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			This volume is dedicated to all veterans of all wars. We will never forget you.

		

	
		
			Contents

		

		
			Contents

			Acknowledgments

			Preface

			Introduction

			Part I: The Road Once Traveled

			Chapter 1: Our Allegiance

			Chapter 2: The American Expeditionary Force

			Chapter 3: Johnnie, Get Your Gun

			Part II: Our Boys Will Fight

			Chapter 4: He Will Not Prove a Traitor

			Chapter 5: Playing Safe

			Chapter 6: The Fighting Irish

			Chapter 7: An Acceptable Standard

			Part III: To Battle!

			Chapter 8: Cantigny

			Chapter 9: The Aisne-Marne / Belleau Wood

			Chapter 10: The Second Battle of the Marne

			Chapter 11: Doughboys Getting Around

			Chapter 12: Saint-Mihiel

			Chapter 13: The Meuse-Argonne

			Part IV: Fragile Peace

			Chapter 14: A Monstrous Lie

			Chapter 15: Thanks to the Great War

			Chapter 16: Animal Heroes

			Chapter 17: Survivors

			Chapter 18: World War I Films and Video Games 

			Chapter 19: Our Great War

			Epilogue

			Notes

			Bibliography

			About the Authors

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			Thank you first and foremost to my wife Freya for her continued support despite all the adversity, and posthumous thanks to my late grandfather, Private 4829 Joseph Henry Pumford, who fought at Passchendaele in World War I and provided invaluable inspiration for my early interest in military history. He was promoted to corporal but then demoted for punching out a sergeant. He was unique in managing to terrify both sides in that particular conflict. Also, and not forgetting, offspring Allycia and Ashley Rae, brother Graham, sisters Sandra and Debbie, brother-in-law Mark, nephews Ben and Jake, and niece Rachel. My respected Maori clan in New Zealand, Parei, Clifford Julian, and Josef Barnard. Treasured long-time friends Andy Kirton, Commander Jeffrey Barta (ret’d), General Graham Hollands (ret’d), Professor Carlton Joyce, Ray Wheatley, Steve Highlander, and Betsy Jackson, for their wonderful support and encouragement. Grateful thanks to my dear friends at the United States Embassy Brussels, and the wonderful Protocol Team, thanks to Mr. Roland Gaul formerly of the National Museum of Military History, Diekirch, Luxembourg. Thank you also to Dan and Judy Goo in Hawaii, Mrs. Carol Fish and the staff at the United States Military Academy, West Point; Rudy Beckers and Greg Hanlon at Joint Base McGuire, Dix, Lakehurst, for their wonderful ongoing support. Many thanks to Joseph Schram American Legion Flanders Field, Doug McCabe, former curator of the Cornelius Ryan Collection, Ohio University; my friends Brian Dick, John Taylor, and the excellent SHAPE kids; World War II veteran John Schaffner and former Madam Ambassador Denise Campbell Bauer. Also grateful thanks to literary agent Roger Williams, Rick Rinehart, Evan Helmlinger, and the tremendous staff at The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, who continue to inspire me.

			—Martin King

			Thank you first to my amazing son, Daniel Edward, for continuing to make me realize how important it is to preserve history for future generations. To my coauthor, Martin King, for your support, patience, and friendship throughout the writing of this book. My agent, Roger Williams, for his patience and guidance throughout the publishing process. To my parents, John and Joanne Collins, for your continued support in my writing endeavors. My brothers John and Chris, my sisters-in-law Melissa and Maria, nieces and nephew, Morgan, Katie, Keira, Margo, and Henry. To the King family for their support and understanding during the writing of this book. My friends Michael Aliotta, Christopher Begley, Patrick Healy, Howard Liddic, Mike Edwards, John Vallely, Sean Conley, Christian Pettinger, Mark Weber, Dirk De Groof, Rudy Aerts, and all those who support me during my many travels. To Kathleen Reilly and Ann-Marie Harris and the staff in the Local History Department at the Berkshire Athenaeum who continue to support my research endeavors. Thank you to Rick Rinehart, Lynn Zelem, and all the staff of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group. In loving memory of my grandmother, Kathryn Riordan.

			—Michael Collins

		

	
		
			Preface

			Mike Collins and I have written five books together so far, all about forgotten heroes or historically neglected US divisions that participated in World War II. We had mutually agreed that it was time to take on something else, but we weren’t entirely sure what that “something else” would be. It all started during one of our many transatlantic Skype calls. 

			“Surely everything that can be written about World War One has been written,” I said to Mike when he first proposed the idea of switching our attention from World War II books to writing something about World War I. In all honesty, I wasn’t particularly enthused at the prospect of tackling the First World War. “What’s the point, unless we can bring something new to the table?” I said. “You’re right; I agree with you,” he replied, then added, “But wait until you see what I’ve found.” 

			That was the spark. That was the impetus to present something different about the Great War, something that has the Wow, I didn’t know that factor.

			There is nothing more enthralling or invigorating for a historian than rummaging through old archives and casting one’s eye over documents unseen for many decades. In this case it was letters and newspaper articles discovered by Mike, most of which had been buried under dust for almost one hundred years. The language and dialogue alone puts one right back to the time when these items were written. These are the things that give us goose bumps and completely engage our attention for the duration.

			The battles and campaigns of World War I have been covered and meticulously studied from all angles by innumerable historians around the world. There would have been very little that we could have added. If we were going to broach the subject of America’s involvement, then it had to be from an entirely new and different perspective. Our previous volumes always gave precedence to the voices of those who experienced war firsthand, and were largely transcribed from direct interviews with surviving veterans. The purpose of this volume is to provide a similar platform for those previously unheard voices whose lives were affected and impacted by US involvement in World War I, also known as the Great War. 

			
				
					
						
							
							
							
							
							
							
							
						
						
							
									
									Country

								
									
									Men Mobilized

								
									
									Killed

								
									
									Wounded

								
									
									POWs + Missing

								
									
									Total Casualties

								
									
									Casualties in % of Men Mobilized

								
							

							
									
									Russia

								
									
									12 million

								
									
									1.7 million

								
									
									4.9 million

								
									
									2.5 million

								
									
									9.15 million

								
									
									76.3

								
							

							
									
									France

								
									
									8.4 million

								
									
									1.3 million

								
									
									4.2 million

								
									
									537,000

								
									
									6.1 million

								
									
									73.3

								
							

							
									
									GB + Empire

								
									
									8.9 million

								
									
									908,000

								
									
									2 million

								
									
									191,000

								
									
									3.1 million

								
									
									35.8

								
							

							
									
									Italy

								
									
									5.5 million

								
									
									650,000

								
									
									947,000

								
									
									600,000

								
									
									2.1 million

								
									
									39

								
							

							
									
									USA

								
									
									4.3 million

								
									
									126,000

								
									
									234,000

								
									
									4,500

								
									
									350,000

								
									
									 8

								
							

							
									
									Japan

								
									
									800,000

								
									
									300

								
									
									900

								
									
									3

								
									
									1,210

								
									
									 0.2

								
							

							
									
									Romania

								
									
									750,000

								
									
									335,000

								
									
									120,000

								
									
									80,000

								
									
									535,000

								
									
									71

								
							

							
									
									Serbia

								
									
									700,000

								
									
									45,000

								
									
									133,000

								
									
									153,000

								
									
									331,000

								
									
									47

								
							

							
									
									Belgium

								
									
									267,000

								
									
									13,800

								
									
									 45,000

								
									
									34,500

								
									
									93,000

								
									
									35

								
							

							
									
									Greece

								
									
									230,000

								
									
									5,000

								
									
									 21,000

								
									
									1,000

								
									
									27,000

								
									
									12

								
							

							
									
									Portugal

								
									
									100,000

								
									
									7,222

								
									
									 13,700

								
									
									12,000

								
									
									33,000

								
									
									33

								
							

							
									
									Total Allies

								
									
									42 million

								
									
									5 million

								
									
									13 million

								
									
									4 million

								
									
									22 million

								
									
									52

								
							

							
									
									
									
									
									
									
									
							

							
									
									Germany

								
									
									11 million

								
									
									1.7 million

								
									
									4.2 million

								
									
									1.1 million

								
									
									7.1 million

								
									
									65

								
							

							
									
									Austria

								
									
									7.8 million

								
									
									1.2 million

								
									
									3.6 million

								
									
									2.2 million

								
									
									7 million

								
									
									90

								
							

							
									
									Turkey

								
									
									2.8 million

								
									
									325,000

								
									
									400,000

								
									
									250,000

								
									
									975,000

								
									
									34

								
							

							
									
									Bulgaria

								
									
									1.2 million

								
									
									87,000

								
									
									152,000

								
									
									 27,000

								
									
									266,000

								
									
									22

								
							

							
									
									Total

									Central Powers

								
									
									22.8 million

								
									
									3.3 million

								
									
									8.3 million

								
									
									3.6 million

								
									
									15 million

								
									
									67

								
							

							
									
									
									
									
									
									
									
							

							
									
									Grand Total

								
									
									65 million

								
									
									8.5 million

								
									
									21 million

								
									
									7.7 million

								
									
									37 million

								
									
									57

								
							

						
					

				

			

			My grandfather fought with the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry in World War I. He lost two brothers in that horrendous conflict, and was wounded at the Battle of Passchendaele. Again, this is a battle that has been analyzed and scrutinized from every perceivable angle. The first book that I read about the Great War was Sir Basil Liddell Hart’s A History of the First World War. He served in the same regiment as my grandfather, and wrote a riveting account that was both scathing and highly informative. I was gripped from the first page.

			Many historians take the stance that America’s involvement in the Great War was minimal, but it cannot be underestimated by any means. US participation brought Germany to its knees and forced them to accept a punitive armistice, achieving a victory of sorts over the German forces and their allies. 

			We hope that this volume will take you right back to these seminal moments in time when the world was thoroughly embroiled in a devastating conflict that devoured empires and consumed lives on an industrial scale. This “war to end all wars” struck at the sanguine heart of humanity and coldly ripped it out. It was the end of the age of imperial dynasties, unprecedented in the slaughter, carnage, and destruction it inflicted on humanity. This great watershed of twentieth-century geopolitical history caused the deaths of nine million soldiers, with a further twenty-one million wounded or maimed for life. By the end of the war many countries had sacrificed the flower of their youth to this unprecedented conflict.

			Many agree that the title “World War I” is a misnomer in some respects—not because of the global nature of the conflict, but because some claim that it never really ended. The seeds of discontent and disillusion sown in 1918 led to World War II, and, more importantly, the war never ended in the hearts and minds of those who survived. 

			In the following pages you will hear some new perspectives on the Great War, along with the long-silenced voices of those who were directly involved—those who suffered and fought, and were never heard.

		

		
			
			

		

	
		
			Prayer of a Soldier in France (1918)

			By Alfred Joyce Kilmer, 165th Infantry Regiment

			(1886–1918)

			My shoulders ache beneath my pack

			(Lie easier, Cross, upon His back).

			I march with feet that burn and smart

			(Tread, Holy Feet, upon my heart).

			Men shout at me who may not speak

			(They scourged Thy back and smote Thy cheek).

			I may not lift a hand to clear

			My eyes of salty drops that sear.

			(Then shall my fickle soul forget

			Thy Agony of Bloody Sweat?)

			My rifle hand is stiff and numb

			(From Thy pierced palm red rivers come).

			Lord, Thou didst suffer more for me

			Than all the hosts of land and sea.

			So let me render back again

			This millionth of Thy gift. Amen.1
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			This map indicates the positions of the US Marines during their advance on the German positions. Courtesy of Joseph Schram, Post Commander, The American Legion Flanders Field Post BE02
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			This map shows the location of the French and American troops during the counterattack in the summer of 1918. Courtesy of Joseph Schram, Post Commander, The American Legion Flanders Field Post BE02
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			The US 4th Division lines are illustrated on this map during the Aisne-Marne offensive, which took place in late July 1918. Courtesy of Joseph Schram, Post Commander, The American Legion Flanders Field Post BE02
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			This map shows the front lines in the Toulon Sector of the US 4th Division during the St. Mihiel Offensive in September 1918. 

			Courtesy of Joseph Schram, Post Commander, The American Legion Flanders Field Post BE02
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			This Meuse-Argonne Campaign map during September–November 1918 shows the US front lines up until the Armistice on November 11, 1918. Courtesy of Joseph Schram, Post Commander, The American Legion Flanders Field Post BE02
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			This map illustrates where the “Lost Battalion” was located in the Argonne Forest on October 7, 1918. Courtesy of Joseph Schram, Post Commander, The American Legion Flanders Field Post BE02

		

	
		
			Introduction

			America was neutral—there was no question about that. It had been neutral since the end of the American Civil War, and had no intention whatsoever of being drawn into this latest European debacle. Soon after President Woodrow Wilson’s government had been officially notified by Germany of that nation’s declaration of war against Russia, and once they had been officially notified by Russia regarding her status, Wilson, the descendant of Scottish Presbyterians and a staunch idealist, officially declared that America would indeed remain neutral. The people of the United States had expected him to issue this American proclamation of neutrality, and he delivered. 

			Wilson’s government had drawn the conclusion that Germany, Russia, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire were all significant naval and maritime powers. A conflict involving these three nations, even if England, France, and Italy were not involved, would soon raise questions concerning the rights of neutrals and their property on land and sea; furthermore, the attitude of Americans toward the combatants also needed to be considered. 

			The declaration of neutrality that America had issued previous to this was in 1904, in response to the Russo-Japanese War. When the formal declaration of war between those two nations was made on February 10, 1904, President Theodore Roosevelt wasted no time in issuing his neutrality proclamation the very next day. Previous to that one, there had been the Franco-Prussian War. This declaration of war was dated July 15, 1870, but President Grant did not issue the American proclamation of neutrality until August 22, only nine days before the pivotal Battle of Sedan, which in effect crushed France and decided the outcome. 

			All of these proclamations of neutrality were practically the same, save for a few minor adjustments that referred to the countries at war. 

		

	
		
			Part I

			The Road Once Traveled

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Our Allegiance

			Most young Americans had no idea what being in the Great War would entail. For some, it would lead here.

			Marino Ballardini, Battery F, 134th Field Artillery, 82nd Division

			Berkshire Evening Eagle, January 13, 1925: “Takes Own Life with Gas at Home” 

			On August 22, 1918, Private Marino Ballardini sailed with his organization for overseas service, and while in France participated in the Pannes Offensive and the Bois de Bonseil engagements. He returned to the United States on March 31, 1919, and received his honorable discharge on April 30, 1919, at Camp Devens, Massachusetts. In 1919, while visiting Italy, he married Miss Rachele Menici in Brescia, Italy. Marino Ballardini was found dead at his home on 14 Third Street in Pittsfield, Massachusetts. Ballardini, age thirty-two, died from inhaling gas. He had been in ill health for a few weeks, and Dr. Criscitiello, his attending physician, said that he had been despondent.

			It was reported as a case of suicide, as the cocks on the gas stove and on a gaslight were found turned on, and the room, filled with gas. When Mrs. John Ballardini, cousin of the victim, went to the home for a visit at 11:30 a.m., she found the man seated on a chair near the kitchen stove. Dr. Criscitiello was called and the police were notified. The poor man apparently was dead when discovered by his cousin. Mr. Ballardini had made his home in Pittsfield for many years. He served with the United States Army during World War I, and since that time had been employed as a bricklayer there. He left a wife and son.1

			At the turn of the twentieth century America was still busy impressing its identity on the world stage. It was still a fresh and volatile country, a compendium of contradictions that had already experienced one violent and destructive war in living memory, and fully understood the devastating implications of armed conflict. It was a country resolute in professing its identity but unsure of its place in the world. Frequently beset by internal struggles, it sought to impose compromised ideologies and laws on a public that was not always receptive. It extolled virtuous principles even though these were seldom observed and applied in the many multiethnic communities, which were equally fervent about retaining cultural and traditional ties to their old countries. America would emerge from World War I self-assured, self-reliant, confident, and the envy of the free world. 

			Toward the end of the nineteenth century, America had sought to engage the process of state building with the intention of remaining on a par with other long-established industrial nations. If this implied asserting its capacity to project its interests abroad, then so be it; but there were limits. In 1898 a commission led by excellent administrator but negligible politician, William Howard Taft, embarked on creating an American-style model of imperial governance in the Philippines, seized as a collateral asset in the war to free Cuba from oppressive Spanish rule. Not every politician agreed with Taft’s expansionist policies, or his empirical assertions, but they were unanimous in recognizing America’s desire to lead by moral example—to be globally perceived as a country that intended to serve humanity as a whole by presenting a distracted world with its version of “liberty for all mankind” through its enlightened systems of law and temperate justice.

			Global opinion mattered to America, and there were fears that these firmly held values would be compromised if the country agreed to participate in the latest European war that had started in 1914.

			Years before he entered the White House, President Woodrow Wilson had worked hard to formulate distinctive views regarding America’s position in the global community. While he proclaimed the country’s virtues, he was worried that if the nation acted irresponsibly abroad, this would only serve to compromise these hard-won democratic values. During his first July 4 address as president, he remarked: “America has lifted high the light which will shine unto all generations and guide the feet of mankind to the goal of justice and liberty and peace.”

			Extolling liberty for all mankind was one thing, but practicing what one preached was entirely another. Scant reference was made to the fact that there was a lot of inequality in America at that time. Life expectancy for the average white American was just forty-eight years, roughly the same as that of a peasant on the Indian subcontinent. This devolved to a mere thirty-three years for African Americans, who, despite President Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation, remained a maligned people, subject to widespread prejudice. 

			In the early twentieth century endemic racial oppression and segregation escalated across the United States, prompting civil rights activist W. E. B. Du Bois and other black leaders to distillate their activism by founding the Niagara Movement in 1905. By 1909 white reformers augmented this organization to form the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Early in its fight for equality, the NAACP used the federal courts to challenge disenfranchisement and residential segregation. The eventual impact of World War I on race relations in American history was nothing short of cataclysmic, and the aftereffects were destined to resonate way beyond the trenches of the Western Front. This war would instill a new perception of what democratic America should aspire to be, rather than what it had previously believed itself to be. 

			President Woodrow Wilson was stridently opposed to any American intervention from the outset, and he intended to do everything within his power to preserve and protect the neutrality of the United States, its citizens, and persons within its territory. On January 22, 1917, he addressed the Senate and staunchly advocated Peace without victory, regarding the warring European nations while simultaneously imploring his fellow Americans to stay impartial in thought as well as actions.2 Soon after war broke out in Europe, Wilson outlined the position of the United States, its rights, and its obligations as decreed by international law. Furthermore, in order to prevent any inadvertent violation of the country’s laws and treaties, his administration declared that the act of April 20, 1818, generally known as the “Neutrality Law,” was to be stringently observed, with no exceptions. This act expressly prohibited a number of activities that could potentially assist the belligerents.

			In 1913, one year prior to August 19, 1914, when US president Woodrow Wilson addressed Congress and publicly proclaimed the US policy of neutrality, a reunion of more than 21,000 American Civil War veterans had been held at Gettysburg. The name of that monumental battle, along with Antietam, Fredericksburg, Bull Run, and many others still resonated with the public. Overt animosity between the North and the South may have diluted over the intervening years, but it was still present. Neither side harbored a desire to sacrifice its sons again, particularly to a conflict thousands of miles away from American shores.

			During his address, Wilson warned US citizens against taking sides in the current European war, for fear of endangering the wider US policy. He made his position very clear:

			The effect of the war upon the United States will depend upon what American citizens say and do. Every man who really loves America will act and speak in the true spirit of neutrality, which is the spirit of impartiality and fairness and friendliness to all concerned. The spirit of the nation in this critical matter will be determined largely by what individuals and society and those gathered in public meetings do and say, upon what newspapers and magazines contain, upon what ministers utter in their pulpits, and men proclaim as their opinions upon the street. The people of the United States are drawn from many nations, and chiefly from the nations now at war. It is natural and inevitable that there should be the utmost variety of sympathy and desire among them with regard to the issues and circumstances of the conflict. Some will wish one nation, others another, to succeed in the momentous struggle. It will be easy to excite passion and difficult to allay it. Those responsible for exciting it will assume a heavy responsibility, responsibility for no less a thing than that the people of the United States, whose love of their country and whose loyalty to its government should unite them as Americans all, bound in honor and affection to think first of her and her interests, may be divided in camps of hostile opinion, hot against each other, involved in the war itself in impulse and opinion if not in action. 

			Such divisions amongst us would be fatal to our peace of mind and might seriously stand in the way of the proper performance of our duty as the one great nation at peace, the one people holding itself ready to play a part of impartial mediation and speak the counsels of peace and accommodation, not as a partisan, but as a friend.

			I venture, therefore, my fellow countrymen, to speak a solemn word of warning to you against that deepest, most subtle, most essential breach of neutrality, which may spring out of partisanship, out of passionately taking sides. The United States must be neutral in fact, as well as in name, during these days that are to try men’s souls. We must be impartial in thought, as well as action, must put a curb upon our sentiments, as well as upon every transaction that might be construed as a preference of one party to the struggle before another.3

			In time Wilson’s rhetoric would change dramatically, but for now he was sticking to his guns. He wanted to ensure that the previous Grant and Roosevelt neutrality proclamations would guarantee America’s future neutrality. All stipulations therein were to be articulated and stringently observed. The following would be strictly forbidden:

			
					Accepting a war commission from either belligerent. 

					Enlisting in the private service of either belligerent as a soldier or seaman on board any warship or privateer. 

					Hiring another person to enlist or to go beyond the jurisdiction of the United States to enlist in the service of either belligerent. This, however, does not prohibit the subjects of either belligerent, who are merely temporarily in the United States, from enlisting or retaining another subject to enlist aboard a belligerent warship which may happen to arrive in American waters. 

					Fitting out, or attempting to fit out, any ship for the service of either belligerent. Issuing a commission within the jurisdiction of the United States to any ship to act as a belligerent. 

					Increasing or improving the armament of any belligerent warship within the jurisdiction of the United States. 

					Setting on foot or fitting out within the jurisdiction of the United States of any military expedition against the territory of either belligerent.4 

			

			President Grant’s second proclamation, issued on October 8, 1870, was later incorporated into the Roosevelt proclamation. This was intended to further augment the previous stipulations by declaring that “the use of the waters of the United States by belligerent armed vessels, whether public ships or privateers, in order to prepare for hostile operations or to keep a watch on the ships of the other belligerent lying within jurisdiction of the United States, must be regarded as an unfriendly act.”

			Treaties and proclamations were one thing, but attempting to appease a young man’s fervor to participate in the “great European adventure” was another thing entirely. Arthur Empey was a young American living in New Jersey when war broke out in Europe in 1914. Enraged by the sinking of the Lusitania a year later and the subsequent loss of the lives of American passengers, he prepared to join an American army that would combat the Germans. When America did not immediately declare war, Empey boarded a ship to England, enlisted voluntarily with the 1st London Regiment Royal Fusiliers in the British Army, and went on to serve in the 56th London Division on the Western Front—first as a bomber, and then as a machine gunner. It was a clear violation of America’s neutrality laws, but no one appeared to have been too bothered at the time. Further enlistments of Americans occurred when Sir Sam Hughes, Canada’s minister of militia and defense from October 1911 to November 1916, authorized the creation of a recruitment organization called the “American Legion.” Canadian recruiters went to the United States and recruited American volunteers to fight in the Canadian Expeditionary Force (CEF). The number is uncertain, but some estimates put the number of volunteers recruited during this drive as high as 16,000.

			Meanwhile, Arthur Empey was soon manning a trench on the front lines. He survived his experience and published his recollections in 1917. He could have warned American soldiers what they were getting into: This war had no precedent. This was a gargantuan clash of empires, and killing had been elevated to an industrial scale. New cynical means and methods of mass murder had been devised by the combatant nations using state-of-the-art machine guns, heavy artillery, and despicable chemical weapons. During the war, the Germans produced 38.6 million tons of gas shells; the British, 8.3 million tons; and the French, 5.3 million tons. Up to 800,000 soldiers became victims of gas.5

			Shortly after Arthur Empey had been made a member of a machine-gun crew, he was sitting in a British trench while a comrade observed the German lines through a trench periscope. This was an optical device that soldiers used during World War I to observe the ground in front of their trenches and fortifications, without taking the risk of raising their eyes above the parapet and creating a target for enemy snipers. Suddenly the all-too-familiar alarm was called: “Gas!” Arthur knew instinctively that the weather conditions were conducive for a possible enemy gas attack, and the warning had been passed along in an effort to be vigilant.

			Pvt. Arthur Guy Empey, 1st London Regiment Royal Fusiliers

			We had a new man at the periscope, on this afternoon in question; I was sitting on the fire step, cleaning my rifle, when he called out to me: “There’s a sort of greenish, yellow cloud rolling along the ground out in front; it’s coming.” But I waited for no more; grabbing my bayonet, which was detached from the rifle, I gave the alarm by banging an empty shell case, which was hanging near the periscope. At the same instant, gongs started ringing down the trench, the signal for Tommy to don his respirator, or smoke helmet, as we call it. Gas travels quietly, so you must not lose any time; you generally have about eighteen or twenty seconds in which to adjust your gas helmet.

			A gas helmet is made of cloth, treated with chemicals. There are two windows, or glass eyes, in it, through which you can see. Inside there is a rubber-covered tube, which goes in the mouth. You breathe through your nose; the gas, passing through the cloth helmet, is neutralized by the action of the chemicals. The foul air is exhaled through the tube in the mouth, this tube being so constructed that it prevents the inhaling of the outside air, or gas. One helmet is good for five hours of the strongest gas. Each Tommy carries two of them slung around his shoulder in a waterproof canvas bag. He must wear this bag at all times, even while sleeping. To change a defective helmet, you take out the new one, hold your breath, pull the old one off, placing the new one over your head, tucking in the loose ends under the collar of your tunic.

			For a minute, pandemonium reigned in our trench—Tommies adjusting their helmets, bombers running here and there, and men turning out of the dugouts with fixed bayonets, to man the fire step. Reinforcements were pouring out of the communication trenches. Our gun’s crew was busy mounting the machine gun on the parapet and bringing up extra ammunition from the dugout.

			German gas is heavier than air and soon fills the trenches and dugouts, where it has been known to lurk for two or three days, until the air is purified by means of large chemical sprayers. We had to work quickly, as Fritz generally follows the gas with an infantry attack. A company man on our right was too slow in getting on his helmet; he sank to the ground, clutching at his throat, and after a few spasmodic twistings, went West [died]. It was horrible to see him die, but we were powerless to help him. In the corner of a traverse, a little, muddy cur dog, one of the company’s pets, was lying dead, with his two paws over his nose. It’s the animals that suffer the most, the horses, mules, cattle, dogs, cats, and rats, they having no helmets to save them. Tommy does not sympathize with rats in a gas attack.

			At times, gas has been known to travel, with dire results, fifteen miles behind the lines. A gas, or smoke helmet, as it is called, at the best is a vile-smelling thing, and it is not long before one gets a violent headache from wearing it. Our eighteen-pounders were bursting in No Man’s Land, in an effort, by the artillery, to disperse the gas clouds. The fire step was lined with crouching men, bayonets fixed, and bombs near at hand to repel the expected attack. Our artillery had put a barrage of curtain fire on the German lines, to try and break up their attack and keep back reinforcements.

			I trained my machine gun on their trench and its bullets were raking the parapet. Then over they came, bayonets glistening. In their respirators, which have a large snout in front, they looked like some horrible nightmare. All along our trench, rifles and machine guns spoke; our shrapnel was bursting over their heads. They went down in heaps, but new ones took the place of the fallen. Nothing could stop that mad rush. The Germans reached our barbed wire, which had previously been demolished by their shells, then it was bomb against bomb, and the devil for all.

			Suddenly, my head seemed to burst from a loud “crack” in my ear. Then my head began to swim, throat got dry, and a heavy pressure on the lungs warned me that my helmet was leaking. Turning my gun over to No. 2, I changed helmets. The trench started to wind like a snake, and sandbags appeared to be floating in the air. The noise was horrible. I sank onto the fire step; needles seemed to be pricking my flesh, then blackness. I was awakened by one of my mates removing my smoke helmet. How delicious that cool, fresh air felt in my lungs. A strong wind had arisen and dispersed the gas. They told me that I had been “out” for three hours; they thought I was dead.

			The attack had been repulsed after a hard fight. Twice the Germans had gained a foothold in our trench, but had been driven out by counterattacks. The trench was filled with their dead, and ours. Through a periscope, I counted eighteen dead Germans in our wire; they were a ghastly sight in their horrible-looking respirators. I examined my first smoke helmet; a bullet had gone through it on the left side, just grazing my ear, [and] the gas had penetrated through the hole made in the cloth. Out of our crew of six, we lost two killed and two wounded. That night we buried all of the dead, excepting those in No Man’s Land. In death there is not much distinction; friend and foe are treated alike. After the wind had dispersed the gas, the RAMC got busy with their chemical sprayers, spraying out the dugouts and low parts of the trenches to dissipate any fumes of the German gas, which may have been lurking in same.6

			Initially there was absolutely no ambiguity regarding the American position, but in time that would change. It would be a gradual change influenced by an irrevocable sequence of events that would inevitably draw the United States into this latest European conflict. Meanwhile, Wilson refused to strengthen the country’s armed forces, “lest such action might give a wrong impression to the great warring powers.”7 Former president Theodore Roosevelt took an entirely different stance when he asserted, “Unpreparedness has not the slightest effect in averting war. Its only effect is immensely to increase the likelihood of disgrace and disaster in war.”8 Roosevelt called for the immediate strengthening of the armed forces, the formation of a reserve corps, and the provision of military training for every American youth.

			One of Teddy Roosevelt’s biggest regrets was that he was not able to lead the United States as its president during a major conflict. When World War I erupted across Europe in 1914, Roosevelt wasted no time in asserting his opinion, immediately advocating that the United States join England and France to fight against Germany. He vehemently attacked Wilson for his policies of pacifism and neutrality, which led to a frequently acerbic relationship between the two for the duration. This was exacerbated by Roosevelt’s constant undermining of the Democrat’s policies, which occasionally made it difficult for President Wilson to execute the duties of his office. 

			While Wilson remained intransigent in his opposition to American involvement by flatly refusing to strengthen the country’s armed forces, Roosevelt persisted in his call for a strong military when he said that the Wilson administration’s refusal to prepare for war against Germany had led to “the murder of the thousands of men, women, and children on the high seas.” He was referring, among other things, to the callous sinking of the RMS Lusitania in 1915 by a German U-boat torpedo, which resulted in the deaths of 1,195 persons, including 128 US citizens, and caused outrage on both sides of the Atlantic. Broadway composer Jerome Kern had planned to sail on the Lusitania, but missed the ship because he overslept when his alarm clock didn’t go off.

			In time the unrestricted submarine warfare waged by German U-boats against other nonmilitary ships and civilians inevitably induced American sympathies to veer toward the Allied cause. As these raids against American ships became more blatant, tensions mounted, which led to further calls for the United States to enter the war. While heated exchanges continued in Congress regarding the sinking of the Lusitania, on March 24, 1916, a German U-boat torpedoed and severely damaged another passenger ship, the British vessel, SS Sussex, which resulted in twenty-five American civilian casualties (out of a total of eighty casualties, including fifty fatalities).9

			As a direct response to continued German naval aggression, Wilson addressed Congress on April 19, 1916, vigorously condemning the German actions. During the course of his speech he made a direct threat: “Unless the Imperial German Government should now immediately declare and effect an abandonment of its present method of warfare against passenger- and freight-carrying vessels, this Government can have no choice but to sever diplomatic relations with the Government of the German Empire altogether.”10

			German reaction in the wake of Wilson’s speech was swift. Five days later, on April 24, 1916, it temporarily abandoned its U-boat campaign, which was mainly directed around Britain and the Mediterranean at the time. The Reichstag issued a statement declaring that from that day on, passenger ships were to be left unmolested, and merchant ships would be thoroughly searched before being sunk.11 Secretly Germany was infuriated that Allied armed merchant ships had been actively using American ports since 1914 for the transport of American manufactured war materials in significant quantities. Immediately after the outbreak of war in August 1914, US company Bethlehem Steel accepted major arms orders from the Allies. From France, they received orders for the production of guns and grenades, and similar orders from Britain. 

			In October of that same year, Charles Schwab, director of Bethlehem Steel, personally visited Lord Kitchener and Lord Fisher of the Admiralty. They agreed, among other things, that his factory would surreptitiously produce twenty submarines for the British, albeit at an inflated price. The construction of these vessels was in flagrant violation of US and international laws, but that wasn’t going to be an issue. Schwab was a well-connected businessman with friends in high places, and thanks to his astute machinations, Bethlehem Steel circumvented these laws by establishing manufacturing facilities in Canada. 

			During the first years of World War I, Bethlehem Steel had a veritable monopoly on contracts to supply the Allies with certain kinds of munitions. During this period Schwab made many visits to Europe in connection with the manufacture and supply of munitions to the Allied governments. The parts for these military contracts would be produced in the United States and then assembled in Canada. In 1915, the submarines were ready to be shipped from Canadian harbors. These materials and subsequent “war loans” substantially revived the US economy, as exports to Europe increased dramatically—from five hundred million in 1914, to no less than three and a half billion by 1917.

			Britain still had the most powerful navy in the world, and on the orders of the Admiralty this powerful navy acted provocatively by frequently seizing cargo ships that left American ports bound for Germany, while simultaneously doing everything possible to prevent the Central Powers from receiving any form of assistance material from the United States. Consequently, Germany was repeatedly denied access to these potential financial and material resources, which eventually led to vehement protest in the Reichstag. But it was all to no avail. The fact that the Americans, through their loans and deliveries, were already in clear breach of international law was enough to provoke the Germans to eventually abandon any attempt at appeasement, and proceed with their indiscriminate submarine warfare. 

			By January 1917 the situation in Germany had deteriorated. During a wartime conference that month, representatives from the German Navy convinced the military leadership and Kaiser Wilhelm II that a resumption of unrestricted submarine warfare would help to defeat Great Britain within five months. German policymakers argued that such resumption would directly violate the “Sussex Pledge.” This pledge was a promise made in 1916 by Germany to the United States prior to the latter’s entry into the war.12 Previous to that, early in 1915, Germany had conducted unrestricted submarine warfare, allowing armed merchant ships, but not passenger ships, to be torpedoed without warning. 

			The crisis point arrived when the United States was directly accused by Germany of supplying munitions and financial assistance to the Allies, and could therefore no longer be feasibly considered a “neutral party.” Germany also believed that the United States had jeopardized its neutrality by acquiescing to the Allied blockade of Germany.

			German chancellor Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg believed in prudence and caution when he stated that resuming submarine warfare would inevitably draw the United States into the war on behalf of the Allies. He also firmly believed that this would ultimately lead to the defeat of Germany. For many in the German government, in theory at least, there had been a de facto state of war between the two countries since the beginning. 

			British “First Lord of the Admiralty” Winston Churchill was scathing in his comments about Woodrow Wilson’s delay in entering the war: “What he did in April 1917 could have been done in May 1915,” he wrote. “And if done then . . . in how many millions of homes would an empty chair be occupied now?”13

			Once the United States officially entered the war in 1917, all four of Theodore Roosevelt’s sons volunteered to serve. Roosevelt asked permission to head a volunteer division for service in France, but Wilson exacted a little personal revenge on that occasion by having Secretary of War Newton Baker flatly refuse this request.

			Nonetheless, America would eventually become embroiled in the bloodiest conflict to date, and Wilson’s pacifist orotundity would transpose from passionate refusal, to participation in a European war, to complete, unrestricted inclusion. But precisely what would this mean to those at home, and those fighting abroad? 

			In 1917 America was still a relatively young country, and still the prime destination for thousands of European immigrants, many of whom were escaping persecution, and had long sought to establish their own communities in various regions across the United States. It didn’t matter if the person was an indigenous American or an immigrant: Once they signed up to become an American citizen, that is what they would be—in name, at least. From 1836 to 1914, over thirty million Europeans immigrated to the United States. The peak year of European immigration was in 1907, when no less than 1,285,349 persons entered the country. German-American immigrants emulated other ethnic groups who came to the United States, settling in various enclaves where they could enjoy their own language and culture. Theodore Roosevelt persisted with his clamorous opinions on the subject of American involvement when he said, “We have been culpably, well-nigh criminally, amiss as a nation in not preparing ourselves, and if with the lessons taught the world by the dreadful tragedies of the last twelve months, we continue with soft complacency to stand helpless and naked before the world, we shall excite only contempt and derision when disaster ultimately overwhelms us.”14

			As early as 1915, following the sinking of the Lusitania, the mood in America had begun to change. Public opinion against Germany was further incited in early 1917 by acts of ostensible German espionage, and the infamous “Zimmermann Telegram.” This message, intercepted by British code-breakers and released at a rather opportune moment for the Allies, suggested a Mexican, German, and even Japanese alliance against America. If their plan was successful, it implied the potential return of Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona to Mexico. 

			The newly appointed German foreign minister Arthur Zimmermann dispatched the telegram on January 16 to his Washington ambassador, Count Bernstorff, for the purpose of forwarding it to Heinrich von Eckardt, the German minister in Mexico City. The telegram stated in no uncertain terms that if the United States entered the war, Eckardt was authorized to offer Mexico an alliance in which the two countries would fight side by side, Germany providing financial aid and consenting to Mexico regaining the territory it had lost to the United States after the war of 1846–1848. Eckardt was also told to encourage the Mexican president, Venustiano Carranza, to invite Japan to change sides. 

			The document was transmitted in the German diplomatic code and by three different routes. The first means was via a wireless message sent directly from Germany to a receiving station on Long Island that the Americans had permitted to remain open. The second was via the “Swedish roundabout”—the Stockholm foreign ministry, which permitted German telegrams to be sent along its cable to its representatives in the Americas. The third method of transmitting was via the Americans’ own diplomatic cable service between their Berlin embassy and the State Department, a special facility made available to the Germans by Wilson when he was trying to mediate, although it wasn’t intended to be used for organizing a coalition against him. British naval intelligence in London successfully intercepted all three messages and had the means to decipher each one, thanks to a codebook they had managed to procure from the luggage of a German secret agent operating in Persia. 

			Wilson never doubted the veracity of the telegram, and decided to release the details to the press on March 1, 1917. He was outraged that the Germans had so openly flouted the use of a cable that he had specifically allocated to be at Berlin’s disposal. The episode reinforced his growing conviction that the existing German rulers could not be trusted. The most important result of the telegram’s publication was the media’s almost zealous clamoring that a war with Germany should be declared as soon as possible. A psychological barrier had been spanned; the Zimmermann Telegram had reinforced the German security threat, making it almost palpable to all sections of American society. 

			There were disconcerting whispers at the time among congressmen that the telegram could have been concocted by the Allies to draw America into the war on their side, but these were dismissed when Zimmermann himself later admitted sending the damning communication. Moreover, for their part the Germans made no concerted attempts to dilute or deflect the situation. Soon after the telegram was published Germany committed a sequence of overt acts of provocation against the United States. On March 16, 1917, the American vessel Vigilancia was sunk without warning, and fifteen merchant seamen lost their lives. Other ships soon followed as German naval aggression persisted, and increased. Berlin and Washington were now heading for an unavoidable collision.

			All of these elements combined contributed to increasing xenophobia and animosity toward Germans, along with a growing fervor among American citizens to get physically involved in the European war. Theodore Roosevelt was aware that a significant number of recent immigrants hailed from German backgrounds, but that didn’t detract from his often pugnacious opinions in the slightest. Six years after leaving the presidency he was still a very influential force in American politics. He took a different view of the war in Europe. In a speech that he delivered in New York City on October 12, 1915, he made a scathing reference to the immigrant communities when he said: “There is not room in this country for hyphenated Americanism. Our allegiance must be purely to the United States. We must unsparingly condemn any man who holds any other allegiance.”15 It was an inimitable sideswipe at those who considered themselves German Americans, or anything else but pure American, by birth or decree. 

			The United States finally declared war on Germany on April 6, 1917. Immediately after this, measures were enacted that would directly affect—and afflict—German-speaking communities. One of the first acts was to seize all German-registered ships berthed in American ports. Domestic German-language newspapers printed in the United States were consequently shut down or lambasted so adversely that advertisers abandoned them and they were forced out of business. At that time there were no less than 522 different German-language newspapers in circulation in the United States. Schools that included German-language studies in their curriculum were compelled to remove these lessons completely. 

			Churches that had been founded as German-speaking or bilingual were told in no uncertain terms by the Methodist Synod to discontinue their German-language services forthwith. From April 16, 1917, on, all males older than the age of fourteen who were still “natives, citizens, denizens, or subjects” of the German Empire became regarded as “alien enemies.” The ascendant tide of anger directed toward Germany was rising rapidly. When Congress declared war, there were over 2.8 million German-born people living in the United States. The Justice Department had actually been keeping many of them under surveillance since 1915. With the declaration of war, presidential proclamations were almost immediately targeted at “alien enemies,” or Germans who had not yet completed the process of naturalization. 

			All bets were off, and it appeared that America was gearing up to go to war. Both French and British forces had experienced a punishing year in 1917: first, the failure of concerted French and British offensives on the Western Front, and second, the success of Germany’s U-boat offensive. These predators of the seas torpedoed millions of tons of commercial shipping and incited great alarm in the British government. Then in October the Austrians inflicted a resounding defeat on the Italian Army at Caporetto, forcing a precipitate retreat that threatened to completely drive Italy out of the war. Writer Ernest Hemingway referred to this battle in his novel A Farewell to Arms, but didn’t actually participate in it. When he heard the Red Cross was taking volunteers as ambulance drivers, he quickly signed up and was accepted in December of 1917. He was sent to an ambulance unit in the town of Schio, where he worked driving ambulances for the Italian Army. On July 8, 1918, only a few weeks after arriving, Hemingway was seriously wounded by fragments from an Austrian mortar shell.

			In 1917 the Bolsheviks had seized power in Russia and immediately sought a separate peace with the Central Powers. The Allies understood the implications of this completely, and help couldn’t come soon enough. After precisely 976 days of neutrality, on April 2, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson—the man who had been so vociferously opposed to joining the European war—addressed Congress, and asked for the very thing that he had gone to great lengths to avoid: a solid declaration of war against Germany:

			We have no selfish ends to serve. We desire no conquest, no dominion. We seek no indemnities for ourselves, no material compensation for the sacrifices we shall freely make. We are but one of the champions of the rights of mankind. We enter this war only where we are clearly forced into it, because there are no other means of defending our rights.16

			He went on to say:

			The world must be made safe for democracy. Its peace must be planted upon the tested foundations of political liberty. We shall be satisfied when those rights have been made as secure as the faith and the freedom of nations can make them.

			Just because we fight without rancor and without selfish object, seeking nothing for ourselves but what we shall wish to share with all free peoples, we shall, I feel confident, conduct our operations as belligerents without passion and ourselves observe with proud punctilio the principles of right and of fair play we profess to be fighting for.17

			Only 56 of 531 congressmen and senators objected to the motion. 

			Soon after war had been officially declared, on April 6, 1917, French and British governments hurriedly dispatched delegations to the United States to coordinate assistance and offer practical advice on how best to organize American involvement. The only factor that unified the British and French apart from fighting a common enemy was the fact that America could, and would, make a substantial difference, eventually tipping the balance in favor of the Allied cause—but first the country had to effectively mobilize for war.

			By the time America joined what President Wilson would famously describe as “the war to end all wars,” forty-one declarations of war had been enacted. The American declaration of war was the forty-second in a row. In the course of World War I, more would follow, and countries such as Panama, Cuba, Guatemala, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, Haiti, and Honduras—countries that were in most cases politically or economically dependent on the United States—would be coerced into reviewing their neutrality. A neutral state could be regarded as a potential ally to the Central Powers, providing shelter for German submarines, which could take on fuel in their harbors. The war effort of these countries was generally regarded as dismissive, or, in most cases, merely symbolic. This was after all an unprecedented global conflict that would eventually entail no less than sixty-two declarations of war. This didn’t include an additional five countries that severed all diplomatic relations with Germany. 

			C. Harold Floyd, 107th Infantry Regiment, 27th Division

			War was declared in April, 1917, but it was July before the country was ready to use the National Guard. In the meantime, we of the Guard had worked incessantly to bring our organizations up to war strength and train the large number of new men who joined. In the 7th Regiment of New York, as in most of the regiments, the old, experienced men were dropping out every day to go to the Officers’ Training Camp at Plattsburg. Sergeants, corporals, and privates went away, to come back in three months [to] visit us as commissioned officers, thereby making those who had not gone somewhat dissatisfied with their lot. 

			As first sergeant of Company I of the old 7th Regiment of New York, I spent practically the whole time in the Armory in New York City, getting out the paperwork, interviewing applicants for enlistment, and filling out the blanks for those accepted. Then came the President’s Call on July 15, 1917, and we were mustered into Federal Service. Less than a month later, on August 5, the whole National Guard of the country was drafted, and we became federal soldiers without state affiliations. Everyone worked with a will to be recruits, to fill the few remaining vacancies, and at last, we were at full war strength, an old regiment, extremely proud of itself, proud of its record and anxious to add a new and glorious chapter to the long history. Then came an order to send six hundred men to the 69th Regiment to fill them to a new war strength. It was hard to part with those men. Many were in tears as they marched out of the Armory for the last time, leaving the regiment that some had served in for years, and all honestly believed to be the finest organization in any army. And this in spite of the great admiration we all had for the 69th.

			Recruiting was much harder after that, but we redoubled our efforts and finally filled the gaps. The men reported early every day, drilled in the morning and afternoon in Central Park, and in the evening, except for a small guard, were excused and allowed to go home. In the meantime, the Up-State Regiments had moved to the city and gone into camp at Van Cortlandt Park. One day, the whole New York Division marched down Fifth Avenue in a great farewell parade, through a long line of observing relatives and friends. We had only two officers with us at the time, and I therefore commanded the 2nd half company and found it very tiresome, with the frequent necessity for halting or marking time, due to delays ahead. Nevertheless, it was a very impressive and inspiring event, and made you feel, if you never did before, that serving your country in wartime was the most really worthwhile thing a man could do. A short distance back of us was the Sanitary Detachment with doctors and stretcher-bearers. “Ah, here comes the sad part,” said one sympathetic lady on the curb as she saw this detachment approaching. The sad ones were a bit uncertain whether they had been complimented or insulted.18 

			The Great War incited a major upheaval in the US Army, which was compelled to reinvent itself, from a relatively negligible force of around 300,000 domestic active servicemen and reserves that fought small wars close to home, to a modern military fighting machine capable of dispatching literally millions of men across the precarious Atlantic Ocean to engage in a heavily mechanized, industrial, and, on occasion, strategically flawed conflict. 

			The challenges faced by US military authorities were staggering. The US Army had to recruit and train infantry soldiers and select competent instructing officers, along with instructing engineers and the medical troops required to support combat operations. Then there was the building of training camps, equipping these troops and transporting them overseas where they would finally confront the reality of fighting a war that had thwarted the best military minds throughout the previous three years. 

			Ben Allender, Company G, 168th Infantry Division 

			After about a month’s drilling at the armory, on July 1, 1917, the company was ordered to encamp. July 1st was Sunday, so we did not go into camp until Monday. Sunday was spent in fixing us up with the odds and ends of uniforms and equipment, which the state had in reserve, which sure were keen. We met at the armory Monday morning, packing up all [the] things we received for camp, and we left immediately after dinner for Camp Andrew. This sure was an ideal place for a camp, located on a hill about three-quarters of a mile beyond the Crout Hill car line. We pitched our tents and were issued some cots, or those who were fortunate got one. 

			We were in the command of Captain Stellars and Lieutenant Nelson, with Phil Binks for our top soak. I was in a tent with eleven others, with Bill Veach as our “Corpal.” The nights were exceedingly cold for July. We started to drill right away and kept busy from 5:30 a.m. until 6:30 p.m. While in this camp we received three shots in the arm for typhoid prevention. We also received a vaccination for smallpox. 

			We drilled very hard at Camp Andrews, and we soon looked like a real company [rather] than a bunch of rookies. We only had about 108 men at this camp, as there was not enough tents to accommodate the rest of the company. On July the 15th we were called into Federal Service and the balance of our company was called into service, stationed at the armory. We put on a guard mount with the 1st Cavalry band at the Country Club and it was great. Later we put on a guard mount at the camp and had an unusually large crowd. We took our final examination and were mustered into service by Captain Smith of Co. M, 1st Iowa, on July 25th. Only a few were turned down, and we had to discharge six men, as we were only allowed to carry 150 men, which was war strength at that time. 

			On August the 13th our regiment was selected as one of the four regiments of infantry for the Rainbow Division, which was supposed to be the pick of the National Guards. On August 15th we received orders to break camp and to be in Des Moines by Friday, August 17th. Immediately after breakfast Thursday morning we broke camp and started to packing. By noon everything was packed and ready for the trucks. On Friday morning August 17th at six o’clock we met at the armory. We were lined up and then assigned to our squad again. We then marched to the City Park where we had our picture taken by Chgo [officer in charge] Shaw. We then marched to the dip [and headed] by the home park of the 1st Cavalry band, the enlisted men having left on Wednesday noon before Grinnell. 

			November 30: There sure is a storm tonight. The waves are going clear up on the deck. Just a minute ago, one hit the hatch, and water went all the way through the ship. No doubt many of us will be feeding fish before morning. I have been lucky on both trips, as I have not been sick so far.19

			Many of the conscripts who were herded into the training camps were illiterate, and the vast majority had never even crossed their state lines, let alone been overseas. This wasn’t unusual for the time, when it was possible to leave school at the age of ten. While access to formal education improved dramatically for most of the population of the United States during this time, there were still many who remained illiterate. 

			As the trains from the South brought the men into the camps during November 1917, it was observed by more than one military official that they were an incongruent collective of all sizes, ages, and colors. Many hailed directly from the cotton- and cornfields, or from the lumber and mining districts; more importantly, most of them had scant idea as to why they were being assembled, and many probably cared little about the reason. The officers who received them were often themselves fresh from the training camp. The task of making soldiers out of such raw material presented a gargantuan challenge to the military authorities, to say the least. 

			These raw recruits were immediately introduced to the rudiments of elementary army training, while the officers organized daily drill schedules and conducted lectures on the simple rules of better living and army sanitation. The officers of the 92nd Division were resolute in their determination to make fighting men out of this group—men capable of occupying a larger place in the community at the same time that they were making soldiers of them, fitted to fill the place in a modern fighting machine such as was being built by the United States Army. 

			Without exception the men showed that they were eager and willing to learn. Thorough military instruction soon removed the stoop from their spines and the shamble from their gait, as they drilled incessantly, along with learning to read and write their names. On the first payroll of one regiment of the 92nd Division, around 90 percent of the men were illiterate or semiliterate. Five months of night school gradually eradicated this deficiency and replaced it with smartness in drill, cleanliness in billets, discipline, a pride in the uniform, respect for the flag, and the ability to confidently sign their names to the payroll. 

			When that same division was on its return trip south to be mustered out of the service, Red Cross workers in two cities marveled at the improvement in the men’s appearance, some even doubting that they were the same men who had passed these points going into the draft. Every single one of those same men provided a receipt in his own handwriting for his final pay, and many of them were even capable of correcting any clerical errors.

			However, officers and NCOs tasked with the instruction and training of newly acquired conscripts noticed a certain reticence from some who proved less malleable than many army officials had hoped, contesting a whole host of army policies and practices while they served. The sheer number and the army’s clear dependence on these new recruits forced many army officials to show a certain willingness to make notable concessions to their wartime force when formulating a host of manpower, leave, and punishment policies. Reformers within the higher echelons also played an important part by establishing an official process to acknowledge soldier’s opinions in the policymaking process by urging the army to establish a more cooperative and less coercive relationship with its new recruits. Called into federal service on July 15, 1917, the 27th Division organized an intense recruiting drive to increase its numbers. John Joseph Brennan and his friend were among those who answered the call. 

			John Joseph Brennan, Specialist, 102nd Engineer Train, 27th Division

			July 23, 1917: Harry Willard and I decided to join the army. We started thinking about it at suppertime and continued until bedtime. Woke up in the morning thinking about the same thing. 

			July 24, 1917: We are still thinking, so at 9:00 a.m. we went over to the Armory at Troop B on New Scotland Avenue, since they are recruiting over there for the 102nd. Engineers. Harry was examined first and then came my turn. Behind me was H. R. Mack, owner of the Packard Car Agency. After looking me over, [they said] I was in good shape and condition, but terribly skinny, and many pounds underweight. Captain Mohler said to Lieutenant Keens that at camp I would put on weight. I am wondering how he thinks a pick and shovel man will put on weight unless he is not going to work as very hard. They gave me a quart of water to drink and told me to sit around for a while and then come in and get weighed again. This time, although I didn’t put on any more pounds or look any different, I was accepted. When I was weighed the first time, I was 128 pounds; the second time I weighed 135 pounds. This is just the first day. 

			July 25–August 24, 1917: From the above dates, all we did was drill, and my, what wonderful long walks they would take us on around Albany. From early morning till night, that is all we would do, and we think it is terrible. I suppose later on when we are told to do something else and look back to these days we will say that we are never satisfied. For the past couple of weeks I have done more walking than I ever did in all [my] lifetime. I think I have seen more of Albany than I ever did. We got our uniforms today and [noticed] that a lot of us look alike in them. 

			July 1917: We are just a group of young boys, average age between twenty and twenty-four years old, just starting manhood. In civilian life you don’t have as many bosses as you have in the army; neither do you have to salute as many people. To [us] that change is not hard; all you do is accept it. While in Albany we did an awful lot of walking and marching—supposed to limber us up. The people in our hometown were wonderful to us. 

			August 27, 1917: Yesterday and the days past were just another part of our past life. This morning we are in another city [New York City]; you might say an advanced step. From the morning that we arrived in New York City, until yesterday when we left it behind, we certainly did enjoy ourselves. The people were so good to us and showed such respect for both the man and the uniform. The day before we left New York City, Loft Candy Firm gave all of us a box of candy. The time in the city was so amusing to us. The trains underground, the trains overhead, the trolley cars, the buses, the tunnels under the rivers—all were exciting to us. 

			September 13, 1917: Arriving and being in Camp Wadsworth, Spartanburg, South Carolina, was the big change. That’s where we became disciplined soldiers. Up until then we didn’t take our officers seriously, e.g., the trouble with the officers in New York City. We never knew such times existed in our country as we saw here. A colored person steps off the sidewalk to let a
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