
  ▪ 1 ▪ Bellhops and Stevedores


  Teddy Roosevelt was not the first American president to try to get rid of the Marine Corps, but he may have been the most determined. His Executive Order 969, issued on November 12, 1908, defined the duties of the marines, which included garrisoning navy yards and naval stations, providing mobile defense of naval bases and naval stations beyond the continental limits of the United States, manning naval shore defenses, garrisoning the Panama Canal Zone, and furnishing “such garrisons and expeditionary forces for duties beyond the seas as may be necessary in time of peace.”1


  At first glance, this hardly seems like an attempt to phase out the Corps, but the key duty that had been eliminated from this list was that of ship’s guards. From the Corps’ inception as the Continental Marines in 1775, this had been its defining mission. It was a mission that made sense in the age of sail when warring vessels typically fought at very close quarters and attempts to board one another were made at critical points in any battle. Seagoing soldiers—marines—were required both in boarding parties and to repel enemy boarders. In addition, marines served to enforce military-style discipline on often unruly ship’s crews—they were a shipboard police force—and trained in artillery, they also assisted in manning a ship’s guns. (This is why the marine equivalent of the army sergeant first class is still called today a gunnery sergeant—or “gunny” for short.)


  As cops, marines were never popular aboard ship. American sailors felt about them much the same way as British sailors felt about the Royal Marines. The origin of the old expression “Tell it to the Marines!” is not, as many Americans believe, a dare to try to get a cock-and-bull story past a group of tough men who will brook no nonsense, but was an expression used by eighteenth-century Royal Navy sailors who considered the marines gullible landlubbers capable of believing anything told to them about ships and matters of the sea. Indeed, British seamen called an empty bottle, after all the rum had been drained out of it, a “marine,” because it was simply useless. Yet American marines were never exclusively a boarding party and seagoing police force. Almost from the beginning, the marine contingents carried on American ships were used in amphibious operations, going ashore, under cover of the mother vessel’s looming guns, to carry out often quite daring small-force operations. Strangely enough, this did not result in the universal perception of the marines as a supremely nimble and versatile force but tended to blur the identity of the Corps. Were these men to be used on ships or on shore?


  The Continental Marines—never more than about four hundred men—were disbanded in 1783 at the end of the American Revolution, and a new U.S. Marine Corps was not approved by Congress until 1798, during an undeclared naval war with France. Once again, marines were assigned as a contingent of U.S. warship crews, their duties to keep order aboard ship, to help man guns, and to serve as boarding and landing parties. The “Franco-American Quasi War” (as the conflict is often called) ended in 1800, but the next marine mission was not long in coming. During the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, U.S. commercial shipping, like that of other “Christian” nations, was preyed upon by the Barbary pirates, state-sanctioned seaborne raiders operating along the coast of North Africa, especially out of Tripoli. In 1805, marines landed “on the shores of Tripoli,” attacking the port of Tripoli and capturing Derna.


  During the War of 1812, marines once again served mainly aboard navy ships, but they earned distinction on land as part of the defense of Washington at the disastrous Battle of Bladensburg (Maryland) in 1813. Whereas U.S. Army and militia forces disintegrated here before the British advance on the nation’s capital, a contingent of marines and sailors held their ground until finally flanked and overwhelmed by vastly superior numbers. Marines were also at the core of Andrew Jackson’s splendid victory at the Battle of New Orleans on January 8, 1815.


  After the War of 1812, the marines assisted in the grim duty of “removing” the Seminole Indians from Florida and Georgia during the Second Seminole War of 1835–1842. This was followed by action in the United States-Mexican War (1846–1848), in which the marines served aboard ships and were also attached to army general Winfield Scott’s command in 1847. Marines seized Mexican seaports on both the Gulf and Pacific coasts before joining Scott’s advance at Pueblo, Mexico. The marine role in the invasion of Mexico City is commemorated in the passage of the “Marine Corps Hymn” that refers to the “halls of Montezuma.”


  Marines fought in the earliest action associated with the Civil War when, on October 18, 1859, under the command of U.S. Army Colonel Robert E. Lee, a marine company fought a three-minute battle to recover the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia (present-day West Virginia), which had been taken over by the militant abolitionist John Brown and a handful of followers. Once the Civil War itself broke out, marines served mainly at sea, but a marine battalion did fight at the First Battle of Bull Run (July 21, 1861) and participated in various amphibious operations thereafter.


  In the years following the Civil War, small contingents of marines landed in Egypt, Colombia, Mexico, China, Cuba, Formosa, Uruguay, Argentina, Chile, Haiti, Alaska, Nicaragua, Japan, Samoa, and Panama to defend local American interests. The largest marine operation prior to the Spanish-American War was in Korea in 1871 against the Salee River pirates. During what was dubbed a “weekend war,” marines captured 481 guns, 50 Korean battle flags, and neutralized the important Han River forts. Two marines were awarded the Medal of Honor, the first time this decoration was presented to members of the service.


  By the outbreak of the Spanish-American War in 1898, the marines had a reputation as a first-response utility force and enjoyed enthusiastic congressional support that was out of proportion to its diminutive size: fewer than three thousand men. As it happened, a marine, Private William Anthony, assigned as orderly to Captain Charles D. Sigsbee, skipper of the Maine, became the first hero of the Spanish-American War when he rescued Sigsbee after the explosion of the battleship in Havana Harbor. Subsequently, a contingent of marines attached to the navy squadron commanded by Commodore George Dewey in Manila Bay was put ashore to secure the Cavite Navy Yard. They accomplished their mission, then held Cavite for three months until the arrival of the U.S. Army. The marines were not only the first Americans to fight in the Philippines, they were also the first Americans to land in Cuba. On June 10, 1898, a marine battalion hit the beach at Guantanamo Bay, capturing an advance base for the U.S. fleet. Four days later, marines won the Battle of Cuzco Well.


  After the war, marines fought in the Philippine Insurrection and the Boxer Rebellion. They fought elsewhere in China and also in Nicaragua, Panama, the Dominican Republic, Cuba, Mexico (when President Woodrow Wilson ordered an invasion at Veracruz in 1914), and in Haiti.


  Whenever the country needed a small, tough, amphibious, highly mobile force, the marines were there. Yet, when they were not needed, they were neglected, even spurned. Before Theodore Roosevelt moved to abolish the Corps in 1908—to absorb it into the U.S. Army—President Andrew Jackson recommended to Congress in 1829 that the marines be incorporated either into the artillery or infantry. In 1831, the secretary of the navy recommended that the marines be assigned either to the army or the navy—or dissolved altogether. In 1834, Congress formally made the Corps part of the navy, but reserved for the president the option to place it under U.S. Army control if the president deemed it necessary. After the Civil War, in June 1866, the congressional Committee on Naval Affairs debated disbanding the Corps on the grounds that it largely duplicated the functions of the army. The committee voted against disbanding the Marine Corps, but neither the navy nor the Corps itself did anything to address the very real problems that plagued the organization in the years after the Civil War. While it was undeniable that small units of marines had taken on tough assignments and had handled them boldly and heroically, the Marine Corps high command was, by the final quarter of the nineteenth century, nearly senescent. Without pensions, there was no incentive for superannuated officers to retire. A growing proportion of the marines’ senior command was simply too old ever to take the field. As for new blood, recruitment had also become a problem. The Corps had few standards, and a majority of junior officers received commissions through their political connections rather than on any military merits. For many officers, especially those serving at marine headquarters in Washington, DC, service was more a social activity than a military commitment.


  The army-navy military establishment resented the political influence the diminutive Corps enjoyed, and in the 1880s, the navy began a new attack on the marines—this one from the point of view of naval progress. With the passing of the age of sail, naval officers argued that marines were no longer necessary aboard ship. The advanced professionalism of naval officers and sailors made the policing role of the marines unnecessary. The nature of naval combat, in which ships no longer tangled at close quarters but fought with long-range guns, made boarding parties for the most part obsolete. Even the role of marines as gunners and assistant gunners was called into question. Naval officers argued that the presence of marine gunners actually detracted from the training and experience of sailors assigned to gun crews. Increasingly, the navy called for an end to shipboard marine service.


  At the very time that the attack on the continued existence of the marines had been renewed, Secretary of the Navy Benjamin F. Tracy appointed a Board of Organization, Tactics, and Drill (immediately dubbed the Greer Board, after its chairman, Commodore James A. Greer) to address shipboard organization and landing parties, including the shipboard role of the marines. Among other things, the board recommended thorough professionalization of the marines and standardization of the training of marine officers. The Appropriations Act of 1882 required future U.S. Marine officers to be drawn from graduates of the U.S. Naval Academy. This coincided with the retirement of some die-hard officers, which made way for the promotion of the academy men. In 1891, the Corps’ new commandant, Lieutenant Colonel Charles Heywood, secured authorization from the Department of the Navy for the creation of a School of Application, which would give junior marine officers specialized training in infantry tactics and other fields. This was a step forward for the service, but simultaneously a step back—for Heywood included in his curriculum training in the servicing of secondary guns on the new battleships. He believed that this would maintain the marines’ traditional shipboard role. What it did, however, was to ensure that the identity of the Corps would remain ambiguous, caught between a land mission not always distinguishable from that of the army and a seagoing mission the navy just did not want.


  Heywood retired as commandant in 1903, having taken important steps to increase the professionalism of the U.S. Marines, but having also reinforced the ambiguous identity of the Corps and the discontent concerning it felt by both the army and the navy. President Roosevelt consulted with the army’s Major General Leonard Wood on the status of the marines. Both men agreed that, for the good of the army and the navy, the Corps should be absorbed into the army. On October 16, 1908, when Rear Admiral J. E. Pillsbury, chief of the navy’s Bureau of Navigation, formally requested that the secretary of the navy withdraw the marines as ship’s guards, Roosevelt issued his executive order. Most in Washington saw the order as a prelude to the dissolution of the Corps. President Roosevelt remarked to one of his military aides that he did not “hesitate to say that [the marines] should be absorbed into the army and no vestige of their organization should be allowed to remain. They cannot get along with the navy, and as a separate command with the army the conditions would be intolerable.”2


  With the Corps nearing the brink of extinction, the senior command of the marines suddenly realized the urgency of carving out a unique mission for the service. Even the navy pulled back from its criticism. True, naval officers no longer wanted marine ship’s guards, but they wanted even less for the U.S. Marines to be eaten up by a rival service. Both the marines and the navy began to realize that U.S. victory in the Spanish-American War of 1898 had created a new naval mission—the defense of what amounted to an overseas empire, something never before contemplated in American history—and this, in turn, created a potentially new mission for the U.S. Marine Corps. The navy now had a number of overseas bases and coaling stations. It did not want to depend on the U.S. Army for the defense of those bases but wanted instead a navy-controlled, navy-dedicated land force to garrison these far-flung outposts. In 1901, the General Board, a nine-officer committee created in 1900 to make recommendations on naval policy, suggested that the Corps create “a military organization of sufficient strength in numbers and efficiency, to enable the Navy to meet all demands upon it . . . without dependence on the cooperation of the Army.”3 This would be the U.S. Marines’ “Advanced Base Force,” a role that, for the first time in its long, colorful, but chronically precarious history, would give the Corps a unique and indispensable identity. Astoundingly, for the next decade, through two commandants—Heywood and George F. Elliott—the marines did little to develop the Advanced Base Force. Indeed, although the 1908 Executive Order 969 provided the necessary wake-up call, Congress, not the Corps itself, secured a reprieve by forcing the repeal of the executive order and bringing about the restoration of all the marines’ old missions, including that of ship’s guards and gun duty. The reprieve motivated William P. Biddle, who became commandant in 1911, to accelerate development of the Advanced Base Force. By April 1917, when the United States declared war on Germany, the U.S. Marine Corps had a unique mission and identity.


  Yet when the nation entered the Great War, this mission and this identity were not, in and of themselves, sufficient to allow the Marine Corps to claim, for the first time in its history, a major role in a major conflict. True, the Advanced Base Force concept provided a rationale for using the marines as a special land force, but that was only a start. The hard fact was that General John J. Pershing, commander in chief of the American Expeditionary Force (AEF), an army man through and through, was not enthusiastic about welcoming large numbers of marines into the war. By 1917, the marines had an unofficial motto to place alongside the official “Semper Fidelis.” It was “First to Fight.” Yet General Pershing seemed determined to prevent the marines from living up to that motto. The first marine contingent to be shipped to France was the 5th Regiment, which comprised three infantry battalions, each with more than one thousand officers and enlisted marines. The regiment was attached to the army’s 1st Division, the first major U.S. unit to reach France. The 1st Division was complete as an army unit. The attached 5th Regiment of marines was, in military parlance, “excess.” The United States had never sent a vast army overseas before and had severely underestimated the need for logistical troops to support combat soldiers. Accordingly, when the “excess” troops arrived in the form of U.S. Marines, Pershing put them to work as laborers and security forces—essentially stevedores and military police. Pershing was not obliged to justify these assignments, but he nevertheless explained that he had perfect confidence in the marines and that he admired their soldierly appearance and training; however, his most urgent need was for support personnel, and the 5th Regiment had come along at just the right time.


  Mostly assigned to logistics, few marines were released to train with the rest of the 1st Division during the summer and fall of 1917. Instead, they unloaded ships and loaded trucks, they policed the camps, and they patrolled the bistros and other local hangouts popular with doughboys. They were treated as longshoreman and cops. Army and navy personnel sometimes derided marines as “bellhops”—because of their fancy dress blues and white caps—bellhops, they said, “assigned to carry the admiral’s luggage.” Now, newly arrived in France, many marines began to feel that this slur was all too accurate. A marine assigned as a sentry remarked to General Pershing’s press officer that this lackluster duty was good training for civilian life. After the war, he said, “I can wear a striped waistcoat and brass buttons and open cab doors in front of a New York hotel.” Some new lyrics began to circulate to “The Marine Corps Hymn”:


  
    So here we are at St. Nazaire

    Our guns have rusty bores,

    We are working side by side with Huns

    And nigger stevedores.


    But if the Army and the Navy

    Ever gaze on Heaven’s scenes

    They will find the roads are gradeds

    By United States Marines.4

  


  George Barnett, who had become the twelfth commandant of the U.S. Marine Corps in 1914, did not for a moment accept that the marines’ assignment as bellhops and stevedores was the product of necessity. He believed that Pershing and the War Department deliberately conspired to keep the marines from ever seeing combat, and he intended to ensure that his men would be put into the fight.


  Major General George Barnett was a Wisconsin native, born in 1859, who graduated from the U.S. Naval Academy in 1881. Plucked by the marines on July 1, 1883, he received a second lieutenant’s commission. As he worked his way up through the officer ranks, Barnett served on many ships and in various shore stations. During the Spanish-American War, he was assigned to the USS San Franciscoand the USS New Orleans. He saw action in the capture of Santiago, Cuba, then, in 1902, commanded a marine battalion aboard the USS Panther, serving in Panama. He commanded another battalion in the Philippines, served as fleet marine officer of the Asiatic Fleet, and in 1905 was attached to the Cuban Army of Pacification. He took command of the marine detachment of the American legation in Beijing, China, in 1907, then returned to Cuba, serving there from 1908 to 1911.


  On February 25, 1914, Barnett was appointed major general commandant of the Marine Corps, and he saw the war as an opportunity to expand the marines significantly. It was not that he was a personally ambitious man, but his ambition for the Corps was boundless. Shortly after the outbreak of hostilities in Europe, when almost all of America was congratulating itself on blissful neutrality, Barnett sent a contingent of marine officers to observe the fighting. They returned with their reports in 1915, and Barnett wasted no time in assigning his chief of staff, Colonel John A. Lejeune, to analyze all that had been observed. How had the war affected tactics and military technology? Barnett and his staff sorted through the lessons of trench warfare on an unprecedented scale and on the revolution in warfare wrought by trucks, heavy artillery, aircraft, and, above all, by the machine gun. Barnett was determined that his marines would learn the lessons of modern war.


  After the Kaiser ordered the resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare effective February 1, 1917, and following President Wilson’s severance of diplomatic relations with Germany on the third, after a U-boat sank the USS Housatonic, the preparedness movement, which had been ongoing—unofficially—for nearly two years, got into full swing. Whereas the sinking of the RMS Lusitania in 1915 had prompted a stern diplomatic note from President Wilson, it moved U.S. Army Chief of Staff Leonard Wood to establish at Plattsburg, New York, the first of what were popularly described as “businessmen’s military training camps.” By the summer of 1916, forty thousand men had been put through basic training in these camps as part of what was called the Plattsburg Movement. The training was officially “unofficial,” even though it was conducted by officers and noncommissioned officers of the regular U.S. Army and was supported by government-funded advertising. Moreover, while the war raged in Europe, the United States conducted its own—far more modest—military adventure in the pursuit of the Mexican social bandit and revolutionary Francisco “Pancho” Villa during 1916 through early 1917. The so-called “Punitive Expedition” Wilson authorized against Villa moved Congress to augment the puny American military by passing the National Defense Act of 1916, which funded the enlargement of the regular army, created a federal National Guard (up to this time organized on the state level, like a militia), and, through the related Naval Appropriations Act of 1916, expanded the navy. This expansion included an authorized increase in marine ranks to 17,400 enlisted men. Acting on this authorization, Barnett ordered the Corps’ New York-based Recruiting Publicity Bureau to produce and publish posters, pamphlets, and “news” stories promoting the marines and portraying the U.S. Marine Corps as the service arm pledged to be the First to Fight. Recruiting sergeants were assigned substantial quotas, with the object of building up to the 17,400-man authorized strength as quickly as possible. At the beginning of 1917, Barnett was fully poised to make the most of the preparedness movement and to see to the rapid wartime expansion of the U.S. Marines.


  By March 1917, President Wilson and his cabinet were persuaded that U.S. entry into the war was inevitable. On March 26, Wilson ordered the navy to increase strength from 68,700 officers and sailors to 87,000. This entailed an increase of 7,000 marines beyond the 17,400-man authorization. In contrast to the War Department—which controlled the army and which seemed stunned into paralysis on the eve of war—both the navy department and the Marine Corps recruiters responded to the situation with gusto. As matters stood at the end of March 1917, the marines were slated to serve the fleet in their traditional capacity as ship’s guards and security forces as well as in their more recently developed role manning advanced bases. Even with the nation’s almost certain prospect of entering the European war, the marines’ principal responsibility was likely to remain the patrol of the Caribbean. There was no guarantee—indeed, no real likelihood—that marines would be sent to Europe as a land force to fight “the Hun.” Nevertheless, recruiters ratcheted up their drive by selling the First to Fight motto and by signing up recruits for “wartime service only.” This not only implied service in the war, it also limited the commitment of recruits. At this point, the army and the National Guard could not enlist men “for the duration,” but were able to offer only fixed terms of service. Most patriotic young men wanted to fight for their country, not make the military a career for a set number of years.


  On the verge of war, the marines discovered that they already enjoyed an overwhelmingly positive public reputation for gallantry and ardor in combat. When President Wilson signed into law the Selective Service Act of 1917 on May 18, marine recruiters found they had an even stronger incentive to offer:voluntary service in an elite military organization. From the very beginning of the conflict, therefore, the marines had no difficulty attracting men, and the Corps could therefore afford to be highly selective. Of 239,274 who applied during the course of the war, just 60,189 were accepted as marines. In contrast to the Marine Corps of the nineteenth century, the selection process was based entirely on merit. Leadership was emphasized, and officer material was sought wherever it could be found. This meant instituting a vast democratization of commissioning policies. The demands of war, of course, necessitated going beyond Annapolis graduates, and officers were commissioned from among new recruits, from veteran enlisted marines, from military schools, from colleges and universities, and from the Plattsburg program.


  The boost in manpower authorization was part of the naval appropriation, but Barnett meant to ensure that the marine expansion would not be entirely in the navy’s service. As mentioned in the previous chapter, a growing number of historians have come to believe that President Wilson entered the war in the hope—if not the belief—that the mere threat of American intervention might bring about an end to the war. When this failed to happen, the Wilson administration delayed sending troops to France. There was a natural reluctance to commit America’s youth to the cauldron of the western front, but, more important, there was a conviction among the military that to send U.S. forces into combat piecemeal would be tantamount to slaughtering them. The army general staff wanted to build up a force of millions before sending them into battle. Understandably, however, the French and British, who were reeling—and even faltering—under the punishment of General Ludendorff’s massive offensives, clamored for immediate reinforcement. At length, President Wilson prevailed on the general staff to send a symbolic force right away, an army division under General Pershing.


  Between organizing the 1st Division and cobbling together the massive machinery of conscription and mobilization, the War Department was overwhelmed. Barnett waded into the confusion to sell his marines as part of the 1st Division. He persuaded Secretary of the Navy Josephus Daniels and Chief of Naval Operations William S. Benson to back his campaign to include in the very first contingent a marine regiment, with a second regiment to follow—thereby incorporating into the 1st Division an entire marine brigade: about six thousand men. Barnett knew that Pershing would resist, even refuse, but by presenting his appeal directly to the War Department—and with the backing of Daniels and Benson—Barnett maneuvered around Pershing, who was not even consulted. At this point, Secretary of War Newton D. Baker and army Chief of Staff Tasker H. Bliss were willing to agree to anything that promised to get the 1st Division put together and on its way to France. Baker and Bliss promised to supply weapons and equipment equivalent to that furnished to army troops. The navy agreed to provide transport vessels. In return, Barnett was asked to commit not only two marine regiments, but a pool of replacements as well. Informed of the fait accompli, Pershing put the best face on it, promising to give the marines equal treatment with the army. Baker, however, could not have pleased him when he declared that the marine brigade would definitely be committed to combat.


  Animated by Baker’s pledge and choosing to ignore Pershing’s likely resistance, Barnett sent his first contingent—the 5th Regiment, veterans drawn chiefly from duty in the Caribbean—and began preparing the second contingent, the 6th Regiment, at the new marine base in Quantico, Virginia.


  The 5th Regiment was commanded by Colonel Charles A. Doyen, a thirty-four-year veteran of the Corps. He was a New Hampshire man, dignified and reserved, a graduate of Annapolis, class of 1881. In France, he would assume command of the 4th Marine Brigade, which was composed of the 5th and 6th Regiments as well as the 6th Machine Gun Battalion. At fifty-eight, he drove brigade training overseas with the zeal of a much younger man. It broke his health, and he was sent home. This would prove a blow to the marines—as marines—because, although command of the 5th Regiment was taken over by Colonel Wendell Neville, a relatively young marine officer, command of the entire 4th Brigade was assigned to a U.S. Army brigadier—Pershing’s former chief of staff, no less—James G. Harbord. No career army man liked being assigned to staff duty, in command of a desk, and Harbord had badgered his chief to permit him the test of combat. When the 4th Marine Brigade suddenly became leaderless, Pershing gave it to his insistent chief of staff. “You are to have charge of the finest body of troops in France,” Pershing told him in what must have been a hard admission for an army man. He continued: “If they fail to live up to that reputation, I shall know whom to blame.”5


  At Quantico, command of the 6th Marine Regiment was assigned to Colonel Albertus W. Catlin. Born in Gowanda, New York, in 1868, Catlin graduated from the Naval Academy in 1890 and commanded the ship’s guards on the battleship USS Maine when it exploded in Havana Harbor in 1898, triggering the Spanish-American War. Catlin commanded marines aboard the USS St. Louis during that war and led the first contingent of marines to land on Cuba in 1906. As a marine major in command of a battalion, Catlin earned a Medal of Honor for “courage and skill in leading his men through the action of April 22, 1914, in the invasion and occupation of Vera Cruz, Mexico.”6 A vigorous, hands-on commander, Catlin plunged into the course at the Army War College on the eve of U.S. entry into the Great War and graduated in May 1917.


  Colonel Catlin wasn’t the only Medal of Honor winner in the first two marine regiments. Gunnery Sergeant Dan Daly had been decorated with two Medals of Honor—one of only two marines (the other was the legendary Smedley Butler) who received the nation’s highest military honor twice. Daly, who had been born in Glen Cove, New York, in 1873, joined the Corps in January 1899, hoping to get in on the action against Spain in Cuba. The Spanish-American War was over before he left training, however, but Daly did see action in China in the Boxer Rebellion of 1900, earning his first Medal of Honor for making a one-man stand against repeated Boxer attacks, not only holding his position but inflicting some two hundred casualties. Fifteen years later, he earned a second Medal of Honor for action against the Cacos, Haitian bandits. On the night of October 24, 1915, he and thirty-four fellow marines were ambushed by some four hundred Cacos. Daly and the men he led managed to fight through the ambush, enter a nearby fort, and defeat the bandits.


  And there were other hardened marine veterans in the 5th Regiment, bound immediately for France, and in the 6th training at Quantico. It was a brand-new facility on the Potomac, crude and raw. Barracks buildings were primitive, and the unpaved paths connecting them were muddy with red clay. In a 1968 memoir, Major General Robert Blake recalled how he felt when he received a commendation as the first commander of the Quantico base; he believed that he really merited a court-martial, because conditions there were so grim. If anything, however, muddy Quantico may have been a most appropriate overseas depot for marines about to serve in the mud and misery of trench-scarred France. In any case, Quantico must have seemed like paradise to the new marines, fresh from their basic training at Parris Island, South Carolina. As Catlin later wrote of his regiment, “It was an aggregation as new and untried as any regiment of the National Army, but what stuff we had in it!” All officers from the rank of captain and higher were “old-time Marines,” as were about fifty of the noncoms. The others, from junior officers down to privates, “were new men.” Yet if “we had had time and opportunity to pick our men individually from the whole of the United States I doubt whether we should have done much better. They were as fine a bunch of upstanding American athletes as you would care to meet, and they had brains as well as brawn. Sixty per cent of the entire regiment—mark this—sixty per cent of them were college men”—in an era in which very few men attended college. “Of our young lieutenants a large number were college athletes. There was Lagore of Yale; Bastien of Minnesota, an All-America end; Moore and Murphy of Princeton; Maynard of the University of Washington; Overton, the Yale runner, who was killed in the offensive last summer, and a dozen others who won fame on the gridiron, track, and diamond while the United States was yet at peace. When you read of what these men did in Belleau Wood and Bouresches, remember who they were, and perhaps their exploits will seem less unbelievable.” Catlin felt that education gave his marines an edge sharp enough to achieve victory. “The Turk will fight like a fiend; the Moro’s trade is slaying; it was Fuzzy Wuzzy who broke a British square; the Boche will move in mass formation into the face of death like a ferry-boat entering its slip; but when the final show-down comes, when the last ounce of strength and nerve is called for, when mind and hand must act like lightning together, I will take my chances with an educated man, a free-born American with a trained mind.”7


  At Parris Island, marine drill sergeants did their utmost to get these “new men” on the road to becoming “old-time Marines.” Quantico had been leased by the marines in April 1917, and Parris Island, originally the Naval Station at Port Royal, South Carolina, was only a little older, having been acquired by the Corps in September 1915 to replace the old recruit depot at Norfolk, Virginia. Within the brief span of two years, however, “PI” had already acquired a near mythological status within the Marine Corps. It was a world unto itself. The early classes of recruits had to be transported to the island by navy tug or motor launch because there was no road or causeway. Originally, basic training was a fourteen-week course. During the war, it was compressed into just eight hellish weeks. PI was ugly and uncomfortable, a sandy island exposed to the wind and overgrown with dwarfish scrub pine. Presiding over this realm were the drill instructors, “DIs,” who, during this period, wore dress blues, just like the uniforms in the recruiting posters. What was not advertised was how they swore mightily, drilled their charges mercilessly, and meted out corporal punishment liberally. “The first day I was at camp,” one recruit wrote to his mother, “I was afraid I was going to die. The next two weeks my sole fear was that I wasn’t going to die. And after that I knew I’d never die because I’d become so hard that nothing could kill me.”8


  Discipline and physical conditioning were principal objectives of the training, which was crude by modern standards, dedicated exclusively to platoon-level and individual skills. Nevertheless, it was far more demanding than army basic training, and it included extensive work on marksmanship. Three of the recruit’s eight weeks at PI were dedicated to it. Drill instructors ensured that every recruit knew his Springfield .03 intimately—could field-strip and reassemble it blindfolded—and the marksmanship instructors made sure that each fledgling marine knew how to fire it such that every round counted. This was a major difference between army and marine training. Soldiers were taught how to care for and fire their weapons, but little attention was devoted to marksmanship. The goal of army firearms training was to learn how to pour as much fire on the enemy as quickly as possible, “wasting” little time on careful aim. The assumption was that each soldier would be part of a relatively large combat unit, which would deliver massed fire. All that was important was to point the weapon toward the enemy and keep shooting. The marines, however, emphasized small units and the individual marine. They rarely had enough men in one place and at one time to mass fire. Every shot, therefore, had to be put on the target.


  By the time a recruit had been through Parris Island and had received additional training at Quantico, he was a honed razor, an instrument eager to be used. He was not a man to be squandered on a labor detail or guard duty. Commandant Barnett made that clear to any newspaper reporter who would listen. He had been promised by the secretary of war himself that the marines would see action, and he would not let up on Pershing and the general staff until his troops were relieved of bellhop and stevedore assignments and sent to the front.


  The whole of the 6th Regiment did not land in France until February 1918. By this time, the 5th Regiment had been reassigned from the U.S. Army 1st Division to the newly formed U.S. Army 2nd Division. The 6th Regiment joined it there to form what Barnett successfully sought to call the 4th Brigade (U.S. Marines). Since the regiments were already collectively designated as the 4th Infantry Brigade, General Pershing saw no harm in a minor alteration of the name. But for Barnett and his marines, the new designation made all the difference. It identified this unit, attached though it was to the army, as a marineunit. The distinction would soon have a profound and unforeseen effect beyond the members of the brigade. General Pershing was a stickler for security of intelligence. He did not want the enemy to learn anything about the American order of battle and so, early in 1918, he ordered American Expeditionary Force (AEF) censors to ensure that war correspondents did not identify AEF units by number; however, he did allow the marines to be identified by name as, simply, the “marine brigade.” Thus, in newspaper stories, the vast army component of the AEF remained collectively anonymous, whereas the marine brigade was always singled out by name. Pershing, reluctant to accept the marines to begin with and then reluctant to commit them to combat, had issued an order that, in the eyes of the public, helped to create the marines’ soon-to-be legendary status.


  Marine identity did not flow alone from Commandant Barnett or as an unintended consequence of Pershing’s censorship order. It was, first and foremost, a product of each individual marine. The first contingent took its distinctive forest-green field uniforms to France, but when these wore out—and they soon wore out—they were replaced from army supplies with the olive drab uniforms of the doughboy. Marines removed their dull bronze U.S. Marine Corps buttons from the threadbare original uniforms and sewed them onto the new army issue. The eagle, anchor, and globe were displayed on army overseas caps; on British-modeled, washbasin, army-issue helmets; and above the breast pockets of army-issue blouses. Nor did the marines have to depend on buttons and insignia salvaged from worn-out U.S. Marine Corps-issue clothing. Somebody—there is no record of who—shipped to the brigade an ample stash of Marine Corps insignia. There were soon plenty of eagle-anchor-globes to go around.


  Barnett understood that getting his marines fully into the war was more than a matter of unit identification, uniforms, and bronze buttons. It was difficult to maintain heightened esprit in cold, rainy Saint-Nazaire and Bordeaux when, intensively trained to kill the Hun, a marine was doing dockside labor or serving on shore patrol, then sleeping on straw-strewn floors in unheated, improvised barracks. Barnett believed his best chance was to get his brigade in place—after all, two full regiments could not be sidelined forever—and then to keep adding to it. With Congress, Barnett proved highly persuasive. “There are today on the firing lines of France no better trained, no braver, no more effective force than our own Marines now serving there,” the Subcommittee for Investigation of Conduct and Administration of Naval Affairs reported, “and we hope their numbers may soon be increased.”9 Yet Congress would not press for this augmented marine presence without the request of the War Department—and the War Department would not make such a request unless General Pershing asked for it.


  Pershing did no such thing.


  In the end, Barnett found his greatest ally not in Baker and not in Pershing, but in Germany’s generalissimo, Erich Ludendorff. The intensity and tempo of Ludendorff’s all-out offensives were shocking, even by the battle-numbed standards of this “Great War.” In March 1918, the U.S. Army general staff decided it was imperative to accept another marine brigade. Accordingly, Barnett quickly asked Congress to raise the size of the Corps to sixty-two thousand men. Congress responded with an authorization for a U.S. Marine Corps of seventy-five thousand men. This was a victory for the Corps—if two marine regiments could not be ignored, so much less could four—but Barnett decided to press for the incorporation of a full marine division into the AEF. This would allow the marines a substantial degree of independence from the army, because, whereas the brigades were essentially infantry rifle units, a full division would have to include artillery and other specialized marines. It would be a complete force, entirely self-contained and capable of independent operation.


  In May 1918, Barnett sent John A. Lejeune, now a brigadier general, and Major Earl H. Ellis to France to make the case for a division to General Pershing in person. Hopes were high, but Pershing could not be moved. He would commit marines to combat. He would ensure that marines—not army personnel—were to fill all replacement slots in the 4th Brigade. He would even allow, when necessary and appropriate, marine officers to command some army units. But the introduction of an entire marine division would invite the meddling of the navy department in the AEF, and that he would not allow.


  Whether as a division, a brigade, a regiment, or even a company, the marines would nevertheless earn their place in the war. The Allies were in desperate straits early in 1918. The Bolshevik Revolution had taken Russia out of the war, releasing masses of German troops for service on the western front. Ludendorff had 194 divisions to hurl against the British and French even as the Americans struggled to deploy enough men to do more than simply die. General Pershing did not want the marines, but he would need them just the same—and soon.


  ▪ 2 ▪ “A Quiet Sector”


  H aving volunteered to be the First to Fight and toughened by training at Parris Island and Quantico, the marines were intensely frustrated by their consignment to labor and guard duty. Yet their frustration did not come from zeal and pride alone. As they worked on a loading dock or patrolled a village street, all marines were aware of the crisis swirling about them. The war had reached a critical point—and the British and French had reached the point of exhaustion.


  World War I had begun with Germany on the offensive. Shortly after the Schlieffen Plan had been compromised and then abandoned altogether, however, the German army converted to a defensive strategy. Already dug in deep within French territory, it could afford to compel the British and French to batter themselves against formidable German defenses. Usually defenders are at a disadvantage because wars are typically won offensively rather than defensively. Yet, having failed to consummate their opening offensive, German military planners consoled themselves with the realization that, in this war, all the advantages lay with the defenders. It was a question of technology. The technology of defense—from heavy artillery to the machine gun to the trench itself—was far in advance of the technology of attack (though the British hoped to close the gap with an innovation they called the “tank”). The machine gun in particular had the effect of multiplying a defender’s forces. A two-man machine-gun crew, if well dug in, could defeat scores, even hundreds of attackers. The only effective defense against the machine gun was the trench—and that was precisely the point, because offensive attack required leaving the trench.


  So, for nearly four years on the western front, after the collapse of the Schlieffen Plan, the Germans made a defensive stand, seeking to wear down the Allies. And so they did—but, in the process, they were wearing themselves down as well. Germany had transformed a war of attack into a war of attrition, in which both sides bled and melted away. Nevertheless, the German generalissimo, Erich Ludendorff, sensed that the British and French were wearing away at a marginally faster rate than the Germans and would therefore suffer defeat—provided that America stayed out of the war. Once America entered the war, Ludendorff realized that the balance of attrition was about to change. He decided, therefore, to convert from a defensive to an offensive strategy in the hope of defeating the flagging British and French before the Americans could arrive in sufficient numbers to make a significant military impact.


  With the fall of the czar, Russia was now out of the war, and Ludendorff accordingly shifted large numbers of troops from the east. Since his army had been accustomed to nearly four years of defensive war, he knew that he could not simply pour his soldiers into the attack on the western front, so he began a crash training program intended to convert defensive troops into attackers. The very best of his trainees he assigned to special shock-troop units. These especially aggressive forces would lead the assaults.


  The Ludendorff offensives are often termed “desperate.” In fact, they were the products of careful analysis. Throughout the war, both the British and French had launched any number of go-for-broke, all-or-nothing offensive pushes. Each had failed to be decisive. Ludendorff did not intend to make a mindless attack and hope for the best. He pondered the Allied situation and concluded that the British and French were often at cross purposes. Whereas the British were always concerned to maintain lines of communication with the English Channel ports—and home—the French were obsessed with the protection of Paris. This told him two things: first, Paris was so important to the French national identity that, if it was captured, France would almost certainly be knocked out of the war; second, divergence of purpose made the Allies vulnerable to a divide-and-conquer approach. Instead of attempting to destroy the Allies, Ludendorff would drive a wedge between the British and French by threatening Paris and attacking the British. With Paris threatened, the French (he believed) would not give the British the level of reinforcement required to prevent their annihilation. With the British out of the war, however, France would have no choice but to negotiate a favorable peace.


  Ludendorff’s first offensive was launched along the Somme River, beginning on March 21, 1918, days before the United States declared war. From north to south, the German 17th, 2nd, and 18th armies attacked the British on their right flank along a sixty-mile front from Arras to La Fère. Ludendorff began with an artillery attack that included poison gas, then employed what the Allies called “Hutier tactics” to break through the British lines. The name came from German General Oscar von Hutier, who, in September 1917, had led his Eighth Army on the eastern front against the key Baltic Sea port of Riga (today in Latvia) and its associated fortress. In this attack, Hutier implemented a radically innovative—and quite horrific—approach. He did not begin with a long “artillery preparation”—as prolonged artillery bombardment was called—reasoning that, destructive though such a preparation was, it also gave the defenders time to prepare for the onslaught that followed. Moreover, lengthy artillery bombardment so cratered no-man’s-land (the territory between the opposing trench lines) that the advance of the attackers was inevitably slowed by the difficult terrain. Therefore, Hutier began with a brief but intensive bombardment that was immediately followed by an infantry advance. Instead of directing the artillery fire at the enemy’s front lines—to soften them up for the attack—Hutier aimed at the rear. This prevented the front lines from being reinforced from the rear. As the advance was about to begin, Hutier masked the attackers and the positions they advanced from with smoke and the concentrated use of poison gas. These brutal measures helped to maintain the element of surprise until the last possible moment.


  To make his attack, Hutier used light, rapid infantry units—shock troops called Sturmbataillon (storm battalions)—whose mission was to penetrate the enemy lines rapidly at various weak points, ensuring that the rest of the attacking force that followed would always have the ability to maneuver. Shock troops fought to attain local superiority at various places along the front while artillery support was adroitly shifted from fire directed against enemy artillery positions to fire that directly supported the infantry advance. The Germans had a name for this carefully choreographed use of artillery. They called it theFeuerwalz (fire waltz).


  The effect of Hutier tactics when properly executed was stunning. In the case of the Battle of Riga, the Russian Twelfth Army crumbled and, panic stricken, ran from the field.


  Initially, Ludendorff was thrilled with the effect of the Somme offensive. As he had predicted, France’s Marshal Henri Philippe Pétain was more anxious to protect Paris than he was to reinforce the British line. He sent some reinforcements, but refused to transfer major forces. This provoked a protest from General Sir Henry Wilson, British chief of staff, who called for the appointment of “Foch or some other French general who will fight” to take over supreme command from Pétain.


  This was an outcome even Ludendorff had failed to anticipate. The Allied Supreme War Council did not remove the conservative, cautious, even plodding Pétain from overall command of the French army, but it appointed Ferdinand Foch commander in chief of the Allied forces in France. Foch’s sector had fallen under heavy attack at the beginning of the war in August 1914, and although he was forced to fall back with heavy losses, he never allowed defeat to be turned into a rout. Similarly, at the First Battle of the Marne, during September 5–10, 1914, Foch sent a characteristic message to General Joseph Joffre, then in overall command of French forces: “My center is giving way, my right is falling back, situation excellent, I attack.” Foch was a daring commander, of whom Pershing, when he arrived, heartily approved. He was not the kind of foe Ludendorff wanted to face—especially after his Somme offensive petered out on April 5, 1918, when Foch, shifting French reserves, checked the German advance at Montdidier. The offensive had done a lot of damage, creating a forty-mile salient—or bulge—into the Allied lines, and it had inflicted some 240,000 Allied casualties, including the taking of 70,000 prisoners of war (POWs). Yet it had not destroyed the British army, and it had cost the Germans as many losses as it had caused the Allies. Worst of all, Ludendorff’s heaviest casualties were among his elite shock troops.


  The Allies were mauled and even disheartened by the Somme offensive and its forty-mile breakthrough. But it imparted a valuable lesson, prompting them to create a truly unified command for the first time in the war. Whereas Ludendorff had intended to split the British from the French, he had ended up compelling them to unite—along with the Americans, when they began showing up in large numbers.


  Ludendorff did not confine the Somme offensive to an attack on the enemy army. To intensify the threat against Paris—and to demoralize the French—he made use of a new “wonder weapon” dubbed the “Paris gun.” There were, in fact, at least seven—perhaps more—of these artillery pieces, huge weapons with 117-foot-long barrels capable of firing fifteen-inch projectiles more than seventy miles. This put the French capital well within range, even when the big guns were safely behind German front lines. Fired during the offensive, the Paris guns inflicted 876 casualties among Parisians, yet this experiment in “total war”—war targeting civilians as well as military combatants—produced no significant effect on the outcome.


  Despite the cost of the Somme offensive, Ludendorff remained determined to do what he could to break the Allies before the Americans could enter the war in force. Therefore, on April 9, 1918, he launched a new offensive against the British at the Lys River, which forms part of the Belgian-French border. Still relying on the French obsession with Paris, Ludendorff directed the attack against what he knew to be Britain’s chief concern. He threatened the English Channel ports.


  As with the Somme offensive, the Lys offensive began with Hutier tactics, which proved devastating. A Portuguese division fighting under British control in the sector was annihilated, opening a yawning gap that threatened the British flanks. Under any circumstances, a flank attack is dangerous. In trench warfare, it could be especially catastrophic, capable of simply “rolling up” a defender. In this case, within three hours of the first onslaught, the German Sixth Army reached the open country behind the British rear lines. The defenders were caving in everywhere.


  By April 12, the British had been pushed far back. British General Douglas Haig begged Foch for reinforcements. As Ludendorff had predicted, Foch replied that he had none to give. Yet Ludendorff had not foreseen what Foch would say to Haig. Ludendorff believed that the French unwillingness to reinforce the British would drive a wedge between the Allies. Instead, Foch communicated to Haig—with utter sincerity—that he had total confidence in the tenacity of the British fighting man. This prompted Haig to issue “General Order of the Day, April 11, 1918,” which became celebrated in the history of the Great War as the “Backs to the Wall” order:


  
    TO ALL RANKS OF THE BRITISH ARMY IN FRANCE AND FLANDERS


    Three weeks ago to-day the enemy began his terrific attacks against us on a fifty-mile front. His objects are to separate us from the French, to take the Channel Ports and destroy the British Army.


    In spite of throwing already 106 Divisions into the battle and enduring the most reckless sacrifice of human life, he has as yet made little progress towards his goals.


    We owe this to the determined fighting and self-sacrifice of our troops. Words fail me to express the admiration which I feel for the splendid resistance offered by all ranks of
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