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Praise for What They Didn’t Teach You About the Civil War:



“Informative and entertaining … focuses on the lives and ways of ordinary soldiers and those they left behind.”

—Publishers Weekly

“What They Didn’t Teach You About the Civil War is an engaging introduction—a survey of anecdotes and characters from an era that don’t always make the weightier tomes.”

—The Washington Times

“Wright touches on everything from uniforms to landmines.”

—Parade Magazine

“Reams and reams have been written about [the Civil War], but rarely has it has been brought to life in such an entertaining manner as here.”

—America’s Civil War Magazine

“Wright delivers more than dates and lists. He delves into the reasons why, economic and philosophical, as well as the big and little events, from Fort Sumter to card games to what the troops wore. Most of all, Wright makes the Civil War a lot more interesting read than your History 101 textbook.”

—Ocala (Fl.) Star-Banner

“Cogent, tightly woven and deeply interesting.”

—The Book World

Praise forWhat They Didn’t Teach You About the American Revolution:

“What They Didn’t Teach You About The American Revolution is history without tears—and a lot of laughs … No, most of us were not taught this kind of thing in school … You don’t have to be a history major to be stirred by this book.”

—Mesa Tribune

“Holds the attention because the reader is never sure what startling fact will arise, or what new facet of human behavior will be revealed … a colorful picture of the times and the principal players in this legendary era of American history.”

—San Antonio Express-News

“To be sure, the book contains the Revolutionary War’s most interesting stories.”

—The Roanoke Times

“Mike Wright is a meticulously thorough researcher and a gifted wordsmith … Wright does a magnificent job telling how countless non-giants brought us together in opposition to an increasingly desperate and tyranically acting mother country … The book holds many surprises and information not found in more formal, academic works.”

—Waterville (N. Y.) Times

“This stuff is fast, factual, flippant and fun … Wright has a knack for simplification and for dodging the dusty, dry approach most of us got in civics class. He zeroes in on the interesting, irreverent, long-ignored tidbits that shape behavior in all periods of history.”

—Fort Collins Colradoan
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Above all, this book is not concerned with poetry,
the subject of it is war, and the pity of war.

—Wilfred Owen, Poems
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Chronology of World War II

1922


October 28: Benito Mussolini becomes head of Italian government.



1923


November 8–9: Adolf Hitler attempts to seize power in Beer Hall Putsch.



1931


September 19: Japanese troops seize Chinese territory; Manchurian incident.



1933


January 30: Hitler becomes Chancellor of Germany.

March 4: Franklin D. Roosevelt becomes president of the United States.



1935


October 3: Italy invades Ethiopia.



1936


March 7: Germany remilitarizes the Rhineland.



1938


March 28: Germany annexes Austria.

September 29–30: Munich Agreement; Chamberlain declares “peace in our time.”

November 9–10: Anti-Semitic Kristallnacht, (Crystal Night), in Germany.



1939


September 1: Germany attacks Poland; World War II begins.

November 4: FDR signs Neutrality Act.



1940


January 8: Food rationing begins in Britain.

May 10: German Blitzkrieg in Europe; Churchill becomes British prime minister.

June 4: Dunkirk evacuation saves 300,000 British and French troops.

June 14: German troops enter Paris.

June 22: French surrenders; Hitler declares “the war in the West is won.”

July 10: Battle of Britain begins.

September 27: Japan, Germany, and Italy sign Tripartite Pact.

October 16: More than 16,000,000 Americans register under Selective Service Act.

November 5: FDR wins third term as president.

December 29: FDR calls on Americans to turn nation into an “arsenal of democracy.”



1941


May 6: At March Field, California, Bob Hope headlines USO show.

May 10–11: More than 2,000 fires started, 1,212 people killed in heaviest raid of Blitz.

June 22: Germany launches offensive against Soviet Union.

July 26: FDR halts trade with Japan, freezes Japanese assets in U.S.

August 7: FDR and Churchill draw up Atlantic Charter.

October 18: Gen. Hideki Tojo becomes premier of Japan.

October 20: German troops reach outskirts of Moscow.

October 31: German submarine sinks U.S. destroyer Ruben James off Iceland.

November 26: Japanese fleet departs the Kuril Islands to attack Pearl Harbor.

December 7: Japanese bomb U.S. base at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii.

December 8: U.S. declares war on Japan.

December 8: Britain declares war on Japan.

December 11: Germany and Italy declare war on the United States.

December 21: U.S. and Britain determine “Germany first” prosecution of war.

December 23: Wake Island falls.

December 27: U.S. rationing begins; the first item—automobile tires.



1942


January 20: Germany begins “final solution” of the “Jewish problem.”

January 23: Japanese submarine shells oil refinery near Santa Barbara, California.

February 20: Lt. Edward “Butch” O’Hare becomes first U.S. fighter ace of the war.

February 28: Ceiling set on all U.S. wholesale prices.

March 11: MacArthur leaves Corregidor by PT-boat; declares “I shall return.”

April 1: U.S. begins forced relocation of Japanese-Americans to internment camps.

April 10. Bataan Death March begins.

April 18: Lt. Col. James Doolittle launches first bombing raid against Japan.

May 6: Japanese capture Corregidor.

May 7–8: U.S. defeats Japan in the Battle of the Coral Sea.

May 14: U.S. Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps (WAAC) created.

May 15: Gas rationing begins on U.S. East Coast.

June 4–5: U.S. defeats Japan in the Battle of Midway.

June 13: FDR creates Office of Strategic Services (OSS), forerunner of CIA.

August 7: U.S. 1st Marine Division lands on Guadalcanal in the Solomon Islands.

August 19: Allied troops fail in invasion of German-held port of Dieppe, France.

August 23: In USSR, history’s last cavalry charge.

August 23: Germany begins assault on Stalingrad, USSR.

November 4: Gen. Bernard Montgomery leads breakthrough at El Alamein, Egypt.

November 8: Lt. Gen. Dwight Eisenhower leads Allied attack on North Africa.

December 2: Enrico Fermi achieves the first nuclear chain reaction.



1943


January 12: Soviet forces raise the siege of Leningrad.

January 14: FDR flies to Casablanca, Morocco, for meeting with Churchill.

February 7: Shoe rationing begins in America.

February 23: Rommel defeats U.S. forces at Kasserine Pass in Tunisia.

April 1: Nationwide food rationing begins in U.S.

July 9: Allied amphibious landing on Sicily.

July 22: Palermo, Sicily, surrenders to Gen. George Patton’s Seventh Army.

July 25: Italian dictator Mussolini overthrown and arrested.

September 8: Italian government surrenders to Allies.

October 1: U.S. Fifth Army enters Naples, Italy.

October 7: Last 100 American POWs remaining on Wake Island are executed.

October 13: Italy declares war on Germany.

November 28: FDR, Churchill, and Stalin meet in Tehran, the first Big Three meeting.

December 24: Eisenhower named commander of up coming Operation Overlord.



1944


May 3: Meat rationing ends in U.S.

June 4: U.S. Fifth Army troops enter Rome.

June 6: Operation Overlord: D day on the French coast at Normandy.

June 13: First German V-1 buzz bombs fall on London.

June 15–16: First bombing raid of Japan since Doolittle attack in April 1942.

August 8: U.S. troops complete capture of the Mariana Islands.

August 25: Allied troops enter Paris.

September 8: First V-2 missiles launched against Britain.

September 14: U.S. troops take Aachen, first great German city to fall to the Allies.

September 17: Allied airborne troops begin ill-fated Operation Market-Garden.

October 25: First Japanese Kamikaze attacks on U.S. warships.

November 7: FDR reelected to fourth term of office.

December 21: Germans encircle U.S. troops at Bastogne, Belgium.



1945


February 4–16: Allied leaders meet in Yalta Conference, second Big Three meeting.

February 13–15: Allied bombing destroys Dresden, Germany.

February 23: Flag raised on Mount Suribachi, Iwo Jima.

March 7: American troops seize Remagen River bridge over the Rhine.

March 9–10: Nearly 300 B-29 Superfortresses bomb Tokyo.

March 27: Last V-2 rocket hits London.

April 1: U.S. Tenth Army lands on Okinawa, the final amphibious landing of the war.

April 10: German ME-262 jet fighters shoot down ten U.S. bombers near Berlin.

April 11: U.S. Ninth Army reaches Elbe River.

April 12: President Franklin Roosevelt dies at Warm Springs, Georgia; Vice-President Truman becomes president.

April 23: Soviet troops enter Berlin.

April 29: U.S. forces free 32,000 surviving inmates at Dachau concentration camp.

April 30: Adolf Hitler commits suicide; cremated in Chancellery garden.

May 2: Berlin falls.

May 8: V-E Day in America.

June 26: United Nations charter signed in San Francisco.

July 16: Near Alamogordo, New Mexico, the first atomic bomb is detonated.

August 6: B-29 Superfortress Enola Gay drops atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Japan.

August 8: Soviet Union enters war against Japan.

August 9: B-29 Superfortress Bockscar drops atomic bomb on Nagasaki, Japan.

August 10: Japan sues for peace.

August 10: Soviet Union invades Korea.

September 2: Japan surrenders. World War II is over.




INTRODUCTION

A World Gone Mad:
But What if Tomorrow Never Comes?

Shortly before the middle of the twentieth century, the world lost its mind. Beginning in 1931, the people of one Asian nation invaded another Asian nation; it remained a local war until the Japanese claimed that their invasion of China was part of a new order (the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere) to rid East Asia of the detested white race.

Beginning in 1939, the people of one European nation invaded another European nation; it remained a local war until the Germans claimed that their invasion of Poland was partly a need for living space (Lebensraum) and partly to rid Western Europe of those they detested as a race of inferior beings.

From September 18, 1931, (in Asia) and September 1, 1939, (in Europe) until May 7, 1945, (in Europe) and September 2, 1945, (in Asia), the world turned to war. We killed more people and did more physical and psychological damage than ever before in history. If we are lucky and we work at it, we will never break our own record for death and ruin.

For most of history, when people fought other people it was their world war, because their worlds did not yet go beyond boundaries written by waterways or mountains or deserts. When their worlds expanded, so did their wars, and they were forced to find a new way to name those wars.

Gone were the days of fancy or fanciful names: the War of Jenkins’ Ear (in 1739, Spanish revenue agents cut off the ear of an English seaman named Robert Jenkins; a member of Parliament displayed Jenkins’s pickled ear in England’s House of Commons), The War of Austrian Succession (which grew, so to speak, out of the War of Jenkins’ Ear), and The Hundred Years’ War (a good name, although it lasted more than a hundred years, from 1337 to 1453). Even the American Revolution and the Civil War had definitive names.

The start of the twentieth century saw the Great War, which only later we called the World War. The next time we got into trouble, all we did was give the war a number: World War II. It was the largest war the world has ever known. By giving it a number, not a name, we admitted that we were doing it all over again.

During World War I, Britain’s prime minister, David Lloyd George, bitterly commented, “This war, like the next war, is the war to end all wars.” Each time we hope it is “the war to end all wars.” So far, we’ve been wrong.

Americans were called out of factories, out of offices, and out of schools; called to pick up rifles, get behind cannons, get into tanks or airplanes; called to ride bucking destroyers in the dead of a North Atlantic winter and slip their carriers over a sun-flattened ocean somewhere in the South Pacific. They fought under seas and along stormed shores. Others kept factories rolling, continued growing corn and raising cattle, and saw to the millions of items needed to stay alive.

Those who fought often fought alongside their British and Canadian and Australian cousins who had been doing the same things longer and at greater costs. All the while, our more distant relatives, who looked and sounded a bit different from us, overran Manchuria and Korea or goose-stepped their way through France and the Netherlands. To their shame and the world’s sorrow, too often they cut off prisoners’ heads or herded victims of their hatred into showers of death-spewing gas.

In 1940, the United States had a population of 131,669,275. Even before Germany’s attack on Poland, many Americans realized that they, and the world at large, soon would be at war. Neither the Neutrality Act nor the self-proclaimed isolationists of the America First Committee (really just those who were anti-British, anti-Roosevelt, and anti-Semitic) could keep the nation out of what would become the first truly global war. Already, the army, navy, marines, and Coast Guard were expanding.

December 7, 1941, became the “date which will live in infamy,” and neither the United States nor the world in general would ever be the same.

To paraphrase Winston Churchill, never before had so many fought so hard, so far away; never before had so much of a nation’s soul been put into a war effort. Even America’s Civil War, which took more American lives than any other conflict the country had been in, did not match the atrocities, the changes in lifestyles, the often total reversal of fortunes of World War II.

In the course of forty-five months—the duration of U.S. involvement in the war—disbelief, despair, confusion, and chaos changed to confidence and hope, organization and order. It was a time when old enemies became friends and old friends became enemies. In the axiom of politics, our enemy’s enemies became our friends. At least temporarily.

World War II was like just about any other war in at least one respect. Most of the time it was not an adventure; it was a time of loneliness and boredom and fatigue. Action and danger were the punctuation marks.

Still, in its ferocity, World War II was like no other war anyone has ever seen. Let’s hope it stays that way.


CHAPTER ONE

Greetings:
Moments To Remember


I was in the class of ’41, the last high school class. You see? By that winter Leslie Bidwell would be dead at Pearl Harbor. My class would be dying.

—Betty Basye Hutchinson, resident of Oroville, California




Say what you will, nothing can make a complete soldier except battle experience.

—Ernie Pyle, United Features Syndicate, August 23, 1943



In September 1940, as Congress debated America’s first peacetime draft, a fistfight broke out in the Capitol, the first in fifty years. Outside, women protestors burned in effigy Sen. Claude Pepper, who had championed the draft bill.

Congress also created a two-ocean navy and, in a case of extreme, virtually unprecedented liberality, allocated $660 million for the army in the coming fiscal year. The War Department had asked for only $460 million. It did not, of course, refuse the extra $200 million.

The United States operated 6,500 local Selective Service Boards, called draft boards. October 16, 1940, was registration day, “R Day.” America’s young men reported to their local boards and registered for the draft. Some thought they’d be going into the army right then; a man in Davidson County, Tennessee, was so sure he’d be heading off to war that he took along his hunting rifle. It didn’t work that way, of course; there were several steps involved in the process.

From the moment the men stepped into the Selective Service Board office, the military confronted them with paperwork. First came DDS Form 40, an eight-page questionnaire. Because neither the military nor the bureaucracy spoke any normal language, many registrants needed help filling out the form.


Question: Have you ever been in an institution?

Answer: Yes, the hospital when I had my appendix taken out.

Question: Have you ever been found guilty of a crime?

Answer: Yes.

Question: Give particulars.

Answer: An automobile accident.



When the men walked out of the draft board office, they carried an item they were never supposed to be without under penalty of the law: DDS Form 2, better known as the draft card. By mail, registrants received draft lottery numbers ranging from 1 to 7,836. They were ready to go to war—not always willing or able, but generally ready.

Secretary of War Henry Stimson stood blindfolded beside a ten-gallon glass bowl, the same bowl used to hold World War I draft lottery numbers. Now, on October 29, 1940, the bowl was back in action.

Newsreel cameras rolled; radio microphones picked up the words. America and the world waited. Stimson reached in, drew out a blue capsule containing a number, and handed it to President Roosevelt, who read out the number for the first draftee: number 158. In the watching crowd, a woman screamed, “That’s my son.” Six thousand one hundred seventy-five other young men held lucky number 158. Western Union message boys around the nation hopped on their bikes and pedaled off to deliver telegrams from the Selective Service Board. The first line said it all: “Greetings.”

Inductees reported to their local draft board in the predawn darkness, with large groups of boys (truly, they were boys, not yet men) who stood in grim silence. Often with them were virtuously sobbing girlfriends, openly crying mothers, proud fathers, and noisy younger siblings who thought it was a gas for brother Bill to go off to be a soldier.

The inductees stood around and waited, some of them shy, some boisterous, some still drunk or hung over from the previous night’s farewell party. Unless the drunkenness got too out of hand or the hangover was so severe that it “spilled” onto other inductees, the army didn’t care. Finally, all the inductees climbed into a bus and were taken to an induction center, where they stood around some more.

Inside the center, an officer ordered the draftees to strip to their shorts, socks, and shoes. Most of the men were uncomfortable standing there in their underwear, especially with businesslike nurses walking among them. The army knew they’d be uncomfortable and realized that a man often sheds his defenses with his clothing. A sergeant issued tags for the inductees to wear around their necks, another sign that the military cared more for numbers than for names.

About the time that the men had given up expecting anything more to happen, a team of physicians marched in and examined the inductees one by one, poking and prodding them, checking them for irregular heartbeat and any outward signs of ill health. A nurse handed out specimen bottles and ordered the half-naked men to take them to a rest room and urinate. Those with the smallest specimen bottles invariably wound up farthest away from the urinals.

Inductees had to be at least five feet tall and weigh a minimum of 105 pounds. That appears small today, but the average World War II draftee was an inch taller and eight pounds heavier than the average in his father’s war, the War to End All Wars.

Recruits’ vision had to be correctable, and they had to have at least thirty-two natural teeth and not have flat feet, hernias, or venereal disease. The rule about teeth was left over from the Civil War draft, when a soldier needed most of his teeth in order to bite the end off a paper cartridge before loading his musket. The rule was dropped in mid-1943. The current concern was over the wretched state of the inductees’ teeth. It may have been due to the Great Depression and its long-lasting poverty.

In all, men drafted from the West and the Dakotas were, by far, the healthiest. Those from the South were the most likely to be rejected for health reasons.

If the inductees thought the physicians were quick in checking them over, the next group to have a go at them was even faster: psychiatrists. As World War II began, nearly 100,000 World War I veterans remained in government hospitals, still diagnosed as “shell shocked.” In the 1940s, such individuals were termed “neuropsychiatric” undesirables. After Vietnam, the term would be “post-traumatic stress disorder.” By whatever name, the military wanted to avoid having to hospitalize the men at government expense when World War II was over, so it screened inductees for any predilection toward neurosis. The psychiatric examination, however, usually was brief: “How do you feel?” “Are you nervous?” “Have you ever been nervous?” One psychiatric examiner saw 512 men in one day, which in an eight-hour day gave him less than one minute per inductee, not counting time off for lunch. Only after the war did the military admit that “the army’s standards on mental defects were inadequate and ineffectively administered.” In fact, although the army rejected 1,846,000 men for neuropsychiatry disorders, it had to discharge an additional 330,000 for the same reason. As draft board head Gen. John Hershey put it, the men whom the psychiatrists rejected were “no queerer than the rest of us.”

If the inductees passed the limited physical and mental examination, they were classified I-A and sworn in to the military. The story goes of draftees at an induction center who were milling around, pushing, and complaining about how they’d been checked out like horses at the Kentucky Derby. An old sergeant who’d seen and heard it all stood on a table at the front of the room: “Gentlemen, gentlemen! Calm down. Let’s have some quiet here, please. Gentlemen, please be quiet!” Once he got their attention, he turned the inductees over to a young officer who administered the oath. From that point on, Uncle Sam owned the recruits. The old sergeant let them know it as soon as the young officer left the room. “Shut up, damn it. You’re in the army now.”

The recruits would be allowed a final furlough to put their lives in order, then they had to report to a reception center. To make certain they showed up at the center, the military read them the 58th and 61st Articles of War, which said they had to return or be declared AWOL, absent without leave, and subject to military trial and punishment. Later, they’d have the entire list of Articles of War read to them so often they would memorize it. Years later, many World War II veterans could still remember the Articles of War, along with their military serial number.
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At first, only about 10 men from each local draft board were called up per month. That was 10 men out of a pool that averaged about 3,000 registrants for each local board. The number called increased, but for December 1941, the month of the Pearl Harbor invasion, only 20,000 men were called up nationwide. The army had reached its quota of 900,000 men and wasn’t prepared to take any more.

Initially, men between the ages of 21 and 36 were called. For some on the higher end of this scale, it was double duty; if they’d lied about their age they might have served in the Great War. Congress changed the law to limit inductees to ages 21 through 27, but after Pearl Harbor they changed it again and gave the president power to draft men by age group. Less than a year after America’s entry into World War II, men as young as 18 were drafted; the upper range was returned to 37, where it remained for the rest of the war. By the time Japan surrendered in 1945, more than 34 million American men had registered for the draft, with 10 million ordered to report for induction.

In both the United States and Canada, the armed forces were seen as a good way to get a job in a depressed economy. The unemployed thought more kindly of the draft than did, say, college students and those with steady jobs. Teenage boys tried growing mustaches to look older. Older men tried using shoe polish to cover up gray hair; in Canada a 76-year-old man who tried this was rejected.

All told, approximately one-sixth of all American males served in the military during the war, and draftees made up 10 million of the 16 million members of the armed forces. In the beginning, it was a white man’s war. The large contingent of blacks who had served so well in the Union Army during the Civil War were forgotten and not replaced. Virtually no blacks served on southern draft boards. A postwar report on South Carolina’s Selective Service system tried to explain it by obfuscating in the best style of political rhetoric: “We did not put any Negroes on the Local Boards or Appeal boards, the reason for which was explained to their satisfaction”—whatever that means.

When the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) campaigned for the integration of the armed services, Secretary of War Henry Stimson wrote in his diary: “What these foolish leaders of the colored race are seeking is at the bottom social equality.” Dwight Eisenhower, a brigadier general on the General Staff’s War Plans Division, told the War Department that he’d found no country where black troops would be welcomed. A year later, after more lobbying by the NAACP, army chief of staff George Marshall said, “Quit catering to the negroes’ desire for a proportionate share of combat units. Put them where they will best serve the war effort.” Generally, that meant that black draftees received little specialized training and were assigned to units behind the lines. Blacks in the navy usually were messboys or hospital orderlies or worked dockside or as cargo handlers; most drivers of the navy’s ship-to-shore vehicle, the DUKW, were black. Blacks drove trucks in the army, and a large percentage of drivers in the Red Ball Express were black. Blacks were also construction workers; black engineers and workers helped to build the Alcan Highway, the Alaska-Canada highway that ran from the railhead at Dawson Creek, British Columbia, to the Richardson Highway about a hundred miles from Fairbanks.

During the 1940s, blacks made up 10.6 percent of America’s population, but the American military never came close to having 10.6 percent of its forces black. Other ethnic groups whose representation didn’t match population figures had different complaints. When a large number of draftees on the Chicago list carried Polish names, Polish American residents accused the local board of calling up too many from that one group; the area then, as now, had a major segment of first- and second-generation Poles. Chicago area Poles and others of Eastern European extraction believed that they (meaning Christians) were being drafted while others (meaning Jews) were deferred, because those others “knew somebody on the draft board.” The belief was totally without basis, but it didn’t stop them from assuming that it was fact. Many still do, “knowing” their ethnic group was drafted far more often than any other ethnic group, “knowledge” that seems to be shared by every other ethnic group.

Cherokee Indians in North Carolina wanted their own draft board. In the Southwest, draft lists were loaded with Spanish names, and few were ever exempted.

One of the first to be drafted under the new law was John Larson, of Chicago. He was inducted on January 4, 1941. He and his girl back home, Marjorie Griffith, planned to marry after John, or Jonathan as she sometimes called him, had served his one-year hitch.


Dearest Jonathan:

We see the future, and in it, America will play a big role.… Wouldn’t it be a good idea to save what we can now, so outside of what expenses we will have on furloughs, we might have a little to go and buy a piece of America.… Huh, Johnnie?

I often think of the Army, hope and pray you will not be changed by association with a lot of men who indulge in coarseness to different degrees. I know you won’t tho’. And I appreciate that you do not deceive me.…

Good Night, my Johnnie

Marjorie Elizabeth



Marjorie Elizabeth Griffith and John Larson didn’t wait for his one-year enlistment to be completed; they were married on June 27, 1941.

Despite stories about men trying hard to fail their physical examinations and be exempted from the draft, it usually worked the other way. Some who perhaps should have been exempt tried hard to be accepted. It became a point of pride, not to mention worry over what the folks at home might say if they didn’t make the grade. “Funny thing about the medical examination,” draftee Marion Hargrove wrote in his best-selling book about life at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. “Before you get to it, you’re afraid you’ll pass. When you go through the examinations, you’re afraid you won’t.”

Still, 50 percent of the inductees were rejected as IV-F (4-F, in common terms). Of the first lucky holders of draft lottery number 158, that left about 3,100 standing. Subtract another 10 percent as being functionally illiterate (another holdover from the Depression years), and the number was down to about 2,800 men.

Occupational deferments could declare individuals as “holding an essential occupation,” which sometimes simply meant they performed some labor that no one else could. Usually, occupational deferments were granted for certain agricultural and industrial occupations, which the government deemed vital for the war effort. In some cases, workers—miners are a good example—spent the war years in the same jobs they’d had before the fighting. Even some of those who volunteered to go were still rejected.


There were thirteen draft classifications:
IA—Fit for general military service
IB—Fit for limited military service
IC—Member of the armed forces
ID—Student fit for general military service
IE—Student fit for limited military service
IIA—Deferred for critical civilian work
IIIA—Deferred due to dependents
IVA—Already served in the armed forces
IVB—Deferred by law (such as draft officials)
IVC—Alien
IVD—Minister
IVE—Conscientious objector
IVF—Physically, mentally, or morally unfit for service



In the early days of the war, local civic or social groups—the Elks or Moose or Eagles—hosted flag-waving celebrations sending their “brave young men” off to war with a going-away present of a carton of cigarettes, a ten-dollar bill, and a fifth of whiskey. The inductees smoked the “butts”, pocketed the “sawbuck,” and took the “booze” along on trains or buses packed with other recruits on their way to the reception centers. Such buses and trains often held the remnants of farewell celebrations. Some less than sober men often did considerable damage; other recruits quietly reflected on what lay ahead.

Directly ahead lay a large installation, the reception center, where once again inductees were ordered to undress. This time, it was for what troops called “shortarm inspection,” but what the Medical Department referred to as a “short physical inspection.” By whatever name, inductees were examined to determine whether they had contracted any venereal disease since they’d last been checked. From there on out, every time they changed a military post—even more frequently in the navy: whenever they left port—they’d be given a shortarm inspection. The examination, in the jargon of the times, was conducted by a “pecker checker,” a “pricksmith,” or a “penis machinist.” Recruits also got the 1940s version of a sex lecture: “Flies spread disease, so keep yours buttoned.”

As the men moved from spot to spot, from test to inspection, old-timers (those who had been in as long as a week) shouted and jeered at the newcomers. “Get out while you can!” as if they had much choice. “You’ll be sorry!” as if the inductees already weren’t more than just a little sorry.

Next, they took the Army General Classification Test, or AGCT. It consisted of 150 multiple-choice questions that tested basic abilities: math, verbal skills, and spatial (that is, nonverbal) reasoning. It didn’t measure intelligence but, rather, was a test of what people had done with the intelligence they’d been born with—“social experience,” psychologists called it. The military wasn’t so much interested in whether a recruit was a genius (actually, they didn’t know what to do with someone whose intelligence was greatly above normal) but how quickly does this guy pick up new information and use it. How high you scored on the AGCT might determine what you did during military life and, in fact, how long you might live. As an example, a recruit needed a score of 115 or better to get into officer candidate school (OCS).

If the AGCT didn’t get you, a fifteen-minute classification examination might. It came next. Stories, rumors, and apocrypha abound about the classification tests. Few inductees, goes the claim, wound up doing in the military anything for which they had experience in civilian life. A civilian banker might become a military baker because the interviewer misspelled the word.

Examiners used the Index and Specifications for Occupational Specialists to determine the proper peg for the proper hole—medical, transportation, or telephone installation, for example. Sometimes it worked; sometimes it didn’t. As General Hershey put it, “I haven’t seen a draft questionnaire yet in which the guy said he shot people for a living.” When all other classification failed, inductees were deemed fit for “any arm of service” and usually became infantrymen-foot soldiers who slogged around the world.

The British military version of the fifteen-minute classification exam checked for what was called “combat temperament,” the higher, the better. By 1943, the U.S. Medical Corps suggested a similar system to cull those men who possessed not only stamina but the ability to adjust to an unfavorable environment, a man who would show aggressiveness and initiative. One psychiatrist advised looking for men who possessed a spirit of adventure, a love of competition, and “a love of blood sports.”

The next step consisted of inoculations—smallpox and typhoid “injections.” The many stories of inductees passing out at the first sign of a hypodermic needle led reception center personnel to wait until all other tests were completed before they subjected draftees to what everyone knew were square needles.

The inductees’ stay in the reception center lasted an average of nine days. During this time they were not only tested and poked, injected and scorned, they were given remarkably quick and remarkably short haircuts, remarkably free of charge. They got uniforms, which of course always fit perfectly, despite the saying: “the military has two sizes—too big or too little.”

Men traded uniforms to find something close to fitting, and men who had never before put needle to thread tried shortening or lengthening pants. Others, such as Elliot Johnson, found another way around the problem.


I found out that there were some very enterprising people in the world. One of the men who had been drafted had set himself up as a tailor. The pants I was issued dragged at least a foot beyond my shoes onto the sidewalk, and for fifty cents that enterprising young man altered my pants and made them fit.



In the beginning, many uniforms were left over from World War I. They often came complete with IDs of long-dead soldiers and names of long-gone girlfriends tucked away in moth-eaten pockets. The primary uniform was a floppy olive-drab outfit called “fatigues,” topped with an equally floppy hat.

An army may march on its stomach; it certainly marches on its feet, and boots were a major item for recruits. For a while, the government issued leftover World War I puttees, khaki-colored strips of canvas that soldiers laced around their lower legs and ankles. Puttees were designed to help keep the Doughboys’ feet dry in World War I trenches.

World War II GIs hated puttees and left them off whenever they could get away with it. They were so tedious to put on that soldiers sometimes left them on for long periods of time, so long that many developed the condition known as trench foot—the flesh looks deathly white and wrinkled and breaks out in sores.

“It is an awesome experience,” wrote columnist-cartoonist Bill Mauldin, “when a man with three stars on each shoulder steps out of the bushes and demands to see your bare feet.” The three-star general who inspected Mauldin’s feet was Lt. Gen. Walter Krueger, who commanded the Third Army at the start of the war and was known for surprise foot inspections.

Finally, troops received boots that looked like lace-up, high-top shoes, with a top section that strapped around the ankle.

Author Marion Hargrove wrote about being issued shoes:


My shoe size, the clerk yelled down the line, was ten and a half.

“I beg your pardon,” I prompted, “I wear a size nine.”

“Forgive me,” he said, a trifle weary, “the expression is, ‘I wore a size nine.’ These shoes are to walk in, not to make you look like Cinderella. You say size nine; your foot says ten and a half.”



In an effort to give recruits properly fitting boots, the army used an X-ray device known as a fluoroscope. You stood with your feet inside the machine, wearing what the quartermaster sergeant assured you was the correct size boot. A television-type screen displayed a live, eerily green X ray of your feet, boots clearly outlined around them. You really could see if your boots fit! You really could, and sometimes did, get an overdose of X rays. For several years following the war, the fluoroscope was a favorite of shoe store owners, and also kids who wanted to see their foot bones wiggle.

Another method of shoe sizing was to have recruits try on their new boots while carrying buckets loaded with sand. Supposedly, the sand represented the 105-pound pack they’d later have to tote all over camp and all over the world.

At the start of the war, American troops still used World War I British army-style “tin hats.” They were so heavy that they often gave the wearer a stiff neck and didn’t do much to protect him from shell fragments thrown up from the ground. It took a while, but the Quartermaster Corps came up with the M1 helmet, a two-piece combination of steel pot and liner, which together weighed three pounds. According to specifications, the new helmet would protect the wearer from a .45-caliber bullet fired five feet away. The liner was constructed of laminated phenolic resin-impregnated fabric. By itself, the liner could be used in parades and gave an appropriately military look. Really neat for cadets in the Reserve Officers’ Training Corps (ROTC).

The steel pot was a miracle: a washbasin, a mixing bowl, a cooking pot, a table, a pillow, or even a short stool to sit on. Its visor rim not only kept rain off the wearer’s face, in a pinch it could be used like a shovel blade to dig a hole. An army nurse said she found twenty-one separate uses for the new helmet.

The M1 helmet had a chin strap, but was generally worn unfastened. In fact, Gen. George Patton said he’d fine any man twenty-five dollars if he caught him with his chin strap fastened. Patton claimed to have lost an aide in Tunisia who had his helmet strapped on. A concussion from a shell snapped the man’s head back and broke his neck.

If there was anything wrong with the new M1 helmet, it was its appearance. Some critics claimed that it looked too much like the German helmet. When U.S. troops were sent to Northern Ireland, they had to go back to the 1917 tin hat to keep from scaring the natives. The army stuck with the M1 helmet until the late 1980s, when it went over to a model that really resembled a German helmet. It’s made of the same material used for police bulletproof vests, and it comes with a variety of camouflage-pattern covers. It cannot, however, be used as a cooking pot.

Later on, recruits were issued a lot of other gear, everything from athletic sneaker-type boots to be worn in the jungles (they were never satisfactory) to “shoepacs,” boots now commonly seen gracing the pages of hunting and outdoor gear catalogs: rubber bottoms with leather tops. They got shelter halves (an idea left over from the Civil War; you joined your shelter half with a buddy’s and made a tent), packs, barracks bags, sleeping bags, and ammunition carriers. The government issued jungle troops eighteen-inch-long machetes to allow them to cut through miles of brush without causing blisters.

The army also issued a marvelous invention called the “entrenching tool,” a folding shovel. You could dig with it when it was unfolded, chop with it when it was partially closed, and use it as a weapon in hand-to-hand combat. After the war, the tool saved many a former GI from getting his car bogged down in heavy snow. It became an almost standard accessory for postwar auto trunks.

Many consider the quartermaster’s greatest success to be the field jacket. In the mid-1930s, the army issued millions of short, wind-breaker-type jackets, but in February 1943, the Quartermaster Corps started giving troops of the 3d Division in Italy longer field jackets, and the troops loved them. Warm, waterproof, and lightweight with loads of pockets, they were perfect for the cold, wet Anzio area. When the rest of the Fifth Army saw the new field jackets, they clamored for their own. It became the favorite coat of soldiers in World War II. Thanks to postwar stores specializing in used military gear, field jackets lived on as the coats of choice among men on street corners and college campuses. In the 1960s and 1970s, they became virtually a uniform for antiwar protestors.

It was the first time away from home for many draftees, and most of them enjoyed the experience, at least in the early stages of their military careers before the shooting started. One young man from North Carolina, however, went a bit overboard in writing his buddies at home about the joys of army life.


Tell all of the boys to come on down for the Army is all right they are good to you down here for they will serve you breakfast in bed if you want them to all you have to do is tell them the night before and they fixt you right up it is so easy.



A draftee from Texas told the folks at home one reason he liked army life: “They let you sleep till 5:30.”

[image: ]

The World War II draftee was likely to have some high school education, know how to drive a car, and be proficient in the jitterbug, the big apple, or the lindy. He was not as likely as his father and grandfather in earlier wars to have ever shot a rifle. Hopefully, he would learn.

In the early days of the war, technical specialties got the cream of the draftees, with the army air forces right behind. Because the navy and the Marine Corps thrived on volunteers only (later, they welcomed draftees), “the army ground forces got the dregs,” as one general put it. By the second year of the war, that changed; toward the end of the war, the quality of army ground units was actually improving.

The average American soldier in World War II was 5 feet 8 inches tall and weighed 144 pounds. He had a 33½-inch chest and a 31-inch waist; his shoe size was 9½D. During basic training he gained 6 to 9 pounds, added at least an inch to his chest, and his shoe size rose to 10D. Officers, who frequently came from a better educated and wealthier part of society, were somewhat taller and heavier than enlisted personnel.

On the other side of the war, where nutrition was also a factor, the average Japanese officer was only 5 feet 6 inches tall and weighed 128 pounds. That put Allied officers a good 30 pounds heavier and several inches taller than their opposite numbers.
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