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A Personal Note


Graying hair and a slight paunch were sure signs that the man was no longer in the prime of youth. Yet, although burdened with heavy motion picture camera equipment, he had just walked more than a mile with surprising speed across the tundra in the far northern reaches of Canada, just south of the Arctic Circle. Behind him, the tundra’s spongy, uneven surface exacted a toll on the two increasingly breathless younger men trying to match the pace of Karl H. Maslowski. Suddenly the objects of their haste emerged from a fold of dead ground in front of them, closer than they had anticipated. The female grizzly bear reared on her hind legs, seemed to leer at the trio, and then she and her cub began to advance.

The bears’ forward movement was not straight; they ambled to the left, then to the right, and then back again. Their speed varied from a slight jog to a mere walk, and occasionally they paused to stare at the intruders. Inexorably, however, the gap that separated them from the three men narrowed.

A grizzly bear is an awesome creature, and a female grizzly with a cub in tow is awesomely dangerous. Fortunately, one of the young men, a red-haired bush pilot, had brought along a high-powered rifle; unfortunately, he had not loaded it. The other young man began readying a Hasselblad still camera. I was that other young man, but I was having a hard time concentrating. My mind was elsewhere: The bear can easily outrun us … no tree more than a few feet high grew within a thousand square miles … if attacked by a grizzly bear curl into a fetal ball to protect your head and innards and then play dead … the bear would maul you, but might not kill you—or at least so they said. Alas, the nearest hospital was … well, I did not even want to think about the hundreds of miles between me and the nearest medical aid.

But most of all I was distracted watching my father. I marveled at his composure as he set up the bulky Akeley gyro tripod, leveled the tripod head and fastened the 16mm Arriflex camera to it, and attached a cord running from the camera to the heavy nickel-cadmium battery he carried on a shoulder strap. Pulling out his reading glasses, he stepped in front of the camera, held up a light meter toward the bears, and then turned his back on them so he could set the proper exposure on the camera’s three lenses, which were mounted in a spider turret. Returning the glasses to his shirt pocket, he squinted through the eyepiece and began filming, periodically rotating the turret from lens to lens as the bears came closer.

Suddenly in my mind’s eye the year was no longer 1969 and my father was no longer a professional wildlife photographer working on a documentary for the National Audubon Society’s lecture circuit, no longer in his fifties, no longer in Canada, and no longer filming grizzly bears. It was 1944 and he was a member of the 12th Combat Camera Unit of the Army Air Forces, dark-haired and handsome, in his thirties, in Europe, filming the war against the Nazis near the front lines as German 88-millimeter artillery shells roared overhead with the terribly magnified hiss of a blacksmith dipping a hot horseshoe into a barrel of cool water.
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A guide to the audiovisual records preserved in the National Archives warns that the “proper examination and use of motion-picture sources requires at least a rudimentary acquaintance with the film-making process itself.”1 Making a movie is like mastering a foreign language: without diligent study over an extended period, it cannot be done effectively. The same could be said about still pictures, though to a lesser extent. Understanding professional-quality still photography is like a white Anglo-Saxon American learning Spanish, but producing a motion picture is akin to the same person learning Chinese. Indeed, screenwriters and movie directors sometimes refer to a film’s “grammar.”

Thanks to the training I received from a master film linguist, my father, I have more than a passing knowledge of both still and motion picture photography. Long before World War II Karl H. Maslowski was already making his livelihood as a professional photographer, specializing in wildlife stills and movies. After the war he resumed his career, and even as I write this introduction he continues to dabble in the profession even though he “retired” years ago. His skills as a photographer and educator earned him an international reputation and many awards, including an honorary doctorate from Miami University—not bad for a gentleman whose formal education did not progress much beyond high school.

Under his tutelage I took still pictures that have appeared in various publications and also helped produce motion pictures ranging from a twenty-minute production on fishing in the Florida Keys to a seventy-minute travelogue/wildlife documentary on Canada’s arctic regions. While working with my father I also earned a Ph.D. degree from The Ohio State University, specializing in military history. Since January 1974 I have taught military history at The University of Nebraska-Lincoln, save for one year when I had the honor of teaching at the Combat Studies Institute of the United States Army Command and General Staff College at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. Whether this combined education in photography and military history makes me uniquely qualified to deal with wartime photography may be questionable, but it does give me insights into both film and war.
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Without the assistance of dozens of former military combat cameramen this book could not have been written, as the notes and bibliography will amply attest. To say that I received the wholehearted cooperation of those World War II photographers whom I contacted would be an understatement:2

“If this material helps you record, for history’s sake, how one World War II ‘Cameraman Anonymous’ did his best to cover the war, photographically, I’ll be more than happy to have taken this effort to help you.”

“Don’t ever apologize, or feel guilty, about bombing me with requests. I’m very happy to cooperate in any way I’m able on your combat cameraman project.”

“I realize I have made a short story long. I hope I have helped in some way. If I can help clarify anything let me know. I have enjoyed looking back.”

“It is all over now—but the memories linger on. And suddenly we old bucks discover a young buck (probably not yet born, then) who wants to write about US. How can we RESIST?”

“SEE what you have done to me? You’re making me recall long lost memories. But, SON, I bless you for it. It is a good feeling.”

Joe Boyle, a proud soldier-photographer in the 163rd Signal Photographic Company, called me “son.” No, Joe, I bless you and all the other cameramen-fathers who have treated me like a son as we (they and I) have worked on this project.

And how I regret that the ancient army adage popularized by Douglas MacArthur is not true. Old soldiers do not just fade away. They die.
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Apparently more curious than hostile, the grizzly bear and her cub approached to within twenty-five feet and stopped. The female sniffed the wind, evidently filling her nostrils with our strange scent; then, with amazing agility for such a huge beast, she turned and led her cub up and over a ridge.

None of my still pictures of this encounter was worthy of publication. My father’s movie sequence was magnificent.
 


ABBREVIATIONS USED IN THE TEXT


AAF

Army Air Forces

APS

Army Pictorial Service

BuAer

Bureau of Aeronautics (Navy)

CAT

Combat Assignment Team

CCU

Combat Camera Unit (AAF)

CINCPAC

Commander in Chief, Pacific Fleet

CPS

Combat Photography Section (Navy)

CPU

Combat Photography Unit (Navy)

FMPU

First Motion Picture Unit (AAF)

GSAP

Gun Sight Aiming Point camera

OIC

Officer in Charge

PSL

Photographic Science Laboratory (Navy)

SCPC

Signal Corps Photographic Center (Army)

SOP

Standing (or Standard) Operating Procedure

SPC

Signal Photographic Company (Army)

SSB

Signal Service Battalion (Army)

SWPA

Southwest Pacific Area

TCC

Troop Carrier Command

T/O&E

Table of Organization and Equipment

USMC

United States Marine Corps
 
—William Teas, 166th Signal Photographic Company
 In other words, there were situations I couldn’t walk away from because all the elements for great photography were there, and to just walk away from it just to save my neck would’ve been stupid.
 


Prologue


His first day at the front depressed Donald J. Morrow.

He and another combat cameraman were in a jeep heading north toward Cassino along Route 6, one of Italy’s main highways. They passed a British military cemetery already sprouting more than a hundred white crosses, and noted that “a group of men were digging more graves for more men whose lives were stopped short of their time.” And they encountered villages so thoroughly bombed and shelled that every building and dwelling had been hit many times. After arriving at their destination, a high peak across the valley from Cassino, an artillery duel began, which really dismayed them because it showed how difficult photographing the war was going to be. Numerous grayish-white puffs of smoke marked flashpoints of death and injury, but the plumes were so distant that the actual explosions, the wounded crying for help, and the body parts sprinkling the ground were beyond the range of both the human eye and a camera lens. “That was modern war,” Morrow recorded in his diary, “but how could it be photographed?” As he learned during a year of combat photography in Italy, not easily.1

On the evening of February 5, 1945 Morrow was huddled in the most northerly Allied observation post (known as an O.P) in Italy, a mere two hundred yards from enemy lines atop Mount Castellaro. A recent order from his commanding officer to photograph artillery both at night and during the day had brought him to this forlorn and dangerous place, a “well-battered house” with no roof and a dirt floor under direct German observation and within reach not only of enemy artillery but even of enemy rifles and machine guns. He had lugged his equipment to the observation post the day before over a steep two-mile-long trail, sinking up to a foot deep in mud with every step and urging along three mules burdened with cameras, a tripod, and film. Situated in a tiny sandbagged room, Morrow could photograph through a small hole in the wall facing “Jerry-ward.” Artillery officers had agreed to fire at Mount Castellaro when Morrow wanted them to so that he would not have to remain exposed at the hole any longer than necessary.

That night American forces attacked Mount Castellaro and the Germans responded ferociously. Around eight o’clock Morrow heard the first enemy artillery shell coming his way. “It landed just outside our window and the earth shook,” he wrote. “From then on it was hell. For the next three hours they came in fast and close.” Only after the enemy shelling abated did Morrow feel reasonably safe in setting up his camera. At his request an artillery officer ordered a concentrated barrage on the German position, and several seconds after Morrow began filming “the whole face of Mt. Castellaro was momentarily lit up with shell bursts. I called for one more concentration and the process was repeated.”

With two action sequences on film, Morrow began retreating about one hundred yards to an old house where he would spend the night. But the Germans’ ire had been aroused anew and they now unleashed a mortar barrage. At the first sound of incoming rounds Morrow flopped into the snow and mud, weathered the nearby concussions, then dashed for the house. When he reached it the shells whistling overhead sounded like a hurricane, while American and German rifles and machine guns beat a cacophonous undertone. Morrow slept only in snatches because the Nazis “shelled steadily all night—and they were damn close.” Their impact shook the house.

Two days later Morrow was back at the O.P to get daylight shots. As he photographed shells landing on Mount Castellaro, the Germans on Mount Castellaro fired back. Several of their “shells struck two yards in front of the O.P throwing dirt and snow in the O.P opening.” Morrow used two cameras, one with a 20-inch lens “showing close ups of single barrages and low air bursts,” and the other with a 4-inch lens “showing the whole mountain top with all bursts at once. It looked as though the whole mountain was erupting.” He also discovered that the “house I slept in the other night has been evacuated because of heavy shelling.” So he departed that night, trying to negotiate the precipitous trail in pitch blackness. “I became stuck in the mud several times,” he recorded in his diary. “The mules would sink into the mud and wallow around like pigs. My equipment is caked with mud—and so am I.” But a shower, a shave, and some hot food revived him and he almost immediately sought another front line assignment, even volunteering “to go behind the German lines on a special photographic mission of which I had conceived.”
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“I have a confession to make,” Donald Morrow wrote in late October 1945 as he began his eleventh notebook. “This more than likely will be the last book of this diary and because it is, I dread starting it. No doubt this would seem strange to all that know what a fine home, and what wonderful parents I have to go back to. I know not how to explain myself other than calling attention to these rich experiences which are fast becoming part of the past.”

Those “rich experiences” included Mount Castallaro and dozens of other assignments that could have cost Morrow his life. But like most military combat cameramen he loved his photographic duties despite (or perhaps because of) the danger. Donald Morrow was not alone in being a trifle saddened by the war’s end.

I

For thousands of years most of the human race had never seen a battlefield, had been spared the eyewitness knowledge of the ugly indignities that war inflicted on those who engaged in combat. Non-combatants “saw” war only through the less-than-accurate tales of surviving soldiers and sailors, epic poetry, a few historical accounts, and stylized artwork. Before the mid-nineteenth century, as a New York Times reporter noted in late September 1862, “The dead of the battlefield come up to us very rarely, even in dreams…. We recognize the battle-field as a reality, but it stands as a remote one. It is like a funeral next door. It attracts your attention, but it does not enlist your sympathy.” But now the situation had dramatically changed. The reporter had just visited Mathew Brady’s exhibition on “The Dead of Antietam,” consisting of photographs taken shortly after the battle by two of his assistants. “Mr. Brady has done something to bring to us the terrible reality and earnestness of the war,” the correspondent mused. “If he has not brought bodies and laid them in our door-yards and along [our] streets, he has done something very like it.”2

For people living miles away from the sound of the guns, and for those living long after the war ended, a battlefield’s appearance was no longer confined almost exclusively to the imagination. Photography forever altered the human vision of warfare by preserving, with a vivid immediacy, its images. Memories dim and ultimately die, but photographs remain clear and crisp. Pictures are time machines, transporting an observer back “to the original moment when light fell upon these surfaces, these bodies and guns and fields; we all but feel the same rays of light in our own eyes.”3

Less than a decade after Louis Daguerre perfected the daguerreotype photographic process in France in 1839, military photography made its debut during the Mexican War of 1846-1847. Although only a few dozen daguerreotypes survive, they represent the first link between the camera and warfare. The photographs include officers’ portraits, static shots of troops in Mexico and of towns where Americans saw action, and a view of the burial site of Lieutenant Colonel Henry C. Clay, Jr., who died at the Battle of Buena Vista. But because of technological limitations, especially the bulky cameras and extremely slow film speeds, photographers could not record actual combat, so none of the Mexican War daguerreotypes depicted action.4

By the time the Civil War began in April 1861, photography had become so popular that it helped convert the war into a media event with modern overtones. The Union Army of the Potomac alone issued field passes to approximately three hundred civilian cameramen; Captain Andrew J. Russell became the country’s first official military photographer; intrepid balloonists made a few aerial photographs; and some combatants recognized that a few good photographs could “impart more real useful knowledge than many pages of written description.”5 Although technology still barred the camera from direct battlefield participation, photographs of some of the post-battle scenes had such an intense impact that they impelled people, like the New York Times reporter who “saw” the bodies littering the ground near Antietam, to near-poetic and philosophical musings.

During the Spanish-American War (1898) and the Philippine-American War (1899-1902) photographic improvements made warfare even more directly accessible to nonparticipants. The halftone reproduction process, first used in the United States in 1880, allowed photographs to replace engravings in newspapers and magazines. Roll film, daylight loading, faster shutter speeds, and less bulky equipment now permitted photographers with still cameras to record a handful of battlefield scenes. Even more dramatically, in 1896 Thomas Armat and Thomas Edison had projected the first motion pictures to a paying American audience, and a number of motion picture producers covered the Spanish-American War, with one of them actually recording Teddy Roosevelt’s Rough Riders assaulting Kettle Hill.6

By World War I camera technology had further improved, so much so that photography had become an official military function. In the late nineteenth century the Army opened a photographic laboratory, published a photography manual, and offered regular instruction in the craft. In 1909 the Signal Corps used a motion picture camera to record a test flight by the Wright brothers, and seven years later the Army produced its first training film, Close Order Drill. Three months after the United States declared war in April 1917, the Signal Corps became responsible for all Army photographic coverage. It created a Photographic Section (soon upgraded to a Division) that contained only twenty-five men in August 1917, but by the war’s end late in 1918 had almost six hundred, including both cameramen and laboratory personnel. The Signal Corps also established a school for land photography at Columbia University in New York City and another for aerial photography at the Eastman Kodak Company in Rochester, New York, and produced two long training film series, one for soldiers and the other for the Army’s fledgling aviation units. Military cameramen shot tens of thousands of still pictures and almost 600,000 feet of motion picture film. However, cumbersome equipment, as well as the reluctance of officers to let photographers near the front for fear of drawing enemy fire, meant they shot little of this film on the battlefield. Still, seven army cameramen were wounded and one was killed.7

The Navy also integrated photography into its World War I operations. The “Father of Naval Photography” was W. L. Richardson, a ship’s cook and camera hobbyist who had assumed the collateral duty of “official photographer” at the Pensacola Aeronautic Station late in 1914. In early 1917 the Navy added a second official photographer, and after the United States entered the war developments accelerated with the formation of a Navy Department Photographic Section and a Navy School of Aerial Photography, and with the deployment of the first U.S. Fleet Camera Ship, the U.S.S. Lebanon.8

Despite the overseas photographic effort, wartime censors permitted the public to see only the most mundane still and motion pictures. “In the First World War we were lucky to get views of our troops marching off to war, of our convoys sailing, of generals meeting far behind the front, of Y.M.C.A. doings and Red Cross parties,” recalled one author. “Once in a while we saw a picture of some shell-shattered buildings, but never did we get a picture of actual combat.” The pictorial coverage the public received was sketchy, superficial, and sanitized. More than 50,000 Americans died in action and almost 200,000 more suffered wounds, yet not one photograph of a dead doughboy was published and only a handful showed wounded men. Even in those, the wounded were always receiving medical aid and had “clean” injuries involving no gross disfigurement. As with noncombatants in ancient Greece, imperial Rome, or medieval Europe, the battlefield materialized only in the imagination and in dreams or nightmares. Authorities feared that showing even glimpses of the real war might lower home-front morale. Only military authorities and high-ranking civilian officials, such as congressmen and senators who had special projection facilities built for themselves, saw uncensored celluloid.9

In the postwar demobilization the armed forces’ photographic programs virtually disappeared. For the next twenty years military photography nearly expired, kept barely alive by a handful of interested officers. When war clouds gathered and then burst on Asia and Europe during the late 1930s, the Army and Navy began rebuilding their photographic capabilities. But nothing in photography’s first century foretold the varied and vital role film would play in the American war effort during World War II.

II

Combat photographers “are making this the most photographed War of all times,” an Army document noted with a matter-of-fact tone in mid-1945. Indeed, photography and World War II were inseparable, as many wartime commentators recognized. “Total war is fought with cameras as well as cannons,” said Movies at War, the annual publication of the Motion Picture Industry’s War Activities Committee. The camera, wrote the author of a wartime photography guide, “has become a practical weapon of war, though it fires neither shot nor shell.” And a National Geographic essay proclaimed that “Cameras and film have become as essential in this war as guns and bullets, on some occasions more so.”10

Film was indispensable both on the home front and on the fighting fronts. Still pictures and motion-picture footage from the combat zones, which dominated home-front newspapers, magazines, newsreels, and documentaries, informed the civilian population about the war’s progress and sustained domestic morale. Commentators have argued that television caused America’s defeat in Vietnam by feeding the public a nightly diet of gore. But in 1943 President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s administration made an explicit decision to show civilians more “blood and guts” as a way to stiffen their resolve. The armed services orchestrated special “industrial-incentive” film programs to inspire workers to greater productivity, and important endeavors such as selling war bonds and conducting Red Cross blood drives featured combat footage and photographs prominently in their publicity.

As on the home front, photography served multiple purposes within the armed forces. Many training films contained combat footage, which made them realistic enough to engage the attention of easily bored soldiers, sailors, and airmen. Experts estimated that good training films—films that troops did not sleep through—reduced training time by more than 30 percent, an important consideration when mobilizing millions of men and women as quickly as possible. Since World War II-style operations were complex bureaucratic tasks, many staff officers were essentially desk-bound managers rather than combatants. However, being effective administrators required that they understand the battlefield, and film was a vital educational tool in this regard. The Army, for example, produced a weekly Staff Film Report giving officers far from the fighting a “firsthand” glimpse of front-line conditions. Matters of tactical, technical, and intelligence value that might take dozens of pages to describe, and even then might not be clearly understood, could be readily grasped when pictorially presented. Thus, for instance, the Army produced Film Bulletins, Technical Film Bulletins, and Project Technical Film Bulletins, while the Army Air Forces produced Combat Film Reports and published Impact, a classified monthly magazine, to disseminate air intelligence information via still pictures. And film saved lives in an immediate sense: military surgeons in rear-area hospitals studying motion pictures and photographs of wounds and the treatment of casualties, devised better medical procedures and improved the training of doctors, nurses, and hospital corpsmen.

Film was so vital to the war effort that photographic coverage was an important aspect of campaign planning, and combat film was always marked “Top Priority” when being shipped from the battlefield to the processing lab. A few examples illustrate this point. In the spring of 1944 the Allies established a Planning Board, directly controlled by the Supreme Headquarters, Allied Expeditionary Force, to ensure complete coverage of D-Day by coordinating the cameramen from all the British, Canadian, and American armed forces as well as the Norwegian, French, Polish, Belgian, Czech, Dutch, and Greek photographic sections and the civilian photographic correspondents. The planners also made arrangements so that all film could be delivered from the cameramen to the labs with maximum speed.11

In the Pacific, several weeks before the Marines went ashore on Iwo Jima the chief photographic officer received access to the invasion plan so that he could orchestrate coverage accordingly. One result was a stunning documentary, To the Shores of Iwo Jima, which “was accomplished under fire according to a carefully worked out battle-plan script.”12 Equally detailed planning preceded the Tenth Army’s invasion of Okinawa. And had it been necessary to carry out Operation Olympic, the ground assault on Kyushu, Japan, planned for November 1945, it would have been the war’s most thoroughly photographed campaign. For the Army alone, pre-invasion charts detailed how the 167th Signal Photographic Company and the 4026th Signal Service Battalion would accompany the Operation Olympic invasion forces and how the film would be collected and processed in the shortest possible time.13

As people sat in darkened movie theaters during World War II gazing “enraptured upon the scenes of furious battle as released by the War Department,” they rarely thought about the men who “got into this curious but highly important business of fighting the war with cameras and caption sheets as well as machine guns.”14 Yet military cameramen were ubiquitous along the fighting fronts, learning that combat photography entailed unique joys and special travails and that Hollywood’s version of war and real war bore scant resemblance to each other.

The photographers discussed in this book were military combat cameramen rather than accredited civilian photographers or photographic aerial reconnaissance personnel. Their explicit mission was to photograph actual combat. Most of them served in the Army’s Signal Photographic Companies (SPCs) and Signal Service Battalions (SSBs), the Army Air Forces Combat Camera Units (AAF CCUs), the Navy’s Combat Photography Units (CPUs), or the Photo Sections of the individual Marine Corps divisions. Cameramen in these units sometimes worked with small special teams headed by famous Hollywood directors serving in uniform, such as John Huston for the Army and William Wyler for the AAF.15

World War II remains astonishingly vivid in the collective American memory. Almost nightly some small portion of the war’s film record still appears on television, and someone going to the National Audiovisual Center in Washington, D.C., in the mid-1980s to “see” United States military history in the twentieth century could view six films or videotapes on Korea, three on Vietnam, and ninety-eight on World War II. The 1992 catalog from International Historic Films in Chicago has more than thirty pages devoted to World War II, but less than a page to Korea and about four pages to Vietnam.16 Korea and Vietnam were big, long conflicts but it sometimes seems as if World War II was the country’s most recent war, as if the 38th and 17th parallels never mattered, as if Chosin and Tet never occurred. Does the extraordinary World War II pictorial record have something to do with this? By preserving so much of that war for posterity, have combat cameramen had an undue influence on post-World War II perceptions of warfare? Definitive answers to these questions can probably never be given. But understanding the cameramen and what they did is an important first step toward probing their legacy.



1 “Those Guys Went Out Hunting Trouble”
The Ubiquitous but Anonymous Combat Cameramen

Gordon Frye was finally getting a well-deserved rest.

Frye was a long way from his home in Rhode Island and his bed would be a cement floor rather than a feather mattress, but a late-afternoon nap under any conditions was a luxury these days. His room was on the third floor of a former school building in Caiazzo, Italy, a structure that Frye’s unit, the 163rd Signal Photographic Company (SPC), had commandeered for its headquarters. Frye and his colleague, Samuel Tischler, had arrived from the front lines the day before looking like typical dirty, unshaven, haggard Bill Mauldin GI Joe cartoon characters. While Frye rested, Tischler was getting one of those infamous GI haircuts on the ground floor. For the first time in months both were basking in the security of a rear-area billet.1

Within split seconds of each other Frye and Tischler, their senses honed by too many harrowing frontline experiences, recognized the droning of aircraft followed by the all too familiar sound of planes diving, with a musical accompaniment of machine-gun fire and bomb blasts. Military training decreed that during a bombing raid soldiers should get out of a building in case it collapsed, so in mid-haircut Tischler bolted out the doorway. After a hurried glance out of his window, where he could see red-hot tracers flashing by, Frye raced for safety down three flights of stairs. But neither man completely escaped the bomb concussions. They knocked Tischler flat; however, other than having “the runs for about a week” after this near-death experience he was unharmed.2 Frye was not so lucky. Just as he started out of a hallway into the street a bomb exploded, spraying him with wood splinters, smashing him against a wall, and crushing him to the ground. “This is IT!” he thought. But he struggled to his feet. And, seeing devastation and human tragedy in all directions, he did what his mission as a “soldier-cameraman” required: he went back up to the third floor to get his camera to photograph the carnage. Re-emerging from the building into the rubble with motion-picture camera in hand, Frye observed that “the building across the street was GONE.” Then his mind went black.

Frye awoke staring directly at the unexciting ceiling of a field hospital. A medic leaned into his field of vision and announced that he “looked like the wrath of God.” Indeed he did. The skin of his face looked sandblasted, both eyelids were lacerated, his windpipe had been damaged, his left side was paralyzed, and he could not speak, not even to give his Army serial number. And, as he later realized, he had a world-class case of shattered nerves, known as “shell shock” in World War I but as “battle fatigue” in World War II. Adding to the bad news was the rumor Frye heard that American planes had done the bombing. That was no rumor. The 163rd’s commander, Captain Ned R. Morehouse, had no doubt that the planes were American, a sentiment seconded by one of his successors, Robert Lewis, who recalled “that it was most difficult to explain to the Caiazzo natives why some of their ancient buildings were flattened by U.S. aircraft.” Nor could he explain the seventeen dead civilians the planes left in their wake. Harold Culbertson, the dispatcher in the company motor pool who watched as the aircraft “bombed the tar out of that motor pool,” suggested that they had mistaken Caiazzo for Cassino, one of the anchors in the German’s Winter Line and the scene of brutal combat in the Italian campaign during the winter of 1943-44.3

The news was not all bad. Although seven other members of the 163rd had been hurt in the incident, none had been injured as seriously as Frye.4 Moreover, three months earlier he had written his wife, Oleta, that getting a Purple Heart was fine “as long as you can wear it home and tell about it, but a lot of the boys never live to tell about it.” Although his injuries bothered him for the rest of the war—in fact, fifty years later he was still receiving treatment for eye trouble caused by the bomb blast—Gordon Frye would eventually wear his Purple Heart and a Bronze Star home. Meanwhile, restored to adequate health by mid-March 1944, Frye was soon out once again “shooting ’em with my camera.”
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Like Frye, the 166th SPC’s Harry Downard had a nasty encounter with “friendly fire” under unusual circumstances, but unlike Frye he emerged unscathed. It seems Downard’s entire wartime career consisted of getting into potentially mortal situations and then defying death, always without spilling any blood. An artillery shell went off so close to him that it knocked him flat and covered him with dirt but not a single jagged fragment found flesh or bone; a sniper’s bullet swished by mere inches away; about a month after D-Day a Luftwaffe plane took dead aim on him with a strafing run and missed; in the gnarled hedgerow country of Normandy machine-gun fire had him pinned down until a tank (a modern-day knight in scruffy armor) rescued him; and while he was flying in a Piper Cub above the front lines an artillery shell hit the plane and forced it to make an emergency landing; Downard walked away, shaken and unsmiling but unhurt.5

Downard’s most magnificent death-defying act came at Saint-Malo, a French port on the English Channel that the Germans had converted into a fortress city. When elements of General George Patton’s Third Army laid siege to it in August 1944, Downard was there. The night before one of the assaults against the city he and a fellow photographer “sneaked in and got into a building inside German lines,” climbing to the second floor, where they found a window from which, the next morning, they could photograph the Americans coming right at them. They would be behind the defenders, who were much in evidence in the streets below all night. As often happened during the war, in their single-minded pursuit of superb pictures the cameramen had not made an altogether reasonable calculation of risk versus value. What fascinated them was that “it would be a different [photographic] angle” of an assault. So intrigued was Downard by this prospect that he simply forgot that “the Americans always laid down a barrage before the attack.” So they sweated out the “friendly” artillery fire that “just blew that town literally to hell.” Some of the shells hit alarmingly close and showered them with dust and plaster, but when the barrage lifted and the attack commenced they inched their lenses out the window. Alas, “the pictures weren’t that great,” though certainly not for lack of imagination and effort on the part of the two cameramen. On a more positive note, Harry Downard lived to tell the story.
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Sunday, April 1, 1945, had the triple distinction of being April Fool’s Day, Easter, and the day the American Tenth Army invaded Okinawa, initiating what became the war’s last great battle. But for the 166th SPC’s Joe Zinni, writing to his wife that evening from “somewhere in Germany,” April Fool’s/Easter was “just another day of war & photography.” Zinni had come ashore on Omaha Beach in Normandy on D + 10 (ten days after D-Day), leading the six men—three photographers, two drivers, and a clerk—who comprised Detachment #2 of the 166th. From then until V-E Day, he and his men were attached to three different divisions, moving with the fighting front through France, Luxembourg, Belgium, and Germany, with a quick excursion into Czechoslovakia.6

In summarizing those eleven months Zinni was not boasting, but simply stating the facts without the beautifying retouching that characterizes so many reminiscences, when he recalled that “We covered quite a bit of action. We went right along with the infantrymen, with the tank men, with the engineers, with the Signal Corps, with the anti-aircraft people, and I think we did quite a job of covering their activities.”

A random sampling of his letters to his wife demonstrates how continuously his detachment was close to the front. On July 31 he was writing the word “whenever” and had gotten to the the “v” when the ink darts down at a strange angle and then juts back up. A shell had “just burst a few yards away,” startling him. On August 9 the Germans “surrounded and pinned down” Zinni and his men but “thanks to the bravery & courage” of two of his photographers, Jim Ryan and Bob Curry, “who risked their lives by going through machine-gun & rifle fire to deliver an oral message requesting support from our artillery we managed to get back alive.” On September 1 artillery fire rattled an improvised table as he wrote that he was “up at the ‘front’ & have been for the past three days.” November 18: the detachment was “in the middle of an artillery duel & every moment or so the building trembles and shakes” while the men prayed that enemy shells would either be duds or miss by a mile. “The Luftwaffe is up again,” he noted on the first night of the new year, and “artillery duels, of great proportions, are in progress—the ‘chattering’ of machine-guns, that are not very distant, is heard at frequent intervals—mortar-fire is occasionally heard & there is an exchange of rifle fire that is periodical—about every ten minutes or so—aside from this, dear, things are rather quiet.” On February 8th they “covered some very ‘hot’ action” that caused them some “slight nervousness & fear on several occasions,” and the next day it seemed that “every enemy shell is bursting close” to their position. The detachment “procured some excellent combat pictures” on April 15 but the cameramen escaped unharmed only “thanks to Almighty God.”

Through all of this Zinni was a nearly ideal frontline photo officer. As a 1937 graduate of a two-year course at the American School of Photography who had opened his own studio and also worked as a newspaper photographer, he understood the mechanics and demands of good camera work. Once in combat he learned its hard lessons quickly and well, thereby keeping his men from taking “unnecessary & foolish risks.” He retained a sense of humor—“all the boys & myself are in the best of health, in excellent spirits (especially the hard cider & Calvados plus a little Bordeaux wine every now & then) & getting along quite well.” And he admired and liked his men. But most of all Zinni had that rare and wonderful human quality called empathy— empathy for the cameramen and drivers with whom he worked, for the French people squeezed in war’s violent vise-like grip, and particularly for American frontline soldiers. “It does hurt me,” he admitted, “to see our boys die & become wounded & at times I’d like to see our air force level all of Germany, right to the ground!!”

Perhaps because of his close, personal perspective on combat Zinni resented what he perceived as a lack of home-front appreciation for what the infantrymen were doing. Speaking for almost all cameramen, he complained to his wife that too many civilians “don’t give a damn about what so many American doughboys are going through. Yes, it really gripes me & I could almost scream at times.” A civilian, he wrote on another occasion,
 could never fully understand or imagine what the “doughboy” really goes through, nor can we, despite the fact that we have been with them on several occasions for a few days at a time—only the “doughboy” & Almighty God knows about it; the former can’t find words enough to fully describe his experiences & the “latter” isn’t talking but it’ll suffice to say that neither pictures nor words can describe the fears, discomforts, loneliness & hardships that the poor Infantryman has to go through.


Zinni had described one of warfare’s universal themes: the innate tension between the fighting front and the home front. Starkly put, soldiers endured what civilians could not even conceptualize. By mid1943 one of combat photography’s foremost goals was to reduce this gulf of non-understanding “by attempting ever so much to get as many shots of the frontline soldiers as possible” for the home front’s edification, a task that Zinni and other cameramen zealously embraced.
 I

During World War II the U.S. armed forces mobilized many men like Gordon Frye, Harry Downard, and Joe Zinni, who felt compelled to try to complete their photographic mission despite acute danger. These men were ubiquitous along the fighting fronts not only because their specified mission was to photograph combat, but also because many had been civilian photographers for whom dramatic photo opportunities, which military operations offered aplenty, had a magnetic allure. Half a century after the conflict has ended, tens of millions of people continue almost routinely to look at, admire, and learn about that war from the still pictures and motion-picture footage shot by photographers who served in the armed forces; yet the cameramen themselves remain trapped in a black hole of historical anonymity. Two other photographic groups that ventured into the war zones—those engaged in aerial photographic reconnaissance and accredited civilian cameramen—avoided this fate. Since combat cameramen and aerial-recon photographers had distinctly different missions, they were not direct rivals. However, despite official efforts to dampen photographic competition, military cameramen and accredited civilians often engaged in a “friendly” rivalry. The former also competed against each other because high-ranking Army, Navy, Marine Corps, and AAF officials pressured them to provide pictorial publicity primarily for their respective services.

Cameramen were omnipresent near, at, and frequently beyond the front.“Combat Cameramen!” exclaimed a former glider pilot, itself an extremely dangerous military specialty. “Now, there’s a profession that leaves me thinking I was lucky to be a glider pilot! Those guys went out hunting trouble.”7 Wherever and whenever soldiers, commandos, paratroopers, sailors, submariners, Marines, and airmen of all types entered harm’s vortex, cameramen accompanied them. Sometimes, like Downard at Saint-Malo, they even preceded the fighting forces. “At present,” Zinni wrote his wife, “we are miles in front of the front & in German territory….” In good husbandly fashion he assured her they were safe and that she should not worry, but only a wife yearning for widowhood could rest easily after receiving a letter like that.8 Army photographer W. F. Lovell was reportedly the first American to enter Tunis and “had the fleeing Germans in range of his camera before the combat elements had them in range of their rifles.”9 In northern Italy the 3225 Signal Photo Production Unit’s Donald Morrow, whose jeep had entered Pisa ahead of the engineers who were sweeping the roads for mines, volunteered “to go behind the German lines on a special photographic mission of which I have conceived.” Morrow’s plan went all the way to Lieutenant General Lucian K. Truscott but he rejected it as too dangerous.10 The 163rd SPC’s weekly newssheet, Foto-Facto, proclaimed in mid-December that the “163rd ENTERS GERMANY—SO DOES SEVENTH ARMY.” Although this was a tongue-in-cheek headline, it did not exaggerate, since the unit’s cameramen were with the first Seventh Army patrols piercing the Reich.11

Because these photographers seemingly courted trouble on purpose, people thought they “were nuts taking a picture with the enemy shooting at you.”12 Many sources confirm this view. In late November 1944 the 84th Infantry Division launched an attack against German defenses in Europe. As machine-gun squad leader Frank Gonzales moved forward he could not see any Germans but he did see a stranger who “was behind a tree with a big camera and was in uniform but he wasn’t wearing a helmet. I asked him what in the hell he thought he was doing, and he told me he was taking pictures. I was really astonished to see him—I thought the guy was crazy.” At approximately the same time, but half a world away on the war-stricken island called Peleliu, Marine private E. B. Sledge had a similar experience. When intense enemy fire ignited an amphibious assault vehicle (called an amtrac) loaded with ammunition right in front of Sledge, a man crawled over him and stood upright. “I looked up at him in surprise. Every Marine in the area was hugging the deck for the inevitable explosion from the amtrac. He carried a portable movie camera with which he began avidly filming the billow of smoke boiling up from the amtrac. Rifle cartridges began popping in the amtrac as the heat got to them.” Sledge yelled out that the man should take cover. The photographer “turned and looked down at me with a contemptuous stare of utter disdain and disgust. He didn’t demean himself to speak to me as I cringed in the ditch, but turned back to his camera eyepiece and continued filming.”13

Yet these soldier-photographers were not crazy—at least not most of them, not most of the time, and not in the clinical sense. Nor were they necessarily displaying either inordinate foolhardiness or excessive bravery. Instead, two rational factors motivated them. One was professional pride. They had that obsession that characterizes great photographers—to take pictures that are technically perfect and that make a significant statement about the human condition. No one could order a photographer to take a superb picture, since he could readily do many things—soft focus, poor exposure, lopsided composition—to ruin it.14 Only an inner drive bordering on missionary zeal could elicit excellent work. Engaging in photography under dangerous circumstances induced an adrenaline-like rush of excitement so overpowering that even amidst the battlefield’s angry lead and jagged steel a cameraman could be oblivious to danger.

“Actually,” recalled John Cooper of the 161st SPC, “some of our people would get so wrapped up in combat taking pictures that they seemed to forget they were in combat.” Ed Newell of the 163rd SPC wrote that he always “wanted to stay close to the moving action— didn’t want, or almost feared, getting left out or feared missing something big happening.” Perhaps the 166th SPCs Charlie “Slick” Sumners phrased this craving most simply: “The most important thing was being where the action was.”15 Thus, when Jack Kill of the AAF’s 4th CCU took a bullet in the shoulder, he “wouldn’t miss out on the fighting” and refused to let the medics evacuate him to a hospital. With the slug still in his shoulder he simply “transferred into an an easier-riding tank and continued the advance.” After volunteering “for a secret mission entailing unusual danger,” Daniel Novak and William Safran of the 164th SPC participated in the glider attack on Myitkyina in northern Burma, performing their duties so assiduously that it endangered their lives “beyond the manner normally to be expected under combat conditions.” In May 1944 Benedetto James Mancuso of the Navy’s 3rd CPU went ashore with the third wave during the Wadke Island invasion. Amid heavy machine-gun, mortar, and sniper fire he “performed his tasks in a highly aggressive and skillful manner.” Several times “when enemy fire was concentrated on his particular point of shelter, he refused to remain safely under cover. Instead, he unhesitatingly and with complete disregard for his personal safety moved forward to positions more advantageous to successful achievement of his mission, thereby obtaining photographs of great value.”16

Reinforcing the professional ethos, and perhaps substituting for it in the case of photographers who had not been prewar professionals, was the mission of combat cameramen. Almost every military organization has an explicit mission and photo units were no exception. The emphasis was consistently on combat operations. The mission of the Army Pictorial Service (APS), which administered all the Signal Corps’s photographic activities, was “to provide official photographs, both still and motion, of military activities, including combat,” which had the highest priority. War Department Pamphlet 11-2, the Standing Operating Procedure For Signal Photographic Units In Theaters Of Operations, stated this emphatically: the primary function of these units “was to make and/or process still and motion pictures” that would “Convey to the War Department information on combat and field operations. When opportunities occur, combat photography is the first duty of all units.” In a proposed lecture for the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College on photographic opportunities, Colonel William D. Hamlin, Chief of the Signal Corps’s Military Training Branch, summarized the wartime mission when he emphasized that cameramen were combat personnel; he criticized an officer on Okinawa who restricted their battlefield access because he did not want to risk a man’s life just to get pictures.17 Throughout the war pertinent army documents reinforced the primacy of photographing combat, including the preparation of personnel and equipment, the departure of troops for the battle, all aspects of the fighting, seized or wrecked enemy equipment, and the return of personnel and equipment from the front.18

The AAF’s commanding general, Henry “Hap” Arnold, took a personal interest in the CCUs and stated that their mission was to “Cover thoroughly with both still and motion pictures the activities of the Army Air Forces to which they are attached; particularly, whenever possible, combat operations both on the ground and in the air.” AAF Memorandum 95-1, the Bible for the employment of CCUs, reinforced Arnold’s view: CCUs were “to furnish motion pictures of AAF combat and other operational activities.” This emphasis on combat appeared repeatedly in instructions that CCU officers and men received.19

Men who served in photographic units estimated they spent between two thirds and four fifths of their time striving to bring “a true combat picture of the war to all the world.”20 So assiduously did they perform their frontline duties that they occasionally needed a reminder to stay alive. The 10th CCU adopted a slogan: “Get it on film and get back with it.” A high-ranking APS officer stressed that “the picture is no good if you can’t bring it back” and a 166th SPC officer preached to his men, “What’s the use of attempting to get something spectacular if you can’t return to base alive & with it?” Lieutenant Commander Carleton Mitchell, Jr., who directed all the CPUs as head of the Combat Photography Section (CPS) of the Navy’s Photographic Division, complained about one CPU that had run “an unnecessary risk” by going in with the first assault waves at Tarawa. He did “not think it fair to expect a man carrying only a camera to establish a beachhead on his own.”21

As with other combatants who endured prolonged exposure to battle conditions, some cameramen required alcohol to “get a little mellow prior to going on a dangerous mission.”22 Others, such as Gordon Frye, suffered from battle fatigue, a phenomenon that was no reflection on a man’s courage. Even the bravest could experience this syndrome; maybe some of them became afflicted because they were the bravest. The officer in charge (OIC) of CPU #7 became “jumpy as a jaybird,” but with good reason. He had been through five major engagements including Tarawa, where he “saw enough dead men, or pieces thereof, to last me for half a dozen lifetimes.”23 Wounded cameramen became “a little jittery” or genuinely frightened and reluctant to go back into combat. Personality transformations occurred—invariably joyful, witty individuals became quiet and withdrawn, never vice versa. In other instances a cameraman simply “flipped out” under the stress of “little sleep, cold, and constant heavy guns both artillery and dive bombers.” Often a short respite from combat duty restored a man’s fighting spirit.24 Meanwhile his colleagues continued peering through their viewfinders and deepening their foxholes.
 II

Ned R. Morehouse had commanded the 163rd SPC from its inception until the spring of 1944, when he departed the Caiazzo headquarters building suddenly, unexpectedly, and in the dark of night. Most men in the 163rd were glad to be rid of Captain Morehouse, whom they despised. For more than thirty-five years after the war he neither saw nor spoke to anyone from his old company. But in 1980, learning that the 163rd was holding a reunion in nearby Anaheim, California, he chanced a telephone call to Robert Lewis to learn the details. The call both surprised and pleased Lewis, who had eventually become the company commander. Lewis suggested to Warren Kieft, who had been Morehouse’s second-in-command and who was on the committee organizing the reunion, that Morehouse, once so bitterly loathed, should be “the chief recipient of praise at this reunion.” After all, he had taken “green recruits and made soldiers of them, selected future leaders and organized what became an efficient team.”25

Decades of reflection had convinced most of the 163rd’s members that Lewis was right, that their hatred had been misplaced, that they, not their captain, had been wrong. During the war the cameramen had not understood the problems Morehouse confronted and had not appreciated all that he had done for the unit. Now the company belatedly made amends. With but one exception “each and every one of the individuals who were at the reunion came up to Morehouse and congratulated him on the good job he had done in training our company.” At the final banquet one of Morehouse’s most vocal wartime critics manfully “stood up and made a verbal commendation of Morehouse as to what a great job he had done.”26

Few of Morehouse’s men entering combat for the first time felt like Jerry Kahn of the 162nd SPC, who initially saw action during the fighting at the Falaise-Argentan gap in the summer of 1944. He and his colleagues had parked their vehicle and were moving forward on foot “and we passed what we thought were GIs advancing and we walked naively along and said, ‘Where’s the front line?’ And they said ‘Buddy, you’re on it.’” Kahn recalled that he “really didn’t know what I was doing up there and I shouldn’t have been there in the first place because we weren’t trained for any of this.”27 Thanks to Morehouse, those in the 163rd were reasonably well prepared for combat. Why, then, was he so disliked?

One fundamental reason was that combat cameramen were three things at once—soldiers, skilled technicians, and artists—and reconciling these different “personalities” created enormous tension. Photographers usually viewed themselves as technicians and artists first and soldiers second, but the Army often emphasized their soldierly duties, and properly so. Unless cameramen understood military procedures, the order of battle, and tactics they could not protect themselves in a combat environment or produce pictures that had continuity and were of the greatest military value.28 Consequently, before 1943 commissioned officers in photo units were usually army officers with only a modest amount of photographic experience. They often had college degrees in physics or engineering, were trained for strictly administrative positions in the SPCs, and did not have a well-honed understanding of photographic practices and nomenclature. An officer in the 161st SPC, for example, peered though the ground glass at the back of a Speed Graphic and chided the photographer for having a defective lens because the image was upside down. As even novice cameramen knew, the image in a Speed Graphic was always upside down when viewed through the ground glass instead of the viewfinder.29

Many high-ranking Signal Corps officers frowned on the idea of training professional photographers as officers. Most photographers had been too busy pursuing careers to get a college degree, and in a misplaced display of intellectual elitism army officers with university diplomas questioned whether such undereducated men were potential officer material. Army officers were also suspicious of “the so-called ‘Hollywood touch’ in its worst sense—an urge for questionable showmanship and publicity which are out of place in making serious combat or training films.”30

A military-minded commanding officer might be good for instilling discipline but not for understanding photographic requirements and possibilities.31 Overseas experience demonstrated that photo companies could not afford the luxury of having purely administrative officers; they needed officers who were also working photographers.

Belatedly realizing its mistake, in 1943 the Army transformed its definition of who would make good photo officers, stopped training officer-photographers, and began producing photographer-officers. Instead of budding physicists and engineers who would become photo company administrators, it sought experienced photographers who could be trained to become at least minimally acceptable military officers. The armed forces even dipped into the enlisted ranks to find suitable candidates; and seeing one of their own assume command often infused a unit’s enlisted men with exceptionally high morale.32

Ned Morehouse was typical of the initial group of officer-photographers. A 1935 graduate of the University of Nevada with an engineering degree, he had been commissioned an infantry second lieutenant through ROTC. In college he had also done photography for the student newspaper, for his senior-class yearbook, and during ROTC summer training camps. Graduating in the midst of the Depression when no engineering positions were available, he found work in a photography studio for $10.00 per week. But in 1938 he went to work for General Electric, putting his engineering skills to use before being ordered to active duty in March 1941 with the First Signal Company, Photographic, which became the 161st SPC. While with the 161st Morehouse covered Patton’s 2nd Armored Division and received a flattering commendation from the general for his fine efforts. On another occasion the Third Army’s Public Relations Officer cited Morehouse as “ingenious, energetic, loyal and cheerful in his work.”33

When the War Department formed the 163rd SPC in April 1942, First Lieutenant Morehouse (soon promoted to captain) and twenty enlisted men from the 161st provided the cadre. “With this,” he wrote, “my career as a cameraman came to an end, and my responsibilities became those of command, responsible for preparing the unit in all ways to perform its combat mission.” With this, he might have written, his ordeal began.

Assuming that the men already knew photography, Morehouse instituted a training program at Fort Sam Houston emphasizing basic infantry subjects. His philosophy was that “Emulsion may be mightier than the sword but it’s also good to have a Tommy Gun handy.” For three months the men did calisthenics, practiced the fundamentals of squad and platoon drill, and took classes in such subjects as marksmanship, defense against gas and air attacks, map reading, first aid, military courtesy, and army organization. Although Morehouse purposely stressed basic training, he really had no other option. Cameras were so scarce that photographic work was necessarily limited.34

Had the 163rd endured basic training only once, the enlisted men and most of the officers might not have become alienated. But the continuing equipment shortage and the constant arrival of untrained men dictated that Morehouse repeat the cycle several times.35 No sooner had the twenty-man cadre from the 161st arrived at Fort Sam Houston to activate the 163rd than men began leaving. “We started off with high hopes and the determination to be the best photographic outfit in the USA,” wrote Morehouse, “but then the termites started chipping away at the foundation.” More than a third of the cadre soon departed to attend Officer Candidate School, and ultimately the 163rd supplied more than one hundred men to OCS. As replacements arrived they needed basic training, and since the photo equipment shortage had not abated the whole unit went through it again. Some of its men took basic training three or four times.

As the commanding officer Morehouse was the focal point for the 163rd’s discontent. Men became bored with the training regimen and their morale fluctuated “from very low down to not very high.” The unhappiness caused by the lack of photographic training, wrote Warren Kieft, showed “in the officers’ and men’s dissatisfaction and readiness to cause trouble.”36 All soldiers have an inalienable right to complain and the lower morale sank the more vigorously they exercised that privilege. “There was once a soldier who never complained about the way the Army was run,” wrote one wag. “At last reports he was still satisfied with conditions in the psychopathic ward.” Moreover, cameramen are often extreme individualists, ill suited for a collective enterprise and with little patience for regulations. As a 1944 Guide for Military and News Photography put it, “photographers are a peculiar clan of individualists, each sincere in his belief that he is creating something of great importance.”37 Since the essentially mechanical nature of basic training grated against a cameraman’s creative instincts, talented photographers often had a hard time acquiring soldierly skills.

Despite the hatred directed against him, Morehouse had achieved his goal of teaching the men military skills and values by the time the 163rd SPC finally began deploying overseas. They were physically tough, disciplined, and well organized. As Lieutenant Brooks C. Noah’s lab unit boarded ship in January 1943 bound for North Africa, Kieft noted that port officials “commended the company on having the unit so well prepared which in my mind [was] particularly due to the tireless but not very often appreciated efforts of Capt. Ned R. Morehouse.”38

During the war Morehouse never reaped the praise he deserved. When the 163rd arrived in Italy he “lost direct control of the unit” because Colonel Melvin E. Gillette, a high ranking Signal Corps photographic officer in the Mediterranean Theater, ordered him “to remain at company headquarters, which essentially became simply an administrative headquarters, outfitting photographers, furnishing supplies of film, maintaining a place where men could come to when not needed or when awaiting further assignments.” In short, Morehouse became a rear-area commander, and, as students of military history know, front-line soldiers often consider their own rear-area officers worse enemies than the other side’s fighting forces. At the front, where fighting and surviving were the foremost concerns, formal military discipline and distinctions based on rank all but disappeared. But when a man returned to headquarters, where a garrison mentality often prevailed, he had to look and act military: wearing a clean uniform, snapping off finger-perfect salutes, and saying “Yes, sir!” became priority items. Such pettiness irritated individualistic-minded cameramen. As Sam Tischler bluntly put it regarding Morehouse’s position, “Back there he’s the enemy.” Cameramen in other units had a similar attitude. Joe Zinni “hated to return to Headquarters for there is too much ‘spit & shine’ plus a great deal of discipline that has to be followed….” And for years after the war Bill Teas had nightmares that centered not on gruesome combat scenes but on the agony of Army regulations.39

If few in his own company appreciated what a good trainer and administrator Morehouse was, his superiors did. The 3131st Signal Service Company had been formed as a provisional unit in Algiers to absorb a large number of small photographic units that had arrived in the Mediterranean theater and were simply “floating around.” Originally the unit was not organized for combat coverage but when the 163rd left the Fifth Army in Italy to cover the invasion of Southern France, authorities decided to revamp the 3131st to replace the 163rd. To whip the 3131st into fighting trim the Army called upon the experienced Captain Ned Morehouse. So successful was he in completing this task that he received a Fifth Army commendation praising his initiative, resourcefulness, and foresight, all of which “materially contributed to the superior photographic coverage” of the Army’s activities.

As usual, Morehouse’s performance, so pleasing to the Army’s high command, did not find favor among his photographers. Like the men in the 163rd, those in the 3131st severely criticized Morehouse. Donald J. Morrow confided to his diary that Morehouse “never passes up a chance to play soldier, and he does that in the same stupid way he administrates this company from the photographic viewpoint.” The captain, for example, never would have approved of Morrow’s decision, which violated all Army regulations, to shed his American uniform while at the front during the harsh northern Italian winter of 1944-45, and don a British uniform, which was much warmer.40

Since the problem of reconciling military discipline and subordination with artistic creativity was insoluble, the 163rd SPC’s leadership problems were not unique. For example, when the 166th SPC assembled at Camp Crowder, a split developed almost immediately between its Hollywood-trained members (known as the “Kodachromes”) and the officers who had graduated from OCS or been trained at the Signal Corps Photographic Center (SCPC). Like the 166th’s commander, Captain Robert F. Downs, most of these officers had been in the army substantially longer than the men from Tinseltown and strongly believed in the virtues of basic training. The Kodachromes knew little about the army, drill, and tactics and did not care to learn much more about these matters since they had enlisted to serve as cameramen, not infantrymen. But while they wanted to concentrate almost exclusively on photographic training, Downs, like Morehouse, stressed the military aspects of combat photography. As a result the Kodachromes loathed him.41

Perhaps Downs was both a martinet and an unpleasant individual, or perhaps the Kodachromes collectively were not as introspective and as ultimately understanding as the men in the 163rd. But for whatever reason the Hollywood contingent never forgave Downs. Decades after the war Bill Teas still considered him “a son of a bitch” and Ted Sizer called him an arrogant, awful, terrible man; others echoed these sentiments.42
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Warren Kieft was probably making a wish rather than a prediction when he confided to his diary in early 1943 that eventually the 163rd SPC would realize the importance of the “things beside photography” that Morehouse had taught the men. The 163rd had its share of casualties, but considering the extensive close-quarters violence it encountered during its lengthy overseas duty they were not unbearably high. “Now maybe it was a lot of luck,” said Robert Goebel as he reflected on the unit’s surprisingly low casualty rate, “but I’d like to think of it as the training….”43 Like so many others he belatedly recognized that the 163rd’s first commanding officer had made his men good soldiers as well as good photographers.
 III

“I’d been wondering if anybody ever heard of combat cameramen,” said Fred Bonnard of the 163rd SPC many decades after the war. And an AAF cameraman noted that “all during the war people would go to the theaters and see the newsreels and say, boy, look at that. No one ever said, hey, how much blood is on that film? Who is the guy that made this?”44 War always has more unsung than publicized heroes, but certainly among World War II’s most unsung heroes were the combat cameramen.

As a result of their ubiquity, professionalism, mission, and devotion to duty, cameramen compiled a fabulous pictorial record that has “kept history alive.”45 Paradoxically, in a figurative sense the cameramen themselves have always been “dead,” suffering from an acute anonymity during the war and remaining invisible ever since. In part the wartime anonymity resulted from the ancient tradition that the closer to the fighting a man was, the less anyone knew about him. However unfairly, those in the higher ranks of the rear echelons reaped publicity and fame while the front-line personnel only bled and died. But the War and Navy Departments also purposefully imposed this anonymity as a security measure until late in the war. For example, only after it had worked for two years in the China-Burma-India Theater was the presence of the 10th CCU announced, a welcome bit of recognition for the unit members.46 Individuals rarely received public credit for their work, as the services released almost all of their still photographs and motion picture footage under such innocuous bylines as “Official U.S. Navy Photograph” or “Photo by Signal Corps.”

Only in the most unusual circumstances did photographers not crave credit for their work. Still photographer Martin Lederhandler of the 165th SPC had one of these exceptional experiences. He had gone ashore on D-Day and entrusted his negatives to a carrier pigeon, which, unfortunately, followed an eccentric flight pattern. Instead of flapping correctly toward London, it flew off over enemy lines. Shortly thereafter a German army newspaper ran the pictures, giving due credit: “Photos by 1st Lieut. Martin Lederhandler, U.S. Army Signal Corps.”47

Under almost all other conditions many photographers resented the absence of bylines. Prewar professionals had been used to receiving personal credit and recognition, and those amateurs aspiring to professional status realized the importance of “making a name” through individual recognition. They especially disliked not getting bylines, since wartime picture magazines and newsreels were so immensely popular—primarily because of the dramatic photography provided by soldier-cameramen. Seemingly ignored and unappreciated, cameramen sometimes wondered why they tried so hard.48 

“We feel,” wrote the editor of the Weekly Kodachrome, the 166th SPC’s newssheet, “that it would certainly be an added incentive to these men who are taking the pictures if they could expect credit lines.”49 Acting on its own suggestion, the Weekly Kodachrome gave photographers credit, as did the 163rd’s Foto-Facto, Stars and Stripes, and Yank. As the war entered its last year even civilian journals and magazines occasionally gave military photographers a byline,50 and the immediate postwar era witnessed a flurry of by-name recognition. The Navy, for example, issued special citations to 149 Navy, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard photographers; the Army publicly commended fifty Signal Corps photographers; and Marine Corps Captain Raymond Henri’s book on Iwo Jima contained nearly a hundred pictures, most with by-name credit.51

Still, the wartime anonymity prevails. In 1981 Larry Sowinski published a book using many Navy photographs; in the acknowledgments he simply wrote “All photographs are official US Navy.” John Pimlott’s World War II in Photographs contains only a brief paragraph listing twenty-four agencies that supplied photos.52 These two examples could be amplified many times over. More than forty years after the Japanese surrendered, Joseph Longo, who served in the AAF CCUs, felt so frustrated at seeing the work of combat cameramen used without attribution that he became a driving force behind the formation of the International Combat Cameramen’s Association; one of its goals is to achieve greater recognition for World War II photographers.53
 IV

Their specialized mission and anonymity differentiated combat cameramen from two other groups of wartime photographers—those in the Navy and AAF who specialized in aerial photographic reconnaissance and the “official” civilian photographers. The former had a different mission and the latter received effusive personal recognition. While combat cameramen concentrated on operations, photo recon’s primary task was to provide pre- and post-operational coverage. Photo recon’s vital role in World War II is indisputable, especially in supplying strategic intelligence such as identifying the location and disposition of the enemy’s economic targets. But it was less adept at providing tactical intelligence of immediate use to a commander engaged in combat, because neither the appropriate equipment nor techniques for rapid printing and duplication had been developed. Only later, in the Korean War, did Navy and Air Force tactical recon become truly important.54

Aerial-recon missions could be dauntingly hazardous but as a general rule they were like detective work, involving a great deal of routine and only a little excitement.55 As one Navy recon pilot, who was among the first to photograph Tokyo, wrote, “the cameras do all the work and we just fly and push buttons.” He was fighting in “the gentleman’s way (even though that sounds incongruous) because you are in solid comfort all the while.” Guilt nipped at his conscience, for “the men in the other branches of service are taking all the weight. If we should fly constantly day and night under attack we wouldn’t experience in twenty years what a Marine private has to go through in one day.”56 Down there with the Marine private was the combat cameraman.

Like their military counterparts, civilian still photographers and newsreel cameramen who received armed forces accreditation were “official” photographers and could take pictures in the war zones. An accredited civilian dressed in a uniform like an officer’s and enjoyed many officers’ privileges, but was unarmed. Around one arm an accredited civilian wore a green brassard with a white “P” on it, which identified the individual as a photographer. Unlike their military colleagues, civilians were not in for the duration; instead they were ordinarily on assignment for only a few weeks or months before returning home.57

The armed services tried to avoid competition among official civilian photographers and between civilians and combat cameramen by establishing a “pool” system. As an essay in Popular Photography proclaimed, “The day of the picture ‘scoops’ is over” since all still pictures and motion picture footage shot by civilians went into “pools.” Accredited photographers from the Associated Press, international News Photos, Acme News Pictures, and Life Magazine comprised the Still Picture Pool, while Fox Movietone News, News of the Day, Paramount, Pathé, and Universal composed the Newsreel Pool. Stills and motion pictures shot by military cameramen also went into these pools.58 Special Army, Navy, and AAF boards censored all the film coming into the pools and released for public use anything that did not endanger security. Thus, all official photography, civilian or military, once censored was equally available to all; of course, the armed services also had access to the material that the censors had deemed inappropriate for public release.59 Although the War and Navy Departments occasionally used stills and motion pictures shot by civilians (and gave by-line credit when they did),60 newspapers, magazines, and the newsreels were heavily dependent upon anonymous military personnel.

Controlling the photographers’ competitive drive to get the best picture and have it published first was not as simple as establishing the pool system. Consequently, the relationship between civilian and military cameramen was often tense, with grave civilian fears being countered by intense military resentment. Civilians suspected that military photographers might replace them altogether and wondered if the military’s accreditation system was actually a method of excluding them from covering the war. Even when it became evident that this fear was groundless, civilians dreaded excessive censorship. Pathé News cameraman David Oliver complained that only half his footage from Europe became public. And the Motion Picture Herald railed against newspapers and newsreels being subjected to military capriciousness. Military authorities assured pool representatives that they only wanted to supplement, not supplant, civilian coverage. Although this was true, military photographers so outnumbered civilian cameramen in the war zones that for all intents and purposes they did supplant them. Military officials also asserted that censorship was judicious and necessary. For example, the War Department insisted that 99 percent of Oliver’s footage had been released and that the 1 percent withheld might aid the enemy.61

Combat cameramen often resented pool photographers who, they felt, were pampered and “treated like kings.” Civilians frequently seemed to avoid the combat zone, staying snug and secure in the rear areas while combat cameramen tended the front lines.62 Even when civilians ventured to the front, the combat cameramen still knew that they enjoyed the luxury of being able to depart whenever they wanted, even in broad daylight on a sunny, pleasant day. And in any event “they were not there for the whole period and did not slop in the mud day after day for two years.” Warren Kieft of the 163rd SPC remembered his first day under fire. He was in a foxhole in Italy adjacent to one occupied by Margaret Bourke-White, one of Life owner Henry Luce’s “lens-luggers.” “I have a filter,” he wrote, “which she left in her hurry to leave and would have returned it if I had seen her again.” That is, while Bourke-White departed, Keift stayed.63

The poor opinions that many combat cameramen held regarding the photojournalists’ bravery and dedication were not altogether accurate. No doubt a few civilians were unscrupulous laggards, even outright cowards; the same could be said about a few combat cameramen. But overall, as one Marine observed, “there weren’t even a handful who weren’t real professionals…. They shared the same hardships that we did. They could get killed or shot at just as easily as our people.” And they did. Life sent twenty-one photojournalists to the war; five received wounds and a dozen contracted malaria. Newsreel cameramen, too, paid in blood the steep price of admission to frontline seats.64 And officials in the still and newsreel pools were certainly gracious in thanking the combat cameramen for their assistance, praising their work, and commending their bravery.65

Combat cameramen perceived two other inequities. They knew that the civilians were “getting good money for the same stuff we shoot” for a soldier’s pay, which was to say virtually for free.66 And civilians received another type of “pay” that military photographers craved even more than money: bylines. Life, especially, trumpeted the exploits of its photojournalists. “Stuttgart Raid: LIFE Photographer Rides Through Flak and Fighters on Tough Fortress Mission to Southwest Germany” was the blaring headline for a story in the October 11, 1943 issue. “To Life Photoreporter Frank Scherschel,” the essay began, “befell the rare and dangerous task of photographing the American bombing raid on Stuttgart, Germany, September 6.”67 The AAF CCUs also regularly flew on such hazardous missions, and Life repeatedly published their pictures, but in their case without by-name recognition. By April 1945 the 10th CCU had flown 257 combat missions totalling 2,500 hours of combat flying time, and between January 1944 and August 1945 the 5th CCU had more than 500 missions and well over 2,000 hours. Many CCU photographers had been on dozens of combat missions—Clifford M. Lefferts of the 16th CCU flew fifty-three in just six months and his colleague Harold E. Geer flew eighty-six missions by January 1945.68

For the military cameramen, even worse than not receiving credit was when they saw their pictures appearing over some other byline. Nothing galled them worse than when the Associated Press, International News Photos, or Acme News Pictures grabbed photos taken by military personnel out of the still-picture pool and then credited themselves with the work.69
 V

Army Air Force Major General James P. Hodges was horrified. “The Navy has just released through 20th Century Fox the most spectacular picture of combat action I have ever seen,” he wrote to the Commanding General of the Tenth Air Force. Hodges was referring to The Fighting Lady, a movie depicting life aboard an aircraft carrier in the Pacific, produced “in the most technically perfect color photography imaginable.” “Needless to say,” Hodges continued, “it has set us all back on our heels and every possible step is being taken to produce a comparable picture in the shortest possible time.”70 In the great battle fought among the services for public support, Congressional favor, and budgetary appropriations the Navy had inflicted a stunning defeat upon its budding archrival, the AAF, which now felt desperately compelled to counterattack.

Competition, not interservice cooperation or coordination, was the hallmark of the armed forces’ photographic activities. High-ranking civil and military officials in each service recognized the utility of a shrewdly orchestrated public relations campaign built around its own photographic images. Secretary of the Navy Frank Knox was “vitally interested in presenting to the American public the Navy’s part in the Pacific war,” and the importance of pictures in this endeavor could not be overemphasized. In addition to looking at stills in newspapers and periodicals, millions of Americans attended movie theaters every week. Knox particularly desired naval-combat film reports “to show Congressional and other groups;” such films “would add immeasurably to the telling of the Navy’s story of the war.” Occasionally Secretary Knox and Admiral Ernest J. King, who performed the formidable dual roles of Commander in Chief of the United States Fleet and Chief of Naval Operations, took time from their busy schedules to view a rough cut (akin to the first draft of an essay) of film recently arrived from the front.71 In their quest for recognition and taxpayers’ dollars, Marine and Army officials also emphasized producing their own films for public distribution.72 The Army and the Navy, to cite just one example of this competitiveness, each established a separate film division to get only its films shown at war plants as a way to spur worker productivity.73

No collective group of service authorities exceeded the AAF’s in pursuing photographic publicity. Leading the AAF celluloid charge was General “Hap” Arnold, who “wanted to get publicity for the air force because he wanted to get money” from Congress. Beyond that, he strove to convince the public and the government that air power was so potent that the AAF should be an independent service, coequal with the Army and the Navy. When CCU film glorifying the AAF appeared in the newsreels, Arnold dashed off a commendatory telegram to the CCU that shot the footage. He screened AAF documentaries, made suggestions for revisions, and personally showed them to Congressional committees and at the White House.74 His office also prepared a list of films that AAF generals might show when civilian organizations invited them to attend; the AAF had made them all, and all stressed the vital role of the AAF in defeating the Axis powers.75

Following General Arnold’s fervent belief in film’s public relations value, William Keighley, Chief of the AAF Motion Picture Branch, aggressively sought to get AAF films before the public on all occasions. As soon as its documentaries were ready the AAF moved into its “exploitation phase.” Target Tokyo and Fight for the Sky were both finished in the spring of 1945, the former depicting the first B-29 raid on Tokyo and the latter detailing the role of American fighter planes in driving the Luftwaffe from the skies of Europe. A sergeant was placed on detached service in New York City to prepare newspaper stories, news clippings, advertisements, and press showings for each film. General Ira Eaker, the Deputy Commander of the AAF, and three other AAF generals attended a private screening of these two films with the members of the House Military Affairs Committee. And the AAF made special efforts to have the films shown to such influential civilian groups as the National Geographic Society. The AAF Director of Information urged all public-relations officers to cooperate with local movie representatives in showing another AAF documentary, The Last Bomb. In the words of General Curtis LeMay, who had directed the B-29 strategic bombing campaign against Japan, this film showed “how Japan’s ability to wage modern war was destroyed by strategic air assaults, while her ground armies of 5 million men stood undefeated.” That is, it showed why the United States no longer needed an army!76

In their frontline niches combat cameramen felt pressure from above to compete not only against civilian cameramen but also against the other services. “You see,” wrote Joe Zinni, “we have civilian photographers to compete with & I can’t afford to have them ‘scoop’ us— i.e., to get their ‘stuff’ in before us for if they do I have to answer to my superiors.”77 Requests went out for the Navy’s CPUs to concentrate only on naval operations, and AAF CCUs received pleas to make every effort “to provide interesting footage in order that the story of the AAF may be properly and constantly presented to the American public.”78 Driven by their own professional ethic and these demands from higher authority, photographers from each service went to great lengths to get their film back to the United States first so that it could be pooled, cleared by censors, and publicly displayed. For the invasion of Biak the OIC of CPU #3, Herbert S. Newcomb, carefully planned how he would get his photos to the States in the most expeditious manner, hoping that “this time we even beat the Signal Corps and civilian photographers.”79 Much to its bitter frustration, the Navy often lost these races. Because Army photographers had more frequent access to wirephoto machines, which could reproduce photos at great distances by means of electric impulses transmitted by wires, Signal Corps still photos often beat the Navy’s by several days.80

[image: Image]

Joe Boyle, known for good reason as “Shorty,” was thinking only about his unit, but he really spoke for all World War II combat photographic units, when he wrote that the 163rd SPC was an outfit for which historians “should be eternally grateful, because without us then you fellows would have a much more difficult time writing history today and in the year 2000.”81 And beyond.
 


2 “Survival of the Cleverest”
The Joy and Travail of Combat Photography

Before the war, John D. Craig was an internationally renowned producer-director of travel and adventure pictures who had led expeditions through forty-three countries and was a featured lecturer on Bell & Howell’s National Lecture Bureau roster. Without being unduly immodest, he authored a book entitled Danger Is My Business. But no peacetime adventures, no matter how thrilling, matched the concentrated danger of his wartime role. As the 9th CCU’s commander he flew thirty-five missions and logged 348 combat hours. Upon returning to the States Craig assumed administrative control over all the CCUs. Late in the war he left that cushy Washington, D.C. office job and headed to the European Theater to eyeball combat through the camera’s prisms again. “I wouldn’t have it missed it for the world,” Craig said as he summarized his World War II experience, “but I wouldn’t like to go through it again. God, it was awful.” Thus did he express the ambivalence felt by many cameramen about combat photography, with its alternating mixture of the wonderful and the woeful, of joy and travail.1
 I

Rare was the cameraman who did not consider himself fortunate. Photographers enjoyed their military specialty. As John S. Wever of the 196th SPC phrased it, “I’d rather be a private doing photography than a colonel doing some other sort of work.” Most photographers felt privileged to utilize their civilian specialty in a wartime assignment. “It meant,” wrote the 163rd SPC’s L. Bennett “Elby” Fenberg, “that I was doing a job that I felt qualified to do and enjoyed doing. It was one of the few cases in the army where the bolt fitted into a proper hole instead of a square one.”2

Cameramen also had extraordinary freedom and mobility. Considering that photographers rarely had an exalted rank—only a few were lieutenants, most were noncommissioned officers and privates—their independence may have been unprecedented. They referred to themselves as “gypsies” and “vagabonds” and moved around so much that they developed a keen sense of “how circus & carnival people live.” It became big news when “we didn’t move today—for a change!” Long after the war, when a slowed gait and potbellies belied their youthful vim, they still marveled that they had had more freedom than any other group of soldiers, sailors, or airmen. No one controlled them; they came and went as they pleased and lived and ate wherever they wanted. They “could just go out and pursue our instincts,” though they always had to remember the important condition of their freedom: they had to produce quality combat photographic coverage.3

Sometimes Army photographers traveled so far so fast that “we overran our maps” and had no idea where they were, not even “what country we were in.” Each month the 163rd SPC’s several dozen cameramen traveled a distance equal to more than once around the globe. Harold Culbertson, the unit’s motor pool dispatcher who had watched the mistaken bombing at Caiazzo, outfitted small photographic teams with a jeep and off they went. “They might go out and stay one day; they might go out and stay a week; they might go out and stay a month,” he said. A few even stayed out more than a month. The prizewinner was probably Bob Goebel, who never once returned to company headquarters in eleven and a half months! These men had the time of their lives—romping or sailing all over the war zones, meeting fascinating local people, thriving on the action, and staring in wonder at amazing sights that the average foxhole dweller or boiler-room denizen never saw.4

Wartime photographic vagabondage, however, had three drawbacks. Two of them were minor irritations but one of them was a potentially serious problem. The first irritant was that jeeps suffered from “flat-tire-itis,” a weakness in the otherwise astonishingly rugged vehicles that required the disgusted cameramen to change or repair as many as three or four flat tires a day.5 The other minor difficulty was that each move required new quarters. When a photographer could not readily take up quarters in a building, it meant “once again digging slittrenches, & fox holes & camouflaging our vehicles.” Or it entailed striking a tent and pitching it elsewhere. Three members of the 6th CCU had “with loving care” just finished converting their tent into something akin to a penthouse apartment when the war required them to relocate. As the unit history relates, had the movement order also said the three men would be shot at dawn, their expressions “would not have needed any alteration.” Although they re-erected a new penthouse elsewhere with all the original lavish appointments, the new domicile was “not quite the same in heart and spirit. Rancor lingers there.”6

The potentially serious difficulty with such unrestricted movement was that low-ranking, unrestrained, free-spirited individuals irked higher authorities, who might try to constrain them and thereby prevent them from doing their job. “These guys have been roaming around unguided—have become so damned independent,” complained a naval officer about one of the CPUs, “that you can never put your hands on them when you need them.”7 Fortunately for the cameramen, they had powerful protection against infringements on their wayfaring. Aside from wearing special patches and pins that identified them as photographers, they had “open orders” or special passes insulating them from interference by all but the highest-ranking officers. Shoulder patches identifying an individual as a photographer were an authorized part of the uniform but the pins were unofficial; hence, different units wore distinctive pins, some of them designed by the Walt Disney Studios.8

More important than the patches and pins were the “open orders.” David Douglas Duncan, who took his first picture with a 39-cent Bakelite camera when he was a teenager, became such a skilled photographer that he worked for Life and National Geographic, then entered the Marine Corps in early 1943. Initially assigned to a photo laboratory in San Francisco, he requested more active duty and was soon in the Pacific Theater taking combat photographs. In early April 1945 Duncan received “dream orders” to photograph Marine aviation. Officers to whom he reported had to provide him transportation; he could photograph all phases of Marine aviation; and he could report to the various aircraft wings “in any sequence deemed expedient.” These orders meant that even though Duncan was a mere lieutenant “he must be given air or surface transportation when he requests it; he can take photographs anywhere he desires; he must have top priority when changing stations—in short, he must be given the consideration a combat general or admiral receives. Some dream!”9
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