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For Allison



Preface

THIS BOOK is the story of a collective experience. It recounts an episode in the lives of several million American men whom fate—and its agent, the Selective Service System—called forth to fight in the greatest war in modern times. For many, answering that call took them on the most extraordinary adventure of their lives, and I have tried to recapture something of that adventure.

For each man who served, the adventure was different; in a sense there were as many versions of World War II as there were G.I.s. What is offered here is a distillation of sorts, and as such it cannot always correspond to what the individual G.I. saw or felt forty years ago or remembers today. Then there is another caveat: The experience related here is purely vicarious, for my military service was in a later war and not in the U.S. Army. But then it is the task of the historian to write about events he never witnessed and men he never met, and while the hazards of such work are obvious, I believe that I have captured the essence of the G.I. story.

Much of the story I drew from the men themselves, from reminiscences they shared, from their letters and memoirs, and even from their responses to the many opinion surveys the Army conducted during the war. I have tried to fill out the story of the G.I. with testimony from those who led him, from those who opposed him in battle or fought beside him as allies, and from those who knew him as liberator or conqueror. Finally, I have reviewed the considerable literature on the American soldier from the pens of historians who have preceded me.

Long before I had assembled the elements of my story, I knew it was one that I wanted to tell not to other historians, but to people who read history simply because they find it pleasurable and enlightening. Walter Prescott Webb said that writing destined for such a readership should be “unfootnoted and interesting.” The most casual glance at the pages that follow will show that this work meets the first of Webb’s criteria (and I have done what I could to meet the second). Many of the sources are identified in the text, but where it seemed appropriate I have indicated the source for quotations by means of end notes keyed to page numbers. Finally, I have added a select bibliography containing books cited in the text and others that proved especially useful to me.

Many people helped me in the course of my work, including first of all the considerable number of ex-servicemen whom I have interviewed or simply talked with over the past few years. I also owe a debt to many of my students who over the past three years conducted interviews with World War II veterans as part of their class assignment and at the same time helped their professor strengthen his grasp of his subject. Then there were people at various institutions who gave very generously of their time and expertise: at the National Archives, John Taylor, Tim Nenninger, and Will Mahoney; at the Army’s Military History Institute at Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, David Keough, John Slonaker, Richard Sommers, and Dennis Vetock; at the George C. Marshall Research Library, Archivist John Jacob and Larry Bland, editor of The Papers of George Catlett Marshall; at the Army’s Command and General Staff College, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, Colonel Louis D. F. Frasché, who heads the Combat Studies Institute, and Dr. Roger Spiller of the Institute’s staff; at the American Battle Monuments Commission, Colonel William E. Ryan, Jr.; at the MacArthur Memorial, Archivist Edward J. Boone, Jr.; and at the North Carolina State Archives. Archivist Suellen Hoy. In Paris, Chantal Tourtier-Bonazzi of the Archives Nationales was extremely helpful; and in Freiburg, I was grateful for the help of Horst Boog, Wissenschaftlicher Direktor of the Militärgeschichtliches Forschungsamt, and of Bruen Meyer, archivist at the Bundesarchiv-Militärarchiv. I also used with profit the resources of a number of other archives and libraries, including the libraries of Duke University, the University of Virginia, and the University of Georgia; the Bibliothèque Nationale in Paris; the archival and library holdings of the Service Historique de l’Armée, in Vincennes; the British Library; and the Public Record Office, Kew. For the illustrations I am indebted to the Department of Defense Still Media Records Center and to Virginia Horrell of the Center’s staff.

I consulted a number of fellow historians in the course of my work, always with benefit. Especially helpful were Martin Blumenson, Georges Clause, Harold Deutsch, Edward Drea, Colonel John Elting, Dale Floyd, Jean-Pierre Husson, Jay Luvaas, Klaus-Jürgen Müller, Claude Sturgill, and Major Dean Williams. Equally helpful were a number of people who at various times supplied me with information or assisted me in other ways, among them William R. “Buck” Johnson, Everett Lee, John J. Roche, Charles Sylvester, Richard Unda, Major General Carl D. Wallace, and Hosea Williams. I owe a special word of thanks to three former G.I.s who read the text and gave me the benefit of their insights: Melvin Herndon, Phil Pollock, and Harold Leinbaugh. Kathy Coley and Donna Marshall prepared the typescript with competence and unfailing good humor. Finally, Laurie Schieffelin, my editor at Scribners, gave me the benefit of her good judgment and her keen sense of style.
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The Draft

IT WAS one of the most tumultuous sessions of Congress in living memory. The late-summer heat of Washington helped to make tempers short, and the calamitous news from abroad contributed to the mood of crisis, but it was the Burke-Wadsworth bill that turned the halls of Congress into a battleground. That it aroused strong passions is not surprising: It called for peacetime military conscription, something unprecedented in the nation’s history. The bill went into the congressional hoppers in the third week of June 1940, the same week that France collapsed; committee hearings went on while the Luftwaffe and the Royal Air Force met in the opening skirmishes of the Battle of Britain. The proposal came before the Senate at the end of August, and the House took it up in the first days of September, just as the German bomber offensive against England intensified; a partisan of the Burke-Wadsworth bill recalled: “Every time they bombed London we gained a vote or two in the House or Senate.”

Even so, the partisans of the nation’s first peacetime draft did not have an easy time of it. While Claude Pepper of Florida championed the bill in the Senate, a group of women calling themselves the Congress of American Mothers hanged him in effigy on the Capitol grounds. Six women wearing widow’s veils took up silent vigil in the Senate gallery, then moved to the House when the debate shifted there. On September 3 a member of the Peace Mobilization Society was dragged from the House gallery shouting “American conscription is American fascism.” On September 5 the agitation in the gallery was overshadowed by the spectacle on the floor of the House, where two representatives engaged in a fistfight, the most violent episode the aged Doorkeeper could remember in fifty years of service; outside, a thousand demonstrators sang “Ain’t Gonna Study War No More.” After the measure passed both houses in final form, the protesters continued their efforts in front of the White House, but on September 16, President Roosevelt signed Burke-Wadsworth into law as the Selective Training and Service Act of 1940.

So it was that Selective Service—“the draft”—became an element in the nation’s life and ultimately the determining element in the lives of countless Americans. By the end of the war Selective Service had held the names, and in a sense the fate, of some fifty million American males between the ages of eighteen and sixty-four. The system probed the fitness of over twenty million, and fed eleven million into the armed services, an operation that has been described as the largest personnel inventory in the nation’s history. The great mass of men mobilized went into the United States Army. When the Army reached its peak strength of 8,300,000 in 1945, over seven million of that number had been supplied through Selective Service. The G.I. Army was an amalgam of sorts, made by adding the selectees to the Regulars—the career Army, which numbered 137,000 in 1939—and the National Guard and Reserves. The Regulars and the Guardsmen contributed an invaluable knowhow, especially in the first year or two; but the draftee was the basic metal in the alloy, the one that determined its characteristics and above all its temper.

But none of this could be foreseen in 1940. In fact, despite its novelty and the sound and fury that had attended its birth, the draft had only a minimal effect at first. The War Department, which had been studying conscription schemes for years, had hoped for a system that would give it the cream of the nation’s young manhood—physically and mentally sound specimens in their late teens and early twenties—and let it keep them long enough to teach them the soldier’s trade. But political leaders did not want to provoke American mothers by taking their male offspring while they were legally still minors, nor did they feel they could keep young men under the colors very long in a nation that was, after all, at peace. So Congress limited the term of service to one year and authorized the Army to take a maximum of 900,000 men from those aged twenty-one to thirty-five; this would only be a modest spoonful, dipped from a manpower pool estimated at some seventeen million.

By the end of 1940 “the draft” had entered the nation’s everyday vocabulary—much to the chagrin of the newly created Selective Service System, which disliked the term and carefully avoided using it (Selective Service officials claimed it had been imposed by newspapers because it was easier to fit into their headlines than Selective Service). And the draft entered America’s folklore as well, with a connotation more humorous than sinister. A new comic strip, Draftie, appeared to chronicle the military adventures of its hero, and a Detroit dance instructor introduced an energetic step called the Draftaway, in which the dance partners become airborne simultaneously; and for weeks people told the story of the young couple who named their firstborn Weatherstrip because he kept his father out of the draft.

Yet there was some concern over how the nation’s young men would take to the new military obligation. That summer, poet and Librarian of Congress Archibald MacLeish told an audience that America’s youth was morally unprepared for military service. Too much reading of Hemingway, Dos Passos, and other novelists had “immunized” them to moral or ethical appeals. Writing in Harper’s Magazine, Mortimer J. Adler warned: “Whether they go to war or not, irreparable harm has been done to the young men of this generation”; the culprits in this case being cynical college professors. Fortunately, it was possible in 1940 to probe the feelings of those young men directly through the medium of the poll. George Gallup’s Institute of Public Opinion had been carrying out its surveys since 1935 and was still perfecting its techniques. It had never done opinion sampling among those under twenty-one, but when the draft issue surfaced and the Reader’s Digest suggested a poll of the young, Gallup’s organization undertook the job. It polled Americans between the ages of sixteen and twenty-four, with some questions directed at both sexes, others asked only of males. Reader’s Digest published the results in its October 1940 issue, and they probably afford us our best clue to the attitudes of the young men who would fight World War II.

Despite Dos Passos and a decade of depression, the findings were heartening: “American youth is tough-fibered, loyal and hopeful, the young people believe this is a good country, worth working and fighting for. They have faith in the future. They are not radical—in fact they are surprisingly conservative in their views.” The pollsters asked boys and young men if they objected personally to a year of military service, and 76 percent said they did not. Many added, “If I’m likely to fight, I’d rather know how.” The unemployed had slightly less objection than those who were working or in college; schooled by the Great Depression, the men in the latter groups hoped to cling to an occupational niche or to finish carving one for themselves. The fundamental acceptance of compulsory military service by this “slice” of the nation’s manhood (something over ten million) closely approximated its acceptance by the general population, which Gallup’s poll sounded several times on the issue.

The Reader’s Digest article appeared in time to reassure Selective Service officials, who were preparing the first step—a nationwide registration set for October 16. The government was anxious for the registration to be as complete as possible. President Roosevelt issued a proclamation for the occasion, and so did state governors. Radio and press joined in the publicity campaign, and even bars and nightclubs put up good-humored reminders about “R-Day.” So intense was the buildup that one registrant recalled: “It had me feeling like I was going into the Army.” Here and there, ill-informed young men did think just that—a man who showed up to register in Davidson County, Tennessee, brought along his rifle.

To the relief of Selective Service officials, the registration was massive and smoothly executed. Though there had been some concern over calls for noncompliance by pacifist organizations, only a handful of young men refused to register as a testament of their beliefs, the most publicized of them being eight students at Union Theological Seminary. The only other identifiable groups to boycott the registration were certain Indian tribes. The Seminoles withdrew into the Everglades, and a spokesman explained that they were still technically at war with the United States. A small faction among the Hopis also failed to appear. An Indian Bureau official reported that their failure had nothing to do with pacifism but was merely a refusal to obey any law of the government of the United States. These episodes could not detract from the fundamental success of the operation. There would be five more registrations into 1942, when the process became a continuous one as American males reached their eighteenth birthdays. But the registration of October 16, 1940, was the important one. By that evening Selective Service had the names and addresses of sixteen million men, and it would soon have much more information on them when they filled out its eight-page questionnaire (DDS Form 40). And by law each registrant now carried in his pocket DDS Form 2, his registration card.

The only real difficulty in registration was presented by the questionnaire. The generation of 1940 was not used to filling out complicated forms (only three Americans out of a hundred filed federal income tax returns). A fair proportion of young men had to get help with DDS Form 40; even so, they had difficulty supplying Selective Service with the information it needed, both in the initial registration and subsequently. Asked if he had ever been an inmate in an institution, a registrant would scrupulously report his hospitalization for an appendectomy; on occasion he would confess to a crime he had not committed:

Have you ever been convicted of treason? Yes.

Give particulars: Automobile accident.

The penalties for violating the Selective Service Act were severe—up to five years’ imprisonment and a ten-thousand-dollar fine—and the government set out to enforce the act scrupulously. In November the Union Theological Seminary students were sentenced to a year in federal prison. (According to a nationwide poll, the public approved of the convictions; a quarter of those polled did not think the sentence was severe enough.) The following April, when professional baseball player “Cy” Moore punched a Selective Service official during an argument over his draft status, he was immediately bound over on federal charges. In the course of the war a half-million violations of the Selective Service Act were turned over to the Federal Bureau of Investigation, but the immense majority of those cases involved registrants who simply neglected to keep Selective Service informed of their whereabouts, and did not result in prosecution. Open, intentional resistance was exceedingly rare. Never at any time were there more than ten thousand persons imprisoned for refusing military service, less than 0.04 percent of all registrants.

The first selectees were designated for induction into the Army in November 1940 (the Navy, Marines, and Coast Guard preferred to recruit, supplying all their manpower needs by that means until the end of 1942). The new soldiers were for the most part healthy, unattached, often unemployed young men, and many were not disturbed at the prospect of military service. Journalists had begun praising the “New Army,” ultramodern and mechanized, a place where soldier-technicians did interesting things with sophisticated weapons and machines. One panegyrist wrote: “Nowhere in the world will you find less bloodthirstiness than you will in the Army. All that tough stuff belongs in the movies and in novels. If you enter into the thing in the right spirit, it can be lots of fun.”

Some young men had acted even before the Burke-Wadsworth bill became law. Cartoonist Bill Mauldin joined the National Guard that summer, impressed by the arguments of a buddy: “When we get into a mess there’ll be a draft and they’ll catch you anyway. In the National Guard you’ll be among friends, you’ll stay out of the infantry, and you’ll solve your civilian unemployment problem.” Other young men simply asked their local draft boards to send them, either to “get it over with” or to try the challenge of twelve months in uniform. In some states these volunteers were numerous enough to fill the first month’s quotas. Others waited. “My feelings were mixed,” one young man remembered. “In many ways I would hate giving up my own life, and yet the idea intrigued me. I wanted it and I didn’t want it, and all the time I knew that it didn’t matter what I wanted because the whole thing had been decided for me. For the first time in my adult life I had no choice to make.”

At first the monthly draft calls were small, taking an average of ten men from each of the 6,500 local Selective Service Boards—draft boards in the universal parlance—and each board had a pool of something over three thousand registrants. Through a complicated lottery system pioneered in World War I, the men were called as their numbers came up. The nationwide call for December 1941 was for only twenty thousand; the Army had almost reached its quota of nine hundred thousand. Then came Pearl Harbor. Almost overnight the Selective Service System became a looming presence. General Lewis B. Hershey, who was to preside over the system for three decades, emerged as a familiar figure; colorful and outspoken, he was much quoted in the press.

With the coming of war, military manpower needs shot up astronomically. Those already in uniform were now to be retained for the duration of the war plus six months, and to join them came a flood of selectees; the December 1942 call was for nearly half a million. From 1942 onward a man’s chances of being drafted no longer hinged on his number so much as they did on whether he could be spared from civilian life and whether or not he met the induction standards of the armed forces. (After 1942 the Navy and Marines also drew their men from Selective Service.) While the services had the final say in whom they took, Selective Service chose the young men from the pool of registrants and sent them for induction. The awesome power of deciding who went to war and who stayed home resided essentially in the local draft boards. Selectees could appeal board actions to higher boards, or even to the President, but in three cases out of four the decision of the local board was confirmed.

The boards were modeled on similar institutions used with success in the First World War. The board members, usually five in number, tended to be locally prominent, most often business and professional men in their forties and fifties. Veterans were often appointed, since they would not be asking young men to do anything they had not done themselves (World War I hero Sergeant Alvin York was the chairman of the local board in Franklin County, Tennessee). Board members were federal officials with letters of appointment from the President, but they served without pay. While they were well supplied with guidelines and instructions from the system’s national headquarters, their decisions were emphatically their own. In a very real sense the fate of a young man of draft age was in the hands of his neighbors, men who often knew him or at least knew members of his family. And as the boards determined who should go, and when, they also determined in considerable degree the composition of the wartime Army.

The system had one disadvantage in that the government could not reach into the pool and pick up individuals it might have special need of. At one point the Pentagon had a list of persons it wanted put in uniform so it could use them as cryptanalysts. Though General Hershey’s relations with the Army were close and cordial, he flatly refused to intervene with local boards. Nor was the Army more successful in preventing certain men from being drafted, notably the young physicists it had working as civilians on its super-secret Manhattan Project. Though the state Selective Service director involved was treated to a tour of a physics lab, the boards sent the young men off for induction just the same.

The government staunchly defended the system from first to last, believing a man would accept service more readily if the selection were made in his community. However, the arrangement also assured that most of the anger and resentment the draft created was not directed at Washington, but remained within the community. As General Hershey put it, the local boards had to “do the unpleasant thing.” Service on a draft board often meant the loss of friendships and also of business; in small, inbred localities the bitterness could linger a long time. Boards were sometimes openly accused of favoritism and quite frequently suspected of it—though they were rarely found guilty of it. They could not defend their actions in individual cases because a selectee’s dossier was confidential. A board member recalled with considerable bitterness: “We had a fellow turned down as a psychopath and he wouldn’t tell anyone why he was turned down. He and his father spread the word around that if you had a few dollars and knew the right people, it was easy to stay out.” When the war intensified and the communities began to suffer casualties, the boards did not have an easy time of it. General Hershey remembered: “There was a lot of boards telling me it was certainly tough last week, we had three boys, they found out they had been killed.” Gallup Polls indicated that the vast majority of the population felt the draft boards did a good job. Today most veterans say the same thing, but here there has been a mellowing of attitudes. A poll in the Ninth Division at the end of 1941 revealed half the selectees felt their boards had selected the wrong man.

The boards were constituted with little concern for what is today called minority representation. Virtually no blacks served on southern boards despite discreet suggestions from Washington. A postwar report on Selective Service in South Carolina acknowledged: “We did not put any Negroes on the Local Boards or Appeal Boards, the reason for which was explained to their satisfaction.” Yet blacks enjoyed a special protection under the Selective Service Act: Their proportion of each month’s call could not exceed their percentage of the population—10.6 percent. In fact, the percentage of blacks in the Army never reached 10.6 percent, chiefly because Army leadership held to the traditional notion that they were of limited usefulness, especially in combat. The Army took only sparingly of the manpower Selective Service made available in its periodic “black calls.”

Among other ethnic groups there were occasional complaints that they were being made to carry more than their share. The government picked up rumblings of discontent among Polish-Americans in the Chicago area, though the lists of draft board members contained many Polish names. The Cherokee Indians of North Carolina petitioned for a draft board of their own. A historian of the Mexican-American contribution to the war wrote that in the Southwest “the boards were loaded with Spanish names in their files, and very few were ever exempted, reclassified or found too essential to be drafted.” In sum, the system was one in which “mainstream” America saw to it that ethnic America assumed its share of the burden and in some instances what seemed distinctly more than its share. And local boards did not overlook what might be called Marginal America: The community’s freeloaders and troublemakers, the youths who were “a bit wild,” could easily be spared, and the rigor and discipline of military life might straighten them out. This view was also shared by judges and local law enforcement officials. It was not shared by the Army, as we will see.

Selective Service regulations made specific allowance for conscientious objectors, and there were provisions for such persons to take noncombat roles in the service or undertake some sort of alternative work. But a young man who presented himself as a conscientious objector was generally not well viewed by his local board. In Illinois, where 70 percent of board members were veterans, the boards were described as “inwardly resentful” of the conscientious objector’s unwillingness to defend his country. When a member of a board in the Bronx was asked if his board had had any persons ask for the status of conscientious objector, he answered, “We’ve had some, but we’ve always talked them out of it.” Local boards were particularly hostile to Jehovah’s Witnesses, refusing to recognize that each Witness was a minister in his faith and entitled to deferment as such. Over their protests the boards sent them for induction, where they refused to take the inductee’s oath. Of the fourteen thousand persons imprisoned for resisting the draft in the course of the war, four thousand were Jehovah’s Witnesses.

Selective Service regulations also provided deferment for dependency—the III classification—and here local boards were very generous in granting deferment, at least in the first part of the war. The boards respected marriage and family, and their inclination was to send the bachelors and the unattached first. But there were subtle distinctions in family status, for the boards felt that a young man who married after Selective Service was voted might well have taken a wife just to escape the draft (marriage rates did in fact go up in the fall of 1940). In such cases boards were less inclined to grant deferments, but even within the recently married group there could be fine nuances. A New York board member explained that when the board knew a recently married registrant had been “keeping company” with his wife for a considerable time, it was more inclined to grant a deferment. Asked what a considerable time would be, he replied “at least a year.”

The state of a man’s marriage could be of considerable interest to his board. In North Carolina, the State Director’s office suggested local board members keep several questions in mind when classifying or reviewing married registrants: “What is the attitude of the registrant in regard to his family? Is the registrant a wastrel, or is he inclined to save his money with the idea of establishing a home? Are they pooling their incomes and saving the surplus, or does each go his or her separate way?” Should the board learn that a man had quit his job and was living on his wife’s earnings, it would reclassify him I-A—the final way station on the road to induction—and send him off with the next month’s quota. General Hershey explained their reasoning: “They think she [the wife] and society, and perhaps even the man, would be better off to put him to work, and they do.”

Fatherhood enhanced a man’s chances for deferment even more, but here again there were distinctions. The “Pre-Pearl Harbor Father” was a category apart. Children conceived after that fateful date still counted, but not as much. (Boards sometimes called in medical help to confirm pregnancy, establish dates of conception, or in some cases rule on paternity.) The boards also tended to be suspicious of adoptions arranged after the war started.

It is clear, then, that a local board’s action frequently rested on rather intimate knowledge of a registrant’s activities and personal life, knowledge board members often possessed simply because they lived in the same community. But the boards also received a wide variety of confidences and revelations, often from correspondents who signed themselves “True American” or “Anonymous Citizen.” Some of this correspondence found its way to national headquarters, where it was filed under the ironic label “Fan Mail.” A twelve-foot stack of this fan mail has been preserved in the National Archives, and it makes enthralling reading: A woman writes to draw the draft board’s attention to her shiftless son-in-law, who would probably benefit from military discipline; a man in Dallas sends in the names and addresses of “three cowardly cousins”; a correspondent in Brooklyn wonders if Selective Service has overlooked a certain pair of brothers, adding, “This particular case is arousing plenty of curiousity, suspision to the people living on 59 Street.” There is a request scrawled on ruled paper from a nickel tablet: “Please locate Enoch Calhoun and put him in the service. He has diserted his family and took another woman with him.”

The other aspect of a man’s life that interested his draft board was what he did for a living. From 1943 on the most important deferment category was Class II, reserved for those whose civilian work was essential to the community or to the war effort. A physician or dentist could usually count on deferment if there was a need for his services in the community, though occasionally black doctors and dentists claimed that white draft boards were less understanding in their cases. Professional associations were eager to share with draft boards their own view of priorities. The American Medical Association—“the damn doctors,” in General Hershey’s language—urged deferment or direct commission for their members, but it also wanted the boards to give “less consideration” to osteopaths, chiropractors, and chiropodists. Selective Service officials complained that the American Chemical Society and the Manufacturing Chemists’ Association were working for “a virtual blanket deferment of chemists and chemical engineers and for their classification by a government agency other than the System.”

Workers in defense plants could usually count on deferments from the draft, though many under twenty-six were reclassified I-A late in the war. Organized labor had little leverage with the system, for it rarely had a representative on a local board. The boards took a dim view of strikes, particularly in defense plants. The draft could be used for strikebreaking, and when the workers at North American Aviation walked off the job in the summer of 1941, the government urged the reclassification of the strikers. The boards scarcely needed encouragement; the Illinois Selective Service Director reported that he had been telling his local boards to draft strikers for “months.”

By general acknowledgment, the group most widely deferred was farmers and farm laborers. A Selective Service study completed in 1942 showed that while men in agriculture made up 23 percent of the country’s male work force, they were only 15 percent of those inducted. By 1944 young farm laborers were the only large reservoir of manpower the Army had not tapped. But should a farmhand quit work and drift about, his board would soon have him on his way to an induction station.

If the man working in agriculture was among the last to go, the man who made his living as an actor was among the first. Local boards seem to have felt this was the most expendable of professions; according to the 1940 census there were 6,931 working actors in the country, and by mid-1942 3,503 of them were in the U.S. Army—a far higher proportion than for any other profession. Among others drafted early and massively were professional athletes. A surprising number of them had various disabilities. People would not believe that a man might be an excellent baseball or football player, yet have a physical defect that barred him from service, even though newspapers dwelt extensively on Joe DiMaggio’s eyesight and Hank Greenberg’s flat feet. Selective Service received pictures of athletes clipped from those same papers, along with the angry question: “Why isn’t this man in uniform?” Periodically, revelations would stoke the public’s anger, as when the players on a championship football team proved to be mostly IV-F (unfit for military service). Ultimately the Army gave in: “The War Department adopted a policy waiving defects that would not be aggravated by military service, thus taking the boxer out of the ring and the ball player off the diamond, regardless of his potential value to the service, to satisfy public opinion.”

There was popular interest, and to a degree public concern, regarding the draft status of famous musicians and Hollywood stars. Actor Jimmy Stewart won public approval when he fattened himself to meet Army weight requirements; fellow actor Lew Ayres did not when he chose the path of the conscientious objector. Benny Goodman’s fans understood when they learned that he had been classified IV-F because a portion of his spine was missing. Frank Sinatra also received a deferment on medical grounds, a decision that triggered a stern memo from Army Chief of Staff George C. Marshall:

 . . . I noticed that the crooner Sinatra has been deferred because of a punctured ear drum.

The ears are vital to a musician, vocal or instrumental, therefore if we judge by the salaries paid, Sinatra’s ears are reasonably effective.

Please have this looked into right away. If an Army doctor deferred him I want to know just why.

When the first contingents of draftees showed up at Army induction stations in 1940 and 1941, Army doctors rejected large numbers of them; the rejection rates in some states reached 30 percent. Since local boards had already done a preliminary medical screening, they and the physicians who worked with them came in for considerable criticism; but beyond that there was a flurry of public concern over the health of the younger generation. In fact, the health of American youth was reasonably good, and if there was a problem it lay with the Army’s standards for induction. The issue of physical standards was one of several differences in viewpoint that developed between the Army and the local draft boards; in each case the public and its representatives in Washington sided with the boards, and the Army gave way.

The Army was proud of the physical standards it set at the beginning of the draft. A month before Pearl Harbor an Army doctor boasted: “A registrant who qualifies today and is inducted into the Army can feel distinctly honored.” In 1940 men were rejected because they were overweight or underweight. “Edentulous individuals” were turned away because they did not have all the teeth the Army required; correctable defects of teeth and eyes were the basis for a third of the early rejections. The Army, accustomed to picking and choosing among the many potential recruits offered by Depression America, wanted men without a physical blemish; Selective Service was sending it men chosen primarily because they could be spared from civilian life. And even if the local draft boards had allotted manpower on the basis of physical condition, they could not have supplied enough flawless draftees for the massive armed forces the nation would eventually muster. The solution was obvious. As early as 1941 physical standards began to drop. By February 1942 the Army was taking men who had “sufficient teeth (natural or artificial) to subsist on the Army ration.” Customarily the Army had provided little dental care; in 1939 it had only 250 dentists. By 1945 it had 25,000, and they had pulled 15,000,000 teeth and fitted 2,500,000 dentures.

As vision standards were relaxed the Medical Department had to develop an optometry service. By 1945 it had issued 2,250,000 pairs of glasses, and one soldier in five was wearing them. Ultimately the service took men with only one eye, and when it did so it found itself faced with an unusual problem: a shortage of glass eyes, most of which came from abroad. It was the Army’s medical researchers who developed the acrylic artificial eye. It was much the same story with other defects: In 1940 a hernia usually meant rejection of a selectee; at one point later in the war, ten thousand men were in Army hospitals for hernia repair. By 1944 the Army could tell its soldiers, “Probably never in civilian life will you find greater care given your physical condition than in the service.” Just supplying the dental needs of the G.I. has been called “the most momentous job in the history of dentistry.” The overall effort at physical rehabilitation was immense, though it has remained little known to this day.

By 1942 the Army’s standards were under attack on another front: The public was increasingly unhappy because the system permitted those with venereal disease to avoid service while those without it were compelled to serve. The Army took a very dim view of the “social diseases” and with strong support from the Surgeon General had virtually eradicated them among the Regulars; but here, too, it had to give ground. In October 1942 it began accepting selectees with uncomplicated gonorrhea, and by the end of the year it was taking some syphilitics as well. By war’s end it had taken in and treated two hundred thousand men suffering from venereal disease; fortunately for the Army’s Medical Department, recently developed sulfa compounds greatly simplified the task.

The Army’s educational standards at the outset seem quite modest today: a fourth-grade education and the ability to use the English language. But draft boards read these requirements differently. Why should illiterates stay at home while those who had taken the trouble to educate themselves go off to war? Then, too, the draft boards and the communities they represented were insistent that the nation’s ethnic minorities contribute to the quota even if their knowledge of English was limited or nonexistent (at least one draft board in Chicago communicated with its registrants in Chinese). By the summer of 1942 Selective Service’s Washington headquarters reported that local boards were “raising hell at healthy young men being rejected because of illiteracy.” They ultimately had their way, with the Army absorbing eight hundred thousand illiterates, aliens, and hyphenated Americans, cycling them through Special Training Units where they learned to read and write the language of the country whose uniform they wore. They packed into hastily improvised classrooms, where they struggled through primers especially written for them: Meet Private Pete, and Private Pete Eats His Dinner.

Almost from the beginning, the draft boards collided with the War Department over its policy of refusing any man who had a felony conviction in his past. As early as January 1941, the draft board in Lebanon, Tennessee, complained that it had a registrant ready and willing to be drafted but barred because he had been in the state prison for “lifting a chicken or two”—even though he had later received a pardon from the governor. Two months later the board in Franklin County, Virginia, reported it had twenty-five able-bodied registrants it had been obliged to classify IV-F because they had been convicted of making moonshine whiskey. The board pointed out that Franklin County had been called the wettest county in the country; since whiskey making was one of its principal occupations, the county would be hard put to fill its quotas. And to many the War Department policy seemed one of discrimination against the law abiding. The chairman of a local draft board reported: “The people living in our community are more or less incensed with the fact that the hardened criminal and the social misfit is allowed to stay at home and permitted to hold any job which he may obtain.” Members of Congress echoed this theme. A Pennsylvania congressman estimated that there were “at least 500,000 hoboes—bums—wife beaters—drunks—and dissipaters of all kinds who should be put into uniform.”

The outcome was inevitable. In July 1941 the Army indicated it would accept convicted felons in special “meritorious” cases; gradually, draft boards lost sight of the “meritorious” designation, classifying large numbers of ex-felons as I-A. By 1944 Special Panel Boards of the Selective Service System were visiting prisons and arranging paroles for inmates who agreed to enter the service. Ultimately, over a hundred thousand felons wore the Army uniform, and the vast majority of them wore it with honor.

But as the war proceeded many senior officers became alarmed at the lowering of barriers and other transformations in the service to which they had dedicated their lives. War Department officials were alarmed that the Army was getting more than its share of the less desirable manpower, and they resented the favored status the Navy enjoyed in this regard, as it did in so many others. The War Department saw itself as the underdog in interservice rivalry, since President Roosevelt had once served as Assistant Secretary of the Navy and retained a very warm regard for the sea service. Secretary of War Henry Stimson, who was involved in most of the interservice battles, frequently confided to his diary his impatience with the President’s pet service and its spoiled-child behavior.

For a year after Pearl Harbor the Navy continued to recruit its needs (the Army recruited, too, but with less success; to the generation of 1940 it did not have the Navy’s allure). The Navy recruiting program was an aggressive one, so much so that Army officers claimed it was not unusual for Navy recruiting officers to approach inductees at stations who were waiting to be processed. The Navy’s slogan—“Choose While You Can”—had its effect. In one month shortly after Pearl Harbor thirty-five thousand men scheduled for induction chose the sea service. The Navy did not take all those who volunteered, nor did it want to; rather, it wanted to skim off the best. And even after general recruiting was stopped at the end of 1942, through a fluke the Navy continued to enjoy the right of signing up seventeen-year-old volunteers, whom it placed in the Reserves for activation later. This was in essence another skimming operation, enabling the Navy to stake prior claim on the most promising men in the coveted eighteen-to-twenty age group, which both services identified as having the best health, morale, and resilience. Even though the Army could now draw eighteen-year-olds from Selective Service, General Hershey told Congress he would be lucky if he could get two out of three in that prime age group.

Even when the Navy began to take manpower from the Selective Service pool it got preferential treatment, arguing that the special nature of service at sea required greater selectivity in personnel. The Navy refused to take anyone who was shorter than five feet two or taller than six feet four. Since the Army’s limits were five feet and six feet six, it received the outsize inductees. Color-blind men were not acceptable to the Navy, nor were those convicted of certain crimes, bigamy and “seduction” being among them. For much of the war the Navy successfully resisted taking its share of black manpower, and when Selective Service inducted twenty-one thousand Japanese-Americans late in the war, the Navy said it would take none of them.

The Army was no doubt still smarting from these things when a historian wrote in one of its postwar “Green Book” histories that the Navy and Marines had “the character of hand-picked organizations,” which would lead the reader to the conclusion that the Army got the leavings. Selective Service was held largely responsible for this state of affairs. If the Army was not particularly happy with the men sent to it, the men themselves were not particularly happy, either—and everyone blamed the draft.

Actually, the Selective Service System was probably the most effective way to allocate manpower—and still be acceptable to the American people—that could have been devised. Despite its bias and its blunders, on the whole the system worked well; it would have worked even better had the armed services themselves not interfered with its operation. What made Selective Service superior was the fact that it was a “system,” designed to allocate manpower on a rational and equitable basis. In this respect it was superior to voluntary enlistment. The machinist who left his lathe and the draftsman who abandoned his table in a defense plant and rushed off to enlist in the Marines did so from undeniably laudable motives, but quite possibly they could have contributed much more to the war effort by continuing their civilian trades—and only Selective Service could determine such things and place the men accordingly.

The Navy was instrumental in continuing voluntary enlistment for a full year after Pearl Harbor, for it was a device that served the Navy well. But, in fact, both services bypassed the Selective Service System in a variety of ways when it seemed to their advantage. Both the Navy and the Army Air Forces “reserved” prime personnel by signing them up in their air cadet programs, automatically rendering them “draftproof.” Most importantly, they signed them up in excess of their ultimate needs. Since flight training took a year, and since both services liked to hold a six-months’ backlog, any young man recruited into the program after 1943 would scarcely get into the war before it ended. The Army also removed thousands of young men from the draft pool with its ASTP (Army Special Training Program), which recruited students and then allowed them to pursue college studies in medicine, engineering, and other subjects useful to the Army. Like the air cadet programs, ASTP made sense up to a certain point. But that point was soon passed, in what Selective Service officials called “the childlike greed of each to secure the most capable personnel.” The squirreling away of vital manpower contributed to problems on the fighting fronts: Toward the end of the war the Army ran desperately short of combat infantrymen and was obliged to dismantle the ASTP program. And there were problems at home as the draft cut deeper. A Selective Service official recalled: “I was in Northfield, Vt., and Durham, N.H., in September 1943, when fathers in their middle thirties were being inducted from their stores, garages, and other businesses. The presence of several hundred able-bodied students in uniform in that community created a situation difficult to describe.”

Selective Service had some major flaws. It no doubt contributed to the Army’s problem with overage soldiers. In 1944 the average age of the American soldier was nearly twenty-six, while that of the American sailor was twenty-three and that of the average Marine was twenty-two; by then the local boards, in their zeal to protect breadwinners and heads of families, had stripped their rolls of single men in their twenties and thirties and had sent off sizable numbers of arthritic bachelors in their forties. But the gravest failing of the system lay in its preoccupation with fatherhood. Until late 1943 this group had been largely shielded, but thereafter there was no one else left to send. Rather than draft fathers, the local boards failed to meet their quotas; in the last three months of 1943 they supplied only two thirds of the selectees asked for. In doing so they contributed indirectly to the military manpower crises that developed later.

The reluctance of the boards to draft fathers reflected faithfully the repugnance the public felt at the idea. A poll conducted in early 1944 revealed that the American people preferred drafting single women before fathers, and by a three-to-one majority. Congress wrestled with the problem and accepted the drafting of eighteen-year-olds late in 1942 in hopes of protecting family men. But in the end there was no other recourse. The local boards bit the bullet: In October 1943 fathers had figured for only 6 percent of the month’s quota; by April 1944 they were over 50 percent.

The immense mass of manpower Selective Service supplied represented the upper two thirds of the nation’s manhood in the draftable age group, selected by the most sophisticated means then available; the other third of the pool remained IV-F despite repeated sittings by local boards. As a group the selectees were physically sound, certainly when compared to men mobilized by other belligerents. Whatever else foreign populations would think of the G.I., they would be impressed by his physical appearance and his bloom of health. German army leaders consistently rated American troops as superior physical specimens. Intellectually, the World War II soldier had impressive credentials; the average G.I. had finished a year of high school, a far cry from the sixth-grade education of the doughboy of 1917. But the term “average G.I.” must be used with caution, for it represents a midpoint between widely separated parameters: The soldier with a year of high school behind him might well rub shoulders with a Ph.D. in linguistics, and also with a semiliterate who could barely pick his way through Meet Private Pete. The G.I. Army was a juxtaposition of opposites, a blending of extremes. Extremes there were, and the soldier’s weekly Yank loved to point them out. The biggest foot in the Army belonged to a private who wore a specially made shoe in size 18 1/2 EEEEEE. The heaviest man in the service weighed 407 pounds. The oldest sergeant was seventy-four, having enlisted in 1895; the youngest sergeant was fifteen—though he was discharged as soon as the Army learned his true age.

But the essential point is this: Despite the concerns voiced by the Army’s personnel experts, the G.I. Army was neither dregs nor leavings. It was, to be sure, an ethnic and cultural potpourri—but then, so was the country. It had its share—and no doubt some of the Navy’s share—of color-blind men, “edentulous individuals,” seducers, and former moonshiners. But if the other services were to a degree “hand-picked” from the nation at large, then the Army was the nation itself, an authentic slice of American society with all its many layers. Given the amount of manpower mobilized, it was probably necessary that the Army be that way; given the principles for which the nation fought, it was also somehow appropriate.
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Greetings . . .

FOR ANY YOUNG MAN who carried a Selective Service card in his pocket in the early forties, the daily arrival of the mail was an event of more than casual interest, for the local boards used the mails to communicate with registrants. And once a man had been classified I-A, sooner or later the postman would come, like an emissary of the fates, bearing the notice to report for induction, universally known as the “greetings” (the salutation on this form letter was “Greeting”). In the meantime, the young man curious to know what lay in store for him could find out from such books as Major John Kenderdine’s Your Year in the Army, or How To Get Along in the Army, by “Old Sarge.” These books struck a positive, reassuring note. There was also counsel—often unsolicited—from World War I veterans, who assured the prospective soldier he would never know anything as bad as the Argonne.

Ultimately, the postman brought the “greetings” that indicated the date and time the selectee should report to his local draft board, from which he would be transported to the induction station. (Southern draft boards sometimes ordered black inductees to report to the local police station, where they got an armed escort.) Since the induction process was to be completed in a single day, and the stations were sometimes at considerable distance, draft boards had the men report as early as four or five o’clock in the morning. They gathered outside board headquarters in the predawn darkness, smoking and making acquaintance, often discovering that men unknown to them were close neighbors. Their trip to the induction station was generally not a one-way affair; all of the men would be returning that evening, but those found acceptable would already be in the Army, with a two-week furlough to wind up their personal affairs. (This was generally the procedure during the middle years of the war, the Army having learned that if it sent accepted selectees back home without swearing them in they often enlisted in the Navy.)

The Army’s manual on operating induction stations stressed that since they were the new soldier’s first contact with the service, “He should be impressed by the fact that he is joining an effective and businesslike organization,” and the manual contained flowcharts to show how the processing should be done. In keeping with these instructions the physical examination, which was the chief operation, was conducted on an assembly line basis, with about twenty-five men passing through the line every hour. The inductees came in one end of the line and went through most of it naked, wearing identifying numbers around their necks or marked on the back of their hands; they came out the other end as accepted or rejected. It was the most comprehensive physical examination most inductees had ever had. They were impressed by the procedure, but they were also intimidated by it. Some were uncomfortable in their nakedness; many had difficulty urinating on demand into the specimen bottles handed them. Examining physicians recognized that rapid and irregular heartbeat was often the result of simple nervousness in selectees. A draftee from Oklahoma who was herded through induction in a vast and cheerless armory recorded: “There, for the first time, we met the Army. It was sobering.”

In many contingents of draftees there were at least one or two men who had spent the previous night saying farewell to civilian life with friends and considerable drinking. They came to the induction station showing the effects, or at least the aftereffects. There were no stern words or raised eyebrows from the Army personnel who received them. Nor would drunkenness be regarded as a serious offense later, when the selectee was in uniform. A psychiatrist who worked with the military found that “the indulgence of the Army was particularly marked in the case of alcoholics, who were given repeated chances to reform, especially if they were pleasant fellows or performed well when sober.”

An Army doctor attached to an induction station described the work as “stimulating.” One encountered every conceivable type of congenital and acquired deformity. In older men it was possible to see the effects of child labor and prolonged malnutrition. The Army discovered curious regional variations in body types. “The highest percentage of muscularly superior and well developed types come from the New England states,” one study found, “with the foreign born second and the Pacific and mountain states very high. The largest assortment of thin weak and plump weak types comes from South Atlantic and East South Central Districts.” The Army kept monthly figures on rejection rates by states. The West and the Far West sent the highest proportion of healthy men, with the Dakotas often figuring among the top five. The southern states usually had the higher rejection rates—for whites as well as blacks.

The inductee of the Second World War proved on the average to be an inch taller and eight pounds heavier than the doughboy of 1917. There was less evidence of undernourishment, though the new soldier gained from six to nine pounds in the first few months in uniform. Dentists were in agreement that the teeth of inductees were in a deplorable state. Dental officers who had served in the previous war claimed dental health had declined, but they could not agree on why.

The doctors were trained to detect malingering. Selective Service frequently got tips about such things: An anonymous correspondent in Gainesville, Georgia, reported that “a lot of the boys are eating a lot asperns to upset their heart.” When an unusual number of Florida inductees showed up with elevated blood pressure, doctors suspected they had been eating Octagon soap, but an investigation gave no conclusive results. Malingering was a less serious problem than one might think. An Army psychiatrist claimed, “The number who are likely to malinger are so few, their services so poor, that it is best to do without them.” Another reported: “Many more are disturbed by being rejected than are upset by being accepted.”

Examining physicians related that generally inductees seemed anxious to pass the examination, as though it were an affirmation of their manhood. This tendency was so strong that it produced “negative malingering,” in which inductees tried to conceal or deny a disqualifying infirmity or condition. Epileptics often tried to hide their affliction: Where epilepsy was suspected, physicians were advised to look for scars on tongue and lips and other evidence of past seizures. And men with other chronic ailments tried to hide them, imagining that somehow the wholesome, spartan military life would help them. A selectee who was planning to plead a weak back found himself in line behind a man with a clubfoot. The physician examined the foot and told the man he was not fit for service, but the man would not accept the verdict. “He taps the doctor’s shoulder and says, ‘Watch how I walk.’ He walks without a limp, but not with ease. He makes the doctor watch him run. He is in a stew of supplication.” When the next man’s turn came, he did not mention his back.
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