
 

            

 

 

              

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

successfully cleared the Saint-Mihiel area of German occupation and prepared to shift its operations to the south in a new offensive 

near the Argonne Forest and the Meuse River. The effort to organize and train the AEF as a unified American command had proved 

successful and greatly lifted the morale and confidence of Pershing’s young army, beginning to turn the tide of the war that had 

stagnated into stalemate.  

For your further interest, the second page of the review contains a copy of General Order 120 and an excerpt of the original army 

organization in 1917-18. Thanks for reading! 

1. CMH Pub 30–21; AMERICAN MILITARY HISTORY; VOLUME 1 

2. The Genesis of the American First Army. Washington DC: United Staates Government Printing Office, 1938. Print. Historical Section of 

the Army War College Pg. 70-71 

We are endeavoring to begin a new series of newsletters to report on 
the activities of the First Army in World War One and World War 
Two.  These newsletters are intended to be a means to educate First 
Army about our own history and to inspire discussion.  The intent is 
to publish a weekly newsletter until the First Army Centennial 
highlighting First Army history as well as relevant WWI and WWII 
history.  Additionally, the newsletter will spotlight the First Army 
Brigades and Battalions history as well as a little Army humor. 

If you have a request for additional information or you would like to 
have a specific topic covered please contact 1st Lt. Kevin Braafladt 
kevin.d.braafladt.mil@mail.mil for story submission requirements.  
All stories are subject to editing by the First Army Historian.   
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The following provides a brief overview of the genesis of First 

Army following the United States entry into World War I… 

After the United States entered the Great War on 6 April 1917, 

America rushed to prepare its small active force for war…a war 

shaped by technological advances achieved over the past four 

years of trench warfare in Europe. To confront the Central Powers 

of Imperial Germany and Austria-Hungary, however, America 

would need to increase its initial strength of 98,000 men, 45,000 

of which were stationed abroad. The Selective Service Act of 

1916 outlined a wartime strength of 286,000 Soldiers. 

Accordingly, the National Guard, numbering 27,000, would 

increase to 450,000. The ‘National Army’, referred to in the Act 

as a volunteer army, would grow in two increments of 500,000 

each based on presidential direction. Despite these initial 

estimates, America’s new army would eventually grow to over 

six million men at it greatest strength.1   As American troops 

slowly arrived in France and combat power increased, the 

American Expeditionary Force (AEF) published General Order 

120 on 10 August 1918, forming the First United States Army 

under the command of General John J. Pershing, and 

headquartered in La Ferte-sous-Jouarre, France.2 The formation 

of an American army established parity with British and French 

forces and mitigated their desire to use American manpower in a 

piecemeal fashion, scattered across their already exhausted 

formations.  It also consolidated American forces under their own 

national command, standing and fighting as a single entity.  

Supported by President Wilson, General Pershing repeatedly 

insisted, despite pleas (and threats) from his allied counterparts, 

on the principle of American unity of command. The formation 

of First Army, and successive numbered armies, organized 

American forces as a fresh, powerful, effective fighting force 

more than capable of holding its own against battle-hardened 

enemies. 

By September 1918, First Army, in its first major engagement, 
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GEN John J. Pershing arriving to inspect American Forces in France. 1918 

mailto:kevin.d.braafladt.mil@mail.mil


 

 

 

General Order 120 

August 1917 2017  Page 2  

Organization of an Army in 1917-1918 


