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Introduction

From its very inception the United States Army Special Forces (SF) has been enmeshed in controversy, its mission misunderstood to varying degrees, and its very existence sometimes opposed by some of the Army hierarchy. Secrecy is an integral part of SF, and the typical SF trooper is one who generally keeps to himself by nature: for these reasons little has been written apart from personal experiences and fiction.

It is only recently that a brief history of SF has been published: Inside the Green Berets by Charles M. Simpson III (Col., US Army, Ret.). Only two books of any worth are available on SF’s activities in Vietnam: Vietnam Order of Battle by Shelby L. Stanton (Capt., US Army, Ret.) and US Army Special Forces 1961–1971 by Col. Francis J. Kelly. Little else of this organisation’s considerable history has been recorded.

The Predecessors

Special Forces traces its family tree to several organisations which evolved during World War II. Here it splits into two branches. Its military branch includes the 1st Special Service Force and the Ranger Infantry Battalions, while its mission and methods of operation are inherited from the Office of Strategic Services.

In June 1942 the US Army activated the first of its Ranger Battalions in Northern Ireland. The Rangers were modelled on the British Commandos and tasked with the same type of mission: i.e. amphibious raids, and seizure of objectives behind enemy lines. The 1st Ranger Bn. took part in the invasion of North Africa, where the 3rd and 4th Bns. were formed. The three battalions then fought in Sicily and Italy, where they were destroyed and disbanded. In the meantime the 2nd and 5th Ranger Bns. were activated in the USA, and subsequently fought in North-West Europe. The 6th Ranger Bn. was activated in the Pacific, and operated throughout that theatre.
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Members of the 77th SFGA undertaking survival training at Camp Hale, Colorado during Exercise ‘Lodestar’, October 1955. The still-illegal green beret and the World War II Airborne Command patch, as a ‘cover’, are being worn. (US Army)

The 1st Special Service Force (1SSF) was activated on 20 July 1942 at Ft William Henry Harrison, Montana as a special operations force made up of both US and Canadian Army volunteers. It was originally intended for use in a large sabotage/raid operation to be conducted in Norway, Rumania, and Italy, Operation ‘Plough’, which was subsequently cancelled. The brigade-size unit was highly trained in infantry tactics, sabotage and raid techniques, winter warfare, and amphibious, mountain, ski and parachuting operations. With the cancellation of Operation ‘Plough’ it was decided to employ the Force in other mountainous, cold-climate areas. The 1SSF subsequently conducted amphibious operations in the Aleutian Islands in 1943, and later in Italy, where it also fought in extensive mountain operations. Additional amphibious assaults were conducted on the southern French coast in 1944. The Force was inactivated in December 1944.

The need for Ranger units was once again realised at the beginning of the Korean War in 1950. A total of 14 Ranger Infantry Companies (Airborne) were activated between 1950 and 1951 at Ft Benning, Georgia. The 1st to 5th and 8th Ranger Cos. were moved to Korea and attached to infantry divisions; the other companies were stationed in the USA and West Germany. Due to high casualty rates; to some examples of misuse; to the parallel existence of the 8240th and 8242nd Army Units (classified units with raid and reconnaissance missions); and to the decision to allocate the Ranger Company manning slots to the planned Special Forces, all Ranger Companies were inactivated in 1951.
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A member of the 77th SFGA searches an ‘aggressor’, 1955. Both men wear the ‘herringbone’ fatigues. (US Army)

When the 10th Special Forces Group (Airborne)—(SFGA)—was activated in 1952, it had no lineage of former units to carry on. It was a new organisation with no heritage or traditions. The same applied to the 77th SFGA, activated in 1953, and the 1st SFGA in 1957. An official lineage was retrospectively provided in 1960, with somewhat confusing results.

The lineages of the six World War II Ranger Infantry Battalions (including those of the 14 Korean War Ranger Infantry Companies) and the 1st Special Service Force were consolidated on 15 April 1960 as the 1st Special Forces, and assigned to the Regular Army. The 1st Special Forces became the parent organisation for all US Army SF units. The 1st Special Forces has no headquarters as it is not a unit as such, but rather a parent organisation for lineage and historical purposes. The consolidation of the 1st Special Service Force and the Ranger Battalions was accomplished on paper. The lineage of each battalion headquarters and ‘line’ company of the 1SSF was combined with that of either a headquarters or a ‘line’ company of the six Ranger battalions. Additionally some of the ‘line’ companies of the 1st to 4th Ranger Bns. carried the lineages of the 14 Korean War Ranger Companies. Each of these ‘pairings’ of unit lineages was assigned to the Headquarters and Headquarters Companies of the 1st to 24th SFGAs. At the time there were only three active SFGAs; on 14 December 1960 four of the SFGAs’ lineages were assigned to the Army National Guard and nine to the Army Reserve, while 11 were to remain assigned to the Regular Army. Only seven Regular and seven Reserve SFGAs have ever been formed, however, though all four National Guard SFGAs have been formed at one time or another.

This rather tortuous process now gave SF a lineage, a heritage. The lineage carried credits in two wars, several theatres of operation, numerous campaigns, and even amphibious and airborne assaults. In the long run it was to create some problems, however. At that time the Army had no plans to activate Ranger units in the future. History provided no other examples of US Army units which had foreshadowed SF’s guerrilla warfare mission. The assignment of the 1st Special Service Force’s and the Rangers’ lineage seemed appropriate at the time.

All SFGA designations are officially followed by ‘1st Special Forces’ to signify this lineage; e.g. ‘8th SFGA, 1st SF’. Other SF units, such as separate companies and detachments, also carry the 1st SF designation, but they are new units not carrying the lineage of specific 1SSF and Ranger units as the SFGA headquarters do.

Current and Vietnam era US Army Ranger units carry the lineage of the 75th Infantry, which is loosely connected to the 5307th Composite Unit (Provisional), better known as ‘Merrill’s Marauders’. The question of whether or not to separate the SF and Ranger lineages once again is currently under study.

There is another lineage to which, in the opinion of some, the SF has a claim. The Office of Strategic Services (OSS) was formed in 1941 as the US counterpart of the British Special Operations Executive (SOE). Its activities varied greatly, and involved many special operations and guerrilla warfare missions.
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A captain of the 1st SFGA involved in Exercise ‘Long Pass’, Clark Air Force Base, Philippines, February 1961. He wears the olive green (OG) 107 fatigues with a personally added sleeve pocket. The crudely embroidered infantry crossed rifles were probably made on Okinawa. (US Army)

The Operational Groups (OG) had the mission of providing operational nucleii for guerrilla organisations which had been formed from resistance groups in enemy-occupied territory. The 34-man OGs organised and trained these groups in techniques of resistance, provided them with supplies, and co-ordinated their activities with Allied plans. They also conducted independent raids on targets deep in enemy-held territory. Strategic intelligence collection was another mission performed by the OG, which infiltrated enemy territory by land, sea, or air. Most of these operations were conducted in France, Italy, Greece, Yugoslavia, and South-East Asia.

The Special Operations Branch’s ‘Jedburgh’ Teams had a different mission. They consisted of two officers and an enlisted radio operator, and were made up of American, British, French, Dutch, and Belgian personnel. Over 80 teams were parachuted into occupied countries to contact resistance groups. They provided liaison with Allied headquarters, arranged for equipment and supply airdrops, trained the resistance in the use of weapons, and co-ordinated attacks on German forces.

There were certain other OSS operations which bore a more striking resemblance to future SF missions. One was Detachment 101, which operated in Burma organising thousands of local tribesmen into the ‘Kachin Rangers’, and wreaked havoc behind Japanese lines. Another was Detachment 202, which conducted strategic reconnaissance missions behind Japanese lines in China.

After World War II the lineage of the OSS’s Special Intelligence and part of the Special Operations Branches were assigned to the new Central Intelligence Agency. Certainly, some of the organisations within OSS should have been used to draw the SF lineage, since they were much more operationally compatible with the SF mission than were the 1st Special Service Force and the Rangers.


The Beginnings

The world was in an unsettled condition in the early 1950s. The Korean War had broken out; there were dozens of Communist-inspired and -backed rebellions and civil wars in progress; and massive Soviet forces were poised on the borders of Western Europe. It was in this setting that the seed for Special Forces was germinated. The seed had been planted by Brig. Gen. Robert A. McClure, Chief of the Army Psychological Warfare Staff Section; and the unlikely garden plot was in the forest of the Pentagon.

Gen. McClure’s goal was to form a guerrilla or unconventional warfare (UW) organisation within the US Army: a difficult task, as the Army was conventional in thought, convinced that ‘push button’ warfare was well within sight, felt it could rely on nuclear weapons, and tended to regard so-called ‘élite’ units with some disdain.

To accomplish his goal Gen. McClure formed a Special Operations Section under his staff in 1951. Heading it was Col. Wendell Fertig, while the Plans Officer was Col. Russell W. Volckman. Both had commanded guerrillas in the Philippines. The Operations Officer was Col. Aaron Bank, a former Jedburgh Team member with three missions into France and one into Indochina under his belt. The section also included other former members of OSS, Merrill’s Marauders, and other World War II special operations organisations.
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Members of the West Virginia Army National Guard’s 16th SFGA during their annual training at Ft Bragg, July 1960. As the beret was still unauthorised, they wear the regulation ‘Ridgeway’ field cap. Two types of outdated rank insignia are being worn. (US Army)

These pioneers in modern UW doctrine developed operational concepts, individual and unit training programmes, proposals for wartime contingency plans, tables of organisation and equipment for proposed units, and countless staff briefings to sell their theories to the Army hierarchy. Besides bringing to this task their vast personal experiences, they based many of their concepts on the OSS’s Special Operations Branch (the Jedburghs) and Operational Group Command. Training, organisation, and techniques of operations were derived from those programmes.

The tradition-bound Army produced many opponents of the concept of a formally organised unit with the mission of guerrilla warfare. Outside of the OSS—considered an unusual organisation at best—there had been nothing like it before. It meant providing manpower slots at the cost of ‘real’ combat units, and it might mean that another ‘élite’ formation would appear. Guerrilla warfare and other special operations were looked upon by many as a minor effort that could not have a major impact on the overall outcome of a war. Special operations units were also condemned for drawing off valuable and skilled manpower needed elsewhere. (This argument has force; but opponents fail to see the value of the possible rewards from the results achieved by special operations units if supported and properly employed.) The stumbling blocks were many; and not all were produced by the Army.

The new CIA (backed quietly by the State Department) and the US Air Force
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