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This book is dedicated to Susan Wright, with love and thanks. 
She encouraged and joined me in this every step of the way— 
as she has in everything I have done now for nearly thirty years.


 




I also dedicate this work to all of the veterans who have served, 
with a special thanks to those whom I have met in the hospitals. 
They bear the burden with grace and courage. 
They have inspired me and they have enriched me.







INTRODUCTION

Cannons in the Park


THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT America’s wars, those who fought them, and the public’s understanding of those experiences. From the American Revolution to the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, there has been a significant change in the nature of warfare and in the ways in which this country has approached its wars. I wish to discuss how, over this period of 235 years, Americans have mobilized for their wars and how they have celebrated and looked after those who have fought the nation’s battles.

The understandings of wars by participants and contemporaries, the evolving concept of the citizen soldier, the perception of the nature and result of the wars, the abstracting of sacrifice and even heroism: all of these influence the view and the treatment of those who have fought. This is at the core of my interests. In his second inaugural address, coming at the end of the bloody Civil War, Abraham Lincoln stressed the nation’s obligation to all “who have borne the battle.” This is a standing obligation. Finally, I am concerned about the ways in which our twenty-first-century wars do not fit easily into the historical narrative—and about the consequences of this for those who are fighting these wars.

This book offers the reflections, the meditations, of an American historian. They have been shaped by my reading of history and influenced by my own experiences. The latter may always be true for those of us who write of matters that we have touched personally; here I would make that possibility explicit. The book is neither an autobiography nor a memoir. It  begins, nonetheless, with my personal story and military experiences, for they have led me to this subject, and they have inevitably helped to shape my views.

I grew up in Galena, Illinois, an old Mississippi River town that was settled in the early nineteenth century for its lead mines. While the mining continued, Galena evolved as a commercial port. By the first half of the twentieth century, Galena was surrounded by farms and some viable zinc mines, but its days as a center of commerce were behind it. The Galena River tributary into the Mississippi filled in with so much sediment that steamboats could no longer come up to the warehouses and docks. It was and remains a historic town, remembered as Ulysses Grant’s home at the beginning of the Civil War.

Within days of my birth in August 1939, World War II began in Europe. Though I am technically considered a member of the “Depression” generation, I believe there should be a special classification for those of us whose early childhood memories are of wartime mobilization rather than of the Great Depression.

In 1940 my father went to work at the Savanna Army Depot, a weapons proving ground and storage depot located some fifteen miles away. In 1943, thirty years old and the father of two, he was drafted into the army. He reported in January 1944, and by August he was in Europe, serving in the 723rd Railway Operation Battalion in the northern France, Rhineland, and central European theaters. Eventually achieving the rank of sergeant, he received Bronze Battle Stars but was not directly involved in any hostile action.

I strain for a memory of his leaving—I do have an image of a train, I think at the Burlington Station in East Dubuque, Illinois. He and my mother were both crying. I clearly remember his return from Germany and his discharge in December 1945. He brought me a souvenir, a German military knife. I still have it, but it has been in the back of a drawer ever since I learned the still-painful symbolism of the swastika shining on the handle.

My mother worked during the war in a defense plant that made batteries. I visited her there, a hot and dark place, heavy with black powder, where women sat at long benches doing things that were unclear to me.  She would come home aching tired, literally black with the carbon dust, and would soak in the bathtub.

She and my brother and I saved recyclable goods and used ration books and even participated in air-raid drills, with closed shades and all lights turned off. It was a war, but to a five-year-old, it all became part of normal life. I played with metal soldiers and built model airplanes—I was very proud of a P-61 Black Widow that I built and painted. I still have photographs of my brother, Bob, and me in military uniforms, one in which we are saluting, another of us holding toy rifles. I am sure my mother sent copies of these to my dad in Europe.

When she was free, my mother would walk with us across the old Green Street bridge to Grant Park. We would play there on the swings, the slide, and the seesaw. Overlooking this playground was the park’s small manicured hill. A bronze statue of General Grant stood in the middle of the field on top, facing to the south, with places like Shiloh, Vicksburg, and Appomattox inscribed on the base. A large obelisk stood nearby, dedicated to all from the county who served in the Civil War. By one count, there were more than 2,900 men from a county with an 1860 population of slightly more than 27,000. Several cannons sat on the edges of the hill, war trophies from World War I, the Spanish-American War, and, of course, the Civil War. These were always magnets to children, and I was no exception. We climbed and played on the cannons as much as on the playground equipment.

Later I would learn more about these weapons. The small cannon, a Blakely Rifle, was the first rifled cannon used in battle in the United States when South Carolina batteries fired it on Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor on April 12, 1861. The Confederate army used the cannon until near the end of the war, when it was captured by General William Sherman. A Galena Lead Mine Regiment served with Sherman when he took the weapon at Cheraw, South Carolina. At the initiative of one of these Galena veterans, the Blakely found a home in Galena thirty years later, a trophy in the park honoring General Grant.

When we walked to the park, we had to cross Illinois Central Railroad tracks. A one-armed crossing guard stood there in a little booth and would hold up a sign telling pedestrians to stop or proceed. His name  was Jake Gunn. He had lost an arm as a young man in a railroad accident, and it seemed natural to learn that he had once met General Grant. Eight other Galenians served as generals in the Civil War, an impressive contribution from a city that then had some 8,000 people. History seemed to hang around.

I had a sense that all of the fathers in Galena were in the armed forces during World War II. Then it seemed that they all came home at once, with a tremendous sense of energy and enthusiasm. Except for those who didn’t return. Of the 798 Galenians who served during the war, 18 died, a substantial sacrifice for a small town then of 4,100 people. The 1940 census recorded that there were only 580 males between the ages of fifteen and thirty-four living in Galena. A number of the men who served and those who were casualties obviously were from nearby farms and rural communities, identified as Galenians but not counted there for census purposes. By any count, of those who had gone to war, many had made the ultimate sacrifice.

Few of the returning veterans, including my father, talked much about the war. Some had served with the army or the marines on the Pacific islands, some went ashore on D-day and fought at Bastogne, while others parachuted behind lines or had been shot down and captured by Germans or engaged in naval battles. I would learn of this later, from others, seldom from the men themselves. They were neither teaching about war nor really talking about it. Perhaps because of this, I retain a vivid image of one soldier who had served in Europe showing a few of us some horrifying photos he took when his unit liberated a concentration camp.

When I reflect on this now, I think of how natural it seemed to be in a community of veterans. There was little sense of militarism or of taking pleasure in war. It was simply part of our history, our culture perhaps, and our life. I would later understand that small midwestern cities such as Galena had always recorded high proportions of their young citizens serving the nation’s wars. Four hundred seventy men from the Galena community served in World War I. Eighteen of them died, a number ironically the same as, but proportionately much higher than, World War II. The 1920 Galena population was 4,742. During the Korean  War, 131 served out of a 1950 population of 3,826. Three did not return from that war.

I was nearly eleven when the Korean War began and I was able to follow its progress in the morning newspaper. I cheered when MacArthur sent the marines into Inchon Harbor and when he moved the UN forces swiftly into the North. I was surprised by the successful Chinese assault on the Eighth Army, and I followed closely the First Marines and the army’s 7th Infantry Division fighting out of the Chosin Reservoir. I was shocked when Truman removed General MacArthur and listened on the radio when the general spoke before Congress and delivered his “old soldiers never die” farewell. I bought a cheap 78-rpm recording of it and never forgave Truman until I was in college and read more about the conflict. And as I read still more, the forgiveness became applause.

For my culture and my time, joining the military was a natural step. The Cold War shaped an expectation of war with the Soviet Union or other Communist countries. We had been conditioned by the nuns at St. Michael’s and by the newspapers to prepare for conflict. The draft provided one major tangible reminder of this preparation. One scholar, George Flynn, said that among young American men, serving in the military was “close to universal through 1958.”1 Certainly, what we called “going into the service” was a normal rite of passage, more so perhaps for those of us who had never really thought of continuing our education. It was a part of the transition from boyhood to manhood—and it was clearly a pathway on which few girls could walk. Military service seemed a normal choice, along with sports teams, the pool hall, job opportunities in factory, farm, or mine. This all reinforced the male-dominated culture. Moreover, there seemed to be few interesting options available to me. No one in my family had a college degree, and in my school days I had no expectation of continuing to college.

With a peacetime draft still in operation, we had an incentive to enlist at a time of our choosing and in a preferred service. I knew I wanted to be a marine. Of my 1957 Galena High School class of sixty graduates, twenty-five of us were boys; five joined the marines just a few weeks following our graduation. I was seventeen. Six of my classmates joined the army, the navy, and the air force. That number of eleven was far more  than the four or five boys from the class of 1957 who went to college, at least immediately out of high school. Actually, several of us, including all of the future marines, had joined a naval reserve unit in nearby Dubuque, Iowa, when we turned seventeen, and we spent our senior year in high school going to reserve meetings. Each of these decisions seemed natural to our generation. I have a picture of the five Galena marines posing at the Iwo Jima Memorial in Arlington, Virginia, as part of our high school class trip to Washington, DC.

This was all part of the culture of the post–World War II years. Ron Kovic wrote that when he met the marine recruiters in their dress-blue uniforms on Long Island, it was “like all the movies and all the books and all the dreams of becoming a hero come true.”2 Philip Caputo grew up in suburban Chicago and recalled that joining the Marine Corps “symbolized an opportunity for personal freedom and independence.”3 In the pre-Vietnam years there was little thought of cost or consequence. Caputo and Kovic would encounter serious levels of each. My generation, just a few years older, did not. No one ever fired a shot at me, and I never had to fire at anyone. Just three years after I joined the marines, my younger brother enlisted in the navy; he was also seventeen years old and just out of high school.

As a marine, I certainly stayed out of trouble and followed the rules, even if I found them often petty and learned that some of the noncommissioned officers (NCOs) I met enjoyed being petty. I resented for years a particularly cruel and stupid drill instructor I had. In time, I achieved the rank of lance corporal, not very rapidly, or with much distinction. A strength of the Marine Corps has been its training and discipline; sharpening these things in peacetime, while an essential activity, was boring at best.

It was only with later reflection that I realized what a critical and empowering interlude this was for me. While at Keesler Air Force Base in Biloxi, Mississippi, I flinched at the embedded racism of Mississippi in the late 1950s. My unit, Marine Air Group-13 of the First Marine Brigade, was stationed at Kaneohe Bay, Hawaii; we shipped out on an LST (a US Naval vessel, landing ship, tank), the Tioga County, LST 1158, and served on temporary deployment in Atsugi, Japan, during the Quemoy-Matsu crisis of 1958.

From Atsugi, I was able to watch occupied Japan begin to step with some assurance into a new world. I saw this from a base that still had underground facilities from its service for Imperial Japan during World War II, including a training base for Kamikazi pilots. I watched U-2 planes take off from the base for “weather reconnaissance,” and I would learn a few years later that the squadron my unit replaced, Marine Air Control Squadron-1 of Marine Air Group-11, was the outfit to which Lee Harvey Oswald was assigned. I was in his barracks while he was down in Taiwan—shortly afterward, he would go home. My unit returned to Hawaii, again via an uncomfortable and crowded LST (the Tom Green County, LST 1159) in time for the celebration of Hawaiian statehood on Waikiki Beach.

In my formative late-teen years, I saw much of the world. I encountered racism in a Marine Corps that was still dealing with desegregation. I also met and developed friendships with young marines from all over the country, and I served under some impressive officers and noncommissioned officers who had been in World War II and in Korea. I developed a sense of discipline and self-confidence, the ability to work within and with a group toward common goals—although surely my St. Michael’s School nuns had taught me self-discipline as effectively as any marine drill instructor!

 



 



When I joined the marines I had no real life plans. I thought this experience would give me a few years to put off working in the local mines or factories. I never had any expectation of staying in the marines for a career. This reflected the culture of the time: if most of us expected to serve, very few thought of doing so for any more than the minimum time required. One of my high school classmates stayed in the air force for a career. Other than him, I knew very few from Galena who served for more than their original enlistment. The military was part of our life, but only briefly.

When I was discharged after three years, still not twenty-one years of age, I decided I would go to college. I was curious to learn and I was eager to explore. Once I started going to school, I never stopped. I enjoyed history and thought I would like to be a high school history teacher. I  worked hard and turned out to be a good student. Faculty encouraged me to think of a doctorate, and upon graduation I received a Danforth Fellowship. In 1964 I commenced a graduate program in American history at the University of Wisconsin, Madison.

As it turned out, my decision to go to college had not allowed me a total pass on working in local mines and factories. My family had no money to help me, and as a peacetime veteran I had no government support until there was a program instituted during my last years of graduate school. While an undergraduate, I worked in a local cheese factory, as a janitor at the Galena High School, and as a bartender at a bowling alley as well as a local club that maintained illegal slot machines in the back room. I also worked for the Eagle Picher Mining Company at its zinc mines, the Graham and the Birkett. The mining company provided good employment for me, including weekends, while I was a student at nearby Wisconsin State College, Platteville. I monitored the underground pumps, was on fire watch, and worked as a security guard. I had a lot of time to study during my overnight shifts.

In the summer before I went to Madison for graduate study, I was working in the Birkett mine as a powderman, setting dynamite charges. My ground boss had persuaded me to do this, saying a former marine must surely know how to handle dynamite; I assured him I had never touched it. He said I could learn, and the clincher was when he offered me $0.20 more an hour, $2.35, for the assignment. I left the backer position on the drill machine and picked up a handmade powder knife. We had our lunch breaks underground, and in August of that summer I recall that we talked briefly about the reported attacks on US Naval vessels in the Tonkin Gulf of Vietnam. The other miners expressed general support but not much real interest when the Americans hammered coastal North Vietnam with air attacks. I basically shared these feelings, but not in any reflective way.

During my first year at Madison, the Vietnam War ramped up significantly. I do not recall any strong reactions when President Lyndon Johnson sent some marines ashore at Da Nang in March 1965, the first introduction of American combat troops to Vietnam. Within a short time, however, Madison was roiled by protests against the war. My own  view evolved from apprehension to concern, and then to opposition. I did not actively join in protests; I was older and focused on my program, but I was sympathetic with these activities. David Maraniss in his book They Marched into Sunlight captures well the on-campus emotions and views in those years. I knew several of the former students he had interviewed and remember vividly the demonstrations.4


By 1967 I had turned strongly against the war because it seemed so strategically wrong and so horrible in its casualties. I never joined in any criticism of the US forces serving; I was concerned about them and what they were being asked to do. I was worried about the marines encircled at Khe Sanh and in fact wondered if I knew any of them. Later it was easy—I would say essential—to criticize Lieutenant William Calley and his platoon. But I never assumed that they were truly representative.

Even as I was following the Tet Offensive and the battle of Khe Sanh, in the winter of 1968 I supported and rang some doorbells in Madison for Eugene McCarthy in his antiwar campaign for the Democratic presidential nomination. I recall the angriest adult exchange I ever had with my father, who was then working as a bartender at the Galena post of the Veterans of Foreign Wars. We were watching on television the Democratic convention of that year. I supported the protesters; he applauded the Chicago police.

A year later when a young Galena boy we both knew was killed on “Hamburger Hill” in the A Shau Valley of western Vietnam, my dad agreed that sacrifices over meaningless hills were simply wrong. This soldier had been a student of mine when I student-taught a class at Galena High School. His dad, who had earned a Purple Heart in World War II, was a good, supportive boss at the mines. It was a tragedy, and I had a chance forty years later, when I spoke on Veterans Day at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall, to remember Mike Lyden, the son of a miner, who died in Operation Apache Snow in May 1969.

Out of a total 1970 population of 3,930, there were 115 Galenians who served in the armed forces during the Vietnam War. In addition to Mike Lyden, another young soldier, Joseph Funston, was killed at Binh Dinh in 1968 just a few weeks after his nineteenth birthday. A classmate recalled him as “the kindest, most considerate boy” at Galena High School.

In the summer of 1969 I came to Dartmouth as an assistant professor of history. The following spring, following the deployment of US forces into Cambodia and the shootings at Kent State and Jackson State, our Ivy League campus was rocked by protests. The faculty and the administration suspended spring-term classes, and I joined another faculty member in taking a group of students to Washington. We did not join protesters or pickets, but we did meet with members of Congress and others, such as AFL-CIO representatives, to talk about ending the war. In the summer of 1970, I met Senator George McGovern and signed on to help him in his New Hampshire primary campaign. I was impressed by Senator McGovern as a World War II hero who was opposed to the current war in Vietnam.

By the time I arrived at Dartmouth, the school was well on the way to closing down the college’s ROTC and NROTC programs. When the administration brought back ROTC in the 1980s, I spoke out against linking this program with a liberal arts campus. I later redoubled my criticism of the programs because of the “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell” policies. Dartmouth developed a tolerance for the program despite the intolerance of the government. When I became president of Dartmouth in 1998, I can’t say it was an issue. The board had reinstated it, and I was responsible for maintaining it.

 



 



When the United States and some allies went into Afghanistan following the 9/11 attacks in order to root out the Taliban and to find or kill Osama bin Laden, I thought this was a justifiable action. When we went into Iraq eighteen months later, I was not convinced it was either justifiable or wise.

In the fall of 2004, I was surprised at how engaged emotionally I became with the battle for Fallujah in Iraq. In reading newspaper accounts and watching news programs, I was increasingly impressed by the soldiers and marines who were fighting in the streets there. Maybe I identified with them as someone who had been a young marine forty-five years earlier. More important, they were the age of the students for whom I was responsible at Dartmouth. I had colleagues and associates at Dartmouth who had known me for years and had not ever known I had been a marine. I had not hidden it, but I didn’t talk about it, either. It was part of my history. Now this history reappeared.

I expressed to a friend my interest in helping the wounded in some way. A Dartmouth graduate and former US Marine officer, he suggested I visit the marines who were hospitalized at Bethesda Naval Hospital. With his help, I first went to Bethesda in the summer of 2005. I would return there and also go to Walter Reed Army Hospital and Balboa Naval Hospital in San Diego, making some two dozen visits over the next six years. My pattern has always been the same: to try to go bed to bed, talking to the young wounded; asking about them, where they are from, and why they had joined the military; inquiring about how they were injured; and encouraging them to think about continuing their education. I told them I had been a lance corporal who had never attended college until I was discharged from the Marine Corps. I never kept tallies or notes or names, respecting the privacy of those whom I met. Over the years I have heard some inspiring and some horrifying stories, told matter-of-factly by young marines and soldiers who were not seeking sympathy.

My hospital visits, which continue, have often been emotional experiences for me. In the first six years of doing this, I talked to probably three hundred young men and a few women in their hospital beds, lounges, and therapy rooms. In the hospitals I visited, these patients were by definition seriously injured. These young veterans were racked with pain and sedated with medication, and I tried hard to talk naturally to those with disfigured faces and freshly scarred bodies, those with tubes running into their veins, often with stumps of limbs still marked by swelling and the seeping of blood and pus, or those with new prostheses, insisting that they will run again and rejoin their units. At first I was surprised at the latter, assuming it was a reflection of their enthusiasm for the mission in Iraq or Afghanistan. I learned that the mission was quite secondary; enthusiasm for it was not even necessarily their motivation, but they did have a tremendous loyalty to those with whom they served. I have never gotten used to seeing these young wracked bodies; I never want to get used to it.

My work with the veterans led me to join with the American Council on Education to establish and raise money for a more formal counseling program at some major military hospitals. There were several news accounts about this and later about my work with senators Jim Webb, Chuck Hagel, and John Warner regarding the GI Bill of 2008 introduced by Senator Webb. These resulted in some recognition—I was considered something of a curiosity as an ex-marine, Ivy League president who was working with military veterans. I worked with some veterans groups and met some generals. I had a few meetings and briefings at the Pentagon.

As I became more involved with veterans of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, I began sending a package whenever I learned of any Dartmouth graduate who was serving there. These parcels included Dartmouth caps and T-shirts, maple candy, and a book of Robert Frost poetry. I received a note back from a recent ROTC graduate who was a platoon leader in Iraq. He wrote me to say that none of the men in his platoon had a college education and that he had taken to reading them a poem when they returned from patrols through always-hostile places. He reported that they enjoyed Frost’s poems and were asking for more. His approach affirmed for me that not only was there a place for ROTC on campuses like mine, but there was also a place for liberal arts graduates in the military ranks.

At the same time, I was deeply committed to the rights of the gay and lesbian community. For a time, this forced me to juggle supporting principles in tension with one another. The repeal of Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell in 2010 was a significant step forward. It has opened some closed doors for gay and lesbian Americans, and it will open some closed doors for the military on many other campuses. It is important that people now freely pass both ways through these open doors.

In 2009 I stepped down from the Dartmouth presidency after serving for eleven years. My plans were a bit uncertain, but I knew that I wanted to continue working with veterans. I was concerned that so much of the obvious public support for veterans was transitory, if not superficial. The wounded particularly faced a lot of problems, and it was not clear that most Americans understood these issues—and it surely was not clear that I understood them. But I wanted to try to understand better.

In the spring of 2009 Chancellor Robert Birgenau invited me to give the Jefferson Lecture at the University of California, Berkeley, in the next academic year. I was honored to accept, and when the nominating committee indicated that they hoped I would talk about my work with veterans, I agreed. I told them I was a historian and that rather than simply describing my recent experiences, I wanted to discuss the history of the way in which Americans have viewed and cared for those who have fought our wars.

In preparing for the Jefferson Lecture, I read widely on war and veterans. Much of this was new territory for me as a political historian—and one who had not had his hand in history for a few years. I could only touch upon some of the things I wanted to share in the Jefferson Lecture. That presentation as well as the preparation for the remarks I delivered at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial Wall in Washington on Veterans Day, 2009, and a lecture at Yonsei University in Seoul on Veterans Day, 2010, regarding American veterans of the Korean War, became intellectual building blocks for this book.5 Early on, I recognized that there was a need for a book that summarized critically how Americans historically have mobilized for war and how they have treated those who fought.

It became clear to me as I was working on the Jefferson Lecture that the historical American attitude toward veterans has not been constant, nor has it been an independent variable, unrelated to other things. Views of veterans have been shaped by public views of the military and of the wars in which the troops were engaged, as well as perceptions of the way they were conducting them. I sought to understand these things, as temporal, subjective, and imprecise as they are. Americans do not view “veterans” separately from their missions—witness in the late twentieth century the different contemporary public views of World War II veterans and Vietnam War veterans.

Most Americans have never served in combat. They have no conception of the reality of war. As I have tried to understand this experience through reading and conversations, I acknowledge my own very real limits. One Korean War veteran, who had served as a prisoner of war and had escaped from the massacre of a group of prisoners, said that when he  tried to talk about his experience, people would say, “Oh yeah. I know. I read about that.” He observed, “You can read about it all you want, but you’re not going to understand how it was.”6


The majority of those Americans who are “war veterans” are really “wartime veterans” and never experienced combat either. This has been increasingly true over the past one hundred years, as the logistical and support needs of combat forces have become even greater. I have not tried to distinguish here between wartime service and combat duty. Wartime service members not on the front often suffer from some of the same apprehension and concern as their combat buddies. Many of them could find themselves under fire, and in all cases they have served during wartime. One Iraq veteran told me that serving in a combat zone created “a pervasive sense of horror.” My narrative focus here is largely on those who have engaged in combat, even as the various veterans programs have not distinguished between combat and noncombat veterans.

In addressing these issues, in this book I focus primarily on the army because it has the greatest need to raise forces for wars. The army symbolizes so well the process, the problems, and the successes of mobilizing forces in our democracy. It represents the range and complexity of wars. The legendary “citizen soldiers” are synonymous with the American Army, even though today’s soldiers are often long-serving and most identify themselves as professionals, rather than civilians on temporary duty.

The American armed forces have also proved to be a place where some of the great tensions of our country, those regarding inclusiveness and equity, have played out. Whether immigrant groups in the nineteenth century, African Americans in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, women, or, now, gay and lesbian Americans in the past half century, there has been an ironic tension between those who have wished to serve their country and the barriers they have faced in doing so. The military institutionally has been as responsive to these groups as have most institutions in our society, often more so; the military culture has not always proved as receptive.

Up until the Cold War, Americans historically tended not to support a significant investment in the military except in times of war. This allowed most citizens to ignore the military most of the time. It also necessitated rapid and significant mobilization in times of emergency. This book describes how we have mobilized for our wars, how we think about the service of those who are called upon, and how we treat them after their service has ended, as we attempt to return to status quo ante bellum. Those who have served in combat find it difficult to imagine returning to that state.

Wars are by and large transitory things, occasional distractions perhaps, for those who are not fighting them and whose loved ones are not fighting. The less realistic the broader society’s image is of combat, the easier it is for society to put the reality of war behind. What is missing, then, is a clear understanding of what society has imposed upon some of its young citizens, what their countrymen have asked of them. Those who served will not put it behind.

War is about national strategy and national defense and patriotic pride and geopolitical calculations. And it is about misunderstandings and miscalculations, stupidity and malice, and sometimes about the consequences of accidents. War is about strategic agendas and epic battles that define nations and shape history. War is about courage and heroism, but it is also about pain and suffering and sorrow and tragedy. But combat, the process of actually fighting a war in the dirt and the mud, in airplanes, or upon ships at sea, is about those who finally are sent out to implement these national strategies—and they have more immediate concerns than the national goals or considerations.

People in combat become consumed with tactical problems and personal needs. In the final accounting, combat becomes intensely personal. Within the framework of an immediate tactical military objective, within a military unit with clear hierarchy and crisp differentiation of authority and of responsibility, combat is about simply staying alive, about protecting and aiding those in your unit, and about deadly confrontations with those who share with you the impulse for their own self-preservation. A study of those who fought in America’s wars confirms the constant “overriding desire to survive,” regardless of the purpose of war or nature of combat.7


Most human beings learn as infants to remember two constant things: to look out for themselves, avoiding any threatening risks, and not to  harm another human being—and the latter is emphasized under threat of law as well as moral code and religious teachings. When young men are mobilized for war, those who train them have to impose a sense of discipline and focus that enables those in combat to subordinate these fundamental principles when the situation demands. When they are demobilized, they are told to return to their first rules, to forget that which they have just learned, and to wipe from their memory contrary experiences. In each instance, this is impossible. The former, training for war, is sufficiently successful to engage in winning battles. The latter, unlearning and forgetting what they have just experienced, may not be possible for those who encounter the horror of war.

Most veterans attribute their ability to engage in combat to simple fear as well as pride—no one wants to let others down or appear to be wanting in the necessary courage to engage. It is essential to suppress reason, at least civilian reason. Karl Marlantes served in Vietnam as a much-decorated marine officer who received two Purple Hearts and a Navy Cross. In his novel Matterhorn he wrote of yet another order to take yet another hill from the North Vietnamese Army: “It was all absurd, without reason or meaning. People who didn’t even know each other were going to kill each other over a hill none of them cared about.” The main protagonist, Second Lieutenant Waino Mellas, admitted that he “couldn’t figure out why they didn’t just quit.” In a statement of resolution, or resignation, or simple inertia, that has echoed from combat since the Trojan War, Mellas already knew the response, his and his men’s, to the question about quitting: “Yet they wouldn’t.”8


Combat veterans then return home. They must suppress their combat experiences in order to return successfully to civil society. But even if they are successfully suppressed, they cannot be forgotten. Each of these tasks of learning and unlearning comes at some cost, and the cost is an intensely personal one that is not borne by society.

In the course of writing this book, I have been dependent upon the scholarship of scores of outstanding historians and other scholars, and I have learned much from the memoirs and memories of some truly remarkable men and women. This book summarizes and synthesizes, but it is also interpretive. I will share some of my views on the matters under  discussion. I also have a bias: I want to tell the story of those who left their civilian lives and homes to fight wars, their understanding of their tasks, and the public understanding of the purposes for which they fought and the ways they have engaged in their pursuit. I want to tell the stories of the veterans. I sympathize with them. I wish to describe how American society historically has thought about, remembered, and cared for those who have sacrificed in America’s wars.

America’s combat veterans have been called up from their civilian lives to do what were sometimes remarkable and sometimes distasteful, and always dangerous, things. They have served and too often been forgotten, except as abstractions or as historical stick figures. Their families and neighbors know them, of course, as real persons—even as they seldom truly know what it was these real persons just experienced. Since 1973, in the era of the all-volunteer army, when the military is an even smaller percentage and less representative part of our population, firsthand experience with the armed forces is even more rare. Fewer families and fewer neighborhoods know anyone who has served in the current wars.

Finally, I have focused exclusively on Americans and their wars. War is not a game of solitaire, or for that matter a game of any sort. All American wars have involved opposing nations, regimes, or groups. The fact that I am not assessing the impact upon these enemies, even while acknowledging that with US firepower and success, it has usually been more traumatic for many of them than for the Americans, does not mean I am indifferent to the consequences of war for all parties. I am not. This discussion is confined by subject to my interest in understanding Americans and their wars. Wars are remarkably cruel things, and all participants on all sides deserve to have their stories told. This is but a step toward telling one of these stories.

 



 



This book is mainly centered on World War II and the years and wars that have followed. This is the history that frames our current experiences and expectations. But this history has some deep roots and antecedents. These are an essential part of the story. The American Revolution shaped some of the basic institutions and values that we continue to acknowledge.  The Civil War affirmed the nation, while it also introduced Americans to the horror of modern, sustained, industrial warfare.

From the beginning of the Republic, Americans debated the role of the military and the ways in which the country would mobilize for war. The first debate was in most regards easy to conclude. In this new nation there was early consensus that the military would be subordinate to the elected civilian leadership. In many ways this complicated the second part of the problem: how does civilian leadership ensure that they have a military prepared for war?

Based upon the precedent of the militia of England and in parts of Europe, and deeply rooted in some 150 years of the colonial militia experience, Americans have celebrated the “citizen soldier” as the custodian of the nation, from Bunker Hill in Charlestown to Pointe du Hoc in Normandy. Nonetheless, it was clear from the outset that war could not simply be left to amateurs. If this was clear, it was also largely unspoken. So Americans developed a small standing military and evolved a means to mobilize and train larger military forces to engage in wars. If always more complicated than the legend, the model largely worked through the first half of the twentieth century.

As the United States grew, a smaller percentage of the population served in wars—with the major exception of World War II. If wartime sacrifice has never been shared by all, certainly in the years since World War II even a smaller fraction of the population has served. And “sacrifice” has become an empty slogan for most Americans. One of the results of this has been that American culture increasingly defined those who served as “heroic,” a term derived from the act of service rather than any specific circumstance or performance during that service.

Immediately following the American Revolution, Americans had personalized the history and found their early heroes from among identifiable officers and those individuals whose actions seemed genuinely heroic. These were the leading characters in the patriotic national narrative. Wars were not normal for this new republic, so stories about those who fought them focused on the special, the unique, the heroic. Very quickly in the nineteenth century, this evolved into a more inclusive democratic narrative in which all who served in war became heroic, if not individual heroes. This was a neater story line but obviously a more abstracted one. It facilitated honoring veterans and proved to make easier the task of enlisting the next war’s citizen soldiers. In the course of this telling, of course, individuals lost their identity, and individual sacrifice was subordinated to generalized heroism in describing war.

In large-scale engagements, such as the Civil War and the First World War, this compressed narrative became more crucial as a means to cope with the scale of battle—and of death. The young men at the front became even more anonymous. Americans developed enduring ways of remembering the dead and supporting those who fought and survived the country’s wars after they returned to civilian life.

The expressed public view until well into the twentieth century was that wartime military service is an obligation of citizenship. It is a service owed, with little reciprocal obligation from the nation. The reimbursement for meeting the contract of citizenship has been the privilege of living in the United States. The American political system has provided regular exceptions to the principle that those who serve will not be entitled to special privileges. Those exceptions implicitly acknowledge that, in fact, “everyman” has not taken up arms when the situation has demanded a military force. Indeed, the “volunteerism” that was at the core of the national legend resulted often from bonuses and other incentives and pressures. Congress regularly ignored the principle of nonreimbursable “duty” through passage of legislation providing for pensions and other forms of support.

World War II proved to be by its scale and its consequences a defining experience for the nation. It was marked by a massive and successful mobilization of the American military, really the whole country, and the defeat of some forces that needed to be defeated. The world was judged better as a result of this war. For those who actually fought in the Second World War, it was largely a brutal experience. They became part of an epic and enduring narrative, often cleaned of all brutality, heroes all.

Americans honored veterans of the Second World War in significant ways, including the most comprehensive veterans support programs the government had ever provided. Even in this war, the most inclusive perhaps in American history, it was no longer possible to pretend that military service was an obligation of citizenship in which all shared. Taking up  arms was a special demand and a special sacrifice, and this necessitated some kind of special recognition.

I have a tremendous respect for those who fought in the Second World War. But I also have concerns about concepts such as “good war” and “greatest generation.” These concerns are not intended as a challenge to judgments of the goodness of the task or the greatness of those who met it. My concern is with the idea of the war’s singularity, with setting the bar at the superlative, and the impact of these sorts of descriptions upon the generations and the wars that would follow.

The war in Korea came so quickly and cruelly after the end of World War II that many have come to describe it as the “forgotten war.” I would suggest that it is long past time for policy makers and others to start remembering it. This was a brutal war that tested the men who fought there; it was marked by a stubborn heroism on the part of some that deserved the description “heroic.” And it was marked as well by indifference to them and their war on the home front.

Veterans of the Korean War received benefits more or less consistent with those who had served in the Second World War, but there are emotional benefits and recognition that are also important, and these were never extended. There was little sense of a grateful nation. More important, the Korean War really did set a new pattern for American wars, and it is one that I believe is very troubling.

Beginning with Korea, America’s major military engagements over the past sixty years have been, and are, wars with no crisp declaration of war and no delineation of clear objectives—at least of constant, unambiguous objectives. They are wars that have nonterritorial political objectives. They have not been total wars, as World War II had been; they have been wars in which the military is restrained from the use of full force. It is a restraint that has typically been politically and even morally necessary, but that does not make it militarily any easier. Finally, although throughout our history Americans have not fully shared in the sacrifice of war, these have been wars in which increasingly the sacrifice has been even more unevenly distributed in American society.

At West Point in February 2011, Secretary of Defense Robert Gates observed, “Any future defense secretary who advises the president to again  send a big American land army into Asia or into the Middle East or Africa should ‘have his head examined.’”9 The secretary quoted General Douglas MacArthur on the need for this examination. Clearly, MacArthur’s warning had not resulted in restraint over the sixty years following the Korean War. A dozen years following the Korean armistice, American combat troops went ashore in Vietnam.

As I read and reflected on the Vietnam War, I found that some of the issues of that war had not become any clearer or easier forty years later. In writing this book, I have sought to understand the public objectives and the stated goals that framed this war. This necessarily means confronting some of the errors in judgment and in assumptions, the hypocrisy and even the deception, that were part of this war. My interest here is not in rekindling debate about policy makers, but it is about the real ambivalence, the misleading assurances even, that marked the approach of those who led us to war—and the consequences for those who would be asked to fight and die in Vietnam.

The Vietnam War was certainly not the first unpopular war in which Americans fought. My assumption when I began this project was that it was nonetheless the first war in which a significant part of the public blamed those who had been sent to fight the war. I was deeply troubled and puzzled as I thought about this in the context of our current wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. If there are significantly fewer protests about these wars than there were confronting Vietnam, it is nonetheless the case that these wars are as unpopular with the public. Yet we have embraced the veterans of the current wars, a laudable impulse but an ironic one when compared to Vietnam: the current wars are fought by volunteers, whereas the Vietnam War was fought increasingly by draftees, by men who were not there by choice. Not repeating unfair acts and judgments is commendable, but it does not make the initial unfair treatment any more acceptable.

My work on the Vietnam War revealed that public attitudes toward those who served during that conflict were more complicated, more nuanced, than the stereotype. Based on polls and most mainstream political rhetoric, the American public largely “supported” those who served in Vietnam, even as increasingly they did not accept their mission or the way the war was being waged. This surely resulted in a muted support.  But even muted support is not ridicule and antagonism. Americans became puzzled by the war and troubled by the way in which they believed it was carried out. Prowar political voices often dismissed the antiwar groups as lacking in patriotism and, unkindest cut, being hostile to the young Americans serving in the war. “Supporting the troops” quickly became the most secure political position, one that transcended partisan lines. It also became an intellectual and rhetorical threat to inspire—or coerce—support for whatever objectives policy makers had deployed troops to advance.

Generalizations about the on-ground conduct of the Vietnam War, generally influenced by stories about the massacre of civilians at My Lai or by images of trigger-happy, drugged-up soldiers, led to unfortunate distortions of the service of the military in the field. And these distorted images came to have real consequences for the experiences of returning veterans. For the first and the only time since the early nineteenth century, Americans seldom used “heroes” as sweeping general descriptions of these veterans, for it was hard to be considered heroic in an uncertain cause. Many came to think of the Vietnam veterans as “victims,” but if there was some element of truth to this, it was nonetheless a condescending concept to attach to those who sacrificed when asked and were courageous when called upon.

Vietnam has proved to be a powerful and persisting presence in American culture—or at least selective memories and interpretations of it have been. The burden of what are considered Vietnam’s “lessons” has influenced conversations about the American military in the twenty-first century. There has been no political consensus on what these lessons are. This circumstance affords a great opportunity for advocates of positions to find ways to support their argument by emphasizing that, of course, this should have been learned from Vietnam. For many, the assumptions by which the United States entered and subsequently conducted the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq were shaded by the heavy shadow of their understandings of Vietnam.

These current wars have been complicated by shifting objectives, objectives that have become more political than military but for which the armed forces would play the major role in implementation. The development  of counterinsurgency methods is an important advancement, even as it illustrates the comprehensive nature of the mission. These wars and their complexity and their casualties have placed a special burden on the new military, the all-volunteer force.

In 1973 the United States ended the draft. Since 1940 it had been a major source of military, particularly army, enlistments. The political an-tidraft protests of the Vietnam War encouraged ending the draft, but more important was the simple demographic fact that the military required an even smaller percentage of the rapidly growing population. During the Vietnam War the draft provided for deferments and exemptions and choices that had inevitably led to advantage and protection. Perceptions of inequity were based on the reality of inequity. The all-volunteer force is less representative than the Vietnam-era military that was shaped by the draft. Even if the “citizen soldiers” of American legend were never fully representative of the society they defended, these young men and women today are less a cross-section of America. This has consequences. We pay lip service to our “sons and daughters” at war, even if the children of some 99 percent of us are safely at home.

The nature of wars and of warfare has changed. These things are never permanent, but we almost certainly have left for the foreseeable future the era of large armies mobilized to face an enemy across a huge field of combat. I would wager that we are as likely to return to archers with longbows at Agincourt as to see a replay of the massive-force landing at Normandy. It is not clear that our national narrative of how we fight wars has quite caught up to current circumstances. I conclude this book with some observations about the understandings that need to precede modern wars and about the provisions we need to make for those who fight them. I do this recognizing that events daily are changing circumstances. Historians are most comfortable writing about matters that are largely concluded. These current wars and American views of military service remain works in progress.

In a December 2009 visit to American troops in Iraq and Afghanistan, Secretary of Defense Gates said to troops near Kirkuk, Iraq, “One of the myths in the international community is that the United States likes war. And the reality is, other than the first two or three years of World War II,  there has never been a popular war in America.”10 Each war in American history had support at the outset, although there has also been major opposition to each, excepting World War II. That war likely sustained support until the end, although costs and goals gradually became a little less clear in the public mind. In any event, in a democracy, wars need to maintain public support in order to be sustained; the idea of “popular wars” might best be left to fiction, to totalitarian regimes, or to people who don’t understand what war requires of those who fight.

 



 



When the Blakely Rifle was formally accepted at Grant Park in Galena in 1896, one of the park commissioners noted that these monuments were a “sure means of keeping alive the martial spirit which has been awakened by past triumphs.”11 It is not clear that the cannon ever evoked such feelings. They did not for me and for my generation. Cannons rest quietly in many parks in many places in the United States. They are souvenirs and trophies. But removed from their bloody context and spiked from ever again thundering their lethal intent, they are as silent as statuary and as inviting as playground equipment. They should also serve as reminders that war can touch quiet places and peaceful communities.

These weapons say little about the horror of war, but within our peaceful playgrounds and parks, they whisper that it is best to remember some things that many would prefer to forget, or even never to learn. Let the children play, but also allow the rusting ordnance to provide quiet reminders. Wars are not games, and they surely are not pleasant experiences for those who fight them. This book seeks to help us to remember that.






CHAPTER 1

The Rage Militaire

  Mobilizing “Citizen Soldiers,” from the Revolution to World War I

 



 



 



 




ON MARCH 15, 1783, a group of officers from the Continental army gathered in a newly constructed building at their winter encampment at Newburgh, New York. They had accomplished the surrender of General Cornwallis at Yorktown in October 1781. Now they waited, with British forces still occupying several colonial ports, for the commissioners meeting in Paris to secure a treaty in which England would acknowledge the independence that the colonies had declared in the summer of 1776.

Yet the officers’ meeting at Newburgh was not a council of war. The agenda did not provide for any discussion of tactics, logistics, mobilization, or weapons. Nor was this to be a celebratory occasion. Hardened veterans would not think of celebrating until the British troops were fully removed from the colonies and the British naval blockade was withdrawn.

The officers gathering in the meetinghouse on that Saturday morning were frustrated and angry. The Continental Congress meeting in Philadelphia had not authorized payment of the compensation that the officers thought they had negotiated with representatives of the legislative body in 1780—an agreement to provide officers serving in the Continental army a pension of half pay for life. Congress had subsequently failed to approve the terms and appropriate money for a compromise agreement that had been negotiated late in 1782—to provide the officers  full pay for five years following the war. The officers now met to discuss a point on which all agreed: that they would abide no more concessions.

As the officers understood all too well, they faced two fundamental problems. One was that a substantial number of the delegates in Philadelphia were hostile to the very idea of a national army. Second, and more immediately, Congress lacked money to meet even the expense of the army they already had and was without independent means of raising further funds for the national treasury. Yet rather than elicit sympathy from the officers, this frailty only intensified the frustration on the part of those who had answered the summons to serve on behalf of the rebellious colonies and who had sacrificed significantly over the years of combat.1 Now, they believed, it was time to stand up.

The meeting included a group of officers, led by Horatio Gates, who were working with some representatives of the Continental Congress and sought to challenge the civilian leadership in Philadelphia. The dissident officers were prepared to propose that if the Paris negotiations were successful and the war was over, the army would refuse to stand down until the Congress met the obligations to the soldiers. On the other hand, if the war was not concluded, they planned that the army would withdraw to the West and refuse to continue the fight. Some participants quietly assured their colleagues that these were simply threats intended to pressure Congress to act. Yet, political ploy or genuine threat, these dissidents presented ominous options, and through each the officers would flex their muscles, affirm their own independence, and extend a substantial challenge to a civilian leadership that already lacked much power and authority.

The key to the success of the military challenge was the commanding general, George Washington, already an icon. His loyalty to his troops had been confirmed over the dark years of the war; his loyalty to the revolutionary government had not wavered, despite his continuing frustrations with its weaknesses. With a group of officers whose personal fealty to him was unquestioned, Washington had followed all of the maneuvers of Gates and the others with increasing concern and distaste.

The meeting had barely begun when Washington suddenly and unexpectedly strode into the room. No one challenged him as he moved to  the front and declared that he wished to address his colleagues in arms. He pulled out and placed on his nose a pair of spectacles. No one in the room had ever seen him wear these on public occasions before. He then won their sympathy and a few tears when he said, “I have not only grown gray, but almost blind in the service of my country.”2 His very presence electrified the crowd, and few could dispute the message that he presented: “As you value your own sacred honor, as you respect the rights of humanity, and as you regard the Military and National Character of America, to express Your utmost horror and detestation of the Man who wishes, under any specious pretences, to overturn the liberties of our Country, and who wickedly attempts to open the flood Gates of Civil discord, and deluge our rising Empire in Blood.”3


No one questioned Washington’s sacrifice, and no one in the room was prepared to challenge his open reprimand. He insisted that by stepping back from this threat, the officers, even though they had ample cause to be concerned, could be assured that “you will, by the dignity of your Conduct, afford occasion for Posterity to say, when speaking of the glorious example you have exhibited to Mankind, ‘had this day been wanting, the World had never seen the last stage of perfection to which human nature is capable of attaining.’” The officers adjourned, accepting Washington’s assurance that he would continue to work to secure the payments they were due.4


This was not simply a bit of theater to disarm a rebellion; Washington’s actions had long-term consequences. As historian Joseph Ellis observes, “In this culminating moment of his military career, Washington demonstrated that he was as immune to the seductions of dictatorial power as he was to smallpox.” Military historian Richard Kohn has likewise marveled at the consequences of this meeting: “The only precedent set, in fact, positively reaffirmed Anglo-American tradition: the first national army in American history explicitly rejected military interference and military independence from civilian control.”5


It is not clear if an officers’ coup in 1783 could have been successful. It is clear that following the Newburgh meeting, the possibility was significantly lessened. Following the meeting, Thomas Jefferson, whose own relationship with Washington was at times cool, flatly stated that “the  moderation and virtue of a single character has probably prevented this revolution from being closed as most others have been by a subversion of that liberty it was intended to establish.”6


In any case, civilian control of the military would be a fundamental principle of the new republic, soon to be embedded in the Constitution before the end of the decade. Yet for all that, the divisions between a standing army and civilian control that threatened to explode into a coup in 1783 would continue to echo through the whole of American history.

 



 



For 230 years Americans have juggled a complicated and ambivalent relationship with their military. In the nineteenth century the military forces of the country were seldom visible, with the considerable exception of the Civil War. In contrast, the twentieth century was marked by a period of major international wars, involving large military forces. Times of wartime mobilization typically brought on periods of gratitude and warm regard for those in uniform. On the other hand, historically, Americans’ views of the military in peacetime have been indifferent at best.

From the outset Americans have juggled a clear need for military defenses with political concerns and objections to those forces’ power and cost. Most recognized that an army and navy were necessary to accomplish independence and thereafter to protect shipping lanes, ports, and frontiers. Yet this acknowledged need was tempered by a fear of the potential for mischief from these forces and a deep unease with the expense of a professional standing army.

The political fears of the revolutionary generation lessened in the nineteenth century, but the cultural and intellectual indifference toward a peacetime military fueled an ongoing unease with a standing army. In an economically prudent culture, this indifference became opposition in light of mounting concern about the cost of an army having no military assignment. The military had few political advocates except when there seemed to be a threat. Even veterans, who would in the twentieth century generally champion military strength, saw little need for a peacetime army draining resources from other needs, including their own.

Despite this enduring concern about the threat, the need, or the cost of the military, Americans obviously have not historically been pacifist. International threats, real or imagined, have typically been met with popular saber rattling. The prevailing narrative in American history has featured the ready militia—the citizen soldier—as the bulwark of the nation’s independence and the affirmation of a democracy. This army, mobilized only when necessary, posed no real threat to republican institutions—and as a significant bonus was far less expensive than a standing force.

Jefferson’s declaration of July 4, 1776, despite its revolutionary assertions insisting upon the consent of the governed and of “unalienable Rights,” was also a bill of particulars, describing the colonies’ case against the Crown. An unease with the British military occupation of the colonies was a central element of complaints directed at the king and Parliament: “He has affected to render the Military independent of and superior to the Civil Power.” Furthermore, “He has kept among us, in times of peace, Standing Armies without the Consent of our legislatures.” These fundamental principles, having to do with control of the military—and, indeed, with the prior question regarding the need and role of a standing military force in peacetime—were to echo in many of the debates that would mark the next century and a half. The republican theory that opposed standing armies also recognized the occasional need to fight a war, so those who feared a professional army depended upon a contrary ideology and sustaining narrative about the role of citizen soldiers as the always-ready armed defenders of the republic.

Many American political activists of the revolutionary generation had been influenced by English Whig resistance to authoritarian rule. This tradition voiced a deep concern about a standing army, led by calculating officers and manned by mercenaries, that could serve as a ready tool, enabling despotic government.7 The Boston Massacre on March 5, 1770, when British soldiers fired into a threatening crowd, killing five, intensified New England’s resistance to a standing army.

At the same time, however, there was a necessary presumption dating back to colonial days that a force of citizen soldiers must be at the ready to provide protection and represent the values of the citizenry. Many in the founding generation balanced their fear of military professionals with  their confidence in sometime soldiers. By one estimate, more than one-third of the eligible Massachusetts citizens had served in the Seven Years’ War (the French and Indian War) from 1756 to 1763. Furthermore, the conduct of the minutemen and other Massachusetts militia at Lexington and Concord in the spring of 1775—as well as their subsequent bravery at the Battle of Bunker Hill in June—seemed to affirm that a militia force of citizen soldiers was both a confirmation of republican values and a military advantage.8


However, the colonial celebration of a mobilized citizenry did not mean that the militia could successfully carry on a war on its own. Militia units were often sources of enthusiastic manpower in the early stages of the war when defending their own homes and neighborhoods. But with few exceptions, such as Ticonderoga and for a time during the siege of Quebec, these organizations did not provide the armies in the field that were necessary for success in the sustained war in which the colonies found themselves engaged. Militia were always eager to return to families, fields, and shops. The successful Massachusetts militia experience during the Seven Years’ War was misleading in some ways, since it was at a time when a good many young men in the Bay Colony were looking for economic options; the bonuses and other payments for militia service were financially quite attractive to them, so they turned out in great numbers.9


Experience with ad hoc militias bred distrust in their abilities and staying power. Even as fiery a revolutionary as Sam Adams, with his strong suspicion of a standing army, asked, “Would any Man in his Senses, who wishes the War may be carried on with Vigor, prefer the temporary and expensive Drafts of Militia, to a permanent and well appointed Army!” A frustrated George Washington observed late in 1776, “To place any dependence upon the militia is assuredly resting upon a broken staff.”10 As one student of the war noted, “Before 1776 was over, the revolutionaries showed that they felt much less enthusiasm for war than for independence. Their celebration of the fighting virtues of freemen could not dispel their fear that freemen’s conduct might prove less reliable than the discipline of mercenaries.”11


As the conflict began in 1775, many colonists shared a passion for and a commitment to armed revolt as a means to independence. This mood  was especially strong in New England. In the long war for independence, however, the citizens of the colonies simply did not enlist at the level that military needs required. According to a letter from a Philadelphian written in 1775, “The Rage Militaire, as the French call a passion for arms, has taken possession of the whole Continent.” However, as historians have observed, though the enthusiasm for independence never abated, that rage militaire had largely vanished by the end of 1776. By the late 1770s, many colonists felt a general weariness with the war—and shared an optimistic sense that it would soon be resolved by a negotiated English acknowledgment of independence.12


The states had trouble providing the Continental (regular) army with the volunteer regiments they were allocated. “The harsh reality of the war years was that too few men were willing to fight.”13 The ranks of the army were often filled with soldiers who were enticed by the bonuses and bounties provided them. When the several colonies resorted to conscription to meet their quotas, those who were summoned often hired substitutes to serve in their place. As a result, many who finally served in the Continental army, ironically, were men who were exempt from militia service because of their “race, condition of servitude, or poverty.”14 In the end, to encourage citizens to surrender their personal liberty for the good of the Republic, the revolutionary generation relied on payments or promises of money. Enlistment for many was not simply an affirmation of civic sacrifice.15


Bonuses, bounties, and promissory notes were critical often as the individual colonies struggled to meet enlistment goals. In the early years, these had not always been necessary. The local citizens of Peterborough, New Hampshire, joined readily in the early militia in 1775, fought at Bunker Hill with the militia, and enlisted for Ticonderoga and the Battle of Bennington. But their enlistments declined significantly by the late 1770s.16


Washington and others had worked hard to train and discipline the Continental army under their command, and they did so against a background of some suspicion of this standing force and of ongoing political celebration of the militia, even though increasingly these units were not major factors in the war. By 1782 the regular army officers and noncommissioned officers had put together a professionalized army, marked by a  sense of discipline and growing pride. The officer corps was particularly frustrated by the lack of public support and recognition of their accomplishments—and by the failure of Congress to provide the compensation they had negotiated and earned in battle.

Shortly after Washington’s intercession in the officers’ meeting at Newburgh in March 1783, the Continental Congress approved authorizing payment of the pensions negotiated with the officers. Then George Washington ordered his officers to begin the demobilization of the army. Under terms finally approved by the Continental Congress, enlisted men were to receive three months’ pay and officers five years’ pay. The Treaty of Paris was signed in September—and on November 25 Washington marched the remaining units of his army down Wall Street to watch the last of the occupying British troops sail away from Manhattan.

Well before this symbolic moment, the weak national government had been wrestling with the question of what, if anything, should be the status of a peacetime army. This question would always be complicated by the ideological fear of the potential power of the army to influence political events and by the practical fiscal concern about the cost of such an organization. And despite the experience of the war just completed, many continued to insist that a militia of volunteers, to be mobilized as necessary, was adequate for defense of the new nation.

The narrative of the citizen soldier, the reluctant soldier, the patriot on standby with ready musket, evolved into the dominant view in popular American history. This was about even more than the willingness on the part of citizens to stand up when needed. It also celebrated, often exaggerated, the effectiveness of civilians at arms. In this telling, from Lexington and Concord to New Orleans and from Gettysburg and Belleau Woods to Normandy, the citizen soldiers triumphed. As military historian Don Higginbotham has written, “When in 1940 Senator Bob Reynolds of North Carolina warned Hitler not to take lightly American boys who grew up with squirrel rifles in their hands, he implicitly gave testimony to an attitude not wholly dead.”17 The attitude was not wholly dead because the model had largely worked. If Reynolds and others greatly exaggerated the natural preparedness of Americans for war, particularly modern warfare, it was not an exaggeration to suggest that there has been a preparedness to become prepared when necessary. If time and circumstances allowed, the United States could mobilize an army.

The model worked, partially because despite apprehensions about the power of a standing army and the celebration of the power of the mobilized citizenry, the professional army came to provide the military force for most of American history. Even Jefferson, fearful of the antidemocratic threat of the army, expanded the professional force and agreed to the creation of the Military Academy at West Point, despite the fact that such an institution, with its graduates forming a professional officer corps, was the antithesis of eighteenth-century antiaristocratic thought.

In the years following the Revolution, many political leaders came to understand, quietly, the need for a discreet and focused military force. They shared Adam Smith’s belief that as society became more complex, a professional military was even more essential and a far more efficient use of resources.18 And democratic theorists, including Jefferson and Madison, came to agree with Washington: that the key was control, and as long as the military was subordinate to civilian control, a professional military constituted a tool of democracy rather than a threat to democracy. This largely shared understanding of the need for a professional core force did not interfere with the narrative.

The militia and the citizen soldier continued to back up the standing army and provide the soldiery for major mobilization. The militia was still the dominant cultural symbol, while the standing army was the small, quiet, and less visible force. Even as steps were taken to institutionalize an American professional military, the militia continued to be the institution that represented the obligation that citizens owed to their government and nation. Washington, an advocate of the professional army, also insisted upon militia service as a common obligation of citizenship. Nonetheless, militia units declined in military readiness in the nineteenth century as they came to be social groups as much as military organizations. “Their enthusiasm was sartorial, fanciful, social rather than warlike.” Indeed, “There is a thread of make-believe” marking the militia organizations.19


American citizens largely reconciled these conflicting images by ignoring the conflict, by rhetorically reciting one principle celebrating  valiant citizen soldiers while quietly accepting a regular standing army that stood watch during peacetime and provided the professional military core for wartime. This state of affairs seemed mutually acceptable to the uniformed services and to the citizenry. And it was not quite make-believe, for the calling up of state militia units was indispensable for any large-scale mobilization.

In any event, the organized militia and the other potential volunteers were celebrated even if their actual military effectiveness was often limited. As Massachusetts congressman Jabez Upham argued in 1808, the idea of using the militia as the force in ready “will do very well on paper; it sounds well in the war speeches on this floor. To talk about every soldier being a citizen, and every citizen being a soldier, and to declaim that the militia of our country is the bulwark of our liberty is very captivating. All this will figure to advantage in history. But it will not do at all in practice.”20


There were fundamental differences over how to proceed and pay for any plan for the army. The first regular army force in 1784 had some seven hundred men and was assigned to the Old Northwest territories (the Great Lakes region). The authorized size ranged up and down for the next thirty years, based on the interplay of a number of complex factors: Indian threats to settlers (two major defeats in the early 1790s resulted in a nervous Congress authorizing an increase in the army), political fortunes (the Jeffersonian group, the Republicans, being more hostile to a standing army and the Federalists being more supportive), economic conditions (in peacetime the army was always subject to significant and unexpected budget reductions), and foreign threats (ongoing conflict between Britain and France regularly threatened to involve the United States). Shays’s Rebellion in Massachusetts in 1786–1787 was an insurrection of debtors that was finally suppressed by a hastily organized “militia.” This galvanized many, such as Washington, who believed a national army was essential. The Constitution drafted in 1787 provided for a standing army and gave the national government authority to “suppress Insurrections.”21


In his Farewell Address in 1796, George Washington reconciled the tension regarding a standing army neatly, if not always consistently. He affirmed the importance of national union and a central standing army so that independent colonies could “avoid the necessity of those overgrown Military establishments, which under any form of Government are inauspicious to liberty, and which are to be regarded as particularly hostile to Republican Liberty.” He also suggested that a professional and trained peacetime army enabled the country to protect its credit by using debt “as sparingly as possible, avoiding occasions of expense by cultivating peace, but remembering also that timely disbursements to prepare for danger frequently prevent much greater disbursements to repel it” during the inevitable times of war.22
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