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To those who told their stories ... and to those who couldn't



That was the good war, the war we won
As if there were no death, for goodness’ sake
With the help of the losers we left out there
In the air, in the empty air.

—Howard Nemerov-

They were ablighted generation before they ever studied war.
These present soldiers were depression children.
They have never known peace.

—Willard Waller-
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World War Il Timeline

28 June 1919: The Versailles Treaty is signed, placing moral responsibility for World
War | on Germany, stripping Germany of her overseas colonies and Alsace-Lorraine, and
levying war reparations against Germany of some S15 billion. The German economic
system is placed under Allied control, and Germany's militan* is drastically reduced. In
November, the U.S. Senate will vote to reject the Versailles Treat}*, and the United States
will not become a member ofthe League of Nations.

27 August 1928: Sixty-two nations sign the Kellogg-Briand Pact, aimed at settling
disputes among nations without resorting to what French foreign minister Aristide
Briand calls the “outlawry of war.”

18 September 1931: In direct violation of the Kellogg-Briand Pact. Japan invades
Manchuria.

30 January 1933: Adolf Hitler becomes chancellor of Germany.

17 October 1933: Albert Einstein arrives in the United States as anti-Semitism increases
in Germany.

31 August 1935: The Neutrality Act is passed, which prohibits the shipment of American
arms to nations involved in hostilities.

3 October 1935: Italy invades Ethiopia.

17 July 1936: After Spanish army units in Morocco rebel against the leftist Popular Front
government in Madrid, a civil war begins in Spain pitting Popular Front forces against
right-wing elements under Francisco Franco.

12 December 1937: Japanese troops enter the Chinese city of Nanking (Nanjing), and in
the "Rape of Nanking” will begin a mass killing of Chinese civilians that will result in the
deaths of more than 200,000. In addition, the American gunboat Panay is attacked by
Japanese planes and is sunk in China’s Yangtze River.

30 September 1938: At the Munich Conference, British prime minister Neville
Chamberlain and French prime minister Edouard Daladier allow Germany to take over
Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland, an area largely occupied by ethnic Germans. Chamberlain
proclaims "peace in our time.”

9 November 1938: Hitler unleashes his Nazi thugs on Jewish homes, shops, and
synagogues. This was known as Kristallnacht (Crystal Night) for the broken glass that
littered German streets.

14 March 1939: Germany invades Czechoslovakia.

23 August 1939: A nonaggression pact is signed between the Soviet Union and Germany.
1 September 1939: Germany invades Poland, and on 3 September Britain and France
declare war against Germany.

5 September 1939: The United States declares its neutrality in the war in Europe.

4 November 1939: The Neutrality Act of 1939 is enacted, which repeals the embargo on
arms sales to belligerents as long as such sales are on a “cash-and-carry” basis.



9 April 1940: Germany invades Norway and Denmark.

10 May 1940: Germany invades the Netherlands. Luxembourg, and Belgium.

26 May-4 June 1940: More than 338.000 Allied troops are evacuated from the French
town of Dunkirk.

5 June 1940: Germany invades France. Paris falls to German control on 14 June, and
France surrenders on 22 June.

13 June 1940: Congress appropriates S1.8 billion for military expenditures.

10 July 1940: The Battle of Britain begins as Germany launches its air fleet against
British targets.

3 September 1940: Roosevelt gives Britain 50 destroyers under alend-lease agreement.
16 September 1940: The Selective Training and Sendee Act is enacted, requiring men
between the ages of 21 and 35 to register for military training.

5 November 1940: Roosevelt is elected to a third term as president, defeating Wendell
Wilkie.

6 January 1941: Roosevelt asks for congressional support of lend-lease and proclaims the
“four freedoms" (freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want, freedom
from fear).

11 March 1941: Congress approves the Lend-Lease Act.

11 April 1941: Roosevelt extends American naval patrols further into the Atlantic as
German submarines continue to take aterrible toll on Allied shipping.

22 June 1941: Germany invades the Soviet Union in violation of their nonaggression
pact. Roosevelt pledges aid to the Soviets.

24 July 1941: Japan invades French Indochina. The United States will freeze all Japanese
assets in the country and cease trade with the Japanese.

17 October 1941: A German submarine attacks the U.S. destroyer Kearney off the coast
of Iceland. On 30 October the destroyer Reuben James will also be attacked, and sunk,
by a German submarine near Iceland.

7 December 1941: Japanese forces attack Pearl Harbor, inflicting heavy damage on
American ships and planes and killing nearly 2,500 Americans.

8 December 1941: Roosevelt asks for and receives congressional approval for a
declaration of war against Japan. Roosevelt refers to the Pearl Harbor attack as “a day
that shall live in infamy.”

10 December 1941: Japanese forces land on the Philippines.

11 December 1941: Germany and Italy declare war on the United States, and the United
States declares war on Germany and Italy.

15 December 1941: Another S10 billion is appropriated for U.S. military expenditures.
23 December 1941: The U.S. territory of Wake Island is captured by the Japanese. Two
days later the British colony of Hong Kong also falls to the Japanese.

2 January 1942: Manila is captured by the Japanese, and American forces on the
Philippines withdraw to the Bataan Peninsula.

20 February 1942: Roosevelt issues Executive Order 9066. authorizing the removal of
Japanese and Japanese Americans from their homes on the West Coast to “relocation
centers.”



9 April 1942: Seventy-five thousand U.S. and Philippine troops surrender to the
Japanese. On the Bataan Death March they will be forced to march some 100 miles to a
prisoner-of-war camp.
18 April 1942: Under the command of James Doolittle, 16 U.S. bombers take off from the
aircraft carrier Hornet for a raid on Japanese cities.
4-8 May 1942: In the Battle of the Coral Sea near southern New Guinea, the
United States and Japan inflict heavy damage on each other's fleets. The
Japanese are prevented from landing at Port Moresby.
3-6 June 1942: Japan suffers a huge defeat at the Battle of Midway in the
central Pacific, losing four aircraft carriers and alarge number of planes.
30 June 1942: Over S42 billion is approved by Congress for military spending.
7 August 1942: Marines land on Guadalcanal in the first American offensive in the
Pacific.
21 October 1942: The Revenue Act of 1942 is passed, which provides for a S9 billion
increase in taxes.
7-8 November 1942: Allied forces under the command of Dwight
Eisenhower land in North Africa.
12-15 November 1942: The Japanese fleet suffers heavy damage in a naval
battle near Guadalcanal.
14-24 January 1943: At a conference held in Casablanca, Morocco,
Roosevelt and Churchill call for unconditional surrender of the Axis powers,
and agree to invade Italy.
27 January 1943: The first American bombing raid on Germany (on Wilhelmshaven)
takes place.
2 February 1943: The last Germans at Stalingrad surrender to the Soviets after a long
siege.
9 February 1943: U.S. forces capture Guadalcanal as Japanese forces evacuate.
13 May 1943: U.S. and British forces complete the capture of Tunisia.
20-22 June 1943: A race riot in Detroit leaves 34 dead.
10 July 1943: Sicily is invaded by Allied forces. The island is captured by 17 August.
3 September 1943: Allied forces invade the Italian mainland, and Italy ceases military
resistance on 8 September.
9 September 1943: Allied troops land at Salerno, Italy.
1 October 1943: U.S. forces capture Naples, Italy.
28 November-i December 1943: Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin meet at Teheran, Iran,
to discuss Allied strategy.
22 January 1944: Allied forces land at Anzio, Italy.
20-27 February 1944: Army air forces conduct a week of concentrated
attacks on German aircraft factories.
6 March 1944: U.S. bombers attack Berlin for the first time.
15 March 1944: The Allies begin a major offensive operation against German forces near
the Monte Cassino monastery, Italy.
5 June 1944: Allied troops liberate Rome.



6 June 1944: The Allied invasion of Normandy begins. By the end of the day the largest
invasion force in history has landed 150,000 troops.
19-20 June 1944: The Japanese lose three aircraft carriers and 400 planes
to U.S. naval forces in the Battle of the Philippine Sea.
22 June 1944: The Servicemen's Readjustment Act (G.l. Bill of Rights), which provides
for financial aid for veterans, is signed into law.
27 June 1944: Cherbourg, France, is captured by U.S. forces.
9 July 1944: The island of Saipan in the Marianas falls to American forces.
18 July 1944: St. L6 is captured by American troops at Normandy, and the Third Army
under George Patton will break out from its position and move east against German
forces in Brittany.
20 July 1944: A bomb explodes at Hitler's headquarters in an unsuccessful attempt to
end his life. Hitler quickly moves to execute the German officers and politicians who
were part of the plot.
10 August 1944: American forces capture Guam.
15 August 1944: The Allies invade southern France between Cannes and Toulon with
only light resistance.
25 August 1944: Paris is liberated.
8 September 1944: Germany begins its V-2 rocket campaign against England.
20 October 1944: U.S. forces under Douglas MacArthur return to the Philippines.
23-26 October 1944: At the Battle of Leyte Gulf, the Japanese fleet will try to
halt the invasion of the Philippines but will suffer a disastrous defeat. Japan
introduces the kamikaze suicide planes.
7 November 1944: Roosevelt is elected to a fourth term as president.
16 December 1944: German forces launch a massive attack in the Ardennes Forest in
Belgium in the opening of the Battle of the Bulge. Outnumbered American forces will
hold the center of the position at Bastogne until they are relieved on 26 December. The
American counterattack ends the German offensive by the end of January 1945.
4-11 February 1945: Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin meet at the Yalta
Conference.
7 March 1945: U.S. forces cross the Rhine into Germany at Remagen.
16 March 1945: Marines capture lwo Jima. The Joe Rosenthal photograph of the flag
raising at Mt. Suribachi on 23 February becomes one of the most important images of
the war.
1 April-21 June 1945: The battle to capture Okinawa becomes the costliest campaign of
the war in the Pacific.
12 April 1945: Roosevelt dies of a cerebral hemorrhage and vice president Harry Truman
becomes president.
7 May 1945: Germany surrenders to the Allies.
21 June 1945: Japanese forces surrender at Okinawa.
16 July 1945: The first atomic bomb is tested successfully at Alamogordo, New Mexico.
17 July 1945: Truman meets with the Allied leaders at the Potsdam Conference.
6 August 1945: The United States drops an atomic bomb on Hiroshima.



8 August 1945: The Soviet Union enters the war against Japan.

9 August 1945: The United States drops an atomic bomb on Nagasaki.

14 August 1945: The war ends with Japan’s surrender. The formal surrender ceremony
will take place on 2 September aboard the battleship Missouri.



Introduction

In 1947. James A. Michener predicted that the servicemen of World War Il “will be remembered as long as our
generation lives. After that, like the men of the Confederacy, they will become strangers. Longer and longer
shadows will obscure them, until their Guadalcanal sounds distant on the ear like Shiloh and Valley Forge.”
What Michener predicted is now coming to pass, with veterans of the war dying at the rate of more than 1,100 a

day (Bob Dole has called them “the disappearing generation”).™ As World War 11 recedes into the past, the
shadows that obscure this event and its impact on the lives of Americans have lengthened, and in the process
the horrors of the battlefield have been sanitized and the frictions on the home front discounted or even ignored.
What Studs Terkel once called “the good war,” a phrase that he acknowledged contained a great deal of

incongruity, has become the unambiguous Good War.3

This has happened for a number of reasons. Since September 11, 2001. there has been a resurgence of
patriotism in American society and a complementan- need to identify genuine American “heroes” (a word put in
quotation marks because those designated as such are invariably embarrassed by such a term). World War I
has provided a rich vein of patriotism and heroism because the necessity for fighting this war was never in doubt
and the final results—the defeat of Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan—gratifyingly clear. In contrast, the wars
fought by Americans since have been uncertain of purpose and doubtful of result. This has meant that World
War Il has had to carry a heavy load in the popular imagination, and too often interpretations of this conflict
have succumbed to what veteran Paul Fussell calls “militan,- romanticism, which, if not implying that war is
really good for you, does suggest that it contains desirable elements.”4 A parallel development has been the
creation of a home front idyll, where Americans during wartime eagerly put aside their class, race, and personal
interests to unite as one for the war effort.

Certainly, the romantic/utopian elements of World War 11 were harder to perceive while the war was actually
being fought. Despite the comforting propaganda that was being churned out by government and industry, there
was no disguising the fact that American servicemen were being killed, maimed, and traumatized in numbers
not seen since the Civil War. Even combat veterans who were not physical or emotional casualties would be
changed forever, and the young, eager recruits who shipped out at the beginning of the war returned home with
old u-izened eyes, and with experiences that they found difficult to share “vith family and friends. The changes
on the home front were considerable as well. A radically overhauled economy dictated a wholesale shifting of the
population, with millions leaving their homes to work in cities that were bursting at the seams. Uprooted
Americans endured severe overcrowding and nightmare traffic jams, and were subjected to enormous social
pressures that produced broken marriages, juvenile delinquency, and increased racial tensions. For the first
time in almost a decade people had jobs and money, but Americans were often absent from these jobs (high
absenteeism was a chronic problem in many industries), and when they could not find the consumer goods they
craved, they too frequently turned to a thriving black market.

These details are mostly missing from the prevailing national narrative of World War 1l. What we have
instead is the Greatest Generation, an idea that delineates one of the most important developments in the
national mythos over the last several decades. As expressed by Tom Brokaw in his 1998 book The Greatest
Generation. Americans who grew up during the Depression and came of age during the war “stayed true to their
values of personal responsibility, duty, honor, and faith” and met “historic challenges and [produced]



achievements of a magnitude the world had never before witnessed.”5 Brokaw dispenses with annoying
complexities in favor of an unabashed celebration of this group and its era. The themes of Greatest are easy to
discern and include the claim that this generation was hyperpatriotic. that it embraced personal responsibility
as a moral imperative, and that it maintained a pious devotion to God (all in contrast to the decadent

generations that followed).- In addition, this was supposedly a generation of rock-solid marriages—“the last

generation in which, broadly speaking, marriage was a commitment and divorce was not an option.”™ While
Brokaw and his subjects are clearly fudging the details, this has not prevented The Greatest Generation from
dominating how Americans think about this generation and this war.

We see this influence everywhere, and the Greatest Generation has essentially become a branded item, with
Americans clamoring to identify themselves or their subjects with this label. Thus we have Tom Mathews50ur
Fathers’ War: Growing Up in the Shadow of the Greatest Generation and Douglas Brinkley's The Boys of
Pointe Du Hoe, in which Brinkley claims that the speeches Ronald Reagan made at the 40th anniversary of the
D-Day invasion “triggered the so-called Greatest Generation phenomenon.™ Even those who must have their
doubts about subsequent legacies of the Greatest Generation—and here the Vietnam War comes to mind—know
that they ignore paying tribute to this group at their o”vn peril. John Kern,*, for instance, felt obliged to mention
“the responsibilities and sacrifices of the greatest generation” in his acceptance speech for the Democratic
nomination in 2004.9

This impulse has also been reflected in the creation of the National World War Il Memorial in Washington.
D.C., as well as in the development of a number of historical museums devoted to the war. To a remarkable
degree, the language used to describe these ventures echoes the rhetoric of The Greatest Generation. Friedrich
St. Florian, architect of the World War Il memorial, proclaimed that World War Il “unified an entire
generation,” and in the Washington Post's description of the opening of the memorial (inevitably subtitled “The

Greatest Dedication”) writer David Montgomery praises an era in which “national sacrifice was not optional.”12
Among the literature sent out in 2003 to raise money for the National D-Day Museum is a letter from board
member Brigadier General Al Ungerleider (Ret.) noting that “with your support, the Greatest Generation5will
receive their place in history in a major national institution.”l1 In the planning stages is the Rosie the
Riveter/World War Il Home Front National Historical Park in Richmond, California, home of a massive
shipyard operation during the war. Among the corporate sponsors is the Ford Motor Company, which refers to
the “women workers of this greatest generation,3 and which claims that “the necessities of war were breaking
down racial, as well as gender barriers as African-American. Asian and Hispanic women joined white women

along assembly lines formerly filled mainly by white men.”12

"While some academics might be tempted to dismiss the Greatest Generation idea as a simple-minded straw
man unworthy of serious scholarly attention, many leading scholars have made a point of challenging the
Greatest Generation idea, including Paul Fussell, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., and Joseph J. Ellis.13 These
protestations have had had little impact on the general public, however, and Brokaw has not only flattened the

opposition but also gone on to publish two wildly popular Greatest Generation sequels.14

Perhaps I will suffer a fate similar to other Greatest Generation doubters, but I think the best way to honor
this generation is not to falsify it but to humanize it. The only way this can be done is to follow the truth where it
leads, and to include the blemished as well as the valorous. WTiile such an approach may run counter to the
virtually irresistible temptation to create a satisfying national myth, in the end there is nothing very
extraordinary (or very interesting) about a race of Titans striding the earth and performing mighty deeds. Myth



making always comes at a price. As Ray Raphael observes of the mythology that was created around the
Revolutionary War, “By choosing stories specifically tailored to make us feel good, we turn people who once
lived and breathed, with their richly textured lives, into stick figuers.”-5 The same can be said about World War
11, and if we approach this conflict through the historical record, rather than through a mythological creation,
what emerges is a more subtle, that is to say more human, portrait of Americans at war. Thus we will find that
Americans volunteered in great numbers for military sendee but also dodged the draft in great numbers. They
bought bonds, collected scrap, and submitted willingly to wartime rationing but also supported a vigorous black
market. Outsiders were likely to perceive this generation as optimistic, even brash, yet the literature, films, and
cultural artifacts of this generation were often dark, brooding, and serious. The marriages of this generation
were subjected to incredible stresses and most survived, but a strikingly large number did not. In addition,
sendeemen harbored a seething resentment against what they considered to be the soft life of Chilians. This
contempt for the civilian population sometimes led to violent clashes and at the very least did damage to the
idea of an America united behind the war effort.

It was a generation where different ethnic and racial groups labored together in the military and on the
factory floor, but it was also a generation that maintained a Jim Crow system in both military and civilian life.
Indeed, the treatment of minorities was disgraceful throughout the war. Management resisted hiring black
workers, white workers frequently staged “hate strikes™when blacks were promoted, and dozens of labor unions

refused to admit blacks as members.” It is debatable whether minority workers would have made it to the
factory floor at all without nondiscrimination clauses in government contracts. Things were arguably worse in
the segregated military, and the irony of Americans segregating their military units to fight against a Nazi
regime that proclaimed a white “master race™ is obvious. Black troops were typically assigned to menial
positions with few opportunities for promotion, and throughout the country there was violence between black
soldiers and local whites. Violence between black and white civilians culminated in one of the worst race riots in
American history when Detroit erupted in 1943.

The “yellow peril” idea, which had been simmering in America for decades, came to a full boil with the attack
on Pearl Harbor. It should be remembered that the forced relocation of 110,000 people of Japanese ancestry
that followed—the greatest violation of civil liberties in American history—came about not so much by official
edict as by pressure from an extremely popular grassroots movement. Anti-semitism festered throughout
America during the war, and the extent to which casual racism dominated American life is appalling.

Above all, what one expects to find in American society during these years, at least according to the
testimonials in The Greatest Generation, is a strident patriotism. Certainly, this was the line promoted by
government, industry, and film producers during the war, but there is scant evidence that ordinary Americans
bought into it. Especially for frontline troops, patriotism was an abstraction for which they had little use. When
one infantryman was asked why he was fighting, his response was typical: “Ask any dogface in the line. You're
fighting for your skin on the line. When | enlisted | was patriotic as all hell. There’s no patriotism on the line. A
boy up here 60 days in the line is in danger even- minute. He ain’t fighting for patriotism.”'- Americans arguably
fought this war on less idealism than the people of any other nation involved. Instead, they fought out of loyalty
to those around them, and for reasons of pragmatism, because they had little choice in the matter. Reading the
personal accounts of American servicemen in this war, one is struck by the extent to which they viewed appeals
to idealism and patriotism as a base alloy that desen-ed only their cynicism. When “Iron Mike” Moran arrived in
the Solomons to take command ofthe PT boats there, John F. Kennedy noted:

He’s fresh out from six months in the States and full of smoke and vinegar and statements like:



“It's a privilege to be here and we would be ashamed to be back in the States—and we’ll stay
here ten years if necessary”! That all went over like a lead balloon.”

A bellicose patriotism may have drawn young men into the militan but as veteran William Manchester
observed, “Despite our enormous pride in being Marines, we saw through the scam that had lured so many of us
to recruiting stations.”™9

With the passage of sixty years, however, the young serviceman skeptical of patriotic appeals has become the
old. aggressively patriotic veteran. Lee Kennett, who published a book on the American G.I. in World War 11 in
1987, attended the fortieth reunion of the army’s 84th Infantry Division and noted of one meeting that it “had
been filled with God-and-country symbols.” “The patriotic display had particularly struck me,” said Kennett,
“because it was not the sort of thing the G.I. of 1945 would have felt comfortable with. In this respect the men

had changed.”52 As we will see, the patriotism that supposedly dominated American life during World War 11 is
mostly of the hindsight variety.

Like patriotism, the alleged solidity of Greatest Generation marriages and family life also has to be called into
guestion. There was a spike in child neglect and juvenile delinquency during the war, as unsupervised children
were left alone or took to the streets. Marital unions made in haste came unraveled under the pressures of
wartime and its immediate aftermath, and while it is frequently mentioned that Americans set a record for per
capita marriage in 1946. they also set a record for per capita divorce in the same year.

All history worth its salt is revisionist history, and this history is hopefully no exception. This book will
examine this generation during the war years, and perhaps along the way revise how we view these Americans. |
think we will discover that this generation was no “greater” than any other, that scoundrels coexisted with
heroes, that people made great sacrifices but also feathered their own nests, and that Americans worked hard
for the war effort but also grumbled about their labors. In addition, economics off en trumped patriotism. By the
summer of 1944, for instance, a serious labor shortage developed as millions of workers anticipating the end of
the war left their war industry jobs to get a head start in peacetime industries.

For those unlucky few who did the actual fighting, the essential fact of World War Il is that it was a horror, a
stark reality largely lost to Americans in recent years. The evidence for the horrific is everywhere. When a shell
landed in the middle of a landing craft during an amphibious assault, corpsman Lieutenant Charles S.
Stevenson saw “a bright flash, a roar, and arms and heads and legs seemed to explode into the air. It was
ghastly.” A sergeant on the same beach was knocked out by an object after a shell exploded in front of him. He

woke to find that “my buddy had been killed, and that it was his head that had hit me in the face.”— The war
would leave its mark on all who got close to it and most who did not. When Martha Gellhorn accompanied a
group of wounded troops on a plane back from Europe, she noted that “there were no amputation cases on this
plane and everyone here would one day be well, with nothing much changed except the heart, the mind and the
soul.”55

Ifthere is a “fog of war,” surely there is also a fog of nostalgia and forgetting that settles in after every war. As
the years pass, the stark outlines of the conflict become blurred, softened, and even ennobled. As Oliver Wendell
Holmes Jr., veteran of the bloody fighting at Fredericksburg and Antietam, put it in a speech to Harvard’s
graduating class in 1895, “War, when you are at it, is horrible and dull. It is only when time has passed that you
see that its message was divine.”53 This disconnect between the experience of warfare and how one assesses that
experience over time is perhaps a necessity in order for human beings to survive psychologically. It is never an
easy process, and reaching an accommodation with humankind'’s greatest catastrophe would not be easy for the



World War Il generation. Kurt Vonnegut, who experienced the firebombing of Dresden, tried for years to write
about the experience, but “it took me a long time and it was painful/’ The biggest problem for Vonnegut was

that, like other survivors of disasters, “I had forgotten about it”  The war would never be over for some and
would end only slowly for others. Many would later idealize the time they spent in the military, even though a
large majority of soldiers polled directly after the war described their militan.- senice in negative terms.-5 In
James Jones’ war novel The Thin Red Line (Jones was himself a veteran of the Pacific), one of Jones’ characters
looks into the future and anticipates the forgetfulness that would slowly envelop those who had experienced the
trauma of combat:

Perhaps long years after the war was done, when each had built his defenses of lies which fitted
his needs, and had listened long enough to those other lies the national propaganda would
have distilled for them by then, they could all go down to the American Legion like their
fathers and talk about it within the limits of a prescribed rationale which allowed them self-
respect. They could pretend to each other they were men. And avoid admitting they had once

seen something animal within themselves that terrified them.—

Recent years have only increased the tendency to think of this war not as it was but as it should have been.
But believing that something must have been so does not make it so, and the positive spin that World War 11
romantics have put on military life and the American home front disguises the fact that at base this conflict was,

in Gerald F. Linderman’s words, “a disintegrative experience.” There was the disintegration of life in a quite
literal manner, with more than 400,000 American military personnel dying in the war and 670,000 Americans
wounded.” But there was also a disintegration of another kind among home front Americans—a social
disintegration that would have a lasting impact.

"While many excellent secondary sources are utilized in this history, the emphasis is on source documents
produced by those who lived through these times. Such documents include memoirs, letters, and stories posted
by reporters, as well as films (both documentan.- and feature films), posters, and training materials. The writers
who experienced this war oft en made the war itself their subject, and their novels and poetry are examined. And
because they produced a literature both vast and rich, we are afforded the luxury of eliminating what might
otherwise be excellent writing on the war by those without personal experience of it. (Thus a discussion of
Joseph Hellers Catch-22 is included because Heller was a combat veteran, but Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity's
Rainboiv is not because Pynchon came out of a different generation.)

Many Americans who lived through World War Il have tried on the Greatest Generation label and have

discovered that they like it just fine.-9 But there is also a large proportion of this group that is clearly
embarrassed by this phrase, including someone that Tom Brokaw himself interviewed, Andy Rooney. Brokaw
noted of Rooney that “he’s challenged my premise that his was the greatest generation any society could hope to
produce. He believes the character of the current generation is just as strong; it’s just that his generation had a
Depression, World War 11, and a Cold War against which to test their character.”3-

Rooney's insightful observation reminds us that canonizing the Americans of World War 11 does a disservice
both to the historical record and to the individuals themselves. This generation was forced to come to grips with
the greatest calamity in human history-, and in the end, what is compelling about this story has less to do with
“greatness” than with ordinariness—with ordinary people responding to extraordinary times. Long before the
advent of the Greatest Generation debate, John Steinbeck stated what should have been obvious: that no



generalized nobility prevailed among this group, that their number included “the good, the bad, the beautiful,
the ugly, the cruel, the gentle, the brutal, the kindly, the strong, and the weak."31 Bill Mauldin was also able to
look at this generation with clear eyes. Referring to the infantrymen whose lives he chronicled in his cartoons.
Mauldin described them as “normal people who have been put where they are, and whose actions and feelings
have been molded by their circumstances. There are gentlemen and boors; intelligent ones and stupid ones:
talented ones and inefficient ones.” But when they are fighting together, “they are facing cold steel and
screaming lead and hard enemies, and they are advancing and beating the hell out of the opposition.”3"
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Fairness, Savagery7 Delight, Trauma, and Vice

I. The Fair and the Savage

Americans fought two distinct wars between 1941 and 1945, wars separated not only by geography but also by
the most basic assumptions of moral behavior. In terms of battlefield conduct, the war that Americans fought in
Europe was not markedly different from the Napoleonic wars. But the war in the Pacific was revolutionary, a
plunge into brutality and race hatred with seemingly no bottom. More than any other single factor, the
differences between these two wars were rooted in the ways the enemies regarded each other.

In his memoir, Paul Fussell notes that “we always called the Germans ‘Krauts,5doubtless to bolster our sense

that we were killing creatures very odd and sinister and thus appropriate targets of contempt.’4 “Hun,” an
appellation borrowed from World War 1, was another derogatory word applied to Germans, and also in wide use
was the almost affectionate-sounding “Jerry.” Robert Rasmus, who fought in Europe, remembered that he
initially hated Germans both collectively and individually, but as increasing numbers of German dead came
under his view, Rasmus had a revelation in which “each took on a personality. These were no longer an
abstraction. These were no longer the Germans of the brutish faces and the helmets we saw in the newsreels.

They were exactly our age. These were boys like us.” A soldier in Italy told Martha Gellhorn that he felt a
similar kinship with German soldiers, “We’re not mad at anybody. Jerry’s in there just because he’s ordered,
same as we are.”3 This was so common an attitude that the army worried that “identification with the enemy”
was becoming a “liability.”4

Because of this feeling of commonality among Germans and Americans, there was widespread agreement
that combat between them, with some exceptions (such as the operations of German SS units), was “fair.”

German tank commander Hans von Luck described the fighting in North Africa as “merciless, but always fair.”5
German and American medics and doctors not only gave medical relief to each other’s troops but also
sometimes performed operations side by side.- Lieutenant Sidney Hoffman, a frontline doctor in Africa, noted
that the Germans “ran their own ambulances right into no man’s land ... we tried not to hit them.” Twelve
American ambulances were destroyed by the Germans, but Hoffman was quick to add, “I think it was accidental.
... They seemed to respect the Red Cross as we do.”z

Corporal John F. O'Neill, who was repatriated after a stay in German hospitals and prison camps, insisted

that “German front-line soldiers are always gentlemen. The experiences of all our wounded have proven that.”-
In addition, both sides honored the surrender of enemy troops, and once former enemies became
noncombatants, it was often the case that relations between them not only relaxed but even became remarkably
cordial. J. Glenn Gray recalled one incident when Americans fighting in Italy took prisoner agroup of Germans:

We stared at one another with a confused mixture of hostility and fear, all alike victims of
ignorance. Suddenly | heard some of the prisoners humming a tune under their breath. Four
who were atrained quartet and had contrived to be captured together started to sing. Within a



few minutes, the transformation in the atmosphere of that stable was complete, and amusing,
too. in retrospect. The rifles were put down, some of them within easy reach of the captives.
Everybody clustered closer and began to hum the melodies. Cigarettes were offered to the
prisoners, snapshots of loved ones were displayed, and fraternization proceeded at a rapid
rate. When the commanding officer, just as new to combat as his men, arrived on the scene, he

was speechless with fury and amazement.9

Undeniably, the doctrine of "fairness” between German and American troops was constantly being stretched
and challenged. In Italy, Eric Sevareid came across the body of a German soldier and asked two American
soldiers standing nearby what had happened. “Son of a bitch kept lagging behind the others when we brought
them in. We got tired of hurrying him up all the time.” Sevareid found he was not shocked by this “deliberate
murder,” “merely a little surprised.”12 But despite innumerable violations, “fairness” at least existed as an ideal
between Americans and Germans. Elsewhere, warfare was conducted on a radically different premise. Germans
and Russians fought each other on the Eastern Front with a savagery that was virtually unrestrained.1* In the
Pacific. Americans and Japanese waged awar of primal hatred.12

The way the American public viewed the Japanese was consistently more negative than its view of Germans,
which helps explain why there were no German “relocation” camps in the United States. Robert Redfield noted:

We distinguish Nazis from Germans. Not all Italians are followers of Mussolini. We know these
things and recognize them. But the Japanese are all “Japs.” The Japanese, in the thinking of
most of our people, are all one thing: a people fanatically devoted to the destruction of the

United States—our enemies, all of them.13

More than anything else, it was a perceived difference of mind that American writers focused on in articles on
the Japanese psyche. In Atlantic Monthly, for instance, Helen Mears described the Japanese as “repressed” both
socially and intellectually, and explained that “the ruthlessness of his attacks is the energy of years of pent-up
repressions.”l4 A Life magazine article claimed that Japanese behavior during the war—“a cold-blooded
ruthlessness” and a “stubborn fanaticism in the face of death”—was not a wartime anomaly but was deeply
rooted in Japanese culture. As evidence, Life analyzed The 47 Ronin (“the most popular play in Japan”) and
found a blood-soaked drama in which “the Japanese audience demands extreme realism in scenes of cruelly.”13
American depictions of the Japanese were uglier, more intense, and more personal than their portrayals of
the Germans, and the Japanese were much more likely to be reduced to subhuman caricatures than the

Germans.1* When Americans were asked in 1945, “Which people do you think are more cruel at heart—the
Germans or the Japanese?” 82 percent responded that it was the Japanese. Gallup pollsters commented that
“attitudes toward the German and Japanese people do not vary to any important extent by education levels in
this country” and that all strata of society believed that “the Japanese people show instincts considerably less
civilized than the German people.”l" The difference in the way Americans viewed their two enemies is made
clear in the popular song “There’ll Be No Adolph Hitler nor Yellow Japs to Fear.”—

Racism is frequently offered up as the explanation for this difference, and undeniably there was a racial
component to the fighting in the Pacific that was not found in Europe. In America, the ingrained Jim Crow
system, the internment of resident Japanese, and the segregation and ill-treatment of black U.S. troops were all



clear indications of the blithe assumptions of white racial superiority that prevailed in American society. When
the fighting started, these assumptions were applied to the Japanese, whom in the popular imagen.- of the war

were portrayed as rats, monkeys, cockroaches, snakes, dogs and bats.19- Senator Alben W. Barkley called the

Japanese “brutes and beasts in the form of man.”22 One indication of the epithets that Americans were directing
against the Japanese is found in the list released by the Office of War Information to radio broadcasters of
words that were “recommended” and “not recommended” to describe the Japanese:

Not Recommended Recommended

slimy Brutal
Fiendish Treacherous
Bestial Cruel
Grinning Tough
Toothy Wanton
Monkey-man Desperate
Jap-rat Scheming
Yellow Fanatical
Inhuman Venomous

Slant-eyes Ruthless2l
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Fig. 1.1 Collier’s cover by Arthur Szyk, 12 December 1942. (Reproduced with the cooperation of Alexandra Szyk
Bracie and the Arthur Szyk Society.)

Even more xenophobic and racist than Americans were the Japanese. The Japanese took for granted their
own racial superiority, and despite Japan's promotion of a pan-Asianism and a “Co-Prosperity Sphere,” it soon



became clear that these were concepts based not on cooperation among equals but on formulas for Japan's
subjugation of client nations. Japanese propaganda emphasized the purity and superiority of the Japanese race,
which meant that the other degraded races of the world were fit only to obey and follow the Japanese. Nakajima
Chikuhei, a Japanese industrialist and political leader, claimed that “it is the sacred duty of the leading race to

lead and enlighten the inferior ones” and that Japan was “the sole superior race in the world.”— This attitude
would have grim repercussions for non-Japanese. Tamura Yoshio, a Japanese medical technician who infected
human subjects with bacteriological agents (including bubonic plague, typhoid and syphilis) at Unit 731 in
China, was asked in an interview if he had ever felt pity for his victims. He replied, “I had gotten to the point
where | lacked pity. After all, we were already implanted W#th a narrow racism, in the form of a belief in the

superiority of the so-called Yamato Race.' We disparaged all other races.”53
All of Asia would bear the brunt of this Japanese-style enlightenment, and as John W. Dower has noted.

Japan's “oppressive behavior toward other Asians earned the Japanese more hatred than support.”54 Certainly,
the Chinese needed no reminders of the barbarity of the Japanese. China had already suffered one of the largest
massacres in human history when Japanese soldiers put to death some 260,000 Chinese civilians in the Rape of
Nanking.55 Rather than an incident in which the militan’ got temporarily out of control, the Rape of Nanking
lasted for seven weeks, with the Japanese exhibiting a wanton cruelty that exceeded even Nazi atrocities.
Japanese soldiers held killing contests to see who was fastest at beheading prisoners, buried people alive (some
were only partially buried, then run over by horses or tanks), nailed prisoners to trees and telephone poles and
used them for bayonet practice, sprayed Chinese with gasoline and burned them alive, and were responsible for
other Nanking residents being torn to pieces by dogs. In addition, this was one of the largest-scale rapes in
human history, with some 20,000 to 80,000 victims. The Japanese went into a raping frenzy, violating women
of all ages, from the youngest girl to the oldest woman. Often this was done in front of the women'’s families, to
make the rapes more satisfying to the Japanese.5” The peoples of other Asian nations under the yoke of the
Japanese would soon have their own horror stories.

Some idea of the casual Japanese brutality toward native populations can be gleaned from a diary that was
taken from the body of a dead Japanese artillery lieutenant in Burma. The lieutenant noted that natives were
reluctant at first to become coolie laborers for the Japanese until “a first-class soldier, Hamauchi, a fellow
graduate of mine at Arioki, took some to the edge of a ricefield, and the remainder saw that it was necessary to
do as they were told.” Elsewhere, “the natives left behind did not show themselves but we had some fun pulling

out some of the native girls.”5"Life editorialized in January 1942 that “the Japanese Army has spread across
Asia a tale of horror that will be told for a thousand years,” and four months later the same magazine claimed
that “the Japanese soldier is uncontrollable, shows no mercy and takes no prisoners. He is a fanatical, frenzied
murderer.”5™

Not surprisingly, the American hatred of the Japanese was mirrored by a Japanese contempt for their
American enemies, who were portrayed as demons, devils, or beasts with tails.59 John Dower notes that in one
Japanese drawing. Roosevelt and Churchill were rendered as “debauched ogres carousing with fellow demons in
sight of Mount Fuji.”32 Even on the Eastern Front, the racial hatred was not as intense as it was in the Pacific.

The style of fighting practiced by the Japanese reflected both official military policy and societal norms. The
1908 Japanese army criminal code declared that “a commander who allows his unit to surrender to the enemy
without fighting to the last man or who concedes a strategic area to the enemy shall be punishable by death.”
The 1941 Japanese Field Service Code was even more blunt: “Do not be taken prisoner alive.”3l Japanese



soldiers were trained to fight to the death for the glory of the emperor. To do so brought honor to the soldier and
his family; to surrender brought shame to the soldier and humiliation to his family. One Japanese soldier
explained that a Japanese who surrenders "commits dishonor. One must forget him completely. His wife and his
poor mother and children erase him from their memories. There is no memorial placed for him. Itis not that he
is dead. It is that he never existed.”35 Not surprisingly, this attitude, coupled with intense racial hostility, made
the fighting in the Pacific much less “conventional” than the war in Europe, and more frightening to most
Americans. This unconventionality was reflected in very low Japanese surrender rates, with military units
fighting to the death or committing suicide rather than suffering the disgrace of surrender. Said the U.S. general

W. E. Lynd, “Japs do not leave any place they hold. They don't go away. You just kill them.”33 Only a week after
the attack on Pearl Harbor, there was already speculation that suicide might be a national characteristic, that
Japan was “committing national hara-kiri by throwing itself at the throat of its mightiest enemy.”34

From the beginning, American soldiers were astonished at the willingness of Japanese to sacrifice themselves
by the hundreds in banzai suicide attacks that made no sense militarily. Fighting on the Bataan Peninsula in
December 1941, Clayton Dahl of the 31st Infantry Regiment described Japanese attacks in his diary:

They'd come in waves, with their rifles high above their heads, screaming. God! What mass murder. They'd
jump and stumble over their own dead. The smell of the dead was sickening. God, such a nightmare, like a bad
dream.

About dusk they’d come, like lambs to slaughter. Several times 500 were burned in cane fields, or cut down
in water waist deep, with oil burning on the water. Just like Dante's Inferno. Sometimes we’d be close, especially

in nighttime attacks, and you’d hit them and they’d cry like rabbits, squeal like pigs.35

Marine lieutenant Cord Meyer Jr., describing a banzai attack on Eniwetok, said that the marines “cut them

down like overripe wheat, and they lay like tired children with their faces in sand.”3-

Equally as baffling and disturbing to Americans as the banzai attacks were the kamikaze operations that were
introduced late in the war by Japanese admiral Takijiro Onishi. Told by his superiors to turn the tide of the war
at any cost, Onishi believed that kamikaze attacks were no more futile than other Japanese militan* efforts
because “these young men with their limited training, outdated equipment, and numerical inferiority are
doomed even by conventional fighting methods.” Onishi himself committed suicide at the end of the war.3"
American admiral C. R. Brown, who witnessed kamikaze attacks at the Philippines and Okinawa, remembered
that “there was a hypnotic fascination to a sight so alien to our Western philosophy. We watched each plunging
kamikaze with the detached horror of one witnessing a terrible spectacle rather than as the intended victim.’, 3"

This appetite for self-destruction was shocking enough, but even more appalling to Americans was the
Japanese flair for the sadistic. On Bataan, the Japanese routinely tortured prisoners to death (one American
soldier was found “with his hands and feet cut off, bayonets driven into his stomach”), and Samuel Grashio, an
American flyer, said that it was “commonplace to find the bodies of one’s comrades, tightly bound, obviously

tortured, disemboweled, with the severed genitals stuffed in their mouths.”I®Nogi Harumichi said that when
American flyers fell into the hands of the Japanese in Indonesia, they were first interrogated, “then the order
came down, 'Process them.” ... Tfs illegal,” I thought, 'but the only chance for Japan is total annihilation or

victory.”” The flyers were “processed” by having their heads lopped off.-45 The sword was also the favorite co-
prosperity tool of Uno Shintaro, who boasted that during service in China he personally severed more than 40
heads, and that “if more than two weeks went by without my taking a head, | didn't feel right. Physically, |



needed to be refreshed.” He described an instance in which he “dispatched our reserve squad, took the viUage
mayor and others captive, and tortured them. They claimed they didn’t know anything. | was furious. I'll show

them, | thought. I lined them up. nine of them, and cut their heads off.”44 Everywhere in Asia, casual sadism
went hand in hand with the Japanese war effort. Included in the diary of the previously mentioned Japanese
artillery lieutenant was an entry that described the killing of an American prisoner of war in Burma:

First, Hosogawa bayoneted him in the behind, which gave the men much amusement. Then he stuck him in the
belly. He did not die at once, but of course it is not permitted to waste bullets when Killing prisoners of war.-45

Kamikaze suicide missions, banzai attacks, the torture of captives, fake surrenders, and atrocious treatment of
prisoners of war (the Japanese considered a person’s imprisoned condition as proof of his inferior status)
defined the Japanese style of warfare in the Pacific.-43

Early in the war, American newspapers and magazines began running stories documenting Japanese
atrocities against prisoners. In “Slow Death in a Jap Cage,” published in September 1942, M. C. Ford related his
experiences in a Japanese torture center in Shanghai. Here prisoners were beaten with sticks, tortured by

sticking a water hose into the victim’s nose, and abused in countless other ways.44 The most notorious example
of prisoner abuse was the Bataan Death March, where at least 7,000 prisoners died on a long forced march to a
Japanese prisoner-of-war camp after surrender of the Philippines in May 1942.-45 Among the first to tell his
story was William E. Dyess, who described a horrific ordeal of prisoners deprived of water, beaten, tortured, and
buried alive.4- Clayton Dahl was also part of this march, noting, “We were beaten with guns and dubs. When a
man fell down, he was bayoneted.... We walked 30 miles in a day. Every foot of each mile was marked with a

leg, a head, or arm. Nice young kids, it was like a nightmare, boys pleading to die.”4* One of the Bataan
marchers told navy commander Melvyn McCoy (McCoy was one of 10 American escapees from the Philippines)
that he had been forced by the Japanese to bury alive Americans who had dropped from exhaustion on the
march. To this man’s horror, one of the buried regained consciousness and clawed his way out of the dirt that
covered him:

Then I learned to what lengths a man will go, McCoy, to hang onto his own life. The bayonets began to prod me
in the side and | was forced to bash the soldier over the head with the shovel and then finish burying him 4-

As bad as Bataan was, in terms of sheer numbers the 12,000 Allied prisoners and the 90.000 Asian laborers
who died building a Japanese railroad through the jungles of Burma and Thailand is the best example of how

the Japanese oft en treated those under their control.45 Appallingly, nearly 45 percent of Americans taken
prisoner by the Japanese would not survive the war. Among American prisoners held by the Germans, only 1
percent would die in captivity.55

In America’s first offensive in the Pacific, at Guadalcanal in 1942, U.S. troops were immediately shaken by
the ferocity of combat with the Japanese. In the first three days of fighting not a single Japanese soldier
surrendered, and of the 2,000 Japanese defenders engaged on the eastern end of the island, only 23 were taken
alive.54Among the Americans having their first combat experience at Guadalcanal was John F. Kennedy, whose
ship found itself in the middle of a naval battle on 7 April 1943. A Japanese flyer had parachuted into the water
and Kennedy's ship was maneuvering to pick him up when “he suddenly threw aside his lifejacket + pulled out a



revolver and fired two shots at our bridge.” A soldier next to Kennedy returned fire and “blew the top of his head
off,” but Kennedy reflected that “the thought of him sitting in the water—battling an entire ship ... brought home
very strongly how long it is going to take to finish the war.”52

The pattern established on Guadalcanal would be repeated throughout the Pacific. The Japanese contempt
for the “rules” of war (Japan had not signed the accords of the Geneva Conventions) meant that the Japanese

dictated their own style of warfare, which Americans were forced to adopt.53 Colonel George S. Clarke, who had
fought on Bataan early in the war, declared that the Japanese “threw away the book of war and wrote their own

rules.”54 The Japanese “showed us the way [and] there was nothing for it but to play the game the way they
wanted it played,” said marine major Frank Hough 55 And as Gerald F. Linderman observes, once committed.

American fighting men “did more than accommodate to the Japanese terms: they embraced them.”5™ Edgar L.
Jones, who during 40 months of war duty had jobs that included ambulance driver, merchant marine, and war

correspondent, said of the war in the Pacific that “we saw mankind reach the blackest depths of bestiality.”53
The troubling moral implications of answering brutality with brutality were obvious, but in this war an
exception was made for the Japanese. As a Collier’s editorial put it in June 1945, ‘The barbarism of your enemy
is never an excuse for descending to barbarism yourself—though of course our men in the Pacific have to fight
the Japanese devils with fire.”5 Had the war in the Pacific been fought in a more conventional manner, the
combatants might have developed feelings of mutual respect based on their common humanity. The savagery of
the Pacific fighting precluded any such development. Not even death could bring out shared feelings, and while
Americans and Germans gave proper respect to the burial of enemy troops, the Japanese cremated dead

Americans, while the Americans buried Japanese corpses with bulldozers.53-American troops also collected
Japanese body parts as souvenirs, something they did not do with German troops. Life's “Picture of the Week”
for its 22 May 1944 issue (which would become ajustifiably famous image of the war) showed Natalie Nickerson
contemplating a Japanese skull that her boyfriend had sent her. The skull had been autographed by her
boyfriend and 13 of his comrades and inscribed, “This is a good Jap—a dead one picked up on the New Guinea

beach.”—



Fig. 1.2 “The only good Jap.” Ralph Crane. Black Star. Life. 22 May 1944.35. (Courtesy of Getty Images.)



Fig. 1.3 Bodies on Tarawa beach, November 1943. (Navy) NARA file #080-0-57405.

The fighting in the Pacific produced almost unbelievable casualty rates. A force of 5,000 marines landed on
Tarawa, an island encompassing less than three square miles, and the Japanese killed 1,000 of them and
wounded 2,000 more. As Ronald Spector notes, “Newspaper photos of corpses floating in the tide, or piled on
the beach near wrecked and burning landing craft, made an indelible impression7 on the American public.™ At
lwo Jima, the Japanese constructed an elaborate system of tunnels and fortifications (a single area of only eight
square miles contained some 800 pillboxes and three miles of tunnels), which the marines had to methodically

destroy.£2 The fighting was so savage that the marines lost more than 6.800 men killed and 20,000 wounded.

The 21,000 Japanese on the island died almost to the man 73 As events turned against the Japanese on Iwo
Jima, marines could hear the Japanese in the tunnels below “blowing themselves up with grenades held to their
stomachs.”™

The campaign in the Pacific climaxed at Okinawa, which saw some of the most brutal fighting of the war.
Kamikaze planes attacked in dense waves. Phelps Adams witnessed the attack on the carrier Bunker Hill as



three kamikazes smashed into that ship. The Bunker Hill was quickly turned into an inferno:

The entire rear end of the ship was burning wsTth uncontrollable fury. It looked very much like the newsreel shots
of a blazing oil well, only worse—for this fire was feeding on highly refined gasoline and live ammunition.
Greasy black smoke rose in a huge column from the ship’s stern, shot through with angry tongues of cherry-red
flame. Blinding white flashes appeared continuously as ready ammunition in the burning planes or in the gun
galleries was touched off. Even- few minutes the whole column of smoke would be swallowed in a great burst of
flame as another belly tank exploded or as the blaze reached another pool of gasoline flowing from the broken
aviation fuel lines on the hangar deck below.

Almost 400 sailors were killed on the Bunker Hill, but incredibly this ship was not sunk.-5 The Bunker Hill
was not alone, and before the Battle of Okinawa was over, kamikazes would sink 34 warships, damage dozens of
others, and kill more than 5,000 American sailors in what would become the most costly naval campaign in U.S.
history. In addition, 7,000 American soldiers and marines were killed, 32,000 were wounded, and as many as
107,000 Japanese soldiers died in the defense of Okinawa. Somewhere between 75,000 and S0,000 Okinawan

civilians were killed.” One vessel that was badly damaged at Okinawa was the USS Comfort, a hospital ship
that was evacuating casualties when it was attacked by a kamikaze. The kamikaze pilot “apparently used the
huge red cross painted on the starboard side as his point of aim, for his plane crashed through the
superstructure directly above this symbol.” Repeating the pattern of other Pacific battles, Japanese troops
refused to surrender and fought to the death. Only 7,400 would live to become prisoners. All of the Japanese
senior officers on Okinawa committed suicide.”

Appallingly, the Japanese willingness to destroy themselves rather than surrender to the enemy was not
restricted to the military. On Saipan, the first island taken by marines that had a significant civilian population
(some 20,000), civilians committed suicide by the hundreds. One marine told reporter Robert Sherrod:

Yesterday and the day before there were hundreds of Jap civilians—men, women, and children—up here on this
cliff. In the most routine way, they would jump off the cliff, or climb down and wade into the sea. | saw a father
throw his three children off, and then jump down himself. Those coral pockets down there under the cliffare full
of Jap suicides.

Sherrod observed in a telling phrase that these gruesome acts were “incomprehensible to the occidental mind,”
and asked, “Do the suicides of Saipan mean that the whole Japanese race will choose death before surrender?””
Japanese civilian suicides at Saipan, Okinawa, and elsewhere were prompted by Japanese propaganda that
warned them they would all be murdered in a hideous fashion by Americans. Kinjo Shigeaki, who lived on
Tokashiki, an island about 20 miles west of the main island of Okinawa, remembers being told that ‘i f we were
captured we’d be chopped to pieces. They'd cut off our noses, our ears, cop off our fingers, and then run over our
bodies with their tanks. Women would be raped. That's why we were committing suicide.” To prevent such
suffering from visiting his family, Shigeaki and his brother stoned their mother to death, then killed their

younger brother and sister. “Hell engulfed us there,” said Shigeaki.-9 Miyagi Kikuko, a Japanese nurse on
Okinawa, notes of Americans that “from the time we’d been children, we’'d only been educated to hate them.
They would strip the girls naked and do with them whatever they wanted, then run over them with tanks. We
really believed that.” To Kikuko'’s astonishment, the soldiers and marines on Okinawa “took care of Okinawans



really well, according to international law.”72 What is most interesting in these revelations is that Japanese
propaganda imputed to the enemy the very acts the Japanese army was committing on a wholesale basis.

The American public’'s perception of Japan as a nation of frightening, fanatical kamikazes who were
indifferent to human life had no counterpart in the European theater. John Lardner described the German
soldier as “a far more advanced and imaginative fighter than the Jap. though perhaps not so hardy and

primitively zealous.”71A marine on Guadalcanal complained to John Hersey:

1 wish we were fighting against the Germans. They are human beings, like us. Fighting against them must be like
an athletic performance—matching your skill against someone you know is good. Germans are misled, but at
least they react like men. But the Japs are like animals. Against them you have to learn a whole new set of
physical reactions. You have to get used to their animal stubbornness and tenacity. They take to the jungle as if

they had been bred there, and like some beasts you never see them until they are dead.72

Newsweek reporter William W. Boddie also believed that the Pacific island jungles were "built to order” for the
Japanese: “Itfits their psycholog}-—their cunning, patience, stability of nerves.”73

In addition to providing nasty combat conditions, Pacific jungles were also fabulous incubators for insects
and disease. On Bougainville, for instance, troops were attacked by both centipedes (“the blitzed spot aches for a
week”) and “snapping ants” (“their bite feels like a stab from a hot needle”).7* Malaria was ubiquitous. The army
Research Branch found that 66 percent of the infantry veterans in two divisions in the Pacific had at one time

been hospitalized or sent to a rest camp for malaria.75 A character in James A. Michener’s Tales of the South
Pacific (1947) noted, “We were all sick at the time. Malaria. Running sores from heavy sweating. Arm pits
gouged with little blisters that broke and left small holes. Some had open sores on their wrists. The jungle rot.”—
The incidence of malaria was so high on Guadalcanal that for a time there was a standing order that no man was
to be pulled from the line until his temperature reached 103 degrees.77

The intense hatred of the Japanese that evolved during the war sometimes disguised a grudging respect, and
even a supernatural fear. Infantry Journal felt obliged to run an article entitled “The Jap Is Not Mysterious!” in
which it attempted to defuse such perceptions as “Japanese are invisible, especially at night,” and that

“Japanese tactics of infiltration and night attacks have an element of mystery about them.”— Myles Babcock
declared, “We cannot compete with the Japs in jungle conditions,” and a marine corporal noted that when the
Japanese ran low on ammunition, “they cut bamboo and crack it together to simulate rifle fire to draw our fire.

They ain’t supermen: they're just trick}- bastards.”79

Fighting the Japanese dictated the adoption of peculiar tactics. Many outfits abandoned ranks and titles and
instead assigned nicknames for everyone. One platoon did this because “the Nips caught onto the names of the
officers and would yell or speak in the night. This is Captain Joe Smith talking. “A Company” withdraw to the
next hill.”” A number of soldiers and marines emphasized the importance of looking into trees where Japanese
snipers were often hidden, while others noted that the Japanese sometimes worked the bolts on their rifles back
and forth to draw American fire and reveal American positions.~2 By all accounts, the Japanese were superb
nighttime infiltrators.”1 This dictated that American troops remain absolutely silent and stationary, and assume
anything that moved or made noise was the enemy. During a Japanese night attack in the fighting at New
Georgia, a grenade explosion tore apart an American soldier’s leg. He remained silent until next morning
because “even a whispered word might have meant the death” of his three comrades. In another foxhole, a



mortar blast severed a man’s arm. and the next morning the men who had been around him discovered that “he

had bled to death, in silence.”2 Several Pacific veterans offered advice that ran counter to the basic instincts of
fighting men everywhere—that rather than being immediately evacuated, the wounded should be left where they
were. An army sergeant who fought the Japanese in New Guinea said that the Japanese would frequently
capture a wounded man and then “torture him until he screams and yells for help, but it is absolutely suicide to

send him help.”- 3 This was confirmed by a marine who said that “we have taught our men that the best way to

aid awounded man is to push ahead so that the wounded man can be cared for by the Corps men.”—4

This primal hatred of the Japanese, and their reduction to a subhuman level, was not limited to the military
but permeated the entire society, from bottom to top. Peggy Terry, who was able to escape the crushing poverty
of rural Kentucky by getting a job at a shell-loading plant during the war, notes that while workers there had
only a vague notion ofthe politics of the war, there was a near unanimity in their attitudes toward the Japanese:
“We were just ready to wipe them out. They sure as heck didn’t look like us. They were yellow little creatures

that smiled when they bombed our boys.”5 "When Gallup polisters asked Americans in November 1944 if
“Japanese militar}- leaders should be punished in any way” once the war was over, 88 percent said yes. "When
asked what form the punishment should take, Americans responded with suggestions that included “torture
them in a slow and awful death,” “put them in a tank and suffocate them,” and “kill them like rats.” Interviewers
noted that only 4 percent had suggested that we “treat them justly, handle them under International Law, (or)

demote them.”™
Pacific naval commander Admiral William “Bull” Halsey called the Japanese “little yellow monkeys” and

declared that “the only good Jap is a Jap who's been dead six months.In a letter to his wife, General
Alexander Vandegrift, the U.S. commander on Guadalcanal, said of the Japanese on that island that “the
‘Termites,’ as they are called, are being exterminated.” Time magazine referred to the Japanese as “a beast
which sometimes stands erect,” and just a few days after Nagasaki, Truman wrote of the Japanese. “When you
deal with abeast you have to treat him as abeast.” 9

American businesses, sensing the mood of the country, calculated that they could curry favor with the public
by making Jap-bashing part of their advertising campaigns. Early in the war, the Warner & Swasey lathe
company prodded Americans under the banner, “In Heaven’s name, let’s get mad!” Warner & Swasey asked,
“Are we going to let those yellow criminals slaughter our brothers in the East at will? ... Are we going to let a

gang of heiling Huns and yellow Japs give their fighting men more than we give ours?”92 The Ethyl Corporation,
producer of gasoline additives, insisted that “'softening up’ Japan isn’t a matter of a bombing raid or two. It
takes more than that to whip 72,875,800 fanatics who are pledged to war and ready to die for their emperor.”
Instead, bombing raids must be conducted “around the clock” and “from every point of the compass.” And that,

the Ethyl Corporation reminds us, “is going to take a lot of high-octane gasoline.”91 The Bell aircraft company
declared “tonight’s lesson for Japs ... subtracting Zeros,” and the Micromatic Hone Corporation, purveyors of a
machining process used on bulldozers, ran an ad that described how American bulldozers were burying
Japanese pillboxes that refused to surrender. The ad ran under the headline “A New Deal for Nips—Plow 'Em
Under.”92 “You asked for it, Jap,” proclaimed the Wickwire Spencer Steel Company, accompanied by a Boris
Artzybasheffillustration shoeing a cartoon character made of cables hanging Japanese premier Tojo.93

Not surprisingly, hatred of the Japanese was especially pronounced among the marines, soldiers, and war
correspondents who came face-to-face with them. On the way to Guadalcanal. Richard Tregaslds overheard the
following conversation between two marines:



“They say the Japs have a lot of gold teeth. I'm going to make myselfa necklace.”
“I’'m going to bring back some Jap ears.” said another. “Pickled.”

Tregaskis commented that “the marines aboard are dirty, and their quarters are mere dungeons. But their esprit
de corps is tremendous.” Later, as a group of captured Japanese and a group of their captors glared at each
other. Tregaskis observed. “There was no doubt as to what either we or they would have liked to do at that
moment—if we had not remembered our code of civilization or if they had not been unarmed.”9™ (The contrast
between this scene and J. Glenn Grays account of the fraternization that immediately developed between
German prisoners of war and their American captors could not be starker.)

Robert Sherrod said of the troops on Tarawa that “all the Marines, it seemed, hated the Japs.” and Sherrod
later described Japanese fortifications as “pillboxes full of the loathsome bugs.” Sherrod extended this metaphor

by claiming that “there was no way to defeat the Japanese except by extermination.”95 Marine lieutenant Cord
Meyer Jr. said of the Japanese. “I have no regrets over killing them. They are or seem inhuman. We kill them
with as little feeling one way or another as one might kill mad dogs.’ 9

James Jones and Herman Wouk, two veterans of the Pacific who went on to “vrite novels based on their
experiences, also created characters who viewed the Japanese in less than human terms. In Jones’ The Thin Red
Line, a Japanese prisoner on Guadalcanal is described as looking “more like some lower grade type of animal
and really did not appear to be worth saving.”9" Herman Wouk’s character Ensign Keith (“a pleasant little
fellow”) had a similar attitude toward the Japanese in The Caine Mutiny:

Like most of the naval executioners at Kwajalein, he seemed to regard the enemy as a species
of animal pest. From the grim and desperate taciturnity with which the Japanese died, they
seemed on their side to believe they were contending with an invasion of large armed ants.
This obliviousness on both sides to the fact that the opponents were human beings may

perhaps be cited as the key to the many massacres of the Pacific war.9™

E. B. Sledge maintained that “our attitude toward the Japanese was different than the one we had toward the
Germans.” Sledge’s brother, who was in the infantry in Europe, told him that when things became hopeless for
the Germans, they surrendered and then “they were guys just like us.” With the Japanese, however, “it was not
that way.” Early in Marine Corps boot camp Sledge’s drill instructor told his company, “You're not going to
Europe, you're going to the Pacific. Don't hesitate to fight the Japs dirty.”99 Once involved in the fighting, said
Sledge, the marines hated the Japanese “deeply, bitterly, and as certainly as danger itself,” and the Japanese
“held mutual feelings for us.” The consequence of this collective attitude was “savage, ferocious fighting with no
holds barred. This was not the dispassionate killing seen on other fronts or in other wars. This was a brutish,

primitive hatred as characteristic of the horror of the war in the Pacific as the palm trees and the islands.”™
Life was reduced to a primal state, and as John Hersey put it, “here in the jungle a marine lolled because he
must, or be killed. He stalked the enemy, and the enemy stalked him, as if each were a hunter tracking a bear

cat.”— Indicative of the mental strain produced by this form of warfare was that the largest single category of
men evacuated from the Pacific were those suffering from psychiatric disorders.”™

1. Delights



If there was a common denominator between the fighting in Europe and in the Pacific, it was that war is a
horror. Yet if this was war’s only trait, human beings would have ceased fighting each other eons ago. War also
has its attractions, what J. Glenn Gray calls “the enduring appeals of battle,” and they are often unacknowledged
because of their troubling implications. The three essential appeals of battle, according to Gray, are “the delight

in seeing, the delight in comradeship, the delight in destruction.”153 Surely the delight in comradeship is the
greatest of these, and the loyalty of the soldier to his comrades almost always trumped patriotism or other
idealistic appeals as a motivation for fighting. Indeed, Gray notes that many soldiers were willing to die “not for
country or honor or religious faith or for any other abstract good, but because they realized that by fleeing their
post and rescuing themselves, they would expose their companions to greater danger. Such loyalty to the group
is the essence of fighting morale.”154 Among the surprises that John Ciardi found in war was that “there was
gentleness and tenderness and confessed fear everywhere in it.” Ciardi described the scene of a guard who had
been wounded in an air raid being attended by an armorer:

Leon, the wounded guard, lay pale and gentle as a ghost under the full moon, and the great
bearded armorer touched his flesh with fingers light as butterflies. | shall always think of that
swatch of moonlight in which we waited for the ambulance. The gunner hurt and graceful as a

girl, the armorer whole and graceful and gentle as a flower.—5

War as spectacle also has few equivalents in Chilian life. Troops landing on Normandy “were thrilled by the
spectacle of Allied power that was displayed around them on every hand,” and B-26 bombardier Clarence “Buzz”
Walters said that from above “it looked like a movie in technicolor. Sky full of planes and the English Channel
black with boats.”— The spectacle of the liberated city, like the amphibious assault, is also unique to warfare.
Eric Sevareid reported “having to hold tight to my emotions” as he entered liberated Rome: “Everyone was out
on the street, thousands upon thousands from the outlying areas walking toward the center of the city. A vast,
murmurous sound of human voices flooded everywhere and rose in joyous crescendo at even- large avenue we

crossed.”15™ Joe McCarthy remembered that when he and his fellow soldiers entered liberated Athens, “the
crowd swallowed us up, and the next thing | knew | was being squeezed, shaken, thumped, kissed and then
picked up and carried down the street on somebody’s shoulders.”15™ An American who was traveling on a train
through rural England the evening that Germany surrendered was witness to another unforgettable sight. From
his window he could see the horizon in flames as farmers burned their haystacks, “making huge, leaping
bonfires. After six years of darkness, England just lit up in victory and celebration.”159 The thrill of wartime
spectacle can also be rooted in horror. Hidezo Tsuchikura said of the firebombing of Tokyo that “the whole
spectacle with its blinding lights and thundering noise reminded me of the paintings of purgatory—a real
inferno out of the depths of hell itself.”115 The firestorm burned with such intensity that it could be seen 200
miles out at sea.111



Fig 1.4 The spectacle of war: Okinawa. 13 April 1945. (Coast Guard) NARA file (026-G-4426.

The darkest of war’s appeals is surely the “delight in destruction,” which Gray describes as “the satisfaction
that men experience when they are possessed by the lust to destroy and to kill their kind.”— Gray calls this a
“devilish” inclination directed toward “chaos and moral anarchy.”153 On Eniwetok. marine lieutenant Cord
Meyer Jr. described a battle with the Japanese in which “they fell like ducks in a shooting gallery and the
exhilaration of battle rose in us.”114 While few soldiers would admit to such a “delight,” novelists with combat
experience who had seen this phenomenon for themselves incorporated destruction’s delight into their novels.
In James Jones’ The Thin Red Line, a group of American soldiers bursts into a Japanese bivouac area. “A crazy
sort of blood lust, like some sort of declared school holiday from all moral ethics, had descended on them. They
could Kkill with impunity and they were doing it.”115 Perhaps even more chilling is a scene from Xorman Mailers
The Naked and the Dead in which a single Japanese prisoner is murdered by a soldier:



Fig 1.5 The spectacle of war: an American soldier holds an Italian baby in liberated Rome. Photograph by Sgt.
George Aarons in The Bestfrom Yank, the Army Weekly (Cleveland: World Publishing. 1945). 263.

He realized suddenly that a part of his mind, very deeply buried, had known he was going to



kill the prisoner from the moment he had sent Red on ahead. He felt quite blank now. The
smile on the dead man's face amused him, and a trivial rill of laughter emitted from his lips.

“Goddam,” he said.1™

Complicating Gray's critique of the “delight in destruction” is that destruction is the military's business, and
soldiers can hardly be held at fault for conducting efficiently the business for which they have been trained, and
even taking some satisfaction in destruction as a job well done. In this case, there is a woozy line between
satisfaction and enjoyment.

Itis one ofwars side effects that it enhances ordinary experiences, and S. L. A. Marshall argues that few men
who have experienced warfare “would deny that some of the fullest and fairest days of his life have been spent at
the front or that the sky never seems more blue or the air more bracing than when there is just a hint of danger

in the air.”—? Cord Meyer Jr. said that after combat he looked “with an affectionate eye on the commonplaces of
the day and night, on the blue of the lagoon and the long sandy beach, because I came too close to losing all to
undervalue even the littlest thing.”"—

Especially in the presence of war's destruction, things of great beauty or nobility or innocence will shine even
more brilliantly. One of the best illustrations of this phenomenon of which | am aware occurred in Rittershoffen
on the Maginot Line in January 1945. A fierce battle between American and German forces that lasted nearly
two weeks had been fought in and around this town, and the result, as described by German colonel Hans von
Luck, was the near total destruction of Rittershoffen:

The place became a phantom village after only a few days. Almost all the buildings, including
the church, which was defended by Major Kurz's men, were in ruins. Many of the houses were
on fire and lit up the scene at night. The dead lay about the streets, among them many

civilians.~9

After American forces withdrew, von Luck climbed through the rubble of the aforementioned church and found
to his astonishment that the organ was still intact. What followed was a moment of intense beauty that touched
the emotions of everyone present, in large part because of the devastation that surrounded them:

On the spur of the moment | began to play Bach's chorale Nun danket alie Gott. It resounded
through the ruins to the outside. More and more of my men climbed into the battered church,
followed by old women and children, who knelt on the ground and quietly prayed. My men

were not ashamed of their tears.—

There can also sometimes be a sheer exaltation in battle that combines all the delights of seeing,
comradeship, and destruction. A perfect example of this is an experience related to me by P-47 pilot William J.
Bailey. Bailey and his fellow pilots in the Ninth Air Force were mainly involved in close support of ground
troops. One day Bailey was in the air when he got a call from an American tank column that was being stalled by
an enemy contingent on the road:

Sure enough. | go up the road and there it is. It's a half track and eighty-eights and they could
fire right straight doum at anything that stuck its nose up the road. Luckily we came in fast, low



with bombs and we skipped them and we blew them to hell. I'll always remember looking back
and seeing all those pieces going flying and my wingman flying through it. It was really
something. The guys in the tanks were cheering like at a football game. We go up the road. We
were acting just like bird dogs—my wingman took one side of the road | took the other side—
and we strafed both sides. ... | remember flying right through a little town and there was a
German trying to get on his coat and running out of a house and looking at me straight in the
eye. We were really close, we were about 200 feet off the ground. And sure enough they were
all getting in buses so we knocked hell out of the buses, strafed them all and kept going up the
road. We were like bird dogs going up ahead of the hunters. Lo and behold we're over a
German airfield on one side of the road and we're low about 200 feet and OK we start strafing
the airplanes. We got hits on the planes on the ground. My wingman is coming in on one
direction and I'm crisscrossing and | saw that we're more of a hazard to ourselves and said.

“The hell with this, lefs go home.” So we came home.121

What does Chilian life have to compare with such an experience? Bailey stayed in the air force and, amazingly,
would fly another 100 missions in Vietham.—

111, Trauma

When Pearl Harbor was attacked, the army had exactly 35 psychiatrists. This number would expand to 2,400 as

the war progressed, and would be augmented by the addition of clinical psychologists in army hospitals.123
Overwhelmingly, psychiatrists came from civilian life and were largely innocent of the debilitating impact of
combat on the human psyche. Combat trauma was not a new phenomenon. The First World War had produced
a large number of psychiatric casualties, and some 100,000 cases of shell shock had entered army hospitals
through 1919.—4 The Veterans Administration had spent close to a billion dollars on their treatment.125 Of the
11,501 veterans of World War | who were still receiving hospital care by the mid-1940s, 81 percent had
psychiatric disorders.12

But few American psychiatrists stopped to ponder the lessons of World War 1. Instead, newly minted
physicians, imbued with the theories of Freud, examined traumatized World War Il soldiers with the goal of

determining the deep-seated childhood problems that had produced their present symptoms.12? The naivete
and uselessness of such an approach was rooted in the fact that there is no Chilian corollary to combat, which is
an inherently insane activity. When these same doctors visited the front lines they found to their surprise that
most troops had the same symptoms—nightmares, shakes, sweats—as their psychiatric patients but were still

somehow functioning.12 One army psychiatrist noted that “adjustment to combat .. means not only
adjustment to killing, but also adjustment to danger, to frustration, to uncertainly, to noise and confusion and
particularly to the wavering faith in the efficiency or success of one's comrades and command."129 Another army
doctor observed of the North Africa campaign that “a state of tension and anxiety is so prevalent in the front
lines that it must be regarded as a normal reaction in this grossly abnormal situation."13 Combat and fear were
inextricable, and an overwhelming majority of combat veterans insisted that combat became more, rather than
less, frightening the more they saw of it131

Ben Shephard has emphasized that military psychiatrists were put in the difficult position of serving both the



militan.- and the individual—"a half-way house between two extremes.”*32 The patient's mental health would
obviously be enhanced if the psychiatrist withdrew him permanently from combat. Army psychiatrist A.
Kardiner observed of militan-trauma patients that ‘it is certain that a good many will do well with rest and
comfortable surroundings, if they do not have to return to the danger zone.”33 Military requirements, however,
dictated that the psychiatrist rehabilitate patients sufficiently so that they could return to combat as soon as
possible. Military psychiatrists tried a number of approaches to patient treatment, with most embracing drug
therapy, while a few turned to hypnosis. Regardless of treatment, only about 33 percent of psychiatric patients
returned to combat.*34 By July 1945, 314,500 army servicemen had been discharged for “neuropsychiatric
causes” (43 percent of all discharges for medical reasons), and another 130,000 had been discharged for

“personality defects which made them incapable of fitting into the Army.”™*35

Psychologists who followed American soldiers after Normandy concluded that the effectiveness of troops
deteriorated rapidly after 30 days of combat, and by the 45th day they were close to “a vegetative state.’-3- As in
World War 1, it was shell shock—proximity to an explosion—that produced the largest number of psychiatric

patients.*3" Bill Mauldin confirmed that “the infantryman hates shells more than anything else” and that the

“88mm. is the terror of every dogface.”™ 3™ Red Cross worker Eleanor Stevenson said that in Italy each of the
psychiatric wards had a shelter of heavy construction for men who were “abnormally sensitive to raids.” Even so,
noted Stevenson, “during a raid I've seen the men in those wards digging, scratching and scrabbling at the dirt
with their hands and fingernails in an effort to persuade the earth to open and receive them.”*39 The psychiatrist
John Appel, who spent six weeks studying psychiatric disorders at Monte Cassino and Anzio. concluded thatjust
as a truck will wear out after a certain number of miles, so too will a soldier cease to function after extended
exposure to combat and that “practically all men in rifle battalions who were not otherwise disabled ultimately

became psychiatric casualties.” 4™ In the Pacific, the average marine who served for the duration of the war saw

120 days of combat. The battle for Okinawa by itself created more than 26,000 psychiatric cases.*4*

Flight crews were also expected to fly beyond what might normally be expected of a human being. The duty of
flight surgeons, according to air force official history, was “to help the men carry on to the limit of their capacity,
and then perhaps fly a few more missions.™42 As the number of missions flown increased, the aircrew member
became less motivated and more tense, and developed symptoms that included sleeplessness, nausea, tremors,
diarrhea, and depression. As was the case with infantrymen, the trauma of combat for airmen included the
killing as well as the possibility of being killed. B-17 gunner Bill Fleming, whose plane took part in the
firebombing of Hamburg, was disturbed by the results. “German children and old people were there,” he said.
“Of all my experiences that's the one that continues to bother me, even though I never spoke to my wife about
it.”*43 Air force studies indicated that the navigator was more likely to crack up than the pilot or gunner because
he fought only with his head and had no physical outlet to release tension.*44 By the spring of 1944, bomber
groups were awarding “Lucky Bastard” certificates to those who had completed their required missions and
could go home. This practice was not sanctioned by the high command.*45 Randall Jarrell, who taught
navigation for the Second Air Force (the bomber training command) in Tucson, remembers that at one time
“one member of every bomber crew was ordered to learn to play the ocarina :in order to improve the morale of
the crews overseas.’ It was strange to walk along a dark road and look up at the big desert stars and hear from
the distant barracks a gunner playing his ocarina.”4 Why ocarina playing was deemed an effective morale
booster remains a mystery of the war.



In Gerald Aster’s interviews with veterans of the Battle of Bulge, many confessed to lingering psychological
problems after the war. Some were haunted by recurring nightmares. Dee Paris did not remember his dreams,
but various people told him that he would often scream, “‘Get out, get out,5as if the tank was on fire.” Medal of
Honor winner Mel Biddle was told by his wife that “I would have nightmares and scream in the first few months
after we were married.” Most were eventually able to resume normal lives, but some, like Curtiss Martell, were
in a sense never able to return from the war:

I entered militan' sendee as a mild, meek, compassionate young man. | returned home just the
opposite; hard, callous, mean, a difficult person to live with. | would jump at the slightest
unexpected noise. At night | would lie in bed and cry. I also would have ven- severe stomach
cramps. My immediate family recognized the disorder but hesitated to even mention it for fear
of my violent temper.

His problems would not go away, and as late as 1982 Martell had to seek psychiatric treatment. One doctor
told him that all his problems were the result of his war experiences, and even offered to file a disability claim

for Martell. Martell told him “to forget it; it is much too late. | currently take tranquilizers.”4?

The most moving portrayal by far of the traumatized soldier’s long climb back to mental health is the seldom
seen documentary Let There Be Light. Both written and directed by John Huston, Let There Be Light was
initially released in 1948 and was almost immediately suppressed because of controversy over its treatment of
the subject of mental illness. Filmed entirely at Mason General Hospital on Long Island, New York, the
documentan- contains no staged scenes. Instead, real soldiers with mental disabilities are shown struggling with
their traumas and working with the psychiatrists who are trying to bring them back. Early on the film notes that
20 percent of the war’s casualties were psychiatric in nature, and it challenges the stigma attached to mental
problems by insisting that “psychoneurotic soldiers” are no less victims of the war than the badly wounded:
“These are the casualties of the spirit, the troubled-in-mind, men who are damaged emotionally... Here are men
who tremble, men who cannot sleep, men with pains that are none the less real because they are of mental
origin—men who cannot remember, paralyzed men whose paralysis is dictated by the mind.” While their
symptoms vary, what they have in common is “unceasing fear and apprehension, a sense of impending disaster,
a feeling of hopelessness and utter isolation.”

Huston’s cameras show us soldiers as they are being admitted. Some speak barely above a whisper and some
stutter, the eyes of others dart nervously back and forth, and one soldier begins weeping when recalling a
photograph of his sweetheart. In addition to lengthier interviews, Huston also creates a montage of short
responses: “I guess I just got tired of living, you can put it that way... | have trouble sleeping, yes, dreaming of
combat, you know ... I just took off because | seen too many of my buddies gone and | figured the next one was
for me. A man canjust stand so much up there, see?”

One patient, unable to walk, is put into a hypnotic state and the narrator explains that “as a surgeon probes
for a bullet, the psychiatrist explores the submerged regions of the mind attempting to locate and bring to the
surface the emotional conflict which is the cause of the patient’s distress.” The psychiatrist takes the patient to
the source of his trauma and, like a faith healer, commands the patient to rise and walk again. Because hypnosis
sometimes produces results that are both spectacular and immediate, the most dramatic footage in this film is of
hypnotized patients. In one case, a soldier who experienced combat in France has developed a violent stutter,
and psychiatric probing reveals that the first words he stumbled over were words with an s sound, which he
associated with the hissing sound a German 88 mm. artillen- shell makes in the air. His speech impediment is



eliminated under hypnosis, and the restored patient exclaims, “I can talk! | can talk! I can talk! Listen. I can
talk! Oh God, listen I can talk.”

In another dramatic exchange between a psychiatrist and a hypnotized patient who is suffering from
amnesia, the patient is taken back to the incident on Okinawa that traumatized him. As psychiatrist and patient
near the climax of the incident, the patient begins to tremble violently. The psychiatrist keeps pressing.

“Yes. go on. You remember it now. Tell me. It's all right now, butyou can tell me.
“Explosion.”

“Yes, you remember the explosion now. All right. Go on.”

“They’re earning me.”

When the psychiatrist asks the patient, “Why are you fearful now?” the patient murmurs something
inaudible, and the psychiatrist says, “You don't want any more. You want to forget it. But you're going to
remember it because it’s gone now. Ifs gone, you're back here now. You're away from Okinawa. You've forgotten
it. But you remember who you are now. Who are you?” An amnesiac no longer, the patient can now tell the
psychiatrist his name and the names of his parents.

By the end of the film, with rehabilitation nearly completed, patients in group therapy sessions express their
hopes for Chilian life. Overwhelmingly they want to be treated like anyone else. The soldier who couldn't walk
says, “All 1 want is that they give us a chance to prove our equality like they said they would. | hope they keep
their promise.” The final segment of Let There Be Lightjuxtaposes scenes of the patients as they were when they
first arrived with scenes of a happy baseball game they are all playing together. Finally they are granted their
discharges, and a bus full of waving former patients pulls away from Mason General Hospital *-4*

This film quickly became the subject of controversy and was shelved for some 35 years. Huston repeatedly
blamed the War Department for Lights suppression, claiming that “it was banned because, | believe, the War
Department felt it was too strong medicine,” and “what | think was really behind it was that the authorities
considered it to be more shocking, embarrassing perhaps, to them, for a man to suffer emotional distress than to

lose a leg, or part of his body.”™49 One critic, however, has insisted that the film was not released because
“Huston did not get written releases from the soldiers undergoing psychiatric treatment: for years he falsely

insisted that the Pentagon had censored his film because it was antiwar.”*52 Only rarely seen, Let There Be Light
is compassionate, touching, and fierce in its advocacy, and, along with Huston's own San Pietro (1945) and

William Wyler's The Memphis Belle (1944), ranks as one of the great documentaries to come out of the war.*5*
IV. Tourism andVice

The American G.l. often served a dual role as both fighter and tourist, engaging the enemy, on one hand, and
interacting with the local population (especially the female portion), on the other. This interaction was almost
totally restricted to Europe, and to a lesser extent to North Africa. The Pacific, as Robert Lekachman concluded
after a tour of duty there, had “none of the European diversions.” Instead, “what you tended to see were

miserable natives and piles of dead Japanese and dead Americans.”™5" Certainly, the Pacific was not devoid of
women, but it might as well have been because American servicemen emphasized that there were no white
women in the Pacific. On Bougainville, for instance, soldiers strolled stark naked a third of a mile doum to the
beach because “no one has any worries about coming across any women. ... The men of the 37th Division



headquarters detachment, for instance, have seen only one white woman in nine months.”53 In James A.
Michener's Tales ofthe South Pacific, a character stationed in the New Hebrides observes of some newly arrived
nurses that “they looked lovelier, perhaps, than they were, for Bill had seen no white women for some time.”54

To cut down on cultural clash, the government printed etiquette guides for American militan* personnel, and
two of these guides, one for North Africa and one for England, were excerpted in Life magazine. Servicemen in
North Africa were told that when they were offered tea, it was polite to drink three cups but never four because
“to drink less than three is considered as ill-bred as to take more than that.” Food was to be eaten only with the
right hand because the left “is used exclusively in attending to a call of nature.” As for relations with Moslem
women:

Never stare at one.

Never jostle her in a crowd.
Never speak to her in public.
Never try to remove the veil.

Failure to follow these rules may result in “serious injury if not death at the hands of Moslem men.”™55 In the
end, it was probably the rumors of what happened to soldiers who harassed Arab women, rather than the
admonitions of etiquette guides, that cooled the ardor of service personnel in North Africa. One such rumor
claimed that soldiers who had been too aggressive toward Arab women had been found dead with their testicles

cut off and sewn into their mouths.*5™

On the eve of the Normandy invasion, there were more than 1.6 million American troops in the United
Kingdom, and getting along with the British was of obvious importance to the Allied effort. Much of the friction
between American and British males in the United Kingdom had to do with British females, and as Paul Fussell
has noted, ‘Tor British women, the Yanks were nothing short of a gift.”*5z Aside from their outgoing nature and
the fact that they talked like the stars in the movies the British eagerly consumed, American servicemen also
enjoyed a considerable financial edge, with an American private receiving S60.00 per month while a British

private received S1S.34 per month *5" For tens of thousands of British women, the American serviceman was
irresistible. John Costello relates a popular joke that circulated through wartime Britain: “Heard about the new

utility knickers? One Yank—and they're off.”*59

To illustrate the war department's etiquette guide for Britain, Life took Sergeant “Slim” Aarons around
Britain for a photo shoot. For the purposes of the article, Aarons does everything wrong. The guide advises,
“Don't swipe the Tommys girl,” and a photo captures Aarons blissfully floating down the Thames with a British
girl. The gauche Aarons also butts into a domino game at a pub. Finally, when a British family makes the
mistake of inviting Aarons to dinner, Aarons blithely helps himself to seconds—a faux pas, as “it may be the

family's rations for a whole week spread out to show their hospitality.Britain's militan* also issued a
pamphlet to acquaint canteen workers with the ways of American servicemen: “The first time an American
approaches the counter and asks ‘Howya, baby?' you will probably think he is being impudent.... Yet to them it
will be merely the normal conversational opening, just as you might say, ‘Lovely day, isn’t it?""—

As one commentator has noted, “the United States soldier in this war saw Europe at its worst... shattered
buildings; rubble-littered streets; damaged means of transportation; dismal fortifications and air-raid shelters:
inadequate public food supplies; poor sanitation; shabbily clothed civilians; lack of soap (in France): expanded
vice enterprises: and an often cynical, too long disappointed populace.” Even without this devastation, there was



much in Europe to give offense to provincial Americans, including French sidewalk urinals, “which sometimes
hid their male occupants by nothing more than a 4-foot wall”; the sight of an Englishwoman “walking
nonchalantly along the street with a cigarette hanging from her mouth”; and “the American Negro soldier’s
freedom to associate with white civilian girls.”— American troops were often inclined to hold in disdain
anything that lay outside their own limited experience. Army chaplain Renwick C. Kennedy referred to the
spectacle of Americans “judging whole populations by the few harlots, drunks and black marketeers they met;
men from tenant farmer cabins in the south scoffing at the rock houses of European peasants, which were better
than any they had ever lived in: illiterates from Brooklyn, Texas and Los Angeles deriding the mellow folkways

of ancient European communities.” 3 When asked for his impressions of Europe, one American soldier
responded, “England? My God! You never saw so many perverts in your life. It’s full of them. And France, I'd
say, is a country without morals.” Another preferred the Germans to the English and French because “I saw

more honesty and kindness coming from them than I did from any other place I visited over in Europe.”-4
But American troops were also moved by the extreme poverty of many European residents. One said, “People
starve to death over there like we catch colds over here, and nobody seems to think any more ofit. It's the whole

goddam setup they live under. Rotten, dirty-rotten.”—5 One sailor described Italy as “starved out. We could get

anything for a package of cigarettes.— The plight of impoverished children was especially disturbing to
American servicemen, who sometimes went so far as to informally adopt local children into their militan-units.
Ernie Pyle mentioned two adopted Sicilian children who accompanied American troops in the invasion of Italy,
and two who landed with the troops at Anzio.—7

The reaction of American troops to Europe covered a spectrum that included fascination, intimidation,
compassion, and contempt. But regardless of how they viewed Europe, they wanted a memento to prove that
they had been there. In a tongue-in-cheek observation, John Steinbeck engaged the much-discussed “why we
fight” question by claiming that “while the Germans fight for world domination and the English for the defense
of England, the Americans fight for souvenirs.” In Italy he found pup tents piled high with mementos, and
Americans diligently collecting souvenirs that could not possibly be shipped home, including a 50-pound
plaster-of-Paris angel that was the prize of one soldier.™ (The aspirations of souvenir-loving American
servicemen could be even more ambitious than this. One soldier sent home a series of cases containing pieces of
machinen-that initially baffled customs officials until they figured out that he had taken apart a Volkswagen and

was sending it box by box to his family.)~9

Souvenirs were often acquired to be sold or traded rather than kept. Bill Mauldin reported that the going rate
for a German Luger pistol was S100, while the P-38 pistol brought in S70.-— One ship that left Le Havre at the
end ofthe war carried 5,000 American soldiers and 20,000 souvenir weapons, and in his novel Slaughterhouse-
Five Kurt Vonnegut observed, “That was one of the things about the end of the war. Absolutely anyone who
wanted a weapon could have one.”-7% Pacific veteran William Manchester noted that even servicemen whose
jobs were well removed from the front would put themselves at risk to claim souvenirs from combat zones. “One
wonders,” mused Manchester, “how many attics in the United States are cluttered with samurai swords and
Rising Sun flags, keepsakes that once seemed so valuable and are worthless today.’ -7 At Bougainville, military
officials had to put up a sign that read “All Sightseers Forward of This Area Will Be Arrested” because troops not
directly involved in the fighting “had been scooping up all the best souvenirs and even getting in the way of the
fighting.”173 The army found that in the closing weeks of the war in Europe “some units actually raced to be the
first at an objective which promised valued booty—a jewelry store, camera shop, weapons cache, liquor



warehouse, etc.—or which promised gratifying contacts with women.”174

In addition to playing the tourist, the soldier} of World War 11 also indulged in the traditional vices, arguably
to a greater extent than any previous generation of American fighting men. In the early months of the war,
prohibitionists backed a bill that would have banned the sale of intoxicants to military personnel.175 But
memories of the wretched excesses of the Prohibition era were still relatively fresh, and House Democratic whip
Robert Ramspeck spoke for many of his colleagues when he said, Tm not going to have 10,000,000 boys come

home the way 4,000,000 did from the last war, and say You voted my drinks away while | was gone.””17 Dry
forces made little headway during the Second World War, and soldiers would be able to obtain beer (but not
hard liquor) at army canteens. Few efforts were made to shut down bars near militar}' bases, and as John
Burnham puts it, “military and wet came to be synonymous” during the war years.177 Brewer}* workers received
draft deferments, and per capita beer sales increased 50 percent between 1940 and 1945. The distilling industry
was converted to war production, but distillers did not suffer greatly during the war because they had built up a
four-year inventor} of hard liquor, and held much of it back for higher prices.17

Paul Fussell claims that drinking was ubiquitous during the war among all servicemen of all ranks, and that

“drinking to ‘overcome’ fear was a practice openly admitted by all hands.”179-The British dispensed rum before
an engagement (one British soldier found that “eventually it became unthinkable to go into action without it”),
while German troops were given schnapps, which could be “smelled in the air sometimes as the German soldiers
formed up.”1”™ On the U.S. side, Bill Mauldin lamented the lack of a liquor ration in the army and noted that at
Anzio troops built their own distilleries from salvaged parts. The end result was called “Kickapoo Joy Juice,”
which, according to Mauldin, “wasn’t bad stuff when you cut it with canned grapefruit juice.”— During his time
in the Pacific, James Jones reported that his outfit got “blind asshole drunk ever}' chance we got,” and in Jones’
novel The Thin Red Line, troops on Guadalcanal who experienced a liquor shortage turned to Aqua Velva

aftershave as an alternative to more orthodox inebriants before finally building their own still.— Les Lawrence,
who served with the navy in the Pacific during the war. confirms that Aqua Velva was also popular with sailors
caught in a liquor shortage.13

The troops were also enthusiastic consumers of more innocent potables. The serviceman on average

consumed 45 pounds of coffee per year, or about five cups per day—twice the Chilian average.—4 John Ellis has
emphasized that “at times the regular supply of hot drinks was all that stood between a resigned acceptance of
conditions at the front and complete demoralisation.”15 Coca-Cola also did extremely well, with servicemen
drinking 10 billion bottles and the company building 54 overseas bottling plants during the war.—

Less benign stimulants included amphetamines. When Lou Stoumen, on assignment from Yank magazine,
accompanied a B-29 crew on a mission to Japan, he noted that in addition to the candy bars that everyone was
eating, “the engineer and the navigator also took benzedrine tablets, the same drug | remembered using back in

school to keep awake for my final exams.”—7 There was also the danger that the drugs taken for wounds would
become addictive. One high-profile example was Barney Ross, former lightweight and welterweight boxing
champion. He had won the Silver Star on Guadalcanal, and had been brought back to the United States and put
on tour, where the government exploited his name and medal. While in the Pacific he had been given drugs for
malaria and shock, and had become addicted. After the war he turned himself in as a drug addict to the U.S.
attorney’s office in New York.—

Smoking was even more popular than drinking, and it is not an exaggeration to claim that America became a



nation of smokers during World War Il. In the last six months of 1944 alone the industry produced more than

1.37.5 billion cigarettes.~9 Some draft boards gave cartons of cigarettes to inductees, and Red Cross workers
handed out cartons as soldiers got on troop ships. Cartons were also distributed to troops prior to the Normandy

invasion, and among the ivreckage that littered the Normandy shore were hundreds of cartons of cigarettes.19™
Servicemen received free cigarettes with their rations, amounting to some five to seven packs a week, and in fact
30 percent of the cigarettes made went to the armed forces, even though servicemen were only 10 percent of the

population.191 Tobacco farmers were exempted from the draft as "essential workers,” and Paul Fussell
remembers that “part of the unique atmosphere of the war is provided by the constant scent of cigarette

smoke.”192 Anecdotal evidence supports the perception that those in the service who didn’'t smoke were a
distinct minority. Bill Mauldin’s famous G.I. cartoon characters Willie and Joe are almost constantly smoking as
they slog their way through Europe, and in interviews | conducted of Ninth Air Force pilots, a number noted the
ubiquity of smoking among fliers as well. On his way to Europe aboard the USS Brazil. William H. Readshaw
remembered that “it was pretty nice but the smokers got to me.” In ReadshaWs cabin there were 16 smokers and
Readshaw. who ended up renting a room from the steward during the day. “I just walked the ship at night to
keep away from that smoke 'cause it made me sick.”193 According to Paul Robinson, pilots even smoked in their
planes on missions because “nobody ever said you can’t do it or it's dangerous, so we did. Almost everybody
smoked in those days during the war so pretty soon we were doing it too. It was funny though because you could
see the smoke—it just filled the cockpit.”194 As in all other things, officers got better cigarettes than enlisted
men, especially if there was a shortage. One enlisted man stationed in Khorramshahr went to the PX and was
told by the clerk that only Chelsea and Twenty Grand cigarettes were available. “"While | was still at the counter
the same clerk sold Philip Morris to officers. | asked the clerk if I might trade for a carton of Philip Morris and
he refused me.”195 Seventy-one percent of men smoked some form of tobacco in 1944 (mostly cigarettes), as did
36 percent of women. The number of female smokers doubled between 1935 and 1945. After the war smoking
remained popular, and by 194S cigarette production in the United States dwarfed World War Il totals. Two
brands, Lucky Strike and Camel, sold more than 100 billion cigarettes each in that year.9-



Fig 1.6 In the midst of German shelling, American infantrymen pause for a cigarette behind the shelter of a
tank, Geich, Germany, 11 December 1944. Roberts (Army), NARAfile #m-SC-197261.

Many of the same brands that we have today existed in 1945, but Marlboro, now famous for its
advertisements featuring tough ranch hands, was being marketed as a smoke for the upper class, especially
women. It was “the cigarette of distinction” for “successful men and lovely women” that featured an optional red
“beauty tip” “specially for her.’-9Z Health concerns were virtually nonexistent, and science and cigarettes still
coexisted in blissful harmony. Philip Morris told smokers in 1942, “Don’t let inhaling worry you* and in 1945
the company launched an ad campaign proclaiming that “Philip Morris are scientifically proved far less
irritating to the smoker’s nose and throat.”19™ Even doctors, it seems, were avid smokers. In May 1944 Camel
ran an ad featuring an army combat doctor who was described as a “doctor of medicine and morale ... he well
knows the comfort and cheer there is in a few moments’ relaxation with a good cigarette.”199 One ad produced
by the Upjohn pharmaceutical company bears the caption “We've come a long, long way in pneumonia.” It is



illustrated by a painting of a friendly family doctor writing out a prescription and smoking a cigarette.222 The
makers of Camel cigarettes were even more direct, declaring that according to a national survey “more doctors

smoke Camels than any other cigarette.”—

Where there were soldiers, there was always going to be a vigorous trade in the oldest profession. After
driving the Japanese army out of Manila in the spring of 1945, American military officials were confronted by an
army of 8.000 local prostitutes 222 In Naples, where legitimate commerce had been disrupted and where the

locals were nearly totally dependent on the black market, there were an estimated 42.000 prostitutes.223 Guilty
consciences and fears that they might catch venereal disease did little to discourage servicemen from the pursuit
of sex. In an army survey that was conducted in 1945, 75 percent admitted that they had had sex overseas.224
This is an impressively high rate, and as John Costello notes, this survey would “be kept a classified secret for
nearly forty years because it reflected badly on the public image of the Gl as a clean-living crusader for

democracy.”225

"While the militan* officially discouraged sexual relations between servicemen and local women, it unofficially
acknowledged that such contact would take place regardless and made attempts to reduce the incidence of
venereal disease by providing condoms. At one point, 50 million condoms a month were reaching military

personnel.22” The rate of venereal disease was especially high among black troops. Fifty-four percent of blacks
in the army admitted that they had had a venereal disease at some point in their lives, and 21 percent said that
they had contracted the disease since coming overseas (compared with 15 and 8 percent, respectively, for
whites).22" The explanation for the high rate of venereal disease for blacks overseas seems to be rooted in the
army's own Jim Crow policies (enforced by the military police) that allowed blacks to associate only “Vith certain

women—typically the lowest prostitutes.22* Within a few hours of the liberation of Cherbourg, two houses of
prostitution (one for black troops and one for white) were doing a roaring business, with MPs stationed outside

to keep order.229 Geoffrey Perret notes that while the army could not officially operate brothels, the First
Armored Division established one in Oran in order to control venereal disease. There were probably a dozen
other brothels maintained by army divisions in France and Italy. In Rennes, the 29th “Blue and Gray” Division
maintained a house of prostitution with a sign outside that read. “Blue and Gray Riding Academy.”242

The availability of easy sex had “a very unsettling influence in the typical G.I.,” according to sociologist Henry
Elkin. Whereas going out with a girl at home had been sufficient to “prove his virility,” now the G.I. had “to
reach the ultimate limit of physical intimacy, as was offered to him cheaply and at every hand.” In his study of
sexual behavior among different cultures, Elkin found the sexual formulations of the average G.l. extremely
crude. He theorized that “if animals could talk, their conversations about sex would doubtless be quite similar to
that of the Moslems. Arapahos, and G.l.:s."— The language used by soldiers was both profane and limited, and
as Willard Waller noted in 1944, a single four-letter word was used by American soldiers “to express practically
everything and anything. It is the universal verb of our army, for ex-teamsters in uniform as well as ex-
professors in uniform.”242

As on the home front, there was a flourishing black market overseas, and many soldiers became not only vice
consumers but vice entrepreneurs as well. Stephen E. Ambrose claims that the mountain of American supplies
that flowed into Europe during World War Il produced “the greatest black market of all time” and that “most
American soldiers participated in it to some extent.”243 The war matériel for the fighting in Italy was funneled

through Naples, and perhaps one-third of all supplies that went through that port were stolen.244



The profit to be made from trading on the black market was considerable. In Germany and France cigarettes
went for S2.40 a pack, a chocolate bar for a dollar, and a pair of government issue shoes for S30.—5 Even Armed

Services Editions books were valuable commodities on the European black market.24™ Most military black
marketeers were not apprehended, but the details of the cases of those who were give us some idea of the scale
involved. In Paris, for instance, three American military officers and 181 G.l.’s were arrested for selling a

trainload of U.S. cigarettes and soap to the French in January 1945.—~While this operation was impressively
larcenous, it was small change compared to the huge black market that 2,000 American deserters were running
in Paris

The traditional alternative to vice—religion—seemingly counted for little as a sustainer of American troops
during the war. And if there were no atheists in foxholes, it was only because troops were too indifferent to
religion to bother becoming atheists.249 A series of articles in Time that appeared early in 1944 made it clear
that religion played almost no role in the lives of ordinary servicemen. After a tour of American battlefronts,
Daniel A. Poling, editor of the Christian Herald, found “overwhelming indifference to organized religion”

among the troops.222 Episcopalian Bernard lddings Bell was in complete agreement and predicted that when
American servicemen came marching home, “most of them will not be bothering their young but hard-boiled
heads about religion in the old home parish than they did about religion in their outfits—which was mighty
little.”224 In a separate article, an anonymous Catholic chaplain noted, “If you read the Catholic press nowadays
you get the impression that there is a great religious revival going on in the armed forces. Personally | think that
is a lot of tripe. So do the few Catholic chaplains | have talked with.” The anonymous chaplain had about 900
Catholics in his flock, but at most only 300 ever showed up at Mass on Sundays. Even so, such a turnout was the

envy of Protestant ministers.222

Abroad range of experiences awaited Americans who fought overseas, beginning with combat itself. In North
Africa and Europe. Americans fought a tough, resourceful enemy, but there was wide agreement on both sides
that the fight was “fair.” In the Pacific, Americans were forced to adopt a style of warfare unlike any in the
national experience. The savage, tooth-and-nail fight with the Japanese was compounded by the alien, even
hostile environmental conditions of these tiny Pacific islands.

The war traumatized hundreds of thousands, but it left others exhilarated by its sheer excitement and
spectacle. American servicemen also became tourists, collecting souvenirs in great numbers and doing their best
to experience the local culture through the medium of the local women. They were remarkably successful, and
perhaps more credit is due to the American G.I. for initiating what would be called in the 1960s the “sexual
revolution.” War quickly strips away any vestiges of innocence, sexual and otherwise, and the wide-eyed boys
who shipped overseas quickly acquired the tired, wary eyes of combat veterans. This evolution from innocence
to experience was chronicled by both the servicemen themselves and the correspondents who covered the war,
and will be the subject of our next chapter.



2
Combat Remembered

Sixteen million Americans served in the armed forces during World War 11, and most were in support positions,
a necessity given that the American military had to maintain a very long supply line for both the European and
Pacific theaters. Probably only about 800,000 to 1 million Americans actually saw combat, and of all the
differences that separated Americans during the war, none was greater than the gulf between those who
experienced combat and those who did not.1 Through vigorous, even oppressive censorship, the government did
its best to maintain this gulf, keeping the public ignorant (in the name of morale) of the appalling realities of
combat. Preserving the public’s innocence was easier in America than it was in Europe or Asia because no
fighting took place on the U.S. mainland, but World War Il was too big a catastrophe for any government to
totally stage-manage. There was no way to keep the public uninformed of the American dead, or of the wounded
that began to appear on American streets in numbers not seen since the Civil War. And while combat reporters
and photographers were subject to severe restrictions, the best of them were able to provide Americans with at
least a glimpse of the war.

I. The Correspondents' Tales

Correspondents and photographers ran similar risks to troops on the front line, but there were certain
conventions that had to be observed by those in sendee to what John Steinbeck referred to as the “huge and
gassy thing called the War Effort.”5 Of paramount importance was the notion that “unless the home front was
carefully protected from the whole account of what war was like, it might panic.”3 Guiding principles for war
correspondents included “there were no cowards in the American Army,” “we had no cruel or ambitious or
ignorant commanders,” and “five million perfectly normal, young, energetic and concupiscent men and boys
had for the period of the War Effort put aside their habitual preoccupation with girls.”4

The interests of military censors and of war correspondents were, as Phillip Knightley puts it, “diametrically
opposed.” And since it was the military that was running the war and not correspondents, “censorship was
spectacularly successful.”5 The military was “shielding the nation from reality, maintaining morale by avoiding
the truth, and convincing the public that the war was being conducted by a command of geniuses.”™ In the
Pacific, catastrophes became mere flesh wounds (the official report from Pearl Harbor initially claimed that only
one “old” battleship had been sunk while in actuality five were resting at the bottom of the harbor), and
inconclusive actions became great victories (the Battle of the Coral Sea). The militan* even concocted its own
version of the loaves and the fishes by claiming that 19 Japanese heavy cruisers had been sunk before the Battle
of Leyte Gulf when only 14 existed.™ In Europe, reports of Allied bombing of civilian populations in Germany
were suppressed, as were losses of Allied planes and the details of the catastrophe at Arnheim.- In terms of
presenting accurate reports, according to Knightley, coverage of the war “was not remarkably better in the
United States than it was in Japan.” It was no better in Britain, where Reginald Thompson of the Sunday Times
insisted that “readers of The Times in 1854 had a damned sight better view of the Crimean War than readers of



The Times in 1939-45 did of the Second World War.”9
Militan* censors also looked at photographs with a jaundiced eye. In his study of suppressed war
photographs, George H. Roeder Jr. found that “things unseen had at least as great an influence on American

understanding of World War 11 as things seen.”19 Because of their visual impact, photographs that suggested
that “war might bring about disruptive social changes, or [that] undermined confidence in the ability of
Americans to maintain control over their institutions and their individual lives,” were not released to the
public.11 Instead, unsavory photographs were secreted away in the Pentagon in what Bureau of Public Relations

staffers called the “chamber of horrors.”12 Censored material included photographs that showed elderly, young,
or female victims of American bombs and bullets. Photographs showing those who had been run over by
American soldiers in traffic accidents were also suppressed, as were photographs of soldiers collecting body
parts for souvenirs.13 Also excised were photographs showing American doctors giving medical aid to prisoners
(this to avoid exciting any public sympathy for the enemy) and pictures of black troops mixing with white
women.14 Finally, any photographic evidence of what warfare actually did to the human body, including
“decapitation, dismemberment ... limbs twisted or frozen into unnatural positions,” and, in one case,

“photographs of a field littered with bits of human flesh” did not appear before a squeamish public.15
“Undermining morale” and evidence of the grim reality of this conflict were one and the same, and censorship
was one tool used by the government to convince a complacent public of war’s goodness.

"While there was much about the war that was off-limits to photographers and correspondents, many were
able to overcome the restraints of censorship and at least give readers some idea of what the war was like. "When
American troops launched their first offensive in the Pacific, they were accompanied by Richard Tregaskis.
whose Guadalcanal Diary would become an instant classic of the Second World War. As Tregaskis became
immersed in the fighting, he was frequently shot at, and learned—as the marines were learning—the lessons of
survival on Guadalcanal. He notes, for instance, that because Japanese soldiers sometimes pretended to be
dead, then shot or stabbed passing American troops, Japanese casualties “were shot again, with rifles and

pistols, to make sure.”— As a correspondent, Tregaskis was officially a noncombatant, but he found it difficult to
maintain his objectivity, observing that “war takes on avery personal flavor when other men are shooting atyou,
and you feel little sympathy at seeing them lolled.”1" Guadalcanal Diary's descriptions of the carnage of war are
vivid (one corpse had “a backbone visible from the front, and the rest of the flesh and bone peeled up over the
man’s head, like the leaf of an artichoke”), but Tregaskis insists that “there is no horror to these things.” The

first one shocks, and “the rest are simple repetition.”1”* Because Guadalcanal Diary was one of the first full-
length American treatments ofthe war, and because it was widely distributed (it was a selection for Book-of-the-
Month Club), it had a significant impact on the public’s perception of the war in the Pacific. Tregaskis was
forced to leave Guadalcanal when he ran through his last pair of serviceable shoes. Almost certainly the tallest
correspondent of the war (he was six feet seven inches tall), Tregaskis’ fate was sealed when the quartermaster

told him that there was not a pair of size 14 shoes on the entire island.19

During his stint on Guadalcanal, Chicago Sun correspondent John Graham Dowling was among those who
endured a three-day bombardment from Japanese battleships, which he describes as “the worst experience I've
ever been through in my life ... It goes on for hour after hour. | begin trembling. It is uncontrollable. Francis
McCarthy and | clutch each other’s hands for mutual comfort.”29 Also on Guadalcanal was John Hersey, who
accompanied a group of marines on a skirmish into the interior and wrote about this experience in Into the
Valley (1943). Hersey was struck by the youth and relative innocence of the troops among whom he moved, boys



who were “ex-grocery clerks, ex-highway laborers, ex-bank clerks, ex-schoolboys, boys with a clean record and
maybe a little extra restlessness, but not killers.”51 When Hersey met with Colonel Julian Frisbie before going
out on patrol. Frisbie tried to describe to Hersey what the American dead looked like. “It’s a pathetic sight,” he
said. “You'll see. They look just like dirty-faced little boys who have gone to bed without being tucked in by their

mothers.”55 Like other Americans. Hersey found the jungle environment of Guadalcanal sinister and oppressive
—and ideal for the Japanese style of fighting:

The vegetation closed in tightly on either side of the trail, a tangle of nameless trees and vines.
It was lush without being beautiful; there were no flowers, and the smell of the place was dank
rather than sweet. Each time we came out into the light on the grassy knolls, we breathed
deeply and more easily. These open spaces were our natural terrain. They were American; the
jungle was Jap.53

Reporters were also able to capture the tension and terror at sea. Foster Hailey was at the Battle of Midway
and watched the carrier Yorktoum fight for her life. Successive attacks by Japanese planes staggered the
Yorktoum, and like a wounded beast, “she would seem, at times, to regain some of her trim. Then she would
lean over again, as though tired of the struggle.” In the end, the Yorktoiun had to be abandoned, leaving an oil-

covered sea “alive with bobbing heads.”54 Another reporter who went to sea was John Field, who joined the
crew of an American submarine on patrol in Japanese waters. They would sink 70,000 tons of Japanese
shipping, but under extremely dangerous conditions. After sinking one ship, the crew had to endure what
eveiyone most dreaded, an attack by an enemy destroyer:

Overhead they heard a destroyer coming closer and the distant rattle, coming closer, of
exploding depth charges. Fear was natural for the boys huddled below water, but there was no
panic. They sweated and looked at each other and cussed. Their faces were strained and home
was a long way away 53

Among the most renowned of war reporters was John Steinbeck, who gave readers a rare opportunity to
watch one of America’s greatest writers responding to this conflict. Even before Steinbeck arrived in Europe, he
captured an extremely evocative moment that occurred on the troopship that was earning him across the
Atlantic. A USO unit was entertaining the troops, and a female accordion player was taking requests that
included such sentimental favorites as “Harvest Moon,” “Home on the Range,” and “When Irish Eyes Are
Smiling.” Up on the deck, segregated from the white servicemen, were the black troops (and Steinbeck). One
bass voice began singing “When the Saints Go Marching In,” and other voices joined in until “the voices take on
a beat, feeling one another out. The chords begin to form. There is nothing visible. The booming voices come out
of the darkness. The men sing sprawled out, lying on their backs. The song becomes huge with authority.”
Comments Steinbeck. “This is a war song. This could be the war song.”—

The human costs of this war were brought home to Steinbeck in ways subtle and not so subtle. In Africa,
Steinbeck visited a reconditioning yard for equipment damaged in battle. In one tank he found “a splash of
blood against the steel side of the turret,” and in another “a large piece of singed cloth and a charred and curled
shoe.”5"

As a correspondent, Steinbeck demonstrated a talent for immersing himself in the inner world of American



servicemen, a world of skewed logic and idiosyncratic ritual. For instance, while Steinbeck was with a B-17
bomber crew in England, one of the men lost the medallion he carried for luck. Nobody questioned the value of
such a thing, and “everybody gets up and looks.” In addition to carrying a talisman to ensure that he would not
be killed, each crew member prepared the things that were to be sent home in case he was killed:

You leave them under your pillow, your photographs and the letter you wrote, and your ring.
They're under your pillow, and you don’t make up your bunk. That must be left unmade so that
you can slip right in when you get back. No one would think of making up a bunk while its

owner is on a mission

Another common superstition among flyers was to call their 13th mission “12-B” to avoid the unlucky number.59
Steinbeck also described how the peculiar accident or the odd piece of bad luck could play as big a role in
combat as the malevolence of German antiaircraft fire. Once, for instance, the crews bomber was knocked out of
action when one of the gunners in a plane ahead and above them jettisoned his shell casings and they smashed
into the nose of the bomber below.35

Flight crews were obsessed with luck because they knew they needed as much as they could get: they were
doing the most dangerous work of the war. Of the 350,000 airmen serving with the Eighth Air Force in England,
26,000 would be killed, or 7.42 percent. The second highest mortality rate was recorded by merchant sailors at
3.80 percent, followed by the marines at 3.29 percent, the army at 2.25 percent, and 0.41 percent for the navy.
In addition, 21,000 airmen from the Eighth Air Force ended up in German POW camps when their planes were

shot down.31 Walter Konantz of the 55th Fighter Group said that “at times over heavily defended German

targets it looked like a snowstorm with so many B-17 crewmen floating down.”35 Among the most notorious
engagements of the war for the Eighth Air Force was the 17 August 1943 combined raid on the Schweinfurt ball-
bearing factories and the Regensburg Messerschmitt factory. The plan had originally called for all planes to fly
as a single force and then split near Frankfurt, with one group attacking Schweinfurt and one group attacking
Regensburg. The thinking was that these massive numbers would overwhelm German fighter resources, but bad
weather prevented the two groups from leaving together, and the Regensburg B-17S left four hours ahead of the
Schweinfurt bombers. As a consequence, the Germans were able to concentrate their full fighter force against
the Regensburg bombers 33 The fighting was intense and losses were heavy 34 After mauling the Regensburg
bombers, the Luft waffe refueled and rearmed for the late-arriving Schweinfurt bombers. For 90 minutes, from

the Belgian coast to Schweinfurt, there ivas heavy flak and savage fighting between B-17S and German fighters 35
Combined losses on the Schweinfurt-Regensburg raids were 71 aircraft and 46 crews—565 airmen were Killed,
captured, or unaccounted for.3- These appalling numbers were not validated by success on the ground because
neither the tonnage nor the size of the bombs was sufficient to destroy the targets. The Schweinfurt-Regensburg
raids illustrate the problematic history of strategic bombing during the war, where terrible sacrifices were made
for questionable results.3” In another example of government fabrication to make American military operations
look better, army publicists claimed that American planes had destroyed 307 German fighters during the

Regensburg-Schweinfurt raids, when the Luft waffe’s actual loss for the day was 47.2-

A few months previously, the Memphis Belle became the first bomber to complete 25 missions without the
loss of any crew members. While celebrated with a documentary film and a war bond tour of the United States,
the grim subtext of the Memphis Belle story was that while many crews had preceded this one to Europe, only



the Belles crew had survived intact.39-Army air forces personnel were enormously proud of their units and gave
their branch the highest marks in the army, but morale problems began to surface as heavy bomber crews were
pushed to the limits of their endurance. It did not help that the required missions needed before being released

from flight duty were progressively increased from 25 to 30 and then to 35.-4-
If the prospect was grim for American flight crews, it was even grimmer for British aviators. From 1941 to
late 1944. the casualty rate for British aircrews was close to 65 percent, and by the end of the war the British

Bomber Command had lost 55.000—more than the number of British officers killed in World War 1-4* Perhaps
Edward R. Murrow and three other reporters were unaware of this ghastly mortality rate when they
accompanied the crews of British Lancaster bombers on an incendian- raid over Berlin in late 1943. Murrow’s
bomber, Dfor Dog. dodged flak, searchlights, enemy fighters, and other British aircraft (one Lancaster came
within 25 feet of colliding with them) before managing to drop its incendiaries. Down below, Berlin appeared to
Murrow as an "orchestrated hell, a terrible symphony of light and flame/’ Murrow and D for Dog survived this
raid, but others in the group were not so lucky. Two of the four reporters did not make it back. In the stark
equation of the war, said Murrow, "men die in the sky while others are roasted in their cellars.”45

Making war was overwhelmingly a male occupation, and Mildred McAfee Horton, who was director of the
Women's Reserve of the navy, observed that "the military services are so conspicuously a man’s world that the
appearance of women therein was startling.”43 WTiile most women in the military performed clerical or other
duties away from the front lines, one group, overseas nurses, had ample opportunity to contemplate the horrors
of war. In one army field hospital that Margaret Bourke-White visited in Italy (the 38th Evac), a light day
brought in 70 casualties, while one especially heavy day saw 238 cases. Nurses, doctors, and technicians often
worked around the clock, with nine operating tables in use at all times. Nurses of the 38th Evac bathed out of
helmets and lived in tents that were pitched on muddy, frequently flooded ground. Fatigue, stress, and fear
produced the same numbness in frontline nurses that it did in frontline soldiers, and nurses, like soldiers,
occasionally broke down. On the last day of her visit. Bourke-White saw the woman in charge of the 60 nurses
emerging from a tent carrying several pairs of muddy boots. When Bourke-'White asked this woman what she
was doing, she responded:

“l thought the girls might feel better if | washed off their boots for them. They have been
dying.”

“Why are they crying?” | asked.

“I wish I knew,” she said. “They never answer me when | ask. It's a fatigue neurosis. They
just can’t help it, living in the mud and taking the same thing every day; but | have
noticed that they only cry when the work is the lightest. The minute we get a flow of
badly wounded patients, they are back on their feet, smiling and telling little jokes to

make the boys feel better.”44

In the Seventh Army hospital where Paul Fussell was taken after he was wounded, Fussell heard “a woman
crying as if her heart would break, and I turned my head to behold a nurse weeping uncontrollably over a boy
dying with great stentorous gasps a table away.”45A few nurses made the ultimate sacrifice. The Paris edition of
Stars and Stripes printed a letter from army nurse Frances Sanger in November 1944 in which Sanger
expressed her gratitude for being able to share some of the hardships of the soldiers she ministered to. Only

hours after sending off her letter, Sanger was killed by a German shell.-4™



Among World War 1l correspondents. Ernie Pyle was easily the most loved because he wrote his stories from
the viewpoint of the common soldier, and because he was willing to expose himself to the dangers of combat.
His descriptions are often able to capture the feeling of the war through the use of the telling detail. Describing
the Normandy beachhead in the aftermath of the invasion, Pyle observed. There in ajumbled row for mile on
mile were soldierslpacks. There were socks and shoe polish, sewing kits, diaries, Bibles, hand grenades ... There
were toothbrushes and razors and snapshots of families back home staring up at you from the sand.” Pyle picked
up a pocket Bible and carried it up the beach with him, then put it back on the sand, confessing, “I don’t know
why | picked it up, or why I put it down again.” The strangest artifact Pyle found on the beach was a tennis

racquet brought ashore by a soldier: “It lay lonesomely on the sand, clamped in its press, not a string broken.”42
One of the most terrifying moments for Pyle was having to endure an accidental bombing by Allied planes
during the breakout from the Normandy hedgerows. Pyle described a giant rattling sound made by “bombs by
the hundred, hurtling down through the air above us ... it was chaos, and a waiting for darkness. The feeling of
the blast was sensational. The air struck us in hundreds of continuing flutters. Our ears drummed and rang. We
could feel quick little waves of concussion on the chest and in the eyes.”4

As much as Pyle was part of the lives of the troops among whom he moved, he was honest enough to admit
that there would always be a distance between himself as a noncombatant and the soldier. Pyle commented on
the adjustment soldiers had to make in order to transform killing into what he called “a craft”: “No longer was
there anything morally wrong about killing. In fact it was an admirable thing.” But because Pyle’s own life was
only in danger “by occasional chance or circumstance ... | didn't need to think of killing in personal terms, and
killing to me was still murder.”49

Despite Pyle’s dedication to telling this story, there were periods when he was clearly overwhelmed by the
war. When Pyle began to ruminate on the “wholesale death and vile destruction” of the war, “the enormity ofall

those newly dead struck like a living nightmare.... | felt I couldn’t stand it and would have to leave.”5 At the
end of his book Brave Men, Pyle confessed that “for me war has become a flat, black depression without
highlights, a revulsion of the mind and an exhaustion of the spirit.”51 Pyle did not survive the war, dying at
Okinawa in April 1945. An army broadcast commemorating Pyle described him as a man who “gave his life that
we at home may know how war tastes, and smells, and sounds and feels.”52

Robert Sherrod, a war correspondent for Time magazine who was in some of the worst fighting in the Pacific,
also crafted vivid descriptions of what he saw. Landing on the beaches at Tarawa. Sherrod and the marines were
subjected to withering Japanese machine gun fire, and Sherrod had the experience so often cited in combat
literature of a simultaneous extreme fear and heightened awareness: T was scared, as | had never been scared
before. But my head was clear. | was extremely alert, as though my brain were dictating that I live these last
minutes for all they were worth.”53 The absurd and the horrific were often intertwined at Tarawa. When a
Japanese soldier was set afire by a flamethrower, the bullets in his cartridge belt continued to explode long after
he was dead. Everyone took cover because “nobody wanted to be killed by a dead Jap.”54 Just when Sherrod
believed he had become inured to the horrors of war, he saw a marine whose head and left arm had been blown
off. Sherrod turned to a gunner near him and exclaimed, “‘What a hell of a way to die!” The gunner looks me in

the eye and says, Tou can't pick a better way."”55

As bad as Tarawa was, lwo Jima was worse. The importance of this tiny island for both Japanese and
Americans had never been in doubt. In Japanese hands, fighters based at Iwo Jima had threatened American B-
29s in the Marianas, butif Americans could capture this island, fighters capable of escorting B-29S all the way to



Tokyo could be based there. Because Iwo Jima was a volcanic island that rose straight out of the Pacific, there
was no shallow water along the shore and the landing craft were immediately swamped upon reaching land. Fire
from the Japanese was intense, and further retarding any advance was the soft volcanic ash into which a man
would sink up to his knees.5 The fighting for Iwo Jima was savage, and Sherrod reported that both Japanese
and Americans were dying “with the greatest possible violence. Nowhere in the Pacific war have | seen such
badly mangled bodies.” Legs and arms were strewn all over the battlefield and “only the legs were easy to
identify—Japanese if wrapped in khaki puttees, American if covered by canvas leggings.” Many men who were
only wounded and were carried back to casualty stations on the beach were subsequently killed when the

casualty stations themselves were attacked.5™ Marine staff sergeant David Dempsey took note of the
“indescribable wreckage” of the beach at lwo Jima. Heavy machinery was smashed everywhere, and “packs,
clothing, gas masks, and toilet articles, many of them ripped by shrapnel, are scattered across the sand for miles.
Rifles are blown in half. Letters are strewn among the debris.”5*When the U.S. flag was raised over Iwo Jima:s
ML Suribachi, “many Marines wept openly”; Joe Rosenthal’s photograph of this event would become an instant
classic, and eventually the image most closely associated with the marines.59-



Fig 2.1 Raising the flag on lwo Jima. Joe Rosenthal. Associated Press (Navy), NARA file #080-0-413988.
Il. The Soldiers' Tales

One of the ironies of World War 11 is that those who would have to bear the worst of the fighting—men in rifle
companies—ended up in these outfits because the militan’ considered them to be of the lowest caliber in terms

of skills and education.~2 The Research Branch of the army called the infantry “the dumping ground for men
who could pass physical standards but who need not satisfy any other test,” and when infantrymen themselves
were surveyed, 74 percent said “the Infantry gets more than its share of men who aren't good for anything
else.”— But infantrymen developed a pride in their outfits and in their privations, with one soldier observing. “I

never knew | could take so much till I joined the infantry.”— Itwould be the lowly army infantrymen, along with
the more selective marines and the crews of the army air forces' heavy bombers (and merchant sailors at the
beginning of the war), who faced the worst dangers and made the greatest sacrifices. Some of these men were
able to write about the war that had changed their lives forever, but it would often take combat veterans years to
do so as they mulled over the enormity of their experiences.

When combat memoirs—and the novels based on combat experiences—began appearing after the war—they
were often shocking to an American public that had been kept largely ignorant of the real nature of this war.
One of the first memoirs to appear, and arguably the most famous, was Audie Murphy's To Hell and Back.
Published in 1949, Hell is a description of Murphy's trek through Italy, France, and Germany as an infantryman.
In the course of these exploits Murphy became the most decorated soldier of the war, winning 33 medals
including the Medal of Honor.-3 As Murphys fame spread, first among his fellow soldiers and then among the
general public, part of his intriguing story was the unlikelihood of this particular soldier becoming a war hero.
Certainly Murphy did not possess a martial bearing. Freckled, shy, and baby-faced, he stood barely five feet five
and a half inches tall and weighed 112 pounds. When he tried to enlist in the marines, Murphy was rejected as
too small.

Murphy came from a background of extreme, rural poverty. Born in Hunt Count}, Texas, Murphy was the 7th
of 12 children. His parents were sharecroppers who drifted through Texas, finding what little work there was.
On two occasions they lived in abandoned railroad boxcars. By the time Murphy was 16 years old his father had
deserted the family, his mother was dead, and Murphy was on his own. The farthest he had progressed in school
was fifth grade. Murphy was saved from an uncertain future by the advent of World War II. (Indeed, it should be
emphasized that for some young men such as Murphy, militar} service was a step up in life. At Fort Benning,

Georgia, it was not unusual for inductees to arrive without shoes.)-4 Known in the army for his shooting
abilities, which he had perfected as a boy while hunting food for his family, Murphy thrived in the militar} and
returned home to great celebrity.-5

Helping to fan the flames of Murphy’s notoriety was a 1945 Life cover story. Primarily a photo fluff piece.
“Life Visits Audie Murphy’ followed Murphy around as he returned to his hometown (Farmersville, Texas). Still
in uniform, Murphy was shown chatting with the locals, including a woman to whom he used to deliver
newspapers. Then it was off to the barbershop to spruce up because he was going down to Dallas “to see a
special girl named Mar}.” Even here Murphy could not escape his notoriety, and Life captured a remarkable
image of a crowd of men staring through the barbershop window as Murphy got his hair cut. Finally, there was a
photo of Murphy with the special girl as they prepared to go out on a date. Life observed of America's most

illustrious soldier that “he usually blushes when he gets within ten feet of any girl.'—



To Hell and Back was an immediate best-seller, and while it is written in the first person, the prose is clearly
beyond the abilities of someone with a fifth-grade education. In fact. Hell was ghostwritten by David McClure,
which makes this a peculiar hybrid of a book.~7 While Murphy clearly did not do much of the writing, it is
difficult to call it a biography rather than a memoir because it also contains novelistic, first-person flourishes.
None of this detracts from the power of the story, which has a hard, truthful ring to it.—

When Murphy described how it felt to kill for the first time, he notes simply, “I feel no qualms; no pride; no

remorse. There is only a weary indifference that will follow me throughout the war.’-9 The combat scenes are
vivid and horrific, such as when one of Murphy's fellow soldiers was lolled by a German machine gunner:

He takes a step and his right lower leg bends double. The bone thrusts through the flesh; and
he tries to walk on the stump. | cannot locate the enemy gunner, and he either has ammunition
to waste or is bored with the lack of targets. His second burst is long and unhurried. The lead

eats through Antonio’s mid-parts, like a saw chewing through wood.—

As the war progressed, the comrades that Murphy started with disappeared one by one, either dead or wounded.
Murphy’s company began its journey through Europe with 235 men. At the end only Murphy and a supply
sergeant would be left.7* The war scarred and transformed Murphy and his comrades to the point where they
became unrecognizable even to themselves. Murphy related an incident in which he was quietly moving through
the interior of a house looking for Germans when "suddenly | find myself faced by a terrible looking creature
with a tommy gun. His face is black; his eyes are red and glaring.” Murphy turned his own tommy gun on this

terrible creature only to discover that he had blasted his own reflection in a mirror.22 Murphy was wounded

several times, suffered from malaria, and at one point had to be treated for gangrene.73

After the stand against the Germans that won Murphy the Medal of Honor (he single-handedly held off a
German attack by manning a machine gun on top of a burning tank destroyer), Murphy felt nothing—"no sense
of triumph; no exhilaration at being alive. Even the weariness seems to have passed. Existence has taken on the

quality of a dream in which | am detached from all that is present.”74 In the last pages of To Hell and Back.
Murphy ruminated on whether the war had “stripped me of all decency,” and he resolves to “look at life through

uncynical eyes, to have faith, to know love.”75

Murphy did know love after the war, but readjusting to civilian life was not easy for him. By 1948 Murphy
was in Hollywood and had begun an acting career, and a year later, in a highly publicized wedding. Murphy
married Hollywood starlet Wanda Hendrix. The following year they were divorced.7* Murphy made some 40
films over a 20-year period, mainly westerns or war dramas, and most were undistinguished (one exception was
his portrayal of himself in the 1955 film version of To Hell and Back). Murphy was always self-deprecating
about his acting abilities, telling one director that he had to work under a great handicap.” When asked what
this handicap was, Murphy replied, “No talent.”77 The war continued to haunt Murphy with recurring
nightmares, and for years he slept with a loaded pistol under his pillow. He gambled away most of the money
that he made, and by the time of his death in an airplane crash in 1971 his film career had faded and he was near
bankruptcy. Murphy was once asked how people were able to survive a war. Murphy replied, “I don't think
they ever do.”79

E. B. Sledge, who served in a marine mortar squad in the Pacific, wrote another vivid account of combat in
With the Old Breed at Peleliu and Okinawa. Marines were not allowed to keep diaries, lest they fall into enemy



hands and reveal something of military value, so Sledge wrote notes in his Gideon Bible. (Sledge’s writing
aspirations were not generally known in his company, and his constant recourse to the Bible gained for Sledge a

perhaps undeserved reputation for piety.)— An articulate, reflective person, Sledge was forced to observe his
own descent into brutality and madness as he was subjected to almost continuous fighting in the Pacific. As
Sledge put it. “The veneer of civilization wore pretty thin.... It was so savage. We were savages.”— The fighting
on Okinawa in 1945 was especially horrific, as “men struggled and fought and bled in an environment so

degrading | believed we had been flung into hell’'s own cesspool.””2 Sledge and his fellow marines moved
through a desolate landscape “choked with the putrefaction of death, decay, and destruction ... Even- crater was
half full of water, and many of them held a Marine corpse. The bodies lay pathetically just as they had been
killed, half submerged in muck and water, rusting weapons still in hand. Swarms of big flies hovered about
them.””3

Inevitably, the coarsening took its toll. At one point Sledge had a conversation with a fellow marine who was
idly tossing coral pebbles into the open skull of a Japanese soldier: “My buddy tossed the coral chunks as
casually as a boy casting pebbles into a puddle on some muddy road back home; there was nothing malicious in
his action. The war had so brutalized us it was beyond belief.” Shortly thereafter Sledge himself took out his
knife and began to remove the gold teeth from a Japanese corpse—a common practice in the Pacific. He was

gently persuaded by the company doctor to stop this ghastly activityA4 What sustained Sledge and his fellow
marines through this nightmare was not some abstract ideology but a “loyally’ to each other—and love ... we’'d

forged a bond that time would never erase. We were brothers.”5

William Manchester’s descriptions of Okinawa and of the combat experience are remarkably similar to
Sledge’s. Like Sledge, Manchester called Okinawa “one vast cesspool,” a “monstrous sight, a moonscape. Hills,
ridges, and cliffs rose and fell along the front like gray stumps of rotting teeth. There was nothing green left:
artillery had denuded and scarred every inch of ground.”™ As Manchester and his outfit moved into position
they passed a hundred dead marines, “stacked as you would stack cordwood.” Later, after a mortar attack, the
man next to Manchester slumped against him. Manchester turned and “stifled a scream. He had no face, just
juicy shapeless red pulp.”-7 The most intense fighting on Okinawa was for Sugar Loaf Hill, where marines
fought continuously for 10 days. The stench of their own human waste mingled with “the corrupt and corrupting
odor of rotting human flesh,” and the casualties for two marine regiments were a staggering two-thirds.— Said
Manchester, “I was in the midst of satanic madness: | knew it. I wanted to return to sanity: | couldn’t.”9

In his memoir, Doing Battle, Paul Fussell argues that sumring combat psychologically required a “severe
closing-off of normal human sympathy so that you can look dry-eyed and undisturbed at the most appalling

things. For the naturally compassionate, this is profoundly painful, and it changes your life.”9- The extent to
which this adjustment is necessary was made clear to Fussell as he made his way through Europe with the
American Seventh Army. In an attack launched against the Germans near the French town of St. Die, a helpless
Fussell saw his fellow G.1.’s “savaged by machine-gun and mortar fire, crying, calling on Mother.” Later, one of
Fussell’'s men found something he would never forget—“a bloody liver or kidney or similar organ, blown out of
one of our attacking soldiers.”9*

As the body count increased, Fussell discovered that the trick in dealing with the dead was to master the
principle that “the dead don’t know what they look like. The soldier smiling is not smiling, the man whose
mouth drips blood doesn’t know what he’s doing, the man with half his skull blown away and his brain oozing

onto the ground thinks he still looks OK.”92As to what kept these men fighting, it was not the Four Freedoms or



the Allied cause but “something much less romantic and heroic. We were maintaining our self-respect,
protecting our manly image from the contempt of our fellows.”93

Bill Mauldin’s Up Front is unique among World War Il memoirs because Mauldin was first and foremost a
cartoonist who chronicled the lives of ordinary infantrymen. The text in Up Front is therefore more of a gloss on
the accompanying cartoons than vice versa. Serving as a sergeant during the war, Mauldin created a hugely
popular cartoon strip for the sendee publication Stars and Stripes featuring two unkempt, unshaven dogface
G.l.’s named Willie and Joe. Reactions to Mauldin’s cartoons seemed to run to one extreme or another. In Italy
they so enraged one commander that he forbade the distribution of Mauldin’s cartoons. In the midst of this flap
a corps commander asked Mauldin for an original of one of Mauldin’s strips, and told him, “When you start
drawing pictures that don't get a few complaints, then you'd better quit, because you won’t be doing anybody
any good.”94 Mauldin’s most famous clash with his superiors, however, was with General George Patton, who
hated Willie and Joe for the same reasons that ordinary soldiers liked them—for their unkempt, “unsoldierlike”
bearing. Patton put pressure on Stars and Stripes either to force Mauldin to shave Willie and Joe or to stop
running the strip, and when Patton received no satisfaction from this quarter he even took his complaints to
supreme Allied commander Dwight Eisenhower. Unfortunately for Patton. Eisenhower was also a Willie and Joe
fan.%

Mauldin described the infantry as the group 'which gives more and gets less than anybody else.”3 Mauldin
acknowledged that while it is in the nature of war not to be funny, he strived “to make something out of the

humorous situations which come up even when you don’t think life could be any more miserable.”9" He
succeeded admirably, putting Willie and Joe in situations and predicaments that ordinary troops had been in
themselves. Like others who had firsthand experience of the war. Mauldin found that “friendship and spirit”
among the troops was “a lot more genuine and sincere and valuable than all the ‘war aims’ and indoctrination in
the world.”9-

In fighting the enemy, said Mauldin, “you kill or maim him the quickest and most effective way you can until
the least danger to yourself.... But you don’t become a killer. No normal man who has smelled and associated
with death ever wants to see any more ofit.”99 In one Mauldin cartoon, an exhausted Willie and Joe are leaning
against a wall as a truculent-looking soldier strides by. Willie comments to Joe, “That can’t be no combat man.

He’s lookin’ fer a fight.”499 Mauldin also took note of the fear that haunted all combat veterans: “You don’t want
to come back all banged up. Why the hell doesn’t somebody come up and replace you before you get hurt?

You've been lucky so far but it can’t last forever.”4%4



"That can't be no combat man. lie’» lookin' fer a fight”

Fig 2.2 From Bill Mauldin, Up Front (Cleveland: World Publishing Co., 1945), 141. (Copyright 1945 by Bill
Mauldin. Courtesy of the Mauldin Estate.)

John Ciardi was a promising young poet teaching at a university when the war started, and rather than being
drafted, he joined the army air forces. After washing out of pilot training, he was slotted to become a navigator
and an officer. When a petition that he had signed supporting the Loyalists in the Spanish Civil War turned up
before the House Un-American Activities Committee, Ciardi lost his commission and his chance to become a



navigator. Instead, he was trained as a gunner on a B-29.— Stationed on Saipan. Ciardi began writing what
would eventually become Saipan: The War Diary ofJohn Ciardi. His first taste of combat on a bombing raid
over Tokyo drew from Ciardi a wide range of emotions. There was confusion, as their plane was attacked by
Japanese “Zeke” fighters, which “flashed by every which way and it was impossible to know exactly what was
happening ... up ahead there was a puff of smoke and fire, and pieces of a Zeke:s wreckage went floating past my
window.” There was horror, when the number one ship in the formation suffered flak damage to its engines and
had to drop back. Japanese fighters converged and “dove at No. 1 for an easy kill. When | saw her last fighters
were all over her.” Finally, there was exaltation. Haring survived this first mission, Ciardi was “cockeyed proud
ofthe crew. Not a rattle in the bunch.”123

But as the missions mounted up, Ciardi became haunted by his own mortality and had difficulty sleeping
“knowing that I may be killed the next day.”124 Certainly, the rising death toll was a reminder of this possibility,
and Ciardi observed of his lost comrades that “it hurts and it darkens to see them go. And a lot of it because it
might have been any one of us, or all of us, or me.”125 On one mission the plane next to Ciardi’s was hit, and
Ciardi looked over at the “barber’s-chair gunner in the big bubble at the very top. He was right there beside us in
plain sight, beginning to go down. He just waved his hand goodbye. There was nothing you could do."— Things
continued to deteriorate for Ciardi, as first his crew was broken up, then a new commanding general ordered the
wing to conduct its bombing raids at lower altitudes, making them more vulnerable to Japanese fighters. Ciardi
now referred to himself in the third person—“Ciardi seems to be haring combat nerves”—and wrote a letter to be
sent home in case he did not survive.—" Ciardi also wrote a poem for the occasion of his own death, called
“Elegy Just in Case,” that begins, “Here lies Ciardi’'s pearly bones / In their ripe organic mess.”12" Fate
intervened on Ciardi’s behalf, however, in perhaps one of the few examples in which a serviceman'’s life was
saved because