Knights of the Armor Force 
Major General Adna R. Chaffee, Jr.   

The Father of the Armor Force
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Lieutenant Adna R. Chaffee Jr.

Adna R. Chaffee Jr. was commissioned a lieutenant of cavalry in 1906. During World War I he served as a major with the 4th Army Corps during the Saint Mihiel offensive, and as a colonel, with the 3rd Corps throughout the Meuse-Argonne offensive. These experiences would help shape his view of the need for mechanization in the U.S. Army of the future.
After the war, he returned to rank of captain of cavalry and became an instructor at the Command and General Staff School at Fort Leavenworth. During the 1920s, he studied and spent countless hours of his off duty time to develop the core concepts and doctrine of the U.S. armored force of the future would need. Chaffee openly predicted in 1927 that mechanized armies would rule the battlefield of the next war. Because of his foresight, he assisted in the program for the development of the U.S. Army’s fledgling mechanized force. 
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General Chaffee observing training at Fort Knox circa 1938

In 1931 then Lieutenant Colonel Chaffee was assigned to the 1st Cavalry (Mechanized) at Fort Knox. This was a dream come true as he was now able to experiment and develop the mechanized concepts he believed in. During 1934 he returned to the War Department for a period of time until he was again assigned to Fort Knox. But this time he was to assume command of the 1st Cavalry (mechanized). He was promoted to Brigadier General in November of 1938 and given the command of the 7th Mechanized Brigade. This was the Army’s only mechanized force at the time. As the winds of war began to blow, General Chaffee was at the right place at the right time. His men trained and honed their techniques, tactics and doctrinal procedures. Then the pivotal event arrived; The Louisiana Maneuvers were held in 1940. These maneuvers would prove if men like Chaffee and George S. Patton were right about the need for armored divisions. The maneuvers were a success and the armored force saved themselves from being taken over by the Infantry branch and having to reorganize prior to mobilization for war. Had this critical event gone the other way World War II could have had a completely different outcome. 
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General Chaffee and General Patton circa 1940

In June of 1940, General Chaffee was appointed the Chief of the Armored Force, responsible for integrating all branches of the Army into mechanized warfare. As such, he played a major role in the development and fielding of the 1st and 2nd Armored Divisions, with Bruce McGruder in charge of the 1st Armored and George S. Patton in charge of the 2nd Armored. In October of 1940 Chaffee was promoted to Major General, and given command of the 1st Armored Corps. 
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During the interwar years Adna Chaffee was a staunch advocate for the development of equipment suitable and doctrine for the establishment of U.S. tank divisions. As the German Blitzkrieg raced across Europe Chaffee’s 1927 predictions of the importance of an armored force were confirmed. Unfortunately, this visionary leader would not live to see the forces he developed perform in battle.  Failing health brought on by overwork and cancer claimed the life of the "Father of the Armor Force" on 22 August 1941. General Chaffee was a farsighted leader who put the protection of his country above his own personal self interest and the prevailing sentiments of the time. The memory of this Knight of the Armor Force will live on in the annals of military history as the man who truly “Forged the Thunderbolt.”
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