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In his book Men Against Fire, [historian S. L. A.] Marshall asserted that only 15 to 25 percent of American soldiers ever fired their weapons in combat in World War II. . . .
Shooting at the enemy made a man part of the “team,” or “brotherhood.” There were, of course, many times when soldiers did not want to shoot, such as at night when they did not want to give away a position or on reconnaissance patrols. But, in the main, no combat soldier in his right mind would have deliberately sought to go through the entire war without ever firing his weapon, not only because he would have been excluded from the brotherhood but also because it would have been detrimental to his own survival. One of [rifle company commander Harold] Leinbaugh’s NCOs summed it up best when discussing Marshall: “Did the SOB think we  clubbed the Germans to death?”

 
 
Books published by The Random House Publishing Group are available at quantity discounts on bulk purchases for premium, educational, fund-raising, and special sales use. For details, please call 1-800-733-3000.

 
 
The rifleman fights without the promise of either reward or relief. Behind every river there’s another hill—and behind that hill, another river. After weeks or months in the line only a wound can offer him the comfort of safety, shelter and a bed. Those who are left to fight, fight on, evading death, but knowing each day of evasion they have exhausted one more chance of survival. Sooner or later, unless victory comes, this chase must end on the litter or in the grave.
—OMAR BRADLEY
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INTRODUCTION
Somewhere in the Ardennes Forest in a snowy, muddy hole with a small pool of slushy water at the bottom, an American soldier paused and collected his thoughts for a moment. Then he hoisted his weapon, left the dubious comfort and safety of his hole, and advanced toward his enemy while enduring machine-gun, small-arms, mortar, and artillery fire. He moved forward as he had dozens of times before and would dozens of times again if he wasn’t killed or wounded. The reality for him was this: he had little or no hope of rotation out of his surroundings or transfer to a unit in safer circumstances. Combat was his world and he could hope to escape it only through death, wounding, capture, mental breakdown, desertion, or—if he even dared imagine—the end of the war. To make matters worse, the law of averages stated with certainty that sooner or later he would become a casualty. It was not a matter of if, but when. Yet, in spite of his nightmarish existence, he continued, with dogged frequency and regularity, to fight and fight well, grimly moving forward to attack his enemy.
This drama was repeated millions of times, not just in the Ardennes Forest in the winter of 1944–45 but in other parts the world. In fact, at the same moment that the Ardennes GI moved forward, chances were very good that another GI was prowling through the mountainous, rocky terrain of Italy and yet another was doing the same thing in a steamy, forbidding jungle somewhere in the Pacific. What did they have in common? They carried out the same dirty, monotonous, dangerous job day after day and did it successfully. Yet not only did they do it in radically different circumstances against different enemies, but often they themselves came from completely different regional or ethnic backgrounds.
Ultimately the most basic question is why they did it. Why did these World War II American combat soldiers endure what should have been unendurable? What made them perform effectively and cohesively and draw on reserves of courage that they probably thought they did not possess? The answer is surprisingly simple. To a great extent they fought for one another; to an even greater extent they fought because of one another. The bond among American combat soldiers was so tight that it can be accurately termed a “brotherhood.” The GI leaving his foxhole in the Ardennes did it primarily because the next soldier was doing it too. He might not have even liked the soldier next to him, but he would do almost anything to help him. The same was true for his counterpart in Italy and in the Pacific. This bond was the single most important sustaining and motivating force for the American combat soldier in World War II. Although some individual units were more cohesive than others, the brotherhood was not unique to any one unit, sector, or theater. Rather it was pervasive among the troops who fought the war.
It is with those few who actually did the fighting—those at the so-called “Sharp End,” as historian John Ellis has termed it—that this book is exclusively concerned. Surprisingly little has been written on the American ground combat soldier in World War II. Of course there is no shortage of books on Americans in World War II, and often they include some discussion on the combat soldier. Good examples of this are Lee Kennett’s G.I.: The American Soldier in World  War II; two books by Stephen Ambrose, D-Day June 6th, 1944: The Climactic Battle of World War II and Band of Brothers; and Geoffrey Perret’s There’s a War to Be Won: The United States Army in World War II. Roger Fosdick’s A Call to Arms: The American Enlisted Soldier in World War II and Francis Steckel’s Morale and Men: A Study of the American Soldier in World War II are both excellent doctoral dissertations on the American soldier in general; combat soldiers are dealt with only as a part of the whole and, although combat is discussed, it is not the main focus. John Ellis, in his outstanding work On the Front Lines: The Experience of War Through the Eyes of the Allied Soldiers in World War II, focuses primarily on British combat soldiers.
In dealing with the attributes of the American combat soldier, it will also be necessary to take into account the important works of Trevor Dupuy (A Genius for War: The German Army, 1807–1945) and Russell Weigley (The American Way of War: A History of United States Military Strategy and Policy).
Richard Holmes in Acts of War: The Behavior of Men in  Battle, William D. Henderson in Cohesion: The Human Element in Combat, and, of course, John Keegan in his classic The Face of Battle have done an excellent job of studying the realities of modern combat and its effect on those who fight. But their studies are necessarily general. They do not seek to focus on the combatants of one specific nation in one specific war.
By contrast, this book will concentrate exclusively on one group of combatants—Americans in World War II. Part One, entitled “The World of the Combat Soldier,” seeks to answer the overarching question “What was it actually like?” Chapter 1 explains who did the fighting. Chapter 2 discusses the combat soldier’s equipment and food and how he felt about them. Chapters 3 and 4 describe the conditions in which the American combat soldier fought. Chapter 5 concentrates on how he actually fought. Chapter 6 explains what it was like to become a casualty.
Part Two, entitled “The Soul of the Combat Soldier,” answers another overarching question, “What was the combat soldier actually like?” Chapters 7 and 8 address his attitudes toward his Japanese and German enemies. Chapter 9 covers an element of the military experience that has constituted a near obsession with military historians—leadership. Far too much military history has been written exclusively from the perspective of those at the very top. Now it is the dogfaces’ turn to talk. How did the dogface feel about his officers, and what constituted good and bad leadership in his eyes? Chapter 10 is something of a catchall, relating many commonly held attitudes and motivators of the combat soldiers and touching on the costly effects of total war. Chapter 11 addresses and refutes some commonly held myths about replacements in the U.S. Army without attempting in any way to defend the army’s replacement system. Finally, Chapter 12 demonstrates unequivocally the crucial importance and pervasiveness of the brotherhood. It is the single most important theme of this book. Hopefully the reader will recognize elements of it in every chapter.
The sources used to prepare this work are overwhelmingly primary. Contemporary letters, diaries, and surveys were a gold mine of information. Generated later, but no less important, were the postwar memoirs, questionnaire responses, veterans’ association publications, and oral histories of veterans. Some historians have expressed concern that, over time, memories of the veterans have faded, especially in oral histories. They caution that perhaps the veterans do not remember their experiences as they really were but rather as they wished they would have been. Certainly this view merits consideration and argues for caution. However, it is undeniable that most veterans express the same attitudes, feelings, and descriptions as they did in their wartime letters or diaries. And although memories do fade, the detail and alacrity with which World War II veterans recall their combat service is often startling. Often their memories have dulled regarding the mundane; but, for most of them, World War II was the defining moment of their lives. These men were part of something monumental, although they may not have been fully aware of it at the time. More importantly, they were young, and the fondness for memories of youth rarely diminishes.
The veterans were senior citizens by the mid-1990s. Although earlier in life they may have been reluctant to talk about their experiences, they now realize that if they do not tell their story, no one else will. With retirement or a decline in health, they have had more time to reflect on the past. For some, such as ex-paratrooper Howard Ruppel, writing his war memoir was an emotional but necessary experience. “As I wrote, checked, revised and corrected,” he said, “I relived those harrowing moments, experiencing the agony once more and shed tears thinking what may have been.” So why did he do it? “If I had not written this, I would have taken it all with me . . . and no one would ever know about . . . how I changed from a boy to a man.”
Richard Roush, of the 84th Infantry Division, was motivated to write his experiences in a veterans’ association newsletter because of a desire to communicate the truth. “Out of all the men that were there and the ones that survived there are probably a million stories that will never be told due to the fact that they were so bad, so horrible that nobody would believe them anyway.”
The words of the soldiers, the historical actors themselves, will echo throughout this book. The historian in the 1990s dealing with mid-twentieth-century history has an advantage that scholars of earlier centuries do not. He or she can directly interact with those being studied. For this rare moment in history it is possible for a World War II scholar to talk directly to “GI Joe.” The author has gladly taken advantage of that privilege.
This is not another stolid examination of military doctrine, strategy, or generalship. This work is, more than anything, about flesh-and-blood people and the realities of their lives within the cataclysmic events of the recent past. One soldier writing home in July 1945 put it succinctly: “Confusion is still the god of war. Nobody, least of all the line soldier, understands war. Battles are more decisive to rear echelon generals than to the men whose blood is spilled winning them.” Even if the line soldiers had understood the larger questions, they certainly could not have exerted any degree of control over them.
Without doubt, it is important for historians to study every aspect of America’s involvement in World War II, including the war of the generals and policymakers. But the story of the ordinary man who carried out the policies and did the fighting has not been adequately related or understood. Accordingly, interested readers are left with a somewhat antiseptic and romanticized view of the war. This is often manifested in casualty descriptions. The terms  light and only are often used, as in “The hill was taken with light casualties, as the unit lost only four killed and three wounded.” To those seven individuals affected and their families, the cost of taking that hill was heavy indeed.
The main point is this: it is important to remember that the combat soldiers were not faceless robots but rather someone’s son, brother, father, nephew, uncle, or friend. James Simms, in his memoir of his experiences in the 101st Airborne Division, wrote of his fellow paratroopers, “They were not cold statistics in a history book. They were warm human beings who were terribly afraid but who were anchored by their bravery and commitment.”
Walter Slatoff, of the 78th Infantry Division, perhaps communicated it best in a passage he wrote to his son:
My Son: War is a more terrible thing than all the words of man can say; more terrible than a man’s mind can comprehend. It is the corpse of a friend, one moment ago a living human being with thoughts, hopes and a future just exactly like yourself—now nothing. It is the groans and the pain of the wounded, and the expressions on their faces. It is the sound of new soldiers crying before battle; the louder sound of their silence afterwards. It is the filth and itching and hunger; the endless body discomfort; feeling like an animal; the fatigue so deep that to die would be good. It is the evil, snickering knowledge that sooner or later the law of averages will catch up with each soldier, and the horrible hope that it will take the form of a wound, not maiming or death. Remember what we are talking about. Not words, not soldiers, but human beings just exactly like yourself.
Slatoff’s comrades, whether they were trudging through the Ardennes, Italy, or the Pacific, would certainly have agreed wholeheartedly with him and probably would have realized that they could not have said it any better.

Part One
THE WORLD OF THE COMBAT SOLDIER


Chapter 1
THE COMBAT SOLDIER:  WHO WAS HE?
What defined a combat soldier in the U.S. Army in World War II? Certainly, at one time or another, many soldiers from service arms found themselves in life-threatening situations. What distinguished the combat soldier from the others was that the combat soldier’s job necessarily involved life-threatening situations.
This was not true of most service troops or, indeed, of most troops who were nominally assigned to combat divisions, even field artillery. Artillerymen by no means enjoyed a safe job, and the army thought of their branch as a combat arm. However, except for forward observers, who were often up front with the infantry, the vast majority of artillerymen were usually a mile or more behind the lines. This distance was reflected in casualties. One study found that infantry soldiers suffered an average of 92 percent of a typical division’s battle casualties, as opposed to 4 percent for the artillery.
Thus, for the purposes of this study, a combat soldier shall mean armor, combat engineers, and, of course, infantry. Included under armor are tank destroyers and cavalry. Included under combat engineers are demolition experts, who often saw heavy combat in the Pacific. The infantry includes paratroopers, special forces, and rangers. Troops from these outfits did the vast majority of the fighting on the ground in World War II and took the lion’s share of the casualties. They were a clear minority; even at the end of the war, only 25 percent of the army was assigned to ground combat divisions. Probably the majority of that 25 percent would not be classified in this study as combat soldiers. This is because much of the manpower of an American combat division was composed of field artillery, headquarters, military police, medical, quartermaster, and other service personnel. Historian Lee Kennett estimated that 50 percent of division personnel were primarily involved in noncombat logistics. The other 50 percent, at the most about 8,000 to 9,000 men per division, fought, bled, and died and along the way determined the outcome of the war. They represented a distinct minority among the millions of soldiers in the U.S. Army in World War II.
Needless to say, the designation “combat troop” also covers marines. In fact, owing to the Marine Corps ethos of “every marine a rifleman,” the average marine was far more likely to have participated in combat than the average army soldier. Most World War II marines were infantrymen or combat engineers; as such, their accounts will form a bulwark of this book.
Frank Nisi, of the 3d Infantry Division, explained this well in a letter to his father:
I would venture to say that only a very small percentage really know what war is all about. By that I mean that of the millions . . . only the Infantry and certain attachments, such as tanks or TDs [tank destroyers], were ever close enough to hear a shot fired in anger. Then that could be broken down still further to exclude the Reg’t. Hq. Service Company etc. It gets down to the man with the rifle who has to live in the ground . . . or any place he possibly can, then go without sleep for several days and get up and fight, hike, run, creep, or crawl 25 miles or so. During this time the echelons in rear of him move up in vehicles, get their night’s sleep and wait for him to advance again.
A 7th Infantry Division soldier named Roland Lea took great pride in being part of this minority. “The front lines soldier fought the battles, occupied the land, suffered and won the war. I’m proud that I was one of them.” Brendan Phibbs, of the 12th Armored Division, worried that, after the war, “parasites from the quartermaster battalions would wave flags and scream about patriotism and nobody in the world would know or care that they, the tiny 10 percent, had pulled the whole war machine forward.”
If the war was fought by a minority, then it is important to understand how the army organized its combat units at their smallest and most basic levels. Armored divisions, for example, were not primarily made up of tanks. A typical American armored division in the European theater was composed of three tank battalions in addition to three battalions of armored infantry (who functioned as ordinary infantry but rode in half-tracks), three battalions of armored artillery (equipped with self-propelled artillery), an armored cavalry reconnaissance battalion, a tank destroyer battalion, and an armored engineers battalion. Tank battalions, like infantry battalions, were broken down into companies of approximately sixteen tanks, four to a platoon. A tank company was often commanded by a captain and platoons by lieutenants. However, it was not at all uncommon for sergeants to command tank platoons. The majority of enlisted tankers held a rank above private first class much like bomber crewmen in the army air force. Also, it was common for various tank battalions within the same division to be equipped with different tanks, especially early in the war. Most U.S. tanks were crewed by five men.
Regarding armored infantry, 8th Armored Division soldier James McDonald explained it best: “Armored infantry units were organized a little different than the standard infantry battalion. We had a headquarters squad, two rifle squads, a machine [gun] squad and a mortar squad in each platoon. We had a lot of firepower.”
As vitally important as armored formations were, regular infantry was the bulwark of the U.S. Army in World War II. Of the approximately ninety-one divisions that saw combat, sixty-eight were infantry divisions. Another four were airborne and one was a cavalry division. The airborne and cavalry units were equipped and functioned as infantry. The vast majority of combat soldiers, then, were infantrymen. Whether on the offensive or, much more rarely, the defensive, the infantry was the main component around which the army’s ground combat forces were built. More often than not, the other branches found themselves in support of the infantry in combat. Thus, in spite of all the newfound technology and mobility in the U.S. Army of 1941–45, the infantry can be aptly described not just as the “queen of battle” but more appropriately the “king of battle.” This was particularly true in the Pacific, where at times the terrain and conditions made armor useless.
Radford Carroll, who served as a rifleman in the 99th Infantry Division, personified these facts:
The Infantry walks, except when it runs, and lives in the open as best it can. Battles and wars are not won unless the infantry is standing on the land that once belonged to the enemy. The infantry fighting is not remote from the foe; the enemy is visible and the bodies and blood of enemy and friend alike show the results of the fighting. The infantry lives under the hardest conditions and suffers the most danger of any of the branches of the military. It is the pits, a place to stay out of—and there I was. 
In World War I, the U.S. Army was structured in a so-called quadrangular fashion, which basically meant that it was composed of four infantry regiments. The World War II American infantry division was triangular, as Carroll explains:
A division was commanded by a general officer and contained about 15,000 people. A division was subdivided into regiments, usually 3 regiments to a division. A regiment was divided into battalions, usually 3 battalions to a regiment. A regiment was commanded by a colonel. A battalion was divided into companies, usually about 6 companies to a battalion. A battalion was commanded by a major. A company was divided into platoons, usually 4 platoons to a company. The company commanding officer was a captain. A platoon was divided into squads, usually 4 squads to a platoon. The platoon was commanded by a lieutenant. Each squad was composed of a sergeant, a corporal and 10 privates.
David Williams, a member of the same division as Carroll, related in greater detail the exact composition of the small units that actually did the fighting:
At full strength, an infantry company was composed of about 190 to 200 enlisted men and 6 officers, but due to casualties a line infantry company [one facing the enemy] was rarely at full strength. With the addition of . . . ten replacements, L Company had 173 enlisted men and 5 officers. Like all infantry companies, L Company had three rifle platoons, each consisting of three twelve-man squads, and a fourth platoon, called the weapons platoon, consisting of three mortar squads and two machine-gun squads. In addition to those in the platoons, there were clerks, cooks, medics, runners [messengers], and men in various other positions.
Howard Ruppel’s unit, the 517th Parachute Infantry Regiment, was organized in much the same fashion. “The 517th Combat Team was a miniature army by itself. The team included rifle platoons, machine guns and mortar squads . . . field engineers, medical service . . . all clothing, arms and ammunition.”
Combat engineers were nearly identical to infantry outfits in organization. The only exception is that there were few specialists—that is, machine gunners—as opposed to riflemen. The engineers were employed as a team to accomplish whatever mission needed to be done, whether that meant clearing mines, setting up barbed wire, building bridges under fire, or destroying pillboxes.
Unlike their sons in Vietnam who were sent home after a one-year tour of duty, or their comrades in the air force who rotated out of combat after a certain number of missions, these combat soldiers had little or no hope of rotation out of combat. They were in the war for the duration. Some units, such as Lloyd Pye’s 1057th Provisional Infantry Battalion (Merrill’s Marauders) in Burma, “had a rotation system within the battalion, to make heavy action and death as fair as possible.” However, even in that system, troops were not permanently excused from combat.
The army did make a halfhearted effort at relieving individual veteran soldiers from combat, but 24th Infantry Division veteran Leonard Kjelstrom describes that as a “farce.” Radford Carroll summed up the feelings of the individual combat soldier on this subject:
In the Army Air Force, after 25 [later 50] missions were completed the airman was sent back to the States. We really envied the Air Force that goal. An infantryman had no such arrangement. Instead the infantryman went into battle knowing that the odds were stacked against his survival. There were no promises of either reward or relief. Only a wound could offer the comfort of safety, shelter and a bed.
In the wake of the first peacetime draft in the nation’s history in 1940, the army found itself in the welcome but uncomfortable position of having to evaluate hundreds of thousands of new men, most of whom had little or no military experience. For this purpose, the army devised a test, called the Army General Classification Test, or AGCT, which was given to all new recruits. They had forty minutes to complete it. The test consisted of 150 multiple-choice questions of three basic types: lock counting, synonym matching, and arithmetic. The tests were machine graded, then everyone was placed into one of five categories according to raw scores. Class I had a score of more than 130, class II between 110 and 129, class III 90 to 109, class IV 70 to 89, and class V 69 or less. Ordinarily the men tried their best on the AGCT, because of the general understanding that doing well might give them a better army job. For example, to qualify for officer candidate school a soldier needed a score of at least 110. It was also common knowledge that scoring high on the test would increase the chance of assignment to the army air force, a desirable branch of the service for most recruits.
The consensus among army leadership as well as those who have studied the effects of the AGCT was that it was a good measuring stick for general as well as technical aptitude. However, some felt that it had shortcomings: first, the speed factor in taking the test was not minimized when results were tabulated; second, scoring methods favored persons who were inclined to guess; and third, the test placed great emphasis upon spatial thinking and quantitative reasoning (math skills).
The top two classes of men were thought to be suitable for any army job. The average group (class III) was slated for any nontechnical job. Class IV covered a fairly wide group, from the barely functional to the slightly below average; this group was thought to be best for service or labor functions, often in the “zone of the interior,” as the continental United States was called. Class V was thought to be made up of men who were mentally deficient, possibly even retarded in some way. In the first year or so of the war, combat units had the largest share of class IV and V men. This was to change.
The AGCT seems to have been a fairly good barometer of level and quality of schooling and also depth of experience. As such, it was somewhat biased against those without the benefits of extensive education, travel, or experience. Accordingly, it was slanted in favor of older white men in their late twenties to early thirties who may have had some college education or varied work experience. More importantly, it reflected to a significant degree the army’s initial emphasis on technology at the expense of the infantry soldier.
As a group, blacks tended not to score well on the AGCT. More often than not, they did not have the benefits of education or experience. This led to a vicious cycle. The low scores that most blacks achieved seemed to confirm in the minds of the army’s leadership their own assumptions of black inferiority. Many of the top brass felt that blacks were not fit for combat duty, so they were often shunted into labor and service jobs in the quartermaster or the noncombat engineer corps. Thus, blacks were by and large excluded from combat service in World War II. Along the way, the army lost an invaluable pool of talent and manpower. As the war dragged on, however, the views of the brass changed somewhat, and by 1944 a small minority of black troops began to see combat, albeit only in segregated units, such as the 92d and 93d Infantry Divisions, or the independent 761st Tank Battalion. It was only in the final months of the war in Europe that the army began experimenting with integration, but in a limited way. A platoon of black soldiers would sometimes fight alongside a platoon of white soldiers. Although the troops generally got along well, it was not the true integration that the army would later have in Korea, Vietnam, and the Gulf War. Generally, blacks fought as well as other American combat soldiers, and their voices are heard throughout this study in proportion to their numbers.
Regardless of whether a soldier was white or black, the AGCT was a major factor in how he was assigned his army job. In the first year of the war, the ground combat arms did not receive the intellectual quality of manpower that they would eventually need and receive to fight the war successfully. Between March and August 1942, the armored force received 28 percent of its replacements from class I or II, 33 percent from class III, and 39 percent from classes IV and V. The infantry received even more men from classes IV and V: about 27 percent of its replacements came from the top two classifications; 29 percent came from the average group; and a whopping 44 percent came from the bottom two classes.
How were the other branches that were classified as combat by the army faring during this first year of the war? It is difficult to assess the combat engineers because there are no separate numbers for combat and noncombat. This is significant because a large number of noncombat engineers were in black labor battalions. The combat engineers were all white, as were other frontline outfits. The cavalry received 26 percent of its men from classes I and II and 43 percent from classes IV and V. The field artillery got 24 percent from I and II and 46 percent from IV and V. The pattern was unquestionably the same in all combat branches: once the war started, combat branches got short shrift in the number of high-scoring men filling their ranks.
The main reason for this lies in the makeup of another combat branch of a special type—the army air force. Because the United States did not have an independent air force during World War II, the army had to create one. This was done, to a certain extent, at the expense of its ground forces. Men with greater technical and mechanical aptitude, as reflected in their AGCT scores, were sent to the air force. Forty-four percent of the army air force’s replacements had tested in the top two AGCT classes in 1942. Another 35 percent were from the average group, and only 20 percent tested in classes IV and V. Men with high test scores were often only too happy to oblige the army. The prospect of holding an officer’s rank and flying a plane instead of slogging along on foot, as well as the romanticism of pilot lore left over from World War I, tended to make the air force a far more attractive alternative than serving in the infantry. Nevertheless, in spite of their romantic notions, most men who joined the air force ended up as enlisted, nonflying personnel.
Clearly, more men considered by the army to be of higher quality ended up in the air arm in the first year of the war. The army had little choice in this. The air force, because it was so expensive to build and maintain, had been neglected in the isolationist, parsimonious atmosphere of the interwar years. Army leaders correctly believed in the significance of airpower, and they knew that, initially at least, the air force would have to do the bulk of the fighting.
Other factors complicated the expansion of the ground combat arms. Those men who had an education, a technical aptitude, or some other such marketable skill might be more likely to join the navy because, by its very nature, it utilized such qualifications more effectively than did the army. Many men who were patriotic, outraged by Pearl Harbor, and eager to fight the enemy on the ground with a rifle were attracted to the marines. The army was left with the rest—draftees who more often than not, and for understandable reasons, were hoping to avoid ground combat.
By the summer of 1943, though, it became clear to the army hierarchy that it would need hundreds of thousands or perhaps millions of motivated, trained, and intelligent ground combat troops if it hoped to win the coming campaigns in Europe and the Pacific. The air force was doing a fine job, but it was obvious to all but the most obtuse and stubborn advocates of strategic bombing that the war would eventually be decided on the ground. Although the air force continued to receive many of the best recruits, slowly but surely the ground forces were fleshed out with larger numbers of men from classes I, II, and III. A mass army geared for total war was built, and army ground forces began to receive the greatest quantity of new men. This meant simply that by early 1944, when Chief of Staff George C. Marshall ordered that prime eighteen- to twenty-year-olds now be sent to the infantry, a new recruit had an excellent chance of ending up in a ground combat outfit regardless of his AGCT score.
Perhaps the most dramatic example of this new reality was the liquidation of the Army Specialized Training Program. The ASTP, as it was called, was created at the behest of Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson. It grew out of the notion that the cream of western youth had been slaughtered in the trenches in World War I. The hope was to keep bright young men (an AGCT score of 115 or higher) out of combat while training them for technical or specialist army jobs. After initial training, they were sent to college at government expense and given an accelerated curriculum. Marshall’s directive doomed the program and ensured that 150,000 of America’s best and brightest, who were in their late teens or early twenties, would end up in ground combat outfits.
The result of this policy was a dramatic upgrade in the quality of combat units and some very angry whiz kids. Irwin Shapiro, an ex-ASTPer who served in the 8th Armored Division, summed up his feelings and those of his comrades: “I think we resented it because it would have been a soft deal for us. We could have stayed out of combat. We could have stayed out of danger. We could have gotten our college careers going and that sounded very promising.” Henri Atkins, who ended up in the 99th Infantry Division after the program was disbanded, conceded that “the ASTP was an elitist concept. It was supposed to put the smartest young men into college instead of . . . the infantry. Elitist or not, I was all for the program, which would place me in a major university for a three-year crash college program. I was eager to begin my studies. I was not at all eager to be shot at.”
Whatever their reluctance, however, the bright youngsters turned out to be excellent soldiers.
Besides the ASTP program, the air cadet program, home of 71,000 additional bright young men who hoped to be pilots one day, was discontinued. A large proportion of these men also ended up in combat units. In addition, the growing Allied domination of the skies freed tens of thousands of antiaircraft troops for frontline duty.
It would be a mistake, then, to assume from the 1942 figures that the American combat soldier in World War II was generally from a disadvantaged or lower-class background. This may have been true briefly in late 1942, but certainly by the time the bulk of the ground fighting was done—1944 and beyond—it was no longer the case. The men who fought the war on the ground were white, came from backgrounds of modest income and education, and were of average or above average intelligence. In short they can be referred to as “middle class.” Even the officers, who were usually better educated or wealthier than their men, did not hail from an aristocratic or ruling class in a European sense. Instead they received their commissions because of higher intellectual aptitude (as reflected in test scores), better education, or previous military training.
The term middle class does not necessarily mean a quantified demographic group so much as a shared perception. A 1940 Fortune magazine survey on class found that 79 percent of those who were asked which class they felt they belonged to (upper, middle, or lower) chose middle. Even those who, in terms of yearly income, would be classified as upper or lower class (74 percent and 70 percent, respectively) overwhelmingly described themselves as middle class.
In the U.S. Army in World War II, it was ordinary middle-class Americans who did the ground fighting. The wealthy and powerful often gravitated to the air force and navy. The “disadvantaged” (blacks) were barred from combat. The combat soldier did not come preponderantly from any one region or ethnic background. Curtis Whiteway’s comments on his 99th Infantry Division comrades illuminates this fact: “In our entire Bn. [Battalion], 50% were Yanks . . . and 50% Rebels. One bed a Yank—next bed a Reb. Friction dissolved as we moved for combat.”
Garland Godby, a rifle company commander in the 80th Infantry Division, put it this way in describing his men: “It’s a shame to waste the cream of a people because that’s who does the fighting . . . young, reasonably intelligent people who lead the country to a better future and you go out and kill them.”
Thus, the American combat soldier in World War II must be seen for what he actually was, an everyman of average or above average intelligence, the son of a carpenter, construction worker, lawyer, farmer, minister, factory worker, small businessman, and engineer, among many other occupations. Probably the most important point to remember about their backgrounds is that they were, first and foremost, citizen-soldiers. Most were just “ordinary Americans,” but they confronted the best that the forces of Fascist totalitarianism could throw against them, and they emerged victorious at nearly every turn.

Chapter 2
FOOD, EQUIPMENT, AND WEAPONS
It has been said that the American soldier in World War II was the best-fed, best-equipped soldier in history up to that time. The United States reportedly poured its vast wealth and resources into lavishing its soldiers with amenities that soldiers from other nations did not enjoy.
In a general sense, this impression is basically true; but, as with many generalities, there are exceptions. In terms of his overall menu, the GI was undoubtedly more fortunate than his foreign counterparts. But this does not mean that he was always well fed. Nor does it mean that he particularly enjoyed the food. By the same token, although he may have been issued large quantities of diverse equipment, this does not necessarily mean that the equipment performed well or that he had a high opinion of it. American ground combat weapons, for example, were in some ways inadequate, and the U.S. combat soldier often found himself outgunned. It was left to the user to improvise. Ultimately the combat soldier used or consumed whatever seemed to get the job done. If a can of rations was no good, he would not eat it. If his gas mask or some other piece of personal equipment was deemed to be useless, he threw it away. If his firearm did not perform adequately, he found one that did.
He was fed in one of two ways: by a field kitchen or by prepackaged rations supplemented by a certain amount of scrounging. The preferred option, of course, was the field kitchen. It was run by the company mess sergeant, many of whom were notorious for their insensitivity to the line troops. The mess sergeant had a squad of approximately twelve cooks under his command.
In spite of the callousness of some mess sergeants, combat soldiers generally felt that the mess troops did the best they could to get decent food to the front. One soldier wrote home: “Our cooks really keep working to bring up as much hot chow to us as possible. Except during an actual attack situation, they usually manage to bring us up something hot twice a day. Within reason, they do everything they can to make things easier on us. Believe me, we really appreciate it.”
Bert Morphis, of the 1st Infantry Division, agreed. “Our cooks were great about bringing hot food right up to the front lines when it was possible at all. However, most of the time . . . it was just not possible. I remember one two-week period when every morning and evening they brought each of us one Spam sandwich and a cup of coffee. By the time it got to the front it was all cold.”
Ninety-ninth Infantry Division veteran Henri Atkins described vividly how difficult it was to eat normally at the front, even when the field kitchens brought up chow:
Headquarters would try to get a hot lunch to us every day. A jeep would load up with large containers of food and coffee. Half of the men at a time would go quickly to the area about 200 yards from our forward lines. Each man carried his rifle slung over his shoulder and spare clips in his pocket. He would carry his mess kit in one hand and a large canteen cup in the other hand. Arms full of food and our cup of coffee, we would hurry back so the others could go back for their food and drink. As often as not the “dirty Huns” would shell us at that precise moment. Half of the hot coffee would spill out and snow would cover our food.
The experiences of Charles Miller, of the 75th Infantry Division, were almost reminiscent of sensory deprivation:
Some time after dark the kitchen truck came up and our canteen cups were collected and returned to us full of food. This provided a rather unique dining experience since in the dark I was not sure of some of what I was eating although I knew it was familiar. I am sure that there was a canned peach half for “dessert” since it was thoughtfully placed on top of the milange [sic]. Interest was added by the German artillery which was shelling the woods behind us and shell fragments were buzzing through the trees like angry bees.
Lawrence Nickell, of the 5th Infantry Division, outlined how his unit’s kitchen operated:
If conditions were favorable, no enemy in close proximity etc., the kitchen would set up and cook a hot meal for us. They tried to send up hot foods in insulated Marmac containers if we were in a stable position, but the kitchen could not be close enough for us to go form a chow line. Carrying parties would go back and carry up food and coffee in Jerry cans . . . but the coffee was almost always cold and heavily flavored with chlorine.
Ferdinand Huber, of the 99th Infantry Division, underscored the salient point that the food, even when it did manage to reach the front, was not always appetizing. “In the middle of the night the cooks would come up with large thermos containers, so we would have a hot meal—mostly breakfast victuals such as rubbery eggs, cold pancakes, or the army’s version of French toast—stale GI bread partially soaked with eggs and sugar.”
David Williams, who joined the 99th Division after the Battle of the Bulge, learned to improvise. “We didn’t carry our mess kits with us. The cooks brought those items when a hot meal was brought up. Since we weren’t carrying mess kits, we didn’t have a utensil with which to eat the canned items in the K rations. I took a dessert fork from a set of silverware and stuck it in the strap on the side of one of my combat boots.”
Even though combat soldiers usually lived a life of privation, sometimes everything would fall into place perfectly. Earl Reitan, of the 3rd Infantry Division, had fond memories of a meal in Italy. “Just as we were getting famished a truck came up with fresh-baked bread, Spam, and cans of water. I long remembered that meal along an Italian road as one of the most enjoyable I ever ate.”
John Roche wrote of a similar special meal that he and his 88th Infantry Division brethren enjoyed:
In the evening, Co. K’s mess sergeant showed up with delicious “kosher specials.” I went through the line twice, four specials the first time, and two the second. The Co. K mess sergeant was damned if he was going to scour the countryside for his company, so we obliged him as much as we could with the consumption of specials, sauerkraut, and fried potatoes (items unknown in our own mess), then called upon the locals to turn out again in sufficient numbers to finish the lot.
One can surmise from this passage that Roche held a dim view of his mess sergeant, as did many combat soldiers. Roche’s feelings are even more apparent in his description of the same mess sergeant preparing too much food and having to haul it all away: “The mess sergeant came up in the evening with hot chow. When he realized he had prepared three times too much food, for the first time he seemed sorry for us riflemen, who had to bear the burdens of fatigue, shock, injury and premature death.”
Not all mess sergeants were disliked, though. Some, such as Frank Miller’s in the 36th Infantry Division, who demonstrated sensitivity and courage, were held in high esteem by the frontline troops they served:
At Company C, our food was prepared by a gentleman known as “Big Sarge.” He and his crew deserved a medal for their work. Someone told me that Big Sarge liked to play poker and would use his winnings to buy fresh vegetables for us. My fondest recollection of Big Sarge was the day I saw him up to his elbows in flour, making jelly rolls.
Harry Arnold, of the 99th Infantry Division, described in an even more positive fashion the job his company mess sergeant did:
Mess Sgts are noted for vile tempers, since they get so little sleep, but Sam was always mild mannered and friendly. Before daylight, in the bitter cold, and after [dark] in the evenings, he loaded food-filled urns on his jeep and made the hazardous dash down to the company line position. German artillery always made his trips memorable ones, but he never gave in to his fears. E Company often got warm food when the other companies were eating cold rations. It was one thing for us to be in foxholes with some insulation from the cold and screaming shells, but quite another to be in a moving, open jeep plowing through the worst the Germans and the weather could offer. That Sam survived a few such trips stirs the imagination, and that he survived the war is miraculous. I salute Sam . . . that compassionate, gentle man who cared so much. . . . He was a rarity.
As often as not, the combat situation precluded the mess troops from bringing up any sort of meal. In that case, the soldiers depended on rations. There were three basic types of rations eaten by the American combat soldier in World War II: C rations, K rations, and 10 in 1 rations.
William Meissner, of the 71st Infantry Division, explained what made up a C ration:
C rations were two cans, smaller than a normal soup can. One held crackers, soluble coffee or tea, lemonade, bouillon, sugar, toilet paper, candy and four cigarettes. The other can held food to be warmed. Beef stew, chicken and noodles, Spam and potatoes, corned beef hash, etc. We would warm these foods in the daylight using our gasoline-fired stoves, which we carried, one stove per squad.
John Lane, of the 4th Marine Division, related the more common way of cooking C rations. “We would break open packs of the plastic explosive C-2, compress the doughy stuff into thin wafers and set them on fire. It burned with intense, smokeless heat.”
Some types of C rations were more desirable than others. Paul Swenson’s outfit in the 70th Infantry Division devised an equitable way of distributing the rations:
A case of C rations had 6 different menus in it, including frankfurters and beans, spaghetti and meatballs and macaroni and cheese. If we opened a case with the labels up, most of the desirable cans disappeared in a flash. Instead, we opened the cases so only the bottoms of the cans showed; then it was more like a lottery.
Some men did not like C rations at all. Carlie Berryhill, of the 6th Infantry Division, was more understated than some of his comrades: “Most of our rations overseas were C rations and I didn’t care too much for them.” Berryhill’s division, which fought at New Guinea, was poorly supplied, as were many combat units in the Pacific early in the war. This is reflected in Frank Caudillo’s description of 6th Division rations: “On New Guinea our C rations were of WWI variety with worms, and very bad cans, not suitable for foot soldiers, too bulky.” Salvatore Lamagna, of the 43d Infantry Division, said, “C rations were terrible”; Francis Stone, of the same unit, described them as “bitter, monotonous.” Tanker Tom Wood, a member of the 1st Armored Division, described them as “atrocious.” Evan Voss, who served with the 36th Division in Italy, wrote that C rations often made him nauseous. “You’d eat a can of that cold greasy hash and an hour later you’d have stomach pains. . . . You thought, the food will get us before the Germans.” Rifle company commander Charles Henne, of the 37th Infantry Division, made this assessment: “We hated them until we ran out and started to starve. Then the corned beef hash, weiner and beans, beef stew with a biscuit, and condiment cans became winners. The problem was getting enough of them.”
As a blurb from an 84th Infantry Division newspaper indicates, C rations improved toward the end of the war. “After continual griping over the monotony of army C rations, medics in the battalion aid station finally received a case that stopped all complaints. It was a new-type case containing cans of chicken and noodles, chicken and vegetables, frankfurters and beans, spaghetti and meatballs and other new varieties.”
The hungrier one was, the better a C ration could taste. Harry Martin’s story illustrates this point. His 106th Infantry Division, which bore much of the brunt of the German Ardennes offensive during the first days of the Battle of the Bulge, was cut off from the unit and wandered about aimlessly in search of other Americans. The men had no food, water, or sleep. Martin was so tired that he separated from the others and slept in a barn, even though German patrols were everywhere. The next morning he awoke, still lost and hungry but uncaptured:
It was a little frightening to realize I was behind enemy lines, but I was determined to get back to my company. As I was crossing the snow-covered road, I saw a C ration biscuit wrapped in cellophane. It looked like it had been run over by a dozen tanks but I picked it up anyway. I found a small packet of powdered lemonade in my pocket. I took out my canteen cup, filled it with ice water, and mixed [in] the lemonade powder. I opened the crushed biscuit, taking just a nibble with small sips of lemonade. I savored each little nibble and sip. I was no longer cold or tired, and the war was completely out of my mind. I got more pleasure out of the little biscuit than any meal I have ever had. When I finished, I got up . . . and said out loud, “Well, let’s go find the war and the 106th Division.” It was Christmas Eve, just before dark, when I got back to the American lines.
C rations, then, were what you made of them. They could be monotonous, greasy, or even tasteless, but they probably were better than what the enemy was eating.
K rations were far more common, if for no other reason than they weighed less and were easier to carry. C ration cans were often considered too bulky, especially in the Pacific where the hot conditions led dogfaces to carry even less cargo than their counterparts in Europe.
Lathrop Mitchell, a medic in the 92d Infantry Division in Italy, described K rations in his diary: “These K rations come in a waxed box like a small cigar box. The food consists of a can of cheese or Spam, crackers, meat loaf in a can, instant coffee, candy, cigarettes, gum and toilet paper. The German rations are often tins of sardines and bread in a can and sausages in a can.”
In a written memoir, 99th Infantry Division veteran Denis Huston gave a detailed description of K rations:
The K rations proved to be a convenient if not too appetizing food package. They came in three models marked B, L, or D (Breakfast, Lunch, Dinner). The boxes were about 7 to 8 inches long, 4 inches wide, and a little under 2 inches thick. The outer box of this cardboard contained another snug-fitting, wax-sealed inner box which held the rations. The wax-sealed box served two purposes—waterproofing and enough combustible material when torn into small pieces to heat a canteen of water for coffee. The B box included a small packet of Nescafe, enough for one canteen of coffee, a can of ground-up ham and eggs, a candy bar, a package of toilet paper, four cigarettes, matches, sugar, and a package of hardtack. The L box, the most unpopular of the three, contained a can of rubbery cheese, a packet of lemonade powder, sugar, four cigarettes, crackers, and candy Necco wafers, which contributed to the blandness of the diet. The D box included a can of hash or some other mixture of foodstuff not always readily identifiable by sight, smell or taste, a candy bar, four cigarettes, sugar, Nescafe, and crackers or hardtack. The cigarettes and candy bars were of a variety nobody had ever heard of before or since the war. It was only during the last month of the war that name brands began to appear in K rations, and a dried, pre-sweetened cereal with powdered milk needing a little water before eating was included in the B package.
Even though K rations were cold, combat soldiers often improvised to provide some sort of warmth to their food. Max Kocour, of the 90th Infantry Division, wrote:
The American GI soon found that a hot meal of sorts could be attained by heating the flat can in the burning paraffin-coated container while holding a canteen cup of water with coffee powder etc. over the flame. It was not great, but what the hell. In the Bulge . . . our K rations were usually frozen, not quite as tasty unless we could burn . . . the container and heat things up.
Harry Arnold noted: “By burning the containers enough heat was provided to heat the contents reasonably. Raw replacements were prone to apply too much heat too quickly without first puncturing a vent in the can, resulting in deformed and exploding cans.”
Radford Carroll noted the advantages and disadvantages of K rations:
There were two advantages to K rations. First we were almost independent of the kitchen . . . and second the amount of dysentery was drastically reduced. If you don’t think that’s important, imagine trying to do hard and dangerous work while afflicted with cramps that in normal times would put you in bed. The bad part was that rations quickly became very monotonous. Also, because they were concentrated, if we ate K rations continuously our stomachs became so small that we could not eat much normal food when it was delivered.
In the Pacific, men had the advantage of selecting their own K rations before an invasion. As one soldier in the 27th Infantry Division said, “We found it was a good idea to try out the K rations before the landing to see just what agreed with us. What we didn’t like, we discarded, and we still had more than enough to eat.”
In the Pacific, combat often lasted only a few days or weeks, and the heat encouraged less food consumption. Troops in Europe—in a cooler climate, spending more continuous time at the front, surrounded by farms and towns— had far more inclination to eat.
No matter where a man was located, he may not have enjoyed his K rations much. Murphy Simoneaux, of the 81st Infantry Division, stated unequivocally that “the K ration in combat was terrible.” First Armored Division tanker Philip Jewett was not much more impressed than Simoneaux: “K rations you’d eat when you got hungry enough—like starving.”
Screamin’ Eagle James Simms wrote of an incident in which he did not find his K-ration meal very appetizing:
I broke open my K ration and when I opened the can it contained cold greasy potted meat. I listened to . . . tanks firing out there. I looked at the bloody eyeball hanging on that boy’s [a wounded comrade’s] cheek. I looked at the greasy mess in that can. I backed my ears and dug in. When a lump of that mess would get about even with my Adam’s apple . . . I would find myself silently saying, “Stay down, you greasy son of a bitch!”
Most men, however, felt that K rations were the best that could be done under the conditions. Boyd Miller, a platoon leader in the 29th Infantry Division, remembered a quiet moment in Normandy in which he enjoyed a K-ration lunch. “It was quiet . . . and we dined on our K rations. I had grown especially fond of the chocolate bars. Even the cheese didn’t taste bad. And it was surprising how soothing the coffee brewed from powder tasted when the air was chilly.”
Paratrooper Edward Laughlin, of the 82d Airborne Division, enjoyed one particular part of the K ration: “Most GIs did not like the fruit bar that was part of many of these rations. They would curse and throw it away since it did not compare with the more desired bar of chocolate. I kind of liked the fruit bar—a gooey mass . . . made up of all kinds of fruits, including prunes.”
K rations were generally higher quality than C rations. Only at the end of the war, when C rations became more diversified, did they measure up to the K rations. Harry Arnold put the soldiers’ preference bluntly: “Usually the K variety was favored over the C, but both were rather unappetizing after weeks of much of the same.”
For most combat troops, stomaching the 10 in 1 ration was not a problem. The majority of men had a positive view of this somewhat uncommon combat food. Radford Carroll described it well:
There was an even bulkier ration called a 10 in 1, which was supposed to be one meal for 10 men, or 10 meals for one man. One man could not use it unless he only opened one can for each meal. The 10 in 1 was packed in a cardboard box and required a fire to use it. Thus the 10 in 1 was useless for combat troops in the field. That didn’t prevent us from getting them one time. The rations were divided among the men, who went back to their holes to eat them—as I recall I got a can of green beans.
Lawrence Nickell’s infantry outfit also found the 10 in 1s too difficult to carry. “Unfortunately it was bulky and not suited for infantry to carry, and we rarely had it but regarded it as a . . . treat when we did. When we rode tanks we could carry the 10 in 1 on the tanks, and tank personnel often gave us some of their 10 in 1 ration.”
Colin McLaurin, a rifle company commander in the 29th Infantry Division, remembered a rare instance in Normandy in which his unit received 10 in 1 rations. He found himself apportioning the coveted food much the same way Paul Swenson’s 70th Division distributed C rations:
We received the rations in several wooden boxes which had been constructed for overseas shipment, so it was difficult to open them. The second difficulty was “breaking them down,” as we say in the Army. The food was packed in cans, boxes and bags. The problem was dividing the rations so that everyone received an equal share of everything, and this division had to be accomplished in the dark. This aspect may not sound so important to a well fed and underexercised civilian, but I knew that the men would howl if somebody else had something that they did not have or if the shares were not equal. The task was eventually accomplished though, and in due course I received my share.
Because the 10 in 1 ration was usually reserved for tankers simply because they had the room to carry it, this produced some degree of envy among the foot-slogging infantry, as Howard Gaertner, of the 78th Infantry Division, wrote. “We . . . envied the tankers’ far superior 10 in 1 rations.”
“I thought 10 in 1 rations . . . were great,” wrote Donald MacLeod, of the 45th Infantry Division. On the other side of the world in the Pacific, 24th Infantry Division soldier William Wheeler agreed: “Ten in one rations were good.”
The 10 in 1 can be seen, then, as a somewhat rare treat for the majority of combat soldiers, because most of that select group was in the infantry. Also, tank crews found themselves eating C and K rations often, particularly in the breakout and dash across France in the summer of 1944 when they were ahead of their supply lines. So 10 in 1s were not exactly standard fare even for tankers. Like C and K rations, 10 in 1s consisted of reasonably high-quality
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