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Happy Birthday, 
United States 
Army

On 14 June 2025, 
the United 
States Army 

celebrates its 250th 
birthday. Created by an 
act of the Continental 
Congress, ten new-
ly formed companies 
marched to Boston to re-
inforce an amalgamation 
of New England militia 
fresh from their fight at 
Lexington and Concord. 
The “Continentals” from 
Maryland, Pennsylvania, 

and Virginia, when joined with their northern com-
patriots, created a new entity and marked a new phase 
in the conflict with the mother country.1 This was a 
defining act of unity thirteen months ahead of the 
formal Declaration of Independence and the birth of 
a new nation.

This simplified origin story introduces several 
enduring themes of our Army’s history. Among these 
are the unifying role of the Army as an institution, the 
culture of service and readiness, and most importantly, 
the centrality of the citizen-soldier to our identity. Gen. 
Creighton Abrams famously remarked, “People are not 
in the Army, they are the Army.”2 It is in this spirit that 
we dive into the archives of Military Review to find an
article that commemorates the greatness of our Army 
by touching on the sources of its enduring strength. Col. 
Richard W. Whitney penned “A Fighting Heart for the 

Army’s New Look” in April 1955.3 Whitney empha-
sized the role of leadership and morale in maintaining 
the fighting capability of the Army. It is the spirit of the 
soldier that allows an army to fight, survive, and win.

To understand why Whitney’s article and message 
is important, we must place his writing in its historical 
context. The mid-1950s was an inflection point in our 
Nation’s and Army’s history. As the leading member of 
a worldwide coalition that defeated the Axis powers, 
the United States was the most powerful nation on 
earth. In fulfilling this new role as the world’s super-
power, it maintained the largest standing peacetime 
army in its history.4 This Army helped stabilize post-
war Europe and fought back the North Koreans and 
Chinese to preserve the Republic of Korea. Despite 
these victories, dark clouds loomed.

In 1955, both new and familiar tensions bubbled 
to the surface. Key among them was President Dwight 
Eisenhower’s “New Look” strategy. Facing a $9.9 billion 
deficit, Eisenhower advanced a strategy to pull forc-
es back to the continental United States and rely on 
America’s nuclear arsenal to serve as the main deter-
rent and central component of our defense.5 The New 
Look was bitterly opposed by Gen. Matthew Ridgway, 
first as supreme Allied commander Europe and then 
as chief of staff of the Army. Ridgway and his fellow 
service chiefs expressed concern about the physical 
and morale ground America would cede by its absence 
from Europe and elsewhere. What role did the soldier 
play in this new strategy?

While one challenge came from above, the other 
emerged from below. The new-style citizen-soldier 
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was also coming to grips with the prolonged exposure 
to military service and its worldwide commitments. 
This concern manifested itself immediately following 
the end of the Second World War. Common to ev-
ery postwar demobilization in American history, the 
desire to leave the service at the conclusion of hostil-
ities was acute. The Army, spread around the world 
and strapped with occupation and reconstruction 
duties, was hard pressed for manpower and reluctant 
to immediately demobilize. The citizen-soldier and the 
American people could not reconcile the purported 
security needs with their intense desire to get soldiers 
back home.6 Congress, attuned to the displeasure of 
their constituents, pressed the administration to study 
the problems of demobilization and investigate the 
reports of unfair treatment of enlisted soldiers in the 
process. And so, the Doolittle Board was born.

Mentioned by Whitney almost in passing, he identi-
fies the Doolittle Board as almost a hindrance.7 Anyone 
studying the Doolittle Board will recognize that nearly 
all the board’s recommendations are part of today’s 
Army.8 Despite Whitney’s disdain, the Doolittle Board 
identified the necessary components of a large stand-
ing Army of citizen-soldiers and what would become 
an all-volunteer Army. This included more and better 

training for officers, better food, fair leave accumula-
tion, awards equity, and a fair, transparent legal system 
that ultimately became the Uniform Code of Military 
Justice.9 Whitney and his generation represented the 
beginning of a transition period for our Army.

Whitney may not have been right about the effects 
and enduring legacy of the Doolittle Board, but he 
accurately captured some of the many strengths of the 
American soldier and Army.10 Whitney’s remedy for 
rebuilding the Army during its demobilization woes 
focused on a few key elements. First and foremost, good 
morale requires good leaders who know their soldiers 
and develop a mutual respect and confidence.11 The 
Army, as an institution, enables and reinforces good 
leadership by emphasizing its history and lineage, 
focuses on building teams, invests in education, drives 
realistic training, and engages the citizenry to under-
stand and invest in its Army.12 Any Army leader today 
would recognize these points as axioms in our modern 
approach to leading and caring for soldiers.

The United States Army is a product of America. 
Citizens comprise its ranks. It represents the very best 
of who we are. It serves a key role in protecting our 
freedoms. We, the current generation, must perpetuate 
its legacy. Happy birthday, United States Army.   
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