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The origins of SHAPE

Lt. Col. Roy Lamson, the first SHAPE Historian
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In February 1951 Lieutenant Colonel Roy Lamson, a university history professor who had 
served as a military historian during World War II, was recalled to active duty at the request of SA-
CEUR Dwight D. Eisenhower. When Lamson arrived in Paris to join the small multinational team 
that was setting up the new Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE), Eisenhower 
explained to Lamson why his new post as the first SHAPE Historian was so important: 

“If SHAPE succeeds, it will be a model for future cooperation,  
and even if it fails, we should know the reasons why.” 

As we all know, SHAPE did succeed, and Colonel Lamson and his successors produced a series 
of SHAPE Histories to document the activities and decisions taken each year. These classified his-
tories drew on the wide range of documents that had been collected and preserved by the SHAPE 
Historical Office and SHAPE Central Records. These documents were subsequently microfilmed 
for preservation, and the paper copies then destroyed.

The historical records dating back to the beginnings of SHAPE remained classified long past 
the normal 30-year period for consideration for declassification due to the difficulty of declassify-
ing microfilm reels that contained large numbers of documents from a wide range of sources, not 
just SHAPE and its subordinate commands but also NATO headquarters and the member nations 
of NATO. With the support of the North Atlantic Council and the NATO Archives Committee, 
digital preservation of the microfilm reels has helped overcome these difficulties. At long last, the 
SHAPE Histories from the 1950s along with the large numbers of related documents can finally be 
disclosed to the public, offering researchers a key source of information for this important period 
of the Cold War.

To mark this milestone, the NATO Archives and the SHAPE Historical Office have collabo-
rated to present this special exhibition focusing on the early formative years of SHAPE. Using a 
selection of the newly declassified SHAPE records and text taken directly from the SHAPE His-
tories, we hope that this exhibition provides an enticing sampling for further exploration into this 
collection, which will be made available online at the NATO Archives website (www.nato.int/
archives/SHAPE).

  
 Ineke Deserno Gregory Pedlow 
 NATO Archivist SHAPE Historian
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En février 1951, le lieutenant-colonel Roy Lamson, professeur en faculté d’histoire ayant servi 
en tant qu’historien militaire durant la Seconde Guerre mondiale, était rappelé au service actif à la 
demande du SACEUR, Dwight D. Eisenhower. Lorsque M. Lamson arriva à Paris où il devait re-
joindre la petite équipe multinationale chargée de mettre sur pied le SHAPE, le général Eisenhower 
lui expliqua en quoi son poste de premier historien du SHAPE était si important .

« Si le SHAPE atteint ses objectifs, il constituera un modèle  
pour la coopération dans le futur ; s’il échoue, nous saurons au moins pourquoi. » 

Comme chacun sait, le SHAPE a bel et bien atteint ses objectifs, et le colonel Lamson ainsi que 
ses successeurs ont produit une série de rétrospectives du SHAPE consignant, pour chaque année, 
les activités et décisions touchant à ce dernier. Ces annales classifiées étaient établies à partir d’une 
vaste gamme de documents réunis et conservés par le Bureau historique et les Archives centrales du 
SHAPE. Plus tard, ces sources ont été microfilmées pour conservation, tandis que les copies papier 
étaient détruites.

Les documents historiques remontant aux premières années du SHAPE sont restés classifiés 
bien au-delà des 30 années normalement prises en compte pour la déclassification. Il était en ef-
fet difficile de déclassifier des bobines de microfilms contenant une multiplicité de documents 
provenant d’un large éventail de sources, c’est-à-dire non seulement du SHAPE et de ses com-
mandements subordonnés, mais également du siège et des pays membres de l’OTAN. La conserva-
tion numérique de ces bobines entreprise avec le soutien du Conseil de l’Atlantique Nord et du 
Comité des archives de l’OTAN allait aider à contourner cet écueil. Aujourd’hui, les rétrospectives 
du SHAPE remontant jusqu’aux années 1950 ainsi que les nombreux documents connexes peuvent 
enfin être divulgués au public, offrant aux chercheurs une source majeure d’informations sur cette 
période importante de la Guerre froide.

Les Archives de l’OTAN et le Bureau historique du SHAPE ont décidé, pour marquer ce tour-
nant, de collaborer à l’organisation de cette exposition spéciale consacrée aux premières années du 
SHAPE. Cette exposition fait appel à une sélection de documents d’archives récemment déclassifiés 
ainsi qu’à des textes extraits directement des annales du SHAPE, et nous espérons qu’elle encour-
agera le spectateur à pousser plus loin l’examen de cette collection, que l’on pourra retrouver sur le 
site web des Archives de l’OTAN à l’adresse www.nato.int/archives/SHAPE.

  
 Ineke Deserno Gregory Pedlow 
 Archiviste de l’OTAN Historien du SHAPE
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Putting the “O” in NATO: The Organizational 

Development of the North Atlantic Alliance, 1949-1956

by 
Dr. Gregory W. Pedlow 
Chief, Historical Office 

Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe

Now that more than sixty years have passed since NATO’s founding, it is hard to imagine that 
the organization did not always have the complex military and political structures that have long 
been a key feature of Alliance decision-making. As originally created by the Washington Treaty of 4 
April 1949, however, NATO possessed very little in the way of political structures and virtually no 
military structure. This paper will discuss the early development of the NATO organizational struc-
ture from 1949 through 1956, during which period most of the institutions we know today were 
put in place. I will give particular emphasis to the military structure, because reaching agreement on 
“dividing up the spoils” of key military appointments and the location of headquarters often proved 
very difficult. As an extra added attraction, I promise that at no time during this talk will I quote 
Lord Ismay on the purposes of NATO with regard to Germany, Russia, and the United States! 1

The first organizational structures for the Alliance were created by the Washington Treaty itself. 
Article 9 established a Council which became known as the North Atlantic Council (NAC). This 
highest decision-making body in the Alliance was further authorized to “set up such subsidiary bod-
ies as may be necessary,” and Article 9 specifically instructed the Council to “establish immediately a 
defence committee which shall recommend measures for the implementation of Articles 3 and 5.” 2 

The Defence Committee, composed of the Defence Ministers of the member nations or their 
representatives, came into existence at the first North Atlantic Council meeting of 17 September 
1949. At that time the Council also directed the new Defence Committee to establish subordinate 
bodies for defence matters: a Military Committee (MC) composed of the Chiefs of Staff of the 
members nations; a three-nation executive body for the MC to be known as the Standing Group 
with representatives from France, the United Kingdom and the United States; and five Regional 
Planning Groups. The formal creation of these bodies followed at the first session of the Defence 
Committee in October. At the second Council meeting in November 1949 an additional min-
isterial level body was established, the Defence Financial and Economic Committee, composed 
of Finance Ministers. Although it and the Defence Committee were ministerial level bodies, the 

1 An earlier version of this paper without detailed source notes was presented to the 41st International Conference on Military 
History in Potsdam, Germany, on 25 March 1999 and subsequently published in Hans-Joachim Harder (ed.), Von Truman 
bis Harmel: Die Bundesrepublik Deutschland im Spannungsfeld von NATO und europäischer Integration (Oldenbourg: Munich, 
2000). The opinions expressed in this paper are those solely of the author and do not necessarily represent the views of the North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization, the Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe, the NATO Archives, or the SHAPE Historical 
Office.

 This remark refers to the famous—but probably apocryphal—statement attributed to Lord Ismay along the lines of NATO 
having been created to “keep Germany down, the United States in, and Russia out,” a quote that had already been mentioned 
by several of the previous speakers at the 1999 conference.

2 Article 3 states that the Parties “will maintain and develop their individual and collective capacity to resist armed attack”, while 
Article 5 contains the famous statement that “an armed attack against one or more of them in Europe or North American shall 
be considered an attack against the all” and in such an event, each of them will assist the Party or Parties attacked by taking “such 
action as it deems necessary, including the use of armed force, to restore and maintain the security of the North Atlantic Area.” 
NATO Basic Documents (Brussels, 1981), pp. 10-11.
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highest decision-making body in the Alliance remained the North Atlantic Council composed of 
the Foreign Ministers. This proliferation of ministerial level bodies was not ideal, as the defence 
and finance ministers resented being considered subordinates to the foreign ministers, and in May 
1951 the North Atlantic Council “absorbed” the Defence Committee and Defence Financial and 
Economic Committee. Henceforth the Council would consist of Foreign, Defence or Finance Min-
isters, depending on the issues to be discussed. 3

The Alliance’s initial organizational structure was very loose, with the ministerial-level bod-
ies only obligated to meet once a year, although they could meet more frequently if so desired. 
During the initial period of establishing the Alliance structure, the Council actually met rather 
frequently – four times between September 1949 and May 1950 – but it soon became clear that 
some mechanism was needed for decision-making during the periods between Council meetings at 
the Ministerial level. As a result, on 18 May 1950 the Council created so-called “Council Deputies” 
with the goal of enabling the Council “to effectively carry out its responsibilities and to exercise 
them continuously.” This body ultimately proved unsatisfactory, however, as the Council Deputies 
lacked sufficient authority to commit their nations without consultation, and it was not until a ma-
jor reorganization of NATO was approved at the Lisbon Conference of 1952 that a true Permanent 
Session of the North Atlantic Council came into existence. At the same time a Secretary General 
was appointed to head the new international staff for NATO and also chair the permanent sessions 
of the Council. 4

As for the military side of the Alliance, the Military Committee had the same problem as the 
Council initially had: it only existed at a very senior level - chiefs of staff - and thus met infrequent-
ly. But at least the Military Committee had a permanent executive body - the Standing Group - to 
direct military planning while the MC was not in session. The very limited membership of the 
Standing Group – just the three main powers of the Alliance - was a major source of irritation to 
the other nine NATO members. Thus even at the very first NAC meeting Portugal had asked that 
the Standing Group be enlarged to include at least two additional members, but this request failed 
to gain support. 5 Similar requests to add at least one other country to the Standing Group were 
made by other countries at subsequent meetings of the Council and the Defence Committee, but 
the attitude of the existing members was summed up in a diary entry of Colonel Charles Donnelly, 
Secretary to the Standing Group: 

The thought of adding one or more members to the SG [Standing Group] is horrifying. Dur-
ing World War II the CCS [Combined Chiefs of Staff], with two members, had a difficult time 
coming to agreement on tough strategic decisions. With the French added, the difficulties will 
be substantially greater and, with each additional new member, the problems will multiply 
geometrically. 6

3 Lord Ismay, NATO: The First Five Years, 1949‑1954 (Paris, 1954), pp 24-25, 41.

4 Ibid., p. 28

5 CR/1, 17 Sep 49; NATO International Staff Central Archive (NISCA) File 3/1/1. The NISCA files have become part of the 
NATO Archives, but I have left the document references in their original format.

6 Charles H. Donnelly Papers, Autobiography (typescript), p. 1136, US Army Military History Institute, Carlisle, PA. In his 
diary entry of 25 October 1950 Donnelly noted, “The thought of adding one or more members to the SG is horrifying. During 
World War II the CCS [Combined Chiefs of Staff], with two members, had a difficult time coming to agreement on tough 
strategic decisions. With the French added, the difficulties will be substantially greater and with each additional new member, 
the problems will multiply geometrically. This could have been avoided if the SG [Standing Group] had started on the first day 
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The non-Standing Group members were entitled to send “Accredited Military Representatives” 
to the Standing Group, but these officers were not allowed much influence on policy. The way these 
Allied representatives were treated by the Standing Group, in particular by the US member, helped 
increase the discontent of the non-members. Colonel Donnelly noted in his diary that the US rep-
resentative on the Standing Group, General Willis D. Crittenberger, told him that “the Accredited 
Military Representatives should be given the handshaking treatment and little else; the Standing 
Group will settle everything without their help.” Donnelly added that this had been Crittenberg-
er’s way of operating with the Latin Americans of the Inter-American Defense Board. “He would 
entertain representatives of the member countries with coffee and cigars, given them something 
which they could report back to their chiefs at home to show that they were on the job, but steer 
clear of any relationship which might encourage his guests to try to become active in important 
policy formulation.” 7 There was not even complete equality among the members of the Standing 
Group itself. When the initial structure was being established in 1949, the British Chiefs of Staff 
had hoped that the wartime US-UK Combined Chiefs of Staff could have been carried over into 
NATO, but they recognized that such a move would have been unacceptable to the other members 
of the Alliance and therefore reluctantly agreed to the inclusion of France in the Standing Group. 
Nevertheless, the old habit of exclusive US-UK decision-making died hard, and as late as May 1950 
Colonel Donnelly was writing in his diary:

The hottest question since the inception of the Pact has been the extent to which the French 
will be let in on inside matters with the former CCS members: U.S. and U.K. Will the Stand-
ing Group be in fact a three nation body or remain mostly a US-UK affair with the French 
being let in now and then? General Ely [the French representative to the Standing Group] 
indicates that he is getting tired of the run-around our military services are giving him when he 
asks for information which the JCS has said is permissible to give him. 8

Pressure from the non-members of the Standing Group for more influence on military affairs 
during the periods when the Military Committee was not in session led to the creation of the 
Military Representatives Committee (MRC) on 18 December 1950. Nevertheless, the Standing 
Group remained the predominant body giving direction to military planning during the 1950s, as 
it successfully resisted a proposal by Belgium, Canada and the Netherlands in April 1951 to have 
the Military Representatives Committee placed in the chain of command between the Military 
Committee and the Standing Group. 9

to really give the AMRs [Accredited Military Representatives from the non-Standing group nations] the information to which 
they were entitled and made a point of continuing to keep them informed as to what was going on.” Ibid., p. 1136.

7 Ibid, p. 1131.

8 Ibid, p. 1109. For British hopes that the US-UK Combined Chiefs of Staff could continue under NATO see the UK Chiefs of 
Staff Committee report “Atlantic Pact Military Organisation”, 18 March 1949, in Public Record Office of the United Kingdom 
(hereafter cited as PRO), DEFE 4/13, COS(49)92. The Public Record Office is now known as the National Archives of the 
United Kingdom but I have left the source references in their original format to avoid confusion with the National Archives of 
the United States.

9      Douglas L. Bland, The Military Committee of the North Atlantic Alliance: A Study of Structure and Strategy (New York, 1991), p. 
154. 
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In addition to these disputes over who would give direction to military planning in the Alli-
ance, there was the question of who was actually carrying out the planning and who would execute 
the plans in wartime. As we have seen, the initial NATO military structure made no provisions for 
wartime command and control; it had no fixed military headquarters or commanders and instead 
relied upon committees with representatives from the member states. This committee system was 
present at all levels. Thus the only military bodies subordinate to the Military Committee and the 
Standing Group in 1949 and 1950 were the five committees known as Regional Planning Groups: 
Northern Europe, Western Europe, Southern Europe/Western Mediterranean, United States/Can-
ada, and the North Atlantic Ocean. There was general agreement on the location for most of these 
bodies, either Washington or London, but in the case of the Southern European/Western Mediter-
ranean Regional Planning Group, Italy made a strong bid for Rome as the planning group’s location 
but lost out to Paris after the United Kingdom abandoned its advocacy of London and supported 
the French bid. 10 

None of these Regional Planing Groups was capable of providing command and control to 
NATO forces in wartime. During the 5 October 1949 Defence Committee discussions on the es-
tablishment of the NATO military structure, the French Defence Minister had asked if these bodies 
could be considered as “groups which could be used as future command groups or command organ-
ization.” US Secretary of Defence Louis Johnson had replied, “These are not command groups. We 
are not ready for command groups. We are not contemplating command groups in this at all under 
the Regional Planning Groups. They are what the language says, “study and planning groups.” 11 

Europe did have one combined military headquarters in 1950, but this belonged to NATO’s 
predecessor, the Western Union Defence Organization (WUDO), which had been created on 17 
March 1948 by the Brussels Treaty, signed by Belgium, France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, 
and the United Kingdom. Although the WUDO had a military headquarters at Fontainebleau, 
France, the organization lacked a true command structure. The WUDO’s highest military officer, 
Field Marshal the Viscount Montgomery of Alamein, was chairman of a committee (the Western 
Union’s Commanders-in-Chief Committee), not a supreme commander. Neither Montgomery nor 
the three subordinate commanders-in-chief of the Western Union’s land, sea, and air forces had 
any command authority in peacetime, and Monty did not even have real authority over these three 
commanders, as was demonstrated by his frequent battles with the WUDO’s designated ground 
forces commander, General Jean Marie de Lattre de Tassigny. 12 Soon after the WUDO’s formation 
in 1948, Montgomery recognized the inadequacy of its command arrangements and wrote to the 
British Minister of Defence: “I have now seen something of what is required to be done. The safety 
of the West is at stake and a Chairman repeat Chairman would be useless. Some very firm and defi-
nite orders will have to be issued and they will have to be obeyed quickly. If we mean business in 
the West a Supreme Command with full powers is absolutely necessary and he will have to smack it 

10 For the disagreement over the location for this Regional Planning Group see the Minutes of the Defence Committee Meeting 
of 5 October 1949, NISCA File 3/1/2, pages 63-66.

11 Ibid., p. 43.

12 For the conflict between Montgomery and de Lattre de Tassigny see the chapters “Bringing de Lattre de Tassigny to Heel” and 
“Reconciliation with de Lattre” in Nigel Hamilton, Monty, vol. 3: The Field‑Marshal 1944‑1976 (London, 1986), pp. 730-766, 
and the chapter on General de Lattre de Tassigny during the Cold War in Anthony Clayton, Three Marshals of France: Leadership 
After Trauma (London, 1992), pp. 143-147.
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about in no uncertain manner. Any other solution would be useless.” 13 Montgomery’s recommen-
dations were not followed by the WUDO or the new North Atlantic Treaty Organization, and in 
June 1950, just ten days before the outbreak of the Korean War, he warned: “As things stand today, 
and in any foreseeable future, there would be scenes of appalling and indescribable confusion in 
Western Europe if we were ever attacked by the Russians.” 14

Like Field Marshal Montgomery, many European leaders believed that NATO needed a true 
command structure, but such a move was being resisted by the United States, which did not want 
to become more deeply involved in the defense of Europe. Thus at the beginning of June 1950, the 
U.S. delegation to the Standing Group informed the Joint Chiefs of Staff of the growing pressure by 
the European members of NATO for the creation of a command structure and ventured the opin-
ion that “we can no longer completely avoid approaching the question of a command organization 
under the North Atlantic Treaty.” 15 Three weeks later the United States was no longer thinking of 
“avoiding” the creation of a command structure but had become a strong advocate of such a move. 
This change resulted from the 25 June 1951 invasion of South Korea by Communist North Korea 
with the backing of the Soviet Union. Concerned that the Soviets might convert this war into a 
world-wide struggle by supporting a similar invasion in Europe, where Germany was also divided 
into Communist and non-Communist halves, the United States now recognized the need for ad-
ditional U.S. troops in Europe and a command structure to merge the NATO members forces into 
a more efficient instrument 16

At the next meeting of the North Atlantic Council on 16-18 September 1950 in New York, 
the foreign ministers of the alliance discussed the need for the “creation, in the shortest possible 
time, of an integrated military force adequate for the defence of freedom in Europe.” Following 
consultations with their governments, the ministers reconvened in New York on 26 September and 
announced that such an integrated force would be created “at the earliest possible date” and would 
be placed “under a Supreme Commander who will have sufficient delegated authority to ensure that 
national units allocated to his command are organized and trained into an effective, integrated force 
in time of peace as well as in the event of war.” 17

One of the most controversial topics during these September meetings was the issue of creat-
ing German units to participate in the defense of Western Europe, an idea strongly supported by 
the United States but resisted by many Europeans, whose memories of the struggle against Nazi 
Germany just five years earlier were still very strong. The North Atlantic Council finally agreed to 
the principle of a German defense contribution but decided that the implementation of this prin-
ciple required further study. To head off pressure for the re-creation of German armed forces under 

13 Quoted by Hamilton, Monty: The Field‑Marshal, 1944‑1976, pp. 715-716. 
14 Ismay, p. 30.

15  Lt. Gen. Willis D. Crittenberger to Director, Joint Staff, “Consideration of Command and Theaters of Operation within 
NATO,” JCS 1868/189, 1 June 1950, National Archives, Record Group 218 (Records of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff), 
Geographic File 1948-1950, CCS 092 Western Europe (3-12-48), Section 48.

16 For the change in U.S. attitudes toward NATO as the result of the outbreak of the Korean War see Militärgeschichtliches 
Forschungsamt, Anfänge westdeutscher Sichersheitspolitik, vol. 1, Roland G. Foerster, Christian Greiner, Georg Meyer, Hans-Jürgen 
Rautenberg, and Norbert Wiggershaus, Von der Kapitulation bis zum Pleven‑Plan (Munich and Vienna, 1982), pp. 287-291; 
Lawrence S. Kaplan, The United States and NATO: The Formative Years (Lexington, Kentucky, 1984), pp. 145-164 

17  NATO Information Service, Texts of Final Communiques, 1949‑1974: Issued by Ministerial Sessions of the North Atlantic Council, 
the Defence Planning Committee, and the Nuclear Planning Group (Brussels, 1975), pp. 58-60.
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NATO, France had proposed the formation of a European Army in which German units would 
be incorporated at a very low level – battalions or perhaps regimental combat teams. The United 
States, however, believed that to be effective, German units would have to be formed into larger 
units, possibly even divisions. 18 

The controversial issue of a German contribution to the defense of Western Europe became 
linked with that of the creation of an integrated command structure under a Supreme Commander, 
and the United States began to have second thoughts about the appointment of a Supreme Com-
mander when he would have virtually nothing to command. The United States therefore suggested 
that the initial appointment should be of a Chief of Staff to the Supreme Allied Commander – the 
COSSAC – who would carry out the organization of a new headquarters, with the Supreme Com-
mander only to be appointed once everything was ready. This led the UK Chiefs of Staff to wonder 
in September 1950 if they should push for an interim solution of Field Marshal Montgomery as 
Supreme Commander with an American Chief of Staff, but they noted that ”the governing con-
sideration was the importance of not losing this favourable opportunity of drawing the Americans 
further into Europe. The appointment of an American Supreme Commander would be the great-
est single step in this direction and should therefore be welcomed.” At this meeting the UK Chiefs 
also agreed that “the difficulty in accepting an American Supreme Commander at once would be 
lessened if the Americans were to nominate General Eisenhower.” 19 

Allied disagreement over the issue of a German contribution continued throughout September 
and October of 1950, and on 31 October US Secretary of Defence George C. Marshall shocked 
the other members of the Defence Committee by saying that “until we know what arrangement 
will be agreed to by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization on the contribution of Germany to the 
defense of Western Europe, which includes Western Germany, it is not, in our opinion, possible to 
give final form to the command and military structure for the integrated force.” 20 This deadlock 
led the Secretary of the Standing Group, Colonel Donnelly, to record in his diary on 18 November 
1950 that he and another member of the staff were “wondering if we are engaged in the biggest 
flop of the century. To date we have not attained any goal of military importance --- no troops, no 
equipment, no overall commander, in fact no real agreement.” 21

Exactly one month later, however, on 18 December 1950, the Alliance avoided becoming the 
“biggest flop of the century,” when the North Atlantic Council reached agreement on both the 
principle of German contribution to European defence through what was to become the European 
Defence Community and the establishment of an integrated military command structure with 
Supreme Commanders for both Europe and the Atlantic Ocean. Selection of the new Supreme Al-
lied Commander Europe (SACEUR) was easy. There was universal agreement on both sides of the 
Atlantic that General Dwight D. Eisenhower, who had led the Allied forces to victory in Western 

18  It is not possible to include here a detailed discussion of the proposed European Army, which would have merged the armed 
forces of Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Luxemburg, and the Netherlands. For more information, see Edward Fursdon, The 
European Defence Community: A History (London, 1980); Hans Erich Volkmann and Walter Schwengler, eds., Die Europäische 
Verteidigungsgemeinschaft: Stand und Probleme der Forschung (Boppard, 1985); Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, Anfänge 
westdeutscher Sicherheitspolitik, vol. 2, Lutz Köllner, Klaus A. Maier, Wilhelm Meier-Dörnberg, and Hans-Erich Volkmann, Die 
EVG‑Phase (Munich, 1990).

19  PRO, DEFE 4/36, COS(50)148th Mtg, (1), 12 Sep 50.

20  NISCA File 3/2/5, Verbatim transcript of Defence Committee Meeting, 31 Oct 1950.
21  Donnelly Diary, p. 1143.
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Europe during World War II and was now serving as president of Columbia University, was the 
best choice for the new post. His name had already come up in informal U.S. and Allied discussions 
even before NATO decided to create the post of SACEUR, and on 28 October 1950 President 
Harry S. Truman had asked him to consider serving as the first SACEUR. Eisenhower’s official ap-
pointment as SACEUR came at the North Atlantic Council meeting of 18-19 December 1950. 22

Creating Allied Command Europe

After arriving in Europe on 1 January 1951, General Eisenhower faced the daunting task of es-
tablishing an Allied command structure that would be acceptable to all twelve NATO nations. Thus 
he and the members of the SHAPE Planning Group could not draw up an organization solely on 
the basis of military considerations. Of equal importance were questions of personalities, politics, 
and national prestige, and Eisenhower quickly discovered that the task of “devising an organization 
that satisfies the nationalistic aspirations of twelve different countries or the personal ambitions of 
affected individuals is a very laborious and irksome business.” 23

The new command structure would replace all but one of the Regional Planning Groups, the 
one for Canada and the United States, which continued in existence because conflict in that region 
was deemed unlikely, making a more formal command structure there unnecessary. The North 
Atlantic Ocean Regional Planning Group was to be replaced by a military command with the same 
area of responsibility (the proposed Allied Command Atlantic), and the activities of the three Eu-
ropean planning groups would be taken over by General Eisenhower’s proposed Allied Command 
Europe (ACE), whose headquarters would be known as the Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers 
Europe (SHAPE). To avoid unnecessary duplication of Allied defence efforts, the Western Union 
then agreed that the role and responsibilities of the Western Union Defence Organisation would 
also be taken over by the new Allied Command Europe.

At the same time that General Eisenhower’s appointment as the first SACEUR was announced 
in mid-December 1950, a small group of American officers arrived in Paris to start planning for his 
new headquarters. Joined by officers from seven other nations in January 1951, the “SHAPE Plan-
ning Group” quickly began to draft the new command and staff structure for Europe. The SHAPE 
Planning Group benefited greatly from the plans - and later the personnel - it inherited from the 
Western Union Defense Organization, which formally ceased to exist after SHAPE was activated 
on 2 April 1951. Field Marshal Montgomery also moved over to SHAPE and served as the Deputy 
Supreme Allied Commander Europe for the next seven years, playing an important role in the early 
development of SHAPE. 24

22  Lawrence S. Kaplan, NATO and the United States: The Enduring Alliance (Boston, 1988), pp. 46-47; NATO Final Communiques, 
1949‑1974, p. 61.

23  Eisenhower to William Averell Harriman, President Truman’s Special Assistant on Foreign Affairs, 24 February 1951, in Louis 
Galambos, ed., The Papers of Dwight David Eisenhower (Baltimore, 1974-1989), vols. 12-13: NATO and the Campaign of 
1952, 12:64-65 (hereafter cited as Eisenhower Papers).

24  Ismay, NATO: The First Five Years, p. 38. For details of Montgomery’s activities at SHAPE see Hamilton, Monty: The Field 
Marshal, pp. 787-879.
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In developing the new command structure, Eisenhower’s greatest problem was jealousy among 
the NATO member states about command positions, as he wrote to President Truman’s Special As-
sistant on Foreign Affairs, W. Averell Harriman, in February 1951:

At the end of World War II, I thought that nations and services had learned well the rudiments 
of the principles applicable to unified military effort among Allies and would be prepared, in 
the future, to act accordingly. I was wrong! All the old questions of nationality of commanders 
and their identification as to service are with us again. 25 

Soon afterward, Eisenhower again complained to Harriman that:

We have allowed the populations of NATO to assume that command assignments are awards 
or kudos conferred upon various nationalities because of strength, wisdom, or prestige. With 
this latter feeling prevailing, each appointment becomes one to be struggled for jealously; there-
fore its influence becomes divisive. 26 

The greatest controversy concerned a command appointment over which General Eisenhower 
had no control, that of the Supreme Allied Commander Atlantic (SACLANT). As a second Major 
NATO Commander, SACLANT would be equal in status to SACEUR, not subordinate to him. 
In December 1950 the North Atlantic Council had decided that the United States should fill the 
post of SACLANT, but this decision had not yet been announced when a leak in the Danish press 
in February 1951 revealed that the U.S. Commander-in-chief Atlantic, Admiral William Fechteler 
was slated to become the first SACLANT. The news that the United States would hold both of 
NATO’s Supreme Commander positions raised a storm of controversy in the United Kingdom, 
where opposition leader Winston Churchill -- Britain’s famous wartime leader -- sharply criticized 
the government in Parliament on 22 February: 

Were there no British admirals capable of discharging these functions? Does not Great Britain 
lie at the very key of all communications across the Atlantic with Europe? . . . How is it that 
with our experience, which is longer and wider than that of any other country and when we 
have all agreed with so much pleasure that General Eisenhower should command the armed 
forces on land, we should have resigned any claims we might be thought to have to the com-
mand of the Atlantic? 27

Immediately recognizing the seriousness of these British concerns, Eisenhower wrote to Har-
riman: 

I have a very deep suspicion that none of us has really learned the lessons from World War II 
that he should have learned. Among other things the super-sensitiveness of the British public 
to anything and everything Naval is one of the factors that apparently we have not thought 
through carefully, particularly as it may have an effect on the success of NATO, in which we 
are investing so much. 28

25  Eisenhower to Harriman, 24 February 1951, Eisenhower Papers, 12:65.

26  Eisenhower to Harriman, 8 March 1951, Eisenhower Papers, 12:105.

27  Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 1951, p. 11393.

28  Eisenhower to Harriman, 2 March 1951, Eisenhower Papers, 12:88.
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General Eisenhower had correctly judged the seriousness of the British public’s reaction to 
the proposed SACLANT appointment, for the British government soon announced that it was 
reconsidering its acceptance of an American in command of the North Atlantic Ocean. The United 
States then postponed the announcement of the SACLANT appointment, while efforts to resolve 
this and other difficult command issues continued. Although the controversy over the SACLANT 
appointment was not of his making, Eisenhower worked hard to smooth relations with the British 
by making public announcements of the appointment of British officers to senior staff positions in 
his headquarters (SHAPE). He also privately informed senior U.S. officials that the British should 
be given some sort of senior naval command position. 29 However, the two countries were soon very 
far apart in their views on command structures for the Mediterranean, which I will discuss later.

Against this backdrop of sharp Allied divisions over the appointment of the other Supreme 
Allied Commander (SACLANT), General Eisenhower and the members of the SHAPE Planning 
Group worked to develop a command structure for their own area of responsibility. During the ear-
ly months of 1951 they established a basic command philosophy which divided Allied Command 
Europe into three regions (as had been done in the original NATO structure with its three Regional 
Planning Groups for Europe). The Northern Region included Norway, Denmark, the North Sea 
and the Baltic; the Central Region consisted of Western Europe; and the Southern Region covered 
Italy and the Mediterranean (Greece and Turkey were not yet members of NATO). 

The commands on the northern and southern flanks were each to receive an overall Command-
er-in-Chief (CINC) subordinate to the SACEUR, but in the vital Central Region, which contained 
the bulk of NATO’s forces, such a solution initially proved elusive. 30

The Central Region

Although originally inclined to appoint a commander-in-chief for the Central Region to make 
its structure parallel those of the other two regions, General Eisenhower soon discovered the dif-
ficulty of finding an arrangement that would satisfy all three of the major powers with forces in the 
Center -- the United States, United Kingdom, and France. Based on geographic location and the 
relative size of the forces committed to the Central Region, France had the strongest claim to overall 
command there. Nevertheless, according to Field Marshal Montgomery, Eisenhower did not wish 
to appoint a French officer to such a position because he “did not know a single Frenchman fit to 
fight the Land/Air Battle.” 31 The key issue was not the quality of French generalship [although the 
UK Chiefs of Staff had their doubts about this, too] but rather their views on the use of air power. 
The French wanted all Allied air forces in the Central Region to be subordinate to the French overall 
commander. 32 However, U.S. and British air doctrine conflicted sharply with that of the French, 

29  On 12 March 1951 Eisenhower wrote to Secretary of Defense George C. Marshall that the announcement of the SACLANT 
appointment had “created such reactions throughout the United Kingdom that some way should be found to give the British 
the type of command and command title that would help ameliorate their obvious resentment.” Eisenhower Papers, 12:119.

30  Dwight D. Eisenhower, First Annual Report to the Standing Group, North Atlantic Treaty Organization, 2 April 1952, p. 14

31  Quoted in Hamilton, Monty: The Field Marshal, p. 782.

32  The French placed great importance on having control of the air forces because they had not forgotten May 1940, 
when the British withheld additional fighter support for the Allied forces in France (who had already been split 
apart by the German breakthrough) in order to maintain sufficient reserves for the defense of Britain. On 28 March 
1951 the French Vice-Premier, René Pleven, referred to this lack of air support while expressing to Colonel A. J. 
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who subordinated air forces to the ground battle, so neither country was willing to place its air 
forces in the Central Region under French control. 33 Drawing upon his World War II experience 
as a Supreme Commander, Eisenhower decided to retain overall control of the most important 
region in ACE himself and therefore did not appoint a Commander-In-Chief Central Europe or 
CINCENT. 34 Instead the Central Region would have three separate Commanders-in-Chief or 
CINCs: CINC Allied Air Forces Central Europe, CINC Allied Land Forces Central Europe 35 and 
Flag Officer Central Europe, all reporting directly to the SACEUR along with the CINCs from the 
Northern and Southern Regions.

Table 1 
Major Allied Command Europe Commanders, 1951-1952

SACEUR
(US)

CINCAIRCENT
(US)

CINCNORTH
(UK)

CINCSOUTH
(US)

FLAGCENT
(FR)

CINCLANDCENT
(FR)

Although not completely happy with this arrangement, the French finally accepted it because 
it gave them two out of the three CINC positions in the Central Region and because Eisenhower 
promised General Juin that “the primary mission of the central air forces would be the support of 
the land battle (which includes gaining air superiority), and that they could not be taken away, even 
temporarily, except upon my personal order.” 36

Eisenhower’s original “triumvirate” of three Central Region CINCs reporting directly to the 
SACEUR did not last long after his departure from SHAPE in May 1952. The new SACEUR, 
General Matthew B. Ridgway, was not happy with the command arrangements, particularly the 
large span of control for the SACEUR, and in December 1952 he informed the Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff that “the organization in CENTER will impose too heavy demands on the SA-

Drexel Biddle of the SHAPE Planning Group his government’s concern that the French commander in the Central 
Region would not control the air forces there. Col. A. J. D. Biddle, Memorandum for Record, 29 March 1951.

33 In a diary entry of 2 March 1951, Eisenhower remarked of his proposed candidate for command of the ground forces in the 
Central Region, General Alphonse Juin, “I understand that I will have some difficulty with him because he will insist upon 
taking actual operational control of supporting air forces. But he does not see that such an organization will give both the 
American and British Air Forces the excuse to hold back on allocation of air units to this command.” Eisenhower Papers, 12:83. 
For British unwillingness to place their air forces in Europe under French command see Hamilton, Monty: The Field Marshal, p. 
788. 

34  Col. Andrew J. Goodpaster, one of the first members of the SHAPE Planning Group and later a SACEUR, pointed 
out in a 1953 interview that “the planners thought that initially he [Eisenhower] should command in theory because 
of the feeling of confidence which it would give to the Europeans. Also it was a useful choice politically, because it 
avoided difficult problems such as Juin commanding American and British air forces and allowed Montgomery to 
take the deputy position.” Major K. E. Collins, Assistant SHAPE Historian, Interview with Colonel Goodpaster, 
Officer of the Chief of Staff, on 12th October 1953.

35  Until August 1951 this headquarters was known as Allied Army Forces Central Europe. The name was changed to avoid 
confusion with Allied Air Forces Central Europe, which had the same acronym for message traffic (AAFCE) although a different 
short title (AIRCENT).

36  Letter, Eisenhower to Marshall, 12 March 1951, Eisenhower Papers, 12:120.
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CEUR in the event of war, involving him deeply in that sector at a time when he would be subject 
to insistent demands from his NORTHERN and SOUTHERN flanks.” 37 Ridgway therefore rec-
ommended that the Central Region’s command structure should parallel that of the other regions 
through the establishment of a sole CINCENT with subordinate Land, Air, and Naval Command-
ers. This change was implemented in August 1953. 

Although the creation of a CINCENT satisfied long-held French desires for centralized con-
trol of the Central Region, the change did not lead to objections from the British and American 
air forces, because their desires for centralized control of air power were met by another change 
in the command structure. When Ridgway placed the Commander of Allied Air Forces Central 
Europe under the new French CINCENT, he stripped the Central Region air commander’s post 
of much of its power by greatly enlarging the authority of the Air Deputy to SACEUR at SHAPE. 
In 1953 a British officer took charge of Allied Air Forces Central Europe as a commander (CO-
MAIRCENT), not a CINC, and the former CINCAIRCENT, General Lauris Norstad, became 
the new Air Deputy with considerable authority over the air forces in ACE in areas such as policy, 
targeting, reinforcements, and operational control of theater-level air forces. However, the three 
regional commanders-in-chief still retained control of one or more tactical air forces (known as 
Allied Tactical Air Forces or ATAF), because Ridgway had rejected proposals to create an overall 
Air CINC, claiming that such a move would create a second Supreme Commander in Europe. 38 
The ground forces under the command of COMLANDCENT (Commander Land Forces Central 
Europe) were divided into two Army Groups, NORTHAG and CENTAG (Northern Army Group 
and Central Army Group).

The next challenge for the Central Region was the integration of the armed forces of the Fed-
eral Republic of Germany after it joined the Alliance in 1955 and began to create an army, navy, 
and air force. This issue quickly became tied in with a boundary dispute between AFNORTH and 
AFCENT, because the northernmost portion of Germany (Schleswig-Holstein) had been trans-
ferred to the Northern Region during the early 1950s due to the fact that at that time the only 
troops stationed there were from Denmark and Norway. The new German Armed Forces objected 
to the boundary line running through their country, and the French CINCENT also called for 
Schleswig-Holstein to be returned to his command area. In 1958 CINCENT went even further, 
arguing that the entire Danish peninsula and its Baltic approaches were natural extensions of the 
Central Region and should therefore belong to AFCENT. While recognizing the military logic be-
hind such proposals, SACEUR Lauris Norstad believed that the Scandinavian nations should not 
be separated, and he therefore rejected CINCENT’s requests to change the command boundary. In 
doing so he was not merely thinking in terms of retaining the status quo. General Norstad viewed 
Denmark, Schleswig-Holstein and the Baltic Straits as a strategic entity and he therefore wished to 
create a new, integrated command for the Baltic region. At first he called for a naval command to 

37  Ridgway to Bradley, 23 December 1952, Papers of General Matthew B. Ridgway, Box 24, US Army Military 
History Institute, Carlisle, Pennsylvania (hereafter cited as USAMHI).

38  Robert J. Watson, The Joint Chiefs of Staff and National Policy, 1953‑1954, History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 5 (Washington, 
1986), p. 289; George Eugene Pelletier, “Ridgway: Trying to Make Good on the Promises,” in Robert S. Jordan, ed., Generals 
in International Politics: NATO’s Supreme Allied Commander, Europe (Lexington, Kentucky), pp. 44-45. Centralized direction of 
Allied Command Europe’s air forces by the Air Deputy lasted only until 1956, when General Norstad became SACEUR and left 
his former post vacant. When the position of Air Deputy was finally filled in 1958 by a British officer, it was only an advisory 
position. The post of Air Deputy was finally abolished in 1969.
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cover the entire Baltic area (NAVBALT), with the newly created German naval forces to be inte-
grated under this headquarters. But when his proposal ran into political difficulties, he had to resort 
to an interim solution for integrating German naval units into the NATO command structure. In 
1956 he therefore created two small headquarters - Allied Naval Forces Northern Area Central Eu-
rope (NAVNORCENT) and Allied Naval Forces North Sea Sub Area (NORSEACENT) - under 
Allied Naval Forces Central Europe to command German naval forces in the Baltic and North Seas 
respectively. Thereafter the Central Region remained unchanged until France’ withdrawal from the 
integrated military command structure in 1966 (see Table 2). 

Table 2 
The Central Region, 1953-1966

CINCENT
(FR)

COMAIRCENT
(US)

COMLANDCENT 1

(FR)

NAVNORCENT 3

NORSEACENT 3

2 ATAF

4 ATAF

NORTHAG

CENTAG

COMNAVCENT 2

(FR)

1 COMLANDCENT became a German position in 1957.
2 COMNAVCENT was disestablished in 1962 when COMBALTAP (Commander Allied Forces 

Baltic Approaches) was created.
3 NAVNORCENT and NORSEACENT were established in 1956 and disestablished in 1962.

The Southern Region

In reviewing the creation of command structures for the three regions of Allied Command 
Europe, Lord Ismay, NATO’s first secretary general, noted that “the problem of command in the 
southern area was more difficult to resolve.” 39 This is a classic example of British understatement. 
Trying to devise a command structure that would satisfy the national interests of France, the United 
Kingdom, the United States, Italy, Greece, and Turkey proved extremely difficult, and it took two 
years to integrate all of these powers into a NATO command structure for the Mediterranean that 
made sense only if viewed in political rather than military terms.

The greatest initial difficulty in the Southern Region was reconciling the differences between 
the United Kingdom and the United States. British public sensitivities had already been badly 
bruised by the revelation in February 1951 that an American officer would command NATO’s 
forces in the North Atlantic Ocean. With the two top NATO military positions (SACLANT and 

39  Ismay, NATO: The First Five Years, p. 73.
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SACEUR) going to Americans, the United Kingdom was determined to maintain its traditional 
dominance in the Mediterranean. However, the British Mediterranean Fleet had by this time been 
eclipsed by the U.S. Sixth Fleet, and the United States was not willing to place this powerful force 
under the command of another nation (especially if the Sixth Fleet would ever have atomic weap-
ons at its disposal).

SACEUR Eisenhower wanted to establish a command structure for the Southern Region that 
would give overall command to an American naval officer as CINCSOUTH, with subordinate 
land, air and naval commanders. His choice for CINCSOUTH was Admiral Robert B. Carney, 
senior U.S. naval officer in Europe. 

The British view was that they should maintain their traditional control of Mediterranean 
through the establishment of a British-led Mediterranean Command that would report directly to 
NATO’s Standing Group and thus be equal to SACEUR and the proposed Supreme Allied Com-
mander Atlantic (at that time the Channel Command did not yet exist as a third Major NATO 
Command). Such a proposal was unacceptable to the United States because it would divide the 
European theater into two separate Supreme Commands and completely undermine the authority 
of CINCSOUTH. Another U.S. objection to British command of the Mediterranean was that the 
bulk of the naval forces there would be American.

At a meeting in March 1951 with Admiral Carney and Admiral Forrest P. Sherman, U.S. 
Chief of Naval Operations, General Eisenhower stated that the United States should “be generous 
in the matter of titles and could afford to call the British commander ‘Supreme’ even though our 
contribution was greater.” 40 Carney argued strongly against dividing command in the Mediterra-
nean. Admiral Sherman then decided to offer a three-part compromise to the British: the title of 
the American commander in the Atlantic would be downgraded from “Supreme Commander” to 
CINC, Carney would be CINC of the Southern Region under Eisenhower, and a British admiral 
would become Allied Naval CINC for the Mediterranean under Carney. 41

Admiral Sherman’s proposal proved totally unacceptable to the British, who continued to call 
for a British admiral as supreme commander for the Mediterranean but were willing to accept an 
American as CINCSOUTH as long as his command did not include the Mediterranean. As a re-
sult of this deadlock over command positions, SHAPE’s public announcements of its command 
structure and major command appointments on 20 March 1951 contained the statement that “the 
command organization in Southern Europe would be made public subsequently.” 42 Similarly, there 
was no announcement of an appointment for the Atlantic Command.

In the months that followed, proposals and counter-proposals went back and forth between 
Washington and London. Some made little military sense, such as a U.S. offer to have Admiral Car-

40  Eisenhower Papers, 12:90-91. Eisenhower had recognized that some of the sensitivities of the British were related 
to NATO titles, and he wrote to Secretary of Defense George C. Marshall, “I think we are hurling the adjective 
‘Supreme’ around rather carelessly these days. It was invented, as I understand it, to designate an Allied Commander 
who would necessarily control troops of all services. Soon we’ll have to use ‘Colossal Supreme.’” Letter, Eisenhower 
to Marshall, 12 March 1951, ibid., 12:119.

41  Walter S. Poole, The Joint Chiefs and National Policy, 1950‑1952, History of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 4 (Washington, 1988), p. 
232.

42  Keesing’s Contemporary Archives, 1951, p. 11393.
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ney report to both Eisenhower and a British Supreme Commander in the Mediterranean. The issue 
became even more confused when discussions broadened to include the possibility of extending the 
boundaries of the British Mediterranean Commander into the Middle East; such a “Mediterrane-
an-Middle East” command would have extended outside NATO’s boundaries. 43

While the United States and the United Kingdom struggled for control of the Mediterranean, 
other countries in the region felt ignored. Exclusion from the Anglo-American discussions of com-
mand arrangements was especially galling to the French, who had always considered themselves a 
major power in the Mediterranean. Thus after French premier René Pleven learned of a meeting at 
Malta between Admiral Carney and senior British officials to discuss command arrangements for 
the Mediterranean and Middle East in January 1951, he complained to President Truman about 
France’s exclusion from the talks and asked that future such discussions include French representa-
tion. Truman assured Pleven that the two countries had not intended to exclude France. Then on 8 
March 1951 Admiral Carney’s staff announced that new Anglo-American talks would soon be held 
on Malta. Despite renewed French protests, the talks remained bilateral on the grounds that they 
would focus on the Middle East, which was outside the NATO area. 44

It was becoming clear that a solution to the command problems of the Mediterranean would 
not be reached quickly, and at the beginning of June 1951 General Eisenhower sent word to the 
Standing Group and - indirectly - to the British government that “failure to approve our command 
arrangements on the southern flank is causing us acute embarrassment.” Eisenhower was not refer-
ring to the issue of a supreme commander for the Mediterranean but simply to his own desire to 
appoint a CINCSOUTH. He noted that “not a single individual or government seriously questions 
my own authority to organize my own forces or the soundness of my particular plan. The difficulty 
seems to be that there is a hope that the postponement of public announcement may have some 
effect on the negotiations involving the over-all arrangement for the Mediterranean and the Middle 
East.” 45 Finally on 8 June 1951, General Omar N. Bradley, Chairman of the U.S. Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, met with the British Chiefs of Staff, and the two sides agreed that Eisenhower could proceed 
with his announcement on the understanding that overall command in the Mediterranean was still 
to be decided and that Greece and Turkey, who had applied for membership in NATO, would not 
be included in AFSOUTH. The public announcement of Admiral Carney’s appointment as CINC-
SOUTH followed on 18 June 1951. 46 

The new Allied Forces Southern Europe initially had three subordinate headquarters: Allied 
Land Forces Southern Europe under an Italian general, Allied Air Forces Southern Europe under a 
U.S. general, and Allied Naval Forces Southern Europe, under a U.S. admiral. The naval headquar-
ters soon had two subordinate commands. French desires for a stronger say in Mediterranean naval 

43  For the discussions on command arrangements in the Mediterranean in early 1951 see Eisenhower Papers, 12:90-91, 
96-97, 127-130, 161-163, 199, 233-238, 315-319; Dwight D. Eisenhower Presidential Library, Abilene, Kansas, 
Papers of Dwight D. Eisenhower, Pre-Presidential Series, Box 21, Carney (2), and Box 41, Fechteler; Poole, Joint 
Chiefs of Staff, 1950‑1952 , pp. 230-251.

44  Eisenhower Papers, 12:130. On 26 March 1951 President Truman informed Eisenhower that the latest uproar over the Malta 
talks had been entirely unnecessary” and that Admiral Carney should have held the meeting quietly without publicity, adding “I 
do everything I possibly can to prevent things of that sort from happening but when a fellow gets three stars on his shoulder he 
has to let people know that he wears them. Ibid, 12:199.

45  Eisenhower to Harriman, 1 June 1951, Eisenhower Papers, 12:316.

46  Eisenhower Papers, 12:377; Poole, Joint Chiefs of Staff 1950‑1952, pp. 120-124.
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affairs were met by the creation of a Western Mediterranean Command (with the French acronym 
MEDOC for Méditerranée Occidentale) under a French admiral in September 1951, and three 
months later an Italian-led Central Mediterranean Command was established. The United King-
dom’s naval forces remained outside the Southern Region command structure, as Anglo-American 
negotiators continued their efforts to resolve the deadlock over command in the Mediterranean. 

When Greece and Turkey joined NATO in February 1952, the question of how to integrate 
their forces into the NATO command structure arose. Although the United Kingdom had favored 
adding Greece and Turkey to its proposed Mediterranean or Mediterranean-Middle East Com-
mand, the North Atlantic Council decided at its meeting in Lisbon in February 1952 that the land 
forces of the two new NATO members would come under CINCSOUTH, while a decision on 
their naval forces would be deferred until the naval command arrangements for the Mediterranean 
had been worked out. This solution raised new difficulties, as Eisenhower informed NATO’s new 
Secretary General, Lord Ismay:

A problem has arisen in connection with the change in the command set-up incident to the 
inclusion of Turkey and Greece as elements of Admiral Carney’s command. Lieutenant Gen-
eral [Maurizio de] Castiglioni of the Italian Army at present has the title of ‘Commander Land 
Forces South’ under Carney. You will recall that at Lisbon the Greeks and Turks made a very 
special point that it would be most unsatisfactory to them to have their land forces under an 
Italian General. 47

Col. Charles H. Donnelly, Secretary to the Standing Group, was present at the Lisbon meeting 
and recorded in his diary on 11 February 1952 that when the Italian representative raised the issue 
of Greek and Turkish troops coming under the command of General Castiglione, “a chill infiltrated 
the room as noticeable as though some one had opened a window and let in winter air.” The two 
countries strongly rejected the Italian demand, and Donnelly noted that “the effect of the Greek 
and Turkish statements on the others at the table was exceedingly clear: it would indeed be a cold 
day in hell before either country would put their troops under the command of a former enemy 
whom they despised.” 48

The Greeks and Italians had also indicated their unwillingness to serve under a British com-
mander, and traditional rivalries in the Balkans completely ruled out the possibility of Greeks serv-
ing under Turks or Turks under Greeks, so the one solution acceptable to all parties was to create 
a new subordinate command, Allied Land Forces Southeast (LANDSOUTHEAST), under the 
command of a U.S. general. The official justification for the addition of this headquarters was the 
geographical separation between the two new NATO members - Greece and Turkey - and the exist-
ing LANDSOUTH headquarters in Italy. 49 One year later an Allied Tactical Air Force came into 

47  Eisenhower to Lord Ismay, 19 March 1952, Eisenhower Papers, 13:1084-1085.

48  Donnelly Diary, p. 1203. Greek and Turkish antipathy toward Italy had historical roots. Italy had wrestled control 
of Libya from Turkey in the Tripolitan War of 1911 and then had seized a group of Turkish islands in the Aegean 
known as the Dodecanese Islands in 1912. As for Greece, it had been invaded by Italy in 1940.

49  For Greek and Turkish reluctance to serve under British command see Eisenhower Papers, 12:844, 13:1019, 1023. 
Field Marshall Montgomery, the Deputy SACEUR, had suggested the creation of a new command for the Greek 
and Turkish sectors under a CINC reporting directly to SACEUR, but General Ridgway rejected the proposal 
because it would “emasculate the Southern Command.” Letter, Ridgway to General Omar N. Bradley, Chairman 
of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 20 June 1952, USAMHI, Ridgway Papers, Box 24. In this letter Ridgway stressed 
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being with its headquarters in Turkey and a smaller working party in Greece. A second Southern 
Region Allied Tactical Air Force for Italy followed in 1956.

Meanwhile the Anglo-American discussions on a Mediterranean command structure contin-
ued to drag on. By early 1952 this issue was no longer combined with the controversy over the 
SACLANT appointment, because in January 1952 the British government finally dropped its ob-
jections to an American serving in this post. The establishment of SACLANT’s headquarters in the 
United States followed in April 1952. 50 The British decision in favor of an American SACLANT 
was made easier by the United States’ agreement in late 1951 that the boundaries of SACLANT’s 
command should be redrawn to exclude the British home waters, in particular the vital channel 
ports. In February 1952 this area became part of a third Major NATO Command, the Allied Com-
mand Channel (ACCHAN, sometimes also known as CHANCOM), under the joint command 
of the Commander-in-Chief Channel (CINCHAN), who was the British admiral in charge of the 
Home Fleet, and the CINCMAIRCHAN (Commander-in-Chief Maritime Air Channel), a Royal 
Air Force officer in charge of Maritime Air for the area. They reported to the Standing Group 
via a “Channel Committee” composed of the Chiefs of Naval Staffs of the Belgium, France, the 
Netherlands, and the United Kingdom. As a Major NATO Command, the Channel Command 
was theoretically equal in status to Allied Command Europe and Allied Command Atlantic, even 
though the Channel Command’s forces and geographic area of responsibility were much smaller. 51 

With the SACLANT issue out of the way, the Anglo-American dispute over the Mediterranean 
had come down to an American belief that a naval command for the Mediterranean should be 
subordinate to the Commander-in-Chief of the Southern Region (CINCSOUTH), U.S. Admiral 
Carney, and the British insistence that their commander in the Mediterranean should be a supreme 
commander (SACMED – Supreme Allied Commander Mediterranean) reporting directly to the 
Standing Group and thus equal to SACEUR and SACLANT. These conflicting demands were two 
levels of command apart, and the obvious compromise was to choose the level in-between, which 
was the agreement reached by the two sides in November 1952. By March 1953 NATO had created 
Allied Forces Mediterranean (AFMED) under British Admiral of the Fleet Earl Mountbatten of 
Burma. He was neither SACEUR’s equal nor Carney’s subordinate. As Commander-in-Chief Allied 
Forces Mediterranean (CINCAFMED), Admiral Mountbatten was Admiral Carney’s equal; both 
reported to SACEUR Ridgway (see Table 3). 52

the importance of selecting the right individual to be the first commander for the new LANDSOUTHEAST 
headquarters and noted that “all here are agreed that he must be an American Army officer.” Italy was not happy 
with the decision to create LANDSOUTHEAST, because the Italian general serving as COMLANDSOUTH 
would no longer be the sole commander of ground forces in the Southern Region.

50  Robert S. Jordan, Alliance Strategy and Navies: The Evolution and Scope of NATO’s Maritime Dimension (London, 1990), pp. 35, 
38; Poole, History of the JCS, pp. 283-284.

51  The decision to give control of the English Channel and the southern North Sea to the British Commander-in-Chief 
Home Station had previously been taken by the Western Union’s Chiefs of Staff. After NATO came into existence, 
it created the Channel Committee and began working on the command arrangements for the Channel area. By the 
early 1960s there were no longer two CINCs for the Channel Command; the maritime air commander had become 
a subordinate of CINCHAN as COMMAIRCHAN.

52  Lawrence S. Kaplan and Robert W. Clawson, “NATO and the Mediterranean Powers in Historical Perspective,” in 
Lawrence S. Kaplan, Robert W. Clawson, and Raimondo Luraghi, eds., NATO and the Mediterranean (Wilmington, 
Del., 1985), pp. 8-9; Elena Calandri, “The Neglected Flank? NATO in the Mediterranean, 1949-1955,” in Beatrice 
Heuser and Robert O’Neill, eds., Securing Peace in Europe, 1945‑1962: Thoughts for the Post‑Cold War Era (London, 
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Table 3 
Major Subordinate Commanders in ACE, 1953

SACEUR
(US)

CINCENT
(FR)

CINCNORTH
(UK)

CINCAFMED
(UK)

CINCSOUTH
(US)

When AFMED came into existence, AFSOUTH’s naval headquarters (NAVSOUTH) was 
abolished and its functions and subordinate headquarters were transferred to AFMED. However, 
the most powerful naval force in the Mediterranean, the U.S. Sixth Fleet, did not come under the 
control of the new British naval commander for the Mediterranean. To satisfy the requirement of 
the United States that the Sixth Fleet should remain under the command of a U.S. officer within 
the NATO command structure, NATO created a new Allied headquarters known as Naval Strik-
ing and Support Forces Southern Europe (STRIKFORSOUTH). Lord Mountbatten, the CINC 
of AFMED, protested that Carney was setting up a rival naval headquarters for the Mediterranean 
but finally consented to the new headquarters on the condition that “it is quite clear that I am the 
sole Allied Naval Commander-in-Chief in the Mediterranean and that this new Strike Force Head-
quarters does not start trying to usurp my functions.” 53

Determining AFMED’s sub-commands and their boundaries to the satisfaction of all of the 
Southern Region nations was not an easy task, and the process of drawing boundary lines on 
the Mediterranean Ocean continued for the rest of the year. Two of AFMED’s sub-areas, the 
French-commanded MEDOC Command and the Italian-led Central Mediterranean Command, 
had already existed under NAVSOUTH and were simply transferred over to AFMED. The re-
maining four sub-areas did not come into existence until 1954, following approval by the North 
Atlantic Council. The six sub-areas were essentially national commands with an additional NATO 
mission, so each of the southern Region nations commanded at least one of AFMED’s sub-areas 
(see Table 4). 54

1992), pp. 182-185; Poole, Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1950‑1952, pp. 310-318. 
53  Philip Ziegler, Mountbatten: The Official Biography (London, 1985), pp. 518-519.

54  AFMED’s subcommanders were COMGIBMED (Commander Gibraltar Mediterranean, UK), COMEDEAST 
(Commander Eastern Mediterranean, Greek), COMEDCENT (Commander Central Mediterranean, Italian), COMEDOC 
(Commander Méditerranée Occidentale, France), COMEDNOREAST (Commander Northeast Mediterranean, Turkey), and 
COMEDSOUEAST (Commander Southeast Mediterranean, UK).
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Table 4 
NATO Headquarters in the Mediterranean, 1953-1966

CINCAFMED
(UK)

CINCSOUTH
(US)

COMAIRSOUTH
(US)

COMLANDSOUTH
(IT)

COMLANDSOUTHEAST
(US)

COMSTRIKFORSOUTH
(US)

COMGIBMED
(UK)

COMEDEAST
(GR)

COMEDCENT
(IT)

COMEDOC
(FR)

COMEDNOREAST
(TU)

COMEDSOUEAST
(UK)

Achieving an agreed command structure for the Southern Region had been a long and difficult 
process. But given the conflicting interests and traditions of the United States, United Kingdom, 
France, Italy, Greece, and Turkey, it is perhaps a miracle that a command structure acceptable to 
all parties was reached at all. The result was a temporary solution that made sense only in political, 
not military terms, with major problems of competing British and American-led commands with 
overlapping responsibilities. Despite its obvious flaws, no one wanted to disturb this laborious-
ly-achieved solution, so it limped along until France withdrew from NATO’s integrated military 
command structure in 1966, making a complete reorganization necessary.
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The Northern Region

During initial discussions on a command structure for the Northern Region, the British gov-
ernment advocated a Chiefs of Staff Committee rather than a command system. This proposal 
did not find favor with other NATO countries, and discussions then centered on the issue of who 
would command in the north. Both the United States and the United Kingdom originally sup-
ported the idea of a Scandinavian commander in order to avoid becoming too heavily committed 
in the region and also to make the command arrangements more acceptable to Sweden, should it 
become interested in NATO membership. Norway favored a U.S. CINC to ensure that the United 
States would remain interested in the region. 55

SACEUR Eisenhower pushed for a British admiral to become the overall commander in the 
Northern Region because he believed that naval and air actions would predominate there and “the 
only disposable strength” in the area would come from the British navy. He also thought that such 
an appointment would strengthen Britain’s commitment to the defense of Scandinavia, informing 
Secretary of Defense Marshall that “I had hoped that under this arrangement [a British admiral as 
CINC] I could get the agreement of the British Admiralty to provide, in operational emergency, 
Naval strength to support Norway and Denmark, both of which I expect to develop as hedgehogs 
of defense.” 56 

Eisenhower’s advocacy of a British CINC prevailed, and on 20 March 1951, the SHAPE Plan-
ning Group announced the appointment of Vice Admiral Sir Patrick Brind as the first CINC-
NORTH (Commander-in-Chief, Northern Europe). When he stepped down in 1953, howev-
er, he was replaced by an Army officer, Lt. Gen. Sir Robert Mansergh, who had been serving as 
Deputy CINCNORTH since October 1951. While this succession provided continuity, it moved 
AFNORTH away from the emphasis on naval matters preferred by Eisenhower. 57

The remainder of the Allied Forces Northern Europe (AFNORTH) command structure con-
sisted of four subordinate headquarters: an air, a naval, and two separate land headquarters. The 
decision to establish two land headquarters, one for Norway and one for Denmark, rather than 
an overall land headquarters for the whole Northern Region, was taken because the two countries 
were separated by water and thus not mutually supporting. 58 Creating two land headquarters also 
provided command positions for both Norway and Denmark.

55  Rolf Tamnes, “The Defence of the Northern Flank, 1949-1956,” paper presented to the conference “The North Atlantic 
Alliance, 1949-1956,” Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, Freiburg, 11-13 September 1990, pp. 18-19.

56  Letter, Eisenhower to George C. Marshall, 12 March 1951, Eisenhower Papers, 12:120.

57  The need for a general rather than an admiral as CINCNORTH had long been advocated by Field Marshal Montgomery, who 
finally convinced SACEUR Ridgway to make the change. Hamilton, Monty: The Field Marshal, pp. 788, 828.

58  AFNORTH, Public Information Division, Short History of Headquarters Allied Forces Northern Europe, 15 June 1957, pp. 
7-8.
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Table 5 
The Northern Region

CINCNORTH
(UK)

COMNAVNORTH
(UK)

COMAIRNORTH
(US)

COMLANDDENMARK
(DA)

COMLANDNORWAY
(NO)

A major complication in the establishment of a NATO command structure in the Northern 
Region was political limitations on the stationing of foreign troops. At the beginning of 1949, Nor-
way found itself under strong pressure from the Soviet Union not to join NATO. The Norwegians 
resisted this pressure and did join NATO, but in order to avoid a complete break with its powerful 
neighbor, Norway pledged in February 1949 not to allow the establishment of foreign bases on its 
soil in peacetime. Denmark made no such pledge to the Soviet Union but followed a similar policy. 
As a result, there was a tendency in the Northern Region to rely on national headquarters that only 
became Allied headquarters in wartime. 59

Another significant problem faced by AFNORTH was boundary disputes with its neighbor-
ing command, AFCENT. The original boundary between the two commands had been the Dan-
ish-German border, but because Danish and Norwegian troops were stationed in the northernmost 
tip of Germany, Schleswig-Holstein, this area was transferred to AFNORTH in the early 1950s. 
This division of German territory by a major NATO boundary became controversial after the 
Federal Republic of Germany joined NATO in 1955 and NATO began to grapple with the issue 
of how to integrate the newly-created German forces into the existing command structure. The 
AFNORTH-AFCENT boundary would divide German naval units between two allied commands, 
because some German units would be based on the North Sea and others on the Baltic. Seeking to 
avoid such a division, the German armed forces called for the creation of a new allied naval com-
mand to cover the entire Baltic approaches. 60 This proved politically impossible, and the temporary 
solution was the previously-mentioned creation of two small headquarters for German naval forces 
under the Central Region. 

Final resolution of the command problems in the northern region would require another five 
years of planning and delicate negotiations before an integrated NATO Command (Allied Forces 
Baltic Approaches) with German and Danish personnel finally came into existence in 1962.

59  SHAPE, Public Information Division, Presentation to P.I.D. Briefing Officers, Northern Command, 4 May 1959.
60  Johannes Gerber, Die Bundeswehr im Nordatlantischen Bündnis, Die Bundeswehr: Eine Gesamtdarstellung, 2 (Regensburg, 

1985), p. 17.
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Conclusions

By the end of 1956, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization bore little resemblance to the loose 
original structure of 1949. On the civilian side the most important reforms had taken place at Lis-
bon in 1952, with the creation of a Permanent Session of the North Atlantic Council, an Interna-
tional Staff, and a Secretary General. The key developments on the military side had begun one year 
earlier, following the Council’s December 1950 decision to create an integrated military command 
structure and appoint Supreme Commanders for Europe and the Atlantic Ocean. But the actual 
process of creating such an integrated command structure was not always easy, due to competing 
national interests, old rivalries and conflicts between some of the member states, and clashes of 
personalities. Nevertheless, compromises were reached and consensus was ultimately achieved. Not 
surprisingly, the final result of this highly political process was a structure that was not the ideal 
military solution. But the primacy of political concerns over military factors was clearly recognized 
and accepted by the first Supreme Allied Commander Europe, General Dwight D. Eisenhower, 
who wrote at the height of the controversy surrounding the command arrangements for the South-
ern Region:

“The basic decision on command in this general area should be reached 
on a governmental level. Thereafter we will develop a structure which 
we will make work regardless of the apparent difficulties and national or 
service sentiments.” 61

61  Letter, Eisenhower to Admiral Carney, 9 February 1952, Eisenhower Papers, 13:952.
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Field Marshal Bernard Montgomery



40

Forging the weapon



41

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



42

Forging the weapon



43

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



44

Forging the weapon



45

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



46

Forging the weapon



47

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



48

Forging the weapon



49

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



50

Forging the weapon



51

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



52

Forging the weapon



53

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



54

Forging the weapon



55

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



56

Forging the weapon



57

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



58

Forging the weapon



59

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



60

Forging the weapon



61

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



62

Forging the weapon



63

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



64

Forging the weapon



65

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



66

Forging the weapon



67

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



68

Forging the weapon



69

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



70

Forging the weapon



71

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE



72

Forging the weapon



73

Forging the weapon The origins of SHAPE

Aerial view of SHAPE HQ Rocquencourt
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SACEUR General Eisenhower and President of France Vincent Auriol 
at the opening of SHAPE Headquarters, 23 July 1951



78

Evolution of the SHAPE Staff Structure, 1951-1962

This paper describes the organizational structure of the Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers 
Europe (SHAPE) during the 1950s, beginning with the original structure of 1951 and continuing 
with the major reorganization that took place in 1956 and remained in effect until 1962. All of 
the most senior positions – such as SACEUR and his Deputies – are shown, as are the heads of the 
various staff divisions. 

Explanation of Symbols and Acronyms

The rank of each post is symbolized by the number of stars worn at that rank. 

	 ✩ Brigadier General, Commodore, Rear Admiral-Lower Half [U.S.]

	 ✩	✩ Major General, Rear Admiral

	 ✩	✩	✩ Lieutenant General, Vice Admiral

	 ✩	✩	✩	✩ General, Admiral

	 ✩	✩	✩	✩	✩ General of the Army, Field Marshal 

The nation selected to fill a particular post at SHAPE is shown by its standard three-letter des-
ignation code. Nation codes used in this paper are as follows.

 BEL Belgium

 CAN Canada

 DEU Germany

 DNK Denmark

 ESP Spain

 FRA France

 GRC Greece

 GBR United Kingdom

 ITA Italy

 NLD Netherlands

 NOR Norway

 POL Poland

 TUR Turkey

 USA United States
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Acronyms

The following acronyms are used in this paper, either in the text or on the charts. 

ACE Allied Command Europe

ACOS Assistant Chief of Staff

ADP Automated Data Processing

AIR DEF Air Defence

BUDFIN Budget and Finance

COS Chief of Staff

DACOS Deputy Assistant Chief of Staff

DCS Deputy Chief of Staff

DSACEUR Deputy Supreme Allied Commander Europe

INTEL Intelligence

LOG Logistics

LOG & ADMIN Logistics and Administration

OPS Operations

ORG & TRNG Organisation and Training

PERS & ADMIN Personnel and Administration

PLAN, POL & OPS Plans, Policy and Operations

POL Policy

PROG Programmes

SACEUR Supreme Allied Commander Europe

SPEC OPS Special Operations

The views expressed in this paper are solely those of the author and do not necessarily represent 
the views of SHAPE or NATO.

Dr. Gregory Pedlow
SHAPE Historian
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SHAPE Staff Organisation, 1951-1956

Key Features

-  SACEUR had a total of three deputies: the DSACEUR (Field Marshal Montgomery), an 
Air Deputy, and a Naval Deputy.

-  Deputy Chiefs of Staff (DCS) did not have responsibility for specific Assistant Chiefs of 
Staff (ACOS).

ACOS
INTEL
(GBR)
✩	✩

ACOS
PERS & ADMIN

(ITA)
✩	✩

ACOS
ORG & TRNG

(GBR)
✩	✩

ACOS
PLANS, POL & OPS

(FRA)
✩	✩

ACOS
LOG
(FRA)
✩	✩

CHIEF
SIGNAL OFFICER

(USA)
✩	✩

CHIEF
BUDGET & FINANCE

(FRA)
CIV (✩	✩	equiv)

ADJUTANT
GENERAL

(USA)
✩

SACEUR
(USA)

✩	✩	✩	✩	✩

COS
(USA)

✩	✩	✩	✩ 1

DCS
PLANS & OPS

(GBR)
✩	✩	✩

DCS
LOG & ADMIN

(FRA)
✩	✩	✩

DSACEUR
(GBR)

✩	✩	✩	✩	✩
AIR DEPUTY

(USA)
✩	✩	✩	✩

NAVAL DEPUTY
(FRA)

✩	✩	✩	✩

1 The first three Chiefs of Staff, Generals Gruenther, Schuyler and Moore, were assigned as Lieutenant Generals and served for a 
short portion of their terms in that grade before being promoted to 4-star rank.

Note:  The post of Headquarters Commandant is not shown on this and the following chart because it was not a general officer post 
and its function lies outside the normal staff areas.

1952 on : ✩	✩	✩	✩	✩

1952: US ✩ 1954 on: US ✩	✩

1951-53: USA ✩	✩

1954 on: FRA ✩	✩
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SHAPE Staff Organisation, 1956-1962

Key Features

-  Deletion of the post of Air Deputy in 1956 because SACEUR was an Air Force officer.

-  Unwillingness of France to fill the post of Naval Deputy after the death of Admiral Barjot 
in 1960. France had already begun withdrawing its naval forces from the NATO integrated 
military command structure in 1959.

-  Creation of a third Deputy Chief of Staff (DCS) post through separation of Operations 
from Plans and Policy. Deputy Chiefs of Staff still did not have responsibility for specific 
Assistant Chiefs of Staff (ACOS), who reported directly to the Chief of Staff.

-  What had already been a very large span of control for the Chief of Staff became even larger: 
now 9 Assistant Chiefs of Staff and two other flag officers reported to COS.

-  Newest NATO member, Federal Republic of Germany (joined the Alliance in May 1955), 
received its first senior post at SHAPE - ACOS Logistics - in 1956. In response to a request 
for recognition of their increasing contribution to NATO, the Germans received a higher 
ranked post in 1959: the three-star position of DCS Plans & Policy. An Italian general then 
took over the post of ACS Logistics.
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ACOS
PERS & ADMIN

(ITA)
✩	✩

ACOS
AIR DEF

(GBR)
✩	✩

ACOS
PLANS & POLICY

(FRA)
✩	✩

CHIEF
SIGNAL OFFICER

(USA)
✩	✩

CHIEF
BUDGET & FINANCE

(FRA)
CIV (✩	✩	equiv)

ACOS
AIR & SPEC OPS

(USA)
✩	✩

ACOS
INTEL
(USA)
✩

ACOS
ORG & TRNG

(GBR)
✩	✩

ACOS
LOG
(DEU)
✩	✩

ACOS
PROGRAMMES

(USA)
✩	✩

ADJUTANT
GENERAL

(USA)
✩

1 After Field Marshal Montgomery’s retirement in 1958, the DSACEUR post was filled by a four-star officer.

(vacant after 1960)

SACEUR
(USA)

✩	✩	✩	✩

COS
(USA)

✩	✩	✩	✩

DCS
PLANS & POLICY

(GBR)
✩	✩	✩

DCS
OPS
(CAN)
✩	✩	✩

DCS
LOG & ADMIN

(FRA)
✩	✩	✩

DSACEUR
(GBR)

✩	✩	✩	✩
NAVAL DEPUTY

(FRA)
✩	✩	✩	✩

1959: GE ✩	✩	✩

1959: GBR ✩	✩

1958: GBR ✩	✩	✩	✩	1

1959: ITA ✩	✩
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General Matthew B. Ridgway
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General Alfred M. Greunther
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General Lauris Norstad
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The short film ALLIANCE FOR PEACE (1953)  
and rare film footage chronicling the historical events related to the creation of SHAPE

Le court-métrage ALLIANCE FOR PEACE (1953)  
et des séquences rares qui relatent les événements historiques concernant la genèse de SHAPE.
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