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The United States was not prepared for war. Only 200,000 
men were in service when war was declared, and few officers 
had combat experience. Drastic measures were needed to build 
an army large and modern enough to make an impact in 
Europe. 

To meet the government’s need for more fighting power, 
Congress passed the Selective Service Act in May 1917. The 
act required men to register with the government in order to be 
randomly selected for military service. By the end of 1918, 24 
million men had registered under the act. Of this number, 
almost 3 million were called up. About 2 million troops 
reached Europe before the truce was signed, and three-fourths 
of them saw actual combat. Most of the inductees had not 
attended high school, and about one in five was foreign-born. 

About 400,000 African Americans served in the armed 
forces. More than half of them served in France. African 
American soldiers served in segregated units and were 
excluded from the navy and marines. Most African Americans 
were assigned to noncombat duties, although 

there were exceptions. The all-black 369th Infantry Regiment 
saw more continuous duty on the front lines than any other 
American regiment. Two soldiers of the 369th, Henry Johnson 
and Needham Roberts, were the first Americans to receive 
France’s highest military honor, the Croix de Guerre—the 
“cross of war.” 

 The eight-month training period took place partly in the 
United States and partly in Europe. During this time the men 
put in 17-hour days on target practice, bayonet drill, kitchen 
duty, and cleaning up the grounds. Since real weapons were in 
short supply, soldiers often drilled with fake weapons—rocks 
instead of hand grenades, or wooden poles instead of rifles. 

 Although women were not allowed to enlist, the army 
reluctantly accepted women in the Army Corps of Nurses, but 
denied them army rank, pay, and benefits. Meanwhile, some 
13,000 women accepted noncombat positions in the navy and 
marines, where they served as nurses, secretaries, and 
telephone operators, with full military rank. 
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In addition to the vast army that had to be created and 
trained, the United States had to find a way to transport men, 
food, and equipment over thousands of miles of ocean. It was 
an immense task, made more difficult by German submarine 
activity, which by early 1917 had sunk twice as much ship 
tonnage as the Allies had built. In order to expand its fleet, the 
U.S. government took four crucial steps. 

First, the government exempted many shipyard workers 
from the draft and gave others a “deferred” classification, 
delaying their participation in the draft. Second, the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce joined in a public relations campaign 
to emphasize the importance of shipyard work. 

They distributed service flags to families of shipyard 
workers, just like the flags given to families of soldiers and 
sailors. They also urged automobile owners to give shipyard 
employees rides to and from work, since streetcars were so 
crowded. Third, shipyards used prefabrication techniques. 
Instead of building an entire ship in the yard, standardized 
parts were built elsewhere and then assembled at the yard. 
This method reduced construction time substantially. As a 
result, on just one day—July 4, 1918—the United States 
launched 95 ships. Fourth, the government took over 
commercial and private ships and converted them for 
transatlantic war use. 
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The American Expeditionary Force (AEF), led by General 
John J. Pershing, included men from widely separated parts of 
the country. American infantrymen were nicknamed 
doughboys, possibly because of the white belts they wore, 
which they cleaned with pipe clay, or “dough.” Most 
doughboys had never ventured far from the farms or small 
towns where they lived, and the sophisticated sights and 
sounds of Paris made a vivid impression. However, 
doughboys were also shocked by the unexpected horrors of the 
battlefield and astonished by the new weapons and tactics of 
modern warfare. 

The battlefields of World War I saw the first large-scale 
use of weapons that would become standard in modern war. 
Although some of these weapons were new, others, like the 
machine gun, had been so refined that they changed the nature 
of warfare. The two most innovative weapons were the tank 
and the airplane. Together, they heralded mechanized warfare, 
or warfare that relies on machines powered by gasoline and 
diesel engines. C 

Tanks ran on caterpillar treads and were built of steel so 
that bullets bounced off. The British fi rst used tanks during 
the 1916 Battle of the Somme, but not very effectively. By 
1917, the  
British had learned how to drive large numbers of tanks 
through barbed wire defenses, clearing a path for the infantry.  

The early airplanes were so fl imsy that at fi rst both sides 
limited their use to scouting. After a while, the two sides used 
tanks to fi re at enemy planes that were gathering information. 
Early dogfi ghts, or individual air combats, like the one 
described by Eddie Rickenbacker, resembled duels. Pilots sat 
in their open cockpits and shot at each other with pistols. 
Because it was hard to fl y a plane and shoot a pistol at the 
same time, planes began carrying mounted machine guns. But 
the planes’ propeller blades kept getting in the way of the 
bullets. Then the Germans introduced an interrupter gear that 
permitted the stream of bullets to avoid the whirring blades. 
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 German U-boat attacks on merchant ships in the Atlantic 
were a serious threat to the Allied war effort. American Vice 
Admiral William S. Sims convinced the British to try the 
convoy system, in which a heavy guard of destroyers escorted 
merchant ships back and forth across the Atlantic in groups. 
By fall of 1917, shipping losses had been cut in half.  

The U.S. Navy also helped lay a 230-mile barrier of mines 
across the North Sea from Scotland to Norway. The barrier 
was designed to bottle up the U-boats that sailed from German 
ports and keep them out of the Atlantic Ocean.  

By early 1918 the Germans found it increasingly difficult 
to replace their losses and to staff their fleet with trained 
submariners. Of the almost 2 million Americans who sailed to 
Europe during the war, only 637 were lost to U-boat attacks.  

After two and a half years of fighting, the Allied forces 
were exhausted and demoralized. One of the main 
contributions that American troops made to the Allied war 

effort, apart from their numbers, was their freshness and 
enthusiasm. They were determined to hit the Germans hard. 
Twenty-two-yearold Joseph Douglas Lawrence, a U.S. Army 
lieutenant, remarked on the importance of American 
enthusiasm when he described his first impression of the 
trenches. 

I have never seen or heard of such an elaborate, complete 
line of defense as the British had built at this point. There was 
a trench with dugouts every three hundred yards from the front 
line in Ypres back four miles to and including Dirty Bucket. 
Everything was fronted with barbed wire and other 
entanglements. Artillery was concealed everywhere. Railroad 
tracks, narrow and standard gauge, reached from the trenches 
back into the zone of supply. Nothing had been neglected to 
hold this line, save only one important thing, enthusiasm 
among the troops, and that was the purpose of our presence.” 

—Joseph D. Lawrence, Fighting Soldier: The AEF in 
1918 
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