
history of the sergeant major of the army
**The History of the Sergeant Major of the Army: A Legacy of Leadership**

history of the sergeant major of the army is a fascinating journey through time that highlights
the evolution of one of the most prestigious enlisted positions in the United States Army. This role
has grown from humble beginnings into a symbol of enlisted leadership, bridging communication
between soldiers and senior Army leadership. Understanding how this position came to be and its
impact on the Army offers valuable insight into military tradition and the importance of non-
commissioned officers (NCOs) in shaping the force.

The Origins of the Sergeant Major Role in the U.S.
Army

The rank of sergeant major has roots that reach far back, even before the establishment of the
United States Army. Originally, in European armies, the sergeant major was an important staff
officer who helped manage regimental administration and discipline. When the U.S. Army was
formed in 1775, it adopted many British military customs, including the use of the sergeant major
rank.

In the early days, the sergeant major was the highest-ranking non-commissioned officer within a
regiment or battalion. Their responsibilities included maintaining order, administering training, and
serving as the senior enlisted advisor to the commanding officer. However, this role was limited to a
regimental or battalion level, without any influence on Army-wide policies.

Transition from Regimental Sergeant Major to Army-Level
Leadership

For much of the 18th and 19th centuries, the sergeant major remained a key figure at the unit level
but lacked formal recognition beyond that. The idea of an army-wide senior enlisted advisor did not
exist until well into the 20th century. It wasn’t until after World War II that the Army recognized the
need for a dedicated enlisted representative at the highest levels of command.

This shift was partly influenced by the expanding complexity of the Army and the increasing
importance of enlisted soldiers in modern warfare. The experiences of World War II highlighted the
need for better communication channels between the enlisted ranks and senior leaders, leading to
the creation of the position known today as the Sergeant Major of the Army (SMA).

The Establishment of the Sergeant Major of the Army
Position



In 1966, the official position of Sergeant Major of the Army was established by the Army Chief of
Staff. This groundbreaking move marked the first time an enlisted soldier held a title that directly
advised the highest-ranking officers on matters concerning enlisted personnel. The first soldier to
hold this distinguished role was Sergeant Major William O. Wooldridge.

William O. Wooldridge: The First Sergeant Major of the Army

Sergeant Major Wooldridge set the tone for the position by emphasizing the importance of enlisted
soldiers’ welfare, training, and morale. His duties included traveling extensively to visit troops,
gathering feedback from soldiers across the Army, and representing their interests to senior
leadership. His efforts helped elevate the status and influence of NCOs, fostering a stronger
professional enlisted corps.

The creation of this role also coincided with changes in military culture, where the value of enlisted
leadership became more widely recognized. Wooldridge’s tenure helped solidify the SMA as a
critical link between the enlisted force and the Army’s command structure.

The Evolution of the Sergeant Major of the Army
Through the Decades

Since its inception, the position of Sergeant Major of the Army has evolved to meet the changing
needs of the military. Each SMA brought unique perspectives and initiatives that shaped the Army’s
approach to enlisted leadership.

Roles and Responsibilities Expand

Over the years, the SMA’s role has expanded beyond advisory duties. Today, the Sergeant Major of
the Army is involved in:

- Advising the Chief of Staff on all enlisted matters.
- Representing enlisted soldiers in various official capacities.
- Advocating for improvements in training, quality of life, and professional development.
- Participating in policymaking that affects enlisted personnel.

The position has become a vital part of the Army’s leadership team, ensuring that the voices of
enlisted soldiers are heard at the highest levels.

Notable Sergeants Major of the Army

Several individuals have left a lasting impact on the role, including:

- **Sergeant Major Glen E. Morrell** (SMA from 1983 to 1987), who focused on enhancing NCO



education and leadership development.
- **Sergeant Major William G. Bainbridge** (SMA from 1975 to 1979), known for emphasizing
soldier welfare during the post-Vietnam era.
- **Sergeant Major Daniel A. Dailey** (SMA from 2015 to 2019), who championed modernization
efforts and mental health awareness.

These leaders helped maintain the position’s relevance by addressing contemporary challenges
faced by soldiers.

Significance of the Sergeant Major of the Army in
Military Culture

The history of the sergeant major of the army is not just a tale of administrative evolution—it reflects
the broader transformation of the Army’s culture. The SMA embodies the professional development
of the enlisted ranks and serves as a role model for leadership, discipline, and commitment.

Strengthening the Non-Commissioned Officer Corps

The establishment of the SMA contributed to the professionalization of the NCO corps, emphasizing
the importance of leadership training, mentorship, and ethical standards. By having a dedicated
senior enlisted advisor, the Army reinforced the critical role NCOs play in mission success.

Bridging the Gap Between Soldiers and Command

One of the most valuable aspects of the Sergeant Major of the Army is the ability to communicate
the concerns and ideas of enlisted soldiers to the Army’s senior leadership. This connection fosters
trust and ensures that policies reflect the realities of life on the ground.

Lessons from the History of the Sergeant Major of the
Army

Exploring the history of the sergeant major of the army offers several lessons for military leadership
and organizational development:

- **Recognize the value of enlisted perspectives:** The SMA role underscores how critical it is to
listen to those who execute missions daily.
- **Invest in leadership development:** The evolution of the SMA reflects the importance of ongoing
training and education for NCOs.
- **Adapt roles to meet changing needs:** The position’s growth shows how military institutions
must evolve to remain effective.
- **Foster open communication:** The SMA helps maintain open lines between enlisted personnel



and commanders, crucial for morale and operational success.

For anyone interested in military history or leadership, the story of the Sergeant Major of the Army
remains a compelling example of how enlisted soldiers have shaped and continue to influence the
U.S. Army.

The history of the sergeant major of the army is a testament to the enduring importance of enlisted
leadership within the military. From its origin as a regimental position to its current status as a key
advisor to the Chief of Staff, the SMA has played a pivotal role in ensuring the voices of soldiers are
heard and respected, ultimately strengthening the fabric of the U.S. Army.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the history of the Sergeant Major of the Army
position?
The position of Sergeant Major of the Army (SMA) was established in 1966 as the highest enlisted
rank in the U.S. Army, created to serve as the senior enlisted advisor to the Chief of Staff of the
Army.

Who was the first Sergeant Major of the Army?
The first Sergeant Major of the Army was William O. Wooldridge, appointed in 1966 when the
position was created.

Why was the Sergeant Major of the Army position created?
The position was created to provide the Chief of Staff of the Army with a senior enlisted advisor who
could represent the interests and welfare of enlisted soldiers and provide a direct communication
link between enlisted personnel and Army leadership.

How has the role of the Sergeant Major of the Army evolved
over time?
Initially focused on advising the Chief of Staff, the SMA's role has expanded to include influencing
policy, improving soldier quality of life, and representing enlisted soldiers worldwide in various
forums.

What distinguishes the Sergeant Major of the Army rank
insignia from other sergeant majors?
The SMA wears a unique insignia featuring three chevrons above three rockers with the Great Seal
of the United States flanked by two stars in the center, distinguishing it from other sergeant major
ranks.



How does the Sergeant Major of the Army interact with other
branches' senior enlisted advisors?
The SMA frequently collaborates with senior enlisted advisors from other military branches to
address joint service issues and ensure enlisted perspectives are considered across the Department
of Defense.

Can you name some notable Sergeants Major of the Army and
their contributions?
Notable SMAs include William O. Wooldridge, the first SMA; Glen E. Morrell, who emphasized
leadership development; and Raymond F. Chandler III, who focused on soldier readiness and
modernization.

How long does a typical Sergeant Major of the Army serve in
the position?
Typically, a Sergeant Major of the Army serves a term of about four years, although this can vary
depending on circumstances and Army needs.

What impact has the Sergeant Major of the Army had on
enlisted soldier policies?
The SMA has played a critical role in shaping policies related to enlisted training, quality of life,
discipline, and career development, directly influencing the welfare and effectiveness of enlisted
soldiers.

Additional Resources
History of the Sergeant Major of the Army: Evolution, Role, and Impact

history of the sergeant major of the army is a narrative deeply intertwined with the development
of the United States Army's enlisted leadership structure. This prestigious position, unique in its
authority and responsibilities, has evolved significantly since its inception, reflecting broader
changes within the military institution and the nation it serves. Understanding the history of the
Sergeant Major of the Army (SMA) provides insight into how enlisted leadership has been
recognized and institutionalized at the highest levels of the Army hierarchy.

Origins and Early Development of the Sergeant Major
Role

The concept of the sergeant major dates back to European military traditions, where the position
functioned as the senior non-commissioned officer (NCO) within a regiment or battalion. In the
United States Army, the rank of sergeant major was established during the Revolutionary War,



serving as an essential link between commissioned officers and enlisted soldiers. However, these
early sergeant majors were primarily tactical leaders responsible for maintaining discipline,
overseeing training, and ensuring effective communication within their units.

Despite their critical role, for much of the 18th and 19th centuries, sergeant majors operated
without formal recognition at the Army-wide level. Their authority was confined to their respective
units, and there was no single, senior enlisted advisor to the Army Chief of Staff or other top leaders.
This absence reflected the Army’s historical emphasis on commissioned officers as the primary
decision-makers and leaders.

The Establishment of the Sergeant Major of the Army
Position

The modern history of the Sergeant Major of the Army began during the Cold War era, a period
marked by significant military reforms and professionalization. In 1966, the Army officially created
the position of Sergeant Major of the Army, designating a singular individual to serve as the senior
enlisted advisor to the Chief of Staff of the Army. This formal establishment was part of a broader
effort to enhance enlisted leadership and ensure that the voices of enlisted soldiers were
represented at the highest levels of command.

The first SMA, Sergeant Major William O. Wooldridge, appointed on July 11, 1966, set a precedent
for the role’s responsibilities. Wooldridge's tenure established the SMA as a key advisor on enlisted
matters, including quality of life, training standards, and morale. The position was designed to
bridge the gap between the enlisted ranks and Army leadership, ensuring communication flowed
effectively both upward and downward.

Key Responsibilities and Influence

The Sergeant Major of the Army’s duties encompass a wide range of functions:

Advising the Chief of Staff on all enlisted-related matters, including training, career
development, and standards.

Visiting Army units worldwide to assess soldier welfare, readiness, and morale firsthand.

Representing enlisted soldiers’ interests in policy discussions and Army-wide initiatives.

Serving as a symbol of the enlisted force’s professionalism and dedication.

This role has evolved beyond administrative duties to become a critical leadership position within
the Army’s senior command structure.



Evolution of the Sergeant Major of the Army Role
Through Decades

Since its establishment, the position of Sergeant Major of the Army has transformed in response to
changing military needs, societal shifts, and operational demands. The Vietnam War era
underscored the importance of strong enlisted leadership during times of conflict, with SMAs
playing vital roles in addressing soldiers’ concerns and boosting morale.

In the post-Vietnam years and throughout the late 20th century, SMAs contributed significantly to
the professionalization of the Army’s enlisted corps. They advocated for improved training programs,
better living conditions, and enhanced career progression opportunities. This advocacy helped shape
initiatives such as the Noncommissioned Officer Education System (NCOES), which standardized
and elevated enlisted professional development.

Entering the 21st century, the Sergeant Major of the Army’s role expanded further to include
addressing challenges related to asymmetric warfare, technological advancements, and the evolving
operational environment. SMAs have been instrumental in integrating new equipment, promoting
soldier resilience, and fostering a culture that embraces diversity and inclusion.

Notable Sergeants Major of the Army

Several individuals have left a lasting impact on the office of the SMA:

William O. Wooldridge – The inaugural SMA who defined the foundational responsibilities of1.
the role.

Gene C. McKinney – Known for his outspoken leadership and commitment to soldier welfare2.
during the 1990s.

Kenneth O. Preston – Served during the early 2000s, emphasizing modernization and3.
warrior ethos during the Global War on Terror.

Michael A. Grinston – The 16th SMA who focused on readiness, modernization, and the4.
integration of future soldier concepts.

These leaders exemplify how the SMA position serves as both a guardian of enlisted traditions and a
catalyst for change.

The Sergeant Major of the Army in Comparison with
Other Senior Enlisted Positions

Unlike typical sergeant major roles within battalions or brigades, the Sergeant Major of the Army



holds a unique status that elevates the position to the highest enlisted advisor in the entire Army.
This makes the SMA analogous to senior enlisted advisors found in other U.S. military branches,
such as the Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps, the Chief Master Sergeant of the Air Force, and the
Master Chief Petty Officer of the Navy.

What distinguishes the SMA is not only the rank but the scope of influence. The SMA advises on
policies affecting thousands of enlisted soldiers, shaping Army culture and doctrine. While other
sergeant majors focus on unit-level leadership and operations, the SMA’s purview extends to
strategic policy, soldier welfare at a macro level, and direct access to the Army Chief of Staff.

Pros and Cons of the SMA Position

Understanding the strengths and challenges of the Sergeant Major of the Army role offers a
balanced view:

Pros: Provides enlisted soldiers with a powerful advocate at the highest command; enhances
communication between enlisted ranks and senior leadership; promotes enlisted professional
development and morale.

Cons: The position's immense responsibility can lead to challenges in balancing diverse
enlisted concerns; the SMA must navigate complex political and organizational landscapes,
which can limit swift action on some issues.

Despite these challenges, the SMA remains a vital institution within the Army’s leadership
framework.

Impact of the Sergeant Major of the Army on Enlisted
Leadership and Army Culture

The history of the Sergeant Major of the Army reveals a consistent trajectory toward elevating the
enlisted voice within the military. The position has helped professionalize the NCO corps, ensuring
that enlisted leaders are equipped with the necessary skills, knowledge, and authority to guide
soldiers effectively.

Moreover, the SMA has influenced Army culture by championing values such as integrity, respect,
and service before self. Through initiatives aimed at improving soldier quality of life, increasing
diversity and inclusion, and adapting to the modern battlefield, the SMA has helped maintain the
Army’s relevance and effectiveness in a rapidly changing world.

The role also serves as a symbol of the enlisted force’s commitment to excellence and leadership,
inspiring future generations of non-commissioned officers.



Looking Ahead: The Future of the Sergeant Major of the Army

As the Army continues to evolve amid technological advancements and shifting geopolitical
landscapes, the Sergeant Major of the Army position is expected to adapt accordingly. Future SMAs
will likely focus heavily on integrating artificial intelligence, cyber capabilities, and multi-domain
operations into enlisted training and readiness.

Furthermore, the increasing emphasis on soldier well-being, mental health, and work-life balance
will shape the SMA’s agenda. The position’s ability to advocate for enlisted soldiers in these
emerging areas will remain critical to maintaining an effective and resilient force.

The history of the sergeant major of the army is, therefore, not only a reflection of past
achievements but also a foundation for future progress in enlisted leadership and Army excellence.

History Of The Sergeant Major Of The Army

  history of the sergeant major of the army: The Sergeants Major of the Army Center of
Center of Military History United States Army, Center of Military History United States, 2015-02-12
The Sergeants Major of the Army adds to the growing literature on the Army's Noncommissioned
Officer Corps, which has always stood proudly in the front ranks to serve the nation in war and
peace. Daniel K. Elder and his fellow contributors tell two stories, an institutional one and a personal
one. In the first part of the book they discuss the origin and growth of the Office of the Sergeant
Major of the Army, explaining why someone saw a need for such an office and identifying who
supported it in its infancy, who made it work, and why it has succeeded as well as it has. In the
second part they introduce photographic portraits and biographical vignettes on the soldiers who
have occupied this most important post over the past forty years, providing insights into their
character, motivations, goals, and accomplishments. The career and life stories of the SMAs are both
inspirational and instructive, giving today's soldiers a useful perspective as the Army once again
endeavors to transform itself into an even more effective institution.
  history of the sergeant major of the army: The Sergeants Major of the Army , 2010
  history of the sergeant major of the army: The Sergeants Major of the Army 2003
(Paperback) Daniel K. Elder, 2003-07 CMH Pub. 70-63-1. By Daniel K. Elder, et al. Describes the
origin and growth of the Office of the Sergeant Major of the Army. Includes biographies of each of
the Sergeants Major of the Army
  history of the sergeant major of the army: The Sergeants Major of the Army Robert M.
Mages, 2013 From the Preface: The Sergeants Major of the Army is an important volume in the
official history of the United States Army. The first part of this book describes the origin and growth
of the Office of the Sergeant Major of the Army. It explains why some saw a need for such an office
and tells who supported it in its infancy, who made it work, and why it has succeeded as well as it
has. The second part is a collection of biographical essays that documents the personal and
professional lives of the soldiers who have occupied this important post. Through these sections, the
reader gains insight into the character and motivations of the select group of soldiers who became
the Sergeants Major of the Army.
  history of the sergeant major of the army: The Sergeants Major of the Army 2003 Daniel
K. Elder, 2003-07 CMH Pub. 70-63. By Daniel K. Elder, et al. Describes the origin and growth of the
Office of the Sergeant Major of the Army. Includes biographies of each of the Sergeants Major of the
Army.

https://www.americancontractorsorganization.org/archive-th-170/history-of-the-sergeant-major-of-the-army.pdf


  history of the sergeant major of the army: The Sergeants Major of the Army 2010
(Hardcover) Daniel K. Elder, Center of Military History (U S Army), 2011-04
  history of the sergeant major of the army: The Sergeants Major of the Army 2003 Daniel K.
Elder, 2003-07 CMH Pub. 70-63-1. By Daniel K. Elder, et al. Describes the origin and growth of the
Office of the Sergeant Major of the Army. Includes biographies of each of the Sergeants Major of the
Army
  history of the sergeant major of the army: The Sergeants Major of the Army Mark F.
Gillespie, Glen R. Hawkins, Michael B. Kelly, Preston E. Pierce, 2001-08-01 The central role which
the noncommissioned officer (NCO) plays in shaping the U.S. Army in peace and war has long been
recognized. During times of peace, NCOs train, discipline, and develop those entrusted to their
leadership. In wartime, the NCO assumes even greater responsibility for the soldiers he leads in
battle.Throughout our nation's history, talented, dedicated NCOs have served bravely, effectively,
and with quiet professionalism. They have carried out their demanding missions with minimal
fanfare. The Army and the nation are eternally in their debt. The creation of the Office of the
Sergeant Major of the Army in 1966 officially acknowledged two trends: the expanding nature of the
NCO's duties and responsibilities and the increasing importance of NCO professionalism. The superb
noncommissioned officers selected for service as the Sergeant Major of the Army (SMA) did not
simply appear overnight. They were selected from among a corps of professional soldiers who had
extraordinary records of service and unlimited potential for growth.This firsthand account of our
changing Army and of NCOs adapting as we transitioned from a conscript force to the all-volunteer
Army underscores the ability and dedication to duty that have been the hallmarks of their careers. At
the pinnacle of his profession, each SMA also influenced the development of the Office of the
Sergeant Major of the Army. Their stories collectively reflect the course of the U.S. Army from World
War II through the challenges of today. Their careers exemplify the enhanced quality, education, and
professionalism of the NCO corps.
  history of the sergeant major of the army: Information Bulletin , 2001
  history of the sergeant major of the army: Black American Military Leaders Walter L.
Hawkins, 2016-04-27 This book is a revision, with greatly expanded inclusion criteria, of the 1993
African American Generals and Flag Officers: Biographies of Over 120 Blacks in the United States
Military. It offers detailed, career-oriented summaries for men and women who often overcame
societal obstacles to become ranking members of the armed forces. Persons from all branches are
now included (Army, Navy, Air Force and Marine Corps), as well as the National Guard and
Reserves.
  history of the sergeant major of the army: 100 Sergeants Major of Colr Harold Hunt,
2002-10-01 Recollections of CSM Harold Hunt's experiences in the United States Army.
  history of the sergeant major of the army: Military Record of Army and Civilian
Appointments in the United States Army Guy V. Henry, 2025-08-28 Reprint of the original, first
published in 1873. The Antigonos publishing house specialises in the publication of reprints of
historical books. We make sure that these works are made available to the public in good condition
in order to preserve their cultural heritage.
  history of the sergeant major of the army: Military Record of Civilian Appointments in the
United States Army Guy Vernor Henry, 1869
  history of the sergeant major of the army: Guardians of the Republic Ernest F. Fisher, 2001
This is the definitive work on one of the least studied aspects of military history -- the
non-commissioned officer. Since colonial America, NCOs have played pivotal roles in the
administration, training, morale, and fighting effectiveness of the Army. The author traces the
evolution of NCO duties; their rank and insignia; relationship to officers; their training (or
non-training); and the professional development scheme initiated after the Vietnam experience
which produced the finest non-commissioned officer corps in the world.
  history of the sergeant major of the army: Biographical Register of the Officers and
Graduates of the U. S. Military Academy, from 1802 to 1867 George Washington Cullum, 1901



  history of the sergeant major of the army: Translog , 2000
  history of the sergeant major of the army: Biographical Register of the Officers and
Graduates of the U. S. Military Academy at West Point, N. Y.: Supplement 1980-1900, Nos.
3385-3993 George Washington Cullum, 1901
  history of the sergeant major of the army: Biographical Register of the Officers and
Graduates of the U.S. Military Academy, at West Point, N.Y., from Its Establishment ... 1802, to the
Army Re-organization of 1866, 67. By ... G. W. Cullum United States Military Academy (WEST
POINT), 1868
  history of the sergeant major of the army: The Early History of the 17th (North)
Middlesex Volunteer Rifles Charles Rudd, 1895
  history of the sergeant major of the army: Top Sergeant William G. Bainbridge, Dan Cragg,
1995 In a military career spanning more than three decades, Bill Bainbridge fought in two of the
three wars in which he saw service, including World War II, where he spent five months in a German
P.O.W. camp, and Korea.C. 8-page photo insert.
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can automatically delete some of the activity in your Google Account. On your computer, go to your
Google Account. At the left, click Data & privacy. Under
Check or delete your Chrome browsing history Your History lists the pages you've visited on
Chrome in the last 90 days. It doesn't store: Tip: If you’re signed in to Chrome and sync your history,



then your History also shows pages you’ve
View or delete your YouTube search history - Google Help You can manage your search history
by deleting individual searches or clearing or pausing search history. Learn more about your data in
YouTube and managing your YouTube activity
Find your Google purchase history - Google Pay Help Find your Google purchase history You
can get a list of your charges and transactions for Google purchases and subscriptions. Find
transactions for Google products Go to
View, delete, or turn on or off watch history - Google Help YouTube watch history makes it
easy to find videos you recently watched, and, when it’s turned on, allows us to give relevant video
recommendations. You can control your watch history by
Find & control your Web & App Activity - Google Help Tip: To add more security, you can
require an extra verification step to view your full history in My Activity. What’s saved as Web & App
Activity Info about your searches & other activity When
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