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President John F. Kennedy Commemoration Ceremony 

Arlington National Cemetery, 17 November 2011 

Remarks for Brig. Gen. Edward M. Reeder Jr., commander of U.S. Army Special Forces Command 

Let me offer my thanks to all of you that have gathered here today to honor the legacy of President John 

F. Kennedy and his historical linkage to the U.S. Army Special Forces…The Men of the Green Berets. 

When President John F. Kennedy was laid to rest in Arlington National Cemetery in 1963, a Special 

Forces NCO, Command Sergeant Major Francis J. Ruddy, respectfully laid his green beret upon the 

grave of our fallen commander-in-chief. 

For decades following his burial, Green Berets would pay their respects and honor the President through 

a wreath-laying ceremony at his burial site. 

Our purpose today is to re-establish the tradition that began with a special contingent of Green Berets 

being requested from the Kennedy Family to perform the honor guard for President Kennedy.  Our intent 

is to honor President Kennedy by recalling his unparalleled advocacy for Special Forces as the method to 

pursue national security in areas requiring unique solutions to difficult problems.  

President Kennedy, a decorated veteran of World War II and a student of military history, was drawn to 

the study of unconventional warfare, guerilla warfare and counterinsurgency.  In the U.S. Army Special 

Forces, he saw the ideal force “to deal with guerrilla forces, insurrections and subversion.” 

His quest for freedom and world peace was inspired with a vision that included the improvement of 

people’s lives and freedom not only from tyranny, but from the conditions of sickness, disease and 

oppressive poverty that could breed discontent and provide an environment for violent insurgencies.  

Today, the 1st Special Forces Regiment again pays homage to our historic benefactor with this honored 

tradition of laying a Green Beret wreath upon his burial site. The timing of this ceremony follows closely 
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behind the 50th anniversary of the President’s visit to Fort Bragg on October 12
th
 1961 and the 10th 

anniversary of the deployment of Special Forces Soldiers to Afghanistan as our nation’s first response to 

the terror attacks.  

In 1961, President Kennedy turned to the Green Berets to help stop the spread of global communism and 

40 years later, in 2001, our nation’s leaders turned to those same Green Berets for a response to the 

attacks of 911 and to the growing specter of global terrorism. 

To set the stage for President Kennedy's historic visit to Fort Bragg in October 1961, it is important to 

know that in 1961, Special Forces were a relatively new organization, less than 10 years old in this most 

recent form. Special Forces had been re-established in the Army to conduct guerrilla and special or 

unconventional warfare, the types of operations that had proven so effective in World War II. 

The first Special Forces unit was activated at Fort Bragg, North Carolina in June 1952, with only 8 

personnel assigned.  By the time President Kennedy visited Fort Bragg, Special Forces had grown to 

over 3,000 Soldiers in 3 Special Forces Groups as well as the establishment of the Special Warfare 

Center and School. 

Through his endorsement, formal and informal, the President ensured that the U.S. Army Special Forces 

would be known worldwide as the Green Berets. With President Kennedy's advocacy and direct support, 

Special Forces grew from 3 to 11 Special Forces Groups by the end of 1963 with 7 active Groups and 4 

additional groups in the National Guard and Army Reserve.    

President Kennedy's vision for the defense of our nation and for freedom across the world, to counter the 

threat of oppressive communist expansion, was a form of warfare that would be led by a soldier wearing a 

Green Beret. 

His words to the Special Forces Commander at Fort Bragg, Brigadier General Yarborough, in 1961, 

continue to inspire: 
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”I KNOW THAT YOU AND THE MEMBERS OF YOUR COMMAND WILL CARRY ON FOR US AND THE 

FREE WORLD IN A MANNER WHICH IS BOTH WORTHY AND INSPIRING.  I AM SURE THAT THE 

GREEN BERET WILL BE A MARK OF DISTINCTION IN THE TRYING TIMES AHEAD." 

By all accounts, his words rang true in the near term in the jungles of Southeast Asia. In 1962, the 

government of the United States, under President Kennedy, began to coordinate aid and support to South 

Vietnam. With the nature of the growing conflict in Vietnam and the design of Special Forces for 

unconventional warfare, it was inevitable that the Special Forces would play a significant role.  In the early 

years of Special Forces' involvement in Vietnam, the concept of how best to employ the forces was 

developed, put into practice and adjusted empirically.  

During these formative years, it became clear that the part the U.S. Special Forces was to play would 

differ from the role foreseen for it when it was created in 1952. This was a counter insurgency role where 

U.S. Special Forces troops would find themselves engaging a guerrilla insurgency in "friendly" territory.  

To that end, camps or area development centers were established with many built from the ground up in 

areas where the government had no effective control. In these camps, U.S. Special Forces provided 

advice and assistance in all aspects of camp administration and operations from initiation to turnover of 

the camp and its paramilitary assets to local Vietnamese authorities. This same type of effort with the 

lessons from Vietnam can be seen in the Village Stability Operations (VSO) in Afghanistan today.  

President Kennedy looked to Special Forces to operate in those areas on the leading edge of freedom.  

In those remote, contested areas to where Special Forces were deployed, they did not disappoint 

him...and we will not today. 

Green Berets are the most heavily engaged and persistently deployed global force in USSOCOM.  

From enabling the security forces of partner nations around the globe, to organizing, training, equipping 

and conducting combined combat operations with partner nation militaries, the Green Berets are 

decisively and consistently engaged in supporting U.S. national objectives.  



4 

 

As President Kennedy had envisioned- Special Forces soldiers are in the farthest corners of the globe- 

enabling strategic solutions to regional challenges before they become national and global problems.  On 

any given day, the Special Forces Regiment averages over 4,000 Green Berets deployed to 49-56 

countries around the globe. 

President Kennedy understood the indirect approach. He understood the focus had to be on the 

population with the primary goal of working together with host nation partners to combat violent, extremist 

organizations and home grown insurgents with unique local solutions.  

It is the trademark of the Green Beret, and part of President Kennedy's legacy. 

He understood that specially trained forces could achieve the balance of lethal force and assistance to 

populations that was required to create enduring successes on a global scale.   

Today, as we honor President Kennedy, we acknowledge what has been accomplished while his vision 

continues to inspire and offers a glimpse into future accomplishments of this legendary unit.  In this 

commemoration today, we give declaration to our enduring gratitude for his advocacy and for his 

contribution to the Green Berets.    

As we honor our fallen by continuing with the mission, we honor the confidence placed in us by continuing 

to fulfill our late President's vision with our manner of performance.  

The cost of freedom and independence is indeed high. But rest assured and sleep well at night with the 

knowledge that Green Berets are continuing the current missions, while protecting the liberties we hold 

dear, and as is our legacy, we are ready to advance the cause of freedom wherever our Nation directs. 

Thank you for attending today. 

De Oppresso Liber.  


