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Pershing’s Crusaders

1

The American Soldiers of the Great War

Less than three weeks after the Armistice, infantry Captain Herman
Ulmer pondered the difficulty of setting “down with any degree of
accuracy a true and complete record of the events” of his weeks of
fighting in the Argonne. He mused,
One might succeed in producing a mere compendium of bald,
bare facts,—after the fashion of a railroad time table—but it
would require a book, volumes of books, to present the manifold and conflicting impressions which those events carried with
them . . . Our impressions of those days are not settled. They are
not formed as a mold, to remain unchanging forevermore. We
are constantly extracting from those momentous times as we live
them over in our memories, entirely new sensations, hitherto unaroused, or unnoticed in the multiplicity of our emotions. Our
impressions of today are not the ones of yesterday, and it is probable that tomorrow will bring still newer ones. The recollections
of that period inspire a myriad of thoughts, and we might write
for years and years and never finish recording them all.

Ulmer neatly encapsulated the innate problem of using historical
sources and the writing of history. The task of the historian is to sift
through the “manifold and conflicting impressions” of those in the
past in order to present a coherent vision or interpretation of historical events to those in the present. Pershing’s Crusaders hopes to
avoid being a “mere compendium of bald, bare facts” by recounting,
as comprehensively, detailed, and vividly as possible the daily lives,
[ 1 ]
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experiences, and attitudes of the American soldier and Marine in the Great
War.1
This book attempts to be a “travel guide” to the soldiers’ experiences as
well as an “anthropological” study of their world and their worldviews. As
a “travel guide,” it takes the reader on a journey that starts with the doughboys’ induction into the service and then moves through their training in the
United States, their voyage to Europe, their training in France, their experiences in combat, and finally to their return home and demobilization. The
“anthropological” aspects of the work examines what motivated the soldiers
to serve and accept the verdict of the draft, their attitudes toward military
service, what they thought about their allies and enemies, and the material
realities of the troops’ food, clothing, shelter, and weapons. It further explores
the doughboys’ sex lives, religion, medical care, morale, and discipline. The
book is intended to give the reader an understanding of what it meant to
serve as a doughboy in the Great War. Pershing’s Crusaders seeks to make a
human connection between the reader and the doughboys by giving them a
deep and well-rounded appreciation of the soldiers’ opinions and day-to-day
existence in and out of battle.
The American soldiers of the Great War lived at a key point in the nation’s
history: the moment that the Republic emerged as a key player on the world’s
stage and embarked on its first large-scale foreign war. The war caught the
doughboy generation with one foot planted in the nineteenth century with
its assumptions of manhood and military glory and the other foot in the
modernity of the industrializing and urbanizing twentieth century. In their
time, they experienced a number of important “firsts” in American history.
As such, they were the first Americans to endure modern high-tech mass
warfare. In only nineteen months, the U.S. Army went from being a pitifully
small constabulary force built on rifles, horses, and a few field and coastal
artillery pieces to a four-million-man heavy weight possessing all the fiendish
implements of mass killing. This process was far from smooth and pretty, and
many a doughboy would suffer as the army painfully learned of the monumental changes to warfare that the Great War had initiated. In the process of
learning, the American soldiers pioneered a modern American “way of war”
focused on massive firepower and global power projection and sustainment.
World War I was the first time that large numbers of Americans came into
intimate contact with foreign peoples and cultures. Prior to the war, foreign
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travel for Americans was still largely confined to sailors, international businessmen, and a handful of relatively well-off tourists. Over the course of the
Great War more than two million Americans interacted with European civilization. These numbers dwarfed the number of soldiers who experienced faroff societies in America’s previous foreign wars. The American armies with
which Zachary Taylor and Winfield Scott invaded Mexico in 1846 and 1847
and the force that William Shafter took to Cuba in 1898 were less than half
the size of one of John Pershing’s twenty-seven combat divisions. The total
number of soldiers serving in the Philippine War, the largest overseas deployment of American forces prior to World War I, was roughly equal to the
number of troops in one of Pershing’s nine corps. As will be noted, it would
be wrong to argue that the Americans returned home from France with a
greater appreciation of multiculturalism. In fact, the doughboys’ contact with
Europe and the Europeans served mostly to strengthen their faith in American exceptionalism and in the inherent superiority of American society over
all others. To a large extent the opinions of the returning doughboys helped
to set the stage for the rest of the assertive, confident, and bumptious “American Century” and shaped postwar American society. It is not too much of a
stretch to argue that the doughboys were the pioneers of the American sexual
revolution. Furthermore, in a departure from the self-affirming American
exceptionalism of their white comrades, African American doughboys returned home after having experienced a cultural model in France that offered
a counterpoint to Jim Crow America. In many ways, these black soldiers were
the vanguards of the civil rights movement.
The title of the book comes from a movie produced in 1918 by the War and
Navy Departments in conjunction with the Committee on Public Information (CPI). The movie itself is a rather typical piece of the CPI’s propaganda
work, chronicling the dedication of the military, the hard work of the home
front, and the menace of the Germans. It is the movie’s poster (reproduced
on the jacket cover) that is perhaps most revealing. On it, John J. Pershing on
horseback leads a mighty and resolute host of American soldiers into battle.
Although the poster is centered on Pershing, the American flag still occupies a
suitably prominent and appropriately patriotic place above him. In the background a ghostly cadre of crusader knights watches over their modern-day
doughboy counterparts as they embark upon their own holy and righteous
mission. To a very large extent, this poster captures how the doughboys saw
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themselves and their war. Based upon their own views of the United States
and influenced somewhat by the unbridled patriotism and fear-mongering
of the CPI, most soldiers believed in the justness of the nation’s cause and
viewed themselves as crusaders who came to “make the world safe for democracy” by rescuing Europe from the threat of brutal German militarism.
The doughboys were generally idealistic and ideological soldiers battling to
protect hearth and home and to defend American principles and values.2
Although his name is prominent in the title, John J. Pershing, as well as
his senior subordinates, makes only fleeting appearances in the pages of this
book. It is striking how little Pershing is mentioned by his soldiers in their
diaries and letters home. The few times that the author has seen him referenced by the troops were mostly in accounts of post-Armistice inspections
and parades. This work focuses on the lives of the American Army’s enlisted
men and junior officers. As such, Pershing and the officers of the American
Expeditionary Forces General Headquarters (AEF GHQ) appear onstage only
when their policies and directives influenced the daily lives of the doughboy.
It is important to focus on the “common” soldier of the Great War for several
reasons. One is the changing realities of the battlefield itself. The size and
scale of combat in World War I meant that senior officers could no longer
directly influence fighting at the lower end of the tactical scale. As combat
became more dispersed and decentralized, it was the soldiers and officers at
the battalion level and below that increasingly decided how, and even if, their
superior commander’s orders were carried out. Second, as war shifted from
being a matter of a few days of battle to weeks and months of combat, the
individual soldier’s morale, discipline, training, and physical condition grew
in importance. Thus, understanding what motivated the doughboys to fight
and the moral and physical realities of their world leads to a deeper appreciation of the AEF’s challenges during the war. Last, the attitudes and opinions
of the doughboys offer a greater understanding of American society at the
turn of the twentieth century.
Pershing’s Crusaders humbly follows the tradition of Bell Irvin Wiley in
his classic studies The Life of Johnny Reb and The Life of Billy Yank, and of
Don Rickey’s Forty Miles a Day on Beans and Hay, Edward Coffman’s The
Regulars, and Lee Kennett’s G.I.: The American Soldier in World War II. These
insightful books have captured the details of the lives of American soldiers
with unparalleled depth, breadth, and sensitivity. This work also builds upon
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the writings of Jennifer D. Keene, Chad Williams, Mark Meigs, Edward A.
Gutiérrez, and other scholars of the American experience in the Great War.
This book, however, seeks to present a more holistic and detailed exploration
of the many facets of the doughboys’ lives and attitudes than has been given
in previous accounts.
Given the fact that over four million soldiers served in the American Army
in World War I, it is no surprise that the doughboys had a variety of motivations for serving and a wide spectrum of opinion regarding military life,
combat, their surroundings, and the people who they encountered during
their time in uniform. Because of this multiplicity of personal experience, it
is inaccurate to state that there was an “average doughboy.” However, these
varied masses of men did share certain commonalities of experience. After
all, one of the goals of any military organization is to establish a great degree
of uniformity in its ranks when it comes to things such as training, weapons,
tactics, food, clothing, and shelter. The unchanging nature of war itself also
created commonalities that united the doughboys. At its core, war has always
been about killing, dying, fear, exertion, and privation. These realities were
as well understood by an American soldier of World War I as they would
have been by a Roman legionnaire of antiquity or as they would be by an
infantryman of the twenty-first century. That being said, each war also has a
subjective nature: the distinctive aspects of its time and place, such as technology and the period’s societal realities, that make it unique from other conflicts in history. This work aims to illustrate how the doughboys experienced
and understood both the objective and subjective realities of the Great War.
When I use the understandably fraught terms “many doughboys,” “a number
of doughboys,” or “most doughboys,” it is only after I have seen comments
on the subject in question reoccur time and time again in a wide variety of
sources. Likewise, terms such as “some soldiers” or “a few soldiers” denote
that similar comments of the topic in question arose in the sources, but were
not, perhaps, the dominate opinion in the ranks.
To accomplish this holistic examination of the doughboys, Pershing’s Crusaders rests upon materials drawn from a deep and varied array of primary
sources. Wars in the era of mass literacy and growing military bureaucracies
have produced a wealth of correspondence, firsthand accounts, and records
that allow us to gain a deeper appreciation for the daily lives and experiences
of the “average” soldier. The soldiers themselves were driven by a need to
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keep in tenuous touch with those back home and to record what they knew
would most likely be the most momentous times of their lives. In conducting
research for this work, I read over five thousand soldier letters and diaries,
including over nine hundred letters that I had amassed in a personal collection that I hope will ultimately reside in the National World War I Museum
in Kansas City, Missouri. The book also draws heavily upon soldier surveys,
memoirs, unit histories, and unpublished manuscripts that detail soldiers’
time in uniform and upon articles in military newspapers and journals such
as Stars and Stripes. Many of these sources reside in the U.S. Army Military
History Institute (USAMHI). In the 1970s, the USAMHI began sending surveys to World War I veterans to collect their personal accounts of the conflict.
The quality of the answers to the surveys themselves vary greatly, ranging
from detailed recounting of the veteran’s service to terse and unenlightening
responses to the queries. Although age and memory perhaps made some of
the facts in the surveys problematic, the USAMHI also asked the veterans to
send any of their letters, diaries, or other written accounts that they wished
to donate to the institute. These additional sources, generally written during
or soon after the war, were a treasure trove of material.
As armies grew larger over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, their
systems for training, supplying, and employing their soldiers became increasingly complex. This, in turn, created military bureaucracies that ran on an
insatiable and varied diet of reports, studies, and investigations that kept the
war machine lurching forward. The U.S. Army also sought to learn as much
as possible from the conflict and scrutinized its wartime operations to prepare for future wars and further internal reforms. In addition to personal
accounts, Pershing’s Crusaders draws upon thousands of these official primary source materials to aid in drawing a nuanced portrait of the doughboys’ world. The vast majority of these sources came from Record Group
120, “Records of the American Expeditionary Forces,” and Record Group 165,
“Records of the War Department General Staff,” in the National Archives annex at College Park, Maryland. The work also uses staff studies, lectures, and
student papers written in the Army War College, U.S. Army Command and
General Staff College, and the U.S. Army Infantry School in the 1920s and
1930s.
To provide an immediacy and an intimacy that allow the work to make
the key emotional human connection between the reader and the people of
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the past, as much as possible the book uses quotations from writings of the
doughboys to make its points. To remain true to the past and its participants,
all quotations have been left with their original spelling and punctuation,
and the limited additions to the original passages were made only for added
comprehension and clarity. It should be noted that the book’s subtitle could
more accurately be “the American Soldier and Marine in World War I” as I
have used accounts from Marines throughout the work. Although there were
subtle differences in the experiences of soldiers and Marines during the Great
War, in all substantive areas the commonalities of their lives far exceeded
these minor points of dissimilarity. Although I have sought to be as comprehensive as possible in discussing the doughboys’ lives, as with any work
of this scale there are bound to be omissions or subjects that deserve greater
coverage. The work is limited to those Americans serving in France, Belgium,
and Germany and does not discuss those fighting in Russia or Italy. Due to
the uniqueness of their experience, the book also does not discuss the lives
of pilots and aircrews. When I knew that other authors have covered some
subjects in more depth than I could here, for example, in the experiences of
American women in uniform, I deferred to them. I hope that any other omissions that have been made in this work will be filled in by other historians in
the future.

