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After a disappointing fall campaign that ended with o British
Army occupying Philadelphia, George

Washington cast about for winter quarters for his troops. He
found a site among the thickly wooded hills

around Valley Forge. The American camp lay somewhat to the
north but within easy striking distance of

the main road from Philadelphia to York, where the Continental
Congress had taken refuge. This allowed

his army to provide protection for the revolution®™s governing
body. Valley Forge lay in a rich agricullural

region that the contending armies had picked over extensively
during the previous years. {Stewart, R. W,

(Ed. ). (2009), American Military History Volume |, The
United States Army Forging of a Nation, 1775

1917, Washington, D.C.: Center of Military History, )

When the 12,000 poorly fed, ill-equipped Continentals, weary
from long marches, had stoggered into

Valley Forge, only about one in three hod shoes, and many of
their feet had left bloody footprinis from

the marching. Blankets were scarce; at one point these
shortages causcd nearly four-thowsand men 1o be

listed as unfin for duty. Many Soldiers wounded in previous
battles died not from the injuries they

susiamned, but rather from exposure. In fact, disease.
malnutrition and exposure claimed 2,500 Soldiers by

the end of the winter.

An inspection of the camp grounds found that Soldiers were
hving wn crowded, damp quarters, with no

History of the NCO at Valley Forge

The history of the NCO (Non-Commissioned Officer) at Valley Forge is a significant
chapter in the broader narrative of the American Revolutionary War. Valley Forge, located
in Pennsylvania, served as the winter encampment for the Continental Army from
December 1777 to June 1778. This period was not only a test of endurance for the soldiers
but also a crucial time for the development of military structure and leadership,
particularly for the Non-Commissioned Officers who played an essential role in
maintaining discipline, training, and morale.



Context of the American Revolutionary War

Before delving into the specific contributions of NCOs at Valley Forge, it is essential to
understand the broader context of the American Revolutionary War.

Background of the Conflict

- Colonial Tensions: The relationship between the American colonies and Great Britain had
been deteriorating for years, primarily due to taxation without representation, restrictions
on trade, and other oppressive measures.

- Outbreak of War: The conflict began in earnest with events such as the Battles of
Lexington and Concord in April 1775 and the Declaration of Independence in July 1776.

- Continental Army Formation: In response to British aggression, the Continental Congress
established the Continental Army, led by General George Washington.

Valley Forge: A Strategic Location

- Geographical Significance: Valley Forge was strategically located near Philadelphia,
making it a crucial point for the Continental Army during the winter months.

- Supply and Logistics: The site allowed for better control of supply lines and troop
movements, although the winter of 1777-78 posed severe logistical challenges.

The Role of NCOs at Valley Forge

NCOs played a vital role during the encampment at Valley Forge, contributing to the
army's resilience and effectiveness.

Leadership and Structure

- Definition of NCOs: Non-Commissioned Officers are enlisted personnel who hold
positions of authority and responsibility, typically ranking above privates but below
commissioned officers.

- Hierarchy: Important NCO ranks included sergeants and corporals, who were
instrumental in leading smaller groups within the larger army structure.

Training and Discipline

- Drill and Instruction: NCOs were responsible for training new recruits in military drills
and procedures, ensuring that soldiers were prepared for battle. This was crucial at Valley
Forge, where many soldiers were inexperienced.



- Maintaining Morale: They also played a significant role in maintaining discipline and
morale among the troops, which was particularly challenging during the harsh winter
months.

Challenges Faced by NCOs

The winter at Valley Forge was one of the most challenging periods for the Continental
Army, and NCOs faced numerous obstacles.

Harsh Winter Conditions

- Severe Weather: Soldiers endured freezing temperatures, snow, and inadequate shelter.
Many troops faced starvation and illness, leading to low morale.

- Logistical Issues: Supply shortages made it difficult to provide adequate food and
clothing, exacerbating the conditions for both enlisted soldiers and NCOs.

Leadership in Crisis

- Responsibilities Under Duress: NCOs were often tasked with keeping order among the
men while also ensuring that they received the limited resources available.

- Support Systems: Many NCOs took it upon themselves to set up informal support
systems, ensuring that the most vulnerable soldiers received food and care.

Significant Figures Among the NCOs

Several notable NCOs emerged during the encampment at Valley Forge, each contributing
in unique ways to the army's resilience.

Sergeant Major Frederick W. McKinstry

- Background: McKinstry served as a Sergeant Major in the Continental Army, overseeing
the training of troops and the management of supplies.

- Contributions: His leadership helped maintain order and discipline, essential for the
army's survival during the harsh winter.

Other Notable NCOs

- Sergeant Daniel Morgan: A skilled marksman and leader who later became a hero in the
Battle of Cowpens. His early contributions at Valley Forge helped shape future military



leaders.
- Corporal John M. Brady: A lesser-known figure, but his dedication to troop welfare
exemplified the commitment many NCOs showed during this difficult time.

Impact of Valley Forge on NCO Development

The experiences at Valley Forge had lasting implications for the role and recognition of
NCOs in the military.

Evolution of the NCO Role

- Increased Responsibility: The harsh conditions and need for effective leadership led to a
reevaluation of the role of NCOs in the Continental Army.

- Recognition of Leadership: NCOs began to gain more respect and authority, recognized
as integral leaders within the military hierarchy.

Training and Professional Development

- Formal Training: The lessons learned at Valley Forge led to increased emphasis on
training and the professional development of NCOs in subsequent years.

- Legacy of Leadership: The experiences of NCOs during this winter laid the groundwork
for future military practices, emphasizing the importance of non-commissioned leadership.

Conclusion

The history of the NCO at Valley Forge is a critical aspect of American Revolutionary War
history. These dedicated leaders played an essential role in maintaining the Continental
Army's spirit and effectiveness during one of its most challenging times. Their
contributions to training, discipline, and morale during the harsh winter of 1777-78 not
only shaped the immediate outcomes of the war but also established a legacy of leadership
and responsibility that continues to influence military structure today.

In examining this period, it becomes clear that the NCOs at Valley Forge were not merely
subordinate leaders; they were pivotal figures whose influence extended beyond their
immediate responsibilities. Their commitment to their troops and the broader cause of
independence helped forge a stronger, more unified army capable of facing the challenges
ahead.

Frequently Asked Questions



What role did non-commissioned officers (NCOs) play
during the winter at Valley Forge in 1777-1778?

NCOs at Valley Forge played a crucial role in maintaining morale, discipline, and training
among the troops. They acted as the primary link between the officers and the enlisted
soldiers, ensuring that orders were carried out effectively.

How did the harsh winter conditions at Valley Forge
impact the training of NCOs?

The harsh winter conditions forced NCOs to adapt their training methods to maintain
troop readiness, focusing on survival skills and basic military drills while fostering
camaraderie and resilience among the soldiers.

What significant changes in the role of NCOs emerged
after the Valley Forge encampment?

After Valley Forge, the role of NCOs evolved to include more responsibilities in leadership,
logistics, and training, reflecting a greater reliance on their experience and expertise as
the Continental Army continued to grow.

Who were some notable NCOs that emerged during the
Valley Forge encampment?

Notable NCOs included Sergeant Major John C. Smith and other leaders who exemplified
resilience and dedication, helping to train and motivate their fellow soldiers during the
difficult winter.

What impact did the Valley Forge experience have on
the perception of NCOs in the Continental Army?

The experience at Valley Forge elevated the perception of NCOs as essential leaders
within the army, recognizing their vital role in fostering discipline and effectiveness
among the troops.

How did the training at Valley Forge shape the future of

the NCO corps in the U.S. military?

The training at Valley Forge laid the foundation for the modern NCO corps by establishing
a model for leadership, mentorship, and operational effectiveness that would influence
military structure for centuries.

What lessons from Valley Forge regarding NCO
leadership are still relevant in today's military?

Lessons from Valley Forge such as resilience, adaptability, and the importance of strong
leadership at every level remain relevant today, emphasizing the critical role NCOs play in
maintaining troop morale and operational success.
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