relevant. United States Army. 
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guerrilla and irregular warfare, the Army’s publication demonstrates the growing 

acceptance of these modes of warfare within the American military and continued efforts 

to develop doctrine in employing those means. The Korean War Rangers demonstrate 

another attempt at utilizing irregular means alongside more conventional American 

military structures, which while not effective in the field adds the first permanent 

structure of the rangers in the modern American military: The Ranger School at Fort 

Benning. 

 The short five years between the Second World War and the UN action in Korea 

witnessed the outbreak of Cold War; a four decade long ideological struggle between the 

United States and the Soviet Union, Democracy and Communism, and West and East. 

Dropping the atomic bombs on Japan forever changed the face of global warfare, 

instituting a swift evolution in both American foreign policy and martial culture.530 As 

the United States and the Soviet Union jockeyed for position and influence in the post-

war world, the United States military underwent a modernizing transformation in both 

structure and mindset. The National Security Act of 1947 signified this change with the 

creation of the modern Department of Defense, the National Security Council, and the 

Central Intelligence Agency. Bringing all of the armed services together under one 

unified department, and creating a separate department of the Air Force, looked to create 

a more efficient and cohesive system for defense in the increasingly hostile Cold War 

atmosphere.531 As the United States looked to secure its position globally as well as the 

positions of its allied nations, the landscape of warfare began to appear very differently. 

                                                 
Field Manual 31-21, Organization and Conduct of Guerrilla Warfare. Washington, D.C.: Department of 

the Army, 1951. 
530 In the short interim between World War II and Korea, the U.S. and USSR quickly spiraled into the Cold 

War. With each nation pushing to grow its ‘sphere of influence’ on the global stage, the threat of conflict 

grew ever higher. The opening phases of the Cold War in Europe and the global stages are well 

documented by historians. Adrian Lewis delivers a concise and succinct history of the opening days of the 

Cold War. Lewis, Adrian, The American Culture of War, 65-70. For further discussion of the early period 

of the Cold War and its causes, see: Gaddis, John Lewis. The United States and the Origins of the Cold 

War, 1941-1947. New York: Columbia University Press, 2000. ; Levering, Ralph B. Debating the Origins 

of the Cold War: American and Russian Perspectives. Lanham, Md: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 

2002. 
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comprised of the head of each department. “National Security Act of 1947”. Enrolled Acts and Resolutions 
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George Kennan’s introduction of the ‘containment’ policy pushed the American defense 

policy towards a more active role in global politics, and the United States military and its 

martial culture were forced to change right along with it. 

 Kennan argued that the Soviet Union was at its core an unstable nation with 

expansionist policies that could not peacefully co-exist with nations of different 

ideologies. Recommending that the U.S. enter into a “…policy of containment, designed 

to confront the Russians with unalterable counter-force at every point where they show 

signs of encroaching upon the interests of a peaceful and stable world.”532 Seizing upon 

these principles, the United States transitioned into an aggressive foreign policy aimed at 

stemming any Soviet expansion for the remainder of the Cold War. Originally, the central 

deterrent to Soviet expansion was the threat of American atomic weaponry. The success 

of strategic bombing campaigns in World War II and the eventual atomic bombings of 

Japan solidified in many American military mindsets that the Air Force would assume the 

primacy amongst the armed services. President Harry Truman’s 1947 Air Policy 

Commission and the development of the Strategic Air Command under General Curtis Le 

May in the late 1940’s and 50’s demonstrates that the American martial culture 

increasingly relied on the ability of American air power to be the decisive actor in future 

warfare.533 At the heart of these policy and structural transformations lay the United 

States Army, and a burning question as to its future role in the new era of atomic warfare 

and the Cold War. Proponents of air power envisioned a small defensive-minded ground 

force utilized for garrison duty and protection of air bases. By 1948, the U.S. Army was 

well on its way down this path, numbering only 500,000 strong when General Omar 

Bradley took over as Army Chief of Staff.534 Bradley stated that the Army would serve 

                                                 
532 Kennan, George, “The Sources of Soviet Conduct.” Foreign Affairs, New York: Council on Foreign 

Relations, 1947. Vol. 24, No. 4. 566-582. 
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Washington: U.S. G.P.O., 1948. General Curtis LeMay took over the Strategic Air Command in 1948, and 
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primarily as support to the Air Force. “Success in modern war can come only through a 

carefully planned employment of balanced land, sea, and air forces operating as a team.” 

He then follows by outlining the army’s obvious backseat role to the Air Force in this 

new warfare: “…the land forces -- the Army -- will be responsible for seizing and 

holding bases from which the air effort may be most effectively launched….The Army 

will also play a large part in preventing the enemy from holding bases from which he can 

attack our bases and the United States itself…”535 America’s new martial culture and the 

military it was creating would be tested almost immediately with the outbreak of the 

Korean War in the summer of 1950.536 

 Descended upon in the wake of World War II, the Korean peninsula served as one 

of the first and primary arenas of the young Cold War. Split in two following the defeat 

of its’ Japanese occupiers, Korea was divided into a Democratic South supported by the 

United States and a Communist North supported by the Soviet Union. Both of these new 

nations were constructed in the image of their Cold War ‘big brothers’ and privy to the 

politics of mounting global tensions.537 Desiring unification and the total control of the 

peninsula, Kim Il Sung the leader of North Korea, prepared and launched an invasion of 

                                                 
Eisenhower. Final Report of the Chief of Staff, United States Army, to the Secretary of the Army. 
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his southern neighbor in June of 1950. Using a Soviet equipped and funded force, the 

People’s Army of Korea (PKA) overwhelmed the much lighter equipped Republic of 

Korean (ROK) forces and gained a massive amount of territory in the opening weeks of 

the conflict.538 Seoul, the capitol of South Korea, fell in three days to the advancing PKA 

and the ROK military was retreating at full speed southward.539 The United Nations 

passed U.N. Security Council Resolution 82 two days after the invasion, recommending 

military assistance to the Republic of Korea.540 In the weeks following President Truman 

committed the United States to lead the U.N. mission aimed at maintaining a free South 

Korea. He first pledged only air and naval support, but shortly thereafter promised the 

introduction of ground troops. General Omar Bradley, then serving as Chairmen of the 

Joint Chiefs of Staff, declared Korea was not a situation for appeasement as the United 

States and Europe had done in reaction to Adolf Hitler’s aggressions in the late 1930’s 

but was instead the place to “Draw the Line” against the Communist threat.541 

 With the introduction of U.S. combat troops in early July, the PKA advance was 

not deterred. Task Force Smith, a combat team from the 24th Infantry Regiment, was the 

first to engage the North Korean forces and was resoundingly defeated. The U.S. and 

ROK forces were pushed down the peninsula until they were essentially bottled up in the 

southern tip of Korea, near the town of Pusan. This pocket of resistance would be dubbed 

the Pusan perimeter, and by mid-September this was all that stood between Kim Il Sung’s 

PKA and the complete unification of the Korean peninsula.542 The PKA had proved to be 

                                                 
538 The scholarship is still relatively divided on the origins of the North Korean invasion attempt and the 
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of the Korean War. Washington, D.C.: Brassey's, 2001. ; Chen, Jian. China's Road to the Korean War: The 

Making of the Sino-American Confrontation. New York: Columbia University Press, 1994. 
539 Formulated following a study of compiled Eighth Army After Action reports, this narrative delivers a 

concise and manageable narrative of the major ebbs and flows of the conflict and American involvement 
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an efficient military machine as they forced the U.S. south, one of the more effective 

strategies utilized by the PKA were raids. The North Koreans raided behind the U.S. lines 

extensively during their initial advance southward. These raids were undertaken by both 

uniformed units of the PKA and operatives dressed as refugees headed south. As the 

KPA advanced south, the civilians of South Korea attempted to head south so as to avoid 

the communist rule of the north as it swallowed up the Republic of Korea. The raiders 

would sneak behind the retreating American lines and cut communication lines, set 

roadblocks and ambushes, raid command posts and artillery bases, and anything else they 

could do to disrupt the American effort.543 These raids were executed with a ruthless 

brutality that ignored any rules of decency or morality that the U.S. soldiers expected. 

The KPA raiders used truce flags as a lure for ambushes, executed prisoners, and even 

used the fleeing refugees as human shields for assaults.544 Once again the motivation and 

inspiration for the formation of American ranger units would come from a foreign source, 

as Army officers routinely complained about the impact of these raids and the inability of 

conduct such missions themselves. 

 Requests from Army commanders on the ground in Korea begin to collect at the 

Far East Command (FECOM) in Tokyo. Led by Army Chief of Staff General Lawton 

Collins and with General McArthur’s approval, the formation of ad-organic ranger and 

marauder units was authorized in August as further discussions were held to 

institutionalize the process. One of the earliest raiding units formed during the war was 

the 8213Th Army Unit, better known as the 8th Army Ranger Company (8ARC). Created 

and led by Lt. Ralph Puckett, the unit trained itself and was attached to the 25th Infantry 

Regiment as the American led U.N forces pushed the North Korean advance 

northward.545 Formed into a mobile light raiding force, Puckett and his small group of 

sixty men conducted patrols, set ambushes, and captured prisoners alongside the 

advancing Allied force. Lt. Puckett and his men continually refined their technique and 
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doctrine as they completed tasks, always looking for ways to improve on their ad-hoc 

training.546 Following McArthur’s daring amphibious landing at Inchon, the KPA were 

forced into a hasty retreat as the U.S. Army and Marine Crops steadily advanced 

northward and across the border into North Korea. The initial success of the 8ARC 

impressed FECOM and justified General Collins initial authorization, leading the Army 

Field Force command to authorize a training program and the creation of a ranger 

company for each division in the Army. Each ranger had to be airborne qualified, so to 

save time the Army looked to the 82nd Airborne division for the first round of volunteers. 

The training center was established at Fort Benning and the recruits for the 1st class 

arrived in late September.547  

 The Ranger Training Center formed at Fort Benning attempted to bridge the gap 

between commonly held perceptions of ranger units and the prescribed concept of the 

newly forming rangers. Combining the two, the new rangers were labelled ‘specially 

trained infantry troops’ with the capacity to gain entry into enemy rear areas. The new 

rangers would also be highly effective at ‘offensive and defensive’ operations.548 The 

ranger image created at Fort Benning increasingly appeared to be a multifunctional 

soldier capable of conventional action as well as well as their prescribed role of 

infiltration and raiding. Like in World War II, this lack of clear doctrine would negatively 

affect the rangers in the field. Colonel John Van Houten was chosen to lead the training 

program at Benning, and he recruited a selection of ranger and O.S.S. veterans from both 

the Pacific and European units to serve alongside him as instructors. Despite Van 

Houten’s lack of ranger training or experience, he became a strong advocate of the 

program.549 The original ranger course lasted six weeks with all the hallmarks of the 

instructors training regimes during World War II: live small-arms and artillery fire, 

extreme physical fitness tests, and a majority of night-time operation. It quickly became 
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obvious during the planning of the training program that a crisis of identity was affecting 

this ranger program from the start. While much of the training focused on kinetic 

irregular warfare techniques like raids, patrols, amphibious landings, and hand to hand 

combat, a certain section of the training cadre pushed for the inclusion of ‘small wars’ 

technique like language skills and cooperative operations with indigenous and native 

forces. Even the veterans in charge of the reconstitution of the ranger unit were unsure of 

its proper doctrine.550 Organizationally this situation was not rectified, as the rangers 

were structured to be extremely light and mobile in combat, but dependent on its parent 

unit for general support functions. Each company contained three platoons of 32 enlisted 

men with minimal heavy weapons, which was not optimal for sustained exposure to 

combat.551 None of the doctrinal issues concerned the American public, as news of the 

ranger reboot spread popular interest in the rangers surged. The ‘Army’s Happy 

Hatchetmen’ had returned.552 

 As the first classes of recruits were completing the new ranger course in Georgia, 

Ralph Puckett and the 8ARC were among the very first Americans to witness the Chinese 

intervention in the Korean conflict. Early November saw Puckett and his men attached to 

Task Force Dolvin and the 89th Medium Tank Battalion, at the very front of the Eighth 

Army’s advance north. Over the preceding months the U.N. advance had taken the North 

Korean capital of Pyongyang and was approaching the northern border with China at the 

Yalu River. Despite continued warnings form the Chinese, MacArthur pressed his 

advance in order to completely destroy the remaining KPA forces.553 Acting as assault 

troops, the 8ARC captured a point titled Hill 205 on November 26th and set up a 

defensive perimeter. Scattered reports of Chinese soldiers began to find their way through 

the American lines, but no sign existed that the Chinese had full intervened in the war. 
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The next night the 8ARC and Lt. Ralph Puckett experienced the full brunt of the Chinese 

entrance into the war as 200,000 Chinese soldiers assaulted the extended U.N. lines 

stretching across the Korean peninsula. Retaining only fifty-one combat capable men and 

relying on what Lt. Puckett referred to as ‘The Spirit of the Bayonet’, the 8ARC fought 

off five separate Chinese assaults over the course of the night before they were finally 

overrun. Close in artillery and air support eventually faded into hand to hand combat 

across the ranger lines. Puckett was wounded in the defense and had to be carried back to 

American lines during the 8ARC’s withdrawal from the hill. The Chinese offensive 

forced the longest retreat in American military history as the Eighth Army and the XX 

Corps of the USMC withdrew over one hundred miles down the Korean peninsula.554 The 

war changed dramatically following the Chinese intervention. As the first ranger 

companies began to arrive in Korea after their training, the conflict they had been created 

for had completely transformed. 

 On December 26th General Matthew Ridgeway took control of the Eighth Army 

and was able to stabilize the situation and halt the retreat, but not until after the KPA and 

Chinese were able to retake Seoul.555 Therefore when the first three Ranger companies 

arrived in Korea in mid-December and early January, they were dropped into one of the 

worst retreats in the history of the U.S. military. Ranger companies were attached to 

Infantry divisions and were under the operational control of those commanders, most of 

whom had conflicting notions on the employment of the rangers. Due to the change in the 

war and misunderstanding of their mission, the Ranger Companies that arrived in Korea 

were rarely used in their designed role and carried out few raids. In all seven Ranger 

companies would be deployed to Korea and attached to divisions. The vast majority of 

the Rangers’ missions simply consisted of assisting in the retreat and plugging holes in 

the lines. More often than not the Ranger companies were used to spearhead assaults of 

defended enemy positions. Just like the Rangers of World War II, when the light Infantry 

force that was the Rangers was asked to assault a defended position, it was being put 

outside its designed role and normally suffered heavy casualties. Several prominent 
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examples exist of Ranger platoons being wasted in assaults of heavy defended positions. 

On February 14th, a platoon of the 1st Ranger Company was tasked with counterattacking 

a breach in their parent division’s defensive perimeter. Less than ten Rangers even 

reached their objective and were driven off almost immediately. A similar situation befell 

a platoon of the 3rd Ranger Company in April at the Battle of Bloody Nose Ridge. The 

platoon lost twenty-four of its thirty-two men in a frontal assault of a heavily entrenched 

Chinese position.556 Captain Dorsey Anderson’s 4th company and their assault on the 

Hwachon Dam is yet another example. Changing war conditions and an uncertain 

identity doomed most of the ranger companies arriving in Korea to ineffective service 

and heavy casualties. As the war settled into a stalemate in the summer of 1951, and 

coincidently the ranger units were disbanded one by one.  

 Debate raged among high level commanders concerning the fate of the ranger 

companies prior to the deactivation. Seeing the changing landscape of the conflict and the 

lack of properly assigned ranger missions, General Maxwell Taylor urged the ranger 

companies disbanded and the trained individuals spread among conventional units to 

boost combat capabilities and morale.557 General Matthew Ridgway saw the rangers as a 

waste of manpower and material and agreed, while Colonel Van Houten and several field 

commanders like Brigadier General J. Bradley of the 25th Infantry Division 

recommended a reorganization of the ranger companies into corps level battalions so that 

they could be better assigned in an attempt to avoid blatant waste and misuse.558 While 

the ranger companies themselves could not be saved, the training center at Fort Benning’s 

fate was still in the air. 

 In an effort to right the wrongs of the ranger experiment in Korea, new Army 

Assistant Chief of Staff Major General Reuben Jenkins approached the ranger concept in 
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a new direction. Agreeing that the ranger companies had not achieved their designed 

purpose, regardless of the complicating factor of misuse, arguing that “We so oversold 

ourselves on the special commando units that we expected small ranger units of 

supermen who could accomplish the impossible!”559 Jenkins envisioned the infiltration 

mission being accomplished by the standard infantry soldier, as long as he was properly 

trained. Looking at the Ranger Training Center as the sole positive product of the 

experiment, he envisioned a course for small unit leaders like captains, lieutenants and 

non-commissioned officers to learn the ranger warfare and bring it back to their men. A 

proposal was accepted to combine the infiltration techniques of the center with the new 

notion of spreading that skill set through conventional units and their officers. The new 

Ranger School would focus on small-unit leadership and ranger tactics as well as provide 

a ranger orientation course for major and general grade officers to better understand the 

implementation of this training.560 The creation of the Army Ranger School at Fort 

Benning demonstrated a major moment of acceptance within the American military and 

martial culture. While the proper place and role of irregular warfare and ‘ranger’ missions 

was yet to be solidified, the institutionalization of the ranger training demonstrated that 

this kind of warfare was viewed as a legitimate boon to young officers in the field and 

that the mission type once viewed completely as irregular and unconventional may yet 

have a place within the American martial culture. 
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Chapter V 

An Evolving Standard 

“…And on the fourth day they spotted us” recalled Specialist Jesse McConnel to 

the Stars and Stripes reporter interviewing him. He and his small reconnaissance team 

had just survived a harrowing nighttime escape under fire during their latest patrol. 

Infiltrated via helicopter four days earlier, the Long Range Reconnaissance Patrol 

(LRRP) team worked their way up deeper into the mountains in an attempt to gather 

accurate intelligence on the enemy activity in the area. Five American soldiers worked 

tirelessly each day of the patrol to keep their position unknown: hours spent motionless, 

no camp fires, and no radio contact. Once spotted by the Viet Cong soldiers, everything 

changed. Breaking radio silence, the patrol’s only goal now was to secure their escape 

before they were overrun by a mass of enemy soldiers. McConnel directed his small team 

quickly down the mountain towards a clearing where they could be evacuated by the 

rapidly approaching helicopters. The retreat was rushed, a normal state of affairs for the 

LRRPs, so the men had to secure themselves to dangling rope harnesses, dubbed 

McGuire Rigs, attached to the skids of the choppers. As they were whisked away only a 

few feet above the tree line, the small team took fire from their Viet Cong pursuers.561 

And thus another typical LRRP patrol was completed, these highly trained individuals 

had executed a multiple day patrol in enemy-controlled territory without detection until 

that fateful moment. Then this patrol turned into what many before it had as well, a 

desperate rush to retrieve the small vulnerable group from the oncoming horde of enemy 

soldiers. McConnel’s story represents the LRRP existence well, one minute a calm 

purpose-driven specialized task and the next a high risk ad-hoc panic.  

Highly representative of the United States’ military experiences in Vietnam, the 

LRRP patrols of men like Jesse McConnel highlight a period of transition and 

uncertainty. As the United States fell deeper into the Cold War with the Soviet Union, 

American military structures evolved to meet the new and shifting challenges. In line 

with the new doctrine of containment the U.S. military increasingly found itself facing 

                                                 
561 Utt, John. “An Ordeal in the Sky: Trapeze Act in A Howling Wind.” Pacific Stars and Stripes. 

November 17, 1967. 11. 
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smaller limited wars around the world in attempts to stem the spread of communist 

influence and ideology. In direct opposition to the large scale conventional and nuclear 

wars the military envisioned at the outset of the Cold War, these limited wars mandated a 

completely different approach and corresponding force for success. The realm of Special 

Warfare quickly gained momentum, as specially trained irregular forces rapidly presented 

themselves as a mandatory addition to conventional forces. As the American Martial 

Culture re-approached its relationship with irregular warfare units and their techniques, 

the U.S. military completely re-defined its conception of irregular warfare modes. The 

development of increasingly supported and defined special warfare doctrines clarified the 

burgeoning realm for American commanders as a shift occurred, placing rangers and 

similar units in a separate category than the developing Special Forces units. By 

examining the fate of the ranger companies and their school in the early days of the Cold 

War, it becomes evident that America’s relationship to guerrilla and irregular warfare 

becomes intensely more clarified. And accepted.  

Beginning as an ad-hoc solution to intelligence issues in the field, the LRRP’s of 

Vietnam eventually evolved into the 75th Ranger Regiment, and their transformation 

presents a mirrored representation of the evolution of American martial cultural and 

institutional acceptance of Special Warfare doctrine and strategy. Existing in the middle 

of the conventional and unconventional warfare worlds, the LRRP’s and rangers of 

Vietnam were regular soldiers adapted for irregular missions. The popularity and 

effective use of the LRRPS, Rangers, and their training program at the Recondo School 

in Vietnam demonstrates a growing acceptance of irregular warfare techniques, tactics, 

and the units designed to operate within the special warfare realm. Following the 

conclusion of the war the United States military completely reorganized itself and its core 

identity, and the ranger became the standard bearer for the new American military and its 

martial culture. The 75th Ranger Regiment of the 1970’s was designed to act as both 

regular infantry and special operations forces. No longer simply labelled as ‘irregular’ in 

nature, the ranger had secured its new place at the cross-roads of conventional and special 

warfare.  

A word on definitions is imperative, as ‘special warfare’ has been constantly re-

defined  as a term and concept over the latter half of the 20th century as its’ study is 
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matured. The Cold War and Vietnam War era requires special attention to definition as 

special warfare was only emerging as a serious topic of interest within the American 

military, as evidenced by one of the first army manuals to discuss and define the subject: 

1951’s FM 31-21 – Organization and Conduct of Guerrilla Warfare. Still referring to the 

subject as guerrilla warfare, the manual outlined a broad definition that defined 

operations “…with the objective of harassing, delaying, and disrupting military 

operations of the enemy.” Going forward, the manual argues that this form of warfare 

was normally reserved for partisan and irregular forces, but may be utilized by “…regular 

forces which have been cut off behind enemy lines.”562 In 1951, Irregular and guerrilla 

warfare was presented less as a favorable and useful strategy and more of a last option for 

U.S. soldiers. This line of thinking falls directly in line with the stance of the United 

States military in the late 1940’s and early 1950’s as the majority of doctrine and 

preparation centered on the threat of large scale conventional and nuclear war with the 

Soviet Union.  

The simplest contemporary definition from early 1960’s can be contributed to 

Secretary of the Army Elvis Stahr.563 He defined special warfare as a “term to embrace 

all military and paramilitary measures and activities related to Unconventional Warfare, 

Counterinsurgency and Psychological warfare.” A simple yet encompassing start. Stahr 

would go on to define special warfare as the capability to “…to fight as guerillas as well 

as against guerillas and also involves the employment of psychological devices to 

undermine the enemy’s will to resist.” 564 Chief amongst this definition is the inclusion of 

Unconventional warfare, which is the broadest of each of the components. 

Unconventional Warfare is defined by the Army as the combination “…of the interrelated 

fields of guerilla warfare, evasion and escape and subversion against hostile states 

                                                 
562 The label of ‘first special warfare’ manual is difficult to apply, as a number of manuals and reports were 

created during this time period. Many historians point to the Marine Corps.’ 1940 Small Wars Manual, but 

for the purposes of this study the original army texts are more relevant. United States Army. Field Manual 

31-21, Organization and Conduct of Guerrilla Warfare. Washington, D.C.: Department of the Army, 1951. 
563 Elvis Stahr served as Secretary of the Army from 1961-1962, a brief yet tumultuous period. Stahr 

endured the Berlin Crisis and the Bay of Pigs fiasco. He also saw the Army re-organized and the expansion 

of Special Warfare directives. Caldera, Louis. “The Honorable Elvis J. Stahr, Jr.” General Orders No. 1. 

Headquarters, Dept of the Army. (Washington, DC: March, 1999). 
564 Paddock, Alfred H. US Army Special Warfare: Its Origins : Psychological and Unconventional 

Warfare, 1941-1952. Washington, D.C.: National Defense University Press, 1982. 2. see also Department 

of the Army. Special Warfare US Army: An Army Specialty. Washington: War Office, 1962. 
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(resistance).”565 These definitions when compiled together, represent a concept of special 

warfare, set aside from conventional military ideas, that focuses on small-scale irregular 

fighting, guerrilla-style efforts and psychologically driven warfare. These tenets are 

aimed at fighting the smaller, limited wars of the latter 20th century with small numbers 

of highly trained individuals and a high utilization of indigenous personnel. 

In the early years of the Cold War the idea of training and fighting an irregular or 

guerrilla war was not a priority for the U.S. Army. The Cold War American military 

focused the vast majority of its resources first on preparing for a large scale conventional 

war with the Soviet Union in Europe. Secondly, the U.S. military as a whole increasingly 

concerned itself with the implementation and deterrence of total and limited nuclear 

warfare as the 1950’s and 60’s pressed forward. Historians agree that instead of 

innovation and subsequent inclusion of these forms of warfare into Army doctrine, the 

Cold War threatened the very existence and role of the U.S. Army as strategic airpower 

and nuclear weapons increasingly dominated strategic doctrine and its development.566 

Continuing through the Vietnam era, historians debate the role and effectiveness of 

Special Forces units and overall unconventional warfare doctrine and strategy. Most 

historians agree that the in the late 1950’s and early 1960’s the United States military, 

with pressure from President John F. Kennedy, experienced a surge of interest and 

development in the realms of counterinsurgency and special warfare doctrine. However 

                                                 
565The updated 1958 version of the guerrilla warfare manual added the term ‘Special Forces’ and ‘special 

warfare’ to the discussion in an official capacity. This title held for continued updates in 1958 and 1961. 

United States. Guerrilla Warfare and Special Forces Operations. Washington, D.C.: Dept. of the Army, 

1968. 
566The scholarship concerning the Cold War American military reaches a general consensus concerning the 

forward development and purpose of the U.S. Army. Brian Linn, Ingo Trauschweizer and Adrian Lewis all 

argue that the Army faced considerable downsizing in both role and physical strength through the 1950’s 

and 60’s. In the face of nuclear warfare, the Army struggled to justify its continued role as large scale 

conventional wars increasingly appeared less likely. The Army’s ultimate answer to this dilemma was the 

‘Flexible Response/Deterrence’ doctrine presented by General Maxwell Taylor and others. The inclusion of 

nuclear weapons within the ‘New Look’ Army operated along this same line of justification. Another firm 

consensus amongst the literature is the minimal dedication to small warfare and irregular doctrine being 

developed and implemented. This study suggests an addendum to that argument that through Vietnam and 

the organic/Ad-Hoc Recondo and LRRP programs, the Army’s commitment to irregular warfare was 

indeed present as early as the late 1950’s and early 1960’s. Linn, Brian McAllister. The Echo of Battle: The 

Army's Way of War. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard University Press, 2009. ; Trauschweizer, Ingo. The Cold 

War U.S. Army: Building Deterrence for Limited War. Lawrence, Kan: University Press of Kansas, 2008. ; 

Lewis, Adrian R. The American Culture of War: The History of U.S. Military Force from World War II to 

Operation Iraqi Freedom. New York: Routledge, 2007. 
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there is a divergence in those who believe in the actual effects of this surge.567 Emerging 

doctrine and the experience of the LRRPs, Rangers and the Recondo program’s 

popularity and wide appeal during the war push this discussion further, arguing that 

ranger and special warfare training and doctrines appealed to commanders in 

Washington, Saigon, and in the field. The continuing acceptance of ranger, Special 

Forces Groups, and other special operations forces and their doctrine as essential pieces 

within the American military culminated in the 1970’s and 80s with the foundation of the 

modern American military and martial culture. 

 

Truth and Freedom 

  Army Chief of Staff General Maxwell Taylor repeatedly cited the “increasing 

danger of so-called small wars” as he and the United States military re-tooled itself in the 

impending hostile shadow of the Cold War.568 Taylor’s opinions would fluctuate wildly 

on the issue, as would the rest of the American military command. Entering into the 

Second World War and the ensuing Cold War, the United States, its’ military, and martial 

culture lacked any contemporary experience in the employment and utilization of 

irregular forces in warfare. Prevailing notions from the prewar period consisted mainly of 

counter-partisan activities, which led the American martial culture into harboring a 

negative attitude towards the employment of irregular units. As the Cold War ensued, and 

the threats of the Soviet Union shifted in makeup, the United States would come to 

embrace the employment of ‘special forces’ units conducting a new brand of ‘Special 

Warfare’. The ranger units of World War II and Korea represent an incremental foray 

                                                 
567 Chief among the detractors is Andrew Krepinevich’s The Army and Vietnam. Arguing that the 1960’s 

Special Warfare boom had little effect on Army training, doctrine and force structure, Krepinevich argues 

that counterinsurgency was largely ignored in the field and had minimal effect on Army strategy. Andrew 

Birtle adds to the scholarship by presenting an opposite viewpoint. Through an in-depth examination of 

doctrine, field manuals, and training curriculum, Birtle argues that the early to mid-1960s represents 

America’s greatest moment of preparedness for waging a counterinsurgency campaign. He continues to 

argue that while doctrine and manuals were present, the civilian agencies’ necessary commitment in 

accompanying the Army’s special warfare mission never materialized, resulting in ineffective results. 

Krepinevich, Andrew F. The Army and Vietnam. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986. 37. ; 

Birtle, A. J. U.S. Army Counterinsurgency and Contingency Operations Doctrine, 1942-1976. Washington, 

D.C.: Center of Military History, U.S. Army, 2006. 278, 350-351. 
568 Quote from “Readiness for the Little War, Optimum Integrated Strategy.” Military Review. Fort 

Leavenworth, KS: US Army Command and General Staff College. Vol 37, April, 1957. 25. 
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into the realm of irregular warfare, focusing on ‘kinetic’ action like raids. In addition to 

the ranger companies, the United States began engaging with a wider array of irregular 

warfare efforts during the early days of World War II.  

The Office of Strategic Studies (O.S.S.) was officially formed in June of 1942, as 

an attempt to institutionalize on-going intelligence gathering efforts in axis-controlled 

Europe. Designed by Colonel William Donovan with inspiration from the British Secret 

Intelligence Service and Special Operations Executive, the O.S.S. represents the first 

American effort at establishing a global intelligence gathering apparatus. Building off of 

scattered ad-hoc efforts by Army, Navy and State department personnel, Donovan and 

the new office engaged in a wide array of activities in both Europe and the Pacific 

theaters. Outside of intelligence gathering, operatives assisted underground resistance 

movements in occupied Europe.  O.S.S. operatives infiltrated enemy territory and 

executed sabotage missions and waged propaganda campaigns, most notably in Nazi 

Germany. The Organization and its members provided and assisted in the training of 

partisan forces for service against enemy forces.569 O.S.S. operations in the Pacific 

theater were extremely effective in supporting and training both Chinese and Vietnamese 

partisan groups as they conducted guerrilla wars. The O.S.S. disbanded in 1945 when the 

war ended, and was replaced by the modern Central Intelligence Agency in the National 

Defense Act of 1947. William Donovan, Aaron Banks, and other O.S.S. commanders and 

operatives created the foundation for later American intelligence and special warfare 

agencies and doctrines. 

                                                 
569

 The O.S.S. enjoys a diverse scholarship, both academic and popular in nature. Serving as the forebearer 

to the modern Central Intelligence Agency and other governmental branches’ intelligence services, the 

Office and its’ personnel left behind an undeniable legacy. For a general introduction to the O.S.S. see: 

Chalou, George C. The Secrets War: The Office of Strategic Services in World War II. Washington, DC: 

National Archives and Records Administration, 1992. For O.S.S. action in Europe see: Katz, Barry 

M. Foreign Intelligence: Research and Analysis in the Office of Strategic Services, 1942–1945. Cambridge: 

Harvard University Press, 1989.; Dulles, Allen, and Neal H. Petersen. From Hitler's Doorstep: The 

Wartime Intelligence Reports of Allen Dulles, 1942-1945. University Park, Pa: Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 1996.; Rudgers, David F. Creating the Secret State: The Origins of the Central 

Intelligence Agency, 1943-1947. Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2000. For O.S.S. activities in the 

Pacific see: Aldrich, Richard J. Intelligence and the War against Japan: Britain, America and the Politics 

of Secret Service. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000; Bartholomew-Feis, Dixee R. The OSS 

and Ho Chi Minh: Unexpected Allies in the War against Japan. Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 

2006. 
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A similar unit was formed during the Korean War: United Nations Partisan 

Infantry Korea (UNPIK). Formed in response to the North Korean raiding parties 

infiltrating the South, UNPIK and the Korean War rangers represent further American 

investment in irregular warfare. Under the battlefield control of the Eighth Army, the 

’White Tigers’ operated behind enemy lines and conducted similar operations as the 

O.S.S. Consisting of North and South Koreans and American advisers, the groups 

operating under UNPIK conducted several fairly prominent operations from island bases 

off the North Korean coast. With American air and naval support, the partisan groups 

conducted hit-and-run missions along the coastline and gathered valuable intelligence. 

The program suffered from organizational complexities as numerous different commands 

attempted to assert control over the partisans’ missions. In general both the Korean War 

ranger units and other special warfare efforts were rendered ineffective through a 

combination of poor command understanding and the lack of well-developed doctrine.570 

America’s relationship with irregular warfare fluctuated rapidly during the period. 

While the vast majority of military thought and energy was directed towards the threat of 

large scale conventional and possibly nuclear war with the Soviet Union across the 

expanse of Europe, a small yet dedicated group of individuals pushed for the further 

inclusion of so-called ‘special warfare’ doctrines and units. O.S.S. and ranger veterans 

led the charge on the issue, claiming that a need would arise in such a large war for long-

range raid behind enemy lines as well as forces structured to work with partisan and 

guerrilla forces on the ground within enemy-controlled territory. Included in this push 

was Secretary of the Army Frank Pace, whose efforts combined with the events of the 

Korean War to create the Office of the Chief of Psychological Warfare (OCPW) in early 

1951.571  Acting as the first step in the road to American ‘special forces’, the OCPW was 

                                                 
570 Dr Richard Kiper provides an in-depth analysis of the partisan bands and the American involvement 

with their activities. Kiper, Richard. “Unconventional Warfare in Korea: Forgotten Aspect of the 

‘Forgotten War’”. Special Warfare: The Evolution of Special Forces Training. John F. Kennedy Special 

Warfare Center and School, Ft. Bragg, NC. Vol. 16, No. 2. 26-37. In addition to Kiper’s specific account, 

Micheal Haas’ In the Devil’s Shadow offers a comprehensive look into U.N. special operations attempts 

during the war. Hass outlines many similar command and doctrinal complications that damaged the ranger 

units’ capabilities in reference to other raiding and intelligence structures. Haas, Michael E. In the Devil's 

Shadow: UN Special Operations during the Korean War. Annapolis, Md: Naval Institute Press, 2000. 
571 Alfred Paddock’s work on army Special Warfare origins represents one of the most complete and well 

supported accounts of this period and process. Utilizing a wealth of primary source material, Paddock 

delivers an informed and thoroughly analyzed narrative on the development of psychological and 
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created to train and support partisan forces in guerrilla operations in Korea and shortly 

thereafter in the European theater. It is at this point in which American military 

commanders begin debating the definitions and roles of ‘special warfare’. Distancing 

themselves from the freshly ‘failed’ ranger companies of Korea and World War II, the 

OCPW’s first organizational structures strictly avoided the usage of ‘ranger’ in anyway. 

The first Special Forces Group’s mission was outlined as: “To infiltrate its component 

groups to designated area within the enemy’s sphere of influence and organize the 

indigenous guerrilla potential on a military basis…”572 This is in direct confrontation to 

many of the original special warfare concepts created by O.S.S. veterans and their 

manuals, which largely grouped the term ranger into their doctrine and manuals. Colonel 

Russell Volkmann of the O.S.S. was one of the leading experts on counter-insurgency 

operations after this experience in the Philippines during the war. In his post war position 

with the OCPW, he was asked to define ‘special forces operations’ during a conference 

on infantry doctrine held at Fort Benning. While listing ‘Ranger-and-Commando like 

operations’ alongside ‘Psychological warfare’ and the ‘Organization and conduct of 

guerrilla warfare’, Volkmann is very explicit in describing these very different activities 

being conducted in tandem with one another by the same units.573 A divide was being 

drawn between the emerging field of ‘special warfare’ and the shifting ranger. 

The 10th Special Forces Group was formed in June of 1951, out of the personnel 

spaces freed up by the deactivation of the final Ranger companies in Korea. Increasingly 

OCPW fostered this division, pushing the ranger concept further towards conventional 

                                                 
unconventional warfare in the years following World War II. Paddock argues that these two elements are 

responsible for the creation of Army Special Warfare capabilities and doctrine in the early 1950’s, and that 

increased counterinsurgency efforts only came later during Vietnam. Paddock, Army Special Warfare, Its’ 

Origins, 2-3, 111-115. See also: Simpson, Charles M., and Robert B. Rheault. Inside the Green Berets: The 

First Thirty Years, a History of the U.S. Army Special Forces. Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1983. Hogan, 

Raiders or Elite Infantry, 155-156. 
572 Department of the Army, OCPW, Washington, D.C., Memorandum to Assistant Chief of Staff, G-3, 

subject: Table of Organization and Equipment 33-510 (proposed) for Special Forces Group (abn), 13 

November 1952. Army-Chief of Special Warfare, 1951-1954, Box 8, Psy War 320.3 TS (30 September 

1951). RG: 319. NACP. 
573 Lt. Col. Russell Volckmann, 9 April 1951, to General Lawton Collins, Commanding General, Infantry 

Center. Army-Chief of Special Warfare. Box 12, Psy War 337 TS (16 April 1951) RG: 319. NACP. 

Volckmann enjoys a celebrated legacy, organizing a large guerrilla operation for a number of years within 

the Japanese occupied Philippines. He is credited as one of the founding members of the U.S. Army Special 

Forces. For his actions in WWII, see: Guardia, Mike. American Guerrilla: The Forgotten Heroics of 

Russell W. Volckmann. Philadelphia, PA: Casemate Publishers, 2010.  
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military structures while distinguishing the highly trained Special Forces Group. Direct 

kinetic action like raids increasingly became the defining line, as many commanders 

within Army Field Forces envisioned units like the 10th SFG conducting spearheading 

and similar actions in the event of a conventional war. General Robert McClure of 

OCPW and the developing Psychological Warfare Center at Fort Bragg attempted to 

clear away any further such conclusions. McClure stressed that such short term 

operations did not require the highly trained Special Forces personnel, and was fully 

“…not in consonance with the concept underlying [their] creation.” McClure stressed that 

the SFGs were designed towards “developing indigenous guerrilla forces, conducting 

operations behind enemy lines, and of sustain those operations for an indefinitely long 

time.”574 The realm of irregular warfare was being physically divided by OCPW 

personnel between ‘ranger-like operations’ and the developing ‘special warfare’ doctrine 

that focused on counterinsurgency, psychological, and conducting guerrilla warfare in 

tandem with indigenous partisan forces. Employing ranger units on special warfare 

missions was ineffective, while utilizing Special Forces on raids and other short term 

kinetic operations was ‘highly wasteful’.575 OCPW personnel went to great lengths to 

define the differences between ranger units and their proposed Special Forces Groups, 

arguing that ranger operations centered on “shallow penetration or infiltration of enemy 

lines.” A further divide is drawn in the nature of the unit: “Ranger missions are 

performed solely by US personnel; they do not utilize indigenous personnel in their 

objectives.” The realm of irregular warfare was taken and forcefully divided in two as the 

OCPW stressed a distinction between the ranger units of Korea and World War II and the 

developing program of special warfare.576 

Volckmann and the OCPW envisioned the Army securing all special warfare 

needs during war and peace time, and therefore pushed for the establishment of a 

permanent training program. Suggesting this establishment would solidify the new field 

“through actual command, staff, training, and operations we should pull the overall field 

                                                 
574 Letter to Brigadier General Liebel, 8 December 1952, From General McCLure, OCPW. Army-Chief of 

Special Warfare, Box 6, Psy War 290 (19 December 1952). RG: 319. NACP. 
575 OCPW Memorandum to Assistant Chief of Staff, G-3,Table of Organization and Equipment 33-510 for 

Special Forces Group, 13 November 1952.  
576 OCPW, Weekly Staff Meeting, 8 March 1951. Army-Chief of Special Warfare. Box 2, RG: 319. NACP. 
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of Special Forces operations out of the clouds…and reduce it to organization, training, 

and operations.”577 Receiving authorization from General Collins and the Joint Chiefs of 

Staff in March of 1952, the Psychological Warfare Center was activated at Fort Bragg, 

North Carolina several months later.578 Officially the center’s mission was to conduct 

individual and unit training, test doctrine, procedures, tactics, techniques, and evaluate all 

other areas of Psychological Warfare and Special Forces Operations. Representative of a 

major shift in American martial thinking, the center specialized on a new form of warfare 

that coordinated the techniques of “attacking both the minds and the bodies of our 

enemies.”579 The training program was divided into two sections: Individual and cross-

training. Each student was trained with an individual specialty: operations and 

intelligence work, heavy weapons, demolitions, communications, or medical aid. Each 

man was then expected to learn the rudimentary elements of all other specialties for better 

unit cohesion and effectiveness. Following work at Fort Bragg, the groups commenced 

group maneuvers at a number of other Army installations in North Carolina and 

Georgia.580 The Special Forces Groups were not designed to be deployed as a separate 

combat entity, but instead a wide arrangement of team combinations could be deployed 

into a theater depending on the specific circumstances and needs. These teams would be 

under nominal control of the ranking officer in the theater, but following a briefing would 

largely operate on their own accord.581  

 

Meanwhile the Infantry Training Center at Fort Benning continued operating its 

Ranger Department, which officially took on the name of the Ranger School. The Korean 

War experience had pushed many commanders away from supporting American ranger 

companies, arguing among other things that “Rangers, as a whole, drain first class 

                                                 
577 Volkmann to Collins, 16 April 1951. 
578 For a full examination of the convoluted path taken by OCPW in making the new center a reality see: 

Paddock, 130-142 
579 Activation and Mission of the Psychological Warfare Center, from Brig. General Robert McClure, 22 

May 1952. Decimal File C, 322-326. Psy War Administration Office Records, 1951-1954. Box 13, Psy 

War 322 (22 May 1952) RG: 319. NACP. 
580 Paddock, 150-151. 
581 Office of the Adjutant General, letter, subj: Activation of a Unit of the General Reserve, 19 May 1952, 

AGAO-I, Department of the Army. TO&E 33-2, 14 April 1952, cited in US Army Special Warfare 

Agency, Combat Developments Study: Organization for US Army Special Forces, August 1964. JFKSWC. 
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soldiers from infantry organizations…”582 The continuation of the Ranger School sought 

to correct this idea, and spread ranger trained individuals throughout conventional Army 

infantry units. Originally aimed primarily at non-commissioned officers, General Lawton 

Collins and the ranger department planned to eventually have one ranger graduate in each 

platoon with at least one ranger trained officer per company. Infusing the tenants of 

ranger training into key components of infantry units was designed to improve small-unit 

leadership and the overall combat capabilities of each unit.583 While commanders were 

wary in creating full ranger companies again, the advanced training concept received 

raucous support. Lt. General Edward Brooks argued that “We’d have a better combat 

army if all squad and platoon leaders on combats units were graduates of this course” 

after observing the training program.584 Reconstructed with ranger veteran instructors, the 

Ranger School’s program called for six weeks of intensive training broken up into three 

distinct phases. The first phase took place at Fort Benning and focused on instruction. 

Structured to enhance the basic combat abilities of its students, the opening salvo of 

Ranger school revisited a number of basic combat skills while introducing advanced 

techniques in map reading, orienteering, demolition, medical aid, and survival skills. All 

of this was coupled with continuous physical fitness training, which aimed at creating 

soldiers in peak physical condition so they could be fully tested in the other phases. 

Focusing on operational problems, the following phases put students into various patrol 

situations to test the constitution and skill of each man. Phase two took place near Eglin 

Air Force base in Florida and worked on amphibious techniques as well as swamp 

survival skills and maneuvers, while phase three returned to Georgia in the 

Chattahoochee national forest. Working on mountaineering skills within very difficult 

terrain, the final phase worked on accomplishing goals in spite of an environment. The 

course finished with a brutal seventy-two hour ‘examination’ simulated patrol that put 

                                                 
582 OCPW, Memorandum for Brigadier General McCLure, subject: Ranger Units, 17 July 1951, from Col. 

Wendell Fertig, Special Operations. Psy War Admin Office, Box 13, Psy War 322 S (17 July 1951) RG: 

319. NACP. 
583 Department of Defense, “Rangers to join All Army Combat Units: Department set up for Training.” 28 

September 1951. HRC 314.7. Ranger Battalion, Historical Records Branch, USAHEC.; Lt Colonel L.E. 

Barber, Asst Adjutant General, AFF, to Adjutant General, 3 October 1951. Section III, G-3 Ranger 

Records. 
584 Brooks to Clark, 1 May 1952, 322 Ranger File, U.S. Army, AFF, Communications and Records 

Division, 1951-1952, Box 503, RG: 337. NACP. 
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everything together and pushed each student to their physical and mental limits.585 The 

results were largely positive despite early difficulties in fulfilling the goal of having one 

ranger trained man per platoon. Following the cessation of the Korean War the school 

was given a primacy in the Army’s vision going forward as each new 2nd Lieutenant was 

required to either complete ranger or airborne training. This new rule extended outside of 

infantry units to artillery, armor, engineering and signal corps unit. Looking to improve 

not only the combat abilities of each unit, Army Chief of Staff Matthew Ridgeway 

believed the training could improve the overall competence, confidence, character and 

image of the Army and its officers. The continuation of the well-worn term of ranger 

caught the American public’s eye, adding to the still positive image.586 

Despite the progression of ‘special warfare’ doctrine and training and the 

permanent establishment of both the psychological warfare center and the Ranger school, 

American ground forces still found themselves concerned for their future role in the years 

following the Cold War. Faced with the continued threat of a ground war against both the 

Soviet and Chinese militaries, new President Eisenhower and his secretary of state John 

Foster Dulles saw serious issues with attempting to maintain a military that could match 

their adversaries on an equal footing. Instead the two men preferred to spend less blood 

and treasure and focus on nuclear weapons and American air power as a deterrent to 

warfare.587 Dulles believed the situation required “…that a potential aggressor be left in 

                                                 
585 HQ, Department of the Army, FM 21-50: Ranger Training and Ranger Operations. Washington, D.C.: 

Department of the Army, 1962. 7-15. 
586 Chief of Army Field Forces to Asst Chief of Staff, G-3, 9 June 1954. Section XVI, Case 308, U.S. 

Army, Asst Chief of Staff, G-3, Decimal File 353, 1954. Rg: 319, NACP. Also see: Ridgway, Matthew B., 

and Harold H. Martin. Soldier: The Memoirs of Matthew B. Ridgway. New York: Harper & Brothers, 1956. 

295-301. For public interest see: Baldwin, Hanson. “Our New Shock Troops-The Rangers.” New York 

Times Magazine, 27 April 1952. 8-10.; “Army Going back to Tough Training,” New York Times, 15 August 

1954. 45. 
587 The Cold War era and its scholarship focuses on two competing trends as it approaches American 

policy. Shifting across the span of the Cold War America either worked towards a policy of containment or 

one of deterrence. Truman, Kennedy, and Johnson actively involved the American military in attempts to 

contain the spread of communism in localized ‘limited wars’. Contrarily Eisenhower, Nixon, and Reagan 

sought to employ a strategy of deterrence to warfare through the combination of nuclear weapons and 

diplomacy. For examination on Eisenhower’s impact on the formation of deterrence mode of thinking see: 

Bowie, Robert R., and Richard H. Immerman. Waging Peace: Eisenhower's Strategy for National Security. 

New York: Oxford University Press, 1998. ; Huntington, Samuel P. The Common Defense: Strategic 

Programs in National Politics. New York: Columbia University Press, 1961. ; Schilling, Warner 

R. Strategy, Politics, and Defense Budgets. New York: Columbia University Press, 1962. ; Schilling, 

Warner R. American Arms and a Changing Europe: Dilemmas of Deterrence and Disarmament. New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1973. 
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no doubt that he would be certain to suffer damage outweighing any possible gain from 

aggression.”588 Collectively referred to as ‘massive retaliation’, the American 

government adopted a strategy that attempted to deter any aggression with the threat of 

overwhelming retaliatory action in the form of nuclear attack from the air. Envisioning a 

‘new look’ military, Eisenhower and Dulles wanted each branch centered on the nuclear 

bomb as its primary weapon.589 The principle of ‘push-button’ wars were not taken 

lightly by senior Army commanders like Generals Mark Clark, Maxwell Taylor, and 

Matthew Ridgeway. Supporting containment, these men and other argued for the 

continued preparation for limited wars like in Korea. This mandated a flexible, well-

organized, trained and equipped ground force. Ridgeway remarked that “It was a time to 

give a soldier deep concern…there was a growing feeling that in the armies of the future 

the foot soldier would play only a very minor role.”590 A growing sentiment swelled 

through the American military which led everyone except the army itself to ask what 

their job would be in this era of uncertainty.591 

In an attempt to keep up with the policies of Eisenhower and Dulles, General 

Taylor assumed the position of Army Chief of Staff with an eye towards evolution. 

Facing massive budgetary cuts in the shadow of the dominant U.S. Air Force, Taylor  In 

a dramatic shift, the U.S. Army completely re-organized itself around atomic warfare in 

the progressively minded but ill-fated Pentomic Division. Organizing infantry and 

airborne division into five battle groups instead of the standard three regimental 

organization of the Second World War, the Army attempted to streamline and 

‘modernize’ its appearance and structure. Each division was to be more mobile and 

                                                 
588 Dulles, John Foster, “Policy for Security and Peace,” Department of State Bulletin, Vol. 30, 29 March 

1954. In Jacobson, Harold Karan ed., American Foreign Policy,. New York: Random House, 1960. 374-75. 
589 Eisenhower’s ‘new look’ military and ‘massive retaliation’ strategy were predicated on his experiences 

with the Korean War. Adrian Lewis argues that Eisenhower’s perceived notion that the threat of nuclear 

attack had finally forced China to the table led him to believe that nuclear deterrence could be used in the 

future to avoid a ground war with either of the Communist nations. Lewis and other historians argue that 

Eisenhower’s ideas pushed him away from the containment doctrine put in place by Harry Truman, a 

sentiment easily justified through his rhetoric and actions as president. Lewis, The American Culture of 

War, 151-156. See also: Watry, David M. Diplomacy at the Brink: Eisenhower, Churchill, and Eden in the 

Cold War. Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2014. 
590 Ridgeway, Soldier, 312. 
591 Cross, James E.. “What is the Army’s Job?” Military Review, June 1956. 43. And H.P. Storke, Major 

General US Army, “Speak Up for the Army,” Army Information Digest, D.C: U.S. Dept. of the Army. July 

1959, 2-9. 
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flexible in its abilities while being armed with rapidly developing tactical nuclear 

weaponry like the infamous ‘Davy Crockett.’592 593 Taylor believed this formation would 

improve the Army’s image within the ‘new look’ military while simultaneously preparing 

for two options of limited and total nuclear war. He believed that the divisions had to be 

able to disperse and function in much smaller units than in previous wars, while 

maintaining a rapid ability to re-assemble for pitched combat.594 Suffering from a number 

of operational issues that included complex and disjointed lines of command and lack of 

cohesion between units the Pentomic division is regarded as an abysmal failure and was 

replaced in 1963. The example of the Pentomic Division is important in witnessing the 

desperation of the U.S. army as it attempted to forge a new role and position in the Cold 

War atmosphere, as well as understanding the minimal attention being paid to the 

development of special warfare and ranger training during the latter half of the 1950s. 

Eisenhower departed the White House in 1960 after establishing an American 

reliance on the strategy of ‘massive retaliation’, and his successor John Fitzgerald 

Kennedy immediately sought to inject new ideas.595 Believing similarly to General 

                                                 
592 The Pentomic Division completely shuffled the well-known three-regiment triangle structure of infantry 

divisions from the Second World War, a system that had proved remarkably effective in combat. Dividing 

the infantry regiments into five smaller and less powerful combat teams was augmented by the equal 

slandering of the division’s artillery units into smaller more mobile units. Commanders were thus forced to 

organize and command a greater overall number of sections and units in the field, which proved to be a 

massive problem. House, Jonathan. Towards Combined Arms Warfare: A Survey of 20th-Century Tactics, 

Doctrine, and Organization. US Army Command and General Staff College, Fort Leavenworth, KS: 

United States Army Combat Studies Institute, 1984. 155-160. Historians agree that the Pentomic divisions 

faults far out way its needless complexities and issues. See: Lewis, The American Culture of War, 162-166. 

; Linn, Brian. The Echo of Battle: The Army’s Way of War. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 

2007. 177-179. ; Sorely, Lewis. Westmoreland: The General Who Lost Vietnam. Boston, MA: Houghton 

Mifflin Harcourt, 2011. 44-46. 
593 No weapon best represents the tactical employment of the nuclear device better than the M-28/29 ‘Davy 

Crockett’ Recoilless weapon system. One of the smallest deployable nuclear device, the recoilless rifle 

system fired a seventy-six pound projectile a distance 1 to 2 miles, with a nuclear yield somewhere in the 

ranger of 10 to 20 tons. Extremely mobile, the system could be mounted on jeeps or setup by hand. U.S. 

Army. FM 9-11: Operation and Employment of the Davy Crockett Battlefield Missile, XM-28/29. 

Washington, D.C.: Department of the Army, 1963. 
594 Mataxis, Theodore C. and Seymour L. Goldberg. Nuclear Tactics: Weapons, and Firepower in the 

Pentomic Division, Battle Group, and Company. Harrisburg, PA: The Military Service Publishing 

Company, 1958. 100-104.; Taylor, Maxwell D. Swords and Plowshares. New York: W.W. Norton, 1972. 

152-53. 
595 John F Kennedy defeated Richard Nixon in the 1960 presidential election that focused largely on Cold 

War issues. Kennedy served in the U.S. Navy during World War II, earning a number of high-profile 

awards/citations. As a senator during Eisenhower’s administration, Kennedy was audible against many 

foreign policy decisions. JFK’s advisory staff upon ascending to the white house war dubbed ‘Camelot’ in 

reference to its unusual make up of private businessmen and intellectuals. JFK’s presidency would be 

dominated by Cold War events like the Cuban Missile Crisis and the escalating of the situation in Vietnam. 
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Taylor, President Kennedy believed that ‘mass retaliation’ was too rigid and dangerous of 

a position for the United States to adopt. Principally Kennedy argued that Eisenhower’s 

new look military was too one-dimensional, and that the United States would be forced to 

give into Soviet influence in certain parts of the world because the American military was 

not designed to fight the varying forms of warfare required by the Cold War. Kennedy 

argued that Eisenhower’s strategy could not effectively prevent guerrilla operations from 

destabilizing a nation or intervene in past situations like Korea, Indochina, or the Suez.596 

Gravitating towards Taylor’s policy of ‘Flexible Response’, Kennedy’s Secretary of 

Defense, the infamous Robert McNamara, dubbed the new American military’s approach 

to communist threats a ‘Graduate Response.’ Attempting to prepare for the variety of 

possible conflicts, from ‘brush-fire’ wars, to limited wars and all the way to total nuclear 

wars, the abilities of the Army had to be greatly expanded.597 A strategy as widely 

applicable as this mandated the United States maintain a military capable of a vast range 

of operations, including guerrilla and special warfare. Inherent in the Kennedy 

administration’s thought processes was the approach to so-called ‘limited wars’. Defined 

as a conflict where the two sides artificially limit the purpose of the war to ‘concrete and 

well-defined objectives’, therefore not demanding ‘total military effort’ and restraining 

the combat to localized area with the goal of a negotiated settlement upon the 

achievement of said objectives.598 In addition to these smaller limited wars, the Kennedy 

                                                 
For biography on Kennedy see: Schlesinger, Arthur M. A Thousand Days; John F. Kennedy in the White 

House. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1965. ; Burner, David. John F. Kennedy and a New Generation. Boston: 

Little, Brown, 1988. For scholarship on JFK as a Cold War President and his legacy see: Freedman, 

Lawrence. Kennedy's Wars: Berlin, Cuba, Laos, and Vietnam. New York: Oxford University Press, 2000. ; 

Sabato, Larry. The Kennedy Half-Century: The Presidency, Assassination, and Lasting Legacy of John F. 

Kennedy. New York: Bloomsbury, 2013. ; Hellmann, John. The Kennedy Obsession: The American Myth of 

JFK. New York: Columbia University Press, 1997. 
596 JFK argued that only substantially capable conventional forces could react to the wide array of possible 

conflicts.  Kennedy, John F., US Senator, “Conventional Forces in the Atomic Age,” Allen Nevin, ed., The 

Strategy of Peace. New York: Harper Press, 1960. 183-185. 
597 Taylor argued that his strategy would ‘recognize that it is just as necessary to deter or win quickly a 

limited war as to deter a general war.’ Taylor, Maxwell. The Uncertain Trumpet. New York: Harper Press, 

1959. 6. 
598 Robert Osgood was a leading academic on the subject of limited war from the mid-1950’s and served as 

a professor at Johns Hopkins University and the University of Chicago. His first book, cited here, was 

widely read during the period as a seminal discussion of the concept of Limited Warfare and its 

applications. Osgood, Robert. Limited War: The Challenge to American Strategy. Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1957. 1-3. 
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administration and the American military began focusing on concepts of insurgency, 

counter-insurgency under the growing realm of special warfare.599 

As the Kennedy administration implemented its desired changes an escalating 

situation halfway across the globe mandated even greater thought and evolution. Ongoing 

conflict in Vietnam with the National Liberation Front (NLF) guerrillas presented a ready 

example of communist insurgency and the threat presented by them. Since the fall of 

French forces in 1954, the United States had stepped into the fray supporting the 

democratically aligned Republic of Vietnam in the south. Vietnam presented an 

extremely complex and difficult conflict to comprehend and intervene within. President 

Eisenhower had strictly declined to become heavily involved in Vietnam, citing the 

manpower and fiscal requirements versus the overwhelming difficulties of securing 

success. Despite the importance of containing communism, Eisenhower and his Army 

Chief of Staff Matthew Ridgeway had both agreed that the difficulties presented in 

Vietnam made the direct involvement of American forces very unappealing.600 Instead 

the United States joined in an initially small advisory role to the military forces of South 

Vietnam, where American officers saw firsthand the difficulties of countering well-

developed and coordinated insurgent actions.601 In reaction to the growing threat of 

communist insurgencies like the Viet Cong, the Kennedy administration renewed the 

expansion of the Army’s special warfare efforts with the creation of John F Kennedy 

Special Warfare Center. The Psychological Warfare Center was revamped with new 

doctrine and more personnel as the president placed a much higher priority on the 

conduct of ‘anti-guerrilla’ forces, envisioning a “wholly new kind of strategy…a new and 

                                                 
599 Defined simply as ‘an organized movement aimed at the overthrow of a constituted government through 

the use of subversion and armed conflict’ the concept of insurgency represents a broad spectrum of 

possibilities. Taken from the Counterinsurgency Field Manual.       
600 For Eisenhower’s thoughts on Vietnam see: Prados, John. Vietnam: The History of an Unwinnable War, 

1945-1975. Lawrence, KS: University of Kansas Press, 2009. 24-25, 31, 5363 . For Ridgeway’s comments 

on Vietnam see: Ridgeway, Soldier, 275-278. 
601 Douglas Pike represents the leading and authoritative historical voice on the organization and 

implementation of the NLF. Through his works, Pike presents an in-depth and thorough analysis of the Viet 

Cong’s successful reinterpretation of the insurgency mode of warfare. Pike argues that while not a new 

iteration of warfare, the NLF’s synthesis of Mao Zedong and other doctrines of guerrilla warfare created a 

new brand that had no effective counter-strategy. Pike, Douglas. Viet Cong: The Organization and 

Techniques of the National Liberation Front of South Vietnam. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1966. See 

also by Pike: People’s Army of Vietnam. New York: De Capo Press, 1986.  



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

220 

 

different kind of military training.”602 In addition to the creation of the center the Army 

created a number of new Special Forces Groups alongside the already established 10th 

SFG. These new groups were created with specific theaters of operation in mind, like the 

5th Special Forces Group, formed in 1961, which was designed and trained for service in 

Southeast Asia. Other groups were designed for service in Europe, Latin America, and 

Africa. Designed mainly to work with indigenous personnel in countering enemy 

insurgent activity, these groups were trained in geography, language, and other area-

specific concepts.603  

November 22, 1963 shocked the world as Kennedy was assassinated, leaving the 

Vietnam conundrum to his successor Lyndon Johnson. In the three years of the Kennedy 

administration, the American advisory involvement in Vietnam had increased 

exponentially. As the South Vietnamese military faltered in its bid to contain and defeat 

both Viet Cong and North Vietnamese aggression, the American military had increased 

its commitment in both men and materiel. American advisers like John Paul Vann painted 

an image of an incapable South Vietnamese military, which suggested further American 

involvement be necessary if the communist threat was to be contained.604 As it passed 

into 1964, the United States was locked into its commitment with South Vietnam, unable 

to pull back its fiscal and manpower investments without a secure and safe South 

Vietnam. Following the Gulf of Tonkin incidents in August, Johnson pushed for direct 

involvement to contain the communist threat and assume the primary role of fighting the 

                                                 
602 JFK quoted in Shultz, Richard H. Guerrilla Warfare and Counterinsurgency: U.S.-Soviet Policy in the 

Third World. Lexington, Mass: Lexington Books, 1989. 10. 
603 5th Special Forces Group 9Airborne) Unit History. Activation/Deactivation/Establishment, 1964-1970. 

Box 1- ’61-66, Organizational History, 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne), HQ. RG: 472. NACP.  
604 As JFK entered office there were only four hundred American advisers in Vietnam, and upon his death 

American involvement had topped 16,000 strong. Lt. Colonel Vann looms large as American involvement 

in Vietnam escalated through the Kennedy years. Most famously at the Battle of Ap Bac, Vann described 

the South Vietnamese’s ‘miserable damn performance.’ The conduct of the Army of the Republic of 

Vietnam (ARVN) is a subject of great debate within the scholarship. The orthodox camp agrees with 

Vann’s assessment in the inability of the ARVN to successfully defeat and contain communist aggression, 

while a relatively new revisionist perspective argues that the South Vietnamese military was making 

progress and that if given more time and support, could have secured a victory. For the Orthodox 

understanding see: Prados, Vietnam: The History of an Unwinnable War. ; Sheehan, Neil. A Bright Shining 

Lie: John Paul Vann and America in Vietnam. New York: Random House, 1988. ; Herring, George 

C. America's Longest War: The United States and Vietnam, 1950-1975. New York: Wiley, 1979. For the 

Revisionist perspective see: Moyar, Mark. Triumph Forsaken: The Vietnam War, 1954-1965. Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2006. 
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Viet Cong’s insurgency and North Vietnam’s conventional forces.605 JFK’s flexible 

military and the Special Forces were to be tested in a war of containment in Vietnam. 

Central to American success would be the ability to find and properly identify its 

enemies, and while the Special Forces assisted in this regard, the U.S. Army would once 

again turn to ranger-type groups to solve a specific task. 

 

 ‘The Night Ambushers’  

  

“Patrol went up the mountain. One man came back. He died before he could tell 

us what happened.” Micheal Herr was caught off guard by the curt nature of the young 

man’s story, and didn’t understand the real meaning he wanted to convey by its telling. 

As an American correspondent on the ground in Vietnam, Herr was privy to any area he 

wanted to travel to. Now in the 25th Infantry Division’s headquarters in Cu Chi, Herr 

found himself attempting to talk to one of the division ‘lerps’. Standing outside the LRRP 

team’s section of camp, Herr was incredibly uneasy talking to the man. He had been 

warned by a number of other soldiers, including members of the young man’s own team. 

“No man, I’m sorry, He’s just too crazy for me…” responded one such soldier when Herr 

inquired about the long-haired lerp in question. He was unable to look him in the eye for 

more than a second, and could not form any kind of connection during the conversation. 

Herr observed the LRRP around camp, and how he always carried his pistol and rather 

large knife, even when entering the command area to discuss operations. The young man 

momentarily peered back through the silence at Herr, knowing the journalist was a waste 

of his time, and then returned to his equipment in preparation for his upcoming patrol. No 

other words were said. A few hours later Herr watched as the team, led by the long haired 

individual, silently loaded up and walked out of their area, down the main drag and into 

the tree line. The next morning, as he waited for a helicopter on the pad, Herr saw the 

                                                 
605 The two attacks on American destroyers in the Gulf Of Tonkin remain a source of much controversy, as 

the validity of American claims have been questioned. For further examination of these events and their 

impact on the American involvement in the war see: Edwin, Moise. Tonkin Gulf and the Escalation of the 

Vietnam War. Chapel Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 1996.  
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team return with a blindfolded and bound Vietnamese prisoner at gun point. Herr could 

only watch as his chopper lifted up and took him on to his next stop.606 

 On March 8, 1965 the first American combat troops arrived in South Vietnam. 

Almost immediately American commanders began experiencing issues with the gathering 

intelligence on the size and location of enemy units, which was not a surprise to some. In 

June of 1964 William Westmoreland became the newly appointed Commanding officer 

in Vietnam. As COMUS-MACV607 Westmoreland would bring all the lessons of his 

career to bear as he attempted to wrest control of the ever difficult situation in 

Vietnam.608 Shortly after his appointment Westmoreland received a letter from one of his 

colleagues and friends General William P. Yarborough, the acting commander of the US 

Army Special Warfare Center at Fort Bragg. Yarborough was one of the brightest 

military minds and innovators of the era especially when it came to adapting, defining 

and implementing special warfare and counterinsurgency, and his letter stressed a number 

of things to Westmoreland. First Yarborough believed that special warfare tactics and 

strategies were the only answer to winning in Vietnam. He began by arguing that the key 

aspect in Vietnam was the psychological battle, going so far as to say that the entire 

conflict could be labeled as 80% in the realm of ideas and only 20% a physical struggle. 

Yarborough discussed the necessity to isolate the battle field, an idea that stressed the 

political and ideological aspects as priorities before any fighting would take place.609 All 

                                                 
606 Herr delivers a detailed account of his experience talking with a young ‘lerp’ soldier, who has obviously 

been severely affected by the operations he has taken part in.Herr, Michael. Dispatches. New York: Knopf, 

1977. 14-17. 
607 Commander US Military Assistance Command-Vietnam. 
608 Westmoreland was one of the brightest and most high-profile officers in the Army during the 1950’s and 

60’s. Serving as the commander of the 101st Airborne as it became the first Pentomic Divisions, and the 

superintendent at West point, Westmoreland was a central figure in the re-shaping of the Army’s identity 

during the period. 
609 Letter: Yarborough to Westmoreland. 26th Feb, 1964. William Westmoreland Collection, Box 33. Series 

I, Official Correspondence. Folder 7. US Army Heritage and Education Center. USAHEC. This division of 

focus was not uniquely Yarborough’s idea, as core Army counterinsurgency concepts echoed a similar 

approach to the issue of counterinsurgency both in Vietnam and more contemporary conflicts. Andrew 

Birtle argues that Westmoreland and MACV’s concepts of nation-building and pacification were 

knowingly more critical to their success than their military operations. Birtle, U.S. Army Counterinsurgency 

and Contingency Operations Doctrine, 288-290, 387-388. Similar arguments are postulated across the 

scholarship and theory, for further examination see: Galula, David, and John A. Nagl. Counterinsurgency 

Warfare Theory and Practice. Connecticut: 2006; United States. The U.S. Army/Marine Corps 

Counterinsurgency Field Manual: U.S. Army Field Manual No. 3-24 : Marine Corps Warfighting 

Publication No. 3-33.5. Chicago: 2007. Nagl, John A. Learning to Eat Soup with a Knife: 

Counterinsurgency Lessons from Malaya and Vietnam. Chicago: 2005. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

223 

 

of these suggestions were predicated upon the idea of refraining from entering American 

combat troops, which obviously happened one year later, therefore most of these ideas 

were pushed aside once the American military intervened in force.610 One plea from 

Yarborough stands out against the others as a common trend across the early American 

involvement in Vietnam: the importance of Intelligence. He claimed to Westmoreland 

that gathering and maintaining an intelligence advantage over the enemy was the key to 

fighting the subversive nature of the Viet Cong.611 The need for useful intelligence would 

become one of the most difficult struggles for the United States efforts in Vietnam, and 

Westmoreland and the US Army would continually look to the realm of Special Warfare 

to remedy this problem. During the early days of the enclave strategy and moving 

forward, it became apparent to the US military that finding the enemy was going to be 

one of their chief concerns.612 Especially following the lessons learned at the Ia Drang 

Valley, the Viet Cong and PAVN were going to attempt to maintain the initiative of the 

war by dictating when and where the war was going to be fought.613 In order to regain the 

                                                 
610 Sorley points to this letter and claims Westmoreland completely ignores most of its suggestions and 

insights. While Westmoreland does not implement these ideals as a whole, he most certainly paid attention 

to the intelligence sections and his future actions considering the MACV Recondo School and LRRP 

programs point to the fact that Westmoreland valued certain elements of Special Warfare and Special 

Forces. Sorley. Westmoreland, 69. 
611 Letter: Yarborough to Westmoreland. 
612 The initial American ‘enclave’ strategy stressed the application of American artillery and airpower while 

minimizing the exposure of American ground troops. This strategy envisioned combat soldiers serving only 

in a defensive role, securing population centers, air fields, firebases and other installations. U.S. soldiers 

were not permitted to leave the protective cover of their artillery. This strategy created a very immobile and 

offensively ineffective force, while simultaneously requiring increased manpower to sufficiently secure all 

of the necessary locations. Numerous other issues and concerns scripted a quick death to the strategy and 

pushed the U.S. military into a more active war in Vietnam. United States Department of Defense. Report 

of the Office of the Secretary of Defense Vietnam Task Force (Pentagon Papers), Part IV-C-5. 10-12. 

Records of the Office of the Secretary of Defense, Record Group 330(RG 330); National Archives at 

College Park, MD (NACP). For further discussion on the Enclave Strategy see: Daddis, Westmoreland's 

War. 100-103. ; Herring, Geroge C. America’s Longest War: The United States and Vietnam, 1950-1975. 

New York: McGraw-Hill, 2002. 163-164. 
613 The November 1965 battle in the Ia Drang Valley was the first large scale engagement between U.S. 

regular forces and the People’s Army of Vietnam. An American victory was secured through a heavy 

reliance on airpower and artillery support. The PAVN endured massive casualties during their massed 

attacks attempting to overrun the American lines. The Americans learned that their technology and 

firepower could win big battles like this, while the PAVN decided to avoid such large engagements all 

tougher to negate the very same advantages that the Americans hope to employ. For further reading on this 

incident and its effects see: Cash John ; Albright, John ; Sandstrum, Allan. “Fight at Ia Drang” Seven 

Firefights in Vietnam. Washington, D.C.: The United States Army Center of Military History, 1985. ; 

Head, William. A Re-assessment of the Battle of Ia Drang Valley, 1865: The Role of Airpower, Heroic 

Sodliers and the Wrong Lessons. Virginia Review of Asian Studies, Vol 16, 27-55. For further scholarship 
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strategic and tactical initiative commanders of American ground units began 

experimenting with recon and intelligence teams of their own. 

Some of the earliest manifestations of these organic recon elements were created 

within the 101st airborne division itself. The 1st brigade of the 101st arrived in Vietnam in 

July of 1965 and served immediately near An Khe in the central highlands of Vietnam. 

Helping to clear the way for the eventual home of the 1st Cavalry Division, Camp 

Radcliff, soldiers of the 1st brigade encountered both Viet Cong and North Vietnam 

regulars.614 Upon interacting with the enemy it became obvious to the commanding 

officers that their recon abilities needed to be vastly improved in order to effectively 

operate in their new environment. Initially less useful units, like jeep reconnaissance and 

anti-tank platoons, within the brigade were transformed into ad-hoc recon elements. 

Names of these teams ranged from Recondos to Hawkeye to Tiger force, but these 

original recon elements all shared the similar characteristic that they were created to 

solve a problem.615 The issues of intelligence were not solved by this ad-hoc solution and 

the Brigade commander, Colonel James S. Timothy, would form a brigade level 

reconnaissance program labeled Long Range Recon Patrols, or more simply LRRPs.616 

Nicknamed the Reconnaissance Nomads, these men more closely resembled the eventual 

LRRP graduates of the Recondo school, small teams of trained operators inserted to 

recon an area. These organic LRRPs would operate with moderate success with the 101st 

until late 1967 when they would be folded into a larger corps level recon program. 

Following the 101st came the 1st Infantry Division, which arrived in Vietnam in 

October of 1965 and served initially in the areas to the north and west of the South 

Vietnamese capital of Saigon. Encountering similar intelligence issues against their 

                                                 
on the Viet Cong usage of large units see: Wilkins, Warren. Grab Their Belts to Fight Them: The Viet 

Cong’s Big-Unit War Against the U.S., 1965-1966. Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2011. 
614 332d HIST rpt ‘First Brigade in the RVN: Jul 65 – Jan 68.” 101st Airborne, RG: 472. NACP. 
615An extensive literature exists concerning these various organic recon and patrol units, with a large 

volume coming from the popular history and biography realms. The reputation of Shelby Stanton’s work 

stands alone, but his work in consolidating and presenting the collective LRRP history of the American 

War in Vietnam is a wonderful reference guide to the numerous Ranger and LRRP units that were created 

during the conflict. Stanton, Shelby L. Rangers at War: LRRPs in Vietnam. New York, NY: Ivy Books, 

1992. 153-154. 
616 This was not an extension of Westmoreland’s Recondo School from the late 1950’s as the program 

ceased after the general was reassigned. Colonel Timothy’s program was not an extension of this original 

Recondo School. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

225 

 

primarily Viet Cong adversaries, the 1st I.D. quickly began setting up a provisional recon 

element within its own ranks. Much like the 101st, the creation of these organic 

reconnaissance elements came from within the unit. There was no country wide initiative 

or program assisting or encouraging the use of these tactics at this point in the war.  617 

The ‘Wildcat Lerps’ as they were referred to, consisted of any and all combat 

experienced soldiers who possessed superior maneuver and reconnoiter skills. While 

these units saw some success, it quickly became evident that they lacked the proper 

training to fully solve the intelligence issue. During Operation Birmingham, a large 

conventional operation in April of 1966, several Wildcat teams were inserted in advanced 

positions to provide intelligence for the conventional forces. These units were almost 

immediately discovered and had to be evacuated under extremely hostile conditions. This 

necessitated the commanding officers of Birmingham to use Special Forces recon 

elements like the Delta teams for the remainder of the operations’ reconnaissance 

needs.618 This example demonstrates that the conventional units could attempt to solve 

the intelligence problem on their own through ad-hoc and organic means, but ultimately 

an infusion of proper technique and structure was needed to create an effective recon 

program; and the U.S. Special Forces, especially the 5th Special Forces Group, were 

beginning to find the solution.  

 Prior to the arrival of any of the conventional American units or even 

Westmoreland himself, American special warfare units were actively involving 

themselves in the intelligence issue.619 Chief among these was the U.S. Army 5th Special 

Forces Group. This was one of the first units activated at Fort Bragg and the Special 

Warfare School and had been in Vietnam since October of 1964.620 The 5th SFG’s 

primary mission upon arrival was the maintenance and organization of the Civilian 

                                                 
617 Stanton. Rangers at War. 67-68. 
618 Operation Birmingham Report. 1st Inf. Division After Action Reports, May 1966. 1st Infantry Division. 

RG: 472. NACP. 
619 U.S. Special Forces had been living with and training indigenous personnel since the early 1960’s in a 

wide variety of mission profiles, including intelligence work and patrols. Christopher Ives speaks at length 

on this early period, and the strategic implications of that early work. Ives, Christopher K. US Special 

Forces and Counterinsurgency in Vietnam: Military Innovation and Institutional Failure, 1961-1963. 

London: Routledge, 2007. 
620 Stanton, Shelby L. Vietnam Order of Battle. Washington, D.C.: U.S. News Books, 1981.  240. 
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Irregular Defense Group621 and the training of Vietnamese Special Forces and Rangers.622 

These units were used to infiltrate and destroy Viet Cong positions as well as interrupt 

the incoming North Vietnamese regular forces. Quickly these units were put to use in the 

ever challenging intelligence field. As the American combat forces began arriving and 

assisting the South Vietnam armed forces it became rapidly apparent that finding the 

enemy was going to be a constant problem. The 5th SFG immediately got to work by 

instituting Operation Leaping Lena, which saw American trained South Vietnamese 

Special Forces units and Rangers executing long range patrols in search of the enemy.623 

Leaping Lena was quickly replaced by Project DELTA, which utilized American Special 

Forces operators leading and ‘advising’ the reconnaissance patrols. The switch was made 

because the Americans deemed the Vietnamese operators unaggressive and tactically 

poor in the field. Project DELTA was a multi-purpose group which conducted 

intelligence acquisition, artillery and airstrike coordination, and the more seldom hunter-

killer missions.624 These operations were mainly conducted in areas where there were no 

major friendly units, and saw the teams inserted by helicopter. The missions would last 

several days and their primary purpose was intelligence gathering. Utilizing either long-

range radios or a communicating with a light fixed wing aircraft nearby, DELTA teams 

were able to direct artillery fire and reaction forces in semi-real time.625 These missions 

and patrols would prove to be the foundation of Long Range Reconnaissance program.  

DELTA took over for Leaping Lena in the early months of 1965 and quickly 

proved successful as the new information allowed for more effective deployment of B-52 

                                                 
621 CIDG – Civilian Irregular Defense Group 
622 HQ, 5th SFG, 1st Special Forces for the period ending Dec 31 1965. Folder 3, Box 29. MACV Command 

Historians Collection – OR-LL Series 1-3. USAHEC. 
623 Operation LEAPING LENA’s primary purpose was infiltrating into nearby Laos. Five 8 man teams of 

South Vietnamese Special Forces soldiers were parachuted into Laos with only five men total returning 

alive. The operation was a miserable failure, with a heavy American opinion blaming the abilities of the 

ARVN operators. U.S. soldiers were actively tasked with the assignment going forward, which transitioned 

into Operation DELTA. Kelly, Francis J. U.S. Army Special Forces, 1961-1971. Washington, DC: U.S. 

Army Center of Military History, 2001. 53-54. 
624 Hunter-Killer missions normally targeted known/suspected Viet Cong units in an area. Normally 

following a successful intelligence patrol, a second group would be quickly dispatched with the hopes of 

utilizing the new information to engage the threat. Many times the two teams acted simultaneously in a 

coordinated effort, the originally inserted force observing and directing the ‘kill’ team.  
625Both individual unit intelligence staff and MACV J-2 served as the link between the teams their 

respective reaction forces. Halliwell, Tom. A History of the MACV Recondo School. Radix Publishing, 

2000. www.greenberet.net/books 6-8. 
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bomber strikes as well as the deployment of conventional units in the field. So successful 

were these patrols at providing fruitful information that the 5th SFG began a rigid training 

regimen to produce more DELTA capable soldiers at their camp in Nha Trang.626 

Originally this training was strictly reserved for Special Forces members to replace those 

in the field and grow the number of DELTA teams, but eventually selected volunteers 

from conventional units were sent to Nha Trang to complete the course. These men were 

from units like the 1st Infantry Division and the 101st airborne.627 The arrival of 

conventional soldiers highlights an important moment in the narrative of the MACV 

Recondo School: the need for organic intelligence gathering capabilities within 

conventional American units pressed those units and their commanders to look at the 

Special Forces for training, tactics and structure. 

 The ever growing need for effective reconnaissance within conventional units saw 

in increasing number of units petitioning to send their men to the Nha Trang Delta 

training program. This was such a popular request that Colonel Francis Kelly created two 

new groups to operate along similar veins of DELTA. Projects OMEGA and SIGMA 

were formed in the fall of 1965 and spring of 1966 and would continue to operate as 

special forces recon teams so that DELTA could more effectively deal with the onslaught 

of new soldiers to train. The man placed in charge of this was Captain A.J. Baker, a 

graduate of both the airborne and ranger schools. Following his construction of OMEGA 

and SIGMA, Baker was promoted to Major and put in charge of the recon school that had 

developed out of the DELTA training program. The course aimed to “…ensure to the 

best of our ability that each soldier or our command is professionally prepared …to 

contribute significantly to the accomplishment of our mission immediately…”628 The 

popularity of this course was being noticed across all levels of command in Vietnam. 

General William Westmoreland took an interest in the school and through several 

discussions with the commander of 5th SFG, Col Kelly, the two began discussing how to 

                                                 
626 HQ, 5th SFG, 1st Special Forces for the period ending Dec 31 1965. Folder 3, Box 29. MACV Command 

Historians Collection – OR-LL Series.  10-11. USAHEC. 
627 The first conventional forces to go through the Delta training program were ten soldiers form the 101st. 

They completed their training in September of 1965. Haliwell.  6. 
628 “Combat Orientation Course” MACV Recondo School Organizational History. USARV. 5th Special 

Forces Group, HQ/MACV Rcondo School. Organizational History Files, 1967-1970. Entry# P 1108, RG: 

472. NACP. 
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further implement these ideas. Westmoreland’s past interactions with special warfare 

training had been positive, and he liked the idea of the Delta program and its effort to 

train conventional soldiers for more effective filed work. Westmoreland, contrary to 

popular understanding, held a deep appreciation for the abilities of American Special 

Forces and understood the need for special warfare capabilities to be present within all 

arms of the American military. Once in Vietnam, he recognized a dearth of such efforts 

elsewhere in the country and felt that more of this training was necessary to better 

prepare the American military for success in Vietnam.629 These sentiments coupled with 

the success of Colonel Kelly and project Delta prompted the two men to from a country 

level school with the sole purpose of training soldiers from conventional units. On July 1, 

1966 Major Baker was charged with transforming the Delta training compound in Nha 

Trang into the new MACV Recondo School. 

 The decision to use the word RECONDO was in homage to Westmoreland’s 

similar school from his days as the commander of the 101st. Unlike his original school, 

Westmoreland saw two purposes for the graduates of this new school: First and primarily 

these men would make up the LRRP units within each larger conventional unit and 

provide imperative intelligence and reconnaissance. Second he believed that this training 

could be passed down by squad leaders, non-commissioned officers and other properly 

trained individuals in leadership roles. This secondary purpose was more of 

Westmoreland’s own ambitions for the school than a reality built into the course of study. 

Experience gained from his days with 101st told him that not only LRRP bound 

individuals would benefit from this training regime. Westmoreland placed an incredible 

amount of hope in the RECONDO program.630  

July of 1966 saw Major Baker and the 5th SFG get to work on transforming the 

Delta program training camp at Nha Trang into the new MACV Recondo School. This 

mandated the physical transformation of the camp to accommodate the incoming students 

                                                 
629 Westmoreland. A Soldier Reports. 414-5. Although these sentiments are part of his memoirs, they back 

up several of his moves while COMUS-MACV, moves that demonstrate his impression of special warfare. 
630Westmoreland discusses the idea that it once seemed unimaginable that a small patrol could be scouting 

targets for major operations and B-52 strikes. He claims that as many of these trained individuals was 

needed as the US military could get. #8 History File 9II) 17 July-September 1966. Reel 7, Box 9, 550. 

Westmoreland, William C., and Robert Lester. The War in Vietnam Papers of William C. Westmoreland. 

College Park, MD: National Archives, 1993.  
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as well as the complete creation of a new course of instruction and the selection of a 

capable cadre of instructors. All of this was put in the hands of Colonel Kelly, Major 

Baker and the 5th SFG Delta training group. These tasks were all completed rather 

quickly over the remainder of July and first half of August. The MCV Recondo School’s 

official mission was: “To train selected US and FW/MAF personnel in the specialized 

techniques and skills necessary to conduct successful long range reconnaissance 

operations in the Republic of Vietnam.”631 Col Kelly and Maj Baker saw this school’s 

primary focus as the training of LRRP qualified individuals, and they wanted to extend 

that opportunity to as many soldiers as possible. This included any of the American allied 

Free World forces also engaged in Vietnam. One of the foundationally important 

elements to Kelly, Baker, and Westmoreland was that the men sent to this school were of 

the utmost quality. Training space would be limited to 60 individuals per session 

therefore a strict set of requirements was established in order to gather only the most 

deserving and capable individuals. 

The selection of the individual soldiers for RECONDO training was deemed 

important by everyone involved. Therefore MACV created USARV632 regulation 350-2, 

which set up the requirements for potential candidates of the new school. These men had 

to be volunteers, and had to possess a combat MOS. Each soldier had to be in excellent 

physical condition and demonstrate a general military proficiency in all military subjects. 

A soldier had to have been in Vietnam for at least a month, and still have six months left 

in country following his graduation date. Prospective trainees would all have actual or 

anticipated assignment to a LRRP unit upon their return to their parent unit.633 The 

quality of perspective RECONDOs was important to everyone. Westmoreland reiterated 

this sentiment during his speech at the first RECONDO graduation ceremony; ‘A 

RECONDO must be skilled, smart, tough, confident and courageous.’634 The spaces in 

each class would very limited, only 60 students at a time, and the demand to send LRRPs 

from the field to the school was already high. This spoke to high level of respect these 

                                                 
631 MACV Recondo School – ’68 Program Instructions. Box 1. MACV Recondo School; Organizational 

History Files, ’67-70. 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne) HQ RG: 472. NACP 
632 U.S. Army-Vietnam. 
633 USARV Regulation 350-2. HQ, 5th SFG, 1st Special Forces for the period ending Oct 66. Folder 7, Box 
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field commanders had for the 5th SFG and the hope they had for the products of this 

school. A certain kind of soldier jumped to the top of many of the field units Recondo 

bound lists. Most of the men had some LRRP experience and had proved they could 

endure and succeed under the extremely difficult parameters of a LRRP patrol. The 

selection process was also vitally important as the course was both mentally and 

physically daunting.  

By the time the first class of Recondo students arrived in Nha Trang Colonel 

Kelly and Major Baker had devised a brutal course and had staffed it with an incredibly 

experienced faculty of instructors. Both the course and its instructors were chosen to 

instill the basic fundamental elements of the Special Forces into the students. The course 

took twenty days to complete and from the first moment the students arrived they would 

be continuously tested physically and mentally. Each day consist of the program 

consisted of vigorous physical training, classroom learning, and combat operational 

training, the latter of the three took up half of the 260 instruction hours laid out by 

school’s charter. While PT time was built into each day’s schedule, it only existed to 

flesh out those not fit enough for the school, and send them back to their units. ‘Combat 

operations’ and its associated parts, patrol training, weapons training, and Air Operations 

served as the main body of the curriculum and the standard mission of the LRRP.635 

These students were being instructed by senior and experienced Special Forces members 

who had all seen combat either as members of Delta teams or other units. The majority of 

these instructors had also either graduated from the Ranger school at Fort Benning, or 

even served in a Ranger unit in Korea.636 The structure of the school’s training also 

assisted these instructors in imparting their knowledge and experience onto their students. 

Upon arrival the students were split into four to five men teams and assigned an 

instructor. These teams would then go through the entire course together, with their own 

Special Forces experienced soldier as their personal advisor and team leader. One 

graduate of the school, Joseph Welsh, who would eventually serve three tours in Vietnam 

                                                 
635 MACV Recondo School – ’68 Program Instructions. 1-2. The entire course consisted of 260 hours of 

instruction, and the combat training/operations portion demanded 130 hours of instruction and training. 

Patrol Training consisted of 23 hours of instruction; Weapons training -10, and Air Operations – 11.5 
636The instructors were chosen from the Delta training program as well as veteran combat leaders.  

Halliwell. 9-11.  
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remarked that the course ‘…is the best school that I had ever had in twenty-five years in 

the Army.’ He would go on to claim that due to the level of the instructors that the school 

was “…nothing but total, total professionalism.”637 The collective experience of the 

Recondo instructors coupled with their unique attachment to each student squad allowed 

this school to represent perhaps the most direct infusion of Special Warfare skills and 

techniques into conventional soldiers since the creation of the US Army Special Warfare 

center. 

The Course of Instruction was to be completed in twenty days, making for a rapid 

learning experience. The majority of the training consisted of learning patrolling and 

combat techniques; students learned and practiced how to infiltrate via helicopter, how to 

set up ambush points on trails and other hands on techniques that could and would save 

their lives once in the field. The first week of the training emphasized a number of other 

techniques equally important to the physical realm: the intellectual side of the LRRP. A 

heavy importance was laid upon map reading during the early days of the instruction. 

Students had to learn and perfect the art of orienteering, recon zone studies and the 

coordination of air and artillery with their maps. The students were taught the entire 

process of selecting their patrol route and infiltration and extraction zones. The students 

were made to plan a number of hypothetical patrol missions during their map studies. In 

addition to these skills, the students were taught the known tactics of the enemy, like 

preferred ambush tactics of the VC and common booby-trap designs and warnings. 

Without these vital skills the LRRP would be useless as a Recon element, therefore if a 

student could not proficiently master the art of the map they would be failed out of the 

school and sent back to their parent unit.638 

The final phase of the Recondo course was as unique as the course itself. Each 

group of students conducted a live combat patrol in the vicinity of the Nha Trang 

compound. Dubbed as the ‘You Bet Your Life’ mission by those who undertook it, this 

final phase of the Recondo course forced the students to utilize all of the new techniques 

                                                 
637Interview with Joseph J. Welsh,  19 April 2005, Joseph Welsh Collection, The Vietnam Center and 

Archive, Texas Tech University. Accessed 1 Aug. 2014. 

<http://www.vietnam.ttu.edu/virtualarchive/items.php?item=OH0423> . 55-57. 
638 MACV Recondo School – ’68 Program Instructions. 15. The Map Study portion of Recondo training 

was essential in creating an effective recon team. 
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in a live combat environment. Only those students who received the proper amount of 

academic points were permitted to undertake this final phase of the training. Each team 

was put through the proper steps in planning and executing a long range patrol mission: 

each group would be assigned a recon zone, conduct a map study of that area and then 

participate in an overflight during which they would select several infiltration and 

extraction points.639 This entire process was directly supervised by each team’s SF 

advisor. Many of these missions required the teams to call in air and artillery strikes, and 

then correctly adjust that fire.640 The final mission truly tested each and every phase of 

the RECONDO student from infiltration to extraction and only those that performed well 

in all areas graduated. 

The Recondo graduate represented the final product of a concerted effort by the 

US Army to integrate conventional soldiers with the tactics, doctrines and mindset of the 

Special Forces soldier. This newly trained soldier was not a Special Forces soldier and 

did not neatly fit within the given contemporary Special Warfare definition. Recondo 

soldiers did not undertake the defined missions of the Special Warfare soldier: they did 

not participate in psychological or counterinsurgency warfare.641 What was integrated 

into the fresh Recondo graduate was a base set of skills, a heightened sense of discipline 

and an overall new mindset. Executing a successful long range reconnaissance patrol 

required a heightened standard of physical and mental capability. The nature of these 

missions required these men to act independently without immediate support or 

reinforcement. The capability to act independently of a larger conventional force is 

perhaps the most definable asset passed on to the Recondo graduate. The ability to act 

quickly and decisively on a patrol would either keep the patrol hidden or cause their 

discovery which meant the difference between success and failure, and could easily 

translate into life or death. The ability to be ‘fluid’ on the battlefield is defined as a key 

characteristic of unconventional warfare in FM 31-21, one of the Army’s earliest field 

                                                 
639 MACV Recondo School – ’68 Program Instructions.  32. 
640 Direct kinetic action was not the main purpose of the Recondo graduate, but the ultimate goal of the 

LRRP was to provide useful and effective intelligence for the better engagement of the enemy forces. 

Ideally the direct action was to be carried out by a reaction force better equipped for such tasks. 
641 LRRP units attached to SF units and other special warfare oriented groups still mainly acted in an 

intelligence role. Recondo training instilled a specific training program meant to maximize intelligence 

gathering while minimizing the detection of the allied force. 
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manuals to define Special Forces operations.642 This is the key special warfare tenant 

taught to the Recondo school students. The combination of map reading and logistical 

education and small unit combat and operational training equipped these soldiers to 

quickly and accurately make decisions in the field. This is the link between conventional 

and special that was forged at Recondo, and a major step in defining the future place of 

ranger-like forces and their operations. 

As Recondo graduates began to filter into Army LRRP units around South 

Vietnam, the U.S. command began to re-conceptualize how these units were employed 

and commanded. In September of 1967, MAC-V announced, that in addition to the 

brigade and division controlled LRRP teams, the creation of division and brigade level 

LRRP units to the Army’s corps level commands: Field Force I and II. All LRRP units 

were also designated simply as Long Range Patrol (LRP). Each of the two Field Force 

commands were responsible for all of the action within a respected tactical zone within 

Vietnam. Field Force I (FF-I) operated within II Corps which encompassed the central 

highlands region, a diverse geographic and ethnic area containing many of Vietnam’s 

ethnic minority populations. Under the control of FF-I were the 1st Cavalry Division, 4th 

Infantry Division and the 1st brigade of the 101st Airborne among others. FF-II operated 

in III Corps, or the area around Saigon, and controlled a similar array of infantry 

divisions.643 This addition of a corps level LRP unit was thought to make better use of the 

increasingly valued LRP activities. Within FF-I, Company E (LRP) was formed from 

personnel within the 20th Infantry Regiment. Following Recondo training for the entire 

force, Company E was at the disposal of any commander within the Field Forces’ 

jurisdiction.644 Undertaking a wide variety of intelligence gathering patrol missions, the 

210 men of Company E were utilized at an equal or greater rate than the brigade and 

division level units were. Many of the missions tasked to the company were to confirm 

                                                 
642 FM 31-21. Department of the Army, 1961. 105-106. The manual states that no other word better 

describes the nature of guerrilla warfare better than ‘fluid’. This manual likens unconventional warfare with 

guerilla warfare, so much that the two terms are nearly interchangeable in this early codification of Special 

Warfare terminology and doctrine.  
643 For a further breakdown on the structure and area of responsibilities of the two Field Forces, see: 

Stanton, Shelby L. Vietnam Order of Battle. 
644 Operational Report – Lessons Learned, HQ, I Field Force Vietnam, Period Ending 31 October 1967. 

Office of the Adjutant General, Department of the Army. Item # 10070108001. Daniel Pope Collection, 

The Vietnam Center and Archive, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX. Hereafter referred to Vietnam 
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enemy sightings, or to track consistent enemy activity. The small teams were placed as 

close as possible to known enemy trials in hopes of observing activity, especially if a 

previous team had to be emergency evacuated.645 By July of 1968 after the training had 

been completed and a period of adjustment, Company E was in high demand across the 

Central Highlands. Operating sixteen separate LRP teams, during the month of July alone 

the company executed fifty-five missions ranging from 12 to 96 hours in length. Forty of 

those missions resulted in enemy sightings, while eighteen required the LRP teams to be 

evacuated.646 Company E had a unique organization, consisting of four platoons each 

containing seven 6-man teams. Each platoon was continually being deployed on 

missions, unlike the original concept which envisioned at least one platoon in reserve at 

all times for rest and training purposes. Most of the men were Recondo Graduates, and 

benefitted from the small unit focus of the school’s training.647 Company E men took 

great pride in their LRP patrols, like Robert Ankony, who in August of 1968 completed 

his 22nd and final patrol within the unit.648 

 As the LRP concept continued to grow in usage, an ensuing debate formed over 

the overall effectiveness of the teams versus their usage of manpower, material, and 

command potential. The Recondo School hosted a conference for MAC-V in August of 

1968 to discuss the merits of the programs and its units. Attended by a diverse number of 

individuals from division commanders to LRP team leaders and Recondo School 

personnel, the conference demonstrates the high profile gained by these units as well as 

the uncertain nature of the Army’s agreement concerning their effectiveness.  In addition 

the army’s continuing process of experimentation and evolution is on display, as the LRP 

concept is constantly being refined and tweaked. During presentations by the staff of the 

4th Infantry Division, the 101st Airborne, both Field Force Commands and the 5th SFG, 

the various utilizations of the LRP were discussed. Highlighted by the presentation of Lt 

General William Peers of FF-I, it is obvious that Army personnel still had a very differing 

                                                 
645 The Typhoon, Vol. 2 No. 7 – “Company E (LRP), 20th Infantry, Airborne: In Search of the 

Enemy”, July 1968, Folder 01, Box 01, Joseph Welsh Collection, The Vietnam Archive. 
646 Monthly LRP Report for Co E (LRP) 20th Infantry, 04 August 1968, Folder 06, Box 01, Daniel Pope 

Collection. Vietnam Archive.  
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opinion of the LRP concept and its purpose. Peers argued that too often the teams were 

being evacuated under duress, representing a number of misunderstandings. Lambasting 

Commanding officers intellectual grasp, the selection of LRP soldiers, and the 

organization of teams in the field, Peers argues that although he is a major supporter of 

the concept he believes more work needs to be done to improve the effectiveness of such 

a high profile and material intensive tool. The Recondo School contingent requested a 

higher quality of individual be sent for the training course, as unqualified recruits created 

an issue that really undermined the legitimacy of the program.649 While the conference 

was largely positive in its appraisal of the LRP concept, it demonstrated that the Army as 

a whole was still not on board with the doctrine and structure of these units. Existing 

between Special Forces and conventional forces, sat in an uncomfortable and provisional 

position. LRP teams required extensive training and equipment while removing the upper 

echelon of infantrymen from their line units. Discovered LRP patrols that mandated 

emergency evacuation, which judging by Company E’s stats occurred somewhere near 

40% of the time, created negative images of the teams as wasteful, dangerous, and overall 

ineffective. For example, reports from the 25th Infantry Division suggested that the LRP 

teams were often called for extraction after being easily discovered after engaging a 

larger force. This compromised air assets and paralyzed other operations while the LRPs 

were being brought back in safely.650 These issues were enough to turn some 

commanders actively against the LRP concept, arguing that the material and manpower 

should be split between the conventional forces and special warfare commands so that 

each could do their specific job more effectively.  

 As the war progressed through the tumultuous events of Khe Sanh and the Tet 

Offensive and the American position in Vietnam became increasingly more desperate for 

success.651 Despite an American victory by the isolated marines at Khe Sanh and the 
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Box 01, Glenn Helm Collection, The Vietnam Archive. For LTG Peers’ Remarks, 7-14. Col Aaron of 5th 
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totality of American military forces in the weeks following the Tet attacks, the dramatic 

events of January and February in 1968 were disastrous to American morale, confidence 

and public support. The climactic year ended with Lyndon Johnson’s shocking decision 

to not seek re-election as he attempted to solve the Vietnam conflict through negotiation. 

In most minds the American military had failed in Vietnam, and any illusion of victory 

on the ground quickly disappeared.652 William Westmoreland was replaced by General 

Creighton Abrams as COMUS-MACV and Richard Nixon ascended into the White 

House promising ‘Peace with Honor’ in the Vietnam War. The American martial culture 

had failed, perhaps for the first time ever, and was desperate to pull some kind of 

meaning from the debacle that was Vietnam. 

 “The term LRRP is sterile, unappealing, and fails to motivate soldiers.” General 

Willard Pearson’s words struck a chord as Lt General Arthur S. Collins read over the 

proposal. With the Army needing a ‘shot in the arm’, Pearson suggested that the LRP 

teams be re-designated as Ranger companies.653 As an early adopter of the LRRP concept 

in the 101st Airborne’s 1st Brigade, Pearson heartily believed in the preservation of the 

LRRP organization and Recondo training into the post-war army, and believed that a 

more solid foundation must be built to ensure its existence. Attempting to tap into the 

public popularity and established narrative of the ranger, Pearson’s proposal called for 

the creation of a separate regiment made up solely of ranger companies. Connecting to 

the stellar opinion of the Army Ranger School at Fort Benning, Pearson utilized the 

existing Ranger Operations manual from 1962 in order to present his idea of a multi-role 

force, defining such operations “…for the purpose of reconnaissance, raids, and general 
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Robert. Flawed Giant: Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 1961-1973. New York: Oxford University Press, 

1998. ; Schandler, Herbert. The Unmaking of a President: Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam. Princeton, NJ: 

Princeton University Press, 1977. 
653 Major General Willard Pearson to Major General John R. Deane, 19 August 1968. “75th Infantry 
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disruption of enemy operations.”654 Despite sporadic protests over the nature of an 

intelligence gathering unit also geared toward kinetic action, the idea was accepted with 

considerable excitement within the military. Culturally the return of the ranger was 

always an exciting moment and received a lot of attention in both the civilian and 

military press.655 What set the ranger apart from other innovations like the Special Forces 

Groups, was the connection to America’s past.656 The organization of the 75th Ranger 

Infantry Regiment, like previous moments in World War II and Korea, was accompanied 

by stories relating to American rangers of the past like Robert Rogers and Benjamin 

Church. The ranger was and is an American cultural phenomenon, a characteristic that 

helped bring it into permanency during Vietnam. 

 Each of the LRP companies at the division, brigade, and corps level were 

reorganized re-made into lettered companies within the 75th Infantry regiment and titled 

ranger. Company E of FF-I was re-designated Company C within the new regiment. In all 

sixteen ranger companies were authorized and continued to serve as attached companies 

to divisions, brigades, and the two Field Force commands. Adopting the new nickname 

‘Charlie Rangers’ in reference to the phonetic alphabet, Company C served in a number 

of varying roles and missions through the remainder of the war. Providing reconnaissance 

and intelligence capabilities for both the 4th Infantry Division and the Republic of 

Korea’s 9th division, the rangers routinely patrolled well known infiltration routes and 

highways. Lt General Charles Corcoran’s ascension to command of FF-I dramatically 

changed the employment of the new ranger company. Creating their own miniature 

Recondo refresher course and proving ground for new recruits, the Charlie rangers 

further developed the ranger concept. The 75th Ranger Regiment assumed greater combat 

responsibilities during the waning years of the Vietnam War, and company C was no 

different. Under the command Maj Bill Holt and the freshly constituted Task Force 

                                                 
654 U.S. Army, FM 21-50: Ranger Training and Ranger Operations. Washington D.C: Department of the 

Army, 1962. 1-1. 
655 Porter, A., “The Rangers have a Long History,” Infantry, Vol 56, January-February, 1966. ; Lanning, 

Michael Lee. Inside the LRRPs: Rangers in Vietnam. New York: Ballantine Books, 1988. 74-75, 171-175.  
656 The connection to the Rangers of World War II was already technically spoken for in 1969 when the 

75th Ranger Regiment was formed. The 1st Special Forces Group was formulated upon the bones of the 

World War II Ranger battalions and therefore carried on their historical lineage. The 75th Infantry regiment 

that was taken over by the Rangers was instead the unit derived from the 5307th: Merrill’s Marauders. 

Stanton, Vietnam: Order of Battle. 154. 
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Smith, the rangers served the group’s primary combat patrol arm for the better part of a 

year.657 A greater emphasis was placed upon placing and executing effective ambushes 

against Viet Cong guerrillas. Utilizing ‘stay-behind’ infiltrations, the company was able 

to gather a constant flow of information while achieving regular success with 

unsuspecting ambushes. When a helicopter arrived to remove one team after their 

multiple day patrol, a second team would be infiltrated simultaneously to maintain a 

constant presence in the area.658  

 The ‘new’ ranger companies proved quite effective over the closing years of the 

war when assigned proper missions based on observation and reconnaissance. Company 

L was attached to the 101st airborne division during the first half of 1970. Over six 

months, the rangers conducted almost one hundred patrols and came into contact with the 

V.C. thirty-six times. Securing twenty-four confirmed kills, the rangers only suffered one 

man killed in action. Company L’s reconnaissance provided a significant value to the 

efforts of the 101st in their area of operation in the Ruong Valley. Primarily assigned 

recon, observation, and ambush tasks, the rangers were given the additional task of 

securing enemy prisoners of war which they excelled in.659 As the ranger increasingly 

proved successful, the companies began assisting in the final American strategy of the 

war – Vietnamization. Under Nixon’s guidance, the U.S. military began handing the war 

back over to the South Vietnamese military so that American involvement could be 

drawn down. Company H was attached to the 1st Cavalry Division and achieved similar 

success to the other companies. In addition the rangers worked alongside ARVN ranger 

units and trained them in the LRP tactics and techniques, an exchange that proved quite 

fruitful as the ARVN units began conducting successful patrols shortly thereafter.660 The 

ranger companies were well received and employed more effectively in the field than any 

other ranger group in the modern era. 

                                                 
657 History of Company E (LRP) & Company C (Rngr). 
658 This technique was taught at the Recondo School, and proved quite effective at extending LRP 

operations in the field. Requiring a heavy time load of the LRP teams involved, this was not suggested as a 

long term technique, but could be utilized for a short duration of time in areas of heavy enemy activity.  
659 Operational Report – Lessons Learned, Company L (Ranger), 75th Infantry, 101st Airborne Division 

(Airmobile) period ending 30 April 1970. 26 May 1970. 75th Infantry Regiment – H and L Companies 

(Ranger), Box 80, OR-LL Series. MACV Command Historians Collection, USAHEC. 
660 Operational Report – Lessons Learned, Company H (Ranger), 75th Infantry (ABN), HQ 1st Cavalry 

Division, Period Ending 30 April 1970. 15 May 1970. Box 80, OR-LL Series. MACV Command 

Historians Collection, USAHEC. 
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 The MACV Recondo School was closed in December of 1971 as the American 

martial effort was winding down, and as General Creighton Abrams no longer saw the 

need for a school and program of that size as the ranger companies’ individual training 

regimes and the Ranger school proved more than capable of preparing soldiers for ranger 

service. The overall impact of the Recondo School may be difficult to discern from first 

glance as only a relatively small number of soldiers actually graduated the course. From 

the time the doors opened for the first class of Recondo students in September of 1966 to 

the final class’ graduation in December of 1971, 82 groups of soldiers entered the course. 

Over 5,500 soldiers attempted to graduate, with only 3,528 being successful. This number 

pales in comparison to an estimated 1.6 million soldiers that saw combat during the 

American war in Vietnam. Less than one percent of American combat soldiers graduated 

from the Recondo School, but when the numbers are examined with a different lens the 

impact of this school is made clear.  

The official graduation rosters from the Recondo School indicate that these 

graduates represent a wide array of the American combat units that saw combat. Fifty-

four different American units are listed within the official records that sent soldiers to the 

school. Every branch of the American armed forces are represented on the graduation 

rolls. The largest portion of these graduates belonged to standard infantry units like the 

1st, 4th and 9th Infantry Divisions. While this is to be expected, upon further examination 

and analysis the true breadth of this school’s reach becomes apparent. Following the 

Infantry units, there is a considerable presence from the US Army’s airborne and armored 

units. The U.S. Air force and Navy make an appearance, with an unexpected showing by 

the Marine Corps. The second largest group to graduate from the school consisted of 

units from other nations. The Free World Military forces account for nearly twenty 

percent of the graduates. Chief among these are the Republic of Korea military forces, 

otherwise known as the ROKs, which actually constituted the highest number of students 

from a single unit to undergo the training.661 Distribution of this training along such a 

wide number of units allows a number of conclusions to be drawn. First a desire across 

the spectrum of American military units in the field to have their soldiers undertake this 

course. This array stretches from the 101st airborne through the USAF’s 38th Aerospace 

                                                 
661 In all records, the individual units of the ROK soldiers are not listed, unlike the American forces.  
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Rescue and Recovery Squadron (ARRS). This training was deemed important not only 

by infantry units out in the countryside, but by a number of units that would never field 

their own LRRP teams, which indicates a higher value to the Recondo school. This 

higher value indicates the second lesson to be learned from these numbers; that this 

training was viewed more than a simple boon to a unit’s LRRP capabilities. Units sent 

soldiers to this school to have their men indoctrinated with the discipline and mindset of 

the Special Warfare soldiers at the helm, while preparing them to support conventional 

forces in the field.662 

 Once again as an American conflict drew to a close, the ranger units were 

disbanded one by one. The Vietnam Rangers were not deactivated due to inefficiency, 

massive loss of manpower, or a complete misunderstanding form their commanding 

officers.663 The ranger concept survived in both doctrine and the Ranger School and 

would shortly be revived into permanency. The ranger experience in the Vietnam War 

not only represents the solidification of the rangers as a necessary structure within the 

American military, it demonstrates that the ranger mode of warfare had been accepted as 

an essential and functional support piece within the American martial culture. Separate 

from the Special Warfare doctrines focusing around counterinsurgency and nation-

building, the ranger mode combined real battlefield necessity with the specialized skill 

and mind set of the special warfare soldier. Vietnam represented a powerful moment of 

adaptation and experimentation for the American military, but the overall failures to 

secure a victory left a great deal of concern for the post-war era. 

 

 

 

                                                 
662 MACV Recondo School – Rosters of Participants and Completions, 68-71. Box 1. MACV Recondo 

School; Organizational History Files, ’67-70. 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne) HQ RG: 472. NACP. 

These numbers have been collected from the original documents and tabulated together. See Appendix 1. 

US Army Infantry units account for 35% of the total graduation numbers, by far the highest percentage. 

After the standard infantry units, foreign military units represent 17%, American Airborne Units 16%. 

Other notable categories: USMC – 5.5%, USSF – 5.6%. 
663 Company C was one of the last to be disbanded following the inactivation of FF-I in April 1971. By 

October of that same year the ranger companies and 75th Regiment had been completely emptied and 

inactivated. History of Company E (LRP) & Company C (Rngr). 
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A New Standard Bearer 

 Militarily the Vietnam War ‘nearly broke the army’, the American military, and 

its martial culture. Despite securing resounding victories in a near totality of operations 

and encounters, the American military unable to secure a decisive result in their favor. 

The doctrine of ‘gradual response’ coupled with American technological superiority 

proved incapable of winning a limited war against the developing nation of Vietnam. 

America and its people were deeply wounded by the failures of Vietnam. Well over 

200,000 American military personnel were killed or wounded during a conflict that cost 

the United States upwards of $150 billion. The psychological fallout from Vietnam 

persists into the 21st century as the wounds of those that survived, both mental and 

physical, continue to remind the country of its failure in Southeast Asia.664  America’s 

very confidence was shaken during the war, and at the heart of the duress lay an 

American martial culture and identity in shock and disarray. The United States had never 

lost a war, and in the post-war years struggled to find its way back to functionality and 

the good graces of the American people. 

 In the decade following the Vietnam War, the American military and its culture 

frantically attempted to re-define itself in the wake of the catastrophe. American 

positioning in the Cold War began to ease away from active attempts at containment, 

instead retreating to the ideas of Eisenhower. Presidents Nixon, Ford, and Carter looked 

to deter further American involvement on the global stage and cut defense spending in 

the face of massive debt incurred from the war.665 The U.S. Army began adopting an 

                                                 
664 The human cost of Vietnam paled in comparison to that of larger American conflicts like World War II 

(400,000) or the Civil War (800,000+), but the nature of the smaller war and the ambiguous motivation for 

American involvement amplified the impact of the 58,000+ American servicemen killed in the war. 

Estimates point to some 800,000 soldiers experience some levels of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 

(PTSD) in the lives after the war, while 21,000 men are estimated to have been permanently disabled from 

their wounds sustained in Vietnam. Perhaps the most dastardly lingering legacy of the war in Agent 

Orange, the chemical defoliant sprayed over thousands of acres of Vietnamese jungle, which has been 

linked to severe medical illnesses later in the exposed soldier’s lives. See: Combat Area Casualty File – 

Vietnam, Defense Casualty Analysis System Extract Files. NACP, 

www.archives.gov/research/military/vietnam-war/casualty-statistics.html. ; Dacy, Douglas. Foreign Aid, 

War, and economic development: South Vietnam 1955-1975. Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University 

Press, 1986. ; Wilcox, Fred. Waiting for an Army to Die: The Tragedy of Agent Orange. New York: 

Vintage Books, 1983.   
665 Herring, Longest War, 264-266. For information on financial impact of Vietnam on American debt and 

economy see: Daggett, Stephen. Costs of Major U.S. Wars. Washington, D.C.: Library of Congress, 

Congressional Research Service, 2010. 
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equal retread in its organization and primary focus, as it turned back to Europe and the 

possibility of a large scale conventional war with the Soviet Union. Suffering from the 

sting of defeat, the United States turned its eyes upon only the kind of conflict that if lost 

would threaten the very existence of the United States. Raising questions about the future 

of units like the LRRPs, Rangers, and even the Special Force Groups, this new line of 

thinking threatened and instituted massive budget cuts. Believing that the large-scale war 

in Europe would only require minimal specialized personnel, many of the established 

SFG’s were inactivated in the 1970’s. The remaining SFG’s were tasked with picking up 

the slack, and assigned a wide array of missions that would not properly utilize the highly 

trained civil-affairs soldiers. SFG’s through the end of Vietnam and beyond were tasked 

through new doctrine at undertaking raids, reconnaissance, and other ill-assigned 

operations.666 Culturally, the Vietnam War had wrecked the relationship between the 

United States government and military, and the population of U.S. citizenry. 

 The American concept of ‘limited warfare’ had done irreparable damage to the 

civil-military relations within the United States. Wanting to keep these wars small and 

less intrusive on the American population, President Johnson had refused to call up 

National Guard units or the reserves, instead looking to the draft to fill out American 

fighting ranks. General Norman Schwarzkopf argued decades later that “we had drafted 

young Americans, ordered them to fight, and then blamed them for the war when they 

came home.”667 Historians argue that Vietnam and this decision fundamentally changed 

the war the American culture viewed and interacted with warfare during the era. 

American citizens were left out of the war, as the Kennedy and Johnson administrations 

pushed the military into war. With the elimination of the draft by President Nixon in 

1973, the notion of the citizen-soldier, a long standing pillar of American military culture, 

had been destroyed. The advent of a totally professional force dramatically altered the 

American martial culture, as now only a small percentage of volunteers would fight the 

                                                 
666 U.S. Army, Department of the Army, “Table of Organization and Equipment No. 31-105H: Special 

Forces Battalion, Airborne Special Forces Group,” 10 June 1970. Organizational History Branch, 

USAHEC. ; U.S. Army, FM 31-21: Special Forces Operations: U.S. Army Doctrine. Washington, D.C.: 

1969. 
667 Clancy, Tom, and Fred Franks. Into the Storm: A Study in Command. New York: Putnam, 1997. 78. 
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wars decided on by the United States government.668 In an attempt to assuage this divide 

and create a more accountable use of American military force, General Creighton 

Abrams the Army Chief of Staff enacted the ‘Total Force Policy’ in 1973 shortly before 

his death. Simply, this policy made the active army operationally dependent on reserve 

and national guard units, so that the American people would not be left out of the 

decision making process in going to war. The policy was dramatic in its structure as some 

cases saw 70% of a divisions’ combat support assigned to reserve and guard units. 

Abrams was known for telling anyone who would listen that, in regards to the new 

policy, “They’re never going to take us to war again without calling up the reserves.”669 

The American martial culture was in flux as the fundamental relationships defining it 

were reorganized.  

 As these changes took place and the American military attempted to recover and 

re-define itself after Vietnam, Abrams would play a further role of importance. A number 

of events in the 1970’s demonstrated, to Abrams and others, that the United States ability 

to respond to conflicts was less than acceptable. Events like the Palestinian Airline 

hijackings of 1970, the Munich Olympics massacre of 1972, and the heightened state of 

alarm produced by the 1973 Yom Kippur War left the United States with no primary 

response option.670 Abrams viewed America’s strategic reserve, the 82nd Airborne, and 

                                                 
668 This moment formulates one of Adrian Lewis’ central arguments concerning the American culture of 

war. Using Carl von Clausewitz as a theoretical frame work, Lewis argues that the triangular relationship 

between the government, military, and the people of the United States was severed the connection between 

the people and the military: it was the death of the citizen-soldier. The American people and its military 

were free to act separately, and Lewis argues that the two forces grew distantly apart over the course of the 

latter 20th century. Lewis, The American Culture of War, 3-6. For Clausewitzian theory see: Clausewitz, 

Carl von, and J. J. Graham. On War. New York: Skyhorse Publishing, Inc, 2013. ; Handel, Michael 

I. Masters of War: Classical Strategic Thought. London: Frank Cass Publishers, 2001. 
669 Kitfield, James. Prodigal Soldiers: How the Generation of Officers born of Vietnam Revolutionized the 

American Style of War. Washington, D.C.: Potomac Books, 1995. 150-151. ; Bacevich, Andrew J. The New 

American Militarism: How Americans Are Seduced by War. New York: Oxford University Press, 2005. 39-

42. 
670 These three events, among others, demonstrated that in addition to the Omni-present threat of 

Communism, the United States would have to increasingly be wary of instability in the Middle East. 

American continued support of Israel and energy needs necessitated a constant state of vigilance in the 

hostile region. For a breakdown of American-Israeli relations in the period see: Bass, Warren. Support Any 

Friend: Kennedy's Middle East and the Making of the U.S.-Israel Alliance. New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2004.  For an in-depth look into the impact of these events on contemporary Middle Eastern terror 

and American involvement see: Carlton, David. The West’s Road to 9/11: Resisting, Appeasing and 

Encouraging Terrorism since 1970. New York: Macmillan, 2006. ; Quandt, William B. Peace Process: 

American Diplomacy and the Arab-Israeli Conflict Since 1967. Washington, D.C.: Brookings Institution 
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other conventional forces unsuitable to intervene in emergency events due to logistics and 

time constraints. In accordance with Abram’s existing view of the Special Forces Groups, 

he could not condone their intervention in such events due to a lacking strength of 

organization. If the United States was transitioning away from direct large-scale 

involvement, Abrams believed that the American military must at least obtain a rapidly 

deployable response force for emergency situations to defend American interests.671 The 

establishment of the U.S. Army Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) in 1973 

developed Abram’s thinking further. Headed by General William Depuy, this new 

structure was charged with re-invigorating the Army, its doctrine, and its soldiers. 

Looking to the Israeli example on the lethal battlefields of the Yom-Kippur War, 

TRADOC, General DePuy, and his successor General Don Starry came to the conclusion 

that the American military re-organization could not be made around technology and 

weapon systems, but instead on the quality of the personnel involved at each level.672 

General Starry argued that “…battle will continue to be won by the courage of Soldiers, 

the character of leaders, and the combat excellence of well-trained units – beginning with 

crews and ending with corps and armies.”673 TRADOC worked along this principle in the 

development of FM: 100-5: Operations, first published in 1976, which re-defined the 

basic concepts of Army doctrine from training to employment and relationships to other 

services. Refined successively over the proceeding decades, this document focused on 

reinstalling initiative to the battlefield with the capabilities of the individual as the central 

foundation.674 In a culmination of these thought processes, Abrams proposed the 

                                                 
Press, 2005. For full examination of each conflict see: Philips. David. Skyjack: The Story of Air Piracy. 

London, Harrap Publishing, 1973. ; Bregman, Ahron. Israel's Wars, 1947-93. London: Routledge, 2000.  
671 Abrams, Creighton. “Chief of Staff Reports on the Posture of the Army,” Army Logistician: The Official 

Magazine of United States Army Logistics. Fort Lee, VA: U.S. Army Logistics Management Center. 

May/June 1974. Vol 6, 36. ; Bradford, Zeb B., and Frederic Joseph Brown. The United States Army in 

Transition. Beverly Hills CA: Sage Publications, 1973. 29-30, 83-84. 
672 General William DePuy served in Vietnam as commander of the 1st Infantry Division in 1966, where he 

was a staunch supporter of the burgeoning LRRP concept and Recondo School. This experience no doubt 

influenced his thinking while organizing and starting TRADOC’s re-imagination of Army doctrine. DePuy, 

William E., Romie L. Brownlee, and William J. Mullen. Changing an Army: An Oral History of General 

William E. DePuy, USA Retired. Carlisle Barracks, Pa: U.S. Military History Institute, 1988. 189-191. 
673 Starry, Don, “Reflections,” George Hoffman and Don Starry, ed., Camp Colt to Desert Storm: The 

History of US Armored Forces. Lexington, KY: University of Kentucky Press, 1999. 549-550. 
674 U.S. Army, FM 100-5: Operations. Washington, D.C.: Department of the Army, 1976. 
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activation of a permanent Ranger Battalion to serve as America’s rapid response force 

globally. 

 In December of 1973 Abrams informed General DePuy and other commanders 

that he intended to create one Ranger Battalion immediately, and two more within a year. 

With six hundred ranger or airborne qualified individuals a piece, these battalions would 

serve as the United States ready reaction force, being able to deploy anywhere in the 

world in a short timeline. Abrams envisioned a highly adaptable force capable of 

conducting conventional infantry tasks, raids, and joint operations with foreign military 

forces.675 DePuy and TRADOC immediately went to work defining the new units and 

their missions. Focusing on defining a clear and simple concept, DePuy and the 

TRADOC staff envisioned a strictly kinetic and direct unit. DePuy wanted to avoid any 

confusion between these rangers and the existing Special Forces organization and 

doctrine, mandating a clear division. DePuy’s rangers were capable of rescue operations, 

but that was not their primary mission of ‘commando/ranger’ like raids.676 Abrams took 

part in the planning and organizational process, continually reiterating the adaptability of 

his envisioned force. Desiring a force capable of infiltration by land, sea, or air, the 

rangers would be able to act in platoon, company or battalion sized operations with ease. 

Abrams emphasized that he wanted to create “…a foot infantry battalion…the finest in 

the world.”677 For the first time as an American ranger unit was being created, a proper 

doctrine and concept was developed beforehand in order to create a well understood and 

functional force. 

 The 1st Ranger Battalion was constructed along similar lines as World War II, 

Korean, and Vietnam era units in the regard to firepower. Organized around three 172 

men companies, the battalion was equipped with minimal support or headquarters staff as 

well as minimal heavy weapons and organic fire support. Like previous incarnations, 

these rangers lacked staying power in the field and were designed to rely on the combat 

                                                 
675 Department of the Army, General Abrams to General DePuy, Commanding Officer, TRADOC, 20 

December 1973. “1st Battalion, 75th Infantry”, Organizational History Branch, USAHEC. 
676 Memorandum, 17 January 1974, “1st Battalion, 75th Infantry.” And “William E, DePuy, Historical 
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677 Commanding Officer, United States Army Force Command (FORSCOM), to HQ, Department of the 

Army, 16 January 1974. ; Memorandum, 17 January 1974. “1st Battalion, 75th Infantry.” Organizational 

History Branch, USAHEC. 
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ability of its members in combat. In order to make this arrangement as effective as 

possible, the recruitment process was given no deadline. Selection of top quality 

individuals was paramount to Abrams, TRADOC, and the overall success of the units.678 

Abrams threatened to immediately disband the units if a negative reputation grew around 

the men’s commitment and levels of discipline. The Army Chief of Staff placed a high 

level of importance on the creation of these units. Recognizing the precarious position of 

the U.S. Army post Vietnam, Abrams wanted a fresh start and he believed the ranger 

battalions could serve as an example. Choosing Colonel Kenneth Leuer to oversee the 

training and command the 1st Ranger Battalion, Abrams let it be known that he 

envisioned this iteration of the rangers to be a permanent ‘Standard Bearer’ for the rest of 

the Army, and other branches of the armed forces. Embodying the highest standards of 

discipline, combat ability, adaptability, and quality of personnel, Abrams believed the 

Rangers could lead the way for the re-birth of the American military.679 

 General Creighton Abrams did not live to see the fruits of his labors, passing 

away in September of 1974 after surgical complications in removing a cancerous lung. 

Colonel Leuer took his instructions to heart and went about creating a well disciplined 

and effective unit through its training and identity. Within a few years the Ranger 

Battalions were extremely popular among young Army recruits. Nearly 70% of the 

Battalions’ member had joined the Army simply to be a part of the ranger units as their 

‘unit of choice.’680 The training quickly became a major mark of pride and intrigue by the 

public and those wanting to join. Walking the line between a ‘special’ and regular unit, 

the Ranger Battalions required a lengthy resume for soldiers before being allowed to 

joining the unit and attempt the training. Recruits had to have already graduated basic and 

advanced infantry training, become airborne qualified, and pass a rigorous pre-ranger 

training course. Training itself focused on sharpening infantry skills to their maximum 

potential as well as small-unit capabilities. Leuer trained the battalion across a wide 

                                                 
678 U.S. Army, “Table of Organization and Equipment No. 7-85H: Ranger Infantry Battalion,” 30 May 

1974. Organizational History Branch, USAHEC.  
679 Recognized as the modern father of the Rangers, General Leuer was influential in following Abrams and 

DePuy’s visions and creating reality. General Kenneth Leuer, Interview with James Sandy. Phone/E-Mail 
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variety of locations in addition to their home at Fort Benning: Alaska, the Panama Canal, 

Texas, and California. The public took hold of the ranger concept once again, with each 

headline raising the stock of these new rangers.681 The 1st and 2nd Battalions were formed 

within Abram’s timeframe, but the 3rd would have to wait a full decade before its official 

formation.  

 As the 1970’s progressed the ranger battalions clumsily settled into their role, as 

their doctrine was developed along with the rest of the U.S. military. Initially members of 

the American government and the media began claiming the rangers were America’s 

answer to terrorism, in a nod to contemporary foreign forces like the British S.A.S. and 

the West German GSG-9.682 Despite the public attention, the rangers were simply not 

designed along similar lines as these smaller, highly specialized forces. But without an 

overarching command to clearly define the role of units like the rangers, Special Forces 

groups, and even the Navy SEALS, a scramble ensued for these units to claim counter-

terrorism missions as their own. The Army even went so far as to create a second force 

for undertaking these operations more efficiently than the larger ranger force could. 

Nicknamed DELTA, the new organization drew highly trained individuals away from the 

ranger battalions and Special Forces groups, causing a higher volume of debate and 

argument between the forces and American commanders.683 The level of 

misunderstanding and confusion played out in one of the ranger battalion’s first assigned 

missions in 1980. Following the overthrow of the Shah of Iran and his subsequent 

admittance to the United States, the American embassy in Tehran was overrun and sixty 

American embassy staff were taken hostage. Following limited diplomatic success, 

                                                 
681Leuer Interview.; U.S. Army, 1st Battalion (Ranger), 75th Infantry, “Rangers Lead the Way: A Brief 

History.” Fort Stewart, G.S.: Ranger Department, 1976. Harris, Art, “The Wild Bunch, Heroes Once More: 

Return of the Rangers: ‘Our Job is to Kill,’” Washington Post, 4 November 1983, section 4, 1. 
682 The British Special Air Service had been in service since 1947 and drew on the heritage of the 

Commandos. The 1980 high-profile raid of the Iranian embassy in London to rescue hostages dramatically 

enhanced the prestige and notoriety of this unit. GSG-9 was actually an elite formation within the West 

German police force formed in 1973 and arranged in response to the Munich Olympics disaster. 

Specializing in counter-terrorism, GSG-9 conducted a high-profile rescue mission of a hijacked airliner in 

Mogadishu. Both of these units served as inspiration for American adoption of counter-terrorism doctrine 

and the arguments over which force would be tasked with such operations. Fremont-Barnes, Gregory. Who 

Dares Wins: The SAS and the Iranian Embassy Siege of 1980. London: Osprey Publishing, 2009.  
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Harcourt Brace Jovanovich Publishers, 1983.  
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President Jimmy Carter ordered a rescue mission organized and implemented. Operation 

Eagle Claw consisted of DELTA force members and a number of Army Rangers. Lack of 

coordinated planning between the different forces and command and control issues 

combined to create a disaster when two transport helicopters collided killing eight 

American servicemen and cancelling the operation before it began. American military 

prestige hit its all-time low as the most high-profile American military endeavor since the 

end of Vietnam ended in a spectacular failure due to mistake and an observable 

incompetence.684  

 Following the debacle of the Iranian hostage crisis and America’s failure to use its 

military to intervene, the Department of Defense created the United States Special 

Operations Command (US-SOCOM) in 1987 which assumed operational and doctrinal 

control over all American military ‘special operations’ units. The 75th Ranger Regiment 

was officially activated in 1986, and along with a headquarters company solidified 

America and the Army’s standard bearers. Under this new command, the Ranger 

Regiment was finally allotted a clear and decisive doctrine and role. The Ranger 

experience through the opening decades of the Cold War, Vietnam, and the 1970’s and 

80s demonstrates that the American martial culture had finally come to accept irregular 

warfare techniques as a necessary and institutionalized piece of the American military.685 

The 75th Ranger Regiment ushered in the formation of the modern American military and 

martial culture. Serving as the American quick response force, a Ranger Battalion could 

                                                 
684 The heralded source for the operation and its downfall is Paul Ryan’s The Iranian Rescue Mission, 

which argues that a lack of control and consistent command doomed the mission from the start. Ryan, Paul. 

The Iranian Rescue Mission: Why it Failed. Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1985. 15, 96-98. 
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intensive historiography. Starting in the 1960’s the military began experimenting and developing special 

warfare tactics, doctrines and the corresponding forces. Tested in Vietnam, these initial efforts were not 

always deemed a success, see the disbandment of the 75th Ranger regiment prior to the conclusion of 

American involvement. Over the course of the 1970’s and 80’s in the continued atmosphere of the Cold 

War, American interest and investment in special operations grew. The reconstitution of the 75th Ranger 

Regiment in 1974 was to be the ‘standard bearer’ for the new all-volunteer military according to then Army 

Chief of Staff General Creighton Abrams. Developed alongside the conventional makeup of the Cold War 

military, the Joint Special Operations Command’s creation in 1980 signaled a further commitment to the 

prosecution of special warfare. Adrian Lewis discusses the place of the new Ranger battalion in his seminal 

text The American culture of War, as well as the place of Special Warfare going forward in the extended 

second edition. Lewis, Adrian. The American Culture of War. 294,486-487. For further discussion of the 

role and evolution of Special Warfare within the U.S. military in latter half of the 20th century, see: 

Robinson, Linda. 2012. "The Future of Special Operations: Beyond Kill and Capture". Foreign Affairs. 91, 

no. 6: 110-122. ; Linn, Brian McAllister. The Echo of Battle: The Army's Way of War. ; Bacevich, Andrew 

J. The New American Militarism: How Americans Are Seduced by War.  
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be deployed anywhere in the world in 48 hours. Serving in both conventional and special 

operations roles, the 75th Ranger Regiment is the definition of an adaptable force. Well-

known for its discipline and training standards, the Ranger Battalions have served on 

America’s front lines in every military incursion since the debacle in Iran. Under the 

administration of Ronald Reagan and successive presidents, the Rangers have become as 

the standard bearer for the modern American military that Creighton Abrams imagined 

them to be. 
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Epilogue 

‘Sua Sponte’ 

 “This has been something she’s wanted to do for a long, long time.” U.S. Army 

Chief Warrant Officer Mike Griest continued, “We’re all very, very proud of her.” 

Discussing his sister, Captain Kristen Griest, Mike boomed with pride during the phone 

interview with the Associated Press reporter.686 Captain Griest, along with 1st Lieutenant 

Shaye Haver, made history just a few days before the interview. The two Americans 

became the first female graduates of the Army Ranger School ever in August of 2015. 

Their historic graduation did not come easy as both soldiers failed portions of the course 

in previous attempts, a normal occurrence when students are faced with the difficulties of 

the modern course. Griest and Haver represent only two of the seventeen women who 

started the ranger course in April, after the entire group had passed the Ranger Training 

and Assessment Course to gain their spots. Major Lisa Jaster joined the female graduates 

in October after passing the course.687 Following the actions of these three women, the 

U.S. Army declared that the course would be opened to any women who qualified, 

removing any restrictions based upon gender. “All soldiers who are qualified and 

capable” should be afforded the opportunity to attend Ranger School, remarked Secretary 

of the Army John McHugh as the decision was made public in September 2015. The 

sentiments were echoed by Army Chief of Staff General Mark Milley, stating the 

decision ensures “…we are maintaining our combat readiness today, tomorrow and for 

future generations.”688  

 The historic accomplishments of Griest, Haver, and Jaster demonstrate the 

powerful position that the Army Rangers occupy within the modern American martial 

culture. Since the formation of the Army Ranger School in 1950 and the permanent 

creation of the 75th Ranger Regiment in the 1980’s, the evolution of the modern 

American martial culture had been observable through an examination of the American 

                                                 
686 Associated Press, “1st Women to pass U.S. Army Ranger School gain foothold for followers.” August 20 

2015. CBSNews.com. 
687 Tan, Michele, “3rd Woman, and 1st female Reservist, dons Ranger tab” October 16 2015. Army Times. 

Armytimes.com.  
688 Lamonth, Dan, “After historic graduation, Army removes all restriction on women attending Ranger 

School.” September 2, 2015. The Washington Post.  
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Ranger tradition. As the development of modern special warfare doctrine occurred across 

the course of the 20th century, the ranger’s role and relationship to the military 

establishment represented the growing level of acceptance and understanding of irregular 

warfare within the culture. The potent array of military symbols, including the Rangers, 

demonstrates the developed and entrenched phenomenon of modern American 

militarism. Following the Second World War and the ensuing decades of the Cold War, 

Americans have increasingly sought to define American identity, prestige, and strength 

through the image of American military institutions. When the All-Volunteer military 

was instituted the power of these symbols became even greater as American citizens 

became increasingly divided and distanced from the realities of the American military 

and its institutions. American militarism does not actively seek warfare, but instead 

values the imagery and symbols produced by the American capability to make war.689 

High profile symbols like the Ranger Regiment and technological superiorities like 

aircraft and advance warships demonstrate to the American people, regardless of their 

implementation and effectiveness, that the United States is a powerful nation and can 

project power across a great distance. Increasingly specialized forces rise to the top as 

overtly powerful symbols, due to their perceived ‘elite’ status gained through decades of 

service and high-profile missions. The centrality of the ranger in the American martial 

culture is easily demonstrated by the visible and influential role that Army Rangers have 

played in the most contemporary American conflicts. 

Prior to the full formation of the Ranger Regiment in 1986, the 1st and 2nd 

battalions took part in Operation URGENT FURY when the United States invaded 

Grenada in 1983. With a heavy utilization of special operations forces, Ronald Reagan’s 

attempt to stabilize the Caribbean nation presented a much needed opportunity for 

redemption for the post-Vietnam American military.690 Taking part in a dangerous day-

                                                 
689 The development of the modern American militarism has come into a relative consensus over the 

previous two decades in the scholarship. Both Adrian Lewis and Andrew Bacevich argue that the American 

brand of militarism is based in images of power rather than in capability and accomplishment. Lewis, The 

American Culture of War, 197-198. ; Bacevich, The New American Militarism, 1-3. 
690 Operation URGENT Fury came out of American concerns with the increasingly hostile government of 

Maurice Bishop and his connection with the Soviet Union. The purchasing of Soviet weaponry and 

construction of an airfield capable of maintaining and launch Russian MIG military aircraft elevated the 

concerns. Following a brutal coup that saw Bishop murdered, the United States decided to step in to 

stabilize the chaotic nation as well as securing the safety of a number of American medical students in 

residency on the island. Two seminal sources exist on the invasion of Grenada: Stewart, Richard W., and 
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time air assault, a contingent from both battalions was airdropped from five hundred feet 

to their objectives. After dangling for an excruciatingly long fifteen second drop exposed 

to enemy fire, the rangers assaulted and secured the all-important airfield objective. The 

ranger contingent then made contact and secured a number of American medical students 

caught up in the chaos of rapidly destabilizing nation. Rangers made headlines back 

home with their efficient and successful mission. Greater interest drew in their actions 

when in an assault on a Grenadian barracks, it became public knowledge that Captain 

John Abizaid of A company, 1st Battalion utilized a hot-wired bulldozer to a moving 

shield in the ultimately successful attack. Famously re-enacted in Clint Eastwood’s 1986 

film ‘Heartbreak Ridge’, the wild story quickly spread across the United States.691 The 

Rangers returned home after the initial invasion and fighting had died down, where they 

returned as the stand out successes of the operation. DELTA force and SEAL operations 

had run into a large degree of issues, suffering miscommunication and an unacceptably 

high level of casualties. Stories of ‘Ronnie’s Rangers’ celebrating their success with beer 

and shotgun blanks began to circulate through news outlets, further raising the image of 

the units. Ranger success was capped by a public award ceremony where Reagan 

presented a ranger medic with the Silver Star.692 

As the 1980s turned over into a new decade, the U.S. military became embroiled 

in the 1st Gulf War when Iraq invaded neighboring Kuwait. The United States delivered a 

signature victory over the forces of Saddam Hussein, fully removing the shadow and 

shackles of the Vietnam defeat. Employing the Powell Doctrine, the American military 

utilized overwhelming force and coordination between conventional, special, naval and 

airpower units to decimate the Iraqi forces in a swift and decisive victory. Eight months 

prior to the dominant American victory in the Middle East, the Army Rangers lead a 

contingent of 25,000 plus American military personnel into Panama during Operation 

JUST CAUSE. Justifying the invasion, President George H.W. Bush argued that Manuel 

                                                 
Edgar F. Raines. Operation Urgent Fury: The Invasion of Grenada, October 1983. Washington, DC: 

Center of Military History, 2008. ; Adkin, Mark. Urgent Fury: The Battle for Grenada. Lexington, Mass: 

Lexington Books, 1989. 
691 Eastwood, Clint, Jim Carabatsos, Marsha Mason, Everett McGill, Moses Gunn, Eileen Heckart, and 

Mario Van Peebles. Heartbreak Ridge. Burbank, CA: Warner Home Video, 2002. 
692 Ayres, B. Drummond. “Rangers Back from Grenada Reveling in Praise as Heroes,” New York Times, 11 

November 1983. 
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Noriega’s Panama had become too unstable in the light of multiple unsuccessful coup 

attempts. The presence of the Panama Canal, some 35,000 American civilians living in 

the country, and the desire to stop human-rights violations pushed the United States to 

invade and secure the nation. The Ranger Regiment assaulted multiple airfield through 

airborne assaults as well as securing Noriega’s beach house in an amphibious assault to 

neutralize command and control lines for the Panamanian defense network. Ranger 

operations once again met with a high degree of success, and while the operation offered 

no new revelations for the American military’s revival, General Carl Stiner argued for its 

success in confirming the effectiveness and capabilities of a number of units and their 

doctrines, “There were no lessons learned in this operation…But we did validate a lot of 

things.”693 

The 75th Ranger Regiment continued it place within American military actions 

during Operation Desert Strom conducting raiding and reconnaissance operations in 

cooperation with American conventional forces. A few short years later the regiment 

conducted its most high profile mission to date during Operation Restore Hope in 

Somalia in August of 1993. Elements of the 3rd Battalion were deployed to Somalia along 

with DELTA force operators in a stabilizing mission hoping to remove the powerful 

warlord Mohamed Farrah Aidid. Operating as support to the DELTA teams, the ranger 

contingent demonstrated its adaptability in conducting conventional and Special 

Operations missions simultaneously. The climactic moment occurred in October when an 

operation to sieve a number of the warlord’s lieutenants went awry and the Ranger and 

DELTA soldiers were forced to fight through the night within the crowded and hostile 

streets of Mogadishu. Utilizing constant fire support from American air assets, the 

rangers survived the night and were extracted the next day. Eighteen Americans were 

killed during the night in comparison to the estimated 500 Somali soldiers killed.694 

Immortalized in Mark Bowden’s Black Hawk Down, the men of Task Force Ranger 

further elevated the image and heritage of the 75th Ranger Regiment through their grizzly 

                                                 
693 Quoted in Linn The Echo of Battle, 220. 
694 Stewart, Richard W. The United States Army in Somalia, 1992-1994. United States Center of Military 

History, 2006.; Allard, Kenned. Somalia Operations: Lessons Learned. Washington, D.C.: National 

Defense University Press, 1995. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

254 

 

affair.695 The operation ended with American withdrawal, and questions about American 

justification and command, but the individuals capabilities of the Special Operations 

Forces, especially the Rangers were displayed to the American people. Special 

Operations soldiers like the Ranger exist as powerful images with one of the most potent 

examples in recent memory being the story of Pat Tillman. 

 On the 3rd of May, 2004 Pat Tillman’s funeral was broadcast live on ESPN. With 

over two thousand people in attendance, eulogies and remembrances were given by pro 

athletes, like Jake Plummer, politicians like Senator John McCain, and other well-known 

individuals. The most moving tribute, outside the infamous remarks by Pat’s youngest 

brother Richard, were given by Navy SEAL Steve White.696 White delivered a thought-

provoking and sentimental remembrance of the man he had gotten to know during an 

earlier deployment to Iraq, announcing for the first time that Pat had been awarded the 

Silver Star. The nation mourned along with White and the Tillman family. Pat Tillman 

had famously retired in the middle of this prime as an NFL player, turning down a multi-

million dollar contract, to join the U.S. Army in the year following the terrorist attacks on 

9/11. Pat Tillman had immediately joined the 75th Ranger Regiment, along with his other 

brother Kevin, believing that the Rangers offered the highest standards of discipline and 

opportunity to make an impact.697 Shortly after Pat’s funeral an investigation was made 

public that Tillman had not been killed from enemy-fire like the national narrative had 

been touting, but instead was killed from friendly-fire. Tillman’s story represents yet 

another example of the power of the Ranger as a symbol of American prestige and power. 

Coupled with his celebrity as a football player, his position within such a well-known and 

respected unit was made a large part of the national story. ESPN and national news 

organizations centered their narratives on Pat’s decision to choose the Rangers and their 

intensive training and deployment history. To Pat and those that mourned him, being a 

Ranger set him even further apart. 

                                                 
695 The story of the battle of Mogadishu was further immortalized by the Ridley Scott film adaptation of 

Bowden’s book. Bowden, Mark. Black Hawk Down: A Story of Modern War. NY: Signet Publishing, 1999. 
696 Richard Tillman’s remarks during Pat’s funeral have become very well-known. Drinking a beer, Richard 

launched a heartfelt yet jarring tirade against many of the religious-based well-wishers that had gone before 

him. Krakauer, Jon. Where Men Win Glory: The Odyssey of Pat Tillman. New York: Doubleday, 2009. 

436-440. 
697Ibid. 194-201. 
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 The image of Pat Tillman’s life is certainly a powerful one. In his official Army 

portrait, he is seen wearing the traditional tan beret of the 75th Ranger Regiment adorned 

with a patch portraying the unit’s history. Displaying the C-B-I insignia and six colored 

bars, the patch officially pays homage to the men of Merrill’s Marauders, as the rangers 

officially trace their lineage back to the 5307th Composite Unit (Provisional). The Ranger 

Tradition has adopted a number of potent symbols in distinguishing them and their 

history. No one symbol is more powerful than the ranger tab. Worn on the upper shoulder 

of a soldier’s left sleeve, the tab is a small arched scroll that simply reads’ RANGER’. A 

symbol of incredible pride in the modern American military, the tab is awarded only to 

those that successfully complete and graduate from the Ranger Training Course at Fort 

Benning. Officially established in 1950 at the Korean War era Ranger school, the tab has 

become a powerful and highly sought after distinction. As one of only four permanent 

individual and marksmanship skill tabs authorized to be worn indefinitely by the U.S. 

Army, the tab demonstrates the lofty position of ranger training.698 In the contemporary 

American military, the vast majority of those that earn the ranger tab do not go on to 

serve in one of the three battalions of the 75th Ranger Regiment. For most it is a 

necessary step in advancing one’s army career, proving the lofty importance placed upon 

the ranger concept and its training and its further inclusion within the American martial 

culture. 

 Soldiers, Airmen, and even Marines come to Fort Benning to complete the Ranger 

Training course as a mark of excellence and opportunity to learn the small-unit maneuver 

and leadership skills offered by the modern course. Outside the Marines, every American 

servicemen who graduates is allowed to wear their tab for the remainder of their military 

career. Senior Airmen Brian Musum of the U.S. Air Force’s 14th Sir Support Operations 

Squadron attempted and completed the course in 2014, becoming one of only 300 

American airmen ever to don the tab. “At ranger school, you’re either a good leader, or 

you learn to be a good leader real fast,” described Musum of the ‘incredibly’ humbling 

                                                 
698U.S. Army. Army Regulations 600-8-22: Military Awards. Washington, D.C.: Department of the Army, 

2013.;  “ U.S. Army Ranger Tab.” Army Quartermaster Museum – Fort Lee, Virginia. 

www.qmmuseum.lee.army.mil/airborne/ranger_tab.htm. Accessed 2/6/2016. 
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experience.699 Only 40% of those that undertook the course from 2011 to 2015 graduated, 

while upwards of 31% of those graduates are forced to ‘recycle’ and repeat at least one of 

the phases of the course.700 The high-profile of ranger training and the level of 

importance placed upon it by the entire military further elevates the ranger as a symbol of 

American military power and prestige. 

From its colonial origins on the coast of the Chesapeake in 1607 to the 

contemporary 75th Ranger Regiment and its loft place within the military, the American 

Ranger Tradition serves as the longest running and most influential identity in American 

history. By tracing the ranger through the course of the United States, one experiences the 

totality of American martial endeavors. Central to the understanding of an American 

Martial Culture, the ranger tradition demonstrates the American experience with guerrilla 

and irregular warfare soldiers. The entirety of American military history can be traced by 

examining the relationship between the American military and notions of acceptance of 

irregular modes of warfare. What first distinguished the American identity from its 

British roots became a question of civilization and modernity in the 19th and early 20th 

century. As the United States established its modern martial culture through World War 

II and the Cold War, a new dialogue was created around the concepts of irregular and 

special warfare. These notions now form the basis of the American Special Operations 

Forces, which serve as standard bearers of capability and discipline for the rest of the 

American military, with the modern Rangers ‘Leading the War.’ The Ranger’s power as 

a symbol coupled with its connected history to the American martial culture demonstrates 

its importance in understanding American military history. The Ranger will continue to 

demonstrate the evolution of the American military and its culture. As the American 

people discuss the increasing role of women within the American military, the acceptance 

of women like Captain Griest, Lieutenant Haver, and Major Jaster into the Ranger course 

and possible future assignment into the battalion itself demonstrates further martial 

evolution through the symbolic and institutional history of the American Ranger 

Tradition.  

                                                 
699 Caputo, Senior Airmen Victor. “Two Airmen join Army’s Elite.” United States Air Force. www.af.mil, 

August 9, 2014. Accessed 2/5/2016. 
700 Statistical Overview – Ranger Training Brigade (2011-2015). Airborne and Ranger Training Brigade, 

U.S. Army Maneuver Center of Excellence. www.benning.army.mil/infantry/rtb/. Accessed 2/5/2016. 
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Robert, David. A Newer World: Kit Carson, John C. Fremont and the claiming of the American West. New 

York, NY: Touchstone Press, 2001. 

Roessel, Ruth. Navajo Stories of the Long Walk Period. Tsaile, Arizona: Navajo Community College Press, 

1973. 

Rogers, Robert J. Rising Above Circumstances: The Rogers Family in Colonial America. Bedford, Quebec, 

Canada: Sheltus & Picard, 1998. 

Roosevelt, Theodore. The Naval War of 1812, or, The History of the United States Navy During the Last 

War with Great Britain: To Which Is Appended an Account of the Battle of New Orleans. Annapolis, Md: 

Naval Institute Press, 1987. 

Ross, John F. War on the Run: The Epic Story of Robert Rogers and the Conquest of America's First 

Frontier. New York: Bantam Books, 2009. 

Rudgers, David F. Creating the Secret State: The Origins of the Central Intelligence Agency, 1943-1947. 

Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2000. 

Ryan, Paul. The Iranian Rescue Mission: Why it Failed. Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1985. 

Sabato, Larry. The Kennedy Half-Century: The Presidency, Assassination, and Lasting Legacy of John F. 

Kennedy. New York: Bloomsbury, 2013.  



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

274 

 

Samora, Julian, Joe Bernal, and Albert Peña. Gunpowder Justice: A Reassessment of the Texas Rangers. 

Notre Dame, Ind: University of Notre Dame Press, 1979. 

Saunt, Claudio. A New Order of Things: Property, Power, and the Transformation of the Creek Indians, 

1733-1816. Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 2003. 

Scarborough, Paul Gerard. The Impact of the John Morgan Raid in Indiana and Ohio. Thesis: Miami 

University, 1955. 

Schandler, Herbert. The Unmaking of a President: Lyndon Johnson and Vietnam. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1977. 

Schilling, Warner R. American Arms and a Changing Europe: Dilemmas of Deterrence and Disarmament. 

New York: Columbia University Press, 1973. 

Schilling, Warner R. Strategy, Politics, and Defense Budgets. New York: Columbia University Press, 1962.  

Schlesinger, Arthur M. A Thousand Days; John F. Kennedy in the White House. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 

1965.  

Schofield, John McAllister. Forty-Six Years in the Army. Norman, Okla: University of Oklahoma Press, 

1998. 

Schofield, Stephen. Musketoon: Commando Raid, Glomfjord, 1942. Ann Arbor, MI: University of 

Michigan Press, 1964. 

Schott, Joseph L. The Ordeal of Samar. Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1965. 

Schulz, Duane. Over the Earth I come: The Great Sioux Uprising of 1862. New York: St Martin’s Press, 

1992. 

Scotti, Anthony J. Brutal Virtue: The Myth and Reality of Banastre Tarleton. Bowie, Md: Heritage Books, 

2002. 

Sefton, James E. The United States Army and Reconstruction, 1865-1877. Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 

University Press, 1967. 

Sepinwall, Alyssa Goldstein. Haitian History: New Perspectives. New York: Routledge, 2012. 

Sheehan, Neil. A Bright Shining Lie: John Paul Vann and America in Vietnam. New York: Random House, 

1988.  

Sherry, Mark D. China Defensive. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army Center of Military History, 1996. 

Shultz, Richard H. Guerrilla Warfare and Counterinsurgency: U.S.-Soviet Policy in the Third World. 

Lexington, Mass: Lexington Books, 1989. 

Simpson, Charles M., and Robert B. Rheault. Inside the Green Berets: The First Thirty Years, a History of 

the U.S. Army Special Forces. Novato, CA: Presidio Press, 1983. 

Skaggs, David Curtis, and Gerard T. Altoff. A Signal Victory: The Lake Erie Campaign, 1812-1813. 

Annapolis, Md: Naval Institute Press, 1997. 

Sklenar, Larry. To Hell with Honor: Custer and the Litte Bighorn. Norman: Univ Of Oklahoma Press, 

2003. 

Sorely, Lewis. Westmoreland: The General Who Lost Vietnam. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 

2011. 

Stanton, Shelby L. Rangers at War: LRRPs in Vietnam. New York, NY: Ivy Books, 1992. 

Stanton, Shelby L. Vietnam Order of Battle. Washington, D.C.: U.S. News Books, 1981. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

275 

 

Starbuck, David R. Massacre at Fort William Henry. Hanover, NH: University Press of New England, 

2002. 

Starkey, Armstrong. European and Native American Warfare, 1675-1815. Norman: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 1998. 

Starkey, Armstrong. European and Native American Warfare, 1675-1815. Norman: University of 

Oklahoma Press, 1998. 

Starkey, European Warfare; Chet, Guy. Conquering the American Wilderness: The Triumph of European 

Warfare in the Colonial Northeast. Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2003. 

Starr, Stephen Z. Colonel Grenfell's Wars: The Life of a Soldier of Fortune. Baton Rouge, La: Louisiana 

State University Press, 1971. 

Steele, Ian K. Betrayals: Fort William Henry and the "Massacre". New York: Oxford University Press, 

1993. 

Stewart, Richard W. The United States Army in Somalia, 1992-1994. United States Center of Military 

History, 2006. 

Stewart, Richard W. American Military History. Vol. 1. Washington, DC: Center of Military History, 

United States Army, 2005. 

Stewart, Richard W., and Edgar F. Raines. Operation Urgent Fury: The Invasion of Grenada, October 

1983. Washington, DC: Center of Military History, 2008.  

Stubbe, Ray. Valley of Decision: The Siege of Khe Sanh. Annapolis, MD: Naval Institute Press, 1991.  

Stuek, William W. The Korean War: An International History. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 

2002. 

Sutherland, Daniel E. Savage Conflict: The Decisive Role of Guerrillas in the American Civil War. Chapel 

Hill, NC: University Of North Carolina Press, 2013. 

Symonds, Craig L. Decision at Sea: Five Naval Battles That Shaped American History. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2005. 

Tarbox, Increase N. Life of Israel Putnam ("Old Put"), Major-General in the Continental Army. Port 

Washington, N.Y.: Kennikat Press, 1970. 

Tattrie, Jon. Cornwallis: The Violent Birth of Halifax. East Lawrencetown, NS: Pottersfield Press, 2013. 

Taylor, Maxwell. The Uncertain Trumpet. New York: Harper Press, 1959. 

Taylor, Thomas H., and Martin, Robert J., Rangers: Lead the Way Turner Publishing Co, 1997. 

Thornton, Richard C. Odd Man Out: Truman, Stalin, Mao, and the Origins of the Korean War. 

Washington, D.C.: Brassey's, 2001. 

Trask, David. The War with Spain in 1898. Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1996. 

Trauschweizer, Ingo. The Cold War U.S. Army: Building Deterrence for Limited War. Lawrence, Kan: 

University Press of Kansas, 2008. 

Trelease, Allen W. White Terror: The Ku Klux Klan Conspiracy and Southern Reconstruction. Baton 

Rouge: Louisiana State Univ. Press, 1999. 

Trouillot, Michel-Rolph. Haiti, State against Nation: The Origins and Legacy of Duvalierism. New York: 

Monthly Review Press, 1990. 

Truscott, Lucian King. Command Missions, A Personal Story. New York: Dutton, 1954. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

276 

 

Tuchman, Barbara W. Stilwell and the American Experience in China, 1911-45. New York: Macmillan, 

1971. 

Tucker, Nathaniel Beverley. The Partisan Leader A Tale of the Future. Washington: D. Green, 1836. 

United States Department of State, Foreign Relations of the United States. Washington, D.C.: Government 

Printing Office, 1913-1914. 

United States, Martin Blumenson, and Kent Roberts Greenfield. Command Decisions. Washington, D.C.: 

Office of the Chief of Military History Dept. of the Army, 1960. 

United States. Military History of the United States, by Emory Upton. Washington: Government Printing 

Office, 1904. 

United States. Rangers Lead the Way: Rudders Rangers. Washington, D.C.: Dept. of the Army, 1987. 

United States. The U.S. Army/Marine Corps Counterinsurgency Field Manual: U.S. Army Field Manual 

No. 3-24 : Marine Corps Warfighting Publication No. 3-33.5. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007. 

Urwin, Gregory J. W. The United States Cavalry: An Illustrated History. Poole, Dorset: Blandford Press, 

1983. 

Utley, Robert M. Lone Star Justice: The First Century of the Texas Rangers. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2002. 

Utley, Robert M. Lone Star Lawmen The Second Century of the Texas Rangers. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 2007.  

Van Creveld, Martin. Fighting Power: German and US Army Performance, 1939-1945. Westport, Conn: 

Greenwood Press, 1982. 

Vattel, Emer de, and Joseph Chitty. The Law of Nations, or, Principles of the Law of Nature Applied to the 

Conduct and Affairs of Nations and Sovereigns. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011. 

Vestal, Stanley. Warpath: The True Story of the Fighting Sioux Told in a Biography of Chief White Bull. 

Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1984. 

Villa, Brian Loring. Unauthorized Action: Mountbatten and the Dieppe Raid. Oxford, UK: Oxford 

University Press, 1991. 

Vore, Robert S. Morgan's Raid Losers: Including an Abridged Reprint of the Report of the Commissioners 

of Morgan Raid Claims. Lima, Ohio: R. Vore, 1977. 

Wade, Wyn Craig. The Fiery Cross: The Ku Klux Klan in America. New York: Oxford University Press, 

1998. 

Walker, Robert W. The Namesake: A Biography of Theodore Roosevelt, Jr. New York: Brick Tower Press, 

2008. 

Walter Kendall Watkins, ed., "The Capture of Havana in 1762," Year-Book of the Society of Colonial Wars 

in the Commonwealth of Massachusetts for 1899. Boston, MA: 1899. 

Wanklyn, Malcolm, and Frank Jones. A Military History of the English Civil War, 1642-1646: Strategy and 

Tactics. Harlow, England: Longman/Pearson Education, 2005. 

Waselkov, Gregory A. A Conquering Spirit Fort Mims and the Redstick War of 1813-1814. University of 

Alabama Press, 2009. 

Watry, David M. Diplomacy at the Brink: Eisenhower, Churchill, and Eden in the Cold War. Baton Rouge, 

LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2014. 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

277 

 

Webb, Walter Prescott. The Texas Rangers; A Century of Frontier Defense. Austin: University of Texas 

Press, 1965. 

Weems, M. L., and Mark Van Doren. A History of the Life and Death, Virtues & Exploits of General 

George Washington. New York: Macy-Massius, 1927. 

Weems, Mason Locke, and Peter Horry. The Life of Gen. Francis Marion: A Celebrated Partisan Officer in 

the Revolutionary War, against the British and Tories in South Carolina and Georgia. New York: W. 

Applegate, 1835. 

Weigley, Russel. Eisenhower’s Lieutenants: the Campaign of France and Germany, 1944-1945. 

Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1981. 

Weigley, Russell Frank. History of the United States Army. New York: Macmillan, 1967.  

Weigley, Russell Frank. The American Way of War; A History of United States Military Strategy and 

Policy. New York: Macmillan, 1973 

Weigley, Russell Frank. The American Way of War; A History of United States Military Strategy and 

Policy. New York: Macmillan, 1973. 

Weinstein, Brian, and Aaron Segal. Haiti: Political Failures, Cultural Successes. New York: Praeger, 

1984. 

Welcher, Frank J. The Union Army 1861-1865: Organizations and Operations. Vol. 1, the Eastern Theater. 

Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1989. 

Wert, Jeffry D. Mosby's Rangers. New York: Simon and Schuster, 1990. 

Wilcox, Fred. Waiting for an Army to Die: The Tragedy of Agent Orange. New York: Vintage Books, 

1983. 

Wilkins, Warren. Grab Their Belts to Fight Them: The Viet Cong’s Big-Unit War Against the U.S., 1965-

1966. Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 2011. 

Wilson, David K. The Southern Strategy: Britain's Conquest of South Carolina and Georgia, 1775-1780. 

Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2005. 

Wise, Frederic May, and Meigs Oliver Frost. A Marine Tells It to You. New York: J.H. Sears & Company, 

Inc, 1929. 

Witt, John Fabian. Lincoln's Code: The Laws of War in American History. New York: Free Press, 2013. 

Wood, William. The Great Fortress: A Chronicle of Louisbourg, 1720-1760. Toronto: Glasgow, Brook & 

Co, 1915. 

Woodward, C. Vann. Reunion and Reaction: The Compromise of 1877 and the End of Reconstruction. New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1991. 

Wukovits, John F. American Commando: Evans Carlson, His WWII Marine Raiders, and America's First 

Special Forces Mission. New York: NAL Caliber, 2009. 

Zaide, Sonia. The Philippines: A Unique Nation. Quezon City, Philippines: All-Nations Publications, 1999. 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, James A. Sandy, May 2016 

278 

 

 

APPENDIX I 

Calculated Totals MACV Recondo School Graduates 
 Total # of  %   

 Graduates  Of Total   

Airborne Units 540  15.8%   

      

Infantry 
Divisions 1194 

 
34.9%   

      

Armored 75  2.2%   

      

USMC 184  5.4%   

      

LRRP/FFV/75th 86  2.5%   

      

SFG 193  5.6%   

      

Foreign Units 585  17.1%   

      

USAF/ARR 58  1.7%   

      

USN 9  0.3%   
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