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U.S. Army Combat Equipments 1910–1988

Introduction

Whether referred to as web gear, TE-21, TA50, LBE or LCE, the American soldier’s individual combat equipment was seldom praised—except by its developers. Nevertheless, it has always been, and will continue to be an essential part of the fighting man’s burden. To say that a soldier’s web gear (the most common soldier’s term for it from World War I to the present) is close to him is an understatement. It has long been a precept that while he is in the field, if a soldier is not actually wearing his gear, it had better be within arm’s reach. A combat soldier withdrawn to the rear can feel quite naked without his gear—his attitude now is very different from his reaction during the first days in basic training, when staring down at a confusing tangle of belts, straps, pouches, and unknown objects, while the drill sergeant announced, ‘I’m gonna show ya all how to put this junk together . . . it’s gonna be part of ya!’

Correct terminology has long been a military obsession, but in the field of combat equipment it has never been quite standardised. A magazine pocket, ammunition pouch, magazine carrier, ammo bag, and small arms case all do the same thing—carry bullets. It is not uncommon for the terms pouch, pocket, and case to be used interchangeably for the same items, even in different official publications. In this book I will attempt to use the correct terms, but there has always been a degree of variance. I will avoid the unintelligible quartermaster’s reversed nomenclature, e.g., ‘Pack, field, combat, medium, nylon, olive green’, in favour of a more coherent jargon.
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The realities of the soldier’s load remain the same to this day . . . what is perceived to be needed, as opposed to what is actually required. (From Corporal Si Klegg and His ‘Pard’ by Wilbur F. Hinman, published by N. A. Hamilton and Co., Cleveland, Ohio, 1888)

Equipment colours have changed little over the years. Original M1910 and most earlier gear was ‘olive drab shade no. 9’, actually khaki, a sand colour which varied from a mustard shade to almost white. It was standard until late 1943 when ‘olive drab shade no. 7’ (OD) was introduced. This was a dark brownish green, the green much more pronounced. Olive green (OG) was adopted in 1956, and is a dark green colour. With the introduction of nylon equipment OG became even darker, though some has a distinctly brownish tint. A black ‘U.S.’ is printed on virtually all items.

With regard to equipment issue and replacement, it has generally been the year following its adoption before it was actually fielded, and it could be several years before it was fully issued. Current contracts were usually completed and existing stocks exhausted before new gear was issued.

The development of US combat equipments has been evolutionary since the introduction of the first ‘modern’ system after the turn of the century. A number of factors have a direct influence on its development. Materials have a great deal to do with it. For centuries, leather was used for the soldier’s equipment. While suitable, it had many drawbacks. The industrial revolution saw enormous advances in the textiles industry, leading to the development of durable cotton canvas and webbing suitable for combat equipments. The demand for even more durable materials, per-mitting lighter weight construction, led to the adoption of nylon. The heavier the soldier’s equipment, the fewer combat-essential items he can carry. Lighter weight gear also permits a more efficient soldier by allowing more freedom of movement.
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A rifleman, (left) equipped with the bedroll, M1907 suspenders, M1907 cartridge belt, M1905 bayonet, M1908 haversack, M1907 canteen, M1909 shovel carrier, and M1907 first aid pouch (not visible); contrasted with (right) the M1910 equipment. (US Army)

The physiological, or ‘comfort’, factor is just as important as the more obvious considerations of material and weight. The ability of the soldier to maintain an erect posture and a balanced centre of gravity are critical. The equipment must not interfere with respiration, perspiration, or circulation. Chaffing and cutting must be prevented, accomplished by the use of padding or softer materials.

A critical factor is the trade-off between light weight and durability. If the materials are too light, they simply will not stand up to the rigours of combat abuse. The gear must also be ‘soldier proof. While a recreational backpacker may get years of service from an ultra-lightweight pack, he paid a considerable sum for it and will take great care of it. The soldier, on the other hand, had his ‘given’ to him—and ‘there’s always another to replace it’!

Regardless of developments in new materials, the search for the elusive ‘light load’, and improved designs allowing greater agility and comfort, most major changes in combat equipments have in fact been caused by the adoption of new weapons and the need to transport their ammunition. But weight is the key factor governing the design of combat equipment, and the overriding factor in most writings and studies of the soldier’s load:

‘The Infantryman of nearly every army today groans under the pack that is required to be carried in campaign. To reduce that burden is a matter that should be a prime consideration of the designers and approving authorities of many arms and equipment and certainly should be foremost in the minds of those who prescribe the articles to be carried on the person of the soldier.’

‘(The) risk analysis approach for lightening the soldier’s load must now address a mission load item that almost triples the load on a foot soldier. Those of us who, in the past, have humped and jumped the old loads can only marvel at what the Army has done in its “attempts” to take care of the troops.’

The first statement was written by the editors of Infantry Journal in the July 1926 issue; the second by a retired officer in a letter to the editors of Infantry Magazine in the July–August 1987 issue.
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A cavalryman with the M1912/14 cavalry equipment, with the M1903 rifle carried in the belt ring. (US Army)

Predecessors of the M1910 Equipment

Leather dominated combat equipments for most of the 19th century. It was expensive, heavy, stiff, easily cracked, prone to damage when wet, and required constant work to keep it clean and serviceable. It also caused brass cartridges to corrode after prolonged contact. In 1880 the Army adopted the Mills cartridge belt of dark blue machine woven web, with loops for 40 × .45–70 Springfield cartridges. Wider use of canvas and webbing came with the M1885 equipment, which added a khaki canvas haversack and a round, stamped metal, cloth-covered canteen1 to the belt; both being carried by leather shoulder slings. A blanket, poncho and shelter-half (half of a small button-together two-man tent) were rolled into a blanket roll and worn over the left shoulder in a fashion reminiscent of the American Civil War. A khaki double-loop cartridge belt for 90 × .30–40 Krag rifle rounds was adopted in 1896.
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A cavalryman with the M1914 cavalry equipment configured for dismounted use. Note the ration bags strapped together to form a knapsack. (US Army)

This gear saw the Army through the 1898 Spanish-American War, which nevertheless demonstrated its defects. It was not until after the turn of the century that replacements were adopted, and not as a collective system, but piecemeal. The first item was the M1903 cartridge belt, the first to have pockets for loading clips, later replaced by the M1907, similar, but with small metal eyelets along the top and bottom edges, or selvage—the former for attaching M1907 ‘X’-back suspenders, and the latter for equipment items. This was to be a characteristic of all subsequent belts. The M1907 round, stamped, metal canteen and M1907 first aid pouch followed. The M1908 haversack was an improvement over the M1885. Following European practice, an M1909 shovel and carrier were added. The slightly modified M1909 suspenders replaced the M1907. Each of these items was attached to the belt by a double hook which matched pairs of lower selvage eyelets. A two-pocket (12 rounds each) revolver belt for officers, and an M1903 seven-pocket (six rounds each), were also introduced.

Though the individual items were improvements over the M1885 gear, the overall system had a number of disadvantages, the principal being that the blanket roll exerted pressure on the chest, interfering with breathing. Most of its weight was borne on the left shoulder, and this, plus the haversack carried on the left hip, caused an unbalanced load. The haversack, shovel, and canteen also had a severe ‘bounce’ effect. While lighter than many foreign infantrymen’s loads, at 56 lbs it was still judged too heavy.

The adoption of canvas duck and webbing can be traced to Capt. (later Brig. Gen.) Anson Mills. While campaigning against the Indians he found the leather gear then in use had many disadvantages. In 1877 he developed a web cartridge belt; and in conjunction with weaver Charles Gilbert, he established the Mills Woven Cartridge Belt Company in Worcester, Mass. in 1880. It was through the efforts of this firm that the M1885 gear was adopted. The company developed cotton canvas duck1 and cotton webbing specifically for use in military equipments, along with metal fittings. The firm was responsible for developing most of the web gear used by all US armed forces, and manufactured most of it until America’s entry into World War I. Many of the design styles and methods of manufacture developed by the Mills Company are still in use today.

 

1A water-bottle, in British parlance.

1A heavy tightly woven cotton fabric with water repellent qualities, hence the name ‘duck’.


The M1910 Infantry Equipment

Historical

Around the turn of the century the British, German, and French armies began to study the soldier’s load and how he carried it. They each came to the same conclusion: the soldier should carry no more than one-third of his own weight. Earlier tests had found that the soldier burned 5,000–6,000 calories a day. Just over 3,000 calories were needed to ‘fuel’ basic life and movement; the remainder was available for marching, working, and fighting. To expend more energy resulted in a rapid loss of efficiency, followed by exhaustion. These studies led not only to the realisation that the soldier’s load must be kept as light as possible, but to recognition of the importance of sufficient rations. The physiological effects of combat stress and its subsequent energy drain also began to be appreciated.

A scientific analysis of the soldier’s load, coupled with dissatisfaction with the blanket roll and haversack, led the US Army to re-evaluate its equipments. The Mills Company worked closely with the Infantry Board to develop a new system specifically designed to meet the soldier’s physical requirements. This early ‘human engineering’ effort set a maximum weight of 50 lbs, on the soldier’s load. The total weight of a rifleman’s M1910 gear came to 48 lbs.

Although well designed for its time, the system did have shortcomings. The principal one was the design of the haversack and pack carrier, together carried as a backpack. It was designed solely to transport a prescribed and restricted load, due to
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