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The P l a t t s b u r g Idea 

Ever s i n c e the summer of 1915 more or l e s s mention has' 
been made of the " P l a t t s b u r g -Idea. * The purpose of t h i s essay-
i s t o show what the "Idea" i s . The ^ P l a t t s b u r g Idea" i s a 
system of m i l i t a r y t r a i n i n g f o r men between tho ages of e i g h t 
een and f o r t y - f i v e . The system i s c a r r i e d on i n camps 
s i t u a t e d i n s e v e r a l p a r t s of t h i s country. I t r e c e i v e d i t s 
name'from the place where the system of t r a i n i n g was f i r s t 
put i n t o p r a c t i c e . These camps are c a r r i e d on under the 
auspices of the War Department i n the summer-time i n terms of 
about a month each. The commanders are o f f i c e r s of the Regular 
Army. Every man who undergoes tho t r a i n i n g e n l i s t s f o r one 
term of i n s t r u c t i o n . The founder of the " i d e a " i s Major-General 
Leonard Wood, Commander Eastern Department, United States Army. 
General Wood saw f o r a long time that i n time of war the number 
of o f f i c e r s of our army and of our m i l i t i a would not be s u f f i 
c i e n t t o act as commanders of the vast number of'men who would 
e n l i s t as v o l u n t e e r s . For- that reaoon Congress, upon General 
Wood's suggestion, appropriated money f o r the maintenance of 
c i v i l i a n t r a i n i n g camps. The object of these camps i s to give 
i n tho s h o r t e s t p o s s i b l e time the rudiments of a m i l i t a r y edu
c a t i o n . I say the rudiments f o r tho reason that one who goes 
there comes away w i t h the f e e l i n g that he has learned only the 
very elements of a m i l i t a r y t r a i n i n g ; and i s convincod t h a t the 
t r a i n i n g of a s o l d i e r , much more an o f f i c e r i s a matter of monthf 



i f * not years. The men i n attendance at a term as a r u l e 
comprise an i n f a n t r y regiment, the s m a l l e s t d i v i s i o n of 
t a c t i c a l importance. Last J u l y at P l a t t s b u r g , New York, 
there were f o u r regiments. Each regiment i s d i v i d e d i n t o 
three b a t t a l i o n s ; each b a t t a l i o n contains f o u r oompanies. 
The o r g a n i z a t i o n of the company i s i n t o platoons, and from 
platoons i n t o squads f o r the sake of convenience. The 
company has -usually only one commanding o f f i c e r , g e n e r a l l y 
a l i e u t e n a n t of the Regular Army. The non-commissioned 
o f f i c e r s of a company are men who have had previous m i l i 
t a r y t r a i n i n g . 

The camps are c a r r i e d on i n at l e a s t one p o i n t i n 
each m i l i t a r y department. This makes a minimum of four 
camps. Some of these camps have f o u r or f i v e terms wh i l e 
others only two. The men l i v e i n lar g e c o n i c a l t e n t s , a 
squad c o n s i s t i n g of a c o r p o r a l and seven p r i v a t e s to a tent. 
This i s the i d e n t i c a l manner i n which a l l troops, Federal 
or S t a t e , l i v e d u r i n g summer maneuvers. The attendants of 
the oamps wear the r e g u l a t i o n s\-miner uniform*of the Army. 
A f t e r the r o o k i e has been assigned to a company by the camp 
quartermaster at headquarters, he goes t o the c l e r k at the 
head of h i s company s t r e e t and i s assigned t o a t e n t . The 
ro o k i e i s then given h i s r i f l a , b l a n k e t s , barrack-bag, can
teen, poncho, F i r s t - A i d pouch, and bayonet. At a l a t e r dat« 
he r e c e i v e s h i s campaigning equipment c o n s i s t i n g of a pack-
c a r r i e r , pack, meat can, k n i f e , f o r k , spoon, h a l f a s h e l t e r 
t e n t , tent pins and i n t r e n c h i n g t o o l . When he has s a f e l y 



placed h i e equipment i n the tent be r e p o r t s along w i t h the 
r e s t of the com-'any f o r f u r t h e r i n s t r u c t i o n s . Then they 
are shown how to take the r i f l e a p art; and how t o clean 
the various p a r t s ; where the canteen, bayonet, and P i r s t -
A i d pouch are t o be worn on the c a r t r i d g e b e l t . The i n 
formal l e c t u r e i s soon over and groups of "rookies'* are 
seen seated on the ground b u s i l y engaged i n d i s s e c t i n g 
t h e i r "pieces.' 1 Beside each man i s a l a r g e sheet of paper 
where he places the parts of h i s r i f l e . T ' i t h a r a g moistened 
w i t h g a s o l i n e he scrubs away on the metal parts to remove 
the cosmoline ( v a s e l i n e ) which covers a l l the i n s i d e of 
the ''shooting-iron." I t i s not easy work but w i t h i n a h a l f 
hour each m e t a l l i c part i s s h i n i n g , the piece i s assembled 
and a contented look i s i n the face Of the r l r o o k i e . " Within 
a few days he i s assigned t o a d e f i n i t e squad. In the 
afternoon before ""Retreat" th© "non-coms1 teach the rookies 
the "manual of arms," the v a r i o u s s a l u t e s and f a c i n g s . At 
about 5 ?. II. at "Retreat" the regimental bugler blows 
"Assembly." The company l i n e s up i n company formation. The 
r o l l i s c a l l e d by squads and the manual of arms l a gone 
through. At the f i r s t note of The S t a r ^ S T ^ g l f t f i Banner the 

Company Commander c a l l s out "Corap'ny"-y> At t e n t i o n l l " 
As the l a s t notes d i e oway the Commander c a l l s out the F i r s t 
Sergeant. They exchange S a l u t e s . The Commander o & l l e out 



"Dismiss the company--y!" They s a l u t e again: the Com
mander goes to h i s tent. Announcements are read and a f t e r 
the commands "'Spection Arms," ( I n s p e c t i o n Arms), "Port 
Arms," the company i s dismissed by ''Comp--ny Dismissed." 
In the evening a f t e r "moss"' there i 3 a conference l a s t i n g 
f o r about a h a l f - h o u r . A f t e r t h i s the c i t i z e n - s o l d i e r 
i s f r e e to do what he pleases u n t i l 10 P. K. At t h i s 
time the bugler sounds " C a l l to Quarters" and a half-hour 
l a t o r ''Taps" i s sounded. At 5:45 A. X. or thereabouts 
" R e v e i l l e " awakens the ''rookie.'' In ten minutes "Assembly" 
blows. At t h i s c a l l the company l i n e s ut> f u l l y dressed; 
the r o l l i s c a l l e d and the day's program i s announced. 
The company i s then dismissed f o r twonty minutes. At 
6:25 A. M. "Hess" blows and i n "column of squads" and at 
''rout step" the company swings o f f to the mess shack. Some 
time d u r i n g the second day the men undergo a p h y s i c a l 
examination. 

The f i r s t week i s given over to mastering*the i n t r i 
c a c i e s of i n f a n t r y d r i l l . At f i r s t " c lose-order" d r i l l i s 
taught. I t s value l i e s only i n the f a c t t h a t i t i s now 
used as a means to teach the c i t i z e n - s o l d i e r team-work. 
When "Closo-ordor" d r i l l has been mastered, "extended-order 
d r i l l i s then taught. I t i s i n t h i s way that troops are 
"deployed" on the b a t t l e f i e l d . "Second year men" can i f 
they please e l e c t e x c l u s i v e work i n the Cavalry, A r t i l l e r y , 
F i e l d A r t i l l e r y or any of the other "arms" of the s e r v i c e . 



F i r s t year men are i n s t r u c t e d i n map reading, the "Manual 
of tho Bayonet" and many other t h i n g s . F i v e evenings a 
week conferences are held . These are of three d i f f e r e n t 
kinds: Regimental, B a t t a l i o n and Company. At the Regi
mental conferences the camp o f f i c e r s are the speakers. 
O c c a s i o n a l l y h i g h o f f i c i a l s such as the Secr e t a r y of War 
or Department Commander address the men. In the l a s t 
two conferences there are l e c t u r e s and then q u e s t i o n n a i r e s 
by the men, the commanders of each group answering the 
questions r a i s e d . 

At the beginning of the second week r i f l e i n s t r u c 
t i o n i s commenced. The i n s t r u c t i o n c o n s i s t s of two d i s 
t i n c t d i v i s i o n s : p o s i t i o n and aiming d r i l l s , and shooting. 
The purpose of the p o s i t i o n and aiming d r i l l i s t o acquaint 
each man wi t h the " f e e l " of h i s piece and the c o r r e c t use 
of the s i g h t s . The l a t t e r i s accomplished by having 
him f i x h i s aim on some d e f i n i t e o b j e c t . The d r i l l i s 
accomplished w i t h no ammunition whatsoever. A feature 
of t h i s d r i l l i s e x e r c i s e i n " t r i g g e r - s q u e e z i n g . T h e 
importance of t h i s l i e s i n the a r t of "squeezing" the 
t r i g g e r e a s i l y yet s t e a d i l y . The second d i v i s i o n , shoot
in g , i s f u r t h e r d i v i d e d i n t o two p a r t s : g a l l e r y p r a c t i s e 
and range work. The main purpose of the g a l l e r y p r a c t i c e 
i s t o i n s t r u c t the "rookie'' i n the use of the army r i f l e . 
A sub-CD l i b e r , .22 c a l i b e r , r i f l e i s used. The r e g u l a t i o n 
r i f l e i s .30 c a l i b e r . The g a l l e r y t a r g e t i s u s u a l l y f i f t y 
or s i x t y f e e t away. Vftien the company ha3 completed the 



g a l l e r y work the range p r a c t i s e i s commenced. There the 
r e g u l a r r i f l e i s used w i t h ranges of two-hundred, t h r e e -
hundred and five-hundred yards. Besides shooting w i t h 
the s e r v i c e r i f l e and ammunition each men i s taught the 
duty of an o f f i c i a l at the f i r i n g l i n e ; e i t h e r that of 
sc o r e r or telephone o r d e r l y or that of a member o^ a 
p i t d e t a i l . In the l a t t e r the i n d i v i d u a l acts as mover 
of t a r g e t s , t a r g e t marker or telephone o r d e r l y . 3y the 
end of the second week work on the range i s completed. 

D r i l l and markmanship are not the only t h i n r s which 
go to make up the s o l d i e r . He must also have a str o n g 
body to support him. C a l i s t h e n i c s are a means to t h i s 
end. The purpose of c a l i s t h e n i c s i n the curriculum of 
the c i t i z e n - s o l d i e r i s to render each man's body f l e x i b l e . 
These are u s u a l l y c a r r i e d on two or throe mornings f o r 
about t-ree-quarters of an hour by an army o f f i c e r d e t a i l e d 
f o r that purpose. For a few days previous to the great 
hike which l a s t s a week or more, the time i s devoted to 
campaigning. The regiment ?oes out on p r a c t i c e marches 
In f u l l equipment. Sha:- b a t t l e s are fought and camp-bitch
i n g p r a c t i c e i s conducted. At the close of the t h i r d week 
the regiment marches out i n t o the surrounding country f o r 
about e i g h t days h i k i n g and maneuvers. Each dav a sham 
b a t t l e i s f b u g h t on the march and a camp i s p i t c h e d w i t h 
c o n d i t i o n s ae near the a c t u a l a3 p o s s i b l e . Each evening 
b a t t a l i o n conferences are hel d . The t a c t i c a l problem of 
the day i s d i s c u s s e d , the one f o r the morrow i s announced 



and a l l important i n s t r u c t i o n s f o r the next day are given. 
A l l cooking, t r a n s p o r t a t i o n and l i k e d u t i e s are performed 
by members of the Regular Army. A l l tentage, surplus 
baggage, food and water are transported by auto t r u c k s . 
The encampment c l o s e s n i t h the l a s t day of the h i k e . At 
the close of the term each man r e t u r n s i n the Government 
property loaned him at the beginning of the term. 

How as the reader has seen the " 1 m i l l " i n operation, 
the l o g i c a l question i s : '"-'hat are the r e s u l t s of m i l i t a r y 
t r a i n i n g : c f what p r a c t i c a l use i s i t ? ' ' . ' i l i t a r y t r a i n i n g 
teaches a man the value not only of having a sound body, 
but a l s o of having a s t r o n g body. In a d d i t i o n m i l i t a r y 
t r a i n i n g gives a man an erect o t a t u r e , an observant eye, 
and a steady hand. The p h y s i c a l b e n e f i t s of a m i l i t a r y 
t r a i n i n g are not the only important t h i n g : the moral bene
f i t s are j u s t as e s s e n t i a l , ' - . i l i t a r y t r a i n i n g takes the 
c o n c e i t out of a man by p l a c i n g Mm i n personal contact 
w i t h other men from d i f f e r e n t parts of the country, and 
of d i f f e r e n t s o c i a l ctandings, and where he can make h i s 
mark by merit alone, . - ' i l i t a r v t r a i n i n g creates l o y a l t y 
w i t h i n a man to h i s comrade-.:, to h i s commanders, and to 
h i s country: and l a s t l y obedience to aut o r i t y , both c i v i l 
and m i l i t a r y . The r e s u l t s have been very a p t l y summed up 
by a 1915 P l c t t s b u r g e r ho says, "In the end i t comes down 
to these things pure and B i r a p l e — t o be p h y s i c a l l y f i t t o 
march any d i s t a n c e : to be able to shoot under the most 
t r y i n g c ircumstances—and to acquire the p r a c t i c e , the 
ha b i t equal to second nature of obeying a few fundamental 



commands. The r e s t i s hardihood, courage, the w i l l t o 
f i g h t , and the s p i r i t of the team."* 

Some one may ask, ''-"hy i s so much s t r e s s l a i d on m i l i 
t a r y t r a i n i n g ? " I f he w i l l read our t r u e m i l i t a r y h i s t o r y , 
the hi°tory of defeats as w e l l as v i c t o r i e s , he w i l l see 
that i n each., war the armies of the United States f o r the 
greater p a r t were composed of men who had had l i t t l e or no 
m i l i t a r y t r a i n i n g . Even the greater part of the o f f i c e r s 
were not of s u f f i c i e n t a b i l i t y t o act s a t i s f a c t o r i l y as 
commanders. T r u l y a sad s t a t e of a f f a i r s I One of the 
best things which President Wilson has s a i d i s i n reference 
to m i l i t a r y t r a i n i n g . Hero f o l l o w a few of h i s words. ''We 
nust depend i n every time of n a t i o n a l p e r i l , i n the futu r e 
as w e l l a,e i n the past, not unon a standing army-,f.'«hut upon 
a c i t i z e n r y t r a i n e d and accustomed to arms. 1 Further on 
he says: " I t Y f i l l be right*:~*#Amerlean policy**:-*^to provide 
a system by which every c i t i z e n w i l l v o l u n t e e r

4
f o r t r a i n i n g , 

may be made f a m i l i a r w i t h t>>e use of modern arms, the r u d i 
ments of d r i l l and maneuver, and the maintenance and s a n i 
t a t i o n of camps."-* The p r a c t i c a l demonstration of t h i s 
system of m i l i t a r y t r a i n i n g i s the " P l a t t s b u r g Idea." 

*From "What I learned at P l a t t s b u r g " - Ralph V/. Page, 
World's Work November 1915 11
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