
JOHN JOSEPH PERSHING, (1860–1948). 

 

Pershing graduated from the United States Military Academy in 1886 and 

promptly saw service against Apaches lead by Geronimo in New Mexico and 

against the Sioux at Wounded Knee in South Dakota.  He earned a law degree in 

1893 while serving as a professor of military science at the University of Nebraska.  

In 1897, he returned to West Point, where he taught tactics and received the 

nickname “Black Jack” for having served with black troopers of the Tenth Cavalry, 

also known as the “Buffalo Soldiers”.  During the Spanish-American War he rode 

as a first lieutenant with the Tenth Cavalry in the Santiago campaign in Cuba 

under Brother Col Theodore Roosevelt.  From 1899 through 1903, he fought in 

the Philippines during the Mindanao campaign.  Shortly afterwards, he rose to the 

rank of Captain, became military attaché to the American embassy in Japan, and 

observed Japanese forces fighting in Manchuria, China.   

In 1903, Brother President Theodore Roosevelt tried to appoint Pershing to the 

rank of Colonel, but due to the promotion system in place at the time this 

appointment was blocked.  Roosevelt later successfully appointed Captain 

Pershing to the rank of Brigadier General in 1906. 

Pershing was stationed in the Philippines until 1913 when he was sent to Texas 

and became the Commander on the U.S. – Mexican Border.  During this time, he 

led an expedition into Mexico attempting to capture Pancho Villa. 



On May 2, 1917, Pershing was notified that he would be in charge of the 

American Expeditionary Forces in Europe as commander of the American 

Expeditionary Forces (AEF) on the Western Front in World War I, 1917–18. 

 

After “The Great War”, Pershing became the only American to be promoted in his 

own lifetime to General of the Armies rank, the highest possible rank in the 

United States Army. (An act was passed in 1976 retroactively promoting Brother 

George Washington to the same rank but with higher seniority, ensuring that he 

would always be considered the senior ranking officer in the United States 

Army.) Allowed to select his own insignia, Pershing chose to use four gold stars to 

distinguish himself from those officers who held the rank of General, which was 

signified with four silver stars.  After the creation of the five-star General of the 

Army rank during World War II, his rank of General of the Armies could 

unofficially be considered that of a six-star general, but he died before the 

proposed insignia could be considered and acted on by Congress. 

 

In addition to leading the A.E.F. to victory in World War I, Pershing notably served 

as a mentor to many in the generation of generals who led the United States 

Army during World War II, including George Marshall, Dwight D. 

Eisenhower, Omar Bradley, Lesley J. McNair, George S. Patton, and Douglas 

MacArthur. 

 

Only July 15, 1948 Pershing died in his sleep from complications of a stroke.  His 

body lay in state in the U.S. Capitol rotunda.  He was buried with honors at 

Arlington National Cemetery. 

Brother General “Black Jack” Pershing was a member of Lincoln Lodge No. 19, 

Lincoln Nebraska.   
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