Rank Insignia in the Continental Army
By SMJC Historian David A. Welker
We all know the basics of today’s US Army ranks, but how many of us could as easily discern a Continental Army colonel from a corporal?  If not, then you have something in common with most Continental Army soldiers! 
[bookmark: _Hlk205733185]The Continental Army naturally adopted its ranks from the British Army and initially similarly used most of its rank insignia too.  However, along with well-known ranks like general and sergeant the Revolutionary War army employed several now-obsolete ranks for junior officers, such as subaltern (today’s first lieutenant), ensign (today’s second lieutenant), and coronet (an ensign’s cavalry equivalent). 
Lacking enough money to buy uniforms, many Continental soldiers wore their civilian clothes, which made identifying rank another of the new army’s many challenges.   Even when Washington began fixing this uniform shortage by recommending that each colony adopt Virginia’s common hunting shirt, identifying rank remained difficult.   
Washington quickly seized on a practical, cost-effective solution, however.  On July 14, 1775, he issued a general order stating that "To prevent mistakes, the General Officers and their aides-de-camp will be distinguished in the following manner: The Commander-in-Chief by a light blue ribband [sash], worn across his breast, between his coat and waistcoat; the major and brigadier generals by a pink ribband worn in a like manner; the Aides-de-Camp by a green ribband."   On July 23, 1775, he added that "As the Continental Army has unfortunately no uniforms, and consequently many inconveniences must arise from not being able to distinguish the commissioned officers from the privates, it is desired that some badge of distinction be immediately provided; for instance that the field officers may have red or pink colored cockades in their hats, the captains yellow or buff, and the subalterns green."  Noncommissioned officers were similarly to affix a ribbon to their right shoulder, red for sergeants and green for corporals. 
In 1780, Washington adopted new, more professional rank insignia.  This move was likely meant both to improve coordination with the just-arriving French Army and to reassure Rochambeau and his officers that they were working with a capable, modern—if still evolving—army.   Washington’s June 18, 1780, general order replaced the earlier colored sashes, cockades, and cloth stripes with distinctively marked or colored epaulets (French for "little shoulder"). 
Washington’s 1780 rank insignia were adopted by the new United States Army and remained in use until 1821.  Although there have been numerous changes in US Army rank insignia over the years, Washington’ s choice of stars to represent all general officers, use of two stars to represent major generals, and one star for brigadier generals remains in use today, yet another modern connection to the time of our Patriot ancestors.  
1775 – 1780 Rank Insignia
· Commander-in-Chief: Light blue ribbon worn across the chest.
· Major and Brigadier Generals: Pink ribbon worn across the chest.
· [bookmark: _Hlk205734546]Aides-de-Camp: Green ribbon worn across the chest.
· Colonel/Lt. Col., Major: Red or pink cockades 
· Captains: Yellow or buff cockades.
· Subalterns: Green cockades.
· Sergeants: A red cloth stripe on the right shoulder.
· Corporals: A green cloth stripe on the right shoulder.

1780-1783 Rank Insignia
· Commander-in-Chief: Two epaulets, each bearing three silver stars. 
· Major General: Two epaulets, each bearing two silver stars.
· [bookmark: _Hlk205733018]Brigadier General: Two epaulets, each bearing one silver star.
· Colonel/Lt. Col., Major: Two epaulets.
· Captain: One epaulet, on the right shoulder.
· Subalterns: One epaulet, on the left shoulder.
· Sergeants: One red epaulet, on the right shoulder. 
· Corporals: One green epaulet, on the right shoulder.
