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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS  - WEST POINT & MILITARY HISTORY

WEST POINT FIRSTS

   How many USMA firsts can you name?

a. Four-year class 

b. Foreign-born graduate

c. Rhodes Scholar

d. Women cadets

e. Women graduates

f. Woman First Captain

g. Native American graduate

h. First African American First Captain

i. First Hispanic First Captain

j. First Mormon cadet

k. First Jewish cadet

l. When did chevrons first appear

m. When was the Dialectic Society formed

n. When were cadets forbidden to marry

o. Date battalion of cadets were first sized

p. First Howitzer issued

q. First “100th Night Show”

r. First adoption of  the official Academy colors

s. Adoption of service stripes on cadet uniforms

t.     First issue of the Pointer


u.   When was the Thayer Hotel formally opened


v.   When were the first Bachelor of Science degrees conferred on graduates

w. When were radios first authorized for cadets to use in their rooms

x. When were First Class privileges inaugurated

y. First combat casualty

z. International cadets

aa. First casualty of WWII

a. Class of 1821

b. John Duncan Wyndham, was born in England and had been a British Army officer.

c. Francis R. Johnson, Class of 1923

d. 119 entered on 7 July 1976 

e. 62 in  the Class of 1980

f. Kristin Baker, Class of 1990

g. David Moniac, Class of 1822


h. Vincent K. Brooks, Class of 1980

i. Richard Morales, Jr.,  Class of 1976

 j.    Willard Young, USMA Class of 1875, was the third child  (and only son) of Ross Young, and the 

thirtieth child of Brigham Young.

k.    Simon Magruder Levy, Class of 1802 


l.     On 12 November 1817 cadets first starting wearing chevrons to indicate cadet ranks

m.   On 18 November 1824 

n. On 17 December 1835 

o.    The cadet battalion was first sized by height (shortest in the center and tallest on the flanks on 27 

        January 1853

p.     The Howitzer, year book of the U.S. Corps of Cadets, is  published by the First Class.  The year book officially started in 1904.  Unofficial Howitzers were published in 1894, 1895, 1896, 1897, 1898 and 1900.

q.     On 17 February 1884 

r.     On 31 March 1899, the U.S. Military Academy officially adopted the colors black, gray, and gold.

s.     On 7 April 1899

t.      On 26 May 1924 

u.     On  9 June 1926 

v.     On 21 July 1933, Congress enacted a law conferring the degree of Bachelor of Science

w.    On 25 August 1939

x.    On 18 August 1941

y.    George Ronan, Class of 1811, killed in action on 15 August 1812 against Indians at Fort Dearborn, 

Chicago, Illinois.

z.    Luis Blanco of Chile was 12 years old and Mateo Blaco of Chile was 14 years old at the time of their admission in 1816: x-members of the Class of 1820.

aa.   Captain Robert M. Losey, Class of 1929, killed by a German bomb in Norway on 21 April 1940.

Source:  1994 Register of Graduates, page 14; 1995 Register of Graduates, pages 13 and 55; 1952 Register of Graduates, 1998 Register of Graduates, page 4-13 and  “Brief Chronological History of  the United States Military Academy by Sidney Forman. pages 15-23.

WEST POINT QUESTIONS

1.  What important function did West Point serve during the American Revolutionary War?

West Point held a key defensive position during the American Revolution.  An array of forts, redoubts, batteries, and the famous West Point chain composed an impressive colonial stronghold.  Fortress West Point was constructed to prevent the British from advancing up the Hudson River and dividing the New England colonies from the Middle and Southern Colonies.  Had West Point been overcome and the British gained control the Hudson River Valley they could have prevented the vital exchange of men and material between the two regions and achieved in an ultimate British victory.

2.  Which Continental Army commanders had forts named after them at West Point?

(a.)  Major General Benedict Arnold (fort)

(b.)  Brig. General James Clinton (Ft. Arnold named changed to Ft. Clinton after September 1780)


(c.)   Major General Henry Knox (battery)


(d.)  Lieutenant Colonel Return Jonathan Meigs  (redoubt)


(e.)  Lieutenant Colonel Rufus Putnam (fort)


(f.)   Colonel Henry Sherburne (redoubt)


(g.) Colonel Samuel B. Webb (redoubt)

(h.) Colonel Samuel Wyllis (redoubt)

3.  What is the oldest book in the U.S. Military Academy Library?

De ciuitate dei by St. Augustine of Hippo published in Venice in 1486.  

4.   What is the earliest American imprint in the U.S. Military Academy Library?

English liberties, or the free-born subject’s inheritance, containing Magna Charta.. by Henry Care, published in Boston in 1721 by James Franklin (A young Benjamin Franklin may have pressed the ink for this copy while working at his brother’s Boston print shop in 1721.)

5.   French 75mm’s were fired by cadets up to World War II toward a high target zone on Crow’s Nest Mountain.  What building now occupies the 75mm artillery battery position today?

The U.S. Mint’s silver bullion depository occupies the former battery site. 

6.  What statues are on the Plain and where?

(a.) The Battle Monument at Trophy Point  commemorates  “…the officers and men of the Regular Army of the United States who fell in battle during the War of the Rebellion this monument is erected by their surviving comrades.”  A total of 2,230 officers and enlisted men names are on the Civil War monument.  

(b.) L’Ecole Polytechnique Monument, adjacent to the First Division in Central area, was presented to the 

        Academy in 1919 by the cadets of the French school.  It is a replica of a statue standing on the

       grounds of that school, and is a tribute to the French cadets who took part in the defense of Paris in

       1814.   

(c.) The Eisenhower Monument, near Washington Hall and Cullum Road, honors Dwight D. Eisenhower, USMA 1915, who was Supreme Allied commander in the Mediterranean and north-west Europe during World War II, and the 34th President of the United States, 1953-1961.

(d.) The Kosciuszko Monument, on the Fort Clinton parapet, east of Trophy Point, honors Thaddeus 
   Kosciuszko, the French-trained Polish engineer who provided vital assistance for the American victory at the Battle of  Saratoga, and designed and oversaw the construction of the elaborate fortifications at West Point.

(e.) The MacArthur Monument, near Scott Barracks and Scott Place, honors Douglas MacArthur, USMA 1903, who served as a general in three wars.  In 1962, 40 years after his departure as Superintendent, he returned to West Point to receive the Thayer Award and deliver the famous “Duty, Honor, Country” speech, his lasting tribute to the ideals of the Academy. 

(f.) The Patton Monument, in front of the USMA Library, honors General George S. Patton, Jr., USMA 1909, who served as commander of the 7th Army in North Africa and Sicily in 1943 and of the 3rd Army, European Theater, from 1944-1945.

(g.) The Sedgwick Monument, near Trophy Point, honors Major General John Sedgwick, USMA 1837, who was killed at the Battle of the Wilderness in 1864.

(h.) The Thayer Monument, near the corner of Jefferson and Washington Roads, honors Sylvanus Thayer, USMA 1808, who served as Superintendent from 1817-1833, the longest tenure in Academy history.   Known as “The Father of the Military Academy,” Thayer put his mark on this institution to a greater extent than any other single individual.

(i.) The Washington Monument, in front of  Washington Hall, honors George Washington, who recognized the critical importance of the military position at West Point and spent about one third of the Revolutionary War in the Hudson Valley, which he considered “the key to the continent.”

7.  What was Thayer Hall used for before being converted to classrooms?  

Cram, Goodhue, and Ferguson, the Boston firm specializing in gothic architecture, designed Thayer Hall as a riding hall.  It was used for that purpose until 1947; in 1958 it was converted to classroom use.

8.  What is the source of most of the cannons on Trophy Point?

Most of the bronze cannon, cast in Barcelona during the 18th century, were captured on Mexican War  battlefields:  Matamoras, 18 May 1846; Monterey, 23 September 1846; Vera Cruz, 29 March 1847; Cerro Gordo, 18 April 1847; Perote Castle, 22 April 1847; Resaca de la Palma,  9 May 1847; Contreras, 20 August 1847; Churubusco, 20 August 1847 and the City of Mexico, 13 September 1847.

9.   Which two former Academy Superintendents fought for the Confederacy during the Civil War?

(a.) Robert E. Lee of Virginia served as Superintendent of the Academy from 1852-1855.

(b.) P. G. T. Beauregard served in the position for only five days in January 1861.  His orders were revoked when Louisiana, his native state, voted to secede soon after his assumption of command.

10.  Which USMA graduates became generals in their 20’s? 

(a.) Edmund Kirby, USMA May 1861, was made a brigadier general on his deathbed, aged 23, by President Lincoln on 28 May 1863.  

(b.) George Armstrong Custer, USMA June 1861, also was 23 when he was promoted to brigadier general in June 1863.  Kirby was born on 11 March 1840 and Custer was born on 5 December 1839.

(c.)  Clinton D. Vincent, USMA 1936, was promoted to brigadier general at the age of 25 in 1944.  (He could have been 24 according to his Assembly obituary of January 1956, p. 67).

11.  What was unusual about Custer’s last days before his June 1861 graduation?  

George Armstrong Custer, the youngest member of his class, also graduated last (34th).   Walking the tightrope of Academy regulations to the end, Custer was put under arrest shortly before graduation, when as officer of the guard he did not stop a fight between two plebes over whose turn it was at the water faucet.  Instead Custer rushed in with sword and sash, formed a ring, and proclaimed that it was to be a fair fight.  The officer in charge took issue and Custer was held in confinement at West Point.   However, he made it to the front in time for the Battle of Bull Run, July 21, 1861, and in two years he had been promoted, ahead of his classmates, to brigadier general.

12.  What are the criteria for the Thayer Award?  Who has earned the award?

The Association of Graduates’ Sylvanus Thayer Award is presented to citizens of  the United States in honor of their record of service to their country, accomplishments in the national interest, and manner of achievement exemplifying outstanding  devotion to the principles expressed in the motto of the United States Military Academy - “Duty, Honor, Country.”  Norman R. Augustine was the 1999 Sylvanus Thayer Award winner.  Names of previous winners since 1958 are found in the Association of Graduates annual Register of Graduates.

13.  Who ranked first in Robert E. Lee’s USMA Class of 1829?

Charles Mason of New York had a higher academic standing.  Mason, an assistant professor of engineering at the Academy from 1829 to1831, resigned to practice law in 1831, eventually becoming Chief Justice of the Supreme Court of Iowa.

14.  What famous dropouts attended the Academy?

(a.) Edgar Allan Poe, USMA x-1834 [writer]

(b.) James Abbott McNeill Whistler, USMA x-1855 [artist]

(c.) Charles Michael Sweeney, USMA x-1904 [soldier of fortune in 7 wars under 5 flags]

(d.)  Courtney Hicks Hodges, USMA x-1908 [WWII commanding general, 1st Army]



(e.)  Timoth F. Leary, USMA x-June 1943 [counterculture leader]

15.  What are three slang terms for West Point, Annapolis and Colorado Springs cadets?

(a.) Kaydet - USMA 

(b.)  Middy - USNA

(c.)  Zoomie - USAFA

16.  What freshman terms refer to which military or naval academies:

(a.) nobs  (Citadel)

(b.) fish   (Texas A & M)

(c.) rats  (Virginia Military Institute)

(d.) plebes  (U.S. Military Academy, U.S. Naval Academy, and U.S. Merchant Marine Academy)

(e.) doolies  (U.S. Air Force Academy)

(f.)  swabs  (U.S. Coast Guard Academy)

17.  Who was the first African-American to be admitted to the United States Military Academy?

James Webster Smith, South Carolina, 1 July 1870

18.   Are you aware that there is a group called “The Friends of the West Point Library”?

The Friends of  the West Point Library assist with collection development.  You can enroll by remitting your annual dues in the amount of $25 to:  The Friends of the West Point Library, P.O. Box 87, West Point, New York 10996.

19. U.S. Military Academy Corps of Cadet Class Mottoes (Note not every class has a motto)

1835 Amicitiae Periculique Foedus (Danger Brings Forth Friendship)

1840 Ready for Either and Adsum Amicis

1841
Dinna Forget
(Scottish)

1843
T.I.O.
(significance unknown)

1845 Unitas Amicitia

1846 Nous nous soutenons (We shall stand firm)

1849
Spectemur Agendo
(Let our actions be seen or Let us be tried by our acts)

1850 As One, For One

1851 Pro Marte et Arte

1852 Inter Nos
(Between us)

1853 We Separate for Service

1854 When Our Country Calls

1855 Arma pacis fulcra

1856 Separated yet United

1857 Above us or Around us

1858 For These We Strive

1859 Ad utrumque paratus
(In utroque fidelis)

1860 Garden la sans tache
(Remain without blemish)

1861 Fidele a outrance and Per angusta, ad augusta

1862 In causam communem Conjuncti\

1863 Loyalty-Constritution

1864 Uno Aliam
(United, we go our separate ways)

1865 La Patria Arma el Acto
(Our Country is the reason for our actions)

1866
When Sibi sed Patria
(Not for self, but for country)

1867
Deo duce-Ferro committante
(Carrying the sword, we follow God)

1868
Cor unum, Viae diversae
(One in heart through our paths are divided)

1869
Tam Marte, Quam Minerva
(Military art, as well as science)

1870
Specemur Agendo
(Let us be judged by our acts)

1871 Loyaute M’Oblige

1872 Vota Vita Mea

1873 Omnia pro Patria
(All for Country)

1881 In the Bonds of ’81

1958 ’58 Sure is Great

1960
Go Like ’60

1961 Second to None

1962 Can Do

1963 Quality

1964 Stars in Store for ’64

1965 Strength and Drive, ’65

1966 Fame Will Mix With ’66

1967 None will surpass ’67 Class

1968 No task too great for ’68

1969 Best of the line, ’69

1970 Serve with integrity, ’70

1971 Professionally done by ’71

1972 Proud and True, ’72

1973 Proud and Free, ’73

1974 Pride of the Corps, ’74

1975 Courage and Drive, ’75

1976 Spirit of 76

1977 Esprit de Corps

1978 Proud and Great

1979 Top of the Line

1980 Pride and Excellence

1981 Strength as One ’81

1982 The Select Few

1983 Proud to be ’83

1984 Best of the Corps

1985 For Excellence We Strive ’85

1986 Courage Never Quits

1987 Our Country We Strengthen

1988 No Task Too Great

1989 We Strengthen the Line

1990 The proud and Mighty

1991 Duty Shall be Done

1992 The Brave and the Few

1993 Defenders of the Free

1994 With Courage We Soar, ’94

1995 With Honor We Strive

1996 Freedom We Risk

1997 With Pride We Defend

1998 Duty Will Not Wait

1999 With Duty in Mind

2000 With Honor In Hand

2001 Till Duty is Done

2002 Pride In All We Do

2003 Protectors of the Free

2004 For Country and Corps


GENERAL MILITARY QUESTIONS

1.  How many United States five star admirals and generals have there been and who were they?

Nine, ranked by earliest commissioned date to five stars, with number of years rank held listed in brackets:  

(a.)  Fleet Admiral William Daniel Leahy, USNA 1897, 6 May 1875 - 20 July 1959; 15 December 1944 (1944-1959)

(b.)  General of the Army George Catlett Marshall, VMI 1901, 31 December 1880 - 16 October 1959;  16 December 1944 (1944-1947 and 1951-1959)

(c.)  Fleet Admiral Ernest Joseph King, USNA 1901, 23 November 1878 - 25 June 1956; 17 December 1944 (1944-1956)

(d.) General of the Army Douglas MacArthur, USMA 1903, 26 January 1880 - 5 April 1964; 18 December 1944 (1944-1964)

(e.)  Fleet Admiral Chester William Nimitz, USNA 1905, 24 February 1885 - 20 February 1966; 19 December 1944 (1944-1966)

(f.)  General of the Army Dwight David Eisenhower, USMA 1915, 14 October 1890 - 28 March 1969; 20 December 1944 (1944-1952 and 1961-1969)

(g.)  General of the Army Henry Harley Arnold, USMA 1907, 25 June 1886 - 15 January 1950;  21 December 1944  (1944-1949) [After WWII Arnold became the first U.S. Air Force five-star general (1949-1950)]

(h.)  Fleet Admiral William Frederick Halsey, USNA 1904, 30 October 1882 - 16 August 1959; 11 December 1945 (1945-1959)  

(i.)  General of the Army Omar Nelson Bradley, USMA 1915, 12 February 1893 - 8 April 1981; 20 September 1950 (1950-1981)

2. Why do we have a twenty-one gun salute?

The tradition of redressing a salute by cannon originated in the 14th century as firearms and cannons came into use.  Since these early devices contained only one projectile, discharging them once rendered them ineffective.  Originally warships fired seven-gun salutes -- the number seven was probably selected because of its astrological and Biblical significance.  Seven planets had been identified and the phases of the moon changed every seven days.  The Bible states that God rested on the seventh day after the Creation, that every seventh year is sabbatical and that the seven times seventh year ushered in the Jubilee year.

Land batteries, having a greater supply of gunpowder, were able to fire three guns for every shot fired afloat, hence the salute by shore batteries was 21 guns.  The multiple of three probably was chosen because of the mystical significance of the number three in many ancient civilizations.  Early gunpowder, composed mainly of sodium nitrate, spoiled easily at sea, but could be kept cooler and drier in land magazines.  When potassium nitrate improved the quality of gunpowder, ships at sea adopted the salute of 21 guns.

The 21-gun salute became the highest honor a nation could give.  Varying customs among maritime powers led to confusion in saluting and the return of salutes.  Great Britain, the world’s preeminent seapower in the 18th and 19th centuries, compelled weaker nations to salute first, and for a time monarchies received more guns than did republics.  Eventually, the international salute was established at 21 guns, although the United States did not agree on this procedure until August 1875.

The gun salute system of the United States has changed considerably over the years.  In 1810, the “national salute” was defined by the War Department as equal to the number of states in the Union -- at that time 17.  This salute was fired by all U.S. military installations at 1:00 p.m. (later changed to noon) on Independence Day.  The President also received a salute equal to the number of states whenever he visited a military installation.

In 1842, the Presidential salute was formally established at 21 guns.  In 1890, regulations designated the “national salute” as 21 guns and redesigned the traditional Independence Day salute, the “Salute to the Union,” equal to the number of states.  Fifty guns are also fired on all military installations equipped to do so at the close of the day of the funeral of a President, ex-President, or President-elect.

Today the national salute of 21 guns is fired in honor of a national flag, the sovereign or chief of state of a foreign nation, a member of a reigning royal family, and the President, ex-President and President-elect of the United States.  It is also fired at noon the day of the funeral of a President, ex-President, or President-elect.  Gun salutes based on protocol  rank are also rendered to other military and civilian leaders; these salutes are always in odd numbers.

[Source:  Headquarters, Military District of Washington, Fact Sheet:  Gun Salutes, May 1969]

3.  What U.S. Army General and  West Point graduate was the highest ranking officer to hold combat commands in both the Pacific and European Theaters.  He also recommended a separate air force after the war.

General Alexander M. Patch, USMA 1913

4.  Why is there no “J” Company in the U.S. Army?

The U.S. Army started lettering its companies in 1816.  Since a hand-written “J” looked so much like “I” the letter J was not used, in order to avoid confusion.

5.  What does the “D” signify in D-Day?

The term “D-day” is used for the day on which a combat attack or operation is to be initiated.  The D designates the day of the operation before the day has been determined, or when secrecy is essential.   The letter is derived from the word for which it stands, i.e. “D” for the day of the invasion to begin.  There is but one D-day for all units participating in a given operation.  

Planning papers for large-scale operations are made up in detail long before specific dates are set.  Thus, orders are issued for the various steps to be carried out on the D-day or plus a certain number of days, hours, or minutes.  At the appropriate time, a subsequent order is issued which states the actual day and times.

The earliest use of letter - terms by the U.S. Army that the Center of Military History has been able to find was during World War I.  Field Order Number 9, First Army, American Expeditionary Forces, dated September 7, 1918 states:  “The First Army will attack at H hour on D day with the object of forcing the evacuation of the St. Mihiel Salient.”

D-day for the invasion of Normandy was set for June 6, 1944, and that date has been popularly referred to by the short title “D-day.”

[Source:  The General Service Schools, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, Combat Orders (Fort Leavenworth, KS:  General Service Schools Press, 1922).]

6. What does C-rations stand for?

As interest in preparation for national defense revived in the 1930s, the Quartermaster Corps established a Subsistence Research Laboratory at Chicago.  It was responsible for the development of the D ration, an emergency ration of the survival type, and of the C ration, a combat type ration designed to provide a soldier with three nutritionally balanced, satisfying meals a day, independent of central messing facilities.  “C” stands for combat.

7.  Is the position of hooves on equestrian statues significant?

Civil War statues sometimes (but not always) adhere to the following conventions:


One hoof in the air -- rider was wounded in battle


Both front hooves in the air -- rider died in battle


All four feet on the ground -- rider died of natural causes later

[Source:  William H. Stauffer’s “Round Table Talk:  There’s No General Rule About Position of  Feet on Equestrian Statues,” Civil War Times, vol. II (July 1960), p. 6 and Public Monuments and Sculptures Association, 72 Lissenden Gardens, Lissenden Mansions, London, NW5 1PR UK.]

8.  What is the proper use and care of the United States Flag?

The flag is usually flown outside from sunrise to sunset; if displayed at night, it should be illuminated.  All-weather flags (storm flags)  should be flown in inclement weather.  The flag should be hoisted with dispatch and lowered with ceremony.  When not in use, it should be folded properly for storage.

To fold the flag, hold it waist-high with another person so that its surface is parallel to the ground.  Fold the lower half of the striped section lengthwise over the field of stars, holding the bottom and top edges securely.  Fold the flag again lengthwise.  Make a triangular fold by bringing the striped corner of the solid edge to meet the open edge.  Turn the outer point inward, parallel to the open edge, to form a second triangle, and repeat along the length of the flag.  When the flag is completely folded, only a triangular blue field of stars should be visible.

When the flag is displayed on a wall, either horizontally or vertically, the field of stars should be in the uppermost corner on the flag’s right (the observer’s left).

When the flag is displayed in a window, the field of stars should be displayed in the same way (to the left as seen by someone outside).

In a procession with other flags, the Stars and Stripes should be carried either to the marchers’ right in a line of  flags or to the front and center of a line of other flags.  

When the Stars and Stripes and another flag are displayed on crossed staffs, the Stars and Stripes should be on the right (observer’s left) and its staff should be placed in front.

Displayed on a staff in a group of other flags from various states, localities, or societies, the U.S. flag should always be at the center and highest point.

When the flags of several nations are flown together, they should wave from an equal height.  The U.S. flag should fly to the right of the others (observer’s left).  The Stars and Stripes should be hoisted first and lowered last.

The flag should always fly free, never touching anything beneath it.  It should never be used as wearing apparel, drapery, or bedding.  Red-white-and-blue bunting should be used for decorative purposes such as draping for a speaker’s platform; the bunting should be hung with the blue stripe at the top, white in the middle, and red below.

The flag should never be used for advertising purposes, embroidered on cushions or handkerchiefs, or reproduced on any goods designed for temporary use and disposal.

Soiled flags may be renovated by either washing or dry cleaning.  When the flag is weather worn or otherwise damaged so that it is no longer fit for display, it should be destroyed in a dignified manner, preferably by burning.

Source:  Candice M. DeBarr. Saga of the American Flag:  An Illustrated History  (Tucson, AZ:  Harbinger House, Inc., 1990) and Margaret Sedeen. Star-Spangled Banner: Our Nation and Its Flag (Washington, D.C.:  National Geographic Society, 1993).

9.  When did the practice of a  lieutenant general outranking a major general began?

When Cromwell’s “New Model Army” was raised in 1645, it was commanded by Captain General Sir Thomas Fairfax.  However, the cavalry (the “senior service”) was commanded by Lieutenant General Oliver Cromwell and the infantry was under Sergeant Major General Skippon.  (The rank we now call “major” was originally “sergeant major.”) The policy of lieutenant generals outranking major generals appears to date from this time.

Source:  Mark Mayo Boatner, III.  Military Customs and Traditions (NY:  David McKay Co.,1956), p. 8.

